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Examining Lenin’s strategy towards the globalcolonial and semi-colonial  pperiphery is crucial in understanding the way in which early Soviet policy was shaped and implemented toward the crucial conflict in Anatolia between Greece – Britain’s proxy – and Kemal’s Turkish national resistance movement based in Ankara. We show that, Soviet state interests undermined kept a firm hand on – albeit in different ways – the development of communism both in Greece and Turkey and, for most of the period it undermined the movement, especially in Turkey, when they directly assisted Kemal’s nationalism against the Greek campaign in Asia Minor and at the expense of the development of Turkish Communismwhile Kemal’s movement was exterminating leading Turkish communists. 


Introduction

When the Ottoman Empire, the “sick man of Europe”, officially ceased to exist at the end of the First World War in October 1918, the chances of survival for a new sovereign Turkish stateey seemed to be very remote. The British Empire, as the leading Allied power, imposed a settlement on the lands of the Ottoman Empire, which detached a substantial part of the Ottoman territory, severely limited national sovereignty and preserved the pre-war capitulatory regime of extra-territorial rights for western powers. This period witnessed the birth and swift growth of a Turkish resistance movement in Anatolia, which found major international support from the young Bolshevik state and later also from France and Italy to some extent and , although ffor different reasons. Both Turkish nationalists and Russian Bolsheviks found themselves threatened by the western imperial powers and their proxies, such as Greece, the bastion of Britain’s policy in the Eastern Mediterranean. Common struggle against the western imperial powers threatening both nascent new Turkey and Russia led to a mutually advantageous collusion between Lenin’s Bolsheviks and Mustafa Kemal, a keythe leader of Turkish nationalist movementm.  Mainly due to the initial promising atmosphere of friendship between the Bolsheviks and anti-imperialist Muslims, a number of left-leaning Muslim groups had gained momentum in Anatolia in the 1920s.  Most significant among these was the Green Army Association, Yesil Ordu Cemiyeti, that was a popular grass-root radical movement in Anatolia.  The association was founded during the early stages of the Turkish war of independence in the spring of 1920 “to liberate Asia from the penetration and occupation of European imperialism”.[endnoteRef:1]  The political wing of the Green Army Association set up a group among the deputies of the Turkish Grand National Assembly called the People’s Group (Halk Zumresi).[endnoteRef:2]  There were also other socialist and communist groups in Anatolia that emerged in this period.  One of tThe most important among these was the Communist Party of Turkey organised and led by Mustafa Suphi who was in Russia since the beginning of the First World War in 1914.[endnoteRef:3] [1:  Y. Nadi, Cerkez Ethejm Kuvvetleri’nin Ihaneti, Istanbul, 1955, p.11.]  [2:  B. Gokay, A Clash of Empires: Turkey Between Russian Bolshevism and British Imperialism, 1918-1923, London: I. B. Tauris, 1997, pp.104-106.]  [3:  ibid.] 


As opposed to a contracting Ottoman Turkey Empire hosting a strong Turkish nationalist-resistance movement, Greece was expanding under the dynamic liberal-nationalist leadership of Eleftherios Venizelos. The Balkan wars brought Salonica under Greece’s sovereignty and the country’s borders reached Bulgaria and Thrace. In addition, the largest part of Macedonian territory now belonged to Greece, with Bulgaria being the most disaffected state. Industry and finance expanded further and agricultural production modernised. As a result of this, by October 1918 some 200 working class centres – the precursor of the modern trade union – representing more than 60,000 workers had been set up in Greece, the most influential ones being in Salonica – the Jerusalem of the Balkans, as the city used to be called due to its large Jewish population – which was home to Abraham Benarogias’ Socialist Federation.[endnoteRef:4] Benarogias’ Federation, founded in 1909, was so strong that the 11th Convention of the Second International on 7 November 1909 in which Lenin was also present, declared his movement as the “beginning of a new pan-Ottoman Socialist Party”.[endnoteRef:5] This, obviously, was unrealistic. Nationalism was the thriving force in the Balkans at the time, not cosmopolitan-internationalist socialism. Venizelos’ tactics was to incorporate many socialists into his camp by way of agitating them against Greek conservatives and the King, who wanted to keep Greece neutral in the Great War and without any irredentist claim. Despite Venizelos’ efforts, however, the Socialist Workers Party of Greece (SEKE), the precursor to the country’s Communist party (KKE), was founded in November 1918 at a time when the Central Powers had already lost the war and Venizelos was pondering to bringing Greece into Smyrna and Asia Minor, against the earlier advice of his former Chief of Staff, General Ioannis Metaxas (see below). [4:  See, in particular, Abraham Benarogia, The First Milestone of the Greek Proletariat (in Greek), Athens: Commune, 1986; Mark Mazower, Salonica – City of Ghosts, London: HarperCollins, 2005.   ]  [5:  See, Takis Mastrogianopoulos, “The Greek labour movement up to the foundation of SEKE” (in Greek), Marxist Thought, v.14, July-September 2014, pp.7-29. ] 


Our aim here is to examine how these two young socialist-communist movements in Greece and Turkey internalised Lenin’s “Eastern Soviet Eastern policy”[endnoteRef:6] at a time when the main enemy of the Bolshevics was European, and especially British, imperialism. At the same time, we will assess Soviet policy towards both Greek and Turkish elites, two countries at war in Asia Minor. Our presentation order is as follows: first, we look at the defining features of Lenin’s Eastern policy; then we move on to assess the first steps of communism in Turkey and Greece and the way in which Greek communists dealt with Greece’s Asia Minor campaign. We will come to realise that Lenin’s Eastern policy, although it drew from his theory of imperialism, it put, before anything else, the interests of the newly founded Soviet state first. Before we conclude, we will also shed some light on how the young Soviet Union dealt with the Macedonian issue and how this transpired into the ranks of Greek communism.     [6:  Eastern orientation in Soviet foreign affairs that emerged at the 2nd congress of the Komintern in 1920.] 

 
“Soviet Eastern Policy”, Turkey and Greece

The East is a revolutionary cauldron capable of putting a revolutionary torch to all of western Europe, Sultan-Galiev[endnoteRef:7] [7:   Quoted in B. Lazitch and M. M. Drachkovich, Lenin and the Comintern, Vol. I, Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1972., p.379.] 

The 1920s were the heyday of anti-imperialist revolution for the Bolsheviks. An alliance with the nations with majority Muslim populations, almost all oppressed under colonial or semi-colonial pressure by the European imperia powers,  could be made on the basis of a joint effort both to overthrow the power of the West in the Muslim world and to transform Muslim society. This was considered possible because Islam could be interpreted in such a way as to stress its social justice aspect. On 7 December 1917, almost immediately after achieving power, the Bolsheviks issued their Appeal to the Toiling Muslims of the East, which assured the Muslims of Russia that “your beliefs and customs, your national and cultural institutions, are free and inviolable” and called on the Muslims of the East to overthrow the imperialist robbers and enslavers of their countries.[endnoteRef:8]  [8:   Printed in John Riddell (ed.), To See the Dawn. Baku, 1920. First Congress of the Peoples of the East  (London: Pathfinder Press, 1993), Appendix 2, p.259.] 

At the Comintern’s Second Congress in 1920, Lenin officially introduced the new eastern orientation of the Soviet state, the so-called “Soviet Eastern Policy”. Lenin went so far as to suggest that, with “the aid of the proletariat of the advanced countries”, it might be possible for Asia to skip the capitalist stage and “go over to the Soviet system, and, through certain stages of development, to communism”.[endnoteRef:9] “It must be remembered”, he told a Japanese journalist at the time, “that the West lives at the expense of the East; the imperialist powers of Europe grow rich chiefly at the expense of the eastern colonies, but at the same time they are arming their colonies and teaching them to fight and by so doing the West is digging its own grave in the East”.[endnoteRef:10] [9:   “Report of the Commission on the National and Colonial Question” Lenin, Selected Works Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1967, vol.3, p.459]  [10:   V.I.Lenin, Collected Works, vol. 42, p.196 (interview given on  4 June 1920).] 

As part of Comintern strategy, pro-Soviet communists offered solidarity with the anti-imperialist national liberation movements in the East. For the Bolsheviks, the October Revolution had built a bridge between the “enlightened” West and the “enslaved” East, which provided the basis for an appeal by the Soviet leadership to the colonial peoples at the Comintern-sponsored Congress of Peoples of the East in Baku, Azerbaijan, in September 1920. After that, the Comintern set up a Council of Propaganda and Action of the Peoples of the East with its location in Baku. As a consequence, numerous links were established by the Bolsheviks with the Muslim peoples of the East, and the Communist University of Toilers of the East (KUTV) was set up, at which many Asian revolutionaries were trained.[endnoteRef:11]   [11:   Stephen White, "Communism and the East: The Baku Congress, 1920", Slavic Review, XXXIII, 3(1974): 492-514.] 

In the context of the early 1920s international relations, the Soviet government found an area of common interest with the nationalist government of Turkey. Force of circumstance impelled Soviet Russia and Kemalist Turkey to arrive at a rapprochement, aided to a certain degree by Greece’s alliance with Britain and France – Venizelos’ Greece participated also in the Ukrainiane campaign of Britain and France against young Soviet Bolshevik state in Russia in November 2018. Both Russia and Turkey were drawn together by mutual fear as a result of the plans and activities of the western powers in the region and the entire eastern theatre. But it was not all plain sailing. 
	At one level one can explain this in old-fashioned power-politics terms. Soviet Russia was heir to imperial Russia and certainly had no intention of abandoning the Caucasus to other powers whether western or eastern. When Bekir Sami, Turkish envoy, came to Moscow in July 1920, he was confronted with a proposal from Georgy Chicherin, Commissar for Foreign Affairs, that Turkey relinquish Van, Bitlis and Mus to Armenia and engage in an exchange of populations so as to restore the Armenian population to those territories. Bekir Sami replied that Turkey would not surrender an inch of territory.[endnoteRef:12] Curiously, this did not prevent Lenin from receiving Bekir Sami in person, and did not stop the signing of the Draft Treaty of Friendship on 24 August.[endnoteRef:13] Later the Soviet-Turkish Treaty was signed, against the wishes of Chicherin, on 16 March 1921. In its preamble, it committed both countries to the “struggle against imperialism”. This was a reflection of Moscow’s position that a Turkish alliance against British imperialism was far more important than sparing the susceptibilities of Armenian and Georgian communists.[endnoteRef:14] Thus began the long era of Soviet-Turkish friendship, officially confirmed by the December 1925 treaty. It would appear completely unaffected by the ups and downs of Turkish government’s relations with its indigenous communists.  [12:  Bekir Sami to Chicherin, 4 July 1920, Moscow: AVP, Fond: Ref about Turkey, Op.: 3, D.: 3, Pap.: 2.  ]  [13:  Statement from the Central Committee of Russian Communist Party, July 1920, Moscow, AVP, Fond: Near East, Op.: 3, Por.: 1, Pap.: 2.]  [14:  A. F. Cebesoy, Moskova Hatiralari [Moscow Memoirs], Istanbul: Vatan Nesriyat, 1955, pp.61-2, 141-151.] 

	Aid to, or an alliance with, a local government or a “bourgeois” national movement aimed against “imperialists” always posed the danger that the non-communist “client” might turn against the local communists – as indeed happanedhappened in relation to the Turkish communists. There was no real escape from this dilemma. The local communist organisation, Türkiye Komünist Partisi, TKP (the Communist Party of Turkey), although politically and financially supported by Moscow all through, was the main loser in the midst of this realpolitik conundrum even at its birth. This dilemma would torment the relations between Moscow and the Turkish communists till the end of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party of Turkey. The BolshevicsBolsheviks had no similar dilemmas as regards Greek nationalism: as it was acting as Britain’s proxy in the Eastern Mediterranean, they opposed it all along. Also, as we shall see below, they supported other Communist movements in the Balkans at the expense of Greek Communism, especially on the Macedonian issue. In this respect, being faithful to Soviet communism damaged the development of communist movement in Greece, because it was perceived by large popular strata as damaging to the country’s national interests and, indeed, their own self-interests.

The Communist Parties of Turkey (TKP) and Greece (SEKE-KKE) during Greece’s Asia Minor campaign

Marxist ideas began to penetrate Turkey towards the end of the nineteenth century. During the First World War many Turkish socialists were in Germany and became close to the Spartacus League. Another group of Turkish socialists was in Russia and became witnesses to the Russian Revolution. 
TKP, the Communist Party of Turkey, one of the oldest political parties in Turkey and among the oldest communist parties in the Middle East, was founded in September 1920 in Baku. The proximity of the Russian Revolution had led to a Leninist organisation in Turkey before most other countries. Turkish communists played an active part in Comintern’s affairs. Sefik Husnu, one of the leaders of the party, was a member of the Executive Committee of the Comintern until 1936. 
	In September 1920, amidst Greece’s campaign and soon after its foundation, the leadership of the Communist Party of Turkey decided to shift the centre of its activities to Turkey proper. This decision took place in the context of significant material and diplomatic support provided to Turkish national movement by the Bolsheviks in the fight against western imperialism. The founder of the Turkish Communists Party considered increasingly friendly atmosphere in Turkey towards the young Soviet state as favourable for their organisation and wanted to be in Anatolia to participate the independence struggle against the imperialist powers.  In late 1920, Mustafa Subhi and the other leading members of the party left Baku, and set out for Anatolia. They went quite openly and without any precautionary measure to their country. It was sheer bad timing! The group could not proceed further than Trabzon. On 28 January 1921, Mustafa Subhi and 15 other leading communists were put in a boat, and sent back to Batum, Georgia. Immediately after they embarked, another boat left the harbour and overtook the first one. Following this, all that is known is that no one on the first boat survived. It was a classical, Ottoman-style elimination.[endnoteRef:15]  [15:  Mete Tuncay, Turkiye’de Sol Akimlar, Ankara, 1967, pp. 231-3.] 

	The available documents confirm that the Ankara government under Kemal had a substantial role in this incident. It is clear that K. Karabekir, one of the most prominent nationalist army commanders, and Hamit Bey, a very important local representative of the Ankara government, put the plan together. It is also clear in the documents that Mustafa Kemal asked them to stop the group of communists and confirmed the “plan” prepared in Trabzon. It is, however, still a mystery whether the “plan” included “murder”, or it was improvised on the spot.[endnoteRef:16]  [16:  B. Gokay, “The Turkish Communist Party: The Fate of the Founders”, Middle Eastern Studies, 29/2, 1993, pp.220-235.] 

	When the news arrived in Moscow, the Soviet Politburo forwarded an official statement to inform the members of the Soviet communist party. The central theme of the statement was the “[…] dangers of left-wing and adventurist initiatives”. Moscow, apparently, did not share the optimism and the decision of the Turkish communists.[endnoteRef:17] [17:  Internal Party Report, RCP(B), 20 February 1921, Moscow, TsPA, Fond:5, Op.:2, D.:2. (On 31 January 1951, however, Pravda vociferously attacked the murder of M. Subhi, “[…] the true son of the Turkish people”.)] 

	This incident did not make a serious impact upon the Turkish-Soviet relations. It was noted and put aside by both sides in a business-like fashion. The experience is, however, significant and rich in lessons. The murder of the leading Turkish communists in the early days of 1921 represents the first example of the failure of a peculiar Soviet dilemma in the East: how to support the anti-communist leadership of a national liberation movement and, at the same time, to sponsor and organise local communist groups against the nationalist leadership of the country. When the Kemalist leadership openly started to root out all communist activities in Turkey, protests were made at world communist gatherings, but it did not hinder the good diplomatic and economic relations between Moscow and Ankara. The Soviet government chose to continue its official policy of co-operation with Ankara, regardless of the fate of the local communists loyal to Moscow. For the first time, the interests of Soviet foreign policy actually involved the existence of a communist party. In Greece, matters took on a different dimension. Greece, acting as Britain’s imperial proxy, was advancing on Anatolia, which the apex of its campaign saw its army reaching some 50 kilometres outside Ankara.  

SEKE was founded in Piraeus on 10 November 1918, just a few days after the foundation of the General Confederation of Greek Workers (GSEE), the country’s central trade union since. At the foundation Congress, more than 1,000 delegates participated from all over Greece, including Benarogias’ Federation from Salonica.[endnoteRef:18] Despite some right-wing influences, tobacco workers Angelos Pechnas and Dimitris Ligdopoulos, pushed the party to the left. Pechnas pushed the delegates to honour the Spartacus revolt in Germany and Ligdopoulos managed to control the party’s newspaper, Worker’s Struggle. The party set as its primary objective the overthrowing of capitalism and the seizure of power by the working class. In May 1919, when the Greek troops had already landed in Smyrna, the party decided to take steps to leave the Third International and join Lenin’s efforts to found a Third International. In February 1922, some six months before the collapse of the Greek front at Sakarya river, the party decides to add “K”, Communist, next to its name. In November 1922, it adopts Lenin’s 21 conditions and, two years later, the party is renamed into KKE – Communist Party of Greece. Its first secretary was Pantelis Pouliopoulos, a 24-year old student of law and a polyglot, with strong influences from Leon Trotsky’s thought.  [18:  See, Dimitris Asteriou, “From SEKE to KKE” (in Greek), Marxist Thought, v.14, July-September 2014, pp.30-43.] 


Venizelos had an obsession with Smyrna, the heart of ancient Ionia. Lord Curzon and Harold Nicolson, an English diplomat, tried in vain to convince Venizelos at the Peace Conference in Versailles to abandon that dream and focus instead on annexing Eastern Thrace and Constantinople itself, another ethnic majority Greek city.[endnoteRef:19] This was far more feasible, because Soviet Russia had given up on its claims in the City and the Dardanelles. On the contrary, Smyrna, although mostly populated by Greeks, the surrounding region was a majority Muslim area and very hostile to Greek occupation.[endnoteRef:20] Venizelos refused to even contemplate to entertain the ideas of Curzon and Nicolson, even though similar ideas had been voiced by his royalist chief of staff, General Metaxas, in two consecutive memoranda Venizelos himself commissioned in 1915.  [19:  A good account – there are very many, of course – on Venizelos’ Asia Minor policy is that by Michael Llewellyn-Smith, Ionian Vision. Greece in Asia Minor 1919-1922, London: Hurst, 1998. The book is the doctoral dissertation of the author, himself an ambassador of Britain to Greece (1996-99). Although emotionally rather pro-Greek, the narration of the facts remains correct and the question the author himself cannot answer is how such a brilliant mind as that of Venizelos could not see the perils behind Greece’s Ionian adventure, perils about which he was warned by many. Greek historians are split on the issue depending on whether are pro- or anti- Venizelos, a state of affairs that, unfortunately, continues to the present day. A more balanced account is given by Grigoris Dafnis, Greece between the Wars (in Greek), Athens: Kaktos, 1997 (first edition in 1954), where he argues that Venizelos’ positive input in Greek politics stopped with the achievements of the Balkan wars. After that, his role should be considered problematic. Dafnis, a rather pro-Venizelist historian – he entered politics on the side of George Papandreou after WWII as a member of the Centre Union party, whose origins are to be found in Venizelos’ liberals – passes a rather sober judgement over Venizelos.    ]  [20:  See, especially, the contemporary account by Arnold J. Toynbee, The Western Question in Greece and Turkey: A Study in the Contact of Civilisations, London: Constable, 1922. Toynbee, who travelled most of western Anatolia before he produced his long report, said that the only town in which he encountered not a single Muslim was Kydoniai (today’s Ayvalik), opposite the island of Lesbos. Overall, Toynbee argued that the Greeks, contrary to Venizelos’ claims and ethnographic evidence he presented at Lausanne, were a minority in western Anatolia, although, together with Jews and Armenians, were more commercially minded and active. Toynbee’s account was considered as being pro-Turkish and, as a result, he lost his Koraes chair at King’s College in London, a chair sponsored by Venizelos’ cabinet in 1918.] 


Metaxas was a brilliant staff officer educated in Berlin’s military academy. He was a royalist that opposed many of Venizelos’ ventures on grounds that the promises given to Greece by the Entente powers as a reward for its entry to the war on the side of the Entente were vague and unrealistic. Correctly, for example, he opposed the 1915 Gallipoli campaign as a militarily impossible undertaking and a great miscalculation on the part of the Entente and Britain, and disagreed with Greece’s participation in it. Importantly, he opposed Venizelos’ plans to bring the Greek army into Smyrna and Asia Minor, proposing instead a more anodyne and realistic solution for Greece claiming eastern Thrace and Constantinople. His rationale, put in writing in two consecutive memoranda to Venizelos in 1915, goes as follows. Both, they are uncanny in their accuracy and rigour. Metaxas argued that a war of expansion against Turks in Anatolia cannot be served by the ethnic minority areas in western Anatolia where the various Greek professional and commercial strata are based. The Muslims, the argument went, are more than 7,000,000 composed of Turks, Circassians, Yuruks and Kurds and are almost all peasant and warlike “races”. Militarily, any Greek force in and around Smyrna would be forced to pursue the Turkish army in the interior, and this is unsustainable given the distances and the hostility of the local population. Thus, he predicted, “Napoleon’s experience of 1812 when he invaded Russia would be repeated over again”.[endnoteRef:21] However, Metaxas argued, Greece could be successful in Asia Minor only ifd the Allied forces commit themselves to the campaign and then the entire Anatolia is either partitioned among the Allies or the Turkish state is reduced to such as small area so that it could not to be a threat to the Greek possessions around Smyrna. To avoid all these risks and uncertainties, Metaxas proposed to Venizelos that Greece advanced one solid claim to its Entente allies, that of bringing eastern Thrace and Constantinople under Greek sovereignty. As a modern-nationalist military mind, Metaxas saw Greek territorial continuity and ethnographic correspondence to it as paramount for the viability of the modern Greek state. But Venizelos, lured by Lloyd George and his own dream of re-creating Byzantium by setting off from Smyrna, turned down Metaxas’ proposals. Also, possibly, he could have thought that he already has Constantinople in his pocket, something that would easily come under Greek control in the future, opting instead for Smyrna. Venizelos, in return, was promising to Lloyd George that the Greek army will destroy the Kemalists. Effectively, they were both cuddling each other’s ears against the advice of Metaxas.[endnoteRef:22] [21:  We are using here the instructive account by Alexandros A. Pallis, Greece’s Anatolian Venture – and After: A Survey of the Diplomatic and Political Aspects of the Greek Expedition to Asia Minor (1915-1922), London: Methuen, 1937, pp.22-5.]  [22:  Metaxas never changed his mind as regards Greece’s presence in Asia Minor. When Venizelos, in the midst of the Asia Minor campaign in November 1920, lost the election to royalist-conservative forces, the King invited Metaxas to come back from his exile in Italy and assume leadership of the campaign. Metaxas – although at the time the Greek army had managed some spectacular advances against the Kemalists in Anatolia’s interior – refused point-blank.] 


In addition, the French, even though they were lukewarm to the invasion from the very beginning, but at the same time they needed the Greeks in 1918-20 to support their limited operations in the province of Cilicia in the south. The French occupied Cilicia at the end of 1918, extending their occupation to the cities of Antep, Urfa and Marash in southern Anatolia after reaching an agreement with the British. The French immediately faced stiff resistance from Turkish nationKemalist forces and the local population, although Kemal never considered the French to be a major threat in Anatolia if compared to the expanding Greeks. Yet, nationalist forces loyal to Kemal defeated the French in Marash in February 1920 after 22 days of fierce fighting, and there are even testimonies that once defeated the French gave their weapons and ammunition to the Kemalists to which would eventually be used them against the local Armenian population so that a safe passage for French troops out of Cilicia could be provided.[endnoteRef:23] On 9 March 1920, Kemal signed a Peace Treaty with France. With the support of France now disappeared, Venizelos’ gamble, now managed by royalist elites after his defeat in the election of November 1920, was up in the air.  [23:  See, especially, Sarkis Torossian, From Dardanelles to Palestine: a True Story of Five Battle Fronts of Turkey and her Allies and a Harem Romance (memoirs), Boston: Meador, 1947, pp.180 ff., passim. Official Turkish historiography disputes his account. It is worth noting that Torossian fought with the rank of Captain in the Ottoman army during the Gallipoli campaign and was distinguished for his leadership skills. He, nevertheless, defected the Ottomans after the 1915 large Armenian deportations, during which his own family was decimated.] 

The Italians, too, were openly against the Greek occupation of Smyrna from the start, not least because they themselves had occupied the region south of Smyrna and opposite to the Dodecanese complex of islands, which had in their possession since 1912, the chief aim being to transfer surplus population there from southern Italy and Sicily in order to “Italianise” the region. In fact, one of the reasoreasons why both Britain and France agreed eventually to allow Venizelos to land Greek troops in Smyrna was because they wanted to check Italy’s colonial plans in Anatolia. Italy, in turn, saw Greece as one of its competitors in the eastern Mediterranean, especially in Albania and Asia Minor. 

Soviet Bolshevik government in  Russia, as we saw earlier, began already being in cahoots with Kemal’s national resistance movement. The Bolshevik policy, however – apart from the aforementioned reasons explaining why it opposed Greece’s expansion in Anatolia – derived from a particular ideological position, namely Lenin’s analysis of imperialism and its implications for the subordinate periphery of capitalism. According to this analysis, the revolution in the developed West keeps failing because of the resources western imperialism wais able to absorb from its colonies in the periphery. Therefore, all liberation movements in the periphery, even if they weare not communist or socialist, should be supported simply because they could undermine the imperialist system and promote the revolution in the West. This is what Lenin and the BolshevicsBolsheviks did as regards to their policy in Anatolia after 1919.  

Having said that, and given the opposition to the Greek landing in Smyrna by several members of the British War cabinet, it was effectively  a project just between Lloyd George and VelizelosVenizelos himself whothat dragged the Greek army into Smyrna and, further, into its interior, in the hope that Kemal’s Turkish nationalist forcesarmy can be defeated. Certainly, Lloyd George’s strategic purpose was to link a greater Greece in the Eastern Mediterranean with the Zionistimperial project in Palestine and connect these two pro-British (and subordinate) Christian states with the Empire’s possessions in India and South Asia. This suited Venizelos’ expansionist dreams, whose chief aim was to re-create the Byzantine Empire in a modern way, by Hellenizing religious-ethnic communities in Asia Minor and the Eastern Mediterranean and establishing the domination of the new Greek state there. A dream that proved as unrealistic as the entire spectrum of settlements drafted at Versailles, thatVersailles that pushed European and Balkan powers, such as Germany and Bulgaria, to revisionism – in fact, Mustafa Kemal was the first to revise them and, by and large, impose his own peace settlement with the force of arms and some careful diplomacy.  

SEKE, the Asia Minor campaign and the Macedonian issue

SEKE opposed the Asia Minor campaign on the basis of principles set out in Comintern’s instructions in March 1920. Whereas before it argued in favour of a negotiated solution to the Greek-Turkish conflict, without annexations and supporting the self-determination of peoples, a rather independently-minded position, SEKE now omitted completely any discourse about the rights of minorities in Asia Minor, such as Greeks, Armenians and Jewish. Instead, its new policy focused on a harsh critique of the interests of the Franco-English bourgeoisie imperialisms in the Near East and the Mediterranean. SEKE now calls for an anti-war struggle as the real flag under which the Greek soldier should fight is the flag of the struggle against imperialist exploitation, not against the Turkish people.

On the 30th of July 1920, whereas pro-Venizelist newspapers in Greece wrote triumphant articles celebrating the Treaty of Sévres, the pinnacle of Venizelos’ dream of the “Greece of five Seas and two continents”, Rizospastis, the party’s main newspaper, hosted an editorial written by the paper’s editor-in-chief, Yianis Petsopoulos, which argued as follows:

Bells and gunshots announced the Treaty of Peace with Turkey, a Treaty which came to finish the work of the Versailles settlements, giving the victors everything and the defeated nothing. Bourgeois Europe and, together, Greece’s bourgeoisies, rightly celebrate. More than anywhere else, the peoples of the Balkans suffered most. For more than eight years, the poor Greek peasant and worker, the small shopkeeper and civil servant, fight without a rest. They are dragged from one military front to another. And when they return home, they have to collect the wreckages of their distraught lives, just to be thrown again into the struggle for bread and butter. This is not the peace these workers have desired.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Rizospastis, “Editorial” (in Greek), 20 July 1920, p.1.] 


The same day this editorial was published, two retired army officers attempted to kill Venizelos at the rail station of Lyon in France, whereas the offices of Rizospastis and its printing facilities were burnt to the ground. Clearly, Greece was fighting the most difficult battle in its modern history deeply divided.

SEKE’s anti-war campaign is fierce and reaches out to the army in Asia Minor. On the 1st of January 1921, the Central Committee of the Communist Soldiers in Asia Minor produced a declaration which, among others, says:

This new year day is lived here on the front not in terms of mourning all those that have fought and gone so unjustly, but in terms of a massive cry that comes out of both the chests of those heroes that are alive and the dead bodies of our comrades that shout – long live the revolution![endnoteRef:25] [25:  KKE – Official Texts, v.I (in Greek), Athens: Synchroni Epochi, 1974, pp.176-78.] 


By spring 1922, when the Greek offensive was checked and the army was spread along a 130 miles line, Rizospastis, was able to reach out to the war front in thousands. The main slogan amongst many soldiers was anti-nationalist: “Turkish people are our brothers, let’s go back to our families”. The main branch of the party that organised this anti-war campaign was the faction of the “Communist Union”, of Trotskyite inspiration, which provided the first communist secretary of the party a couple of years later, Pantelis Pouliopoulos.

Lenin and the Bolsheviks dealt with the Greek-Turkish war as a matter of how the solution to that conflict can serve the best interests of the new Soviet state, while supporting nationalist movements in the periphery – such as Turkey – fighting against western imperialism. In the spring of 1922, a Soviet delegation headed by Karl Radek visited Athens in order to meet the Greek government following the mediation by a leading member of SEKE, prominent communist historian, Yianis Kordatos. The Soviets proposed to mediate with Mustafa Kemal and negotiate a solution in which the Greek population could stay in Asia Minor under a regime of autonomy, rather than Greek sovereignty. It was, however, too late. In August 1922, the Greek stationary army along the Sakarya river, already exhausted, suffered a devastating defeat by the Kemalist forces and local population, which turned out to be a rout. On the thorny issue of Macedonia, Greek communism did not have better chances either as they were clearly disfavoured vis-à-vis Bulgarian communism.

The Macedonian issue marred Balkan politics for a long time and, to a certain degree, still does so today. On this front, Lenin and the Bolsheviks chose to support Bulgarian communist claims on Macedonia, since they considered Bulgaria’s communist movement as the most advanced in the Balkans. The Balkan Communist Federation was formed in 1920 under Lenin’s direct instruction. All Balkan communist parties participated, including the Turkish Communist party, the sole exception being the Romanian communists who were not always keen to be involved.[endnoteRef:26] During the two meetings of the Federation in May and July 1921 in Sofia, Bulgaria, Christo Kabakchiev, a leading member of the Bulgarian Communist Party, proposed that the ethnic minorities in the Balkans should be detached from their respective national bourgeoisies and fight instead for independence as this would prepare the ground for a socialist revolution. Kabakchiev was supported by the Soviet delegate, Alexandrovich Milyutin. In both meetings, the Greek communist delegation headed by Petsopoulos was very reluctant to go along with the Soviet-Bulgarian line, siding instead with the Yugoslav position of respect for the present borders. [26:  We follow here the work by Alexander Dagas and George Leondiadis, Comintern and the Macedonian Issue (in Greek), Athens: Trochalia, 1997, pp.59 ff.] 


The 5th Congress of the Comintern in July 1924 was even more important for the Greek communists. It was then that they, for the first time, came to grips with the reality of “Soviet Eastern policy”. Headed by Serafim Maximos and Pantelis Pouliopoulos, the Greek delegation eventually accepted Dmitri Manouilski’s position on the national question, which supported the policy for an independent Macedonia and Thrace, as well as for an independent Dobruja region – the disputed area between Romania and Bulgaria. Manouilski considered the success of the socialist revolution in Bulgaria as imminent. However, when the Greek communist delegation returned to Greece, they faced strong opposition. The majority within the Central Committee of the party, under the influence of Yianis Kordatos and Thomas Apostolidis, refused to adopt this policy. Their main argument was that there was no longer any significant Slavic or non-ethnically Greek minority in Macedonia and Greek Thrace after the settlement of hundreds of thousands of Greek refugees from Asia Minor and the compulsory population exchange between Greece Turkey. Further, Kordatos argued, the argument that a socialist insurrection in Bulgaria wais in the making wais a complete myth. As a result, the slogan for an “independent Macedonia and Thrace” lackeds any ethnographic basis and runs the risk of alienating the impoverished Greek refugees that weare struggling to adapt to their new and harsh conditions of life.

Conclusion

During the 1920s, the communists and socialists were weak and were denied any part in the new Turkey. The Turkish government, under Mustafa Kemal, pursued a cat and mouse policy towards local communists. Sometimes they were tolerated, sometimes suppressed. Usually they were repressed. Mustafa Kemal banned the party in 1925, and after that the Communist Party of Turkey was forced into illegality during most of its history and faced a large number of mass-detentions. In Greece, Venizelos was somewhat more tolerant because he wanted to integrate them into his liberal party as its socialist-liberal-pro-reform wing, and then turn them against the reactionary forces of the King, which opposed Greece’s expansion into Anatolia and the country’s entry into the war on the side of Britain and France.

The activities of these early communists could hardly aim at revolution. The Bolshevik leadership in Moscow had no illusion about it.[endnoteRef:27] Sultan-Galiev, one of the top Muslim communists in the Soviet hierarchy, openly acknowledged in 1920 that: “Turkish communists consist of a group of underground workers, former Turkish prisoners of war in Russia. This group is not particularly large, but works very intensely.” Another leading Bolshevik, the Soviet expert on Turkey, Pavlowitch, said in 1921: “[…] the Turkish people, due to historical reasons of adherence to religion, cannot at this moment accept the communist programme.”[endnoteRef:28] At the Third Comintern Congress in 1921, Suleyman Nuri declared that though he condemned the Black Sea incident that decapitated the best of Turkish communism, he thought Mustafa Kemal should still be supported “to the extent that he fought against imperialism”.[endnoteRef:29] Overall, the key goal of Soviet Eastern policy was to increase Soviet influence in Turkey at the expense of the western powers and their proxies, while supporting the strongest communist movements in the Balkans, such as the Bulgarian communists. To this end, the choice it had to make was clear: align with the local nationalists against the local communists. In this context, too, Greek communism played in the hands of Soviet Eastern policy, by way of changing its views on the issues of ethnic minorities in Anatolia and undermining the morale of the soldiers at the Asia Minor front, although this cannot be considered as a major contributor to Greece’s defeat in Asia Minor in August 1922, as many right-wing authors have argued. In Greece, Soviet Eastern policy had more difficulties in convincing Greek communists to accept the Comintern’s line as regards the Macedonian question, the obvious reason being the lack of ethnographic basis in Greek Macedonia and Thrace after the population exchange between Greece and Turkey, so the Comintern’s line for independence of those provinces made no sense for a large section of Greek communist leadership. Interestingly, the Soviet Union never abandoned this claim, which came into prominence many times during the inter-war period and, exceptionally, during the Greek Civil War in 1946-49. Thus, Soviet communism, by siding with anti-Greek national interests, severely undermined the development of communism in Greece proper, the same as indeed was the case with the truncated development of Turkish communist movement. [27:  From Zinoviev to Lenin, Trotsky, Radek and Bukharin, 14 November 192; Moscow, TsPA, Fond:5, Op.:3, D.:141.]  [28:  Report on the communist movement in Turkey, from Pavlowitch to Lenin, for the year 1921, Moscow, TsPA, Fond:5, Op.:3, D.:213. See also Pavlowitch, “Greek-Turkish Communists”, Kommunisticheski Internatsional, No.17, pp.4427-8.]  [29:   Protokoll des dritten Kongresses der Kommunistischen Internationale (Moskau 22 Juni bis 12 Juli, 1921, Hamburg, 1921, pp.998-9.] 
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