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In the aftermath of the First World War, British officials had difficulty
understanding the elusive forces behind the Anatolian resistance movement. They
anxiously assumed that Kemalists were being controlled by the Unionist leaders in
exile and that they were part of an international conspiracy. In this confusion, the
fugitive Unionist leaders received disproportionate attention and credit in British
intelligence reports, with critical consequences for their political sense-making and
decision-making. | argue that the preconception of ‘Young Turks’ in general as
well as assumptions about Unionist leaders’ alleged and actual activities after 1918
were crucial for British officialdom’s policies towards the Anatolian resistance
movement.
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The armistices of 1918 did not lift the fog of war. Rather, war and revolution continued
beyond the official end of the First World War, clouding the vision of those trying to
make sense of Europe’s increasingly unruly peripheries.! In the former Ottoman
territories, uncertainties over the post-war settlement cleared only in 1922 and 1923. In
the intervening years, the colonial plans of the victorious Allies to parcel out as mandates
the Muslim-majority lands in and around the Ottoman Empire were challenged by
protests, uprisings, revolutions, and wars of liberation. Unlike post-war resistance
movements elsewhere in the Middle East, the Anatolian resistance movement would
actually achieve full independence after both a successful paramilitary and military as
well as a political and diplomatic struggle.

The ‘National Struggle’ (Milli Mdicadele) in Anatolia, or the ‘War of
Independence’ (Istiklal Harbi or Kurtulus Savasi) as it is commonly called in Turkey,
was an armed struggle against the occupation forces of Greece, Italy, France, and Britain
as well as a war against the Armenian Republic in the north-eastern frontier.? This
‘National Struggle’ was accompanied by continued violence against Ottoman Greeks and
Armenians as well as by a civil war against the loyalist forces of the Sultan’s government


https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2018.1462161

and groups who opposed or defected from the Anatolian resistance movement.® For
outside observers, the internal workings of this resistance movement in the distant and
inaccessible region of Anatolia remained difficult to decipher.

Contemporary British officials, as | will illustrate in this article, frequently had
difficulties in understanding the elusive forces behind the Anatolian resistance
movement, especially regarding the degree to which they were connected to other anti-
colonial uprisings in the wider Muslim world.* This article follows and extends A.L.
Macfie’s observation and argument that ‘British perceptions regarding the nature and
identity of the national movement in Anatolia remained confused throughout the period
of Turkish national struggle’.® The thin line between cooperation and competition that
characterised relations between the two factions referenced in British intelligence reports
— namely ‘Unionists’, i.e. the devotees of the ‘Young Turk’ Committee of Union and
Progress (CUP), and the so-called ‘Kemalists’, i.e. the followers of Mustafa Kemal Pasha
and his Ankara Government — was a matter of particular confusion and suspicion.®

British officials’ perceptions of the Anatolian resistance movement were refracted
through their understanding of the Young Turk movement. First, initial misconceptions
about the Constitutional Revolution of 1908 provided a distorted blueprint in
understanding the nature and agency of the Young Turk movement. A combination of
Orientalist prejudices and conspiracy beliefs contributed to the obscure depiction of the
Young Turk movement as a cabal of outlandish and sinister conspirators acting at the
behest of ‘international Jewry’.” British suspicions towards the Young Turks were,
however, more objectively substantiated by their strained experiences with the Young
Turk regime between 1908 and 1918. British officials were convinced that Young Turks
were reckless rulers and cunning conspirators responsible for war mongering and war
crimes. Second, after the end of the First World War, British officials were dazzled by
the complexity of the post-war resistance movements in the Middle East. Anxious
imperial minds constructed conspiracy theories about a ‘Muslim menace’ spread by
‘Bolshevik propaganda’ and ‘Young Turk intrigues’, resulting in misperceptions of the
Anatolian resistance movement.® Lastly, increasing diplomatic interactions after 1921
supported by more accurate intelligence led British officials to gradually change their
perception of the Ankara Government. In the chaos of post-war struggles, Kemalists came
to be perceived as the lesser evil, one with whom Britain could eventually come to terms.

Misconceptions and misperceptions of the Young Turks were, of course, not the
only factor that coloured British officials’ sense-making and decision-making.°
Nevertheless, | will argue that the lack of reliable intelligence from Anatolia combined
with faulty preconceptions about Young Turks and a simultaneous cacophony of
information and disinformation regarding conspiratorial activities paved the way for the
formation of rather delusional theories about what was occurring in Anatolia.

On the one hand, the activities in exile of the CUP’s fugitive leaders, Enver Pasha
and Talat Pasha, heightened the imperial anxieties of British observers. While the CUP
was justifiably suspected of carrying out conspiratorial activities against the peace
settlement, many intelligence analyses added a ‘leap in imagination’ in their
interpretations of the CUP’s actual role in grand schemes of unrest in the Middle East.'
Many British officials believed that the Kemalists were being controlled by the CUP
leaders from their clandestine exile. The CUP leaders were constantly suspected of being
part of an international conspiracy of Bolsheviks and Germans against British rule in
Asia. Although not totally unfounded, these suspicions were mostly exaggerated and
empirically misplaced. In this confusion, the CUP leaders in exile received



disproportionate attention and credit in British intelligence and news reports, with critical
consequences for their perception of the Anatolian resistance movement.

On the other hand, the actual role local Unionist networks played in the initial
organization of the Anatolian resistance movement increased confusion about who was
actually in charge in Anatolia.* There is indeed an undeniable continuity and connection
between the Unionists and the later Kemalists, which official histories of the Kemalist
Republic tried to erase by constructing an epistemological rupture not only between
empire and republic but also between Unionism and Kemalism.*? Therefore, many critical
scholars today see intended and unintended continuities from Unionists to Kemalists in
the brutal policies of nation and state building in Anatolia.*® Nevertheless, despite obvious
ideological continuities and prosopographical commonalities, we also need to be cautious
in equating the Unionists with the Kemalists as a single constituency when studying
political movements in interactive and contentious processes up close. Indeed, it was the
mix of these commonalities and hair-splitting distinctions that made both Kemalists and
Unionists so elusive in the eyes of distant observers; the latter, meanwhile, were
sometimes too keen to maintain certain illusive perceptions.

Making the Case Against the Young Turks

Assessment of intelligence, whether it serves espionage, security, military, or diplomacy,
is always a matter of culture. Human intelligence is commonly produced through
communication networks of central and peripheral power brokers and processed through
various epistemological scripts. Fears and rumours can change how intelligence is
assessed.™ British officials’ assessment of intelligence on the Middle East was rooted in
and filtered through contemporary Orientalist and colonialist pretences. A myriad of so-
called ‘gentleman spies’ emerged in Victorian and Edwardian Britain who, in addition to
being academically trained or self-taught Orientalists, Arabists, dragomans, and pundits,
were imperial adventurers as well as colonial entrepreneurs.*® These new imperial agents,
who could ‘go native’ in exotic countries, were culturally celebrated and employed by
the empire as intuitive connoisseurs of the mysteries of the Orient and as empathetic
experts in reading the erratic and enigmatic minds of Orientals.’® Famous Orientalist-
cum-colonialist entrepreneurs like T.E. Lawrence and Gertrude Bell, but also countless
others, played crucial roles in the unmaking of the Ottoman Empire and the making of
the modern Middle East — both epistemologically and geopolitically.

To understand British officials’ assessment of intelligence relating to the
Anatolian resistance movement after 1918, it is necessary to understand the initial defects
in the way British officials and Orientalists perceived the Young Turk movement as it
came to prominence. The revolution of 1908 was explained by many British officials in
Constantinople to their colleagues in London through the medium of certain cultural
scripts and conspiracy beliefs. As the prevailing paradigm of Orientalism denied the
possibility of an indigenous Muslim agency behind the unexpected Constitutional
Revolution of 1908, it was explained, in conspiracy theories, as having been caused by
the incitement of foreign and hidden hands. Symptomatic of contemporary European
conspiracy thinking, tropes of anti-Semitism were utilized in making sense of the Young
Turk movement’s secretive agency. The Young Turk movement was portrayed as a
Jewish-Freemason conspiracy against British interests in the Middle East.'” Both anti-
Semitism and Orientalism were the offspring of the same Western discourse to divide,
deny, and define the identity and agency of Europe’s cultural others.® Britain was no
exception when it came to anti-Semitism.*® Gerald Fitzmaurice, the chief dragoman of



the British embassy at the Ottoman capital, was the most influential promoter of a ‘grand
Middle Eastern conspiracy theory that was generally — but far from universally —
believed: that of Jewish and Freemason control of the Turkish revolution of 1908°.2°
Fitzmaurice and others were puzzled by the fact that some ‘Jews, Socialists and
Freemasons’ were associated with the CUP.?* Hence, Fitzmaurice and like-minded
contemporaries concluded that the Young Turks were under the spell of — if not
themselves the embodiment of —a Jewish-Freemason conspiracy .** T.E. Lawrence
remembered that Fitzmaurice convinced British officials that the Young Turks consisted
of overall ‘50% crypto-Jew and 95% Freemason’ elements and the whole movement was,
in Fitzmaurice’s own words, ‘harnessed to the chariot of Panjudaism’.?® Fitzmaurice’s
anti-CUP position was not limited to diplomatic correspondence either, as it became a
popular rumour among Young Turks that the counterrevolution of 1909 was supposedly
supported by Fitzmaurice from the British Embassy.?* The British ambassador Gerard
Lowther explained the ‘elusive’ nature of the conspiracy between Jews and Young Turks
as follows:

The Jew can help the Young Turk with brains, business enterprises, his enormous
influence in the press of Europe, and money in return for economic advantages and
the eventual realisation of the ideals of Israel, while the Young Turk wants to regain
and assert his national independence and get rid of the tutelage of Europe as part of
a general Asiatic revival, on lines and at a pace which must appear chauvinistic to
the average Western. The Jew has supplied funds to the Young Turks and has thus
acquired a hold on them; but in order to retain this hold he has to appear at least to
approve and aid the Young Turk towards the accomplishment of “national” dreams.
Secrecy and elusive methods are essential to both. The Oriental Jew is an adept at
manipulating occult forces, and political Freemasonry of the continental type has
been chosen as the most effective bond and cloak to conceal the inner workings of
the movement.?®

The misconception that Jews were the ‘mainspring of the C.U.P.’, to quote Sir
Gilbert F. Clayton, director of Intelligence at Cairo during the First World War, and that
the Young Turks were in Lowther’s words ‘self-seeking spurious freemasons’ was not
limited to a small circle, but instead consistently reproduced and propagated by official
decision makers and public opinion makers after 1908.%° Regardless of its analytical use
in political sense-making, one must note that anti-Semitism in itself never became a
driving force of British decision-making. Once combined with political Orientalism in
the Saidian sense, however, the fantasies of individual imperial agents could impact
imperial and colonial affairs.?” British officials’ Orientalist and anti-Semitic framing of
the Young Turks would have a lasting impact on the historiography of the Young Turks
as a cabal of crypto-Jews, Freemasons, pseudo-Muslims, Atheists, and Zionists.?

Obvious contrary evidence, for example that most members of the CUP were
actually Turkish and Muslim nationalists, was explained away as a tactical deception by
the mysterious conspirators. Lowther wrote, for instance, that although the ‘Young
Turkey movement is seriously influenced by Jewish and atheistic political Freemasonry’,
its followers ‘paradoxically endeavour to use the Islamic fervour of the masses as a
political weapon and to divert it into chauvinistic channels on the lines of national, i.e.
Asiatic, Pan-Islamism’.?® Imperial anxieties and Orientalist theories about the potential
threat of pan-Islamism had existed since the 1860s.* Sultan Abdiilhamid’s pan-Islamism
had more or less represented an imperial policy of securing the sovereignty of the
Ottoman Empire in international affairs.*> The Young Turk Revolution, however,
triggered further geopolitical concerns regarding questions of popular sovereignty in



British-ruled Egypt and India. The Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey cautioned, ‘If
Turkey really establishes a Constitution and keeps it on its feet, and becomes strong
herself, the consequences will reach further than any of us can yet foresee. The effect in
Egypt will be tremendous, and will make itself felt in India.”** Faced with the unexpected
and unexplained Young Turk challenge, however, Britain chose to adopt a policy of
moderation and reconciliation, but remained deeply suspicious and cautious of the Young
Turks.

British officialdom’s perception of the Young Turks was soon substantiated
through more objective observations between 1908 and 1918. One did not need to be a
believer in obscure conspiracy theories to see that the CUP was deeply involved in
conspiratorial politics. The long list of their shadowy activities include assassinations,
blackmailing, terrorism, purges, corruption, propaganda, sabotage, coups, revolutionary
warfare, and genocide. The CUP that came to power after the revolution of 1908 and the
coup d’état of 1913 was practically a komitadji (guerrilla) organization of Macedonian
origins, shaped by the culture of insurgency and counterinsurgency typical of the Balkan
provinces.® Even after establishing an official Union and Progress Party (/ttihad ve
Terakki Firkast) for the purpose of constitutional politics in 1908, the Committee
(Cemiyet) not only continued to dominate policy-making but also retained paramilitary
bands of volunteers and racketeers.** These paramilitary and parapolitical characteristics
of the CUP regime substantiated the general perception of the Young Turks as rogue
revolutionaries, cunning conspirators, and devious despots.

During the Great War, conspiratorial politics continued to be a feature of the
Young Turk regime. Britain cautiously rejectedthe CUP’s pre-war offers of alliance,
leaving Germany as the only available partner as the Ottomans entered their third year of
constant war since 1911.% The British assumption that the Young Turks had pro-German
inclinations from the outset was not only wrong, but was connected to widespread beliefs
in a conspiracy that Jews were partners of German imperialism.*® The Young Turk
regime’s decision to enter the war on the side of the Central Powers was in fact
conspiratorial — “a political coup of the first order’, as one historian noted — not because
of such international collaboration, but because not even all of the Ottoman cabinet
members were informed about the decision before it took effect.*” The war was
accompanied by conspiracies and intrigues on all fronts, as all belligerent parties
attempted to incite revolts and revolutions in the societies of enemy states. Soon after
entering the war, the CUP extended its revolutionary activities to the wider Muslim world,
threatening British colonial interests through the declaration of a ‘great jihad’ (cihad-:
ekber). The Ottoman military’s unconventional warfare organization known as the
“Special Organization” (Teskilat-1 Mahsusa), and the German Intelligence Bureau for the
Orient (Nachrichtenstelle fir den Orient) were eager to incite and propagate a
revolutionary jihad. These efforts confirmed the already growing British fears of a
‘Muslim menace’ in their colonial dominions.® Imperial anxieties of a pan-Islamic
revolution against colonialism were an important force in British policy-making towards
the Ottoman Empire throughout the war. Although the Ottoman-German jihad of 1914-
1918 failed as a ‘test-stone to the solidarity of Islam’, to quote Lord Curzon, it
nevertheless contributed to the Orientalist assumption that Muslim uprisings were not a
normal consequence of colonial rule but provoked by outlandish conspirators.* The
conviction of the CUP regime as a gang of sinister conspirators was reconfirmed with the
arrival of the first news and rumours of the Armenian Genocide.*

Anti-Semitic tropes continued to be a part of British thinking about the CUP
regime. In 1917, for instance, R.W. Seton-Watson, the intellectual architect of the post-



imperial Balkans and one of the War Office’s intelligence and propaganda officers,
professed that the Young Turks were ‘almost all ... conspirators rather than politicians’
and subordinated to the Jews because the ‘real brains of the [Young Turk] movement
were Jewish or Judeo-Moslem’. Seton-Watson concluded that ‘[t]he main fact about the
Committee of Union and Progress is its essentially un-Turkish and un-Moslem

character’.

After the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, anti-Semitic conspiracy theories of world
revolution once again gained worldwide currency. Like the Young Turk Revolution of
1908, the Russian Revolution of 1917 was widely received by British policy making
circles as further evidence of a Jewish world conspiracy.*? In November 1918, shortly
after the armistice, the senior Foreign Office official Sir Eyre Crowe noted that ‘the heart
and soul of all revolutionary and terroristic movements have invariably been the Jews,

the Bolsheviks and the Turkish Committee of Union and Progress’.*

The case against the Young Turks was first based on Orientalist and anti-Semitic
misconceptions about the Young Turk movement but then further substantiated by actual
evidence of the CUP’s shadowy policies in times of revolution and war. For these reasons,
British officialdom maintained a habitual suspicion of the CUP. This conviction was not
universally shared, but was dominant. For example, protesting ‘the Foreign Office pro-
Turk gang’, Sir Mark Sykes insisted at the end of the war that the CUP leaders were
nothing but ‘masters in the old art of chicane’ and Britain’s policy was ‘pledged to

Zionism, Armenian liberation, and Arabian independence’.**

The Persistence of the Young Turks

After the Armistice of Mudros that ended the First World War in the Middle East,
Unionist leaders fled the Ottoman capital for clandestine exile in Germany in order to
escape being court martialled for war-mongering and crimes against humanity. Before
their departure, however, they held secret meetings to invest their parapolitical authority
in the ringleaders of the CUP’s underground and paramilitary branches, so that the latter
could continue the fight against the conditions of the armistice.*® Talat Pasha ordered his
men to organize an underground civilian network of national resistance called Karakol
Cemiyeti (Sentinel Society).*® Meanwhile, Enver Pasha instructed his followers in the
army to secretly continue the Teskilat-1 Mahsusa’s paramilitary and propaganda activities
against the Allies throughout the Muslim world: ‘You will officially dissolve the
Teskilat-1 Mahsusa, but in reality this organization will never cease to exist.”*

By issuing orders like these, Enver and Talat, despite no longer having any official
state post, remained qualified in the eyes of their fellow Committee men to represent the
nation, the state, and the empire. This parapolitical agency constituted the CUP’s elusive
power as a ‘government of the shadows’.* The CUP’s plans and initiatives for armed
resistance against the armistice were to fall on fertile ground in Anatolia, especially in
regions with intercommunal conflicts.* Massacres against the remaining Armenian
population in Cilicia started even before the end of 1918 and continued in increasing
frequency until the French occupation.®® Meanwhile, CUP-associated local guerrillas
were committing attacks against the Greek population in Western Anatolia.>* The CUP’s
underground networks and enduring influence played a major role in the initial
organization and mobilization of the Anatolian resistance movement.>

Nevertheless, the CUP’s role in Anatolia was also magnified by the imperial
anxiety over a general uprising in the Muslim world. The Young Turk leaders’



disappearance after the armistice sent sensationalist rumours into circulation. In the spring
of 1919, the British received more and more conflicting intelligence about Enver Pasha’s
whereabouts, which placed him anywhere from Morocco to Berlin or Afghanistan.®
British intelligence held the Young Turk leaders responsible for the revolution in Egypt,
the Kurdish uprisings in Irag, and the palace revolution in Afghanistan.>* Meanwhile, an
exhaustive report on the CUP and its activities was prepared by the British High
Commission in Constantinople on 7 April 1919, which was still very much preoccupied
with the Freemason and crypto-Jewish elements within the CUP and their alleged
influence.®

Therefore, when the Anatolian resistance movement started in the spring of 1919,
British officials immediately suspected the fugitive CUP leaders in exile of being behind
the unrest. In a cacophony of intelligence reports, an official conspiracy theory was
collectively constructed. ‘A number of reports have been recently received, from a variety
of sources’, wrote Vice-Admiral A. Calthorpe from Constantinople to the British
Embassy in Switzerland, where ‘increased activity among Egyptian Nationalists,
Committee of Union and Progress Turks, and Indian Nationalists’ was observed.*®
Intelligence reports confirmed existing fears of a concerted Muslim revolt directed from
Berlin, Switzerland, and Moscow. The CUP leaders, together with Bolshevik agitators
and German Orientalists, were suspected of being behind the Muslim revolts. An
intelligence report also claimed to confirm that the ‘C.U.P. is still strongly organized in
Turkey and that a revolution was being secretly prepared which would, to say the least,

cause anxiety to the Allied forces of occupation’.”’

Although accurate in mapping the anti-British resentments among Muslim
activists in exile, many of these intelligence reports were simply misleading regarding the
state of CUP leaders’ political agency and operational reach. The fugitive CUP leaders
were still in the early stages of their political reorganization in exile. Communication with
the Middle East, including Constantinople and Anatolia, was extremely limited. Enver
Pasha, sick and shipwrecked in Crimea, did not arrive in Berlin before late July 1919.%
Talat Pasha was holding meetings in European coffee houses and planning propaganda
and protest activities, but such plans represented more civilian political activism than
revolutionary conspiracy to incite distant uprisings. Neither Enver nor Talat had any
contact with the Bolsheviks before August or September 1919 and enjoyed no substantial
support from the German government except for semi-official protection from extradition
to the Ottoman and Allied authorities. Claims about their subversive influence in these
early months of the armistice that projected Talat and Enver as larger-than-life figures
were unfounded conspiracy theories — despite the coincidence that they resembled the
megalomaniac fantasies of the suspected conspirators.

Nonetheless, local and autonomous CUP networks in Constantinople and
Anatolia were in fact a crucial force within the Anatolian resistance movement. The
CUP’s underground branches in Constantinople and Anatolia were autonomous cells
working without a hierarchical command structure that linked them to the exiled CUP
leaders. They were following some contingency plans for armed resistance prepared
during the war — if not the imperatives of their political culture of subversion and
usurpation. Such activities lent a false credence to one of the most common rumours
circulating at the time, that Enver Pasha was in Azerbaijan and controlling the Anatolian
resistance movement from there. British intelligence reported, for instance:



At its best the National Defence Organization is credited with being in close touch
with Azerbaidjan, while Enver Pasha directs the movement from Najhitchevan
[Nakhchivan] [...].

Pan-Islamic, Bolshevist, Pan-Turkish and all disgruntled forces are looked for help
and all are being toyed with.>®

Similar rumours soon reached commanders of the National Struggle in the area.
‘According to news received’, reported the commander of the Eastern Front Kazim
Karabekir Pasha to Mustafa Kemal Pasha, ‘it is said [sOylenmekte olup] that the forces,
approaching the Akhurian River on behalf of the Bolsheviks, are commanded by Enver
Pasha [...]’.%° Rumours that Enver was controlling the resistance movement reached their
climax in the autumn of 1919. ‘I beg to express the opinion that the whole movement
originates with Enver Pasha’, reported Captain Perring stationed at Samsun.®* His
superior officer, Admiral Richard Webb had doubts, however ‘I do not agree with his
opinion’ that ‘the movement [is] originating with Enver’, he responded, because ‘other
reports rather go to show that Mustafa Kemal has no dealings with him whatever’.%? Such
claims and counter-claims continued to confuse British officials and were not resolved
until 1921. Enver would certainly have wished to be everywhere he was rumoured to be
seen, but in reality he even had trouble travelling from Berlin to Moscow between
October 1919 and August 1920.

The commanders of the ‘National Forces’ (Kuva-y: Milliye) were also not happy
being associated with Enver Pasha and the Unionists. In addition to the CUP’s notoriety
in the eyes of the international public, many patriotic elites and common people also
considered — for good reason — the CUP leaders to be reckless warmongers, devious
despots, and inauspicious harbingers of imperial collapse and human suffering. In reality,
however, Unionists, i.e. former and current CUP advocates, were indispensable to and
indistinguishable from the personnel of the Anatolian resistance movement. After
Mustafa Kemal Pasha claimed the leadership of the Anatolian resistance movement, he
publicly distanced himself from the CUP and dismantled Unionist networks. At the Sivas
Congress in September 1919, one of the founding congresses of the Anatolian resistance
movement, Mustafa Kemal insisted that the delegates give an oath to the congress
renouncing any loyalty to the CUP.%® Besides concerns about the public stigma of the
CUP, Mustafa Kemal was trying to hinder a possible re-institutionalisation of CUP
elements as an autonomous political organisation that could challenge his rise to power.®
Meanwhile, the sultan’s government in Constantinople was systematically demonising
the Anatolian resistance movement in diplomatic and public statements as a violent
usurpation attempt by radical CUP remnants.® Anti-CUP purges by the sultan’s
government began in March 1919 and led to the arrest and deportation of a number of
CUP members to detention camps in the Crown Colony of Malta.®® A Kemalist official
reported from Constantinople: ‘What the opposition here is most fervently trying to do is
to convince everybody that the nationalist movement is a Unionist movement and that
Talat and Enver will soon come into power.”®” Mustafa Kemal replied personally: ‘On
any given occasion, we did not hold back from denying that we have anything to do with
Unionism.’®® In an interview of October 1919, Mustafa Kemal stated that ‘[i]t is untrue
that we are working with Enver Pasha. We believe his policies injured Turkey. We do not
know his whereabouts.”®® Kazim Karabekir Pasha, who was one of the officials most
insistent in preempting alleged CUP schemes, reported that the news of Enver entering
Anatolia from the Caucasus was ‘absolutely a lie’ and warned of ‘propaganda about the
national movement being a mandate of the Unionists’.”” All these false rumours were
‘nothing but fuss’.” Meanwhile, British officials continued to believe that Enver was in



Azerbaijan and exercising influence on the nationalist movement.””? A British
memorandum at that time described the elusive power of the CUP in typically
sensationalist and mysterious language:

It is fair to assume that the Committee of Union and Progress in one form or another
will continue to control Turkish politics and the Sultan and his Government. Their
policy is imperialistic both at home and abroad; it is definitely against any form of
foreign interference (whether British or French). [...]

The Committee’s strength [...] cannot be “controlled” by the physical power of the
Allies nor can the Allies physically control the Committee. All the members and its
organization are not known. Its ramifications are wide."

While dismissing theories that gave Enver Pasha preeminence in directing the
Anatolian resistance, Kazim Karabekir Pasha propagated his own conspiracies about the
activities of the former Minister of War. In his book, Enver Pasha and the Union and
Progress Leaders during our War of Independence, Karabekir claimed that ‘During the
War of Independence many plots also included Enver Pasha. Documents show that
foreign hands played an incredible role in all such efforts in order to drag our national
movement into a fiasco.” Karabekir even believed that Enver was an agent of British
intrigues.”™ Karabekir may have been a member of the opposition against Mustafa Kemal
in the early Republican years and the author of one of the first counter-narratives of the
War of Independence, but when it came to Enver, he also contributed to the official
historiographical consensus of the Kemalist Republic.”” Foreign and hidden hands,
including those behind Enver and his CUP gang, were perceived as working against
‘Turkish’ national sovereignty over Anatolia.

The CUP leaders in Berlin had only limited correspondence with the Anatolian
resistance movement in 1919 and 1920. The CUP leaders in German exile established
contact with Mustafa Kemal Pasha only in early 1920.” Talat Pasha openly offered to
subordinate himself to Mustafa Kemal and the Anatolian resistance movement if he
would be formally authorised to coordinate clandestine and public activities in Europe.
This was partly granted by Mustafa Kemal at a moment when the fate of the Anatolian
resistance movement was particularly precarious. The correspondence between Mustafa
Kemal and Talat was, however, criticised within the leadership of the Anatolian resistance
movement. ‘On what occasion and according to which commission’s decision was a
courier sent to Enver Pasha and Talat Pasha?’ asked another official in Anatolia.”’
Although the Kemalist movement was now in loose contact with the CUP leaders,
Mustafa Kemal remained determined not to be perceived as a servant of Unionism. ‘By
this, we would be labelled as Unionists’, Mustafa Kemal warned Talat and this ‘would
give our enemies a weapon and chance to diminish our strength’.™

As soon as Ankara’s ability to find allies abroad improved, Mustafa Kemal backed
off from his preliminary overtures to Talat and his friends. After the Kemalist delegations
arrived at Moscow, the CUP leaders were disowned by Ankara as representatives in
negotiations with Soviet Russia. ‘It cannot be permitted’, Mustafa Kemal wrote to Kazim
Karabekir, ‘that Enver Pasha and his fellows intervene independently and of their own
accord in the affairs of homeland and the nation.””® The Ankara Government soon
released an official decree declaring that ‘Talat, Cemal, and Enver Pashas have no
authority to engage in any political enterprise in the name of the Grand National

Assembly, nor do they have any communication or association with us’.%



The question of ownership over the Anatolian resistance movement was
increasingly becoming a Machiavellian concern for Mustafa Kemal. This concern would
mark the main argument of his later grand lecture (Nutuk) on the War of Independence —
the core source of the Turkish nationalist historiography. Mustafa Kemal would there
argue that he alone had possessed the single vision and agency during the crisis and
everybody else was either a patriotic follower of his guidance or a reactionary traitor and
jealous usurper against the national cause.?

The Anatolian Resistance as Part of an International Conspiracy

British perceptions of the Anatolian resistance movement were especially distorted when
viewing the struggle as part of a connected and concerted anticolonial Muslim uprising
joining North Africa, the Middle East, and India. There were, in fact, certain transnational
connections between different Muslim movements and a global cause and context to rebel
against colonialism, but this did not amount to the grand conspiracy so often portrayed
by the British.8? Pan-Islamism once again came to be perceived as a major threat to the
British Empire after 1919. Assistant Under-Secretary of State at the India Office Arthur
Hirtzel argued that ‘Panislamism is undoubtedly a danger — a potential danger. The
antidote is nationalism.” Hirtzel believed, like many others, that ‘the nationalist
movement if properly guided & controlled will tend against Panislamism [...]".% ‘Our
aim must be to divide and to conciliate, and to rule,” argued another British official
unapologetically, ‘because we do not want Moslems to rally as a whole round the
fundamental but at present half-forgotten principle that Moslems should not be ruled by
non-Moslems. 8

While British officialdom saw the CUP leaders engaged in anti-British
conspiracies everywhere possible, ironically both Talat Pasha and Enver Pasha were
trying to come to terms with British decision-makers. During secret meetings in Berlin
from August 1919 to February 1920, Major Ivor Hedley, a member of the British Military
Mission in Berlin, held secret negotiations with the fugitive CUP leaders. British
documents report that Talat ‘practically offered his services’ to establish ‘a united Turkey
[...] in the Turkish-speaking territories of Europe and Asia’. Enver, too, claimed to the
British official that ‘an independent Turkey closely and secretly associated with Great
Britain” would solve their ‘difficulties and dangers in Egypt and other Mahommedan
countries further East’. Enver self-confidently exaggerated the CUP’s organizational
reach and seditious capacities.®® Regarding his relation to Mustafa Kemal Pasha, Enver
claimed boldly to the British — playing on their obvious confusion — that Mustafa Kemal
‘was willing [...] to take his orders from Enver if necessary, thus though appearing to be
still enemies, they would in reality be working for the same ends for their country’.% This
was, again, a deception — if not a self-deception on Enver’s part. When Major Hedley
asked Enver, ‘if [...] he intended to modify his anti-English campaign throughout Islam
or continue the very wide active propaganda that he meditated’, Enver answered that ‘it
would now be very difficult to break it off”. This was simply a matter of deterrence, as he
had not undertaken any serious actions in this direction. Enver knew very well that he
possessed an elusive power rooted in the constant overestimation of his potential
influence. If the British would agree to work with him, however, Enver offered to break
ongoing relations with the Bolsheviks. Enver made clear that ‘his presence would be
essential if the feeling towards England is to be entirely changed’.®” In reality, besides
some negotiations with the Bolshevik leader Karl Radek and Soviet representative Viktor
Kopp in Berlin, the fugitive CUP leaders had achieved little so far. After hearing reports



about Hedley’s continued conversations with Enver, Lord Curzon ordered him to
abandon ‘any such intercourse with a criminal whose surrender has been demanded from
Germany’.% But for many other British officials, Enver was too dangerous and scheming
to be simply let off the leash.®

The Kemalist movement likewise sought to project an elusive profile in the eyes
of critical observers.® The way the Kemalists appeared did not much differ in this phase
from how British officials imagined the Unionists: as a band of rogue revolutionaries
collaborating with the sinister forces of pan-Islamism and Bolshevism against the British
Empire. Not Turkish nationalism as commonly assumed, but rather Islamic solidarity and
Muslim nationalism dominated the political rhetoric of the Anatolian resistance
movement.®* From spring 1919 to spring 1921, the Anatolian resistance movement also
had its ‘Bolshevik moment’, in which some socialist ideas and material support of Soviet
Russia were openly demanded.® It remains disputed whether Mustafa Kemal’s rhetorical
flirtation with Islamic and Bolshevik ideas was merely opportunistic.®® It is still not
unreasonable to view the overtures to Islamic solidarity and Bolshevik ideals as curious
considerations of a collective mentality in the crisis of foreign occupation and colonial
partition. In the spring of 1920, lacking any concrete evidence of organisational links
between Unionists and Kemalists in Anatolia and the Bolsheviks in Moscow, the British
Intelligence chief in Constantinople still argued: ‘We are looking for something far more
elusive and intangible than that [...].”%

The expansion of Bolshevik propaganda targeting the colonised world gave a
further boost to British conspiracy theories. In September 1920, newspaper and
intelligence reports confirmed Enver Pasha’s presence at the Baku Congress, where
Bolshevik leaders called on the Muslim world to wage a holy war against the imperialists
and capitalists. The rumours and conspiracy theories circulating since November 1918
finally seemed to be confirmed — remarkably at a time when the anticolonial unrest in the
Middle East had reached its climax in Anatolia, Syria, Palestine, and Iraq.*® A British
intelligence report stated that ‘active cooperation has been obtained between Syria and
Anatolia’, in which ‘a violent and well organized pan-Islamic policy has been instituted
both in Syria and Angora’. The report concluded: ‘Controlling influence in the movement
is C.U.P., though it has combined pan-Arab and nationalist elements as well as tribes.
[...] Great endeavours are being made to unite Moscow and Enver Bey with the above.”®
Although Arabs and Turks did have opportunity to collaborate, Bolshevik influence did
not reach as far as the Levant and Mesopotamia.®’

Many British officials were still under the spell of conspiracy thinking in their
interpretations. Major Norbert N. E. Bray, a special intelligence officer working for the
India Office in Iraq,” reported that the Middle Eastern unrest was a ‘concerted action’
directed by ‘outside influence’ of secret societies originating from Berlin and Moscow.*®
This Bolshevik-CUP plot, in Major Bray’s conspiracy theory-laden words, would ‘throw
out her sinister tentacles which, griping about in every direction, seek to fasten themselves
on local soil, into which their roots will strike, giving her a fresh grip of organized
conspiracy’. Therefore, he proposed, ‘we must remember that our opponent is working
on a highly organized and single-minded system; we have to oppose an organized
resistance’.!® This was simply a ragbag of paranoid buzzwords denying the bitter truth
that wide-spread anticolonial sentiments and indigenous agency were actually responsible
for the great unrest in the Middle East.'%

Not only British officials but also numerous public voices were reproducing the
same conspiracy theory-laden discourse. Reacting to the fact that many Bolshevik leaders
at the Baku Congress were of Jewish origin, the Times noted that ‘of all the strange things



which have happened in the last few years, none has been stranger than this spectacle of
two Jews, one of them a convicted pickpocket, summoning the world of Islam to a new
Jehad’.1%2 In early 1920, the infamous anti-Semitic propaganda pamphlet, The Jewish
Peril: Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, was first published in English.®® The
Morning Post published the Protocols in a series under the sensationalist heading ‘The
Cause of World Unrest’ in which these were presented as an evidence for ‘the existence
of a vast Pan-Oriental Conspiracy’.'® In David Fromkin’s words, ‘the Protocols
explained — among other things — the mysterious revolts against Britain everywhere in
the East’.1% ‘The Cause of World Unrest’ series explained these connections as follows:

There is certainly a great similarity between the propaganda now being carried on in
Asia and “the programme of violence and hypocrisy” advocated by the protocols.
[...] The gospel they are secretly preaching is Pan-Oriental, and their desire is to
shake authority in the States under Christian tutelage and to arouse anti-Christian
sentiment in independent Eastern States. [...]

One of the objects of the secret conspiracy is “[...] to promote on other continents
sedition, dissension, and mutual hostility.” With this object in view the promoters of
disorder, who have one of their most important headquarters in Switzerland, have
portioned out the areas on which they are to work. Seditious literature and agents
pass from Europe to Turkey, and their influence spreads by definite routes over Asia
Minor to Persia and Afghanistan.'%

Ironically, wild conspiracy theories helped the Kemalist movement to present
itself as the lesser evil. A British intelligence report claimed that it was the Kemalist
‘dislike of the Jewish Free-Masonic elements dominating the Unionists’ that was partly
responsible for the chasm between the two movements.’®” One British official believed
that besides the Kemalist faction there was a ‘far more dangerous party, that of Enver &
Talaat & the CUP-Jew-German-Bolshevik combination’, which was ‘with the Pan-
Islamic offensive of Bolshevism throughout the East, primarily directed against Great
Britain’.®® A new differentiation between Kemalists and Unionists was in the making:

At present two main divisions of Nationalists; (a) genuine Nationalists following
Mustafa Kemal; (b) a Unionist group [...]; but with Talaat and Enver and the C.U.P.,
in harmony with their Russian and German associates, providing the real guidance.
Kemal’s party desire to use the Bolsheviks to further Nationalist aims without
adopting the Bolshevik organizations of Society. The Unionist group, whose
ultimate purpose is Pan-Islamism, believe that nothing effective can be got from
Bolshevism without accepting all the consequences of Bolshevism.'%°

The same report assumed that Mustafa Kemal would ultimately be
outmanoeuvred by ‘Bolshevik Unionists’ who would even go so far as proclaiming the
anti-British Emir Amanullah of Afghanistan as the new caliph of Muslims.

Disillusionment and Settlement in Foreign Affairs

By the end of 1920, Britain’s foreign policy establishment started to see world affairs
differently, particularly in relation to its role in the Middle East.**® To be sure, imperial
anxieties about pan-Islamic-Bolshevik conspiracies were not the sole force of change.
Kemalist Turkey was also increasingly looking for a rapprochement with the British
Empire in order to certify its international sovereignty. Meanwhile, the Ottoman Sultan-
Caliph Vahideddin was still propagating the same old story of un-Turkish Bolshevik



bandits to the British High Commissioner in Constantinople. This story, however,
achieved considerably less impact at a time when the Kemalist diplomat Bekir Sami Bey
had already been invited to London.**

The attitude of the Ankara Government was also becoming more resolute against
the CUP leaders abroad. On 12 March 1921, the Grand National Assembly in Ankara
decided that Enver Pasha and his friends would not be allowed to enter Anatolia.'*?
Behind this decision were the increasing rumours that Enver would march into Anatolia
with a Red Army division. Fevzi Pasha, the Ankara Government’s minister of national
defence, had intelligence that the British were propagating rumours that Enver’s ‘Green
Army’ was ready to implement Bolshevism in Anatolia.*® It was believed that British
intelligence officials were spreading pseudo-Bolshevik propaganda to turn the Ankara
Government against Soviet Russia.*** Ironically, the Ankara Government was soon
reproducing the same rumours and paranoid conspiracies about Enver’s alleged
Bolshevik invasion and spreading active propaganda against Enver.*®

Ankara’s friendship agreement with Soviet Russia in March 1921, which sealed
the bitter fate of the Armenian Republic at the Caucasus frontier,’*® further increased
British imperial anxieties, as Enver was believed to be the Bolshevik’s trump card against
Mustafa Kemal. With the Anatolian resistance movement struggling against Greek
offensives in early summer 1921, British officials believed ‘the Bolsheviks would prefer
to see Enver in control of the Nationalist movement’.*'” I think’, noted another British
official in Constantinople, ‘that there can be no doubt that Enver and Committee of Union
and Progress are gradually taking command of situation at Angora and that Kemalist
Government must be [regarded as entirely] in the hands of Bolsheviks.’*® ‘Enver is
doubtless scheming to be the Deus ex Machina’, assumed another British official, who
suggested that Enver wanted to ‘repeat his sensational performance of 1913 when he re-
entered Adrianople’.® Enver and his supporters indeed harboured very similar dreams
of his heroic return to rescue the homeland in the late summer of 1921. Contrary to British
anxieties and Enver’s hopes, however, Ankara-Moscow relations were working against
the realisation of Enver’s desires in Anatolia.*®

The rumours of a potential Bolshevik take-over in Ankara under Enver Pasha’s
leadership served to make Mustafa Kemal Pasha appear as the moderate party in the eyes
of British officials. A report to Lord Curzon claimed: ‘Mustapha Kemal and his Minister,
while anxious to show themselves not less zealous than the extremist group which looks
to Enver Pasha, are in reality anxious to cut adrift from the Bolsheviks and so compromise
with the Allies.’*?! The British representative in Constantinople reported to London: ‘If
Kemalist defeat was indeed decisive there would very likely be an anti-Kemalist
movement in Anatolia, but | feared it might result in a Bolshevik-Enver combination with
the object of continuing the war to the bitter end.’*?

A potential Bolshevik coup d’état by Enver Pasha became redundant after the
defeat of the Greek forces at the Battle of Sakarya by the Ankara Government’s army on
13 September 1921. Enver accordingly gave up on Turkey and desperately headed
towards Turkestan to try his luck anew. The British high commissioner in Constantinople
still reported to London in late November 1921 that ‘there are persistent rumours that
Enver Pasha is proving to be a thorn in the side of Mustapha Kemal’.'® The British
Intelligence had again lost track of Enver’s movements and was dwelling on incidents
from the previous summer. ‘All that can be assured is that Enver is making a strong effort
to re-enter Turkish politics, and has supporters in Angora and doubtless in the army,
especially among those who favour a more whole-hearted co-operation with the
Bolsheviks.”** Unaware that Enver went to Turkestan to fight against Soviet Russia,



British intelligence was still reporting on the autonomous Enverist opposition in Anatolia
in the familiar tropes of conspiracy thinking, namely that ‘the strings of the opposition
are pulled by Turks and Salonica crypto-Jews in Berlin and Switzerland’.'®

While Britain was increasingly reluctant about further supporting the Greek
occupation, France had already approached the Ankara Government to bring an end to
the hostilities on the southern front of the National Struggle. The Ankara Government
signed the Ankara Treaty with France on 20 October 1921. Andrew Orr, a historian of
French intelligence, writes that ‘French government’s opening to the Kemalists was an
attempt to prevent a feared Middle East-wide rebellion’.*?® The same fears were all too
familiar to British officials.

The degree to which Enver Pasha had become a spectre in Anatolian affairs was
illustrated in a peculiar episode in the summer of 1922. Only months before the Ankara
forces’ final victory against the remaining Greek occupying army, the ‘anti-Kemalist’
newspaper Peyam-: Sabah in Constantinople published a very odd editorial that caused
great curiosity.’?” To everybody’s surprise, the newspaper’s editor Ali Kemal Bey
celebrated Enver’s struggle against Soviet Russia in Turkestan, although the author was
known to be a vocal anti-Unionist. One British official supposed that Ali Kemal was
trying to pave the way for an alliance between the two anti-Kemalist blocks in Turkey,
namely pro-Entente Sultanists and pro-Enver Unionists.'?® Both Kemalists and Unionists
were rather puzzled by this peculiar editorial.**® The British intelligence report, however,
assumed a (potential) conspiracy between the Sultan Vahideddin and Enver as ‘a possible
means of destroying Mustafa Kemal’. For the ‘lack of positive evidence’, it was,
nevertheless, admitted that ‘the suggestion that they are coming together as being for the
moment no more than a theory which must be tested by close observation of future
developments’. The possible ramifications of Enver returning to power, however, were
considered more horrendous for British interests than the prospect of coming to terms
with Ankara, as the British report concluded: ‘I doubt if we could swallow Enver for the
sake of the Sultan, even to get rid of Kemal.’**

Conclusion

Historians have discussed in detail the ambiguous continuities between the CUP and what
later became the Kemalist movement, critiquing the latter’s self-presentation as a caesura
in the history of the nation and revealing it as having origins both less novel and darker.**
Yet, as | have argued above, these elusive commonalities and distinctions among two
Young Turk factions also had an effect on international relations. Decision-making in
international relations is always a matter of perceptions and misperceptions.*> The
ambiguous relations between the CUP and the Kemalists was a cause of confusion and
concern for foreign powers such as Britain.

Thanks to the Orientalist and anti-Semitic conspiracy thinking prevailing in the
British intelligence community, the CUP was envisaged after the Young Turk Revolution
of 1908 as an elusive force changing disguises, transgressing natural boundaries, and
conspiring with, or even driven by, sinister forces like Jews, Freemasons, and Germans.
British officials’ observation of the CUP’s very real conspiratorial politics between 1908
and 1918 supported the case against the Young Turks as a gang of rogue revolutionaries
and cunning conspirators. After ten years of dictatorial rule, the CUP had indeed obtained
parapolitical capacities in the Ottoman Empire and its networks retained influence even
after its leaders’ departure. As a clandestine and conspiratorial committee, it constituted



an elusive force confusing and deceiving outsiders about its intentions and actions. In the
end, the paranoid interpretations of international conspiracies contained in intelligence
reports magnified and distorted the CUP’s illusive agency. The fact that some variation
of ‘Young Turks’ — in the figurative sense of the word — were rebelling in Anatolia and
giving vocal support to other Muslim uprisings led many British observers to falsely
assume that it was the hidden hand of the CUP leaders abroad that was pulling the strings.
As A.L. Macfie observed, paranoid intelligence reports about Enver’s pan-Islamic-
Bolshevik activities were an important factor in the reconciliation of British policy
makers with the Ankara Government.'* The existence of bogus conspiracy theories does
not categorically dismiss the evidence of real conspiracies, and vice versa, but rather
distorts the origin, nature, and reach of conspiratorial agency through epistemological
scripts, ontological paranoias, and conscious speculations.”** This distinct qualification
does not contradict but rather substantiates our understanding of how the CUP leadership
and its distant and disconnected networks contributed directly and indirectly to the
Anatolian resistance movement and how the exiled CUP leaders were engaged
ambitiously but unsuccessfully in a transnational anticolonial movement among Muslim
activists in European exile.

Most of the intelligence reports theorising that the CUP leaders were commanding
the Anatolian resistance movement from abroad were composed within the timeframe of
early 1919 and autumn 1920, when the CUP leaders were relatively inactive or
unsuccessful. As Enver Pasha and his transnational enterprise became increasingly active
and apparent after September 1920, and the Ankara Government established itself as a
sovereign quasi-state, the perception that the two factions were linked together within a
grand conspiracy gradually began to disappear. The initial British confusion was not
completely unfounded either. By their nature, Kemalists and Unionists were elusive
forces. They were the same but distinct; they were simultaneously allies and rivals; while
separate, they were actually inseparable from each other. Despite their shared struggle,
Kemalists and Unionists were reluctant collaborators. They were competing for the same
goals, opportunities, and resources. In a heterogeneous political movement like the
Anatolian resistance movement, differentiations between such similar but rival factions
are important, especially because outside observers could not always tell them apart or
confused their relations. Andrew Ryan, Fitzmaurice’s successor as the Chief Dragoman
and a very vocal voice in the official conspiracy theories, confessed in his later memoirs:

| feared political pan-Islamism. It looked as though Mustafa Kemal might make that
his instrument as Enver had almost certainly dreamt of doing. I did not see much
difference, so far as I remember, between Kemal’s group and the old Committee of
Union and Progress, apart from a struggle for leadership. [...]

I cannot now claim that all these views were right. | can only say that they were
tenable at the time. Subsequent events disproved some of them, notably the fear of
pan-Islamism. That virus was driven out for an indefinite period by the stronger virus
of nationalism.**

In the fog of war, the preconceptions and anxieties of an ‘Enver & Talaat & the
CUP-Jew-German-Bolshevik combination’ plotting a global jihad against the colonial
world order coloured British officialdom’s perceptions of the Anatolian resistance
movement. The ambitious but ambiguous actions and assertions by the CUP leaders
abroad lent credence to such conspiracies and stoked the fears of British officials. The
Kemalist leadership’s elusive overtures with Islamic and Bolshevik ideas as well as their
ambiguous relation to Unionists similarly caused confusion. While the rumours of



‘Young Turk intrigues’ initially enhanced British hostility towards the resistance
movement in Anatolia, British officials eventually chose to come to terms with the

more ‘moderate’ Kemalist movement.
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