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Marking the 20th anniversary of the recognition of the Armenian Genocide by

the Government of Canada

Statement from Prime Minister Stephen Harper on the
91st Anniversary of the Armenian Genocide
(April 24, 2006)

I would like to extend my sincere greetings to all of
those marking this sombre anniversary of the Medz Yegh-
ern.

Ninety-one years ago the Armenian people experi-
enced terrible suffering and loss of life. In recent years the
Senate of Canada adopted a motion acknowledging this pe-
riod as "the first genocide of the twentieth century," while
the House of Commons adopted a motion that "acknowl-
edges the Armenian genocide of 1915 and condemns this
act as a crime against humanity." My party and I supported
those resolutions and continue to recognize them today.

We must never forget the lessons of history, nor should
we allow the enmities of history to divide us. The freedom,
democracy, and human rights enjoyed by all Canadians are
rooted in our mutual respect for one another.

I join with you today in remembering the past and I
encourage you to continue honouring your forefathers by

building a bright future for all Canadians.

Sincerely,

The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, P.C., M.P.
Prime Minister of Canada
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The role of the Tehcir Law and legal mimicry

in the Armenian Genocide

The Temporary Law of Deporta-
tion, popularly known as the Tehcir Law,
was a concise wartime enabling statute
that vested commanders with sweeping au-
thority to suppress resistance and relocate
populations on grounds such as “military
necessity”” and suspected espionage or trea-
son. Its neutral, security-framed language,
which did not name Armenians, produced
an outward appearance of emergency le-
gality even as its primary target in practice
became the Ottoman Armenian population.

This article argues that the law’s
historical significance lies less in its brief
text than in the administrative ecosystem
it set in motion: cabinet decisions, Interior
Ministry directives, property “abandon-
ment” regulations, commissions, registers,
receipts, auctions, and convoy procedures.
These instruments closely resembled rou-
tine state practices such as maintaining
public order, administering migration, and
protecting property. In doing so, they lent
bureaucratic legitimacy to coerced dis-
placement in the eyes of officials and ob-
servers, generated a documentary paper
trail, and facilitated later narratives that
framed deportation as lawful, temporary,
and even protective.

Primary and quasi-primary sources
converge in exposing the gap between the
law’s formal claims and the realities on the
ground. While regulations purported to
seal, inventory, and, in theory, safeguard
Armenian property, diplomatic reporting
and subsequent historical reconstruction
document widespread plunder, coercive re-
distribution, and the systematic destruction
of deportees through death marches, fam-
ine, and exposure. Museum and archival

syntheses, survivor testimony collections,

and scholarship grounded in Ottoman doc-
umentation all support the conclusion that
legal form functioned as a fagade for an an-
nihilatory policy, advanced by the Commit-
tee of Union and Progress under the cover
of wartime emergency governance.

A concise parallel may be drawn
with the 2020-2023 ethnic cleansing of
Armenians from Artsakh. Here too, inter-
nationally visible legal narratives and ad-
ministrative justifications, including the
language of blockade enforcement, coun-
terterrorism, and environmental concern,
operated alongside coercive realities that
culminated in unsanctioned genocidal ag-
gression and ethnic cleansing. This is not
a claim of equivalence in time, scale, or
method, but a focused analogy in adminis-
trative technique: the strategic use of legal
framing to normalize, obscure, and deny

state-sanctioned violence.

Historical and legal context

The Armenian Genocide unfolded
within the radicalizing context of the First
World War, a wartime environment that en-
abled measures “inconceivable in times of
peace” and allowed the CUP leadership to
pursue demographic engineering as the ba-
sis of a homogenized nation-state project.

By the spring of 1915, the Ottoman
state’s public security narrative had hard-
ened. Armenians were increasingly cast as
an internal enemy, associated with disorder,
rebellion, and collaboration with external
powers. This framing became a central
template for justifying extraordinary mea-
sures as matters of “national security.”

The symbolically pivotal mass ar-
rests of Armenian elites on 24 April 1915

in Istanbul were followed in rapid succes-

By: Sevag Belian

sion by the legalization of mechanisms for
mass relocation. What began as targeted
repression quickly expanded into a sys-
tematized policy of displacement under the
cover of legal authority.

Crucially, wartime governance el-
evated the notion of “temporary law”
(kanun-1 muvakkat) as a tool capable of by-
passing normal parliamentary deliberation.
This mechanism allowed emergency rule
to appear procedurally legitimate while en-
abling swift and far-reaching executive ac-
tion. Legal historical scholarship, drawing
on official compilations such as the Diistur
and the official gazette, underscores that
the Tehcir Law was not an isolated mea-
sure but part of a broader wartime pattern
of decree-based legality.

Text and provenance of the Tehcir Law

The Tehcir Law’s official Ottoman
title, rendered in modern Turkish transcrip-
tion as Vakt-i seferde icraat-1 hilkiimete
kars1 gelenler igilin cihet-i askeriyece ittihaz
olunacak tedabir hakkinda kanun-1 muvak-
kat, is best understood as an emergency
statute governing military measure against
those opposing government action during
wartime. The text is dated 13 Receb 1333
/ 14 Mayis 1331 (Rumi), corresponding to
late May 1915 in the Gregorian calendar,
and in practice became associated with the
authorization of deportation.

Its publication and legal force are
equally significant. The statute was printed
in the official gazette Takvim-i Vekayi, and
also appears in the Ottoman Diistur as a
numbered entry. These provenance mark-
ers underscore that the deportation pro-
gram was not merely a clandestine policy

but one that was rendered legible as formal
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law.

What follows is a faithful, article-by-
article English rendering based on the Otto-
man Turkish text, presented as a translation
rather than a verbatim quotation:

Article 1 (suppression authority). In
wartime, army, corps, division, and inde-
pendent position commanders, along with
their deputies, are authorized and obliged,
if confronted with popular opposition or
armed resistance against government or-
ders, national defence, or measures of pub-
lic order, to suppress such resistance with
military force “in the most severe manner”
and to eliminate it at its root.

Article 2 (relocation sevk ve iskan
authority). Commanders of armies, in-
dependent corps, and divisions may, on
grounds of military necessity, or upon per-
ceiving espionage or treason, relocate and
resettle the inhabitants of villages or towns,
whether individually or collectively, to oth-
er locations.

Article 3 (entry into force). The law
takes effect from the date of publication.

Article 4 (responsible authority).
Implementation is assigned to the Deputy
Commander in Chief and the War Minister.
The text further indicates that the measure
is to be presented for subsequent legisla-
tive regularization upon the convening of
the general assembly. The date line and
signatures, as transmitted in the text, link
the measure directly to the apex of wartime
executive authority.

Two features are central to the prob-
lem of legal mimicry. First, the statute is
strikingly open-ended. It does not define
evidentiary standards for “perceiving”
treason or espionage, does not provide for
individualized due process, and explicitly
permits collective relocation. Second, it
is ethnically unspecific. Even the Turkish
state’s own encyclopedic description notes
that no ethnic group is named, yet the his-
torical record of its implementation dem-
onstrates that Armenians were the principal
population subjected to mass deportation

and destruction.

Legal mimicry through bureaucracy and
emergency legislation

“Legal mimicry,” as used here, refers
to the strategic imitation of ordinary legality
through legal texts, regulations, recordkeep-
ing, commissions, receipts, and humanitar-
ian-sounding administrative language, all
designed to make coercive population re-
moval appear as routine governance. This
is not merely rhetorical. It operates as an ad-
ministrative technology that can discipline
officials, coordinate action across multiple
levels of the state, and later provide a frame-
work for deniability.

A primary illustration lies in the stark
gap between the Tehcir Law’s brevity and
the expansive administrative machinery
that followed. A cabinet decision of 30 May
1915 conveyed assurances of safe transfer,
state-funded expenses, and proportional
allocation of land and property at destina-
tions. The language presents itself as pro-
tective, resembling the norms of migration
administration rather than forced displace-
ment.

The June 10, 1915 “Supplementary
Law,” consisting of 34 articles, constructed
a detailed bureaucracy of dispossession. It
mandated the establishment of “Abandoned
Properties Administration Commissions”
(emval-i metrike), required the sealing of
buildings, and ordered the compilation of
detailed registers listing owners and prop-
erty types. Receipts were issued to Arme-
nians, documents that outwardly conveyed
lawful custodianship. At the same time, the
same regulatory framework enabled the
settlement of Muslim migrants in “evacu-
ated” Armenian villages, the issuance of
documentation to new occupants, and the
systematic recording of redistribution. Be-
neath the formal promise of preservation,
the underlying intent of demographic engi-
neering becomes clear.

This contradiction, protecting prop-
erty in theory while reallocating it in prac-
tice, captures the essence of legal mimicry
as a dual functioning system. It simultane-

ously generates the appearance of legality

while producing irreversible outcomes on
the ground.

A further escalation came with the 26
September 1915 “Liquidation Law,” which
regulated Armenian property administration
and, as noted in legal historical scholarship,
annulled Armenian transactions shortly be-
fore deportation dates. This amounted to a
direct and coercive interference with basic
property rights, presented under the guise of
wartime legal administration.

Notably, contemporaries operating
within the Ottoman constitutional order
recognized the facade. The Turkish activist,
intellectual, and politician Ahmet Riza Bey
objected that classifying Armenian assets as
“abandoned” was legally untenable, since
their owners had been forcibly expelled
rather than having departed voluntarily. He
regarded the subsequent sale of these prop-
erties as incompatible with the empire’s
own constitutional framework. His inter-
vention is analytically significant. It dem-
onstrates that the pretense was legible even
to insiders. What emerged was not genuine
legality, but coercion articulated through the

language and form of law.

Legal analysis connecting mimicry to
crimes against humanity and genocide

Even in 1915, contemporaneous in-
ternational language framed Ottoman ac-
tions as exceeding the bounds of internal
security. The 24 May 1915 joint declaration
by France, Great Britain, and Russia de-
nounced “new crimes ... against humanity
and civilization” and announced personal
responsibility for Ottoman officials and
agents implicated in massacres. This for-
mulation is legally significant because it re-
flects an emerging international norm: mass
atrocity against a civilian population could
give rise to individual criminal responsibili-
ty beyond the shield of sovereign discretion,
directly challenging the protective logic of
emergency domestic law.

Postwar Ottoman proceedings be-
tween 1919 and 1920 further undermine

any claim that wartime legality neutralized
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criminality. Legal scholarship examining
these trials notes that Ottoman prosecutors
themselves characterized the deportations
and massacres as crimes against humanity
and sought to establish culpability through
domestic tribunals. This amounted to an
implicit acknowledgment that the fagade of
“lawful deportation” could not obscure or
excuse the underlying acts.

Within modern legal frameworks, the
core acts facilitated under Tehcir era legality
align closely with crimes against humanity
and, potentially, genocide. The Rome Stat-
ute defines “deportation or forcible transfer
of population” as the coercive displacement
of individuals from areas in which they
lawfully reside, without grounds permitted
under international law. This corresponds
directly to the broad, suspicion-based col-
lective relocation authorized by Article 2
and implemented through convoy proce-
dures.

The Genocide Convention, for its
part, centers on the intent to destroy, in

whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or

Armenians gathered prior to deportation

religious group through acts such as killing,
causing serious harm, or deliberately inflict-
ing conditions of life calculated to bring
about physical destruction. The concept of
legal mimicry strengthens the inference of
such intent. It demonstrates that the state
did not merely fail to protect deportees, but
instead constructed a system that outwardly
promised protection through registers, com-
missions, and resettlement measures, while
in practice enabling lethal conditions and ir-
reversible dispossession. This pattern aligns
with the underlying logic of genocide: the
destruction of a group’s physical existence
alongside the severing of its material, ter-
ritorial, and social foundations.

Finally, legal mimicry possesses a
durable afterlife. Registers, receipts, and of-
ficial gazette publications can be mobilized
in denialist narratives as evidence of benign
administrative intent. Yet when these same
bureaucratic traces are examined alongside
diplomatic reporting, survivor testimony,
and postwar legal findings, they reveal

something else entirely: a coordinated sys-

tem of state-enabled atrocity management,
documented through the very instruments
that once claimed to legitimize it.

Parallel to Artsakh, 2020-2023

The ethnic cleansing of Armenians
from Artsakh between 2020 and 2023 re-
flects a modern pattern of coercion operat-
ing through administratively legible frame-
works, albeit under geopolitical and legal
conditions fundamentally different from
those of 1915. A key continuity lies in the
strategic packaging of coercive realities
within legalistic narratives.

First, the nine-month blockade of the
Lachin Corridor, beginning on 12 Decem-
ber 2022, was widely presented by Azerbai-
jani actors as a protest or regulatory dispute.
At the same time, human rights reporting
documented severe shortages of food and
medicine, as well as significant restrictions
on movement. The International Court of
Justice issued binding provisional measures
requiring unimpeded passage, yet Amnesty
International reported that Azerbaijan failed
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to comply with the February 2023 order.
This episode illustrates how legality itself
becomes contested terrain, even as humani-
tarian conditions intensify pressure toward
displacement.

Second, on 19 September 2023, Azer-
baijan characterized its assault as a “coun-
ter terrorist operation” targeting an “illegal
regime.” This security framing performs a
legitimating function comparable to the
language of public order invoked in 1915.
It reclassifies a civilian-populated territory
as a security threat and narrows moral and
legal concern to the domain of enforcement.
Amnesty International has emphasized that
forced displacement may occur through fear
and coercive conditions even in the absence
of explicit expulsion, capturing a contem-
porary administrative logic in which flight
appears “voluntary” while in fact produced
under duress.

Third, the post-displacement land-
scape is structured around questions of doc-
umentation, property, and the feasibility of
return, areas in which legal mimicry assumes
a decisive role. Human Rights Watch has

called on Azerbaijan to provide clear guide-

lines regarding residency, access to educa-
tion, and the protection of property rights for
any potential returnees. The International
Court of Justice, as reflected in subsequent
judgment language, has likewise required
Azerbaijan to ensure safe conditions for re-
turn and to protect and preserve registration,
identity, and private property documents
within its administrative and legislative
practices. This emphasis on documentation
echoes the logic of the 1915 receipt and reg-
ister system, though within a contemporary
framework in which international law rec-
ognizes both the protective function of docu-
mentation and its potential use as an instru-

ment of exclusion.

Conclusion and policy lessons

The Tehcir Law was neither lengthy
nor detailed. Its power resided in its func-
tion as an enabling legal shell around which
a vast administrative system of deportation
and dispossession could be constructed.
Through the language of emergency legality,
the use of euphemism such as “relocation”
and “abandoned property,” and the deploy-

ment of bureaucratic instruments including

commissions, registers, receipts, and auction
procedures, Ottoman authorities fashioned a
mimicry of constitutional governance. This
framework normalized and operationalized
atrocity while simultaneously laying the
groundwork for future deniability.

A policy lesson that links 1915 with
Artsakh 2020 to 2023 is that the risk of mass
atrocity rises sharply when a targeted popula-
tion is administratively reframed as a securi-
ty problem, when movement and subsistence
are restricted through measures presented as
regulatory or temporary, and when property
and identity documentation becomes contin-
gent, cancellable, or subject to manipulation.
Prevention strategies must therefore treat
bureaucratic warning signs with the same ur-
gency as overt violence. This includes close
monitoring of emergency legal measures,
rigorous scrutiny of ostensibly neutral laws
that produce unequal group effects, enforce-
ment of court-ordered humanitarian obliga-
tions such as access corridors, and the pro-
tection of identity and property records as a
central pillar of civilian protection and the
right of return.
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