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PHILIP CARABOTT

THE GREEK «COMMUNISTS» AND
THE ASIA MINOR CAMPAIGN

When in early November 1918 some thirty-four individuals met at Piraeus
with the aim of uniting the approximately eighteen socialist and labour organi-
zations which they represented into a single socialist party!, very few of the
delegates — or indeed those whom they represented — knew what lay ahead.
In the preceding months protracted negotiations, some of which were spon-
sored by Venizelos’ governement?, had taken place among Greece’s nascent
socialists. But, despite the creation of a General Confederation of Workers
(GSEE) in late October, the heterogeneity of the participants who assembled a
fortnight later did not leave much room for optimism. Undoubtedly the mo-
mentum of the «Great Bolshevik Revolution», which had begun to «inspire the
peoples and frighten their tyrants»’, managed to give some semblance of unity
to the proceedings of the congress which resulted in the foundation of the
Socialist Labour Party of Greece (SEKE). But it did not prevent basic ideo-
logical differences, as well as contradicting policies, from manifesting them-
selves both in subsequent congresses and in the every-day activities of the par
excellence party of the working class. It would take the Greek communists
more than six years to overcome organizational deficiencies and another seven
to master ideological doctrines and to wipe out sectarian attitudes and practi-
ces and become, under the watchful guidance and heavy handed intervention

1. For an exhaustive discussion on the actual number of participants and their respective
organizations see O. Smith, «The First Congress of the Socialist Workers Party of Greece: Old and
New Problems», Scandinavian Studies in Modern Greek, vol. 7-8 (1983-84), pp. 107-121.

2. G. Leon, The Greek Socialist Movement and the First World War: The Road to Unity,
New York 1976, pp. 101ff.

3. See the introductory comments of A. Arvanitis (one of the five members of the organiz-
ational committee of the congress) on the first day of the proceedings in T mp@ro ovvédpio tod
XEKE — IIpaktixd, Athens 1982, p. 22.
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of the Comintern, the pure and incontestable section of the Third International
in Greece.

These iceological differences are perhaps best illustrated in the party’s
stance on issues of foreign affairs. The adoption of a slogan for an independent
Macedonia and Thrace in late 1924 severely damaged the KKE’s public image,
hindered its infulence in inter-war politics and was largely responsible for the
introduction of emergency legislative measures ( Ididvupo) — apart from
claiming heavy casualties among its members. But even prior to 1924, the
party’s attitude during the Asia Minor campaign of 1919-1922 provided its
opponents with valuable ammunition for labeling it an «anti-Greek» party, a
stooge of international Bolshevism. In a country where the collective mentality
of the inhabitants had been for almost a century heavily imbued with the
MeydAn ’ISéa, public opinion was sensitive to any hindrance of irredentist
aspirations, and notions of xenophobia, especially communist-phobia, could
and indeed did find expression among large numbers of Greeks. In this article I
will trace SEKE’s stance in regard to the Asia Minor campaign. In doing so I
will draw a distinction between the policies of the leadership and the activities
of individual communists, and attempt to examine the effect, if any, that these
had on the outcome of Greece’s last — albeit fatal — irredentist venture.

Until recently the proceedings of the First Congress of SEKE had not been
published and all relevant information was derived principally from the cen-
sored reports of BaAkavikos TayvSpduoc and Piloondornc; from the ambigu-
ous accounts of participants, such as Benaroyias, or those who seemed to have
access to the minutes of the congress, such as Kordatos; and from SEKE’s
publication of April 1919, entitled «The Principles and Programme of SEKE».
Unfortunately, the published praktika do not shed any new light on the discus-
sion of foreign affairs for they do not include the deliberations of the last two
days of the congress when the issue was raised. Notwithstanding want of
specific details, it is certainly indicative of the participants’ — and consequent-
ly the party’s — diverse stance that two separate resolutions on foreign affairs
were submitted. The fact that the proponents of the «minority» resolution
forthwith withdrew from the congress should not lead us to assume that differ-
ences of opinion ceased to exist. For the creation of the Third International
and its subsequent twenty-one integral points was bound to strike a sensitive
chord with the highly individualistic patriotism of the Greeks, communist of
otherwise. Indeed, it could be argued that the diversity between an «internatio-
nal» and a «national» approach, in theory and even more in practice, character-
ized SEKE’s turbulent history until the party’s overt bolshevization in 1924.

More specifically, the «majority» resolution dealt with a wide range of
issues, offering a variety of solutions. Among other things it demanded the
denunciation of all secret treaties and alliances and the abolition of secret
diplomacyj; it strongly advocated the concept of national self-determination; it
called for the commencement of public negotiations that would lead to the
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conclusion of a general peace; it supported the establishment of the League of
Nations, only in so far as it would contribute to the independence of all
nations, large and small; and it advocated the creation of a Balkan Democratic
Federation. Although there was no direct reference to Greece’s territorial
claims, the resolution insisted that the concept of self-determination should be
applied regarding traditional Greek irredentist areas such as northern Epirus,
Cyprus, the Dodecanese and the northern Aegean islands, and requested the
immediate repatriation and compensation of refugee populuations forcefully
expelled from their homes in the Balkans and Asia Minor*. The resolution was
voted for by the so-called «left» and «centre» factions’, and was supplemented
by a decision to abstain «in principle» from every war (although the necessity
of «national defence» was recognized)®. At the same time, SEKE declared its
adamant opposition to the proposed Entente military intervention in the So-
viet Union’ .

The internationalist orientation of the «majority» resolution should not be
over-estimated. Its basic axiom was that the termination of hostilities should
create neither victors, nor vanquished; and as has been pointed out the resol-
ution was «more Wilsonian than Wilson», while the advocation of a Balkan
Federation showed «an acute understanding of the Balkan problem in grasping
the intense interplay between domestic and external factors»®. Nevertheless, the
issue here is not so much whether in late 1918 the majority of SEKE had
exhibited political astuteness and far-sightedness, but rather whether its resol-
ubion corresponded to an objective evaluation of the current situation in
Greece —especially in the light of the national hysteria that prevailed at the
time®. The resolution failed to acknowledge that the right of self-determination
applied to the Greeks of Asia Minor, an area which topped the list of irredent-
ist claims'®, and those of eastern Thrace, presumably because they both consti-
tuted ethnic minorities'!. Instead, it advocated the creation of autonomous

4. Text of «majority» resolution in 76 KKE — ’Ernionua keiueva, vol. 1, Athens 1974, pp.
11-13.

5. For a brief description see A. Benaroyias, ‘H npdtn oradiodpouia tod EAAnvikod npole-
rapidrov, 2nd ed., Athens 1986, pp. 120-122.

6. To npdro..., pp. 82-85; To KKE..., p. 8.

7. G. Katsulis, ‘Toropia toi xoupovviotikod kéuparog ‘EAAdSag, vol. 1, Athens 1976, p.
121.

8. Leon, pp. 116, 115.

9. See inter alia D. Vakas, ‘O 'EA. K. Bevi{éAog — moAeuikog 1jyérng, Athens 1965, pp.
270-272; Ph. Carabott, The Dodecanese Question, 1912-1924, upublished Ph. D. thesis, University
of London 1991, pp. 116ff; and A. Karagiannis, Greece’s Quest for Empire at the Paris Peace
Conference, 1919-1920: The Diplomacy of Illusions, unpublished Ph. D. thesis, Indiana University
1981, passim. For an overall critique of the resolution see Katsulis, p. 133.

10. Carabott, pp. 117-118; Karagiannis, passim.
11. Leon, p. 116.
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provinces «in present day Turkey» which in due course would be absorbed into
the Balkan Federation. Such concepts automatically stigmatized the party in
the eyes of the highly nationally minded Greeks and made it the government’s
target.

In contrast to the «majority» resolution, that of the «minority» revealed
strong nationalist tendencies. This is not in the least surprising when one
considers its main exponents. They represented, and in some cases actually
were, the very individuals who, at the proceedings leading to the creation of the
GSEE in late October 1918, had proposed a resolution regarding the settle-
ment of outstanding issues in the Balkans and the Near East which has been
described as a «juxtaposition of contradictions symptomatic of the inher-
ent incompatibility of nationalist aims and certain traditional socialist prin-
ciples»'?. In a similar fashion, the «minority» resolution advocated the dis-
memberment of Turkey as the only viable solution to the Eastern Question
and, in constrast to the «majority» resolution, dealt almost exlusively with the territor-
ial settlement in the Balkans and the Near East. It proposed the creation of a
number of autonomous provinces, none of which were directly related to
Greek territorial claims, under the supervision of the League of Nations; it
advocated the cession of northern Epirus, the Dodecanese, Smyrna and the
vilayet of Aidin to Greece; and argued that as an independent state Turkey
should be confined to central Asia Minor with an exit to the sea at the ports of
Alexandretta and Attalia'®. The similarity of the «minority» resolution with
Greece’s territorial claims as presented by Venizelos at the Paris Peace Con-
ference in early 1919 is striking and goes a long way in explaining the grounds
on which it was opposed.

The internationalist orientation of the new party was first tested during the
participation of Greek troops in the Entente intervention in southern Russia.
Pi{oondorng, although not yet the party’s official organ, carried a fierce cam-
paign against the intervention, and this despite the existence of strict censor-
ship'®. Although it seems that the extent of SEKE’s anti-war and pro-Soviet
propaganda among the soldiers of the three divisions of the Greek expedition-
ary force was minimal, not least because of the party’s organizational defi-
ciencies, its policy of non-intervention was consistent with the feelings that
prevailed among most soldiers. Without going into great detail, suffice to note
here that for the ordinary Greek privates who had been in colours since 1912,
their country’s participation lacked a clear raison d’étre, while the mercenary
nature of the campaign was not lost on them. Already in a state of constant

12. Ibid, p. 112.

13. Text of «minority» resolution in Katsulis, pp. 119-120.

14. S. Zorbalas, Enuaia tod Aaod (ceAides ano tijv iotopia tob Piloondorn) 1917-1936,
Athens 1978, p. 56. Also see Pi{oondorng, no. 650 (13 May 1919).
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irritation at the continuation of hostilities and sensitive to demands for demo-
bilization, most soldiers paid little heed to their officers’ admonitions to fight
for the «liberation of an unfortunate people» from the clutches of blood-thirsty
«gangsters and plunderers», despite the couplet that promised: «’Ano T
Poocio obpver | §pdpog {oa yia 1) Zpuvpvn»'s. Ripe to the anti-war propa-
ganda of the «Committee for the Enlightenment of Foreign Soldiers» and the
«Greek Communist Omada of Odessa»'¢, the Greek soldiers, despite «their
patriotic sentiments»'” and the attestations of their commanders and the Greek
General Staff'8, seem to have exhibited little enthusiasm for the «fulfilment of
their noble mission»". More important, however, was the fact that after the miser-
able failure of the Entente intervention, the three Greek divisions, following a
brief spell in Rumania, were transported to Smyrna®. Although we lack direct
evidence, it is tempting to argue that their participation in the Ukrainian
campaign had acted, at least for some of them, as a «communist university» —
to use Lenin’s terminology. That Venizelos himself had expressed the fear lest
the Greek troops were contaminated with revolutionary ideas?' is perhaps
supportive of this argument, albeit a high propensity for exaggerating the
communist threat. Nevertheless, even if few soldiers were imbued with com-
munist doctrines?, there is little doubt that large numbers were experiencing a
«revulsion against all wars», exemplified in the words of a Greek volunteer
from Asia Minor who had refused to participate in the Ukrainian campaign:

15. O. Orfanidis, ‘O peydiog ‘Oxtéfpns xai 1j ‘EAAdSa, Athens 1979, p. 146. Actually, the
soldiers had composed their own song on the following lines: «ITob pwpé, mod / mod odg ndet &
apynyds oog / oTd pakpd t0 dpdépo unpds cagy. For a slightly different version of the original
couplet ("And v Pwocia obpver / mhatig Spopog yid i Zudpvn) see G. Spiridonos, ITéAguog
xai éAevbepiar. "H puixpaciatikn éxkotpareiu Snwg t1jv elda, Athens 195/, p. 33.

16. See ibid. pp. 149-156 and V. Agtzidis, I[Tovriakog EAAnviouds. "Ano t1j yevoktovia kai 70
oradiviouo oty nepeorpdika, Thessaloniki 1991, p. 82.

17. A. Zapantis, Greek-Soviet Relations, 1917-1941, New York 1982, p. 50, quoting the Soviet
historian A. Gukovsky (Frantsuskaya Internventsia na Yuge Rossii 1918-1919, Moscow 1928, p.
178).

18. For a useful summary see 1bid, pp. 46-53.

19. See the memoirs of various soldiers in Pi{oordorng (19 June, 16 July 1929 and 17 July
1930), cited in Y. Pikros, KaAndkt - Quiakés - Zepovijora, vol. 1, Athens 1978, pp. 61-78, 84-90.
Also see Orfanidis, pp. 166-167.

20. N. Petsalis-Diomidis, «Hellenism in Southern Russia and the Ukrainian Campaign», Balkan
Studies, vol. 13, no. 2 (1972), p. 249.

21. Ibid, p. 235.

22. Orfanidis (p. 177) narrates the following incident: When in 1978 a correspondent of Pravda
visited a village in Mytilini its president told him that his village «elvar xéxkivon, for its male
inhabitants had participated in the Ukranian campaign and came back home imbued with «com-
munist ideasy.
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Eyd dev miya otnv Ovkpavia. "Oyt yioti eiye akdpo 1déa tov Tt -
Kkp1pdg ywotav omn Poocia. Apviidnka va tdw and kabapd avtimole-
wikn} 8pdom. Eiyo ovyabei tov ndrepo®.
It was precisely this widespread feeling that SEKE expounded and the commu-
nist soldiers in the Asia Minor front, imbuing it with revolutionary slogans,
propagated in the months to come.

At first sight the immediate reaction of SEKE to the landing of Greek
troops in Smyrna appears to have been rather lukewarm. It is characteristic
that the resolution on the party’s foreign policy, passed at the First National
Council of SEKE which met in late May—early June 1919, failed to deal
directly with the Asia Minor campaign. Instead, it once more protested against
the intervention in Russia; denounced the League of Nations as a mere «bluff...
directed against the international revolution»; and, in a pecpliarly worded
sentence, forcefully castigated «the brutal and imperialist natfite of the present
wam?. Of course, the strict censorship that prevailed at the time and the
government’s coercive measures against the communists® meant that it would
be rather foolish on SEKE’s part to openly declare its opposition to the Asia
Minor campaign. By vaguely referring to the imperialist nature of the present
war, SEKE indirectly alluded to the war in Asia Minor as well, all the more
since the resolution on the internal policy of the party called for «general
demobilization»®. Yet, the National Council continued to recognize the «nec-
essity of national defence», accepting, if somewhat hesitantly, the principle of
«defensive war», which under certain circumstances could easily be translated
into a «war of liberationy.

What these contradictory declarations and resolutions illustrate is that
from the very moment that Greek troops landed in Asia Minor, SEKE was
finding it difficult to decide on the particular nature of the campaign. Was it
simply a war to liberate fellow Greeks? Was it an offensive war undertaken by
the Greek lackeys of imperialist and colonial powers to safeguard their pa-
trons’ economic interests? Or, perhaps both? If it was a war of liberation,
should not the Greek communists support their brethren in Asia Minor in their
struggle against alien oppressors and thus pave the way for their incorporation
into a Balkan Democratic Federation? These and similar questions confronted
SEKE in the early summer of 1919. Within the next year or so SEKE would
manage to get out of its predicament, partly because of the effect that the
creation of the Third International had on the party, partly on account of the

23. P. Danielidis, ‘O IToAvdwpog Guudrar, Athens 1990, p. 24.

24. See Piloondotng, no. 667 (30 May 1919) and T6 KKE..., p. 30.
25. To KKE..., pp. 14-15, 18-19.

26. Pi{oondorng, no. 667 (30 May 1919).
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fluidity of the situation in Asia Minor, the advancement of the Greek army, its
clashes with Italian troops and the emergence of Kemal, and largely because of
the independent activities of individual communists.

The change of SEKE’s stance in regard to the Asia Minor campaign from
passive acceptance to equally passive opposition, is perhaps best illustrated in
the columns of Piloordorng. During the spring and summer of 1919, the
paper, which in September of the same year became the party’s official organ,
attempted to address critically the nature of the Asia Minor campaign under
the constraints of censorship. On 2 May the paper’s editorial argued that the
occupation of Smyrna by Greek troops

indicates the acceptance of Greece’s claims on the coast of Asia Minor.
-As such it is the beginning of awarding justice to small people, to op-
pressed populations. The inhabitants of Asia Minor have already suf-
fered a lot so as to have the right to gain at long last their freedom. It
would have been much better if this [acceptance] did not immediately
bind Greece to recognize other facts, which constitute clearly imperialis-
tic coups d’etat on behalf of other states, such as the occupation of
Adalia.
The following day, Pi{oordotng drew its readers’ attention to the fact that
«territorial issues are not solved and will not be solved» by the application of
certain moral principles. The powers were bound to arrive at a solution which
would accommodate their «rivalries and conflicting interests». Therefore, the
landing of Greek troops in Asia Minor was only of «strategic significancen,
similar to other such campaigns in the eastern Mediterranean. In the following
weeks Piloondorng, while stressing that «from a socialist point of view» the
province of Aidin should be ceded to Greece and that «nobody accuses a
government which is working for the liberation of enslaved Greek popula-
tions», questioned the hasty nature of the campaign, its inextricable links with
imperialist designs and the fatal effect it had on Greece as a whole. On 20 June,
the newspaper delivered its warning to the government:
It must be understood that the Greek people are not prepared to see
Hellenic populations exiled and slaughtered for the sake of the contra-
dictory interests of their powerful protectors.
From then onwards Pi{oordorngadopted a theoretical anti-war stance, stress-
ing the imperialist nature of the campaign, warning with much bravery and
far-sightedness about the consequences of the imminent «tragedy», and accus-
ing the government of exploiting the Greeks’ nationalism to further imperialis-
tic interests. However, it stopped short of demanding the immediate evacu-
ation of Greek troops from Asia Minor. Three weeks after it was declared
SEKE’s official organ, changing its subtitle from «Newspaper of Democratic
Principles» to «Socialist Newspaper»?’, the paper’s editor Y. Petsopulos, who

27. Ibid, no. 771 (13 September 1919).
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had already become a member of the party, spelled out with brevity his com-
rades’ stance on the Asia Minor campaign:
The state of war has terminated for Greece... Greece can not and will not
solve the Turkish question by force of arms®.

Notwithstanding the anti-war pronouncements of Pi{oondorng, which
were continuously and rather monotonously repeated throughout the war
years, the party had yet to officially and publicly declare its opposition to the
Asia Minor campaign. When SEKE’s Second Congress was convened in
Athens in April 1920, the main issue that dominated the proceedings was
whether the party should join the Third International®. After heated debates
regarding the advantages and disadvantages of affiliation, a resolution was
passed to the effect that SEKE «organically adheres to the Third International
of Moscow, accepting its principles and decrees»*. The resolution also accept-
ed and endorsed the decisions taken at the First Congress of the Balkan Com-
munist Federation, held in January 1919, and declared the party’s intention to
co-operate closely with the other Balkan Communist parties for the establish-
ment of a Balkan Democratic Federation. Furthermore, the delegates voted
almost unanimously in favour of changing the party’s stance in regard to the
«necessity of national defence», arguing that «every war that is carried out
today, under whatever pretext, can not but serve to defend the interests of the
bourgeoisie»’!. Finally, to sugar the pill of «proletarian internationalismy, the
qualification «communist» was only added in brackets and at the end of the
party title®.

Yet, despite SEKE’s overt support and adherence to the Third Interna-
tional, the Second Congress failed to pass or even discuss a resolution in regard
to the Asia Minor campaign. Of course, demands for general demobilization
and the explicit reference to the nature of «each and every wary, at least
indicated SEKE’s position. But as long as such demands and references were
construed on the basis of an imminent class struggle and did not take into
consideration the issuc of the unredeemed Greeks, they could be simply disre-
garded as utopian and unrealistic by the Greeks who despite their war-weari-
ness still remained exceptionally nationally minded®. Furthermore, in as much

28. Ibid, no. 792 (6 October 1919).

29. A. Georgiadu-Katsulaki, ‘H mpadtn ovvéidokeyn tod LXEKE(K), ®cPpovdpios 1922,
Athens 1984, pp. 13-21.

30. 7o KKE..., pp. 61-62.

31. Ibid, pp. 64-65.

32. Ibid, p. 68. Also see G. Mavrogordatos, Stillborn Republic. Social Coalitions and Party
Strategies in Greece, 1922-1936, Berkeley 1983, p. 92.

33. See the various declarations that SEKE(K) specifically addressed to the workers and
peasants of Greece, rather than to the Greek people as a whole, in the summer of 1920, in 7bid, pp.
91-112, which illustrate the party’s inability to reach out to the masses.
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as SEKE’s opposition remained primarily theoretical and was not carried into
action®, it indicated the leadership’s misgivings or perhaps inability to direct
the impoverished masses which included very few «proletarians». Although in
late June 1920 SEKE issued a declaration in regard to the war which was
effaced by censorship, probably on account of its anti-war stance®, it does not
necessarily follow that the leadership had officially decided to actively lead the
anti-war campaign. The fears entertained by the party’s leading members lest
an outward and active anti-war policy exasperate the government to the extent
that the «bourgeois» authorities would severely persecute them, contributed
significantly to SEKE’s cautious approach. But more importantly, the inherent
conflict of trying to balance an internationalist and revolutionary approach
with a nationally-oriented one, at a time when the «Greece of two continents
and five seas» appeared feasible, explains the leadership’s overall non-com-
mitment. For it must be stressed that irrespective of how many Greeks op-
posed the Asia Minor campaign, such opposition that did exist was not based
on any theoretical or ideological principles. Metaxas, to cite only one of the
many non-communist examples, both in 1915 and again in the early *20s was
against Greece’s entanglement in Asia Minor not because he did not consider
such a venture just and ethical, but because he thought it was neither feasible
nor realistic. Since the majority of SEKE’s leading members were bourgeois
intellectuals with certain socialist leanings, matured and nurtured in an en-
vironment heavily dominated by the age-old dream of the MeydAn °Ioéa, it
was understandably very hard for them to overtly renounce from the start their
avowed nationalism and patriotism and on purely ideological grounds actively
support an anti-war position which, irrespective of its merits, would be equated
with high treason.

The predicament of SEKE’s leadership is well illustrated by the example of
G. Georgiadis. Before joining the party probably in late 1919%, Georgiadis, a
respected and well-educated lawyer, was public prosecutor for the crown®. In

34, British sources maintain that although «there have been numerous strikes throughout
Greece [in 1920 - early 1921]... all these troubles passed off with very little violence or disorder. In
nearly every case no strike was definitely declared before a delegation of the workers had ap-
proached the local authorities or the government in Athens and endeavoured to obtain the avoid-
ance of a strike through negotiations»; see PRO (Public Record Office), FO (Foreign Office),
371/6096 C15954: Granville (Athens) to Curzon (London), 21 August 1921.

35. To KKE..., p. 90.

36. Y. Kordatos, “lotopia tijs vedtepne ‘EAAdSag, vol. 5. Athens 1958, p. 536; P. Nutsos (ed.),
‘H oooiaiotikij oxéyn oty ‘EAAdda dno 16 1875 dig 6 1974, vol. 2, part two, Athens 1992, pp.
177-181.

37. Georgiadou-Katsulaki, pp. 12-13. Also see E. Stavridis, Ta rapacxrjvia rod KKE, 2nd ed.,
Athens 1988, p. 24, who maintains that Georgiadis was dismissed from his post because during the
trial of an officer who had slandered the king, instead of acting as public prosecutor, he undertook
the defence of the accused.
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1918 he published a 50-page pamphlet entitled «The Influence of War on
Socialist Theories». After praising Venizelos who «with luminous precision
defines the responsibilities of the Greek towards the motherland and those of
the motherland towards the citizen», Georgiadis outlined the workers’ duties:
Greece is waging a war. And it is the responsibility of the working class
to actively participate in this war. Not only because it is a war that
liberates enslaved workers... but primarly because by participating in this
war (the people) will defeat their external enemies and remove the ob-
stacles to their internal development.
The worker’s motto should be: «Struggles and sacrifices», for only thus «are
great things achieved»®. In 1918 Georgiadis strongly believed in the messianic
role of Venizelos and his arguments were based on a mixture of hazy socialist
principles heavily imbued with notions of national grandeur and reminiscent of
the rhetoric that the Second International employed before and during the
Great War. By 1920 comrade Georgiadis, the chief proponent of SEKE’s
adherence to the Third International®, had lost his faith in Venizelos and had
undoubtedly expanded his Marxist vocabulary. But he had not yet resolved the
inherent contradiction of advocating internationalism and denouncing any and
every war without actively opposing the Asia Minor campaign.

But if SEKE’s Central Committee and leading members in Athens were
slow in developing their feeble anti-war declarations, a number of communist
soldiers at the front and communist agitators in mainland Greece were certain-
ly eager to take the lead. Unfortuntely, information regarding these individuals
and their activities is largely scarce, biased and distorted, to say the least®.
Notwithstanding lack of direct evidence however, it seems that their anti-war
propaganda and activities commenced before SEKE, on the occasion of the
November 1920 elections, campaigned on an anti-war ticket, urging the
workers, peasants and soldiers to vote against the «bourgeois parties that send
you to war»*!. Communist activists in mainland Greece, especially in urban

38. G. Georgiadis, ‘H érnidpacig rob noAépov éni 1édv cootariotikdv Bewpidv, n.p. 1918, pp.
35, 49 (a series of articles originally published in NeoeAAnvikij "Embedpnoig).

39. Kordatos, p. 537. For Georgiadis’ speech see Georgiadu-Katsulaki, pp. 14-16.

40. Main sources for this paper were the accounts of A. Stinas and E. Stavridis, although given
Stavridis’ subsequent volte-face, his assertions should be accepted with caution. I was unable to
consult the pamphlet I'ati roAgurjoaue published somewhere at the front in 1921 by communist
conscripts.

41. To KKE..., pp. 142-157. According to British sources, SEKE (K) had originally concluded
an alliance with the Anti-Venizelists, attempting to capitalize on the Greeks’ war-weariness; see
FO 371/4682 C11285: Director of Military Intelligence (War Office) to Foreign Office, 9 No-
vember 1920. This short-lived «alliance» was well illustrated by the couplets «Zgupi - Sperdvt / ki’
EMa ote@dvw, and «Zgupi - dpendvt /| 6 Kovotavtivog @Bdvew; see Stavridis, pp. 37-38 and
Danielidis, p. 31.
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centres, were instrumental in organizing politically the impoverished masses.
Capitalizing on the general discontent «at the very high and still rising cost of
living and the extreme dissatisfaction prevailing on account of the continuance
of the war»*, gradually they managed to transform demonstrations and strikes
of an economic nature into overt anti-war manifestations®. «Spontaneous»
meetings to declare the Greekes’ readiness «to incur any sacrifice in order to
carry out the Treaty of Sevres» were poorly attended and backfired when with
communist instigation the alleged «patriots» expressed «the sentiment that the
frontier may be at Larissa provided Constantine is King»*. Young communists
carried on intensive anti-war propaganda in army divisions, «enlighteningy»
their fellow soldiers and incurring the wrath of their superiors®. Communist
activists in Salonica, headed by Spiros Priftis (Ayis Stinas), toppled the con-
servative leadership of the Labour Centre, and with the aid of the remaining
vociferous Jewish members of the old Fédération, began publishing a news-
paper (@wvrj tod Epydtn) which, in the words of its editor, «became a true
revolutionary organ» and waged an unrelenting struggle against the war. At
the same time, acting as a sect (¢pd&ia) rather than a party organization, they
sent copies of their newspaper and other anti-war material to a communist
committee that had been established in Smyrna for distribution among the
troops. They also replied to the advertisements that soldiers used to put in the
personal columns of the «bourgeois» press asking to correspond with young
women - thus succeeding in «enlightening» them and occasionally bringing
them in contact with the communist committee at the front.*’.

Of greater importance were the activities of communist soldiers at the
front. It is evident from three proclamations published in ’Epyatikds "Aydvag
(20 September, 29 November 1920 and 3 January 1921) that a Central Execu-
tive Committee (alternatively named «Executive Council of the Soviets of
Gréek Soldiers» and «Central Council of Communist Soldiers of the Front»)

42, FO 371/6082 C12920: Knight (Volos) to Granville, 5 June 1921. For a useful summary
regarding the rise in the cost ot living and its short-term ettects see FO 371/8832 C 15167: Lindley
(Athens) to Curzon, 2 July 1923.

43. FO 371/6079 C5702: Granville to Curzon, 7 March 1921. A typical example of this were the
so-called Fevruariana of Volos in 1921; see N. Koliu, Turo-pwro-ypagixo navépaua tod Béiov,
vol. 1, n.p. 1991, pp. 329-336 and Benaroyias, pp. 142-144. For similar demonstrations in Macedo-
nia and Thrace see Stavridis, pp. 42-50.

44. Ibid.

45. Danielidis, pp. 31-36.

46. A. Stinas, "Avauvijoeig, 60 ypévia kdtw dno t1j onuaia Tijc coolaAloTikiG énavdoTacng,
vol. 1, Athens 1977, pp. 50-51.

47. Ibid, pp. 51-52.
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had been formed sometime in early 1920%. This committee co-ordinated the
activities of the communist nuclei which existed in almost every division of the
army and was recognized as the supreme authority. The avowed objective of
the committee was to enlighten the soldiers as to the true nature of the war and
to distribute anti-war material to the front, supplied by a close-knit system
operated by communists in Salonica, Alexandrupoli, Andrianople and Con-
stantinople®. The committee’s proclamations, at least those that were pub-
lished, contain vitriolic attacks against the bourgeoisie, whether represented by
Venizelos or by King Constantine, elucidate on the hardships of war, castigate
the «pseudo-patriots» and the imperialist nature of the campaign and prepare
the people for the imminent «revolution». The brain and soul of this commu-
nist military organization was Pantelis Puliopulos®, who after the Asia Minor
disaster played an instrumental role in the bolshevization of SEKE, becoming
for a short period its secretary’'. The committee’s members and its sympath-
izers had been heavily influenced by their participation in the Ukrainian cam-
paign and «the preaching of that great truth which with a thundering voice
comes from up there (i.e. Soviet Russia)»’2. Their patriotism was of an interna-
tional, revolutionary character — at least in theory:
We are the true patriots... We are the true heroic soldiers of mankind,
not of your patrida... [And] we listen to one cry, strong and stentorian
that comes from the fighters’ brave chests, their consumptive lungs, their
buried bones: Long Live the Revolution®.
As the war dragged on and new classes were enlisted (March-April 1921)%,

48. Text of proclamations in 76 KKE..., pp. 114-116, 170-173, 176-178. It is probable that this
committee corresponds to the «Greek Communist party of Smyrna» that British Intelligence
sources mention; see FO 371/6342 E2601: India Office to Foreign Office, 24 February 1921. Also
see Stavridis, pp. 90-92, 104-105.

49. Stinas, p. 49 and Th. Nikolopulos, ‘H &An Syn tod éAAnvikod épyatikod xivijuarog
(1918-1930), Athens 1983, pp. 54-55. A Kutsukalis (‘H npdtn Sexaetia to0 KKE, 1918-1928,
Athens 1979, p. 78) mentions that the communist organization of Constantinople included among
others N. Zahariadis, S. Maximos and K. Sklavos.

50. P. Puliopulos, Ta Aaixa uétona — ‘0 2° naykdoutos néAeuos — ‘H Sikraropia tijc 47
Abvyovorov, Athens 1958, introduction; Stavridis, p. 66; Nikolopulos, p. 55; D. Livieratos, ITav-
teAris ITovAidroviog: Evag Stavoobuevog énavactdrng, Athens 1992, pp. 17-18.

51. Upon his return to Greece, Puliopulos also took part in the formation of the «Association
of Old Soldiers»; see the pamphlet IT6Aeuog xara 00 moAéuov. 'Amopdosis tod mpdrov na-
veAdtjviov ovvédpiov Iadaidv Iodepiotdv kai Ouudrov Lrparod, 2nd ed., Athens 1975, and
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52. To KKE..., p. 115.
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membership grew and sympathizers increased. The proliferation of communist
ideas and activities was greatly aided by the government’s unwise, to say the
least, emergency measures®. In an effort to curb anti-war manifestations in
Greece, the government forcibly conscripted militant communist agitators and
sent them to the front as a form of punishment. To cite only one example, in
the spring of 1921 approximately 300 railway workers were arrested and trans-
ferred as conscripts to Asia Minor where they replaced nationally-minded
fellow workers who returned to Greece. Not all of these 300 «victims» were
communists, but the unjust nature of their transfer left a negative impact on
them and radically influenced at least a number of them®. As a result of these
measures, from the summer of 1921 onwards, communists gained control of
major communication centres —railway lines and telegraph stations—
throughout the southern group of the Greek army®’. Their activities centred
around the dissemination of anti-war propaganda, in the form of leaflets,
brochures and hand-written newspapers. Even copies of Piloondorng, the
distribution of which had been prohibited since the summer of 1919, and
SEKE’s ideological journal, Koupovviotrikn "Emibedpnoig, found their way
to the front, meticulously concealed in the berth cabins of communist doctors
and nurses aboard the hospital cruiser Elsi®.

Apart from spreading anti-war propaganda among the rank and file, the
communists, from their well-placed positions, assisted the human traffic of
deserters. According to British intelligence sources these exceeded 4,000,
«many of whom had formed themselves into bands and lived by raiding their
own convoys»®. Non-communist soldiers who wished to desert were encour-
aged to do so and aided in their attempt to reach the coast in search of boats to
get them over to the Aegean islands and mainland Greece. But, as a former
communist official has stressed, «we never said to the soldiers: Do not fight. In
the battles the communists fought, perhaps not heroically, but as the others did

to Curzon, 31 March 1921; «the general impression would appear to be that it has only been
moderately successful».

55. See Leon, pp. 118-121, for similar measures in late 1918—early 1919 and their effect.

56. Stavridis, pp. 65-66.

57. Ibid., 64-67; p. Spiridonos, p. 255; and M. Llewellyn Smith, Jonian Vision: Greece in Asia
Minor 1919-1922, London 1973, p. 276.

58. Pi{oondotng, no. 747 (22 August 1919). Also see Vakas, p. 260, for a telegram of Venizelos
to Repoulis on the issue of censorship and Piloondorng. '

59. Stavridis, p. 66.

60. FO 371/6536 E13183: Rumbold (Constantinople) to Curzon, 29 November 1921. In 1921-
1922 the issue of deserters roaming all over Greece had reached such proportions that even
pro-government papers referred to the «tragic picture which, if not speedily and efficaciously
suppressed, will shortly bring Greece back to the old times of brigand rule portrayed in About’s
Roi des montagnes»; see FO 371/6082 C15956: Granville to Curzon, 26 July 1921.
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and they never propagated either desertion or defeat»®'. This is well illustrated
by the following passage from a two-page newspaper, Eiprjvn (Peace), which
communist soldiers published in Smyrna in 1921-22:
We are not asking you not to wage a war; do as you please. We are
asking, however, that you send us home and if you wish, ask who wants
to fight and who wishes to leave. Those who want war, so be it; let them
stay another ten years. The rest however must remain freef2.

However, the line that separated anti-war propaganda from overt acts of
desertion and defeatism was indeed rather thin and it would be hard to argue
that it was never crossed. A high ranking staff officer of the Greek Army in
Asia Minor in charge of censorship writes, with what degree of accuracy or
objectivity it is impossible to ascertain, that the communists excelled them-
selves in drawing the soldiers’ attention to the nature of the war, inciting them
to mutiny.

What do you expect in this inhospitable land where there is not a single
trace of Hellenism? Think of your widowed family. Use your riffles not
against the Turk who is fighting for his motherland, but against those
who have been compelling you to fight for the last ten years®.
Despite the probable existence of such and similar proclamations, there was a
total lack of overt acts of sabotage or wide-spread mutinies®. Given the com-
munists’ control over sensitive communication centres one would expect that
they would at least attempt to engage in sabotage activities and bring about
mutinies. The argument that they «could not [by] themselves engineer a col-
lapse of the front»®, refers only to their eventual failure to do so. But it
overlooks their motives and their avowed objectives. Having clearly and over-
tly described the Asia Minor campaign as an imperialist, colonial and adventur-
ous enterprise, if the communist soldiers were to adopt particular revolution-
ary tactics, as exemplified in the principles and guide-lines of the Third Inter-
national®, their main objective should have been to transform the war into a
civil war, uniting with their Turkish comrades and turning their arms against
their officers and the bourgeoisie. However, the communist soldiers did noth-

61. Stavridis, p. 67. For a different assessment see Spiridonos, p. 224.
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64. With the exception of a mutiny at Raidestos in September 1922; see Danielidis, p. 43, and
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ing of the kind, short of carrying on systematic agitation among the troops.
They took «every opportunity to encourage the men to ask the question ‘Why
are we here and who are we fighting for?’»%’, but they never adopted interna-
tionalist revolutionary tactics. They were not preoccupied with bringing about
Greece’s defeat, not least because they considered such an outcome inevitable.
Instead, they were primarily interested in bringing the war to an end, before a
shattering Greek defeat took place. They were «pacifists» rather than revol-
utionaries; «evolutionary theoreticians» rather than international activists.
They aimed at enlightening the soldiers, imbuing their minds with communists
ideals, preparing them for the imminent class struggle, moulding them for the
revolution which was going to take place not at the inhospitable terrain of
Anatolia but back in Greece. As one of their declarations claimed:

Our struggle, propagandistic for as long as we remain soldiers, direct and

active in tomorrow’s political life, must continue unremitting and daunt-

less with unyielding conviction to our communist triumph®,

The activities of the communist soldiers at the front and their comrades in
mainland Greece were not directed by the leadership of SEKE in Athens. A
number of active participants have rather indignantly asserted that the party
did not actively direct or support their anti-war propaganda, either at the front
or in mainland Greece; that it considered their activities «dangerous for us and
the party», maintaining that such «anarchic manifestations» should be discon-
tinued. Indeed, Stinas has claimed that «all this anti-war campaign was under-
taken without SEKE’s knowledge and against its will»®. However, this is a
rather exaggerated claim, especially in regard to the party’s lack of willingness.
Furthermore, it fails to take into account the organizational difficulties that
SEKE was facing due to the government’s campaign of terror and intimida-
tion. Leading members were imprisoned or exiled and militant trade-unionists
ruthlessly crushed, while party offices, including those of Pi{oordorng, were
frequently ransacked”. As a direct consequence ot these emergency measures
SEKE was deprived of virtually all its active elements. Despite the fact that
some of the latter —especially those that were forcibly conscripted— found
their way to the front, the party as a whole was left in the hands of «bourgeois
intellectuals» and «sectarian busy-bodies». In late May 1921 the party hier-
archy, guided by the principle of democratic centralization, made a feeble
attempt to control events by sending two of its members to the front to or-
ganize and, one should add, check the activities of the communist soldiers

67. Llewellyn Smith, p. 276.

68. To KKE..., p. 173.

69. Stinas, pp. 41, 56. Also see Danielidis, p. 38, Stavridis, pp. 54-56, Benaroyias, pp. 148-149,
and Georgiadu-Katsulaki, p. 136.

70. To KKE..., pp. 197-198, 204-210, and Benaroyias, pp. 145-149.
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there’'. Although this decision was most probably prompted by the promulga-
tion of the 21 terms of the Third International (September 1920)", it refutes
Stinas’ claim regarding SEKE’s unwillingness to lead the anti-war campaign.
Having disregarded such and similar personally motivated and biased accusa-
tions”, the issue at stake is the extent to which the leadership was in a position
to either actively direct or indeed control the anti-war campaign. Under the
prevailing circumstances and given the party’s organizational deficiencies, the
smouldering internal dissensions, and the leadership’s shaky ideological basis,
it is not surprising that individuals and not the party as a whole should take the
lead.
The First Panhellenic Conference which was convened in February 1922, is

a case in point. Contrary to all revolutionary principles, but in line with
SEKE’s previous official declarations and policies which were characterized by
a series of half-measures and a lack of consistency and decisiveness in terms of
strategy and tactics, it was asserted that the «party, going through a period of
organization and propaganda, needs a long period of lawful existence»; while
accepting all the resolutions of the Third International «as documents of his-
torical significance which should enlighten the party in its course in accordance
with the historical period that the movement is going through in Greecen.
This opportunist resolution was supplemented by exceedingly revolutionary
rhetoric and the customary denunciation of the «imperialist and adventurous
war»”. As has been pointed out,

such contradictions cultivated to the utmost disintegrating trends, chan-

nelled the activities of party members into internal struggles and alien-

ated them from the revolutionary struggle’.
If prior to February 1922 the party leadership had been apparently unable to
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actively lead the anti-war campaign, after the First Panhellenic Conference it

became virtually incapable of doing so, engaged as it was in one of its first,

albeit not last, fratricide struggles. Benaroyias summarizes the position well:
From its first steps, [the leadership] was characterized by a lack of ideo-
logical and organizational coherence... The co-ordination of the leader-
ship’s activities became impossible on account of the apparent and hidden
personal differences and trends”’.

The coup de grice came in early July when the whole leadership was
arrested and thrown in jail on charges of high treason for a number of anti-war
articles carried in Piloondotng’®. It was while they were interned in the medi-
aeval Syngrou prison that the leaders of SEKE heard the news of the tragedy
which they had for so long predicted.

In retrospect, it is certain that SEKE’s position in regard to the Asia Minor
campaign was largely determined by the party’s tumultuous history from 1918
to 1922. Internal dissensions, especially over issues of foreign policy; centrifu-
gal and sectarian tendencies; personal motivations and differences; structural
and organizational deficiencies; attempts to balance off immediate demands
with basic principles; and last but not least inextricably linked external factors
such as the «demands» of the Third International; the fluidity of the situation
in Asia Minor; and the governments’ emergency measures — all combined
together to affect drastically SEKE’s stance. But at the core of the issue lay the
insurmountable obstacle of the ideological deficiency of SEKE’s ledership.
Moving from passive acceptance of the campaign to similarly passive opposi-
tion, it attempted to overcome these defects. Lacking a Marxist theoretical
tradition, the individuals in charge of SEKE became all the more receptive to
the signs of their time. They adhered, albeit half-heartedly, to the revolutionary
ideas and principles of the Third International, but were unable and perhaps
unwilling to put them into practice, merely paying lip service to them. In
national issues, the majority of them found it hard to disavow their social-
patriotic beliefs, despite their ultra-internationalist protestations to the con-
trary. They attempted to solve this inherent contradiction by placing the issue
of the Asia Minor campaign on a class struggle basis.
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In particular Georgiadis argued that
when national issues are solved by the bourgeoisie they serve to accommo-
date that nation’s bourgeois class to imperialism... Since there exists a
working class, which is politically guided by [SEKE(K)], we deny the
bourgeoisie the right to the solution of these issues. As political represen-
tatives of the working class of Greece we have every right to refuse any
national solution and thus any war... The duty of the Greek socialists is
to support as the only solution to Greece’s national issues first the as-
sumption of national power by the working class and then the Union of
the various states in the form of a Soviet Federation of the Balkan and
Eastern states in accordance with the general principles of socialism™.
Irrespective of the validity of the theoretical framework of this political analy-
sis, the fact remains that those responsible for «guidingy, as Georgiadis put it,
the working class, were unable to do so, partly on account of their opponents’
strength, but largely due to their own defects. That individual communists in
mainland Greece and the Asia Minor front spear-headed the anti-war campaign
and undertook the heavy burden of bringing about this task, might lend cre-
dence to the communist cause, but it certainly does not exonerate the leader-
ship. Actually, the latter instead of leading the «masses» was, much to its
dismay, led by them, reacting to events instead of bringing them about. Not-
withstanding the didactic nature of such an approach, SEKE’s stance and
policies in regard to the Asia Minor campaign can be tentatively characterized
as the first, albeit not last, instance of the leadership failing its members.

In the seventy years that have elapsed since the Asia Minor débAcle, various
participants and commentators have maintened that SEKE and the Greek
communists in general were instrumental in spreading defeatism and bringing
about the collapse of the army at the Asia Minor front. Kordatos argues that in
late August 1922 a number of «bourgeois» newspapers vehemently claimed
that the communists were responsible for the imminent disaster and demanded
that the communist leaders held in prison be immediately executed®. At the
infamous «Trial of the Six» two of the accused, Hatzianestis and Stratos, and
one defence witness, Major Panagakos, stressed the pivotal role of the commu-
nists®!. In Lieutenant-General Spiridonos’ assessment of the immediate causes
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of the disaster, published in 1957, communist propaganda and activity ranks
third in the list®2. More recently, the journalist N. Mertzos in his uninhibited
desire to show that the communists «undermined the struggle for the liberation
of Hellenism in Asia Minor», characterizes their activities as one of the KKE’s
«ten mortal sins»®.

Others, however, less passionate and in a better position to know, have
failed even to mention the existence of communist activities, far less ascribe to
them undue significance. Individuals like M. Rodas, secretary of Commission-
er Stergiadis, General Papulas, commander of the army from November 1920
to the summer of 1922, the ferocious anti-communist Lieutenant-General G.
Fessopulos, the ex-communist E. Stavridis, and S. Maximos, a leading member
of the KKE during the 1920s, have stressed that the collapse of the front came
basically as a result of favouritism, poor organization and war-weariness. «The
soul of the soldier had been prepared to be defeated»®... «The soldiers were
even deprived of their daily meals... The [officers’] complete indifference utter-
ly destroyed the morale of the army»®. Such ineffective administration made
many soldiers and low-rank officers realize that perhaphs what the commu-
nists told them, namely that they were driven like sheep to slaughter, was true;
one in particular told his superior:

II&g va pn yivy xaveig koppovviotng, 6tav Brénet toadtnyv droikn-

o,
This in turn implied lack of confidence on the part of the soldiers towards their
officers and the victorious outcome of the war. «The Greek soldiers scoffed so
tragically their superiors for their abandonment, to the extent that in various
places from where their division commanders were to pass they placed rotten
herrings as a sign of protest»®’... «<How could they be moved, how could they be
excited since they met only alien people with hidden or apparent hostile inten-
tions»®. Under such disheartening circumstances communist propaganda was
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bound to make «steady inroads among the troops at the front»**. When Kemal
launched his major offensive, the communists urged their fellow-soldiers not to
fight, but lay down their arms and make their way to Smyrna®. But the Greek
soldiers needed little prompting.
Ten years of warfare, the knowledge that whether they defended the
country they had occupied or not, they would in any case have to evacu-
ate it in the end, the reports that supplies and military stores were reach-
ing their opponents from France, Italy and Russia — all these combined
as a canker to eat away the heart of the army®'.
The soldier gave way to the human being who does not believe in the
cause for which he became a soldier. And this human being condemned
inside him the war. He prefers a decisive defeat to a victory that will nail
him in the front. That is why he accepted the collapse of the front with
delight. It was a solution. A means to return to his patrida. He did not
feel humiliated by the defeat. His ethnismos had been extinguished®?.
Undoubtedly, the process of demoralization, the feeling of defeatism and
the extreme war-weariness were strengthened by communist propaganda.
However, it would be an over-simplification, an attempt to find scapegoats, if
we were to argue that communist activists produced the débacle. They did little
more than accelerate an inevitable process that other salient factors had set in
motion and as a result of which the Greek army «gave way, broke and even-
tually degenerated into something like a rabble»®. And as General Papulas has
indignantly pointed out in his book, appropriately entitled The Agony of a
Nation,
duotuy@dg, adtd drodeikviovot td tpdypata... Kai pévov oi Empévov-
T€G OKOTipOG V& puondlovot, Ba EakorovBodv oklopayodvieg Katd
GvumdpkTOV ETEPOV aiTIOV.
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