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Moral politics became a public issue in the European XIX century. Based on an
evolutionary concept of human progress after the Vienna Congress, who besides the
European balance of powers also cared about general moral values in politics by
demanding the abolition of slave trade, the campaign for the abolition of slavery
became the first strong civil society movement in modern history. The British Empire
released the slaves in its colonies in 1833, France in 1848, the US during the Civil
War of the 1860s, timely paralled by the liberation of the Russian peasants. Mostly
these campaigns were flavoured by the idea of a Christian mission civilatrice. In the
late XIX century the secular language of human rights (which had already been part of
the American and French declarations of the Rights of Men in the late XVIII century)
dominated the French Ligue pour la Défense des Droits de I’homme in the case of
Captain Alfred Dreyfus', who was accused of high treason for anti-Semitic reasons.
Campaigns against colonial crimes used the same two languages. So did campaigns
against the “bad government” in the Ottoman Empire, beginning with William Ewart
Gladstones Bulgarian Horrors of 1876 and later in the case of the Ottoman
Armenians. Moral politics in all these cases relied on the growing power of public
opinion in European societies and its influence on the decisions of official politics.

The German pro-Armenian movement of the 1890’s was mainly upheld by
protestant Fellowship circles as well as educated liberal Protestants in the vicinity of
Martin Rade’s intellectual journal Christliche Welt (“Christian World”). It carried a
strong Christian undertone, and in Rade’s case encompassed a Neo-Kantian flavour.
Its most prominent figure — closely related to Rade — was Johannes Lepsius, whose
1896 tome, Armenien und Europa (“Armenia and Europe”), was translated into
several languages, exerting a tremendous international influence. The governments of
Europe painted a picture of the massacres which was guided by imperial interests
rather than following politico-moral standards, British liberal William Gladstone
wrote in an 1897 letter to Lepsius, having read the book. He called this “one of the
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saddest, if not the saddest, truths of our time”'. The former Prime Minister — whom
Bismarck considered an insufferable moralist® — invoked Lepsius’ authority for his
pro-Armenian campaigns of the 1890’s. He may be described as the era’s most
efficacious proponent of an ethically motivated foreign policy and as an early
visionary of a liberal, pan-European legislative system’. As Hans Lukas Kieser has
pointed out, Lepsius, a protestant internationalist, very much influenced by Anglo-
American sources’, was driven by similar concepts, albeit exhibiting a particularly
German bent. His book he labelled an “Indictment” against the major European
powers”. This meant cultivating a sentiment which would only two years later find its
locus classicus in Emile Zola’s famous J accuse during the Dreyfus campaign.

Like Gladstone, Lepsius was a liberal imperialist of ethical principles. His tract
was published during an era when Bismarck’s calculated Realpolitik was increasingly
being supplanted by visions of a geographically expansive German power state. The
turnaround of public opinion toward an impatient brand of imperialism had been
brought about in 1895 by Max Weber’s widely received Freiburg inaugural address®.
This also affected a sought-after new sphere of influence in the Ottoman Empire. In
the new climate, British calls for an intervention prompted by the Armenian massacres
were — after a moment of hesitation — abruptly dismissed by Wilhelm II as a sinister
ploy designed to increase London’s Eastern influence’.

For these very reasons, Lepsius and the moral politics of the German pro-
Armenian movement were strongly opposed to the Reich’s official policies. In 1897,
he wrote in Maximilian Harden’s journal Zukunft that national interest should never
become the guiding principle of moral thought, judgment and action®. Adolf
Stoecker’s Deutsche Evangelische Kirchenzeitung accused him of being overly
dependant on English influence, politically as well as theologically’. The Prussian
Ministry of the Interior intervened. Friedrich Naumann, subsequent doyen of German-
minded liberalism, went as far as spin doctoring the victims of the Hamidian
massacres to serve some higher purpose. This was supposed to lie in the German
destiny for Weltpolitik (World Politics) in the Orient. Anyone who, like Lepsius,
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thought international, i.e. “English”, as Naumann contended, might well take the
Armenian side'.

However, Lepsius was not fundamentally opposed to German Weltpolitik,
although his take on the subject was only distantly related to the Wilhelmine boom of
power politics. To Lepsius the theologian, Weltpolitik predominantly presented itself
as a necessary condition for the final advent of the kingdom of Christ. He expected the
latter to come about in the shape of a constitutionally ordered world on earth, based on
human rights principles of the gospel. Basically, in Germany at this time, these were
often also neo-Kantian influenced ideas. Yet Lepsius, like virtually every educated
German protestant of his day, viewed Luther’s Germany as God’s predestined country.
However, he had to witness how the atrocities committed in the Ottoman Empire
during World War I stood in increasingly stark contrast to his vision of the coming
kingdom of Christ on earth.

In the beginning of August 1915, Lepsius wrote from Istanbul to his wife Alice at
Potsdam: “Unspeakable things have happened and are happening still. The goal is
perfect extermination — executed under the veil of martial law. There is nothing else to
be said”*. Lepsius, 57 years old at the time, was received for an audience with War
Minister Enver Pasha on 10 August 1915 after a recommendation by Auswartiges Amt
(the German State Department) and the German Embassy. This was precisely when
the siege at Musa Dagh was unfolding, where some 5000 Armenians had sought
refuge on the escape from their persecutors, the fateful days that are recounted in
Franz Werfel’s novel, which also tells the story of this meeting. It was by no means a
matter of course. Its background, too, remains unclear to this day and will in all
likelihood never be fully uncovered. Certainly, the Reich’s government at that point
took a strong interest in exercising a mitigating influence on its Turkish ally’. The
German Embassy at Istanbul, however, doubted it could ever end successfully”. Enver,
in turn, had a vested interest in a certain amount of German backing’. At least until the
increasing success in defending the strategically important Dardanelles and the
resulting growth in Turkish confidence would have completely dispelled any qualms.

Lepsius produced a protocol of this conversation at the War Ministry which is
extensively quoted by Werfel. The most important exterminatory sentence in this
conversation was the following. “We can handle our internal enemies”, Enver said:
“You in Germany cannot. In this we are stronger than you™’. For the time being,
thoughts like this were foreign to German politics, which were still (at least partly)
anchored in values of traditional XIX century Wilhelminism. Yet, not much later, they
were the very reason why Adolf Hitler admired Enver as an example to follow, whom
— among others, particularly Mussolini — he referenced in his trial before the Munich
People’s Court in 1924. According to Hitler, Enver managed to build up a whole new
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nation, successfully detoxifying the multicultural Gomorrha that was Constantinople'.
This unveiled a deep congruency of fundamental imaginations of purification. Hitler’s
“awaking” Germany welcomed the radically nationalist Young Turks (and their
Kemalist followers) as a congenial example®.

Henry Morgenthau relates that Lepsius was determined to try to persuade his own
government to put a halt to this crime against humanity perpetrated by a wartime ally
— as we know, he failed. “His feelings were aroused chiefly against his own govern-
ment”, Morgenthau records in his memoirs in view of those hours spent together at the
American Embassy. “He expressed to me the humiliation which he felt as a German,
that the Turks should set about to exterminate their Christian subjects, while Germany,
which called itself a Christian country, was making no endeavours to prevent it”.

Lepsius decided not to remain silent after his return to Germany. This was in stark
contrast to the considerable amount of people in the Reich who knew exactly what
was going on in Turkey, yet did not speak up in order to preserve the raison d’état.
Even the majority of the German clergy adhered to this practice almost
unconditionally. “Nationalized Christianity’s conscience” he wrote in March 1916, “is
casily swayed in such conflicts of interest to subordinate that which is imperative on
grounds of humanity to that which is politically opportune”*. Johannes Lepsius did not
succumb. He wanted to take a stand by again publicly promoting moral politics as far
as he could under wartime circumstances.

It was at a Berlin press conference on 5 October 1915, short after his return from
Istanbul, when Lepsius made himself very clear for the first time. There, he actually
accused the German government of having become a slave to the Ottoman leadership
instead of duly ruling as its master. In the beginning of the war, Lepsius had sub-
scribed to the unrealistic illusion that the German-Turkish alliance would by necessity
bring about a certain hegemonial Europeanization of Turkey at the hands of Germany
as well as establish order in its judicial system. These Lepsius had considered positive
effects’, even in the Armenian case. But such pipe-dreams of a “German Egypt” were
soon shattered, as it became more and more apparent that Turkey was following its
own agenda in this war. Johannes Lepsius, although a German patriot, adopted the
stance of denouncing his own government in the face of the great crime against
humanity that was the Genocide. The Reich’s Oriental opportunism in the case of the
Armenian Genocide was steeped in a German spirit of cultural relativism Lepsius had
never shared. The “belief that in warfare, might is the only decisive factor and that
right and humanity can be disregarded until victory is achieved”®, as he put it later,
was leading to a moral catastrophe.
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Military intelligence had him under surveillance. In his devastation he went as far
as publicly demanding German military control of the northern Ottoman Empire to
establish a rule of law there. He even suggested surrendering the Ottoman Arabic
territories to the British for the same reason'. Not unlikely Lepsius was informed
about Boghos Noubar’s negotiations with the British military command in Egypt
concerning an invasion in the gulf of Iskenderun. This was an unrealized plan that had
the support of the Armenian Dashnaktsuyun party at Sofia with whom Lepsius had
close ties. The German government reacted in a fairly moderate manner considering
the scope of this provocation. A course of deliberate disinformation was taken,
complemented by a warning against inadvertently being used as a battering ram for the
Armenian question”. On 11 January 1916 however, a query from Social Democratic
MP Karl Liebknecht confronted the Reichstag (the German parliament) with “Profes-
sor Lepsius’s” assessment of “an outright extinction of the Turkish Armenians™.
Documents, originating from Lepsius’s material gathered during his Turkish journey,
have doubtless found their way into James Bryce’s and Arnold Toynbee’s 1916
British Bluebook. How this was possible is still unclear. Probably the channels were
Swiss. In turn Lepsius learned certain details from British sources, for instance
concerning the developments at the Musa Dagh. These he published in 1916, taking
some literary liberties, in his Potsdam based journal Der Christliche Orient. Interna-
tional contacts and attempts to exert influence on policies were, despite the war, still
intact.

In summer of 1916, Lepsius published his report Die Lage des armenischen
Volkes in der Tiirkei (“The Situation of the Armenian People in Turkey”) spanning
over three hundred pages. It contained precise chronological representations as well as
meticulous statistics, as well as a thorough analysis of causes. Despite the looming
military censorship, he personally managed to have 20.500 copies printed secretly and
distributed all over the Reich. The pamphlet was banned by military censorship on 7
August 1916. The German Turkophile Ernst Jickh working at the State Department
issued him a warning pertaining to his “propaganda lectures and leaflets” and
prompted the Ministerial passport office to bar Lepsius from entering Switzerland for
further talks®. However, he had already left Germany by mid-July to take residence in
the neutral Netherlands where it was possible for an anonymous Dutch translation of
his Bericht to be published. A French translation had already been undertaken in
Potsdam’ and was published in Paris after the war in late 1918.

The Bericht is an astonishing opus. First and foremost, it is a testimony of
extraordinary personal courage. During this time, as the so-called national “home
peace” of the World War was kept, censorship turned any public utterance about war
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crimes into a potentially dangerous affair, be they of German origin or committed by
Her allies. His book was, as the New York Tribune noted in July 1919, the most
“powerful indictment of Turkey’s crimes in Armenia” that appeared during the war in
all countries'. By the same token, the Bericht marks the beginning of a serious
historiography of the Armenian Genocide. Lepsius was not only a Theologian whose
upbringing, environment and wealth of experience had equipped him with a diverse
historico-educational backdrop and a charismatic public persona. He was an
academically trained Mathematician, held a doctorate in Philosophy, and commanded
the ability to think systematically and conceptually.

The main thesis of the book — which, according to Ulrich Trumpener, has been
“the best work of synthesis on this subject* for decades — is that, beginning in the
spring of 1915, government-planned ethnic cleansing was being executed by the
organs of a “deep state”, immediately turning into genocidal measures. More recently,
detailed studies have accentuated how ideological hardliners of the Young Turk
Committee — one might call them ethno-nationalist political commissars — tried to
enforce extreme exterminatory measures everywhere, even against the resistance of
some military officials and provincial governors. The purpose of these was, as Lepsius
highlighted, to essentially annihilate everything not purely Turkish in an ethnic or
cultural sense’ — or at least anything proven to be incapable of assimilation. In his
view, the genocide was an exclusively Turkish project of a domestic and ethno-
political nature and deadly mass-robbery on a great scale. The Bericht also poses the
quaestio juris, quoting the Allied declaration of 24 May 1915 where these events were
literally characterized as “crimes against humanity and civilization™. Of course, in
wartime Germany, this had to be considered “enemy propaganda”.

Lepsius focused on the right-wing nationalist modernity and systematicity of this
genocide, and in 1916 he was the first one to clearly see the fundamental difference to
former atrocities. Unaltered were his post-war comments. He drew an express
comparison between the Young Turks and the Pan-German movement’ whose
radically anti-Semitic wing was just garnering attention in the early 1920’s through
political assassinations. In this respect, he saw the genocide of 1915/16 as an
immensely dangerous model®. Moreover, he accused Germany of “complicity” by
“indulgence and coward failure to act” as early as at the end of 1918’

After the World War, the question was raised for the first time whether it be
necessary to institute an international legislation, especially to handle gross violations
of human rights at the hand of governments. On 15 March 1921, former Ottoman
Grand Vizier Mehmet Talaat was shot dead in Berlin’s Hardenbergstrale. This
assassination made history, and notably, legal history. The June 1921 court case of
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Tehlirjan and its public reception had, albeit inadvertently, all the markings of an early
Genocide tribunal. Specifically, the formal structure of a criminal trial necessitated a
substantial assessment of the accused’s motives. The latter, by the way, was ultimately
acquitted on grounds of temporary insanity. In essence, the perpetrator’s motives, and
ipso facto the deeds of the victim, took precedence over the actual crime. Johannes
Lepsius’ expert opinion at the court played an integral part in this development, as the
New York Times observed'.

In fact, the trial unearthed several new aspects. One of Tehlirijan’s three
defenders, attorney Werthauer, scrutinized the perversions of nationalist militarism.
He thereby raised the question of boundaries to legitimate violence in war against the
backdrop of an existing discourse that had arisen from the Hague Conventions of 1899
and 1907. His colleague Niemeyer, on the other hand, went one step further, calling
for “jurisdiction (...) in the sense of a universal and enlightened insight into the nature
of the law as well as the duties of humanity””. Thus, a component of natural law
theory was introduced into a criminal trial, by this augmenting along a moral-political
line. That was unusual and amounted to an implicit demand for substantial legislative
consequences in the future. Apparently after this major crime against humanity during
the First World War - the genocide of the Armenians - time was mentally ripe for this
major step. As regards the matter of the verdict, the court had previously been
informed by its expert witness Johannes Lepsius that the murder victim had actually
been sentenced to death. A ruling to this effect had been handed down in absentia by a
Turkish court-martial on 5 July 1919, in fact, on grounds of — literarily — “crimes
against humanity™.

The Berlin trial brought about some unexpected, far-reaching consequences, one
of which relates to Raphael Lemkin. “Will not passion sway such a form of justice and
make a travesty of it?”” Lemkin asked in his autobiographical sketches, after having
read about the case in 1921 newspapers: “I felt that a law against this type of racial or
religious murder must be adopted by the world. (...) Sovereignty, I argued, cannot be
conceived as the right to kill millions of innocent people”™.

The consequences of that train of thought are well-known. Lemkin was the first to
attempt a legally sound definition of the concept of “genocide” in 1944. He succeeded
by introducing the result into the UN genocide convention of 1948. Even after World
War II and the Shoah, he revisited his initial experience again and again: that
memorable Berlin trial of 1921, the Armenian genocide, and the fundamental defects
of international law which it had revealed.
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0Nn1d Znudbyn - Awpnyulwh punwpwljubnipini ihg nkuh dhowqquihl
wppupnipnLi

Gypnuyugh hwdwp XIX nupp Spwtuhujut hbpuhnjunipyut b twwynjbniyub
wuwunbkpuquubph thnpdwnnipmiiibphg hbnn pumipwgpynid Ep mbpnipnitubph
Uhol hwjwuwpulpponipjut ghpuljunipyut qunuthwpny: Quwyws sowhkph Jpu
hhulfws punupulwinipju npnowlh gqpulppmpjuip dudwbwlia hp htwn
ptipnud Ep twb pupnjuljut punupuljuinipjut jondunpnonud: Zknhbnuhnjuuljut
punuh hwdwjtwyuunljipmd tput pinpny tp bwb dwppljujhtt wnwewnhunipju
qupquguut hujkguljupgp: Unpliugdwut b qunnipujhtt hwbhgugnpénipniuubph
nhud h hujn Ejut jupbnp pupnjupunupuljut pupnqupowuyubp: XIX nuph bpeh
hwjywdbn pupnqupoujubpp whkwp L phunwpldtt wyn hwdwnbpunnud: Shjjud
Qqunuuntp  gonpdénd Ep Edpnyulwb  dnnnynippubph  dnnpndpnudupuluit
Uhnipjull dwpnnt hpuyniipibph b wqunwljuinippui hujkgulwpgh hhdwh Jpu,
npp «hplpwp hdwbphwihqup nhppnpnynudp skp puguenid: Unyup Jepuptpnid tp
Qhpdwihuynd 8nhwtubu Lhthupniupti: Upwup Eplyniut ), hwljunwl hpkug
Jwpwjwpmpnibikph unul pwhbph Ypw hhutjws punupuluinipuip, dqunid
tht wdpuwy g hwuwpululwh Jupshph hojuwbnipiniip: oy npnud” wpuwljupg
tht hwdwohwuphughtt yunbpuquh dudwbtul hbnwytngp]nn huybph thpynipu
tywwnwlny Lhthuhniuh gnpbunpus owtpkpp, npp wdkubht hwodh skp wntnid
plinhiywt wwownntwlwb puwnupuljuwinipniup: Zwbntt Jwpnne ppwyniupubph
ntnh nitkgnn hwuwpuuljub pupnjupunupuljub pupnqupoudubpp whwnp L,
wjunthwtnbpd, nitktwghtt htunhwnnighntwy b punwpwlwt hbnbwbputp: T
wnwghtt wuqud wwpgnpny nupdpkg 1921 p. Phnjhunid Unpnunt [@thihputh
nuuuupnipmitp, npit ngpubhnpkl tguwunkg UUY-h Skquuuwbn pjub
Ybpwpbpju) Ynugkughuyh h hwyn qunit:

Ponvgh Xocgpenvo — Om npascmeeHHOll NOTUMUKU 00 MeXHCOYHAPOOHOU CRPAGedIUu8ocmu

XIX Bek st EBponsl nocie ucnpitanust @paHiry3cKoil peBosIoLMen U HallOJIEOHOBCKUMHU
BOWHAMHM XapakTepu3yercs ujeei OanaHca cuil Mexay rocyiapcrBamu. Hecmorpst Ha
HEKOTODBIN MepeBec MOJIUTUKH, OCHOBAHHOH HCKJIIOUUTENILHO Ha MHTEpecax, BpeMs ¢ co0oii
MIPUHECIIO TAKKE M OPUEHTAIMIO MOPAIbHON MOJUTHKUA. B IOCTPEBOMIOIMOHHOM Xaoce eMy
OBLT XapaKTepeH TaKXkKe KOHLENT pa3BUTHA YEJIOBEUYECKOro mporpecca. [1oSBUINCH BaXKHBIE
MOPAJIFHO-IIOIUTHYECKUE KAMIIAHMM IPOTHB pPa0OCTBA M KOJOHUAJBHBIX IIPECTYIUICHHUH.
[IpoapmsiHCKUE IponaraHAMCTCKUE KammaHuu KoHuma XIX Beka Taikke NOJKHBI paccMmar-
pUBaThCA B OTOM KOHTEKCTe. BuiibsM I'7aacTOH IEHCTBOBAl Ha OCHOBE AEMOKPAaTHYECKOIO
COI03a eBPOIEHCKHUX HAPOJOB — KOHIIENTA [paB YeJoBeKa H JInbepaan3Ma, KOTOpBIi He HCKIIIO-
Yl TIO3UIMIO «IHGepanbHOro» uMmmepuanusma. To ke Kacamoch u Moxaxueca Jlericuyca B
I'epmannu. OHM 00a CTPEMWIINCH YKPEHHTh BJIACTh OOLIECTBEHHOI'O MHEHHS IPOTUB BOJIU
CBOUX MPABUTENBCTB — IOJIUTUKU, OCHOBAHHON HCKIIOUUTENBHO Ha HMHTepecax. llpu stom,
Ype3BbIYalHBIMU ObUTH ycHiIHs Jlercuyca, HalpaBIeHHbIE Ha CIIACEHHUE apMsH, IPECIelyeMbIX
BO BpeMsi MHUPOBOW BOWHBI, KOTOPbI HUKaK HE NMPUHUMAaJ BO BHUMaHUE OPUIHUAIbHYIO Oep-
JIMHCKYIO MTONUTHKY. OOIecTBEHHbIE MOPAILHO-IOIUTHYECKHE KaMIIaHUM 32 NpaBa 4eOBeKa
JOJDKHBI OBLIM MMETh MHCTUTYLHOHHBIC M IOJUTHYECKHE MOCIEICTBUS. DTO BIEPBBIE OBLIO
OIpeJIeIeHO BO BpeMs cyaeOHoro mpouecca Haa Coromonom Telnupsinom B 1921 r. B Bepunu-
He, KOTOPBIA HEOCPEICTBEHHO CIIOCOOCTBOBA MOsABIEHNIO KoHBeHIMH OOH o renommpe.
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