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An abstract of the Dissertation of Hazal Papuççular, for the degree of Doctor of  

Philosophy from the Atatürk Institute for Modern Turkish History  

    to be taken in May 2015  

 

Title: War or Peace? The Dodecanese Islands in Turkish Foreign and Security Policy, 

(1923-1947) 

 

This dissertation analyzes the impact of the Dodecanese Islands on Turkish foreign and 

security policy between 1923 and 1947. In this respect, reflections of the military 

fortifications in the islands on Turkish security measures and diplomatic initiatives in the 

interwar period;  the negotiations made based on the sovereignty of the Kastellorizo 

islets together with the problematic issues of maritime borders and commercial relations; 

the place of the Dodecanese on the strategy and diplomatic negotiations of Turkey just 

before and during the Second World War; and the attitude of Ankara and other 

interested parties regarding the transfer of the islands to Greece in the postwar period 

constitute the focal points of this study. All these issues are handled together with the 

developments in the Mediterranean geography in which Turkey is situated.  

This study is essentially based on documents from the Italian, British, Turkish, 

and American archives. In the light of these documents and other resources, this work 

argues that the Dodecanese constituted a problematic area for Turkey throughout the 

period. It shows that these islands were one of the most dominant elements in shaping 

Turkish foreign and security policy during the interwar period. It also says that they 

continued to occupy a place in Turkish diplomacy and strategy besides other issues 

during the Second World War. It is emphasized that the “war” theme was usually on the 

agenda in the relationship of Turkey with the region: although no clash occurred, Turkey 

never made real peace with the area either. In addition, this dissertation designates that 

some problems in the Aegean Archipelago, such as the determination of the maritime 

boundaries or the sovereignty of the islets, which remain current issues resulting in 

occasional tension in the region, date back to 1923, exceeding beyond the Turkish-Greek 

relations of the post-1950s. Likewise, it emphasizes that the process that paved the way 

for the transfer of the islands to Greece in the postwar period could be analyzed only in 

reference to the multi-faceted concerns of Turkish foreign policy of the time, while 

arguing that the dominant discourses on the issue are open to critique and questioning.  
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Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü’nde Doktora derecesi için Hazal Papuççular  

tarafından Mayıs 2015’te teslim edilen tezin özeti 

 

Başlık: Savaş ya da Barış? Türk Dış ve Güvenlik Politikasında Oniki Ada (1923-1947)  

 

Bu tez 1923 ve 1947 yılları arasındaki dönemde Oniki Ada’nın Türk dış ve güvenlik 

politikasına etkisini analiz etmektedir. Bu bağlamda, iki savaş arası dönemde adalardaki 

silahlanmanın Türkiye’nin güvenlik önlemlerine ve diplomatik girişimlerine yansıması; 

Kastellorizo adacıklarının egemenliği üzerinden yapılan ve sınırlar, iktisadi ilişkiler gibi 

problemli meseleleri de kapsayan müzakereler; İkinci Dünya Savaşı öncesi ve sırasında 

Oniki Ada’nın Türkiye için stratejik ve diplomatik önemi; ve bölgenin savaş sonrasında 

Yunanistan’a devredilmesi sürecinde Türkiye ve diğer ilgili güçlerin tutumu tezin odak 

noktalarını oluşturmaktadır. Tüm bunlar Türkiye’nin içinde bulunduğu Akdeniz 

coğrafyasındaki gelişmelerle birlikte ele alınmaktadır.  

Bu çalışma temel olarak İtalyan, İngiliz, Türk ve Amerikan belgelerine 

dayanmaktadır. Bu belgeler ve kullanılan diğer kaynaklar ışığında bu tez, ele alınan 

dönemde bu küçük coğrafi bölgenin Türkiye için oldukça problemli bir bölgeyi 

simgelediğini göstermektedir. Oniki Ada’daki İtalyan silahlanmasının iki savaş arası 

dönem Türk dış politikası ve güvenlik anlayışını şekillendirmede baskın bir unsur 

olduğunu, İkinci Dünya Savaşı dönemindeyse, diğer dinamiklerle bütünlüklü bir 

biçimde Türk diplomasisinde önemli bir yer tuttuğunu söylemektedir. Türkiye’nin bölge 

ile ilgili ilişkisinde “savaş” temasının çoğunlukla gündemde olduğu, sonuç olarak 

herhangi bir savaşın gerçekleşmediği, ancak tam anlamıyla bir “barış”ın da 

sağlanamadığı vurgulanmaktadır. Ek olarak bu tez, Ege Denizi’nde bugün hâlâ 

güncelliğini koruyan, deniz sınırlarının belirlenmesi, egemenliği belirsiz adacıklar gibi 

sorunların kökeninin 1923’e kadar gittiğini göstermekte, bu meselelerin 1950 sonrası 

Türk-Yunan ilişkilerine özgü olmadığını ortaya koymaktadır. Benzer şekilde, savaş 

sonrası dönemde Oniki Ada’nın Yunanistan’a devredilmesi sürecinin, Türk dış 

politikasının çoklu dinamikleri çerçevesinde incelenebileceğinin, hâkim söylemlerin 

sorgulamaya açık olduğunun altı çizilmektedir.  
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      CHAPTER 1 

 

 

 

                                                  INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The term “archipelago” stems from the combination of two Greek words, arkhi (chief) 

and pelagos (sea), symbolizing specifically the Aegean Sea when it is used as “the 

Archipelago.”
1
 Since the Aegean as the chief sea is associated with several island 

groups, the literal meaning of the word has expanded over the ages in a manner such that 

today all island groups or the seas full of isles are referred as archipelagos. Although all 

these archipelagic entities are different from each other with their various features, the 

common denominator of these regions, from the Aegean as the starting point of the 

geographical term to the Pacific and the Caribbean, appears to be their problematic 

nature, not only for the islands themselves, but also for their relations with their adjacent 

mainlands.
2
 In that respect, this dissertation examines the problematic relationship 

between one group of islands in the Aegean Sea, namely the Dodecanese Islands,
3
 and 

Turkey as the adjacent mainland, in the period between 1923 and 1947.  

                                                             
1
 Oxford Dictionaries, “Archipelago,” 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/archipelago (accessed August 9, 2014).  
2
 The examples about different archipelagic geographies will be presented in this chapter, as the 

context necessitates.  
3
 The Dodecanese is one of the seven island groups in the Aegean Sea, just across from Turkey’s 

southwestern shore. The others are the Cyclades, the North Aegean Islands, the Saronic Islands, 

the Sporades, Crete and Ionian Islands, and Eubboea.  The name of the Dodecanese Islands stem 
from the Greek word Dodeca (twelve) and nisi (island); implying that there are 12 isles in the 

group although the exact number is more than 12 when the tiny ones are counted. The best 

known islands of the group with their Italian names are as such: Karpathos (Scarpanto), Patmos 
(Patmo), Kasos (Caso), Astipalaia (Stampalia), Lipsos (Lisso), Leros (Lero), Kalimnos 

(Calinno), Nisiros (Nisiro), Tilos (Piscopi), Chalki (Calchi), Simi (Simi), Rhodes (Rodi), and 

Cos (Coo; Modern Greek: Kos) and the outlying Kastellorizo (Castelrosso).   
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Figure 1. Map of the Aegean Archipelago, Courtesy of University of Texas Libraries.  
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I argue that despite the geographic smallness of the region in relation to the 

Turkish mainland, the region constituted one of the most problematic areas in Turkish 

foreign and security policy throughout the time frame of this dissertation. While dealing 

with at least one problematic side of the region in every sub-period into which this study 

is divided, the possibility of war related to the Dodecanese was usually on the Turkish 

agenda. For example, in most of the interwar period, Turkey expected a possible attack 

from these islands under the rule of Fascist Italy, thus making the foreign and security 

policy decisions accordingly. Likewise, during the Second World War, whether the 

forces in the Dodecanese would attack Turkey or vice versa became an issue that both 

the domestic and the international actors discussed occasionally. Interestingly, in spite of 

the high probability that the officials foresaw, Turkey did not involve in a war or 

occupation related to the Dodecanese. 

 But, even if the problematic link between the islands and the mainland never led 

to a war; Turkey never experienced a thorough peace with this group of isles either. 

Indeed, even during the sub-periods in which the danger of war did not exist, such as the 

last years of the 1920s, or the post-war period, the place of the Dodecanese Islands for 

Turkish foreign policy was always a knotty issue. For instance, Turkey had to deal with 

issues like delimitation in the Aegean Sea, the borders of which were vague, 

undetermined islet sovereignties leading to tension in the region; problematic 

commercial relations affecting the lives of the people during the interwar period; or the 

transfer of the islands that would became one of the most contentious issues of Turkish 

foreign policy and public opinion later during the postwar period. As could be expected, 

none of these issues were without challenge or tension. The “War or Peace?” in the title 

of the dissertation essentially reflects this ambiguity, in which the Dodecanese always 
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represented a problematic region for Turkey, with or without the possibility of war. In 

this obscure environment, however, the “Dodecanese dynamic,” as I call it, mattered for 

Turkey, as one of the key areas that its foreign policy took into constant consideration.   

Island geographer Stephen Royle states that both the geographies and the 

political histories of the small islands are highly perplexing,
4
 not only because they 

usually become scenes of war but also because they are not often self-sufficient entities. 

Within these complicated histories, on the other hand, they usually “tend just to be 

assumed into the nearest mainland local government unit.”
5
 That was the case for the 

Dodecanese Islands until 1912, when they were occupied by Italy. After the separation 

of the islands from the closest mainland in terms of sovereignty, it is seen that the 

abovementioned complex history based on problems became more peculiar, not only for 

the islands themselves as could be seen in trade with Anatolia, but also for the fronting 

coast.  

Turkey was troubled by the Italian sovereignty, which arrived with an 

expansionist foreign policy view, leading to the fortification of the islands which were 

formulated as the military stronghold of Italian expansionism in the Mediterranean, 

known as the Mare Nostrum (Our Sea) ideology.  Therefore, after 1923, when Turkey 

transferred its sovereign rights on the Dodecanese with the Lausanne Treaty, Ankara 

began to perceive these islands as a threat to its national territory owing to their nearby 

proximity to southwestern Anatolia, often described as within “shouting” distance. It is 

important to note that this perception did not change throughout this epoch.  

                                                             
4
 Stephen A. Royle, A Geography of Islands: Small Island Insularity (London: Routledge, 2001), 

p.141.  
5
 Ibid., p.147.  
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In this sense, this study argues that throughout the interwar years, the 

Dodecanese dynamic had a very crucial impact on Turkish foreign and security policy. 

In other words, since Ankara perceived threat from the region, it formulated its 

diplomatic orientation and military decisions accordingly. Likewise, during the Second 

World War, this area, first under the sovereignty of Italy, and then of Germany, 

continued to be important for Turkey, but in a much more complicated manner than the 

interwar period, since Turkey had to deal with other major security issues during the war 

years. Despite the ever-changing environment around Turkey, the Dodecanese remained 

always on the table in terms of security calculations and diplomatic negotiations both in 

the interwar and in the war years.  In this sense, this dissertation displays the narrative of 

these calculations and negotiations, with the aim of showing how these small islands had 

major impacts on Turkey, as the adjacent mainland which had regarded the region as a 

security threat to its territorial integrity.    

But, this research is not just composed of the essential impact of the Dodecanese 

in Turkish foreign and security policy, specifically on the basis of military tension, war 

and occupation. It highlights other dimensions of this problematic relationship as well. 

One of the most important ones among them is about the maritime boundaries between 

the Dodecanese and the Turkish coasts with the islet disputes. In this respect, this 

dissertation suggests that the current disputes in the Aegean Sea, regarding the maritime 

borders and sovereignties date back to the 1920s although the existing literature mainly 

handles them within the context of the Turkish-Greek relations in the post 1950s period.
6
 

                                                             
6
 These studies mainly handle these issues from the perspective of the recent problems in the 

Aegean Sea. Their approach to the historical background of the matter is usually restricted to the 

1932 Turkish-Italian Agreement over the Kastellorizo Islets as well as the unratified convention 

between these two powers again in 1932, specifically with respect to Kardak. However, the 
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However, it is seen that the maritime problems in the Archipelago emerged in the 1920s 

and were discussed long before the deterioration of the Turkish-Greek relationship after 

the 1950s.  

In addition, there were other problems between the parties, such as the 

commercial relations and migration that took place during the Second World War. The 

Dodecanese remained as a problematic arena for Turkish diplomacy even after the 

Second World War, in terms of the future sovereignty of the islands, as a topic that is 

still being discussed based on the Turkish position. That is to say, even in the times 

when a military clash was a distant probability; the islands represented a problem for 

Turkish foreign policy from many different perspectives. This dissertation aims to 

display the dimensions of the story at times when although there was neither war nor 

peace, there were troubles.   

I chose to search specifically this region particularly during this epoch for several 

reasons. When I was writing my MA thesis on the Turkish-Italian relations in the 

interwar period, I saw that the Dodecanese was the key issue that affected the course of 

events in the contacts.
7
 In that study, while emphasizing Fascist Italy as the most 

important dynamic of the interwar Turkish foreign policy, I suggested that the reason for 

this unique place was the Italian sovereignty on the Dodecanese Islands through which 

these two countries had become neighbors.  It is not only my master thesis that 

suggested this key position of Italy in the interwar Turkish foreign policy. A great 

number of works concerning Turkish foreign policy cite the “Italian threat” against the 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
border discussions in this period are beyond these legal documents. For such an example, see Ali 

Kurumahmut, Ege’de Temel Sorun, Egemenliği Tartışmalı Adalar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 
1998).  
7
 Hazal Papuccular, “Turkish-Italian Relations in the Interwar Period” (MA Thesis, Boğaziçi 

University, 2009).  
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Turkish territory in the interwar period, from the large scale collective studies on long-

term Turkish foreign policy, to more specific ones particularly targeting the period 

between the wars.  

 For instance, the works that are accepted as the traditional resources of Turkish 

foreign policy, like Olaylarla Türk Dış Politikası (Turkish Foreign Policy Through the 

Cases) prepared by the Political Science Faculty of Ankara University; Türk Dış 

Politikası: Kurtuluş Savaşından Bugüne Olgular, Belgeler, Yorumlar (Turkish Foreign 

Policy: Cases, Documents, and Interpretations from War of Independence to Present 

Day) edited by Baskın Oran; and Turkish Foreign Policy since 1774 written by William 

Hale refer to the position of Italy vis-à-vis Turkey in terms of the Dodecanese.
8
 More 

specific studies focusing directly on Turkish-Italian relations also emphasize the 

fortifications in the Dodecanese that deteriorated the bilateral relations due to the 

Turkish fear of being attacked, such as the articles of Dilek Barlas, “Friends or Foes? 

Diplomatic Relations between Italy and Turkey, 1923-1936,” and of Yücel Güçlü, 

“Fascist Italy’s ‘Mare Nostrum’ Policy and Turkey,”
9
 within the perspective of 

diplomatic contacts. In this respect, a recently published book by Barlas co-authored 

with Serhat Güvenç, Turkey in the Mediterranean during the Interwar Era, discusses 

                                                             
8
 Ankara Üniversitesi Siyasal Bilgiler Fakültesi, Olaylarla Türk Dış Politikası, vol.1 (Ankara: 

Ankara Üniversitesi Siyasal Bilgiler Fakültesi 1987); Baskın Oran (ed.) Türk Dış Politikası: 

Kurtuluş Savaşından Bugüne Olgular, Belgeler, Yorumlar, vol.1 (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 

2006); William Hale, Turkish Foreign Policy since 1774 (London, New York: Routledge, 2013). 
9
 Dilek Barlas, “Friends or Foes? Diplomatic Relations between Italy and Turkey, 1923-1936,” 

International Journal Middle East Studies 36 (2004), pp.231-252; Yücel Güçlü, “Fascist Italy’s 

‘Mare Nostrum’ Policy and Turkey,” Belleten 13, no.238 (December, 1999), pp.813-845.  
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how Italian activity in the Mediterranean affected Turkish foreign policy with an 

emphasis on the Dodecanese.
10

 

Despite the importance of the Dodecanese for Turkish foreign policy and 

security as all the excerpts stated above acknowledge, it is hard to say that a sufficient 

amount of work specifically dealing with those islands regarding this period has been 

done. Actually, the academic works on the Dodecanese with regard to Anatolia/Turkey 

focus either on the pre-Ottoman and Ottoman period, or on the Greek one targeting the 

post-1950 era. Indeed, as an important point in the Eastern Mediterranean throughout the 

history, Rhodes, which functions as the administrative capital of the group, seems to 

have attracted more scholarly attention. In this sense, Vatin’s Rodos Şövalyeleri ve 

Osmanlılar,
11

 (Rhodes et l’Ordre de Saint-Jean-de Jerusalem) and Örenç’s Yakın 

Dönem Tarihimizde Rodos ve Oniki Ada
12

 (Rhodes and the Dodecanese in Our Recent 

History) are two important studies that shed light upon the history of Rhodes and the 

Dodecanese in reference to the Ottoman Empire before twentieth century.  

Other studies encompassing long time frames also discuss the Ottoman period in 

the islands, as do, for example, Celalettin Yavuz’s Menteşe Adaları (Oniki Ada)’nın 

Tarihi,
13

 (The History of the Dodecanese), and Cemalettin Taşkıran’s Oniki Ada’nın 
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 Dilek Barlas and Serhat Güvenç Turkey in the Mediterranean during the Interwar Era: The 
Paradox of Middle Power Diplomacy and Minor Power Naval Policy (Indiana: Indiana 

University Turkish Studies, 2010).  
11

 Nicolas Vatin, Rodos Şövalyeleri ve Osmanlılar: Doğu Akdeniz'de Savaş, Diplomasi ve 
Korsanlık, 1480-1522 (İstanbul: Türkiye Ekonomik ve Toplumsal Tarih Vakfı, 2004). 
12

 Ali Fuat Örenç, Yakın Dönem Tarihimizde Rodos ve Oniki Ada (İstanbul: Doğu Kütüphanesi, 

2006). 
13

 Celalettin Yavuz, Menteşe adaları (Onikiada)'nın Tarihi: Andlaşmalarla Yunanistan'a 

Devredilmemiş Ada, Adacık ve Kayalıkların Hukuki Statüleri de Dahil (İstanbul: Deniz Harp 

Okulu Basım Evi, 2003). 
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Dünü ve Bu Günü
14

 (The Past and the Present of the Dodecanese). However, the focal 

point of these works is the Greek period, in other words the post-1950 era, which is 

analyzed by the authors especially in terms of the recent problems around the 

militarization of the islands, the sovereignty of the islets, and the territorial waters. The 

Italian period, on the other hand, is analyzed based on the legal documents, such as the 

Lausanne Treaty, or the 1932 Convention between Turkey and Italy over the islets of 

Kastellorizo, or the transfer of the islands to Greece with the Paris Peace Treaties.  Apart 

from these issues, the identity problems of the Turkish minority in Rhodes and Kos 

occupy a place in the existing literature, again in terms of the Greek period, as the book 

of Celalettin Yavuz and of Bahadır Selim Dilek; Egenin Unutulan Türkleri
15

 (The 

Forgotten Turks of the Dodecanese).   

This picture of the academic literature in terms of the relationship between 

Turkey and the Dodecanese manifests two conditions.  On the one hand, while all these 

aforementioned valuable foreign policy studies put forward the Dodecanese as an 

important factor in Turkish politics, their foremost aim is not to ask how the Dodecanese 

influenced the Turkish diplomatic and military mind, and before this, what really 

occurred between the two shores of the Aegean in this period, which are the originating 

questions of this dissertation.  In other words, the common characteristic of these studies 

is the fact that regardless of the issue that they problematize, the period in which the 

                                                             
14

 Cemalettin Taşkıran, Oniki Adanın Dünü ve Bu Günü (Ankara: Genelkurmay Basımevi, 

1996). It should also be emphasized that Cemalettin Taşkıran’s another work about the 

Dodecanese can be regarded as the extended version of Oniki Adanın Dünü ve Bu Günü. 
Cemalettin Taşkıran, Ürkek bir Siyasetin Tarih Önündeki Ağır Vebali: Oniki Ada, Hatalı 

Kararlar, Acı Kayıplar (İstanbul: Bab-ı Ali Kültür Yayıncılığı, 2010). 
15

 Bahadır Selim Dilek, Egenin Unutulan Türkleri (İstanbul: Cumhuriyet Kitapları, 2008).  
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Dodecanese was one of the most important dynamics in Turkish foreign policy and 

territorial security falls short of a large-scale narrative.  

On the other hand, in other works that are explicitly concerned with the 

Dodecanese Islands, specifically this period appears deficient since the emphasis is on 

the problems with the Greeks in the Aegean Sea. Putting aside the Turkish fear of being 

attacked from the Dodecanese, even the phenomena like the maritime borders or the 

condition of the Turkish islanders, as the popular narratives of the recent problems in the 

Archipelago, are poorly addressed particularly for the period under question. In brief, the 

detailed narrative of the islands in relation to Turkey and the key position of the islands 

in Turkish foreign and security policy in the interwar period present an academic 

dilemma. The topic of this dissertation has arisen from a desire to remove this 

predicament in the first place.   

 However, this study examines not only the interwar period but also the period 

between 1939 and 1947. Two major factors influenced the determination of this 

periodization. First of all, although the interwar period can be analyzed as a separate era 

of Turkish foreign policy, it indicates a piecemeal approach for Dodecanesian history. 

The era between 1923 and 1947 is called the “colonial period” as a whole for the islands 

despite the existence of disruptions in terms of the change in the administration, like the 

armistice of Italy in 1943, the German occupation thereafter, and the British governance 

that began in 1945.  

Second, apart from the necessity of dealing with the entire colonial period, the 

deficit in the literature that was explained above for the interwar period also applies to 

the Second World War. Although there are works that put an emphasis on the 

importance of the Dodecanese in Turkish understanding during the Second World War, 
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like Deringil’s Denge Oyunu,
16

 (Turkish Foreign Policy during the Second World War), 

and like the more recent regional study of Tamkin, Britian, Turkey and the Soviet Union, 

1940-1945, Strategy, Diplomacy, and Intelligence in the Eastern Mediterranean,
17

 the 

war literature based on Turkey still concentrates more on the Turkish position in regards 

to Germany and the Soviet Union with respect to the Balkans.
18

 But, when the link 

between the Aegean Sea, the Straits, and Thrace is kept in mind, it is obvious that there 

is a necessity for a narrative that involves seriously in the region during the war period.  

In this sense, the article İkinci Dünya Savaşı Yıllarında Ege Adaları Sorunu (The 

Problem of the Aegean Islands during the Second World War), examines the Aegean 

Sea, yet, mostly based on the sovereignty issues.
19

  

As will be seen in the part dealing with the Second World War period, the 

Dodecanese was one of the dynamics of the Turkish security with its geographical 

location regarding Anatolia and the Mediterranean. It, thus, was a domain that was 

constantly put into consideration from different angles. In other words, the sovereignty 

of the islands was only one dimension of the issue. It should be noted that this 

dissertation does address this dimension in a separate chapter, since the transfer of the 

                                                             
16

 Selim Deringil, Denge Oyunu: İkinci Dünya Savaşı’nda Türkiye’nin Dış Politikası (İstanbul: 

Türkiye Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2010).  
17

 Nicholas Tamkin, Britian, Turkey and the Soviet Union, 1940-1945, Strategy, Diplomacy, and 

Intelligence in the Eastern Mediterranean (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York, 
NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).  
18

 For instance, Edward Weisband, İkinci Dünya Savaşında İnönü’nün Dış Politikası (İstanbul: 

Milliyet Yayınları, 1974). Even more recent studies like the one of İlkin and Tekeli emphasize 
the Nazi threat in 1939, though this dissertation argues that the major concern of Turkey in 1939 

was an Italian attack from the Dodecanese, Dış Siyaseti ve Askeri Stratejileriyle İkinci Dünya 

Savaşı Türkiyesi -1. Cilt (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2013).   
19

 Necdet Hayta, “İkinci Dünya Savaşı Yıllarında Ege Adaları Sorunu,” 

http://www.atam.gov.tr/dergi/sayi-36/ikinci-dunya-savasi-yillarinda-ege-adalari-sorunu 

(accessed August 10, 2014). 
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islands remains a popular issue in Turkey, and thus necessitates an academic analysis 

based on different historical documents.     

 This dissertation thus aims to fill a gap in the existing literature, which bespeaks 

the Dodecanese much, yet lacks adequate knowledge on the impact of the region on 

Turkish foreign and security policy. As a result, it remains in the category of diplomatic 

history with additional military details since it shows the action-reaction chain that the 

course of events on and over the islands led in Turkish diplomacy as well as security 

considerations. With its regional approach based on a group of islands, this study is one 

of the few examples in Turkish foreign policy literature that is generally dominated by 

the narratives of bilateral relations divided by the relevant time periods.  

Two points need to be underlined in this respect. First, although the Dodecanese 

as one group of islands seems a narrow region on which to focus in a study on 

diplomatic history, the close link between the islands and the broader issues of Turkish 

foreign policy widens the scope of the work by indicating a greater phenomenon. For 

example, Turkey’s efforts to change the Straits regime in the 1930s and the close 

relationship between Turkey and Britain leading up to the World War Two were related 

to the Dodecanese among other dynamics, showing the abovementioned assumption of 

this study, that “the small islands had big impact.”  Likewise, the strategic location of 

the islands, not only in relation to Turkey, but also to the Balkans and the Middle East 

made up the area in which the Great Powers were interested, thus situating the 

Dodecanese in a much more comprehensive context.  Therefore, it should be 

emphasized that an island group as a focal point does not necessarily limit the spectrum 

of this dissertation.  
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Second, since these islands were under the control of a specific power, in other 

words, the Dodecanese was not a state itself, this study deals with bilateral relations. In 

this respect, Italy, Germany, and Britain were the interlocutors of Turkey in its 

relationship with the region. Yet, the problematic relationship of Turkey with the 

Dodecanese cannot be understood merely based on the bilateral or diplomatic contacts. 

Although this dissertation could be classified under the discipline of diplomatic history, 

and although issues around foreign policy were discussed between the states at that time, 

Turkish consideration of the islands sometimes transcended the boundaries of bilateral 

relations with the possessors or the states interested in Mediterranean politics. This 

situation puts forward the interdisciplinary nature of the dissertation as well, which also 

involves the concepts of political geography, such as borders, sovereignties as well as 

the island-mainland relations.  

According to the political geographers, one of the most important efforts of the 

states in the modern period has been to clearly demarcate borders,
20

 as well as to impose 

sovereignty within those boundaries. The Dodecanese represented a troubled arena for 

Ankara also in this respect, leading to the problems both with the colonial power and 

within the island-mainland relations at the local level. During the Ottoman Empire, the 

islands and the mainland had been tied to each other. Therefore, the legal separation of 

the coasts in 1923 brought not only a maritime border problem which could not be 

delimited with the exception of Kastellorizo, but also local problems, since people were 

used to going back and forth between the shores, as in the example of centuries-long 

fishing and sponge fishing activities, with no notion of boundaries. In this respect, it is 
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 Martin Jones, Rhys Jones, and Micheal Woods (ed.), An Introduction to Political Geography, 

Space, Place and Politics (New York: Routledge 2004), p.21.  
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important to note that such problems related to concepts of territory, sovereignty, and 

space, arose sometimes independently from or exceeded the bilateral relations of the two 

states, despite the fact that their solution depended usually on contacts between them. 

 Before explaining the methodology of this study, one last point should be made 

about the geographic location of this work. It has already been suggested that when the 

interwar and war periods are analyzed, studies regarding bilateral relations dominate the 

literature as opposed to region-specific ones. While works about the Aegean Sea 

belonging to this period are rare, the Aegean Sea in Turkish foreign policy literature 

regarding the post-1950s is usually handled as a whole. Selecting one island group of the 

Archipelago as a topic for this dissertation has been necessary due to the fact that the 

sovereignty of the Dodecanese was different than that of the other groups, especially the 

northern Aegean ones near the Turkish coasts and the Turkish Straits during the period 

in question.  

 Even if it is a necessity, it also raises a question worth to ask based on the 

aforementioned different sovereignties in the Aegean Sea: What was the situation in the 

northern part of the archipelago both in regards to the Turkish mainland and the 

Dodecanese? Actually, this question reveals that the lack of studies on the Archipelago 

in the period between 1923 and 1950 is not specific to the Dodecanese. Unfortunately, 

this dissertation does not answer this question. Throughout the text, there are few 

exceptions to this lack of information, implying similarities between the south and the 

north in terms of their relationship with the Turkish mainland. For example, it is seen 

that the migration from the islands to Anatolia during the Second World War took place 

from the both sides. Likewise, it can be suggested that the Turkish strategic 

consideration of the islands during the Second World War, especially after the German 
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invasion of Lesvos, Chios, and Lemnos, making the Aegean an Axis dominated area, 

may be categorized with similar concerns. But, resembling assumptions cannot be made 

especially for the 1930s, during which the Turkish-Greek friendship experienced its 

peak point while Italy via the Dodecanese had become the dominant security threat for 

Turkey. In this sense, the relationship of Turkey with the Greek islands in front of the 

Turkish coasts constitutes a question mark.  

 Apart from the similar and the different meanings that the islands carried for 

Ankara, the relationship among the islands is an area that constitutes another question 

which should be brought to light. As far as the documents accessed for this dissertation 

show, the areas between the Dodecanese and the other island groups in the Archipelago 

posed similar problems to the Greek and Italian relations. For instance, a group of islets 

between the Cyclades and the Dodecanese became a scene of occupation in the 1930s, 

similar to the case of Kastellorizo. In this sense, although this study specifically asks 

how the Dodecanese impacted Turkish foreign and security policy, it creates another set 

of questions regarding the region that can point the way for other studies in the realms of 

political, social and economic history.  

 Throughout this introduction, I have emphasized the lack of information about 

the Dodecanese as well as the other islands in the Aegean Sea in terms of the interplay 

among them. Obviously, there are concrete reasons for this phenomenon. The most 

important one of them is closely linked to the complexity in accessing historical 

documents, the collection of which necessitates working with several archives in 

different countries and with various languages. The methodology of this dissertation 

exemplifies the situation.  
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 In a research environment where, the most important source of documents of 

Turkish foreign policy, the archives of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs are 

closed to researchers; utilization of foreign archives becomes indispensable. In this 

respect, the documents found in the Dodecanese (Dodecanneso) and Turkey (Turchia) 

folders of Archivio Storico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (Historical Archive of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs), in Rome, Italy, in which the records of the relationship 

between Turkey and the Dodecanese can be found in the form of the intelligence reports 

and the diplomatic correspondence, constitute the main structure of this dissertation, 

especially for the interwar period. Despite the abundance of the documents in the Italian 

Archives concerning the interwar period owing to the fact that the Dodecanese was 

bureaucratically tied to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs rather than the Ministry of 

Colonies, the dossiers regarding the Second World War are not sufficient. This is 

probably due to the specific condition of Italy, which signed armistice with the Allies in 

1943, as well as the occupation of the Dodecanese by the Germans, who routinely 

burned documents in the occupied peninsulas. This necessitated more archival research, 

this time in the National Archives, in London, formerly known as Public Record Office. 

In this respect, the documents especially belonging to the Foreign Office, Prime 

Ministry, and the Cabinet, as well as the War Office, were used in this study.  

 Apart from these two archives, I conducted research in Turkey. The Republican 

Division of Prime Ministry of State Archives (TC Başbakanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivi) in 

Ankara, despite its inadequacy, has intelligence documents regarding the southwestern 

Anatolia. However, it should be stated that these documents which the local authorities 

usually sent to Ankara, fell short of the intelligence reports the Italian archives have on 

the Turkish political and military circles.  
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In addition, I made an archival study in the Turkish General Staff (ATASE) 

based on two folders, Ata-Zeybek, focusing on the interwar period; and İkinci Dünya 

Savaşı, focusing on the Second World War. The documents of this institution, despite 

drawbacks similar to the Republican Archives, provided information about the visits of 

high-ranking military officials to southwestern Anatolia, intelligence about the islands, 

and military negotiations with the British during the Second World War. Last but not 

least, the digital collection of the Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) was 

utilized especially for the talks about the Dodecanese among the Allied powers both 

during and after the Second World War.  

 As can be seen, this dissertation is based mainly on archival resources. Yet, 

primary resources also included excerpts from various newspapers, especially from 

Cumhuriyet, Yeni Sabah, La Stampa, the New York Times, and Times. While different 

time frames of these papers were utilized, other newspapers are also quoted in this study, 

taken mostly from the archival documents stated above and cited accordingly. 

 In addition to the primary ones, this work also benefits from secondary sources. I 

used the secondary sources mostly in dealing with the more general issues of the period 

that could not be separated from the topic of this dissertation, like the diplomatic and 

military history of the Mediterranean, Turkish politics, and Turkish foreign policy in 

general, and the history of the interwar period and Second World War. In this sense, it 

can be suggested that the broader history in this work, rather than the specific topic of 

the Dodecanese, depends mainly on the secondary sources. It is this methodology of 

dealing with various primary and secondary sources that could bring out this 
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dissertation, which aims at being one of the region-specific studies in Turkish foreign 

policy and filling a gap in the literature.
21

  

Based on these assumptions and research, this dissertation is composed of eight 

chapters, including this introduction as well as the conclusion section. The next part 

reveals the historical background of the relationship between the Ottoman Empire and 

the Dodecanese Islands. This chapter’s main aim is to show how these islands occupied 

a place in Ottoman diplomacy and politics beginning with the nineteenth century, which 

was the age of nationalism and imperialism. In this regard, not only the problems about 

the islands for the Ottomans, but also the attention of the Great Powers in the region 

began with the Greek uprising in 1821. This attention reached its peak with the attack of 

the Italians on the Dodecanese during the Tripolitanian War of 1911-1912. 

 Thereafter, the future of the islands became a topic of discussion in secret treaties 

and negotiations among the different powers of Europe until 1923, when the de facto 

sovereignty of the Italians turned into a de jure one. Between 1912 and 1923, Turkey, 

Italy, and Greece had claimed the islands, while the other European powers like Britain, 

France, and Russia were also involved in the matter. This chapter while focusing on 

these negotiations, also looks at how the Turkish mind perceived the islands and how 

these islands were used during war time, like the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and 

the Independence War.  

                                                             
21

 In this respect, it is necessary to emphasize that when the archive of the Turkish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs is opened to research, new information in the shape of extending the scope or 

perhaps challenging the some facts of this dissertation will come into the daylight. Furthermore, 
in this way, the aforementioned comparative study focusing on both the Dodecanese and the 

northern Aegean Islands, which necessitates a thorough study also in the archive of the Greek 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs at present, could be made.   
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 The third chapter, which is called “On the Verge of the War,” looks at one of the 

most painful periods that the islands meant for the newly founded Republic. It argues 

that the formulation of the islands as the stepping stones of Italian expansionism in the 

Mediterranean turned the Dodecanese into one of the most important dynamics of 

Turkish foreign and security policy. Turkey, as a newly founded but isolated country 

dealing with various post-Lausanne diplomatic problems, was caught in the middle of 

various security threats, like the Mosul problem in the East and the island fortifications 

in the West. Therefore, how Turkey perceived and reacted to the excessive fortifications 

on the islands constitutes the topic of this section. It is argued that the fear of being 

attacked from the sea had an influence on Ankara’s both diplomatic decisions and 

security measures taken in the southwestern shores, manifesting an action-reaction chain 

in the issue. It is emphasized that this epoch was one of the most fragile periods of 

Turkish foreign policy since cooperation took place among Britain, Italy, and Greece, 

not allowing the relatively isolated Turks to seek diplomatic cooperation, but mainly to 

maintain security measures to defend the territories with limited resources in case of an 

attack.  

 The dynamics of the fourth chapter, on the other hand, differ from the third one. 

As a result of the change in the relationship between the abovementioned cooperation as 

well as the conditions of the European politics, the Italian attitude toward Turkey began 

to soften beginning with 1927. However, this détente in the bilateral relations did not 

indicate the culmination of the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign policy. Instead, it 

introduced new issues regarding the islands, yet mostly based on the diplomatic 

negotiations rather than the military understanding of the previous epoch.  
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In this context, Chapter Four focuses on the negotiations related to the 

sovereignty of the islets around Kastellorizo, the demand for an economic convention by 

the Dodecanese administration, the effort to draw a maritime boundary between the 

islands and the Turkish mainland, and the problems involving the property matters of the 

islanders in Anatolia. In this section, it is argued that the problematic nature of the 

islands for Turkey stemmed not just from their militarization. Rather, even in the period 

of relative détente, Turkey had many issues to deal with about the islands in its foreign 

policy. This chapter is also important in designating that some recent problems that 

Turkey has experienced in the Aegean Archipelago have their roots in this period, 

asserting that they are neither unique to the post-1950s, nor to the Turkish-Greek 

relationship.  

Even in the dynamics of the détente period, the parties achieved only the 

partition of the Kastellorizo Islets. Much discussed issues like the economic convention 

between Turkey and the Dodecanese or the effort of the Turks to determine the maritime 

borders between the islands and Anatolian coasts reached no conclusion. Meanwhile, 

clouds were gathering above Europe, which was advancing towards a full-scale war, 

leading to the change in the dynamics of the Aegean one more time.  

Chapter Five of the dissertation examines the years leading up to the Second 

World War when the Dodecanese Islands were turned into one of the most important 

parameters of Turkish foreign and security policy. This chapter argues that Turkey’s 

understanding of the Dodecanese in this period was influential in almost all steps and 

initiatives of Turkey during this time scale. In this sense, it should be emphasized that 

that the impact of the islands was similar to the dynamics shown in Chapter Three. But, 

the position of Turkey in the international arena was quite different in the late 1930s, 
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regarding the aforementioned isolation. Therefore, it is suggested in this chapter that 

Turkey sought to provide its security both via active foreign policy initiatives and via 

military undertakings. These initiatives, such as the Montreux Convention and the 

Turkish-British rapprochement which would expand into a tripartite pact at the end of 

the interwar period as well as the military preparations in coastal Anatolia are analyzed 

from this perspective.  

 When the Second World War broke out ultimately after the turbulent years of the 

interwar period, the significance of the Dodecanese did not simply fade away. Rather, it 

evolved into a much more complicated issue. Chapter Six discusses with the various 

angles of the matter. As it was stated above, by 1939, Turkey had constituted an alliance 

with Britain and France. This section, thus, while scrutinizing the place of the 

Dodecanese in Turkish foreign policy in the war years, also examines how this alliance 

had an influence on the Dodecanese dynamic in Turkish foreign policy. It is shown that 

throughout the period between 1939 and 1940, the Allies planned an action against the 

Dodecanese with no concrete results.   

Turkey announced its non-belligerency after the Italian entrance to the war in 

1940 and did not change its position until the end of the period. The islands persisted to 

play an important role both in the Turkish understanding and in the relationship of 

Ankara with the Allied parties, because on the one hand the Axis powers surrounded the 

Turkey’s Western coasts altogether, making Turkey vulnerable strategically, and on the 

other hand, the Allies desperately needed to open the Aegean Sea as well as to make 

Turkey belligerent. According to British, this belligerency may have been achieved once 

the Allies dominated the Archipelago. As a result, as this chapter emphasizes, the 

Dodecanese Islands remained on the table of negotiations with Turkey throughout the 
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war, arguing that the islands occupied an important place for Turkish foreign policy 

during the Second World War, along with other major security problems.  

 The meaning of the Dodecanese for Turkey during the Second World War 

cannot be restricted to the diplomatic negotiations or security related calculations. This 

chapter analyzes other issues like the refugee flux from the islands, which became 

another problematic issue for Turkey, and the humanitarian assistance that Turkey or the 

the Turkish mainland played an important role. In conclusion, Chapter Six deals with the 

different aspects of the Dodecanese Islands in Turkish security and diplomacy during the 

war years, suggesting that they were as problematic as they had been in the interwar 

period.  

 Towards the end of the war, another issue came into the agenda of the parties 

interested in the Aegean: the sovereignty of the Dodecanese. The issue had been 

discussed several times during the war, especially in terms of the repercussions of a 

possible Turkish action against the islands as well as a possible surrender of the region 

to Turkey. However, when the fate of the war seemed to end in favor of the Allies in the 

last year, the issue began to be discussed much more seriously. Chapter Seven examines 

the process involving the Dodecanese sovereignty, which was transferred to Greece in 

1947. It is argued that despite the official stance of Turkey in terms of not having any 

territorial claims, the Turkish understanding on the islands, which had posed problems to 

Ankara since 1923, was the necessity of the transfer of at least some of the islands to 

Turkey since they belonged historically to Turkey and were close to the Anatolian coast 

from a security perspective, although Britain as well as the US had been in favour of 

Greek claims since the first years of the war.  
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It is important to note that the Turkish position was not indifferent to the islands, 

as is the general belief even today. Obviously, the earlier chapters of this work are proof 

that ignorance of Turkey about the region was not possible, especially considering how 

those islands impacted Turkish foreign policy and security understanding.  In other 

words, Turkey sought ways to discuss the fate of the islands, at least in terms of their 

partition between Athens and Ankara. Yet, it is asserted that Turkish government could 

not insist on its Dodecanesian claims since it had other major foreign policy problems, 

like the Soviet Union, which had demanded bases from the Straits.  

This part of dissertation suggests that Turkey, which was in desperate need of 

Western support balancing the Soviet threat to its territorial integrity, did not make any 

claims, because obviously neither Britain nor the US would back them. The Soviet 

involvement in the Dodecanese issue during the peace talks regarding the demand for 

bases by Moscow on the islands further complicated the issue for Turkey, which had 

been faced with a threat of another aggressive and more powerful state just near its 

shores again. Therefore, this chapter designates that how the Dodecanese occupied a 

problematic place once again in Turkish foreign policy, focusing on the diplomatic 

negotiation process over the sovereignty of the islands.   

As could be seen from the content of the chapters and from the emphasis made 

until this point, this study basically targets a specific vacuum in the academic literature 

on Turkish foreign policy based on historical research. However, before passing through 

the chapters, it is necessary to mention some of the broader issues about the islands and 

the island-mainland relations that may assist in situating this dissertation within an 

international context, and more importantly, understanding that the problems Turkey 

experienced were not unexpected although every historical case carries its own 
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uniqueness for sure. In this sense, the aim of this dissertation is not to prove or reject the 

basic arguments of a field, like political geography, island studies, or the international 

relations in this case, but the arguments about the relationship between the small islands 

and the mainland or specific examples from the world would reflect the problematic 

nature of the islands throughout the world, transcending the regions or the periods.  

 Why are the political histories of the island geographies, especially the smaller 

ones, complex as Royle argues? This is one of the questions that the political geography 

and island studies, as a relatively recent academic discipline, try to answer. According to 

Sutton and Payne, small islands are associated with “openness, islandness, or 

enclaveness, resilience, weakness, and dependence.”
22

 Although these are the problems 

of small island geographies, their impacts on the surrounding environment, or sometimes 

a broader geography, are significant.  

When Sutton and Payne’s characteristics are analyzed from the perspective of 

economy and commerce, it is seen that few of the small island geographies are self-

sufficient; therefore, dependence is a way of being for these geographic entities.
23

 

Indeed, the economy of the Dodecanese showed a similar pattern in terms of economic 

self-sufficiency, which depended on the Turkish mainland in terms of economic and 

commercial activities. Once the islands were subjected to the sovereignty of a power 

different from the one of Asia Minor, from which they utilized in terms of commercial 

activities, fishing activities in the coastal zones, and also agricultural activities in the 

towns of the Southwestern Anatolia owing to their traditional practice of living in both 

coasts of the Aegean; this economic dependence of the Dodecanese on Anatolia turned 
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into a diplomatic problem in the interwar period due to closure of the coasts and Asia 

Minor to the Dodecanesians. That is why throughout the period that Turkey and Italy 

negotiated the maritime issues in the Aegean Sea, the administrator of the islands sought 

an economic treaty that would enable the islanders to practice fishing along the Turkish 

coasts or other commercial activities with Turkey, as would be seen in the Fourth 

Chapter.   

The dependence and insularity of the islands, not only the Dodecanese, but also 

other small islands and island groups throughout the world, can be observed in a much 

more keen way during wartime. The history of the islands is linked to famine during the 

war years,
24

 as a result of the blockade and the abovementioned lack of their economic 

self-sufficiency of these limited geographic entities. In this respect, the Dodecanese 

during the Second World War, analogous to the other island groups in the Aegean 

Archipelago, experienced similar dynamics of famine. Since the Dodecanese Islands 

were commercially dependent on Turkey, the blockade that both the Axis and the Allies 

implemented in the Aegean Sea during the war turned the hunger conditions in the 

islands into an acute problem with which Ankara had to deal from time to time.  

When the geographic proximity of the region to the Turkish mainland is kept in 

mind, it is not surprising to see that famine and war conditions in the region led to 

migration from the Aegean to southwestern/western Anatolia, creating another problem 

that Turkey had to take care of, as will be shown in the section about the Second World 

War. Obviously, this situation constitutes another good example of the fact that islands, 

which have some shortcomings due to their size and isolation, can affect their relative 
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mainland areas,
25

 sometimes being experienced on tough conditions. It is necessary to 

emphasize that this dissertation is mostly interested in those “effects” on the mainland; 

rather than the shortcomings itself. Yet, as should be noted, these effects were chiefly 

the result of the political geography of the region.  

 Actually, the problems around the commercial relations and migration were 

secondary issues for Turkey. The primary concern of Turkey about the region was 

directly related to the security threat that Ankara perceived from the islands throughout 

the war and interwar period. Actually, how Turkey felt about its territorial security 

regarding the Dodecanese was connected intimately to how the states had usually 

comprehended the islands. 

In this respect, it should be underlined that the islands had turned into a target of 

colonialism especially beginning with the nineteenth century because of the geopolitical 

importance of those regions through which the states could practice their naval power, 

extend their areas of influence, and sometimes widen their commercial activities.
26

 In 

other words, the motives of the states to capture the small islands were not an 

imperialistic end in themselves, but a means to expand further, with the utilization of 

these regions as bases. The inevitable result of both the occupation and militarization of 

those areas became the discomfort that the adjacent territories felt owing to the 

deployment of the expansionist powers right next to their lands. In this regard, the 

Turkish perturbation sometimes reaching hysteria in the interwar era is not surprising 

and cannot be simply attributed to a problematic past of occupation.  
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This position of Ankara was similar to that of Argentina, which was anxious 

about the British occupation of the Falkland Islands in the southern part of the Atlantic 

Ocean with strategic aims in 1833. Beginning with this date, the Falklands began to 

constitute a major problem in terms of the claims of Argentina, which had finally led to 

a war in 1982 between these two states, ending with the British victory.  

Although the issue is discussed in terms of the economic value of the region 

nowadays, the main problem throughout the history of the archipelago has been the 

British insistence on keeping its military base in the South Atlantic while the 

Argentinians have emphasized their discomfort owing to the proximity of a military base 

near their mainland, held by a foreign power. The most recent incident over the region 

occurred in 2012 when Britain undertook a military activity on the islands and the 

Argentinian government declared that it would report the issue to the UN. Although 

London assured Buenos Aires that its activities were defensive in nature, the tough 

language between the parties persisted, showing that how islands with military bases 

continue to be a serious problem for the mainland countries throughout the world.  

 Other examples can be given within different contexts. For instance, Chile 

occupied the Easter Island of the Polynesian group in the nineteenth century based on 

both defensive and offensive excuses. On the one hand, Chilean government had tried to 

set up a seaward defense with this action on the grounds that the colonial powers were 

occupying the Pacific Islands, which would pose threat to the Chilean coasts in some 

way or another.
27

 On the other hand, Chile, while fearing from an attack, also sought 

expansion in Latin America as the counterpart of Prussia in the region, believing that it 
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could achieve this through military bases, as formulated in the Easter Island.
28

 The 

significance of Easter Island in the calculations of Chile was both because of the 

expansion of the colonial powers to other islands from a defensive point of view, and 

because of the aims to venture expansion in Latin America from an offensive point of 

view. As can be expected, the neighboring countries like Peru and Bolivia were worried 

about the action of Chile, which had already expanded at their expense in Latin 

America.
29

  

 The common feature in those cases, including the topic of this study is the 

reaction of the coastal states to the occupation and/or militarization of the islands 

adjacent to their territories. This understanding contradicts with the general assumption 

of the island-mainland relations, which take granted that the islands are vulnerable vis-à-

vis the mainland.
30

 Actually, this assumption could be justified on the grounds that small 

islands are associated with powerlessness.
31

 Indeed, the majority of small islands are still 

controlled by the outsiders,
32

 because they usually are incapable of maintaining the 

defenses necessary to resist attack.
33

  

However, the main issue seems to be the fact that once the islands are occupied 

by a more powerful state different from the sovereignty of the closest mainland, the 

argument about the islands concerning their vulnerability in front of the mainland is 

rendered ineffective. Italy (and Germany later on) in the Dodecanese, Chile on the 
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Easter Island, and Britain in the Falklands symbolize this condition for Turkey, Peru, 

and Argentina respectively, clarifying the matter that appears as if contradictory. It can 

be argued that the epoch after the 1950s, during which Turkey’s relationship with the 

Aegean became problematic in terms of Turkish-Greek relations, could be analyzed 

based on relatively equal terms depending on the comparative power of Ankara and 

Athens regarding each other, especially compared to the period of this dissertation.    

This vulnerability presumption about the islands despite its discrepancies, 

especially in terms of the relationship with the mainland territories, manifests itself more 

accurately during the times of war as it could be seen in the Second World War. Above, 

the isolation and famine conditions that the islands were faced during the war were 

discussed. But, apart from the economic and humanitarian conditions, the vulnerability 

of the islands to attacks in the periods of war also seems vital from the perspective of 

security. In this sense, the Italian and German occupation of the whole Aegean peninsula 

step by step during the Second World War became an important dynamic for Turkish 

foreign and security policy, as the Chapter Six argues. The strategic position of the 

islands, both the Dodecanese and the northern Aegean ones, in relation to the Balkans 

and the Middle East, turned the region into a place of occupation and clash during the 

war as a result of which Ankara felt disturbed by the developments. While the Axis 

powers totally blocked the western coasts of Turkey in 1941, Ankara also worried that 

the Germans might consider crossing Anatolia via Thrace, and that islands that would be 

used as stepping stones, to reach the Middle East.  

Ankara was justifiable in its concerns over the islands because throughout the 

world during the war, strategically located islands were regarded as both military bases 

for defensive purposes and stepping stones to the enemy mainlands. Hitler’s decision to 
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attack the Channel Islands close to the French coasts of Normandy, despite Churchill’s 

consideration of the region’s strategic features as unworthy to defend, was carrying an 

aim to protect the Western European edge of the Nazi push that had already swept over 

France.
34

 But the only combat scene that involved islands did not take place in Europe. 

The entrance of US into the Second World War was a result of the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor, a US military base in the Hawaii Islands. The Japanese assaulted the 

island as part of their military calculations that once the island was occupied as a starting 

point, the war in the Pacific could have been won owing to its strategic location.
35

  

The response of the US in the Pacific to the Japan was a strategy again based on 

islands, called “island-hopping.” With this strategy, the US tried to defeat Japan by 

occupying the islands in the Pacific step by step, in other words, by turning each 

occupied island into a base in order to attack the adjacent one, rather than waging a 

frontal war.
36

 The US, while fighting over the islands in the Pacific, also had to take 

another island region into consideration throughout the war from a defensive point of 

view: the Caribbean Islands. The US paid attention to these islands since they were close 

to the Panama Canal which was critical for the American war strategy and therefore 

could have been assaulted by the Axis U-boats.
37
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 The strategic position of the islands vis-à-vis the important regions leave them 

vulnerable to occupation during war times. The main issue that this work scrutinizes is 

how this inclination was reflected in the Dodecanese on the one hand, and how these 

reflections influenced the Turkish mainland, on the other hand. When the 

abovementioned cases are kept in mind from the perspective of military strategy, the 

Turkish position towards the Dodecanese at the beginning of the war in terms of the 

occupation plans made with the Allies, the influence that the closure of the Aegean with 

the Axis dominance in the Archipelago had on the Turkish stance, and the attention of 

the British to the region due to the location of the islands to the key points in the Near 

East present a much broader understanding.  

 The problems that islands pose to mainland geographies cannot be restricted to 

military fortifications, war, occupation, economic dependence, and migration. Another 

significant issue is disputed sovereignty: Thus, the maritime boundaries in regions full of 

islands. As was suggested above, the consideration of the states about islands was 

geostrategic in character during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While the 

security and strategy dynamic of the island sovereignties continues today, another 

dimension about islands has emerged. Nowadays, disputes and claims on islands have 

also been attached to the economic gains that an island can contribute to a country. The 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) which gives a sovereign state the right to the 

exploration and use of resources in the sea within the two hundred miles from the 
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baselines,
38

 has been the bases of the majority of disputes about island sovereignties and 

maritime boundaries as much as the possible geopolitical gains.  

 Islands, especially those in the South China Sea, constitute a good understanding 

about how these geographies lead to problems between states, much as tension, 

diplomatic negotiation processes, or arbitration. The best known cases are the Spratly 

Islands, claimed by China, Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines; the Paracel Islands, 

claimed by China and Vietnam; and the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, claimed by China and 

Japan.
39

 As can be guessed, all of these islands are located in strategic positions both 

militarily and commercially as they are on the routes of the maritime traffic, and are 

suspected of having rich natural resources within their environments, such as oil and 

natural gas.
40

 While these problems lead to flare ups of tension occasionally, the fact that 

the US pays attention to conflicts, especially the one between China and Japan,
41

 

displays that the traditional alliances still survive in the region on the one hand, and 

strategic islands are still in the realm of great power politics on the other hand. This fact 

also could be observed in the stance of Russia, which further escalates the tension in the 
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region through high-ranking visits to the Kuril Islands,
42

 which constitute another island 

dispute in the region between Russia and Japan, in the peak points of the hostility over 

Senkaku.  

If the fact that the struggles over the islands are related directly to security, 

maritime borders, territorial waters, airspace and EEZ is kept in mind, the disputes in 

almost every archipelagic region become understandable. Similar examples also could 

be observed in the Aegean Archipelago itself depending on these notions. In this respect, 

it should be emphasized that despite the fact that there are not any major disputes in the 

Aegean Sea in terms of the islands; the islets and the rocks dependent on these islands 

are still being contested by both Turkey and Greece, sometimes leading to the crises, 

like the one of Kardak (Imia) in the 1990s. Since the sovereignty of certain areas has not 

been determined yet, as the Turkish officials prefer to call grey zones, the maritime 

boundaries in the Aegean Sea remain vague from the delta of Meriç (Evros) to the 

Dodecanese Islands.
43

  

The island disputes together with related notions like delimitation or territorial 

waters are global phenomena that are neither unique to the Aegean Sea, nor restricted to 

any period. All of these issues like the islet claims of Turkey and Italy in the interwar 

period, the negotiations about the maritime delimitation between Anatolia and the 

Dodecanese, the stances over the territorial waters norm of the day, as well as the larger 

issue of the transfer of the islands to Greece in the postwar period show that such 

problems are intrinsic to island geographies transcending the time periods. However, it 
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also should be emphasized that in past periods some issues were much more limited and 

vague in character. For instance, the international rules about the territorial waters and 

airspace were under development at that time and even the islets between the islands and 

the Turkish mainland were hardly known since the cartographic studies fell short of the 

needs. Likewise, although today’s phenomenon of EEZ did not exist in the 1930s, 

Turkey’s efforts to achieve sovereignty of the certain islets and to draw a boundary 

between the Anatolian coasts and the Dodecanese had also economic drives like the 

determination of the areas regarding fishing and animal grazing rights as did the 

counterparty, in addition to military reasons.  

The place of the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign and security policy presents a 

striking narrative, showing how small islands can pose political, military, legal, and 

economic problems to Turkey. The examples cited above were given to show that apart 

from being an historical narrative of a period which was important to Turkish 

understanding, this dissertation also indicates a broader phenomenon that the islands, 

which are problematic endogenously, form difficulties for the closest mainland, 

sometimes disproportionately to their sizes as in this case, and constitute problems 

between states. Thus, the broader implication of this study is that the Dodecanese in 

Turkish foreign and security policy generates another example of how the archipelagic 

regions create complex political histories.   
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      CHAPTER 2 

 

                                   THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF  

                               THE DODECANESE ISLANDS QUESTION 

 

 

Among all the seven island groups in the Aegean Sea, the Dodecanese, which is also 

known as the Southern Sporades, is geographically closest to Asia Minor. This 

geography, which assumes the islands as the extension of Asia Minor, has led to 

constant intercourse between the shores as well as the sharing of a common culture by 

these two entities since prehistory.
44

 One of the most significant results of this 

interaction is that the history of the Dodecanese has both influenced the political, 

economic, and social history of Asia Minor, and has been influenced by the mainland in 

all these respects at the same time.  

Apart from the particular relationship between the islands and Asia Minor, the 

geographic position of the islands, which lies along a crucial route in the Eastern 

Mediterrean, has induced a problematic political history for the Dodecanese, since their 

strategic importance rendered them a subject of campaigns, diplomatic struggles, and 

mutual rivalries throughout the ages.  The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

when the imperialist clashes between the European powers reached a peak point, were 

not exceptions in this regard.  

As could be expected, all these campaigns and struggles in the region affected 

both Asia Minor and the political power dominant in this geography. From this point of 
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view, this chapter examines the historical phase that turned the Dodecanese Islands into 

an international problem in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that was 

discussed at European conferences and in secret meetings in order to show how these 

islands affected the Ottoman Empire’s stance and politics in a period before the one of 

this study. In other words, this part will demonstrate the time at which these islands 

began to occupy a place in Turkish diplomacy and strategy that continues today. 

However, before jumping to the nineteenth century directly, it is necessary to touch 

briefly upon the earlier periods in order to designate the major milestones in 

Dodecanesian history.   

         

         The Dodecanese Islands before the Ottomans 

 

Belen writes that throughout history, the state that is able to hold both sides of the 

Aegean is also able to possess the whole region and can even found empires.
45

 Putting 

aside the general term “Aegean,” even particularly the Dodecanese held, and still holds, 

strategic importance both concerning the Anatolia, and concerning the Eastern 

Mediterranean. This strategic position within the triangle of Greece, Asia Minor, and 

Egypt increased the military and political significance of these islands as well as what 

Volonakis writes “made them a great social and commercial centres and an emporium of 

wealth.”
46

 Therefore, from antique times they have been the scene of interest and of 

battle between powerful states.  
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The Minoans, Mycenaeans, and Dorians ruled the Dodecanese Islands, 

respectively in the pre-archaic and archaic period, when the islands, together with the 

cities of Asia Minor, prospered with trade.
47

 In the classical period, subsequently, the 

islands changed hands several times between the Persians and the Greeks until the 

Macedonian Empire of Alexander the Great expanded throughout the Mediterranean. 

After the Macedonian domination, the islands passed under the control of the Roman 

Empire and in the fourth century, with the division of the empire, it remained under 

Eastern rule. Even if the period under the Roman rule could be regarded as a relatively 

stable era in terms of unchanging sovereignty, it is known that due to their location and 

prosperity, the islands were exposed to a large number of attacks,
48

 such as those by the 

Persians, Saracens, and Venetians. Nevertheless, despite the various attacks and short-

lived seizures of the islands by these powers, they remained under the formal 

sovereignty of the Byzantium Empire.  

However, although the Byzantine rule continued, the islands were administered 

by an assigned Genovese governor in the thirteenth century. Genovese families that had 

established commercial and political bonds with Rhodes successfully before the 

fourteenth century regarded the Dodecanese as a door opening to the East and desired 

Latin domination on the islands.
49

 Therefore, it is not surprising to see that the Knights 

Hospitaller
50

 seized the Dodecanese Islands with the help of these Genovese families, 
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ending the Byzantine era. The Knights consolidated their power over most of the islands 

by the first decades of the fourteenth century.  

The rise of the Ottoman power changed the existing balance of power in the 

Mediterranean with the conquest of Egypt by the Selim I, and the Ottoman attacks on 

and seizure of the Aegean Islands step by step.
51

 Until the end of 1522, when the 

Ottomans conquered the Rhodes, the Knights of Rhodes and the Ottomans clashed with 

each other within the southern side of the Aegean in order to prove supremacy in the 

area. But, despite the existence of the reciprocal hostilities between these two powers, 

the geographic condition of the islands that Nicolas Vatin describes as an “Oriental 

labyrinth” necessitating daily economic intercourses with Egypt and Asia Minor,
52

 led to 

steady commercial and political relations between the islands and the mainland 

southwestern Anatolia in a constant way.
53

  

Actually, the necessity for the daily economic relations despite the existence of 

political and military tension was not unique to the medieval period. Instead, it was a 

commonplace situation in terms of the relations between Asia Minor and Dodecanese 

Islands, also for the whole period that this dissertation analyzes. This characteristic of 

the Dodecanese Islands is not surprising especially when the ordinary perception of the 

islands as vulnerable, fragile, problematic, and economically dependent on the mainland 

as the existing island literature puts forward, is kept in mind.
54

 In terms of the sixteenth 

century, however, this situation that seems as if quasi contradictory changed with the 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
1306, they conquered Rhodes and some of the Dodecanese Islands, moved their order to Rhodes, 
and renamed the order the Knights of Rhodes. Today, they are known as the Knights of Malta, 

where they moved after the Ottoman takeover of Rhodes in 1522. 
51

 Vatin, pp.4-5.  
52

 Ibid., p.5.  
53

 Ibid., p.21.  
54

 Elaine Stratford et al., p.116.  



39 
 

Ottoman seizure of Rhodes in 1522 after which the separation of the islands from the 

mainland with regard to the political sovereignty came to an end. 

 

            From Stability to Occupation: The Dodecanese under Ottoman Rule 

 

When the Ottomans conquered the Dodecanese Islands, a more or less uninterrupted 

four-century-period began for the region. Various accounts of the Dodecanese which 

deal with this period give different and sometimes contradictory information about the 

Ottoman rule of the islands. For instance, while Nicolas Vatin states that after the 

Ottoman seizure, the islands turned into a province as ordinary as any other of the 

empire due to the cutting of any bonds with Europe and to the incompetence of the 

policy makers,
55

 Cemalettin Taşkıran states that with the Ottoman dominance in the 

Aegean, a vivid commercial life and a steady economic development started due to the 

islanders’ novel right to undertake agriculture in western Anatolia in addition to 

receiving support from the Ottoman state both for the sponge-diving off Symi Island and 

for the export of sponge products to Europe.
56

 Likewise, Turkish authors regard the tax 

exemption the islanders enjoyed, in addition to the much debated “tolerance” regime of 

the Ottomans with regard to the free practice of the Orthodox religion and schooling in 

the Greek language, as the reasons for the development of and the peace on the islands.
57

  

Greek authors and the activists who sought to unite the islands with Greece 

during the interwar years tend to qualify the period as one of “barbaric rule,” yet better 
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than the Italian one, owing to the relative autonomy that the Ottomans provided.
58

 As 

can be anticipated, such evaluations can be multiplied in every aspect of the Ottoman 

period on the islands and chiefly vary according to the ideological orientation of the 

author. Whatever the characteristics of this reign were, it was a reality that a kind of 

stability prevailed on the islands, at least with regard to the unchanging sovereignty 

within a long time as compared to previous epochs summarized briefly above. But, the 

nineteenth century represents a peculiarity in this long stable rule of the Ottomans in the 

region.  

The nineteenth century is a divergent period in the Ottoman history. The empire 

was going through a political and economic transformation simultaneously with the 

speed-up of the decay in its international politics, not being these two processes 

mutually exclusive. First of all, as an empire, one of the most important characteristics 

of which was territorial expansion, the Ottomans had already been trying to cope with 

the territorial losses as a result of the wars, especially with Austria or the Tsarist Russia 

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the nineteenth century, this state of 

affairs had become more complicated owing to ideologies like the nationalism that the 

French Revolution introduced to the world. As Erik Jan Zürcher states, “during the 

nineteenth century, the growth of nationalism, first in the Balkans and later also in the 

Asiatic provinces, was to prove the most important factor in the destruction of the 

Ottoman state.”
59

  

The Ottoman Empire experienced a political transformation at the same time 

with these national uprisings and territorial losses, as stated above. This process started 
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with the modernization of the military in order to deal with the aforementioned territorial 

shrink, and step by step evolved into a political transformation; in other words, the 

modernization process of the state apparatus, with both the interaction with and the 

interference of European powers.
60

 It should be added that all of these developments 

were affected by and also affected the economic transition within the empire, the 

economic infrastructure of which coalesced into the capitalist world economy during the 

same century.
61

 When all these factors are kept in mind, the nineteenth century seems 

really to have been the “longest” one for the history of the empire as Ortaylı calls.
62

 

 It is possible to observe this transformation process also in the Dodecanese 

Islands, as in other provinces of the empire.
63

 But, the reflections of the nineteenth 

century on the Dodecanese especially with regard to the aforementioned issues of 

nationalism and nationalist uprisings seem to have been more significant than the 

influences of the state modernization in the region, particularly for the topic of this 

dissertation. That is to say, those islands were not an exception in the empire swept by 

nationalist uprisings, but participated in the spirit of the time, putting the Ottoman rule 

on the islands in a fragile position.  

The riot in the Dodecanese was not an event in itself; on the contrary, it occurred 

as a part of the Greek rebellion that broke out in 1821. Obviously, when the nature of the 
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rebellion and the demographic features of the islands are kept in mind, it is not 

surprising to see the spread of the riot down to the southeastern part of the Aegean.
64

 In 

this respect, the local Orthodox population of the islands joined the Greek rebellion and 

in a short span of time, the majority of the Aegean Islands had declared their 

independence. In addition to the participation of the islands in the uprising, in order to be 

able to gain their independence, the islanders also sent soldiers to the Greek mainland to 

help their “motherland.”  

In this sense, it is not a coincidence that the historians of Greece emphasize the 

substantial role that the islands played during the Greek independence process.
65

  Yet, 

despite their declaration of independence and the role that they played during the 

rebellion, the Dodecanese Islands did not become a part of the Greek Kingdom founded 

after the war. Almost all the powers that were important for the European balance of 

power of the time had been involved in the Greek War of Independence. The use of the 

army of Mehmet Ali Pasha of Egypt, the support of Russia and Britain for the Greeks, 

and eventually the war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire had led to the 

internationalization of the problem. In this respect, the Great Powers also had 

determined the abovementioned fate of the Dodecanese, in terms of their not being a part 

of independent Greece.  
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On 16 November 1828, Britain, France, and Russia declared to the Sublime Porte 

that they had taken Morea, the Cyclades, and the Dodecanese under their auspices and 

that their future would have been decided in the subsequent days.
66

 It was true that 

Britain and France had supported Greece, but they had drawn the Greek borders 

according to the political and military developments of the time. That is to say, after the 

Turkish-Russian War of 1829, the British had feared from the ambition of Russia in the 

Middle East and the power of the Tsar on Greece. The British concerns about the 

possibility of Russian dominance over Athens led to a smaller Greece than the one 

expected,
67

 leaving the Dodecanese outside of the borders of modern Greece.  

It is necessary to emphasize that even if the London Protocol of 1830 had already 

set forth the restoration of the islands to the Ottoman Empire as a result of the British 

strategy vis-à-vis Russia, some authors also assert that it was Greece that exchanged the 

Dodecanese Islands, which were supposed to be under Greek sovereignty according to 

the European plans, with Euboea due to its proximity to the Greek mainland.
68

 Whether 

it was the decision of the European powers, especially the British understanding, or the 

result of an exchange process, when Greece gained its independence, the Dodecanese 

remained a part of the Ottoman Empire.The islands were, however, bestowed special 

consular offices in several European cities.
69

 Even if Istanbul would challenge this 

privileged position of the islands in the subsequent periods, like the one of the 

Committee of Union and Progress, the status of the Dodecanese would remain more or 
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less same until the total loss of the region.
70

 This loss, on the other hand, would be one 

of the most important turning points of the Dodecanesian history that would come with 

the Tripolitanian War between the Ottoman Empire and Italy which broke out in 1911.  

 As stated above, the Ottomans dealt with nationalist uprisings throughout the 

nineteenth century. Yet, internal uprisings were not the sole pattern for losing territory. 

The colonial competition among the European powers also had direct influences for the 

Ottoman state in a way that in addition to their direct involvement in the rebellions, 

these powers did not abstain from occupying Turkish territories. The second half of the 

nineteenth century, also had become a scene of the bargaining process for these colonial 

ambitions with which the European states tried to reach an agreement for the partition of 

the territories specifically including the ones of the Ottoman Empire, despite the fact that 

its territorial integrity had been guaranteed in the Paris Conference of 1856. These were 

the decades leading to the First World War that saw the formation of the Triple Alliance 

and Entente based on territorial interests.  

In this atmosphere, Italy, which had completed its national unity as a latecomer, 

occupied a particular place because on the one hand it was regarded as one of the Great 

Powers of Europe, yet on the other, it was inferior to the other states of this group in 

terms of its military power, economic strength, and colonial possessions.
71

 Therefore, it 

was no coincidence that Italy began to formulate colonial targets in order to gain a “real” 

great power status. This was one of the reasons for the war over Tripoli. In this respect, 

although the first choice of Italy was Tunisia, instead of Libya, because of its proximity 

to Italy and suitable destination for emigration with which Italy had intense economic 
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and commercial linkages,
72

 Tunis became a French protectorate in 1881, which had 

greatly disappointed Italy. Thereafter, other European powers tried to direct the colonial 

ambitions of Italy towards Libya. Actually, they both accepted the French action in 

Tunisia and encouraged Italy to seize Libya at the same time, in order not to alienate 

Rome in an environment where the fragile inter-European balance was important.  

Thus, in September 1911, after a brief period of diplomacy, Italy landed troops in 

Tripoli and Benghazi, declaring war on the Ottoman Empire. However, the dreams of 

the Italians in terms of absolute victory in a short span failed. On the contrary, the 

resistance of the locals together with the volunteer officers of the Ottoman army was so 

strong that after a couple of months, Italy sought a remedy to the Libyan War, which had 

actually turned into a defense rather than an offense for them.
73

 The available solution to 

Italy was to spread the war to the Eastern Mediterranean, and specifically to the Aegean 

Sea, although this meant the further internationalization of the issue due to the possible 

intervention of the European states to whom the Italians had promised not to expand the 

war to other fronts before their attack to Tripoli.
74

 Indeed, similar to the worries of the 

Europeans, the concern of the Ottomans beginning from the first month of the clash was 

also the expansion of war to the Aegean,
75

 due to the connection of this sea with the 

Straits, in other words, with Istanbul.  
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 Although the first action of the Italians outside Tripoli came with the 

bombardment of Beirut, which brought about protests from other European powers,
76

 the 

preparations of an Aegean campaign led to broader concerns due to the existing plans of 

the Sublime Porte, which declared that it would close the Straits to foreign ships, expel 

Italian citizens from the Ottoman soil, and lay mines in the Dardanelles in case of an 

attack.
77

 As a result of these diplomatic and military steps that Turks were prepared to 

take, Britain tried to persuade the other powers to dissuade Italy from an Aegean 

campaign targeting the Dardanelles and the islands,
78

 despite the fact that Italian 

government emphasized its rights about the freedom of action in the region.
79

  

 In this diplomatically complicated situation, Italy finally decided to take action 

against the Dardanelles and some of the Aegean Islands in April 1912. The day that the 

Dardanelles was being attacked, the Sublime Porte was also communicating the Italian 

offensive to the Samos (Sisam) Island.
80

 Together with those attacks, Italy also 

destroyed the telegraph cables in the Aegean that provided communication between Asia 

Minor and the islands.
81

 For this reason, the course of events, especially in terms of the 

fate of the islands, reached the Ottoman state late throughout the Aegean campaign, 

sometimes coming from other countries via their consular representatives.  

 During the first days of the campaign, it became obvious that the Ottoman navy 

was stuck in the Dardanelles while the Italians became the sole dominant power in the 
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Aegean. The Italian strategy was to occupy certain islands primarily based on their 

geographic and military values. For instance, one of the first occupied islands of the 

Dodecanese was Astropalia (Stampalia), since it had important harbors that not only 

constituted a natural base for the navy, but also permitted an efficient action for the 

repression of the contraband of war.
82

 Likewise, although the island of Lemnos in the 

northern part of the Aegean was not totally occupied, the strategic bay of Mudros was 

seized over in order to be used for further action.
83

  

With these military bases, the Italian navy consolidated its dominant position in 

the Aegean from the south to the north and directed the bombardments in the region. It is 

necessary to emphasize that all the Western shores of Anatolia were vulnerable to the 

Italian attacks that were directed from the sea. While the areas like Ayvalık, Çeşme, and 

Marmaris had already been attacked, the threat of an offensive against the important 

Western cities like İzmir was also being discussed.
84

 The Italian press was not 

exaggerating while it was emphasizing the panic in the Aegean towns.
85

 The situation in 

the Aegean coasts in 1912 constitutes a good example of how these little islands had 

threatened the security of the mainland. 

 After the first days of the campaign, which predominantly dealt with the northern 

Aegean, the occupation of the Dodecanese began. The capture of these islands had the 

same logic with the Dardanelles bombardment, which had aimed at forcing Istanbul to 

sign a peace treaty that would cede Tripoli to Italy. Italy completed the occupation of all 

Dodecanese without encountering a resistance with the exception of Rhodes apart from 
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which a considerable Ottoman land force did not exist in the region.
86

 In addition to the 

lack of land armies to defend the Dodecanese, the Ottoman navy was unable to sail in 

the Aegean as well, due to its imprisonment in the Dardanelles in May 1912.  The 

islands were left to their own destiny without any concrete help.  

During the occupation, the Ottoman officials were taken as prisoners of war,
87

 

and the Italian flag was hoisted above the public buildings. As stated above, news of a 

great majority of these developments reached Istanbul very late due to the disrupted 

communication, either through surveillance carried out from the Anatolian shores
88

 or 

through the diplomatic missions. However, despite the delay, the results of the news 

were so influential that the whole Europe began to discuss the issue at the first minute. 

That is to say, the Aegean issue on the basis of the Dodecanese entered a novel phase 

during which international meetings, secret agreements, and diplomatic dilemmas 

dominated the agenda, as they would until the Lausanne Treaty in 1923.  

 

Occupied Temporarily or Gained Permanently? The Vague Status  

of the Dodecanese Islands until the End of the First World War 

 

 

In May 1912, the Dodecanese Islands were important for three reasons. First, they were 

important for the security of Anatolia and the Dardanelles, as they had always been and 

always would be, although the Ottoman Empire did not have any ability to take them 

back in that year. Second, they were significant for the future of Italy in Libya since they 

were regarded as a diplomatic trump card for the settlement of the region in favor of 
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Rome. Last, they were influential for European politics because, as Britain stated, the 

geographic position of these islands enabled their sovereign powers to control the Asia 

Minor, Dardanelles, and even the Black Sea as well as to pose threat to the Eastern 

Mediterranean, specifically to Egypt.
89

  

Therefore, especially for Britain, hoping to continue its eastern hegemony, and 

for France, competing with the naval power of Italy in the Mediterranean, the status-quo 

in the Aegean in terms of the sovereignty of a power comparatively weaker was the best 

option.   The only power that explicitly supported the actions of Italy throughout the 

process was Russia,
90

 both due to the traditional enmity with the Ottomans and the 

competition with other European powers. Therefore, when the Austrians stated that 

Italian seizure of the islands would complicate the international situation with regard to 

the stance of the European powers,
91

 they were partly right because the issue had 

confused European politics indeed, yet without leading to a major crash among the 

states.  

Obviously, the initial declarations of Italy in terms of the impermanency of its 

occupation,
92

 as well as the efforts of the British officials not to alienate either Rome or 

Istanbul prevented, or at least postponed, any direct intervention into issue until the end 

of the war,
93

 with only one exception.  This exception had come with the rumors about a 

possible Italian occupation of the northern Aegean Islands against which the Ottomans 

declared to whole world that it would reclose the Straits to all powers in such an 
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occasion.
94

 Only after this threat the powers intervened into the situation on behalf of the 

Ottomans
95

 in order not to be exposed to a commercial loss owing to the closure of the 

Straits. However, regardless of the position or the involvement of the Great Powers, it is 

possible to argue that every single player of the European arena was concerned with the 

future of the Aegean Sea. Further developments in the Balkans made the situation more 

complicated in this geography.   

 Peace negotiations to end the Tripolitanian War had been attempted several times 

between the Ottomans and Italians beginning from July 1912 without much success. 

But, in September, it was obvious that the Ottomans had to accelerate the process owing 

to the fact that Balkan states were mobilizing their troops in order to be used against the 

Ottoman territory. Even in the first days of October, in which the Balkan Wars began, 

the negotiations between the sides still continued in a way that the Italians were 

threatening the Ottomans with sending the navy to the Aegean again since Turkish 

officials refused the Italian terms.
96

  

 Yet, since the situation in the Balkans necessitated an urgent peace, ten days after 

the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, Turkey reluctantly concluded the peace with Italy, 

which is known as Ouchy or the First Lausanne Treaty. According to the second article 

of this treaty, Italy promised to withdraw its troops from the Dodecanese Islands 

immediately following departure of the Ottoman civil and military officials and troops 

from Tripoli and Cyrenaica.
97

 In addition, on 16 October, the Sublime Porte announced 

a decree according to which an administrative and judicial reforms had been promised to 
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the islands that would be implemented regardless of religion and sect.
98

 The Italians, 

though not in a written from, promised that they would not disturb the Ottoman navy in 

the southern Aegean.
99

  

By the time the Ouchy Treaty was signed, it was not thought that Italy had an 

intention of holding the islands, based on the commitments, like the conditional 

withdrawal.  However, in a short span of time, it became obvious that not only the 

temporary nature of the Italian occupation in the Dodecanese, but also the situation in 

the Aegean Sea were far from certain. The outburst of the Balkan Wars complicated the 

situation further. In the first phase of the war, the Ottomans were defeated in all fronts to 

an extent that Balkan armies came to the doors of the capital city after occupying the 

former capital Edirne, substantially due to the lack of efficient military power as well as 

to the problems in the army.
100

  

The situation in the Aegean was not different. Since the most powerful navy 

among the Balkan countries belonged to Greece in terms of its quality and quantity at 

the time of the battle,
101

 this navy was given the important duty of imposing a blockade 

at the mouth of the Dardanelles, and on the shores of Asia Minor in order to impede the 

Ottoman army from sending help and war supplies from the Izmir region to the Thracian 

shores.
102

 To achieve this aim, Greece began to land armies on certain northern Aegean 

islands one by one with the beginning of the war. The Greek navy had already made the 

necessary explorations around the islands at nights several months earlier and had seen 
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the military weakness of the region.
103

 Therefore, it was not surprising to see that by the 

first months of the war, the Greeks had captured majority of the strategic islands in the 

northern Aegean, such as Bozcaada (Tenedos), Gökçeada (İmroz), Semadirek 

(Samothraki), Taşoz (Tasos), Limni (Lemnos), Midilli (Lesvos), and Sakız (Chios). 

With the seizure of these islands, the Greeks had reached at their ends, especially with 

the possession of Limni, Bozcaada, and Gökçeada; the Ottoman navy could not cleave 

the blockade in the Dardanelles throughout the war.
104

 

With the Balkan Wars, the situation in the Aegean had become much more 

troublesome, because while the Dodecanese was under Italian occupation, Greece was 

controlling the northern Aegean islands although the western Anatolian coast was under 

the sovereignty of the Ottoman Empire.This period initiated a new epoch, especially in 

terms of the problematic island-mainland relations that would last the recent day, based 

on the separate sovereignties in the Aegean islands and in Asia Minor.  

It was evident that the European Powers, which were interested in the region, 

discussed the new dynamics of the Aegean Sea. Therefore, not only during the 

Ambassador’s Conferences in London, in which Britain, France, Germany, Russia, 

Austria-Hungary participated between 1912 and 1913, but also at other meetings that 

took place for the settlement of peace treaties, the Aegean problem with regard to the 

Dodecanese and the northern Aegean islands were dealt with jointly. But, although both 

northern and southern Aegean Islands were discussed together during the conferences in 

London, the actual concern of the Ottomans depended mainly on the former ones. In 

other words, while the Ottomans stated that since the Aegean Islands were politically 
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and geographically part of the Anatolian mainland, they could not be ceded to any 

powers;
105

 they actually meant the northern Aegean because according to their views the 

Dodecanese belonged to their sovereignty anyway based on the Ouchy Treaty. Yet, 

Italians were not as precise as the Ottomans’ beliefs. They frequently claimed that since 

the Ottoman armies had not withdrawn completely from Tripoli and Cyrenaica, they 

were not required to return the Dodecanese back to the Ottoman Empire.
106

 

 The Italians asserted several times that the Ottomans had not withdrawn their 

forces from Tripoli out of their fear of the possibility of Greek occupation of the 

Dodecanese Islands.
107

 It was a reality that the Greeks could have occupied the southern 

islands if they had not been the hostage of a greater power since the Ottoman navy was 

stuck in the Dardanelles. The preference of the Muslim communities in Rhodes and Kos 

in terms of the continuation of the Italian occupation until the end of the war,
108

 further 

justifies the Italian assertions. Whether these claims or justifications about the intentions 

of the Sublime Porte reflected the truth or not, Italy’s use of the same non-withdrawal 

issue as an excuse for not returning the islands back continued for years.  

Apart from the withdrawal issue of Italian powers from the Dodecanese, in 1913, 

to whom they would be ceded was another problem because of the fact that the Ottoman 

state was not the only claimant. Since the population of the islands was predominantly 

Greek Orthodox, both the Greek community of the islands and the Dodecanesian 

diaspora abroad started to campaign for the unification with Greece, beginning from the 

first days of the Italian occupation. In 1912, all the islands of the Dodecanese held 
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plebiscites in favor of uniting with Greece instead of being autonomous, putting the 

Ottoman suzerainty aside.
109

 However, the Italians supported that if Italy left the islands, 

it would be appropriate to make them autonomous within the structure of the Ottoman 

Empire.
110

 Obviously, the Italian politicians who desired to be permanent in the region 

even if they were not explicit on the matter did not welcome the Greek claims on the 

Dodecanese. Therefore, it was not surprising to see that the Italians evaded discussing 

the issue directly with Greeks for months.
111

 

Apart from the Italians, Ottomans, and Greeks, the other powers discussed their 

views on the issue during the London Conferences, based on their interests in the 

Aegean Sea. In this respect, Britain and France generally supported the Greek 

annexation of the islands, yet the northern Aegean ones,
112

 due to the fact that the 

Dodecanese issue was far more complicated diplomatically and legally. Russia’s 

concerns were also concentrated on the northern shores since the Greek sovereignty 

therein could pose danger to stability in the Straits
113

 which had been one of the most 

crucial matters for Russia throughout its history. But, it also should be stated that the 

Russian position towards the Greeks changed through the time in a way that they began 

to support them later on, but with an insistence on a clause of demilitarization.
114

 

Germany and Austria, on the other hand, focused more on the Italian position over the 

Dodecanese owing to the fact that Italy was a member of Triple Alliance at that time. 

Although the London Conferences resulted in the London Treaty of 1913, which ended 
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the First Balkan War, did not bring a decisive conclusion on the matter, what those 

negotiations put forward was just the consensus among these parties which agreed that 

the Aegean was a problem of the Great Powers.   

 Italy, throughout the negotiation process during 1913, rejected the Great Power 

authority in the Aegean, at least in terms of the future of the Dodecanese. According to 

Rome, since the Italian forces had occupied the Dodecanese Islands before the Balkan 

Wars, the sole interlocutors on the issue were the Ottomans and Italians.
115

 Likewise, 

Istanbul also did not want the intervention of any Great Power into the Dodecanese issue 

since the Ouchy Treaty had already decided the islands under the sovereignty of the 

Ottomans.
116

 But, despite the reluctance of Italy and Turkey, the Great Powers resolved 

the problem eventually. In this sense, it was settled in terms of the restoration of the 

Dodecanese Islands to the Ottomans based on the premises of the Ouchy Treaty.
117

 In 

other words, these states supported the existing status quo in terms of the Dodecanese, 

while they resolved to give the remaining Aegean Islands to Greece with few 

exceptions, which were Bozcaada, Gökçeada, and Kastellorizo.  

Until the outbreak of the First World War, the Ottomans dealt with two problems 

in the Aegean. In terms of the north, Ottoman officials carried out diplomatic meetings, 

even if they were not successful, with their Greek counterparts since the Sublime Porte 

did not accept the above-mentioned decision of the Great Powers on that region.
118

 With 

regard to the south, they struggled with Italy, which continued to insist on the Ottoman 

presence in Tripoli and Cyrenaica in order to continue to its occupation in the islands.  
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Italy altered the existing conditions over the Dodecanese later on. That is to say, 

contrary to the dispositions of Ouchy Treaty, they demanded reparations for their 

economic losses stemming from the long existence of the Ottoman troops in North 

Africa, in order not to evacuate the islands. Those demands about the economic losses 

further transformed into a new desire of economic concessions in the southern Anatolia, 

especially in the Antalya region.
119

 The changes in the conditions regarding the 

Dodecanese were indicators that Rome did not have an intention to abandon this 

strategically valuable region. When the First World War came, the issues neither on the 

south nor on the north had been solved. In the existing conditions, the Ottoman Empire 

was devoid of the strategic superiority that the islands could give to its military, at least 

in the Aegean Sea at a time that it entered into a “life and death” fight.  

 Although the situation in the Aegean was vague, it was certain that Europe was 

progressing towards war. If the last quarter of the nineteenth century witnessed the 

development of blocks in Europe generally based on the territorial interests of the 

parties, the first decade of the twentieth century demonstrated the consolidation of the 

sides. The so-called temporary occupier of the Dodecanese was on the side of the Triple 

Alliance through agreements with Austria and Germany until 1915. However, when the 

war broke out in July 1914, Italy did not declare a war on the side of the Central Powers; 

instead, it had decided to enter the war “after it was absolutely clear who was winning 

and then on that winning side.”
120

 

 During this waiting period, Italy did not just watch the war scene; on the 

contrary, Italian officials negotiated with both the Alliance and the Entente. Clearly, the 
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most important result these negotiations yielded was the secret Treaty of London of 

1915, according to which Italy joined the Triple Entente. One of the most significant 

promises that the French and the British made to Italy in the Treaty of London was “a 

clear title to Dodecanese,”
121

 the fate of which had been unclear since 1912.  

 Two facts should be emphasized in this regard. First of all, as can be understood 

from the abovementioned premise of the London Pact, Italy clearly indicated its 

intention to obtain the Dodecanese, as opposed to its former behavior that had stressed 

the temporariness of the occupation from time to time even if it had not been actualized. 

Indeed, by 1915, Italian officials were stating the fact that Rhodes and the other islands 

in the region constituted their vital interests, especially with regard to the future 

undertakings directed at Asia Minor.
122

  

Second, throughout the war years, different parties put forward possible future 

settlement of the Dodecanese. The Treaty of London was just one example of them. 

Apart from this treaty and the statements of the Italian officials, the Greeks also kept the 

issue alive during this four-year period by making declarations that were the mirror of 

their claims on the region. For example, Venizelos claimed the islands in 1917, although 

he did not deny the Italian rights especially in terms of bases, particularly on Rhodes and 

Stampalia,
123

 which were regarded as important in terms of their strategic geography. It 

should be stated that by the time of the First World War, the Dodecanese Islands were 

included in the maps that were designed for future Greece.
124

 In short, both Italy and 
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Greece assumed the region under their own sovereignty as the parties of the issue, the 

former owing to being the occupier while the latter considering itself the motherland.  

 The other party in the issue, namely the Ottoman Empire, which was the original 

sovereign of the islands based on the Ouchy Treaty, was in the throes of death during 

this era. As an empire within a dissolution period, the Ottomans had signed a secret 

military alliance with the Germans in August 1914. As is well known, when the recently 

purchased German ships, Goeben and Breslau which were respectively renamed Yavuz 

and Midilli, attacked the Russian fleet and ports in the Black Sea; the Ottoman Empire 

entered the First World War officially in November 1914.
125

 Throughout the war, the 

Ottomans fought on several fronts in the East and West without much success except the 

War of Gallipoli. The war in the Dardanelles, however, as the most significant front of 

the Empire due to its proximity to the capital city, became the sole victory that the 

Ottomans achieved in the First World War.  

The campaign of Gallipoli is also important in terms of the use of the Aegean 

islands during the operations. It should be underlined that the northern Aegean Islands 

were used efficiently in the sense that before and during the campaign especially the 

island of Lemnos became a point of concentration and a military base,
126

 with its 

suitable ports. The Dodecanese Islands, on the other hand, were not used operatively due 

to the fact that by the time of the beginning of the Gallipoli campaign, Italy was still 

conserving its neutral position in the war, on the one hand, and on the other hand even 

after Rome declared war to the Ottoman Empire in August 1915, it was reluctant to help 

the Entente with regard to the Dardanelles, as opposed to the pushes of France and 
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Britain. Therefore, it can be argued that in terms of the Dardanelles, the northern Aegean 

was active while the Dodecanese remained unproductive for the cause of the Triple 

Entente.  

 However, despite the inactivity of these islands in the campaign of the 

Dardanelles, with the entrance of Italy to the war, military dispatching and concentration 

began in the area.
127

 This concentration was about the possible landing to the southern 

Anatolia, specifically around Antalya, based on the promises that the the above-

mentioned Treaty of London of 1915 made to Italy.
128

 Therefore, another danger of 

attack to the core region of the Empire grew out of the Italian existence in the 

Dodecanese. Actually, this probability of landing on the south and southwestern 

Anatolia via the islands symbolizes the beginning of a new epoch which would last until 

the last years of the period that this dissertation examines.  

 This uncertain situation about a possible Italian movement towards Asia Minor 

led to concerns among Turkish politicians. In this respect, in response to the intelligence 

showing the soldier transfers specifically to Rhodes and Stampalia,
129

 the Ottoman 

government began to take the necessary measures against such an assault, in the relevant 

regions.
130

 Despite the preparations of the Italians on the islands, the expected assault 

did not take place during the war. Actually, the only major use of the islands in relation 

to Turkey in those years was the Italian blockade in the Aegean, which according to the 
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historical documents was not successful due to the presence of the German submarines 

in the area throughout the war.
131

  

When the proximity of the islands to Anatolia is kept in mind, it can be argued 

that Italy could have utilized from these stepping stones in a much more effective way. 

Several Dodecanesian and Greek groups which sought unification with Greece, like the 

League of the Dodecanesians as an influential one, also indicated this reality. Just 

several months before the end of the war, this group, in their letters to Greece, Britain, 

and France, emphasized the strategic value of these islands that could bring to the Allies 

not only in terms of chasing the submarines in the Aegean, but also in terms of the 

possible operations against the Asia Minor in case of the cession of Italian rule in the 

islands.
132

 But, although Italy did not utilize reasonably from the islands during the war 

for a landing cause as the Greeks implied, they were not totally irrelevant either owing 

to the fact the Entente powers were still using them as military bases in the 

Mediterranean. For instance, the British, after the Italian entrance into the war, utilized 

Leros as a naval base, which became one of the most important islands of the whole 

region militarily in subsequent years.
133
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 At this point, it is necessary to state that the history of the war was different on 

Kastellorizo (Meis), compared to the other islands of the Dodecanese, both with regard 

to the course of events on the island and with regard to the active use of it in the war. 

The Greeks had occupied Kastellorizo during the Balkan Wars, yet the Great Powers of 

Europe had decided to hand the island back to the Ottomans. However, this island was 

still under the control of the Greeks by the time that the First World War broke out. 

France, then, occupied the island in 1915, making the history of this entity separate from 

the others until the signing of the peace treaties.
134

  

Apart from the difference of its occupiers, its use during the war was much more 

complicated than that of the Dodecanese group in the sense that in addition to its status 

as bases for submarines, ships, and airplanes; constant gunfire took place between 

Kastellorizo and the Anatolian shore across from the island.
135

 This battle situation 

between Finike, Fethiye, and Kaş region in southern Anatolia and Kastellorizo was so 

severe that the population of the island, which had been 12,000 before the war, 

decreased to 3000, when the inhabitants fled to other countries, like Egypt.
136

 Italian 

archival sources particularly indicate that during the war, the Ottoman and German 

cannons in the Muğla-Antalya region answered the French fire coming from the island, 

with the success of blockading the area between Anatolia and this island.
137

 As can be 

                                                             
134

 For more information about the French rule in Meis, see Nicholas C. Pappas, Near Eastern 

Dreams: The French Occupation of Castellorizo 1915-1921 (Rushcutters Bay, New South 
Wales: Halstead Press, 2002).   
135

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 986, “Nota del Ufficio di Stato Maggiore della Marina,” (Note 

from the Office of Navy), 22 March 1923. 
136

 Ibid. 
137

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 986, “A Il Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri,” (To the 

President of the Council of Ministers), 21 March 1923.  



62 
 

seen from the historical data, the region around Kastellorizo experienced a battle 

situation until the end of the war, which would open a new phase for the island question. 

 

The Return of the Diplomatic Deadlock: 

The Final Phase of the Dodecanese Question, 1918-1923 

 

 

The war ended for the Ottoman Empire officially with the Mudros Armistice in 30 

October 1918 signed between the Ottoman and the Entente officials on Lemnos Island. 

The functions of the islands as military bases continued after the ceasefires in the sense 

that the Dodecanese Islands were used as military stations from which the Italian navy 

together with the British and French ones conducted maneuvers in the Mediterranean 

Sea and carried out the postwar occupations.
138

 While the military use of the islands 

continued, the diplomatic phase also returned with the end of the First World War, 

because the uncertain fate of the islands with regard to their sovereignty awaited a 

conclusive settlement.  

 The Ottoman Empire, on the defeated side, was not a party to the above-

mentioned diplomatic processes. The concerns of the Ottomans with regard to the 

islands were more about their possible use as staging points for an invasion of Anatolia, 

rather than sovereignty matters. In other words, they were more interested in the military 

activity on the islands, like the ones in Leros, onto which the transport of soldiers from 

the Italian mainland continued throughout 1919.
139

  

These concerns were legitimate, because the period after the Mudros Armistice 

saw the partition of the Ottoman mainland to such an extent that only a negligible 
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amount of Anatolian land was free of the Allied occupation.
140

 After this occupation 

process, history of Turkey entered into a novel phase. In this new stage, the Turkish 

resistance led by Kemalist movement fought against the occupier powers, especially 

with the Greeks in western Anatolia, while the European powers tried to find a solution 

to the Eastern Question either with fighting or through diplomacy.  

 In this respect, it should be stated that the negotiation process among the powers 

of Europe was not smooth; on the contrary, it was full of disputes. The Dodecanese also 

continued to be an issue that was unresolved and complicated especially on the basis of 

the Italian-Greek relations. The conflict between Italy and Greece stemmed from the fact 

that the territorial interests of these two countries constantly overlapped, like the one in 

the Greek occupation of Izmir, which was supposedly an Italian region, thus making the 

clashes and the negotiations inevitable. Likewise, the Dodecanese issue continued to 

constitute a conflict between these two parties, into which the other powers intervened.  

The bargaining process between the Greek and Italian officials with the 

assistance of the British and French ones eventually led to an agreement in Paris in 

which the negotiation of peace treaties was done. Namely, the Tittoni-Venizelos 

Agreement of 29 July 1919 generally anticipated the cession of the Dodecanese to 

Greece with the exception of Rhodes, the fate of which was to be based on a plebiscite 
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that would take place on the day of British withdrawal from Cyprus;
141

 the acceptance of 

the Greek seizure of Izmir; the recognition of the Greek authority in Northern Epirus; 

and in return the Greek recognition of the Italian mandate in central Albania.
142

 

However, Italy never ratified this agreement and finally Sforza, the Italian Minister of 

Foreign Affairs of the time, renounced the settlement in July 1920, on the grounds that it 

would do nothing but burden Italy without any compensation in return.
143

 It should be 

emphasized that between 1923 and 1947, both Greece and the Dodecanesian groups 

constantly referred to this treaty to legitimize their claims on the area.  

 Just after the Italian rejection of the agreement, Venizelos declared that he would 

not sign the Sevres Treaty if Italy did not give the Dodecanese to Greece.
144

 After this 

threat of Greece, the parties signed two treaties in 10 August 1920: The Sevres Treaty 

and the Bonin-Venizelos Agreement. The Sevres Treaty was never implemented due to 

the fact that the Kemalist movement which waged war with Greek army in Anatolia and 

won in 1922, succeeded at settling the territorial issues in the Lausanne Treaty in 1923 

that was far more advantageous. But, despite its invalidity, the clauses of the Sevres 

Treaty regarding the Dodecanese Islands are important to analyze because they did not 

change in the Lausanne Treaty. In this respect, the 122
nd

 article of the Sevres Treaty 

states: 

 

Turkey renounces in favour of Italy all rights and title over the 

following islands of the Aegean Sea: Stampalia (Astropalia), Rhodes 
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(Rhodos), Calki (Kharki), Scarpanto, Casos (Casso) Pscopis (Tilos), 

Misiros (Nisyros), Calymnos (Kalymnos) Leros, Patmos, Lipsos (Lipso), 

Sini (Symi), and Cos (Kos), which are now occupied by Italy, and the islets 

dependent thereon, and also over the island of Castellorizzo.
145

  

 

 

At this point it is necessary to draw attention to two important details. First of all, 

as can be seen from the article, Kastellorizo was given separate treatment from other 

islands, probably both due to the fact that during the First World War it had been under 

the French occupation, and due to the fact that it had been regarded as an island separate 

from the Dodecanese until the twentieth century. This nature of Kastellorizo in the 

Sevres, and similarly in the Lausanne Treaty, would lead to a period of conflict between 

Italy and Turkey in the interwar years, because the clause did not mention the dependent 

islets and rocks of Kastellorizo, unlike as formulated for the other islands. The problem 

of the islets dependent upon Kastellorizo will be discussed in the subsequent chapters.  

The second point, however, was not about the article, but about another 

document, namely the Bonin-Venizelos Agreement, which was signed after the 

abovementioned threat of Venizelos and the British pressure that backed the Greek 

claim in a way that only if Italy accepted to transfer the islands to Greece, Turkey would 

cede the islands to Italy at Sevres.
146

 Thus, with this agreement, Italy had accepted 

exactly the same clauses of the void Tittoni-Venizelos agreement with regard to the 

Dodecanese issue. Furthermore, it was absolutely in favor of Greece in terms of its final 

clause, which stated that the agreement would come into force in the day the Sevres 
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Treaty would be effectuated.
147

 Owing to the invalidity of the Sevres Treaty, the Bonin-

Venizelos Agreement proved unable to resolve the issue of the Dodecanese Islands 

officially in 1920. For the final settlement, it would be necessary to wait three years 

more.  

Within these three years, the dynamics of the European politics, especially with 

regard to the Ottoman territorial settlement, frequently changed based on the course of 

events. As was stated above, the years between 1920 and 1922 witnessed several wars 

between the Kemalist nationalist army and the Greek army, which was supported mainly 

by the British. The Kemalist movement, which established a new parliament in Ankara 

in 1920, gained strength step by step both through discarding Istanbul, in other words 

the Ottoman state, and through defeating the Greeks in a series of war the final word of 

which was said in August 1922 with a decisive Turkish victory. During this two-year 

war period with the Greeks in the western Anatolia, the Dodecanese Islands under the 

occupation of Italy, which was technically the ally of Greece, were not used against the 

Kemalists from a strategic or military point of view. 

 If the Italian disappointment and anger about the Greek landing in the Izmir 

region are kept in mind, the relative easiness at least in the southern side of the Aegean 

vis-à-vis the Asia Minor is not surprising. Actually, leaving the non-use of the 

Dodecanese militarily against Western Anatolia aside, the clash of interest between 

Rome and Athens caused the Italians to support the Kemalists diplomatically and 

militarily, despite their position as occupiers in Anatolia.
148

 Therefore, it is seen that the 

islands were turned into a diplomatic contact point, where sometimes the negotiations of 
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arms dealing between the parties occurred in Rhodes.
149

 Likewise, some documents 

designate that the transfer of weapons in terms of Italian aid was carried out from or 

through the Dodecanese Islands during the National Struggle period.
150

  

However, the Italian use of the Dodecanese in this period cannot be limited to its 

position as a place of benign Turkish-Italian contacts. Rome also continued to use these 

islands, the future of which was unclear at the time, as a mechanism of diplomacy with 

their European partners. For example, it is seen that when Italy wanted to reconcile with 

and get closer to its allies with whom it had problems due to the above-mentioned 

disappointment, it sent the signals of open door for negotiations over the Dodecanese 

Islands.
151

 In a concise manner, these islands became a point of diplomacy for the 

Italians during Turkey’s War of Independence, either with the Allies or with Ankara 

government based on different conditions.  

With the victory of the Turks against the Greeks, a new chapter was opened, not 

only for the future of Turkey but also for the fate of the Dodecanese. After the signing of 

the Armistice of Mudanya in October 1922, the parties prepared for the negotiations of 

the peace treaty, which began in Lausanne in 20 November 1922. This period between 

October and November 1922 became a scene of important discussions among the Allies, 

reflecting the fractures among them, including the issue of the Dodecanese.  For 

instance, Italy had officially declared the terms and conditions of the Bonin-Venizelos 

treaty as nonbinding, due to the invalidity of the Sevres Treaty in October 1922.  
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With this diplomatic move which was actually the declaration of an obvious fact, 

Italy claimed its rights over the islands just before the peace negotiations began and 

during the compensation for the Greek evacuation of Thrace with the Dodecanese was 

argued.
152

 This declaration led to tension between Rome and London. While the Italians 

underlined the unimportance of this statement because of the already ipso facto nullity of 

the agreement based on the former void peace treaty, the British Foreign Office sent a 

formal note to the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs against this explanation.
153

 On this 

note, Britain claimed the international character of the issue, which should have been 

discussed in another platform.
154

 Yet, Italy did not accept this offer. During this period, 

the new Fascist Government and its Prime Minister Benito Mussolini, who held power 

with the Black Shirt Revolution in October 1920 as one of the major events of the 

twentieth century European history, had no intention to give up the islands as easily as 

his former colleagues.  

However, despite the determination of Italy at Lausanne in terms of not giving up 

the region,
155

 it was obvious that the ultimate decision for the future proceedings had not 

been taken at least in the collective meetings. This nature of uncertainty also could be 

seen in the silence of Mussolini to whom the journalists asked about the future of the 

Dodecanese during an interview,
156

 implying the fragility of the issue among the 

European powers. But, it also should be emphasized that the open-ended attitude of the 

parties, especially of the British did not have to do with Lausanne or Turkey. In other 
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words, the clashes among the European powers over the Italian or Greek sovereignty on 

the islands did not mean the negotiability of the issue in terms of Turkish sovereignty. 

Indeed, as it will be seen below, the negotiations about the islands at Lausanne in terms 

of Turkey were in general limited to the northern Aegean, with the exception of 

Kastellorizo Island in the southern group, at least during the formal meetings.  

At Lausanne, Turkey presented its position regarding the Aegean based more on 

the necessity of the Turkish sovereignty on the islands close to the Dardanelles, namely 

Bozcaada, Gökçeada, and Semadirek (Samothrace), in relation with the security of the 

region as well as based on the demilitarization of other islands those on the northern part 

of the Dodecanese with a regime independent from Greece.
157

 Since both Greece and 

Britain refused to accept the Turkish sovereignty on these three islands based on the 

Wilsonian ethnic majority principle, and Turkey regarded them as the necessary 

components of its territorial security, the case of the northern Aegean was sent to the 

sub-commission of the Straits, while the states decided to solve the demilitarization issue 

of those islands together with Sakız, Midilli, Limni, Sisam, and Nikaria through a 

commission of experts.
158

 As is known, Lausanne Conference is composed of two 

epochs because of the deadlock in the negotiations among the parties. In this first part of 

the conference which would last until 4 February 1923, there was no solution to the 

above-mentioned problems concerning the Aegean Sea. Likewise, no discussion 

regarding the Dodecanese Islands had taken place in this first phase of the conference.  
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In the second half of Lausanne, on the other hand, apart from the above-

mentioned clauses on the Aegean, Turkey insisted also on the sovereignty of 

Kastellorizo from the southern group. Actually, when the first epoch of the Lausanne 

Conference came to an end, the participants had presented a draft treaty to Turkey. 

However, Turkey, not accepting this draft treaty, sent a counter-proposal on 8 March 

1923, the fifteenth article of which anticipated the inclusion of Kastellorizo within the 

Turkish territory, which led not only to the various arguments from different parties 

before and during conference but also to private meetings among the interested sides.  

During the formal procedure, Britain stated that the offer of the Turks could be 

accepted because it had not been an issue in the previous meetings or correspondences, 

on the one hand, and Kastellorizo was an island that was totally comprised of Greek-

Orthodox subjects, on the other hand. In a response to the British delegate Lord Curzon, 

Turkish representative İsmet Paşa (İnönü) said that Kastellorizo Island, which was 

within the limits of Turkish territorial waters, was a part of Anatolian lands, thus a small 

but important component of Anatolian security.
159

 According to the Turkish 

representative, since the island was within the national boundaries, the ethnic 

composition was not an important dynamic for the solution of the issue.
160

 Italy, which 

took over the island from France in 1921, attributed the invalidity of the Turkish 

argument both to the absence of this issue in the former propositions that the parties 

were bounded to keep and to Kastellorizo’s geographical position the half of which was 

outside the Turkish territorial waters.
161
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The discussions about the issue came to a deadlock on the importance of the 

island for the mutual parties. Although the foreign press designated Kastellorizo as a 

small and relatively unimportant matter for the future of the meeting,
162

 the explanations 

of the two sides clashed with each other without any positive outcome until the end of 

the conference. The reasons for Italy to keep the island, or at least not to give it to 

Turkey, were strategic, psychological, and demographic. First of all, the strategic 

importance stemmed from three facts: it was close to Asia Minor, which seemed 

important for Italy in terms of further penetration in the region; it was an important naval 

base; and it had a key position for the defense of Rhodes in the eastern Mediterranean.
163

 

All these three facts reflected the major fears of Turkey, which would be uncomfortable 

with the position of Kastellorizo throughout the period that this dissertation analyzes.  

Second, according to the Italian delegate, Kastellorizo was also significant to 

Rome for psychological reasons. Italy had experienced continuous disappointment since 

the Great War due to the non-fulfillment of the promised territories and privileges; thus, 

for the new fascist government, which had thrown out the old administration, the 

Kastellorizo issue was one of the symbols of fascism’s self-respect although it was just a 

small bit of rock.
164

  

Third, as was stated in the conference, the island was demographically composed 

of Orthodox Greeks, who had given a petition with 791 signatures in April specifically 

asking for Italian sovereignty rather than Turkish.
165

 According to the Italian officials, 
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the number of signatures was enough to regard the petition as virtually plebiscite,
166

 thus 

increasing the significance of the Italian sovereignty on the island. However, the Turkish 

officials were constantly repeating the fact that ethnicity could not be decisive in a case 

concerning the territorial integrity of a country.  

For Turkey, Kastellorizo was crucial because it was within its territorial waters, 

and could be dangerous for Turkish mainland if it were under the sovereignty of a 

foreign power, especially in the case of aggression. Yet, the Italian officials regarded 

this fear of Turkey as groundless by reminding the First World War in which Turkey 

damaged the island with few cannons.
167

 In addition to the strategic importance of the 

islands, the documents indicate that Turkey also implied the contraband between 

Kastellorizo and Anatolian shores, specifically Kaş (Antifilio), as one of the reasons for 

the necessity of Turkish sovereignty in order to avoid future complications. According to 

the Italians, on the other hand, a separate agreement about the economic relations 

between two entities could actually solve this problem.
168

 

Due to these reasons, both Turkey and Italy did not give up on Kastellorizo until 

the end of the conference. But on 4 June 1923, the Turkish delegate read a memorandum 

through which it was stated that although Kastellorizo was clearly a part of Anatolia, the 

Turkish Committee was making a grand sacrifice for the sake of peace.
169

 In other 

words, Turkey had accepted to cede Kastellorizo to Italy in order to reach a peace 

settlement, which was an important and multidimensional issue for the country beyond 

                                                             
166

 Ibid. 
167

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 986, “A Il Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri,” (To the 

President of the Council of Ministers), 21 March 1923. 
168

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 986, “Trattative del R. Console a Smirne con Ismet Pascia,” 
(Negotiations of the Royal Consul of İzmir with İsmet Paşa), 16 April 1923; “Castelrosso” 

(Kastellorizo), 1 May 1923.  
169

 Bilsel, p.250. 



73 
 

the mere problems of islands. It was stated that in exchange for Kastellorizo, Turkey 

gained the sovereignty of the Tavşan (Merkep) Islands, which were situated in the 

northern Aegean, close to the Dardanelles.
170

  

Articles twelve to sixteen in the Lausanne Treaty which was finally signed on 24 

July 1923, arranged the island issues. Concerning the northern Aegean,
 
the 12

th
 article 

recognize Turkish sovereignty on Bozcaada, Gökçeada, and Tavşan Adaları while 

foresees the cession of Lemnos, Samothrace, Mytilene, Chios, Samos and Nikaria to 

Greece.
171

 As a result of Turkish insistence during the conference, the treaty provided a 

demilitarization clause for these islands, though not under a special autonomous regime 

but ceded directly to Greece.
172

 The 15
th
 article of the Lausanne Treaty organizes the fate 

of the Dodecanese Islands: 

 

Turkey renounces in favour of Italy all rights and title over the following 

islands: Stampalia (Astrapalia), Rhodes (Rhodos) Calki (Kharki), 

Scarpanto, Casos (Casso), Piscopis (Tilos), Misiros (Nisyros), Calimnos 

(Kalymnos), Leros, Patmos, Lipsos (Lipso), Simi (Symi), and Cos (Kos), 

which are now occupied by Italy, and the islets dependent thereon, and also 

over the island of Castellorizzo.
173

 

 

 

With this statement, the legal problem of the Dodecanese regarding the Ouchy Treaty of 

1912 had been solved, at least for Turkey.
174

 On the same day as the Lausanne Treaty 

was signed, the Italian and Turkish delegations exchanged letters for the demilitarization 
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of Kastellorizo. In a letter to the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mussolini explained 

this exchange of letters as an obligation to destroy the French military bases on the 

island, not to fortify the region with armaments, and not to keep more soldiers than the 

local security necessitated, in return for a Turkish promise of not strengthening the 

coastal defense in front of the island.
175

  

 With the signing of the Lausanne Treaty, a novel and important epoch was 

opened for the relationship between the islands and the mainland, which will be 

explained in the following chapters. While the new Turkey signed the document of its 

international recognition, which can be unquestionably regarded as a success, the 

cession of the islands close to Asia Minor to other nations started a period throughout 

which the tension, aggression, and fear would be the most important dynamics of the 

bilateral relations. The problematic relations with the islands would become the norm, 

rather than an exceptional situation for Republican Turkey. This study analyzes the 

period until 1947; however, it is necessary to remember that the same dynamics 

continued until the present day. Therefore, Lausanne while being a success for the new 

Turkey in general, would lead to problems in the Aegean in specific.   

 Turkey ratified the Lausanne Treaty on 23 August 1923, after a two-day 

deliberation process in the parliament. One of the opponents of the treaty, Şükrü Bey 

(Kaya), who was born in Kos (İstanköy) and became Minister of Interior and Minister of 

Foreign Affairs later on in different cabinets, challenged the treaty on the basis of the 

articles about the islands, stating that: 
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…After the Straits, there are the islands of Midilli, Sakız, and Sisam. Please, 

imagine the map with me. These islands are beautiful parts of Anatolia… Is 

there a possibility to survive for us when these islands are in the hands of 

foreigners? It will be more difficult to make sacrifices to sustain the safety of 

our coasts than to hold the islands themselves…These islands were created 

for the defense of Anatolia…Gentlemen! When we progress southward from 

Sisam Island which has been given to Greece, we encounter the other 

islands…There are precious islands within these groups inhabited by Turks, 

like Rhodes, Kos, and Meis, which are adjacent to Anatolia… In my 

opinion, these islands are the beginning of a politics of abuse towards 

Anatolia in the hands of the Italians. 176 
 

 

The statement of Şükrü Kaya has not been quoted here in order to show the treaty 

as a historical failure or to designate the inability of the Turkish politicians to 

impose their will about the islands during the conference. Rather, it is used to 

show the deputy’s success in his prediction in the sense that in the subsequent 

period Italy intimidated Turkey with its expansionist strategy and with the 

unending militarization of the islands while designating how Turkey made effort 

to protect its coastal areas. In conclusion, similar to the idea of Şükrü Kaya, this 

study is mainly the narrative of the disturbance that these foreign islands caused to 

Turkey with regard to diplomacy, military, economy, and social relations, thus 

opening a new epoch for Anatolia beginning from 1923 based on the problematic 

contacts between the islands and the mainland.    

 

                                                             
176

 Speech of the parliamentarian of Menteşe, Şükrü Kaya, TBMM Zabıt Cerideleri, İçtima: 7, 
Cilt: 3, 21.8.1339, p.238. “Boğazlardan sonra Midilli, Sakız ve Sisam adaları vardır. Rica 

ederim benimle beraber tekrar haritayı göz önüne getiriniz. Bu adalar Anadolu’dan kopmuş 

güzel birer parçadır…Bu adalar yabancı ellerde bulundukça bize sahillerde yaşamak imkanı var 
mıdır? Sahillerimizin temini asayişi için edeceğiniz mütevali fedakarlıklar bu adaların zabıt ve 

raptından daha ziyade güç olacaktır…Bu adalar sırf Anadolu’nun müdafaası için yaratılmıştır… 

Efendiler! Yunanistan’a bahşedilen Sisam adasından aşağıya doğru gidecek olursak daha 
birtakım adalara tesadüf ederiz…Bunlar içerisinde Rodos gibi İstanköy, Meis gibi Anadolu’ya 

bitişik ve Türklerle meskun kıymetli adalar vardır…Bu adalar bence İtalyanların elinde 

Anadolu’ya doğru uyanacak bir isti’mar ve istismar siyasetinin bir mukaddimesidir…” 



76 
 

 

This chapter displayed the historical paths on the way of the separation of the 

Dodecanese from the sovereignty of the nearby coast. The occupation of the Dodecanese 

during the War of Tripoli went along with the Greek takeover of the northern Aegean 

islands close to the Dardanelles during the Balkan Wars. That is to say, the years 1912 

and 1913 put the whole Aegean in the middle of a diplomatic process. Two features of 

this procedure seem important. First, the islands became a European problem rather than 

a bilateral one, owing to the fact that the region was on the way to Anatolia and the 

Middle East. Second, in terms of the Dodecanese, the Italians transformed their stance 

through time from the temporariness of the occupation to the desire of keeping them as 

the bases for future ventures.  

 From a strategic point of view, in 1914, the Ottoman Empire entered the First 

World War without its islands in the Aegean Sea. The existence of counterparties on the 

islands constituted an important strategic deficit due to their proximity to Asia Minor as 

well as the Straits. During the war, it is seen that the Dodecanese was not used much 

compared to the islands situated in the north, closer to the Dardanelles. In the post war 

period, on the other hand, they both became stepping stones for the occupation of 

Anatolia.  

This chapter also showed that since the Italian relationship with the Entente 

powers was injured with the Greek occupation of Izmir, the role of the Dodecanese 

evolved into a point for aid and diplomacy in favor of Turks. That is to say, despite the 

differences in the attitudes through the time, the geography of the region mattered all the 

way.   
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This chapter also showed that the strategic considerations of the islands 

constitute only one part of the story during and after the Great War. The islands were 

uninterruptedly under discussion in the diplomatic meetings during the war. What stands 

out in this process is the fact that the issue, which had gone out of the hands of the 

Ottoman Empire beginning with 1913, further broke off Turkey with the Great War. The 

wartime and post war negotiations showed that Greece emerged as the leading claimant 

of the islands in front of Italy.  

This epoch came to an end with Lausanne, through which Turkey renounced its 

rights over the islands to Italy, turning the de facto sovereignty of Italians in the region 

into a de jure one. In this way, the newborn Turkey began its life with the islands in the 

hands of Greece and Italy. Turkey would feel the impacts of this situation as soon as the 

parties ratified the treaty, signifying the beginning of an era full of problems that 

constitute the subject of below pages.   
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   CHAPTER 3 

 

 

                    ON THE VERGE OF WAR: THE SETTLEMENT ON THE 

        DODECANESE ISLANDS AND TURKISH FOREIGN AND SECURITY 

                                     POLICY IN RESPONSE, 1923-1927 

 

 

With the Lausanne Treaty in 1923, Turkey transferred its de jure sovereignty over the 

Dodecanese to Italy, which had already had de facto control of the region since 1912, 

which had been one of the diplomatic problems of European politics. However, despite 

this settlement, the Dodecanese Islands continued to be a source of bilateral and 

multilateral deliberations, and of military tension, specifically with Turkey, beginning 

with the days following the signing of the treaty.  Three different but interrelated aspects 

of the Dodecanese Islands during the first years of the Turkish Republic were important 

for Turkish foreign and security policy.  

 First of all, Greece constantly challenged the legal status of the islands 

throughout the period of this study, despite a conclusion at Lausanne. Britain played a 

role in this process, especially during 1923 and 1924. Turkey followed this situation 

with attention even if Ankara was no longer a party of the deal. The only confrontation 

about the status of the region was not just related to the major islands as Italy, Greece, 

and Britain discussed. Just after Turkey ratified the treaty, the clashes about the islets 

and the rocks around Kastellorizo began, based on the Turkish actions in the area. In 

other words, in spite of the Lausanne, the parties kept on discussing and claiming the 

islands and the islets in this period, leading to problems between the states.   
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Another aspect of this chapter is the problems, mostly the economic and the legal 

ones, stemming from the fact that the islands and the mainland were no longer under the 

same sovereignty at a time when nationalism was a key ideology and the boundaries 

were sacred. The separation of the islands from the mainland created problems both in 

terms of the lives of the people, specifically the ones from the islands practicing 

economic activities in both places, as a result of the closure of the borders to foreigners 

for instance regarding fishing; and in terms of Turkey’s relations with the opposite 

shore. This section, about the changing economic and social relations, designates well 

that how these were tied to the foreign and security policy of Turkey at that time.  

 Although these two problematic aspects of the islands were effective in Turkish 

foreign policy, the determining factor on the relations in this sub-period became the 

military and political situation in the islands to a great extent. The existence of an 

aggressive state, namely Italy, and its activities on those islands, which were regarded as 

the stepping stones to expand in the east by Rome, rendered the Dodecanese one of the 

most influential parameters of Turkish foreign and security policy in this period. This 

commenced a new era in which Turkey formulated the islands as a threat to its national 

security.   

Keeping this special status of the Dodecanese for Turkey in mind, the main aim 

of this chapter is to show how the islands influenced Turkish Republic in the first years 

after its foundation. Actually, that is a story full of tension which is described as “on the 

verge of war,” as the title suggests, due to the territorial ambitions of Rome on Asia 

Minor. The fear of Turkey to be attacked via the Dodecanese oriented the Turkish 

diplomatic and military understanding parallel to the core principle of the realist 
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perspective in international relations, which suggests that when a security issue arises for 

a state, it increases its military power and/or diplomatic alliances.
177

  

Turkey’s position in relation to the Dodecanese reflects this assumption in a way 

that this period witnessed the military build-up in the western and south-western 

Anatolia as a reaction to the Italian military settlement on the islands. It can be argued 

that since Turkey could not increase its diplomatic alliances in this period owing to its 

relative international isolation, it focused more attention on solving the existing 

problems that would break this isolation and took diplomatic measures accordingly. 

Therefore, this chapter examines how the Italian policies in the Dodecanese directed 

Turkish foreign and security policy, suggesting that the islands were one of the most 

important determinants on those areas. In order to designate this influential position of 

the Dodecanese in Turkish security and foreign policy, it is necessary to understand the 

political status of Turkey, both on the domestic scene and in the international arena 

during these years.  

 

    The Creation of Modern Turkey:  Turkish Politics and Foreign Policy in the 1920s 

 

After the signing of the Lausanne Treaty in 1923, Turkish politics entered into a novel 

phase during which all the structures of the Turkish state were transformed into a 

national state as opposed to the previous framework of a multi-ethnic empire. The new 

state experienced a rapid modernization process which was much more radical than the 

ones undertaken in the precedent periods.  
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 As is known, the parliament in Ankara abolished the Ottoman Sultanate just after 

the victory in the war with the Greeks in 1922. Likewise, the second move of the Ankara 

government came after the signing of the Lausanne Treaty in July 1923 with the 

proclamation of the Republic on 29 October 1923. Mustafa Kemal (Ataürk) became the 

first president and İsmet Paşa (İnönü) the first prime minister of the new Republic. The 

years followed the foundation of the Republic saw a radical modernization project which 

anticipated the transformation of both politics and society. One of the most important 

components of this transformation was secularization, in the sense that almost all of the 

reforms were related to it in one way or another.  

Ahmad writes that “the slogan of radical Kemalists during these years was ‘Let’s 

smash the Idols.’”
178

 Indeed, the reform project after the foundation of the Republic 

demolished the symbols of old regime one by one. The abolition of Caliphate in 1924 

was one of the essential breaks with the old system because the duality in the political 

organization after the abolition of the Sultanate had completely come to an end. This 

move erased the most important political-religious authority of the old regime. Similarly, 

the closure of the religious orders (tekke ve zaviyeler), the adoption of the European hat 

rather than the Ottoman fez, and the change of the calendar and time system in 1925 

constituted the continuation of the reforms of secularization and Westernization in social 

and political life. The change of the Civil Code in terms of the complete secularization 

with the adoption of Swiss law in 1926 was another says, as Ahmad calls, on the old 

regime.
179

  In addition, the alteration of the alphabet in 1928, in other words, the 

transition from Arabic script to Latin one, further broke the ties off with the past.   
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The reforms continued into the 1930s, as well. When the interwar period came to 

an end, Turkish legal and political system had been changed altogether. However, the 

political environment of the 1930s was different than the one of the 1920s. The Kemalist 

regime had been settled in the 1930s as opposed to the complicated and fragile position 

of the system, in other words “the troubled post-war period”
180

 as Zürcher calls, in this 

decade. This troubled post-war period of the 1920s was all related to domestic politics, 

economic issues, and foreign policy.  

In terms of domestic politics, the radical reform process, from the proclamation 

of the Republic to the whole secularization movement, the authoritarian tendency within 

the Republican People’s Party’s (RPP) leadership, together with the nationalistic and 

radical secularist stance of the new state created opposition in the country. That is to say, 

while some sort of discomfort about the jakobin secularization movement of the 

Kemalists developed within a certain part of society with religious tendencies, anxiety 

aroused also within the particular divisions of the RPP’s cadres which regarded this 

experience as too rapid to handle and became concerned with the rising power of 

Mustafa Kemal. The discomfort within the RPP reached to an extent in 1924 that the 

opponents, who were mostly the former unionists, established another party called the 

Progressive Republican Party (Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Fırkası).
181

  

The emergence of an opposition was not the only source of concern for the RPP. 

Instead, other developments occurred within the first years of the Republic that can be 

considered as part of the post-war troubles of Turkey. For example, one of the most 

serious of such events was the Sheik Sait Rebellion, based on the combined dynamics of 
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Kurdish nationalism and Islamic religion.
182

 Although the state suppressed the rebellion 

with militaristic measures in addition to the legal ones,
183

 Sheik Sait and other uprisings 

in the eastern part of Turkey challenged the new Republic.  

In addition to this politically complex situation, which could be regarded as a 

process of consolidation of the new system, the economy was also under transition in the 

1920s. Turkish territory had experienced a ten-year war period by 1923. The richest 

regions had been occupied, the economic infrastructure of the country had been 

devastated, the boundaries had been narrowed compared to the Ottoman Empire, the 

population had decreased,
184

 and sharp fall of the agricultural production had taken 

place.
185

 After 1923, however, the Turkish economy entered into a reconstruction and 

recovery process through which economic growth occurred mainly due to the increase in 

the agricultural production on, and through which a new economic settlement took place 

based on legal measures like the abolition of the tithe (âşar) and foundation of some 

institutions.
186

  

The 1920s saw consolidation of the new regime in terms of politics and a 

recovery period in terms of economics. Neither area was without problems. Apart from 

these, another field which both influenced the above-mentioned processes and was 
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influenced by them at the same time was foreign policy. This field had features that were 

both similar to and different from the previous epochs. Some of the dynamics are 

necessary to discuss in order to be able to interpret the reactions of Turkey in certain 

foreign and security policy cases, including its attitude towards the Dodecanese. 

 The new Republic can be regarded as having been a middle power in the 

international system, similar to the late Ottoman Empire.
187

 This position influenced the 

behavior of Ankara towards its neighbors, including Italy in the Dodecanese Islands. 

The fear of Turkey about the islands, which may seem contradictory especially when 

their sizes are compared to the mainland, reflect this situation, because Turkey had 

become a neighbor with a greater power with revisionist aims via these islands. This 

situation did not change throughout the epoch of this dissertation. What makes the 1920s 

were special for Turkey in this sense was that it had tense relations with the islands 

belonging to a more powerful state, during a period when it had diplomatic problems 

without much international support.    

Another characteristic of Turkish foreign policy in the 1920s, and in general 

throughout the interwar years, was its independence,
188

 as opposed to the foreign policy 

of the previous empire. That is to say, Turkey did not join any camps in the interwar 

years, even if Ankara was trying to come closer especially to Britain in the second half 

of the 1930s, as a result of the developments in the European scene on the one hand, and 
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in the Mediterranean region, on the other hand.
189

 Especially in terms of the 1920s, the 

independent behavior of Turkish foreign policy can be analyzed within three respects. 

First of all, although Turkey’s foremost aim in international politics was to become a 

respected European power as a civilized and westernized nation,
190

 memories of war and 

occupation together with the recently abolished system of capitulations in the Ottoman 

Empire were still alive in minds of the Turkish decision-makers. The Turkish politicians, 

while trying to Europeanize the country thoroughly as was stated above, regarded 

independence as an essential condition to be able to exist.  

Second, until the end of the 1930s, the conjunction of world politics was suitable 

for independent policies. The international system had supported the Turkish stance. 

However, although the period between 1918 and 1939 is analyzed as in a single 

category, “interwar period,” the 1920s was different from the latter part of the era also in 

this sense. The great powers, together with the new national-states after the fall of the 

empires, entered into a reconstruction period in a new international system after an all-

consuming war.   

In this new system, the 1920s reflects an environment in which the realist 

attitudes of the winners and the losers of the Great War clashed with the idealists, who 

tried to constitute a collective peace mechanism, namely the League of Nations.
191

 

Although the League of Nations disappointed both the realists and the idealists in the 

end, with the marginalization of the institution in the European politics,
192

 the loss of 
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hopes for international peace in terms of territorial conflicts based on the formation of 

opposite and clearly distinct two blocks, namely the revisionists and anti-revisionists, 

corresponds much more to the 1930s, with the steady rise of the right in Europe. 

Therefore, if the argument of Eric Hobsbawm about the undeniable reason for the 

Second World War that the “aggression by three malcontent powers bound together by 

various treaties from the middle 1930s”
193

 is kept in mind, it is not surprising to see that 

a more free space existed for countries like Turkey regarding being able to act 

independently in the international arena without conclusive blocks in the 1920s.  

This independency, especially in terms of the 1920s, also could be interpreted 

from a third angle, associated with the abovementioned troubled post-war theme of 

Turkey. Apart from these two reasons, the foreign policy of the Republic outside the 

blocks also was tied to its relative isolation in the international arena especially until the 

end of the 1920s, yet officially until 1932, when Turkey became a member of the 

League of Nations, which was important for Ankara’s international status despite its 

ineffectiveness as a peace institution.
194

  

Turkey was a relatively isolated country during the 1920s regardless of the 

League membership. Ankara did not have many alliances apart from Soviet Russia. As 

could be expected, this solitariness was reflected in Turkey’s stance in certain security 

issues in the 1920s. For example, in terms of the Dodecanese, the loneliness had led 
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Turkey to lean over the military force option rather than diplomatic contacts in this sub-

period, as was suggested above.  

The dominance of military thinking in reaction to foreign policy problems 

especially in the first years of the Republic should not be confused with an offensive 

strategy either. The famous statement of Atatürk, “peace at home, peace in the world,” 

reflects the orientation of the country’s foreign policy. However, since Turkey had 

become neighbor with the powerful states of Europe, the majority of which had fought 

with the Ottoman Empire, there was need for a realist policy,
195

 which was formulated 

on protecting the borders, rather than being offensive. Therefore, beginning with the 

1920s, Turkey began to follow an anti-revisionist strategy which refused to change the 

borders, but was always prepared to defend its borders, as will be seen below. 

 Apart from the stance of Ankara, Turkish foreign policy was experiencing 

concrete problems in the 1920s with particular countries based on the issues that the 

Lausanne Treaty had not resolved. One of the most important problems that Turkey 

faced was the sovereignty of Mosul. The question of Mosul influenced Turkey’s 

relationship not only with Britain, but also with the other European powers,
196

 in terms 

of Turkey’s attitude towards the Aegean, specifically the Dodecanese Islands, because as 

much as Turkey was close to a military clash with the British in the east, it was on the 

verge of war with the Italians through the Dodecanese, not being independent subjects 

from each other as will be analyzed below. That means, Turkey had coped with a multi-

faceted problem in its foreign and security policy until 1926, in which the Mosul 

question was resolved in favor of Britain. When the above-mentioned domestic and 
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foreign statuses of the republic are considered, the importance of the Mosul question is 

comprehended better.  

 In addition to Mosul, Ankara dealt with other diplomatic problems even if they 

were much less vital to its existence. The problems with Greece during the 1920s largely 

stemmed from the population exchange of 1923, based on different interpretations of its 

scope and on the reciprocal controversy about the properties of the parties involved.
197

 

The problems about the population exchange between Ankara and Athens came to an 

end specifically in 1930, after which the two countries took steps toward a sincere 

friendship. But, the issues occupied a place in the minds of the two nations throughout 

the 1920s, sometimes causing hostilities between them. The period of General Pangalos 

in Greece in this regard, will be further emphasized below, because it links the 

Dodecanese to the northern Aegean Islands during 1925, even if for a short span of time.  

Similarly, Turkey had problematic relations with France during the 1920s owing 

to the unresolved question of the Syrian border, and the Ottoman debts which were 

mostly owed to France.
198

 It will be waited for the 1930s for the solution of these 

questions once again.  

One of the most problematic relationships of Ankara in the 1920s, as was the 

case in the 1930s, was with Fascist Italy, stemming from the combination of the 
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aggressive foreign and military policies of Rome and the reflection of these policies 

through the Dodecanese Islands from which Turkey always felt vulnerable to an 

attack.
199

 Since the impacts of these islands are the core subject of this study, the nature 

of this relationship in terms of the islands will be analyzed below in a detailed way.   

 As discussed, in the 1920s, Turkey experienced a rapid modernization process 

while dealing with particular sources of opposition or discontent. In this respect, the 

“troubled post-war” definition for the period seems viable, both for domestic and 

international politics. It should be noted that even if Turkey had paid more attention to 

the modernization project with its all dynamics, the viewpoint suggesting that “foreign 

relations took a backseat, as internal reconstruction and reform became the Turkish 

government’s main priority and the international situation did not seem threatening,”
200

 

does not explain the whole truth.  

Between 1924 and 1926 when Turkey dealt actively with internal modernization 

and its recovery process, Ankara also struggled with serious diplomatic and security 

problems, living with a constant possibility of war. In addition to foreign policy 

problems with the neighboring states, except for the Soviet Union, which had become an 

ally for Turkey at the end of the previous decade,
201

 Turkey had prioritized some issues 

of foreign policy concerning its security at this period, as the issues below will become 

an important example of it.   
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What Belongs to Whom? The Legal Status of the Dodecanese 

 

 

 

The previous chapter analyzed the process during which the sovereignty of the 

Dodecanese was determined. The fifteenth article of the Lausanne Treaty had concluded 

the sovereignty of the Dodecanese, which had been under negotiation based on bilateral 

conversations, the secret agreements, and the international conferences, in favor of Italy: 

  

Turkey renounces in favour of Italy all rights and title over the following 

islands: Stampalia (Astrapalia), Rhodes (Rhodos) Calki (Kharki), Scarpanto, 

Casos (Casso), Piscopis (Tilos), Misiros (Nisyros), Calimnos (Kalymnos), 

Leros, Patmos, Lipsos (Lipso), Simi (Symi), and Cos (Kos), which are now 

occupied by Italy, and the islets dependent thereon, and also over the island 

of Castellorizzo.
202

 

 

 

However, the second half of 1923 and 1924 showed that this clause did not bring an end 

to the discussions and disputes about the islands in two respects. The first dispute was 

about the difference between Turkish and Italian interpretations of the clause. Nearly a 

month after the Turkish ratification of the treaty, the officials in Ankara started to claim 

that the islets dependent on Kastellorizo belonged to Turkish sovereignty based on 

Lausanne.
203

 This view of Turkey stemmed from the fact that fifteenth article of the 

treaty, while referring to the islets dependent on the other islands of the Dodecanese 

group, made no mention of the islets contingent upon Kastellorizo.
204

 According to the 
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Turkish officials, since a separate condition existed for Kastellorizo in the clause 

without any open reference to the islets, Turkey had not transferred its rights on these 

islets to any country.  

 Italy was aware of the vacuum in the clause. As a result, the first action of 

Turkish officials that went from Antalya to Karavola (Kekova), one of the dependent 

islets of Kastellorizo, for the first time after many decades, had led to frustration in 

Italian official circles.
205

 This frustration manifested itself in the correspondence of the 

Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs through which the officials tried to produce 

counterarguments. 

They highlighted the Kastellorizo population’s ties with the islets, used as 

sources of timber, lime, and pastures,
206

 making the economic integrity of the islets with 

Kastellorizo as the basis of the main Italian stance, but they also acknowledged the 

strength of Turkish position.
207

 According to these official papers, during the 

conference, Italy had demanded an additional statement, “the islets dependent on 

Kastellorizo,” for the fifteenth article; however, Britain had refused this based on the 

probability of a Turkish rejection.
208

 Thus, the ambiguity in the treaty was the result of a 

conscious act.  

 Whatever the reason for this confusion, the official visit of the Turks, parallel to 

the concerns of the population, was repeated in October 1923, this time with more of 
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military presence.
209

 Turkish military officials and the Mayor of Kaş (Antifilio) visited 

Karavola, declaring that since they would occupy the islands, the inhabitants should 

have abandoned the area.
210

 Although people on the islet protested the Turks as they 

were unable to leave the area immediately because of the existence of their livestocks, 

the Turkish officials hoisted a Turkish flag on the islet and gave the people fifteen days 

notice.
211

 Parallel to the warnings of the officials in Karavola about the further 

occupations of the other islets around Kastellorizo like Ipsili, Volo, and Ascendra,
212

 the 

Turkish flag was hoisted on many islets before December 1923.
213

 This was the starting 

point of the struggle around Kastellorizo that would last until 1932. 

 The Turkish occupation of the majority of the islets dependent on Kastellorizo 

alarmed both the Italian government and the population of the island.
214

 While the 

concerns of the population centered on the economic integrity of the islets on 

Kastellorizo,
215

 as stated above, Rome protested Turkey on the grounds that these 

actions were unjust and unilateral.
216

 The reactions were not just discursive. Italy, in 

reply to the Turkish actions, occupied San Giorgio (Rho), one of the largest islets near 
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Kastellorizo. Turkey, in return, protested the Italian action, citing a breach of the clause 

of the Lausanne Treaty.
217

  

Although the chain of occupations created tension in the region, it neither turned 

into an open military conflict nor resulted in a solution, despite the existence of several 

meetings on the issue. In the meetings that took place in April 1924 between the Turkish 

Prime Minister and the Undersecretary of Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
218

 the Italian 

delegate reported that this issue could not be discussed at that time,
219

 probably due to 

the warlike situation between Turkey and Italy, based on the military proceedings in the 

Dodecanese. Indeed, the above-mentioned warlike situation resulted in the fact that the 

problematic issue about Kastellorizo was frozen in 1924, because no important initiative 

took place between the parties until 1927. As could be seen from these historical events, 

the contestation of the sovereignty of some islets and of small rocks in the area dates 

back to 1923, when the future of the Aegean Sea was determined.  

 Nearly at the same time that the status around Kastellorizo was contested, 

Greece, Italy and Britain were discussing the future of the bigger area, namely the 

Dodecanese. Although the issue of the sovereignty of the Dodecanese Islands was 

supposed to have been closed with the Lausanne Treaty, the parties were still 

negotiating the previously failed attempts of Tittoni-Venizelos and Bonin-Venizelos 

agreements.
220

 Greece claimed sovereignty of the Dodecanese based on former treaties 

and demographically Greek character of the islands. Italy counter-argued that all 
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previous accords, specifically the Bonin-Venizelos Agreement signed with the Sevres 

Treaty, had become void due to abrogation of the latter with the consent of the allies.
221

 

The end of 1923 and the first half of 1924 saw negotiations specifically 

between Britain and Italy, despite the previous statements of Mussolini, who had 

assured the Italian press that no Dodecanese question existed.
222

 However, with 

the British pressure for a new settlement parallel to the Greek quest for help on the 

matter, a series of colloquia took place between Mussolini and Lord Curzon.
223

 

Britain’s activity in this matter stemmed not only from the traditional direction of 

the British foreign policy, but also from the concerns about the Mediterranean 

naval balance of power if Italian sovereignty over the islands continued.
224

  

In those meetings, Mussolini drew the attention of the British to the 

undeniable rights of Rome on the Dodecanese,
225

 as a result of the Lausanne 

Treaty. Nevertheless, leaving an open door, he said that if Britain desired another 

settlement on the Dodecanese, it could be done only through compensation to Italy 

since his country was already in an unsatisfactory position with the existent 

territorial settlements.
226

 The British argued this compensation issue with the 

Greeks later on. Athens rejected the idea of economic concessions to Italy on the 

grounds that economic privileges held the danger of being a satellite of Rome in 
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the region to an extent that Italy could even force Greece to be a part of a venture 

against Turkey.
227

   

 Actually, in the first half of 1924, the Dodecanese negotiations reached a 

standstill owing to the demands of the parties. According to Italy, the British were 

clearly on the side of Greece, which could not put any pressure on Italy regarding 

the islands unless they were supported.
228

 This idea reflected the truth together 

with the strategic concerns of the British in the sense that officials in London were 

trying hard to compel Italy to give up the Dodecanese. One of the most important 

indicators of this stance was the British combination of the Jubaland
229

 issue with 

the Dodecanese.  

According to the British, the issue of the territorial amendment in Somalia 

should have been handled together with the future of the Dodecanese in terms of 

their withdrawal to Greece since both these two issues existed in the Treaty of 

London of 1915.
230

 Italy, resisted this idea throughout the period of the 

negotiation, stating that these two issues were completely separate since the rights 
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of Italy in Jubaland had come out of war situation.
231

 According to them, issue of 

the Dodecanese should have been handled between Greece and Italy since the 

previous formal agreements had been made bilaterally.
232

 As can be seen, a 

conflict in the negotiation process took place even over the terms of the procedure.  

 Beyond this clash between Britain and Italy in terms of the nature of the 

negotiation, knottiness in the ideas, statements and the documents about a future 

settlement also stood out. In this sense, for instance, the British archival 

documents indicate that “Italy proposed to keep Rhodes, Kos, Leros, and 

Kastellorizo plus a few almost inhabited rocks forming part of the group,”
233

 due 

to their strategic values and capacity to become naval bases in the Mediterranean. 

However, according to the Mussolini’s explanations highlighted in the press, Italy 

did not have any intention of transferring the islands at all.
234

 If Italy were to give 

the islands to anybody, it would be Turkey, from whom it had received them.
235

  

Indeed, although such a transfer was not an option at the time, Mussolini 

repeated this opinion on other platforms, probably in order to show his 

determination about the Aegean. But, it is understood that Mussolini’s 

explanations led to expectations in some circles of Turkey. For example, Vakit 

published an article, stating that Italy annexed the major islands of the Dodecanese 

and would restore the rest to Turkey.
236
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Both the Turkish and Greek presses published similar articles about the 

issue that either Turkey or Italy officially denied later on.
237

 It was obvious that 

Italy did not have any intentions in this respect; however, Turkey followed the 

developments carefully even if it was no longer a party to the negotiations. Italian 

diplomats in Turkey stated that officials in Ankara asked frequently about the fate 

of the Dodecanese negotiations.
238

 The official position of Turkey is not evident in 

the archival resources; yet, Italy always used the Turkish card in the negotiation 

process claiming that the Turks, who preferred Italians near Turkish territory 

rather than Greeks, should have been taken into consideration.
239

  

 Italy formally annexed the Dodecanese in late September 1924, after its 

ratification of the Lausanne Treaty in August, without any transfer of rights, thus, 

settling this multifaceted issue regardless of the above-mentioned negotiations. In 

this way, the question of the Dodecanese was closed until the Second World War, 

although the Greek claims continued to be asserted through different channels 

throughout the period. 

 As can be seen, just after the Lausanne Treaty, two issues came to the 

secene in terms of the Dodecanese. On the one hand, despite the existence of a 

settlement, Britain, Italy, and Greece continued to negotiate the status of the 

Dodecanese based on the Greek claims on the islands, until the Italian ratification 

of Lausanne. In this respect, Turkey was not involved in the negotiation process, 
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but followed the developments closely. On the other hand, the islets around 

Kastellorizo emerged as a problem just after signing of Lausanne, becoming a 

scene of mutual occupations. For the settlement of this issue, the parties had to 

wait for the 1930s, because the utmost attention with regard to the region was 

headed towards the militarization of the islands at that time.   

 

 

 

The Militarization of the Dodecanese:   

  Turkish Foreign and Security Policies in Response 

 

 

At the same time that Turkey was following the results of the negotiations about 

the sovereignty of the Dodecanese, it was also observing what was taking place on 

the opposite coast attentively, because apart from the political reorganization in the 

islands, ongoing military undertakings became an important concern. This anxiety, 

which was very important for the most of the foreign and security policy initiatives 

of Ankara, can only be understood if the general orientation of Italian foreign 

policy of the time is known.  

 Italy had been the “least of the Great Powers” in European arena after its 

much debated late unification.
240

 Even if the least one, colonial expansion had 

been a major drive for Italian foreign policy from the 1880s, not being different 

from the other European powers of the time. The case of Libya, as explained in the 
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previous chapter, was a direct result of this understanding. Therefore, as Bosworth 

suggests, the foreign policy of Italy under fascism was not different from that of 

the previous periods; it was simply the the last phase of typical Italian foreign 

policy after Risorgimento.
241

 This last phase, however, could be differentiated in 

terms of its dynamic style and violent tone as opposed to the traditional 

expansionism of the previous era on the basis of the balance of power dynamics.
242

 

This cult of dynamism aimed at resurrecting the Roman Empire beginning from 

1922, based on mare nostrum (our sea) strategy, which depended on domination of 

two seas; the Mediterranean and the Adriatic.
243

  

 This aggressive and expansionist Fascist foreign policy depended largely 

on military power,
244

 which manifested itself even in 1923 with the Fiume and 

Corfu crises that Rome did not abstain from using military power in order to be 

able to reach the above-mentioned aim.
245

  Not surprisingly, this direction of 

foreign policy also had profound impacts on Turkey as a neighboring country, 

because Mussolini’s Italy regarded Anatolia as a possible target for 

colonization,
246

 due to the fragile post-war condition of Turkey.  
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It is argued in this study that the most important dynamic of this Italian 

threat was the adjacent Dodecanese Islands. Turkey acted as if the offensive 

through this near geography could come at any time. Therefore, the Dodecanese 

threat against Turkey became one of the keys of Turkish strategic thinking, which 

was formulated as a response to the developments on the islands, owing to the 

dense military undertakings of a revisionist aggressive power in the area, which 

did not hesitate to declare its aims in the Near East.  

The Italian insistence on the Dodecanese had stemmed from the desire of 

Rome to control a strategic stronghold in the Levant. Thus, the Italians began to 

assess the islands based on their military values since 1923. This position can be 

seen during the negotiations on the sovereignty of the Dodecanese, with Britan and 

Greece in post-Lausanne period. According to the considerations of the Italian 

officials, Italy should not have abandoned Rhodes, Leros, Stampalia as well as 

Kastellorizo not only due to their strategic positions in the eastern Mediterranean 

but also due to their harbor capacities for the Italian navy.
247

 Likewise, the 

dominance of the military thinking about the islands was also obvious in the own 

words of Mussolini, who said that Italy should not have taken an initiative in 

disarming Kastellorizo, on which French guns were situated unless Turkey asked 

specifically for this,
248

 although countries would exchange letters about the 

disarmament of the island when they signed the Lausanne Treaty.   
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The discomfort of Turkey about the military understanding of the islands 

dated back to 1923 and the Italians knew this uneasiness. For example, the Italian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs had rejected a demand of an Italian General who had 

wanted to stop in Fethiye (Makri) while going from Leros to Kastellorizo, on the 

grounds that such a stop would alarm Turkey.
249

 Turkish sensivity was closely 

related to the militarization project in the Dodecanese.  

Italy began to constitute an arrangement on the islands as early as 1923 

although it did not annex the region formally, and it was still in the process of 

negotiation over the fate of the Dodecanese with Britain and Greece. This 

arrangement, or systematization as the Italians called, was closely related to the 

military settlement. In 1923, the Italian military structure of the Dodecanese was 

tied to the ninth regiment in Bari on the mainland Italy; in other words, a separate 

command for the islands did not exist. Within this structure, while Rhodes was 

regarded as the center of the islands’ military framework, Leros, specifically the 

Porto Laki (Porto Lago), was formulated as a future naval base where the barracks 

and air hangars had already begun to be built.
250

 Leros would gradually be the 

backbone of the Dodecanese military structure, which would be a command 

headquarter, separate from Bari in the 1930s.  

 This military systematization became much more concrete in 1924. The 

first three months of this year corresponded to military shipping between Italy, 

specifically the Bari division, as stated above, and the Dodecanese. According to 

the archival documents, in addition to the dispatch of the fighter groups to the 
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islands, movements of other military classes like the engineers or the carabinieri 

(gendarmes) who would be used for local necessities came about.
251

 From 

February to the end of the summer, the organization and the number of troops in 

the islands increased.  

Various sources show that in terms of man power there were 

approximately 1400 troops in the Dodecanese, in March 1924.
252

  This number 

increased twofold by the end of the May,
253

 and this trend continued throughout 

the year. The majority of the forces and recently dispatched machine guns were 

concentrated on Rhodes, the center of the Dodecanese, together with Kos and 

Kalimnos.
254

  The future military fortress of the Dodecanese, namely Leros, did 

not have sufficient military man power yet with the exception of the construction 

process that had been initiated there.
255

 

 While these movements were being executed on the islands, Turkey 

became suspecious about the Italian actions on the opposite shore and took some 

measures in response. Obviously, this period of Turkey reflects the assumption 

that if a particular state without necessary diplomatic allies faces a security 

problem; it tends to pay a good deal of attention to its military organization.
256

 

                                                             
251

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 988, “Forze Militari nel Dodecanneso,” (Military Forces in the 

Dodecanese),  25 February 1924. 
252

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 988, “Presidio Militare del Dodecanneso,” (Garrisons of the 
Dodecanese), 17 March 1924.  
253

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 988, “Truppe nel Dodecanneso,” (Troops in the Dodecanese), 

4 June 1924.  
254

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 988, “Truppe a Rodi e Distaccamenti,” (Troops in Rhodes and 

the Details), 12 June 1924.  
255

 Ibid.  
256

 Barry R. Posen, “The Sources of Military Doctrine,” in The Use of Force: Military Power 

and International Politics, ed. Robert J. Art and Kenneth N. Waltz (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2004), p.39. 



103 
 

Parallel to this hypothesis, Turkey, in response to almost all military movements 

on the islands, began war preparations in the coastal regions, beginning in 1924.  

For example, in February, Turkish generals were in Izmir for war games 

designed for a possible Italian attack to Turkey from the West,
257

 which was 

supposed to occur via the Dodecanese. It seems that the the Italians considered the 

war games in Izmir important. They voiced their concerns about the undertakings 

while Turkey described the activity as the study of tactical and strategic 

problems.
258

  

Actually, this period marked a turning point in Turkish defense 

undertakings in the West. It was obvious that Turkish coasts were vulnerable to a 

sudden attack owing to the fact that with the exception of Foça Gulf, no war 

apparatus was present in the south or north of İzmir in Western Anatolia,
259

 which 

was supposedly one of the areas facing a military threat. After this time, however, 

Turkey began to fortify the coastal areas, from the northern Aegean, with the 

exception of the Dardanelles, to the end point of southern Anatolia.  

 The state followed the above-mentioned dispatch of soldiers to Rhodes in 

the end of May and June through the intelligence activities,
260

 and the Turkish 

press highlighted these movements.
261

 The articles published in several Turkish 

newspapers, like Hakimiyet-i Milliye, Vatan, and İleri generally suggested that the 

landing of troops in Rhodes was related to an imminent attack on western Anatolia 
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and additionally these preparations largely depended on the British collaboration 

with Italy based on the Mosul question.
262

  

Although the consular offices of Italy protested the stance of the press, 

which stressed a possible threat from the Dodecanese,
263

 it was not just the Turkish 

press that called attention to this mobilization. For example, even British 

newspapers like the Morning Post underlined the naval dispatches to Leros, which 

had been chosed as the naval base of the Dodecanese, as well as both Greek and 

Turkish concerns about the target of this fortification.
264

  

It was true that the complexity in the Aegean had led also the Greeks to 

strengthen their borders owing to the strain in this relationship at the time.
265

 

Despite the Italian noting about the baselessness of these arguments and despite 

the complexity of the existing intelligence, it was certain that these concerns 

directed the actions of the Turkish officials. Nearly on the same days as the articles 

circulated in public, the Turkish Chief of General Staff, Fevzi Paşa (Çakmak) was 

called to Ankara for a consultation about the transfer of troops to Rhodes.
266

  

Not only the meetings among the officials from the higher echelons of 

Turkish politics, but also the initiatives of the defense mechanism prove that 

Turkey was expecting an attack upcoming from the Dodecanese in the middle of 

1924. According to the day-to-day intelligence of the Italians, the Turkish army 

was on the move in the coastal areas. For example, in those days of high tension in 
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June and July, the bay of Edremit in the Balıkesir region was fortified with a 

battery of cannons as well as with machine guns.
267

  

In terms of fortifications and war plans, the southern are of western 

Anatolia was not different. While some airfields were built near Selçuk, 

specifically in Ayasuluk, it was stated that 6000 men were increased to 12,000, 

near Manisa and Menemen in İzmir, together with the construction of a wooden 

bridge for the landing of cannons at Gaziemir.
268

 In addition to these military 

concentrations in terms of men and weapons, the existence of the chief military 

officers in the İzmir region during this time period was an important indication of 

the serious nature of the course of events.  

In June and July, when the defensive initiatives of Turkey reached at a peak 

point, another place on which the Turkish attentions were focused was Söke, in the 

province of Aydın. At the beginning of June 1924, Greek newspapers had even 

claimed the occupation of Söke by the divisions of Rhodes based on false 

information from Samos.
269

 Although the Italians considered this information as 

“apocryphal,” it was meaningful that three Turkish regiments were sent to Söke 

together with the officials from General Staff nearly in the same month.
270

   

As opposed to the Aegean coast, which was militarily active, the region of 

Antalya was rather calm in the first half of 1924. The Italian documents do not 
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indicate a special movement there.
271

 This situation also would change in the 

second half of the year when both Muğla and Antalya became the next target areas 

for the Turkish army. In Muğla, several areas, like Marmaris, Datça, and Fethiye, 

which faced the islands of the Dodecanese, were equipped with arms similar to the 

above-mentioned areas.
272

 The threat from the islands had been regarded as a 

danger to such an extent that in some places like Datça, in addition to the normal 

military proceedings, military officials had distributed arms to the people in order 

for them to defend themselves.
273

  

In Antalya, on the other hand, the island authorities confirmed that after 

July, Turkish officers had begun to perpetrate secret military undertakings in the 

region, in response to the armaments in the Dodecanese in general.
274

 In reality, 

the reason for the activity in the Antalya region seemed to stem from the rising 

rumors and intelligences about the armaments on Kastellorizo, which was 

supposed to have been cleared of the weapons, based on the letters exchanged 

between Turkey and Italy during the signing period of the Lausanne Treaty. 

The news in the Antalya daily, which had been publishing articles on a 

possible landing for the whole period, about four howitzer guns
275

 in Kastellorizo 

that could be seen from the Anatolian coast and about recent road construction 
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work therein were important in this respect.
276

 In response to this information 

which also spread to the İstanbul press, the governor of the Dodecanese, Mario 

Lago,
277

 informed the Italian consular network that no howitzers existed on the 

islands with the exception of Leros and the roads being constructed were just for 

walking, without any strategic importance.
278

  

Although Antalya published a denial based on the pressure from the state 

later on, it is necessary to note that the Turkish officials could not ignore the 

activities in Kastellorizo. The Turkish military undetakings were moved towards 

certain points in the province of Antalya. In this context, in addition to the transfer 

of soldiers, especially to the areas of Kırkgöz, Kaş, and Manavgat, guns were 

relocated over the ruined roads which were being repaired at the same time.
279

 The 

officials from the General Staff in Antalya followed the transfer of guns and rifles 

closely and oversaw the duty of collecting horses from the people in the region.
280

  

As can be seen from the data of 1924, the Turkish military reaction to the 

armed reorganization and activity on the Dodecanese began from the northern 

Aegean coast and reached to the coasts of Mediterranean. Indeed, the trend in the 

coastal defense of Turkey was the militarization of the areas near the islands for 

which intelligence about fortification activity existed. But, sending soldiers and 
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armaments to these regions was not the only approach. Instead, Turkey did not 

hesitate to lay mines to the shores of Marmaris, Finike, Arapsuyu (in Antalya), 

Datça, and Gaziemir (in İzmir).
281

 These were the ways that Turkey tried to deter 

an attack coming from the islands with which Ankara felt on the verge of war.  

The militarization of the Western coasts intensified throughout 1925, in 

response to further activities on the islands. However, neither the attitude of 

Turkey in the region nor the accelerating preparation of Italy in the Dodecanese 

especially after December 1924 can be understood coherently without taking the 

other diplomatic issues of Turkey into account. The Mosul problem between 

Turkey and Britain was a key factor in this regard. While the tension ascended in 

the Eastern border zones, Turkey also felt close to a war more than ever in the 

coastal areas. How Mosul turned into a problem for Turkey not only in terms of 

the Eastern borders but also in terms of the Western coasts at the same time was 

closely related to the possibility of collaboration among Britain, Italy, and even 

Greece, as will be analyzed in the following pages.   

The Great Power interest in Mosul dated back to the late nineteenth century 

due to its strategic location especially towards the Near East and South East Asia 

as well as to natural resources, specifically petroleum.
282

 This region, which the 

British occupied after the Mudros Armistice, had been one of the issues of the 

Lausanne Conference without a concrete solution, yet with a program of 

subsequent diplomatic negotiation between the parties which would be handed 
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over to the League of Nations in case of a failure in bilateral negotiations.
283

 At the 

end of the process, the parties sent the case to the League of Nations as had been 

foreseen due to the failure of diplomacy, resulting in the conclusion of the problem 

in favor of Britain in 1926.  

Until 1926, Mosul constituted a significant foreign policy problem for 

Turkey as a newly founded state. From the military point of view, tension in the 

border zones had escalated.
284

 In other words, a military clash in the east of Turkey 

with the British forces emerged as a possibility. When the situation in the eastern 

region was considered together with the above-mentioned environment of western 

and southwestern Anatolia due to the Dodecanese, the difficulties that Turkey 

experienced in this period with limited military resources can be understood better. 

However, this complexity in Turkish security and foreign policy should not be 

comprehended as stemming from simultaneous, yet separate issues. This 

dissertation argues that the Mosul question was closely related to the Dodecanese 

problem of Turkey, especially after December 1924, as a certain degree of 

collaboration existed between Britain and Italy. Actually, Greece was also a part of 

this cooperation at some point, during the reign of General Pangalos.  

Turkey had suspected possible cooperation between Italy and Britain since 

1924. Indeed, such a concurrence seemed logical since it reflected a win-win 
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situation for both parties. In terms of the British, who wanted to intimidate Turkey 

in order to obtain the desired result for Mosul, the activity of Italy in the 

Dodecanese threatening Turkey was useful.  On the other hand, the Mosul crisis 

was an opportunity for Italy which sought colonial expansion in Turkey, for which 

Rome expected disintegration without the consolidation of the Republic during 

this process.
285

  

Turkey’s doubts escalated in 1925 when a series of meetings, the first of 

which took place in December 1924, were held between Mussolini and 

Chamberlain. It was usually thought that these two agreed on diplomatic and 

economic cooperation in Turkey, though no written evidence exists about this plan 

in the British archives.
286

  However, this collaboration is clear in the account of the 

Italian War Minister, who had stated that Mussolini had asked him to study the 

means and requirements of a probable war against Turkey.
287

 Likewise, Greek 

archival resources suggest that Mussolini had promised 250,000 men to Britain in 

case of a landing in Asia Minor during these meetings.
288

 Therefore, when 

discussing the developments in 1925, this understanding between Britain and Italy 

should be kept in mind since Turkey formulated its stance as being faced with 

threats both from the east, and from the west.   

 Then, what was happening militarily in the Aegean Sea in the light of this 

diplomatic understanding? 1925 saw further development of the military activities 
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in the Dodecanese, specifically in Leros. The construction of the components of 

naval base on Leros had already begun in 1923, as stated above, but the peak point 

of this construction process corresponded to 1925. The communications between 

the Naval Ministry and Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs of this year stress again 

and again the military and political importance of the base.
289

  According to the 

reports, the importance of Leros was based on its formulation as a supply point for 

the convoys within the Mediterranean, along the route of the Dardanelles, the 

Aegean Sea, Italy, and Libya.
290

 In that respect, buoys, moorings places, water 

supply installation points, deposits of carbon and naphtha on floating, a warehouse 

for artillery, two thousand tons of barges, and a small station for a radio telegram 

had already been constructed or transferred to Porto Laki.  

The novelty of 1925 in terms of the undertakings on Leros generally 

stemmed from the desire to improve the aviation facilities. According to the 

officials, Greece and Turkey were developing their air forces. While the former 

constructed an airplane factory, the latter’s air force was increased to nearly a 

hundred aircraft. Therefore, the aviation in the islands, particularly on Leros as the 

military stronghold, should have been developed with regard to the balance of 

force in the Aegean.
291

  

In order to be a major aviation power in the Aegean and in the 

Mediterranean in general, Rome constructed a seadrome, an apron with slide, a 

hangar, a warehouse, and several barracks on Leros for the use of two squadrons to 
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begin with.
292

 The naval base on Leros with a strong aviation capacity was very 

important for the politicians not only in the islands but also in the concerning 

ministries in Rome. Thus, which institution would be responsible for this base 

became a highly contentious matter.
293

 

 It can be argued that Leros turned into the most significant of the islands 

and the most important achievement in the Dodecanese from a military point of 

view in 1925 and this would continue to be the case in the subsequent years.  The 

growing focus on Leros did not mean that works on other islands stopped. On the 

contrary, the operations in other parts of the Aegean continued diligently. For 

example, while the construction of barracks on Rhodes together with the transfer 

of soldiers were taking place,
294

 another military project was going on in Kos in 

front of Bodrum in Muğla,
295

 as a different point from the previous year’s 

undertakings. 

Again, claims about the remilitarization of Kastellorizo appeared in the 

Turkish press and the Italians denied it through a verbal note.
296

 The Italian 

diplomatic circles attentively followed the Turkish press, both the local and 

national ones, since alarming voices about the undertakings in the Dodecanese 

were consistently existent in the newspapers. In 1925, even the comic journals 

wrote about the Dodecanese armaments. For instance, Akbaba, depicted Mussolini 
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sitting on top of Rhodes with the title: “from the ongoing news: Italian 

fortifications on Rhodes.”
297

  

 

 

 

 Figure 2. Akbaba, 1 June 1341 (1925).  

 

The military action on the islands took the answer of military reaction in 

Turkish coastal areas, not being different from the previous year. For example, the 

same logic about the Turkish defense strategy in terms of strengthening the areas 

confronting the fortified islands could be seen also in the above-mentioned case of 

Kos. As a response to the fortifications on Kos, the Turkish authorities equipped 

Bodrum with a battalion of soldiers and prohibited the entrance of the civilians to 

some areas of the town in such a way that, according to the Italian intelligence, 
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even the civilian officials were permitted to enter those regions only every 

three/four days.
298

  

The ambitions of Greece toward Turkey revived by General Pangalos who 

took the power in Athens after a coup d’état in June 1925,
299

 further complicated 

the difficult position of Turkey in 1925, which dealt not only with the British in 

the east but also with the Italians in the west. Since 1923, Turkish-Greek relations 

had been experiencing difficulties, specifically owing to problems arising from the 

population exchange. After seizing power, General Pangalos not only hardened the 

stance towards Turkey on these issues, but also tried to come closer to Britain and 

Italy, which could help him to achieve his territorial ambitions in Anatolia within 

the existing conditions.
300

 The Foreign Office documents state:  

 

In September 1925, Signor Grandi the Italian Minister of Interior of the 

time, expressed to M. Rentis at Geneva, Minister for Foreign Affairs in 

General Pangalos’ government, who also represented Greece at the League 

of Nations, the desire of the Italian government for a rapprochement 

between the two countries with a view to collaboration in Asia Minor.
301

  

 

Parallel to this, General Pangalos’ memoirs also indicate that he planned to attack 

to Turkey with a collaboration of Italy and Britain.
302
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While Athens and Rome came to an understanding during meetings that 

took place between their representatives, beginning with the second half of 1925, 

Britain, though collaborating with Italy, remained distant from such cooperation 

since it feared the possible direction that Greek-Italian link could take.
303

 Yet, Italy 

and Greece continued to make plans about a possible attack on Turkey until 

Chamberlain vetoed Mussolini on the issue in 1926, when the Mosul question was 

solved, eliminating the British interest in such an attack. Interestingly, while this 

veto would reflect on the attitude of Mussolini, General Pangalos, until he was 

overthrown, would seek the ways to attack Turkey, even planning to collaborate 

with Yugoslavia.
304

 

When the Greek factor during 1925 is added to the picture, the difficulties 

that Turkey experienced in the Aegean Sea become much more understandable, 

since Turkey was a neighbor with Greece not only through the Thracian border, 

but also through the Aegean islands just above the Dodecanese group, for which 

the Lausanne Treaty had a demilitarization clause.
305

 Turkish officials had already 

begun to notice military activity on the islands in question before General 

Pangalos came to power, especially during the crisis about the deportation of the 

recently elected Patriarch from Turkey since he fell under the category of refugee, 

according to the Turkish interpretation of the population exchange.  

For instance, during this diplomatic tension, Greece had fortified the 

northern Aegean Islands like Chios and Lesvos facing Anatolia and also sent 
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troops to them.
306

 Parallel to its security understanding vis-à-vis the Dodecanese, 

Turkey had sent troops to the coasts of north Aegean facing the islands like the 

towns of Ayvalık, Dikili, and Bergama.
307

 The seizure of Greek rule by General 

Pangalos, who tried to collaborate with the Italians in the light of revisionist aims, 

further alarmed Turkey. It began to follow also these islands attentively, as it did 

so for the Dodecanese. The military dispatches continued during this time scale 

also, especially based on Lesvos.
308

  

Particularly the second half of 1925 cannot be comprehended without 

taking all these diplomatic contacts and collaborations into consideration. Italy, 

Greece, and Britain carried out frequent activities just off the western coasts of 

Anatolia with their ships in the Aegean Sea.
309

 Although Turkey tried to answer 

these threats with military measures such as grand war games in the western 

Anatolia, especially in the area of Manisa in October 1925, or the big fortification 

work under construction in İzmir,
310

 the counterparties knew that Turkey had a 

scarcity of soldiers in these areas because its troops had also been mobilized in the 

eastern part of the country,
311

 not only owing to the Mosul dispute but also specific 

event of Sheik Sait rebellion in the region, on which the British support is a big 

question mark, again.
312
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Therefore, it can be concluded that by the end of 1925, Turkey had 

experienced the most vulnerable epoch of the interwar period because the problem 

for Turkey in the Aegean had become much more complicated than the sole 

militarization of the Dodecanese due to the entrance of Britain and Greece onto the 

scene.  

1926 did not begin with novel dynamics either. The condition of being on 

the verge of war continued especially in the first half of this year. Since the 

military undertakings were maintained in the Dodecanese in terms of the new 

construction works such as the one in Scarpanto
313

 and in terms of the frequent 

visits of high ranking army officers for the inspection of the army and the navy 

specifically in Rhodes and Leros;
314

 Turkey maintained its alarmist stance in the 

coastal areas.  

The Italian documents indicate an ongoing fortification process, 

specifically in İzmir, which had become the backbone of the coastal strategy of 

Turkey, together with the construction of recently mapped out roads and battery 

lines for cannons.
315

 It was emphasized that despite the weakness of its navy, 

Turkey was taking strict land measures in these areas, and in case of a war it could 

make its land army more powerful with the help of the Russians,
316

 its only 
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diplomatic friend at that time. Regardless of the probable help that Turkey could 

get in case of a war and despite the lack of man power in those areas due to the 

situation in the east, the government attached a major importance to the coastal 

defense in a way that similarly in 1926 Turkish officials, like Prime Minister İsmet 

Paşa (İnönü) travelled to these areas frequently in order to check the progress.
317

 

However, the nature of these warlike conditions began to change in the 

second half of the year. This change could be understood based on two respects. 

First of all, Turkey accepted the decision of the League of Nations regarding 

Mosul in favor of Britain in 1926, because it was diplomatically isolated, with 

various external and internal threats, as the above data designates, on the one hand, 

and it needed a peaceful consolidation environment as a newly founded and fragile 

Republic, on the other hand.
318

 This meant the disappearance of one of the 

adversaries from the scene diplomatically as well as getting rid of the danger of a 

clash with the British in the east militarily. Thus, Turkey could focus more on the 

Western defense.  

As was stated above, Britain, which had backed the Italian interests in 

Anatolia during 1925, began to reject any attack on Turkey after the conclusion of 

the Mosul question. That is to say, the Mosul dynamic between the islands and the 

Turkish mainland was over in the second half of 1926, yet, after showing how 

these minor islands had a major influence on Turkish foreign policy.    

The second reason involved the Italian military, the organization of which 

had been changed completely in 1926. This organizational difference in the whole 
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army had some repercussions in the Dodecanese, especially in terms of the 

administrative issues,
319

 even if the concentration and the construction in the 

islands were kept going. The authorities underlined this administrative complexity 

and the disharmony among the ground, air, and naval forces as the problems in the 

Dodecanese in 1926. Therefore, in the second half of the year, the Italian officers 

in the capital or in the islands dealt with the military problems to a great extent.
320

 

For instance, the commanders of the land army, the navy, and the air forces 

prepared military programs for the Dodecanese. These programs signified the 

necessity of rapid improvement both in Rhodes and in Leros, together with the 

construction of an airport in the latter and aviation camps in the former.
321

  

The fact that nearly all the reports emphasized the air power in the islands 

as compared to that in Turkey shows that after the resolution for Mosul, Italy 

began to take the possible power of Turkey on the western coasts more seriously 

since Turkey gained the ability to dispatch more soldiers and equipment to the 

western and southwestern Anatolia. Therefore, it is seen that the Italian 

government focused more on the military problems of the islands after the second 

half of the year since they may have caused bigger troubles in the changing 

conditions.    

However, even if the dynamics in the Aegean began to change during 1926 

in favor of Turkey, the mutual stance of the parties did not transform immediately. 

On the contrary, the tension, especially in terms of surveillance, intelligence, and 
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the military projects continued, especially until the second half of 1927 in which 

the other issues also began to occupy place other than war and military. In other 

words, although the conditions were different and much more balanced 

specifically for Turkey after 1926, the military activities continued to be followed 

with concern, as well as the expectation of an attack.  

In terms of the military project, the construction of different parts of the 

Leros naval base persisted to be one of the concerns of Turkey, the notes on which 

designated accelerated military activity on Porto Laki with extraordinary measures 

to prohibit the influx of information.
322

 The expectation both in Ankara and in the 

several journals of the various countries was still of a future war between Turkey 

and Italy particularly directed from Leros, which was still under development.
323

 

Therefore, all the actions of the Italian officials in the Aegean Sea were viewed 

with suspicion in Turkey. 

 For instance, Turkey had evaluated the dispatch of a boat for 

hydrographical survey to Kastellorizo as a sign of a forthcoming war. According 

to Turkey, the Italian officers were actually making efforts to place cannon on the 

island to this end.
324

 The Italian official communications between Rhodes, Rome, 

and Istanbul show that the mentioned ship had been genuinely sent for 

hydrographical activity. For this reason, the Italian ambassador in Turkey 

complained that if the Italian authorities communicated with the Turkish officials 

about the actual plan before, they would not have been in the awkward place of 
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denial for a simple hydrographical work.
325

 Indeed, the secrecy about every 

initiative marked these years, even in the harmless enterprises like the example.  

Obviously, military intelligence from the facing shores was always important for 

all parties. While Turkey had received information from the Dodecanese through the 

travellers, merchants, and sailors,
326

 together with the foreign press and the means of 

navy; Italy collected information about the coastal regions through its embassies and 

espionage. Intelligence was important to such an extent that it became a topic of another 

cartoon in Turkey, depicting the mutual surveillance between the coasts.
327

 

Despite the deportations or prison sentences for people accused of being spies,
328

 

neither the activity in Anatolia nor that in the Dodecanese remained secret. However, it 

can be seen easily that the counter-espionage became much more important especially 

for Leros in 1926 and 1927.  This disturbed Turkish policy makers and led them to 

produce more surveillance and intelligence methods. Not surprisingly, the island 

authorities reciprocated.   
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Figure 3. “Ne Yapsak Etrafı Dikiz Etmeyi Unutmayız Çelebi” Karagöz, 28 July 1926.  

 

At a time when the press was talking about grand military work on Leros, 

the governor of the Dodecanese was making proposals about the severe 

restrictions on the entrance of the ships to the naval base on Porto Laki and to 

other military zones.
329

 The reason for this proposal, above all, was basically the 

previous entrance of the Turkish Consul together with three British officials who 

had taken photos of the base and drawn the layout of the military buildings as well 

as edifices of the batteries.
330

 These proposals included specific restrictions to 

travel for the people on Leros and the obligation of the accurate travel documents 

for passengers, especially Turks, the main enemy, and people from Egypt where 

many Dodecanese irredentists lived.
331
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Despite the Italian officials took some measures against counterespionage 

for Leros and sent counterespionage officers to the island,
332

 the suspicions about 

the activities of Turkey for intelligence and surveillance continued. The 

Dodecanese authorities generally attributed the detections of the submarines as 

well as torpedo boats in the Aegean to the Turks,
333

 and regarded the Turkish 

consulate on Rhodes as an espionage and provocation office with many agents 

who were tasked with the “deformed military notifications.”
334

 The mistrust about 

the Turkish consul and consulate increased to such an extent that the governor of 

Rhodes, while describing the Turkish consul Celaleddin Bey, stated that he was 

taking money for his intelligence service for which he was only responsible to 

Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk).
335

  

However, according to the Turks, the Dodecanesian authorities were 

involved in similar activities. When Minister of Foreign Affairs Tevfik Rüştü 

(Aras) complained about the military intelligence activities to the Italian 

authorities, the Italians replied that this was the illusion of the local Turkish 

authorities who were always suspicious and saw every Italian as a spy, who had no 

agenda but to attack Turkey.
336

 But, it should be noted that this same official to 

whom Tevfik Rüştü (Aras) talked requested the examination of this activity from 
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the Dodecanesian authorities either in terms of its moderation or in terms of 

improving the means since the Turks already knew the spies and since the Turkish 

authorities were able to identify them as soon as they appeared.
337

  

The intelligence and surveillance activities of the parties which increased 

on both sides in 1926 and 1927 probably stemmed from the afore-mentioned 

changing dynamics in the Aegean Sea. I argue that while Turkey was becoming a 

more equal actor vis-à-vis the Dodecanese after 1926, the secrecy about the 

military activities on the islands was becoming increasingly important, especially 

for the comparative powers of the entities involved. Therefore, it can be suggested 

that those activities contributed to tension in the Aegean in these years.  

Despite the expectations and the various sources of tensions in the area, the 

expected war did not take place. Van Evera explains this through the fact that 

“when conquest is hard, states are dissuaded from the aggression by the fear that 

victory will prove costly or unattainable.”
338

 Since when the victory is easy, 

aggression is more alluring between two or more states;
339

 Italy did not venture 

using the Dodecanese as a beginning point of war, because the Italian memoranda 

on Turkey in 1927 began to describe the colonization of Turkey as necessitating 

not a single operation, but a proper war that would cost billions stemming both 

from the fact that the Turks could fight with 400,000 men in the area and from the 

fact that the country did not have considerable railroads or roads in the region, 
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which would make the operation difficult to succeed.
340

 Turkey was not weak 

militarily in the west after the resolution of the Mosul conflict, and Italy was no 

longer backed by other powers in 1927. Therefore, specifically with the second 

half of 1927, the island-mainland relations entered into a new phase in which legal 

issues began to dominate the scene.  

 

                                  Pending Problems on the Verge of the War: 

The Economic and Legal Matters between Turkey and the Dodecanese 

 

 

Being on the brink of a war in the Aegean Sea was a significant condition in itself 

for Turkey as it was for the Dodecanese and Italy, and for the countries interested 

in the Mediterranean balance of power. But the fortifications on the islands and the 

Turkish policy in response were not the only issues existing in the relationship 

between the islands and the mainland. Other problems also stood out in terms of 

the Turkish-Dodecanese contacts which had remained under the realm of Turkish 

diplomacy. Yet the warlike conditions in the Aegean Sea had overshadowed these, 

as examined.  

In this regard, one of the most important subjects between Turkey and the 

Dodecanese had to do with commercial relations, which were full of tension after 

1923, specifically due to the trade and fishing restrictions imposed upon the 

Dodecanesians within Turkish territory and the smuggling between the shores. As 

was mentioned in the previous chapter, the economy of the Dodecanese Islands 

had depended on trade made with Anatolia since pre-modern times. Indeed, this 
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feature of the Dodecanesian economy did not change in the twentieth century 

either. Apart from the economically developed islands of Rhodes and Kos, the 

lands of which were suitable for agriculture and animal husbandry, people of the 

islands lived on fishing, sponge fishing, and trade with mainland.
341

  It should be 

underlined that although the trade with Anatolia was so important for the islands, 

only a small part of it was carried out through legal ways. For example, Simi and 

Kastellorizo were particularly famous for the smuggling activities.
342

   

1923, the Turkish Republic was founded and the Dodecanese was legally 

accepted as outside of Turkish borders, became a turning point not only for the 

political relations in the Aegean, but also for the economic contacts. This turning 

point was both the result of the Turkish restrictive trade policies in the Aegean,
343

 

and the prohibition of the fishing in Turkish national waters for foreigners.
344

  

These measures of Turkey deteriorated the economic well-being of the 

islanders, who were used to practice fishing along the both sides of the sea. 

Therefore, it is not surprising to see that Rome, in several diplomatic contacts with 

Ankara over the Dodecanese after 1923, insisted on an economic accord between 

Turkey and the Aegean islands that would regulate the relationship between these 

two entities. However, as can be expected, economic relations always took a back-

seat and were negatively affected by the threat of war.  
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 Beginning in 1923, Turkey had restricted trade with the Dodecanese, and 

closed its borders completely to ships specifically coming from Kastellorizo, 

accusing them with smuggling.
345

 The governor of the Dodecanese insisted 

negotiating an agreement on the economic relations between these two entities,
346

 

stating that despite the complaints of Ankara, Turkish boats were also involved in 

smuggling, especially with tobacco and salt.
347

 According to him, it was actually 

the Turkish boats that were active even in this closed regime.
348

  

At this point, it should be stated that Turkey complained about the 

smuggling of the Dodecanesians throughout the period under discussion. Indeed, 

contraband was a major problem in the Aegean Sea, necessitating further research. 

But I argue in this case that the overlapping of the closure time of the Anatolian 

ports to Kastellorizo with the afore-mentioned question of the islets that Turkey 

and Italy reciprocally occupied just after the Lausanne Treaty was not a 

coincidence. Instead, it was one of the trump cards of Turkey in the islet question. 

The Italian governor of Rhodes had suggested even the transfer of the islets to 

Turkey in return for the opening of the Anatolian ports to Kastellorizo since trade 

was much more important for the islanders.
349

  

The concerns of Rome, however, diverged from those of the governor since 

strategic concerns predominated. This was one of the first examples of Turkey 
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seeking to exploit economic relations with the Dodecanese in order to strengthen 

its political position. Although no serious negotiation process regarding either the 

islets or the commercial linkages took place during this time as a result of the tense 

diplomatic relations, Turkey would follow the same strategy when the islet 

question would be discussed after 1927. This shows that the economic relations 

and the problems in the Aegean cannot be understood without taking the political 

and military environment in the region into consideration.  

But, this does not mean that Turkey merely tried to benefit from economic 

issues during the warlike condition. Smuggling and even piracy directed from the 

Dodecanese did exist. Regarding the latter, although the authorities of the islands 

stated that it was exceptional,
350

 the activity of pirates between the islands and the 

mainland became another source of tension in the region. Actually, piracy was not 

an issue that took place only between Turkey and the Dodecanese; the inhabitants 

of the other islands that belonged to Greece in the northern part of the region also 

practiced piracy. For example, in 1923, the Greek pirates of Samos sank a boat 

with a Turkish flag and captured its sailors, who were Muslim Dodecanesians.
351

  

The acts of piracy were not being done only in the sea. Sometimes, Greek 

bands from the Dodecanese were coming to the mainland and kidnapped people 

there. For instance, in one incident, Simian pirates kidnapped two gendarmes and 

then a rural guard in Muğla.
352

 These incidents led to serious diplomatic tension 

between Turkey and Italy. However, even if piracy and banditry materialized from 
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the Dodecanese, it was also a problem for the Dodecanese administration itself, 

owing to the fact that these groups, especially on Kalimnos and Scarpanto, also 

worked against the Italian rule on the islands.
353

 For this reason, the Dodecanese 

administration generally asked for cooperation with Turkey in terms of patrolling 

the Aegean Sea.
354

 Such cooperation did not take place; yet, the administrations 

could suppress these kinds of events in due course as they consolidated their 

power in the region until the end of the 1920s.   

 As Governor Lago stated, while piracy was exceptional, the smuggling was 

common.
355

 Even though he occasionally insisted that Turkish smuggling occurred 

more often especially while he was explaining the facts to the officials in Rome 

and Ankara,
356

 he also acknowledged that the Turkish complaints, the gravity of 

which were pointless to veil, had an indisputable basis.
357

 He also said that 

smuggling was an absolute necessity of life for the poor people of the islands.
358

 

The Dodecanese administration indicated the strict rules that Turkey implemented 

in the coastal areas as the sole reason for smuggling, and argued that sole possible 

solution would be regular traffic between the shores.
359
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At various times between 1923 and 1939, both the Dodecanese government 

and the Italian officials in Turkey insisted on a treaty to implement a more flexible 

trade regime between the Aegean Islands and Turkey. The latter refused such an 

initiative based on different excuses. For example, while in 1924, when Italy, 

Britain, and Greece were still discussing the future of Dodecanese as explained 

above, Turkey stated that an agreement was impossible before the parties settled 

the fate of the islands.
360

 Another time, Ankara said that a treaty between the 

islands and Turkey could not be viable because the Dodecanese did not have a 

right to stipulate such an international act since it did not have a legal existence 

separate from Italy.
361

  

Obviously, it was not expectable that such a treaty could be made between 

Turkey and the Dodecanese, owing to the danger that the islands represented in the 

minds of Ankara. In other words, it was no coincidence that these issues were 

negotiated between the officials only just after the Lausanne Treaty. Any serious 

contact regarding the economic relations did not take place during the warlike 

condition after 1924, similar to the islet question.  

This quarrelsome condition in the Aegean made the economic sphere worse 

than it had been in the post Lausanne period, letting aside an agreement. For 

example, one of the most important rights that the Dodecanese administration 

desired was the mutual reciprocity of fishing/sponge fishing right, which was 
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banned to foreign nationals in Turkish national waters,
362

 in order to eliminate 

poaching. Putting aside such an agreement in this tense political environment that 

military activities dominated, the Turkish response especially in terms of the local 

administrations were so harsh that the Turkish gendarmes stopped Dodecanesian 

fishing boats and arrested their crews,
363

 and sometimes opened fire to them.
364

  

Apart from the harsh response of the Turkish authorities to smuggling and 

poaching during this period, according to Italian officials, another reason for this 

hostility was about the Turkish fear which regarded every single Dodecanesian 

boat as a source of espionage and surveillance.
365

 The Italians accepted the 

impossibility of expecting something positive in the economic relations as long as 

potentiality of war endured.  

 The economic contacts between the Dodecanese and Anatolia were not the 

sole complexity in this sub-period. On the contrary, confusion and obscurity also 

on matters like citizenship and property were significant for the people. In this 

respect, similar to the economic realm, the legal separation of the coasts in 1923 

led to the issues both in Anatolia and the Dodecanese owing to the fact that these 

people were using both coasts. In terms of citizenship, who belonged to which 

country created one of the biggest confusions of the time, particularly for the 

islanders. For example, it was a complete challenge for the authorities to determine 
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the nationality of a Greek man who had been born on Rhodes, lived in Anatolia, 

but fought with the Greeks against the Turks in the Turkish-Greek war. Turkey 

held this man as a prisoner of war and in return both Greece and Italy wanted him 

to return back to his own country, either Greece or the Dodecanese.
366

  

Turkey refused the Italian claim that he was a Dodecanesian, so under the 

protection of Italy, on the grounds that the Dodecanese had still been Ottoman land 

at that time being just under the Italian occupation.
367

 Likewise, Greece claimed 

that the man was a Greek of Anatolia, and thus, be sent to his motherland. The 

result of the case is not known from the archival material. However, it should be 

emphasized that the Dodecanese folders in the archives of the Italian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs are full of such cases. 

 Obviously, although the several articles of Lausanne Treaty deal with the 

citizenship issue in terms giving people a right to opt for a nationality in specific 

conditions, within a two year period after the ratification of the treaty,
368

 it seemed 
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that the clash between the Turkish and Italian authorities together with the Greek 

ones persisted over the people’s nationality until the beginning of the opting 

period. This clash over the nationality issue did not come to an end after the Italian 

ratification of the Lausanne Treaty. Tension about the opting process increased 

between 1924 and 1926 during which both parties tried to make people to opt for 

their country. While the Italians needed the Turkish ethnicity in the islands in 

order to balance the Greek dominance,
369

 the documents do not address the main 

aim behind the Turkish effort to attract Muslims.
370

 

The activities of the both sides to this end are worth discussion. For 

example, the Italian authorities had protested when Turkish authorities in Anatolia 

had changed the passports of the Dodecanesians who visited Turkey with the new 

Turkish passports on the grounds that this act was an offense to the Lausanne 

Treaty.
371

 Likewise, the consular activities of Turkey in the Dodecanese were 

accused of using different methods to enforce the Muslims of the Dodecanese to 

take Turkish citizenship as a result of which nearly three thousand people on 

Rhodes opted for Turkish nationality.
372
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While Turkey that took measures for the opting period, the Dodecanese 

authorities also made a great deal of effort to keep Muslims on the islands. In this 

respect, the decision of the governor Lago to confine a Turkish notable of Kos, 

whom Turkish consulate to make the Muslims to opt for Turkish nationality, to 

Simi until the end of the opting period
373

 was remarkable, but not surprising in 

these circumstances.   

 It could be argued that despite the existence of diplomatic tension, the 

warlike condition in the Aegean affected the nationality issue minimally due to the 

fact that it was subjected to a legal process within a fixed term. However, the fate 

of the properties of the Dodecanesians in Anatolia necessitated smooth diplomatic 

relations, which did not exist in this period. The complicated problem of the 

property issue had two aspects. On the one hand, a chaotic situation arose about 

the registries of the islands that were in Turkey from which they were requested by 

Italy.
374

 On the other hand, the status of the property owned by the Dodecanesians 

in Anatolia was ambiguous. Since the Dodecanese was not included in the 

population exchange, the fate of the property of the Greek Dodecanesians in 

Anatolia was not specified.  
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 In terms of the registries, the Lausanne Treaty had anticipated the dispatch 

of the necessary records, either the original ones or in the form of copies.
375

 The 

Italian authorities had made their first request to Ankara in 1923, just after a 

conflict occured because the administration had rented the land of a Muslim man, 

who lacked a title deed, to a Greek islander.
376

  

The fear of the Dodecanese administration was Turkey’s possible objection 

to sending the original registers.
377

 According to Lago, the delay in the dispatch of 

the registers was carrying the danger of the change in the documents because the 

Turkish authorities might attempt to alter the records in order to support the 

Muslim claims about the properties on the islands.
378

 Whatever the motive of the 

Turkish state delaying in sending the documents, the reality was that by the end of 

this period, the parties had not solved the problem, as being another frozen matter 

waiting for a smooth diplomatic contact.  

 In the realm of the possessions, the situation was not different but more 

acute in the sense that the Dodecanesians who wondered about the fate of their 

properties in Turkey, had submitted thousands of petitions.
379

 As stated above, the 

islanders were living in the both sides of the Aegean and they had houses and 

lands in Turkey. No concrete decision had been made in the Lausanne Treaty 
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about them, and the question of citizenship had further complicated the situation 

after 1923 as well.
380

 According to the Italians, a possible solution to this problem, 

either in terms of restitution or in terms of the restoration, was the foundation of a 

committee similar to the Turkish-Greek joint commission. 
381

 But if the sensitive 

nature of the issue for Turkey at that time and the uneasy relationship with the 

islands throughout the period are kept in mind, it was not surprising that the Turks 

refused to take any steps for such an initiative.  

Therefore, the strategy of the Italians about the property issue evolved from 

the desire for a commission to appealing to the Turkish authorities based on single 

cases rather than the maximum questions in due course.
382

 However, the 

Dodecanese administration used the expropriation of the vakıf (foundation) 

property on the islands as a diplomatic trump card for the resolution of these 

separate property cases.
383

 Even so, the two most important cases for which the 

application to the Turkish institutions was made in 1924 could not be solved by the 

end of 1927 despite the tactics.  

 Obviously, all of these problems that resulted from the Lausanne 

settlement required smooth diplomatic relations. But this period reflected the 

characteristics of military tension instead of the initiatives of diplomatic 

resolutions. Therefore, it is not surprising to see that the majority of the 

abovementioned questions would be handled in the subsequent period during 
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which the legal and diplomatic problems would be dealt with around the question 

of the Kastellorizo islets, based on the changing dynamics in the Aegean the 

condition of which developed from being on the verge of war, to relative détente. 

Yet, beyond the absence of will to solve the problems in this period, all of these 

issues like property or commercial relations were good examples of how the 

separation of the islands from its closest mainland had direct influences on the 

people living in this geography.  

                       

 

This chapter argued that the problematic nature of the relationship between Turkey 

and the Dodecanese began just after the conclusion of the Lausanne Treaty in 

1923. One of the problems involved sovereignty. While Turkey and Italy claimed 

the islets around Kastellorizo Island, Italy, Britain, and Greece were still 

discussing the sovereignty of the Dodecanese amongst themselves. None of the 

issues yielded a result that would change the status quo. The islet problem would 

wait for a negotiation process that would come in the end of the 1920s. Likewise, 

Italy kept the Dodecanese, resisting the Greek claims that were supported by 

Britain.  

1923 saw problems between the islands and mainland, specifically 

stemming from the borders drawn between two entities. The frontiers affected 

economic activities, like fishing and sponge fishing, and the properties of the 

individuals, complicating the lives of the people who were used to live on both the 

mainland and the islands. Yet, these problems also could not be solved, or even 
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barely discussed in this period, owing to the deficiency of appropriate diplomatic 

contacts between the responsible parties.  

 The absence of smooth diplomatic relationship puts the most important 

aspect of the problematic relationship between the parties forward: military 

fortifications on the islands based on an aggressive discourse. Beginning with 

1924, the perception of Turkey about the islands reflected the expectation of an 

assault from the Dodecanese. Therefore, while the tension in the Aegean Sea 

increased, the security understanding of Turkey was adjusted accordingly. Every 

step of the Italians was followed with concern, and the Turkish understanding of 

“islands” was equated with danger. This chapter also designated that the danger 

that Turkey perceived from the islands was a multifaceted issue, since the newborn 

country was a relatively isolated one with various foreign policy problems, some 

of which were somewhat combined. 

Mosul became such a parameter within the place of the Dodecanese in 

Turkish foreign and security policy. The collaboration between Italy and Britain, 

on the one hand, Italy and Greece, on the other hand, turned the islands into a 

much more serious threat for Turkey, which was intimidated both from the east 

and from the west in this period. 

 Although this complicated situation came to an end with the resolution of 

the Mosul question in 1926, the tension in the Aegean continued, especially 

through the military undertakings and increased intelligence activities. This 

chapter, while showing that the dynamics in the Aegean Sea began to change 

during 1927, tried to exhibit in general how Turkey experienced a period of 

serious problems over those little islands. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

 

    RELATIVE DÉTENTE: THE KASTELLORIZO (MEIS) ISLETS 

AND ECONOMIC ISSUES, 1927-1934 

 

 

1927 symbolizes a change regarding the Dodecanese dynamic in Turkish foreign and 

security policy. This alteration, which would continue until 1934, with its ups and 

downs, led to a change of agenda in the Dodecanesian affairs due to the internal and 

external conditions of the period. This chapter, while showing a “relative détente” in the 

relationship of the two shores in terms of military undertakings parallel with the 

amelioration of Turkish-Italian relations, it will also shed light upon particular aspects, 

like the delimitation of maritime boundaries, territorial waters, the sovereignty of the 

islets and rocks, commercial relations as the issues inherited from the previous sub-

period.  

It should be emphasized that some of these issues have survived today, like the 

sovereignty of the islets or the territorial waters, within the realm of Turkish-Greek 

relations regarding the Archipelago, showing that these problems date back to the 

foundation of the Republic, rather than post-1950s. Actually, all these issues that have 

been discussed from 1923 until recent day also designate one of the arguments of this 

study: the problematic nature of the relationship between the islands and the Turkish 

mainland. This chapter is also important in this regard, since it shows that the 

Archipelago was not without problems in those issues even in the détente conditions.  
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 The “détente” in question here represents the coming of diplomacy to the 

forefront, especially about the sovereignty of the islets dependent on Kastellorizo as well 

as about the economic issues between the Turkish mainland and the Dodecanese Islands. 

In other words, the warlike condition in the Aegean Sea based on the mutual 

fortifications of the parties, as the previous chapter discussed, took a backseat in the 

region. The historical documents within the folders of the Dodecanese in the archive of 

the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs clearly reflect this fact in a way that during period 

of this chapter, the dossiers of materials concerning Kastellorizo and the economic 

problems between the shores outbalance the ones concerning military issues. However, 

this does not mean a sincere fellowship in the Aegean either. That is why I prefer to call 

the period one of “relative” détente.  

First of all, the documents show that the transportation of the guns and 

ammunitions onto Leros and the southern part of Turkey continued even in this period, 

yet to a smaller extent.
384

 Second, despite the fact that this period has been regarded as 

one of rapprochement, especially in terms of Turkish-Italian relations, the issues in the 

Aegean sometimes led to tension especially regarding the islets. The period concerning 

the Dodecanese was far from the military dynamics of the previous one, although the 

mutual distrust of the parties for each other and the complexities of the above-mentioned 

problems in the Aegean did not result in a smooth process of friendship. Nevertheless, 

this period of relative détente is unique in a way that the diplomatic aspect of the 

Dodecanese Islands was much more important than the military aspect if the years until 

the end of the Second World War are kept in mind.  
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In Flux: Changing Conditions, Changing Diplomatic Alliances 

 

 

In the last years of the 1920s, the scene in Turkey was much different than at had been in 

the first half of the decade. In the previous chapter, it was suggested that Turkey just 

after 1923 was in a vulnerable position with external and internal problems. However, 

after 1925 and 1926, the position of the new Republic strengthened in both two areas. 

Externally, a significant problem of Turkish foreign policy had been terminated.  The 

final solution of the Mosul question in 1926 became a turning point regarding the 

relations of Turkey with the Western powers,
385

 in the way of elimination of Ankara’s 

isolation in the international arena. Turkey’s international position progressed further 

with its membership to the League of Nations in 1932. Especially after the closure of the 

Mosul folder, Turkey made other initiatives to solve its diplomatic problems with 

various countries in this period, as the ones with Greece. In short, Turkey was 

transformed from a fragile new-born into an equal member of international society 

within the period of this chapter.  

 Internally, the suppression of the Sheik Sait rebellion in the Eastern cities of 

Turkey and the dissolution of the opposition, the Progressive Republican Party, in 1925 

solidified the position of the ruling Republican People’s Party (RPP) within two years. 

According to Feroz Ahmad, with the cessation of all the opposition in the country, 

Turkey acquired political stability for the first time since 1908.
386

 The internal stability 

and the external consolidation began to be reflected in Turkish diplomacy in the late 

1920s. Thus, the stance of Turkey towards the Dodecanese as well as towards Italy as 
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the sovereign power of the islands changed. The only dynamic behind this 

transformation was not the external and internal recovery of the Republic, though. The 

Italian attitude towards Turkey changed from aggression to rapprochement, both due to 

the above-mentioned changes in the Turkish position, and to the specific reasons 

dependent on the Italian foreign policy.   

 First of all, as it was stated in the previous chapter, although the military 

activities in the Dodecanese continued throughout 1926, Italy had lost the support of the 

British regarding Turkey especially after the resolution of the Mosul question. John 

Gooch’s work, which shows that although the Italian General Staff had drawn up an 

military operation plan against Anatolia at the end of 1926 with the acceptance of the 

higher echelons, Chamberlain had vetoed any such attack, is valuable in this regard.
387

 

Accordingly, the Italian attitude towards Turkey began to change beginning with 1927 

because Turkey was no longer a sitting target in terms of its capacity to fight with its all 

power in the Aegean.
388

 In other words, the colonization of Anatolia would necessitate a 

full out war, rather than a simple landing.
389

 However, the change in the military 

conditions of Turkey was not the only reason for the Turkish-Italian détente.  

The mutual enmities and rivalries on the European scene were also decisive in 

this process. France, as the traditional rival of Italy in the Mediterranean, had constituted 

a series of treaties with the Balkan and Eastern European countries beginning with the 

first years of the 1920s. The last of these treaties was signed in 1927 with the Kingdom 

of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes which irritated Italy owing both to the conclusive 

ascendancy of France in the region and to the formation of an anti-revisionist alliance 
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just near its territory; in the Adriatic Sea on which it had ambitions.
390

  In this context, 

Italy began to see Turkey as an actor in the Balkan Peninsula that it could use as a 

balancing element specifically against France and its ally, Yugoslavia.
391

   

The program of Mussolini depended on the constitution of a revisionist Aegean 

block with Greece and Turkey,
392

 to balance the pro-status quo settlement of France in 

the Balkans. Therefore, it was not surprising to see that Mussolini encouraged Turkish-

Greek rapprochement throughout the process of diplomatic negotiations between the 

parties, especially based on the problems of population-exchange. Although as 

Stavrianos writes the “Greco-Turkish tie, once achieved, proved to be the one of the 

strongest bulwarks of the status-quo in the Balkans,”
393

 it became one of the most 

significant aims of the Italian foreign policy for a while, thus being the cornerstones of 

the above-mentioned détente period. 

It is important to emphasize that if the consolidation of the Turkish regime and 

the diplomatic competition within the Balkans paved way for a détente and a negotiation 

process for the Aegean issues between Turkey and Italy, Dino Grandi’s takeover of 

Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1929 strengthened the situation further. Although 

the expansionism idea in Italian foreign policy survived throughout the Fascist period, 

Grandi, who would be in office until 1932, turned the mode of Italian foreign policy 

from aggression as in the previous period into a peaceful manner, which Burgwyn calls a 

“peace offensive.”
394

 That means, the new foreign minister would try to achieve the aims 
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of Fascist Italy through diplomacy and guile since the military capability of the country 

did not seem very promising at the time.
395

 

The experts indicated the weakness of military and explained the impossibility of 

conducting a war “on its own” in the immediate future, due to the lack of industrial 

capacity and the imports in excess.
396

 It should be kept in mind that the year Grandi took 

office was 1929 when the world was plunged into the Great Depression. In addition to 

the organizational difficulties in the Italian military at that time, such as the serious 

tension between various services, the preparedness for a war was also insufficient in 

terms of the financial drawback.
397

  

When all these factors regarding the changing status of Turkey together with the 

specific conditions of Italian military and foreign policy are calculated together, how the 

Turkish-Italian relations transformed into a relative détente from being on the verge of 

war could be understood better. In this period of the relationship, important 

developments that both Turkey and Italy seemed to benefit from the friendly relations 

occurred. For example, the parties signed a Treaty of Neutrality and Reconciliation in 

May 1928, by which they mutually promised not to have any designs on each other, and 

Italy backed Turkey in its diplomatic relations and ventures like in the negotiation 

process between Ankara and Athens, or in the membership to the League of Nations in 

1932.
398

  

One of the most outstanding developments of this period in terms of the bilateral 

friendly-relations was that the two countries made arms trade through which Turkey 
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improved its navy with submarines built in the Italian shipyards.
399

 This economic 

relationship between the parties allowed the ardent enemies of the previous period to 

exchange arms and military equipment as the result of their warmer relationship in this 

time frame although they were “friends” of the conditions.  

As this period opened a new path for the Turkish-Italian diplomatic and 

economic interaction, it also changed the main theme of the Dodecanese dynamic for 

Turkey. The end of the warlike situation in the Dodecanese did not render those islands 

irrelevant. On the contrary, as stated above, a new era was opened for diplomatic 

negotiations concerning the problems between the islands and the Turkish mainland 

while the parties continued to follow the military actions of each other on the facing 

coasts. The islands, thus, persisted to be problematic for both parties, though the 

probability of a war was remote. However, despite the problematic nature as well as the 

importance of the issue concerning the Dodecanese, like the sovereignty of the islets or 

the economic relations, and despite the prepotency of the matter from 1927 until 1933-

1934, the Turkish historiography does not handle the issue beyond the conclusion of the 

Turkish-Italian Convention for the Delimitation of the Territorial Waters between the 

Coast of Anatolia and the Island of Kastellorizo in 1932.
400

 This chapter, in which the 

legal and diplomatic issues over the Dodecanese prevailed, will show how the 

Dodecanese dynamic became a complex diplomatic issue for Turkey, and how this part 
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of the relationship may not have absolutely reflected the dynamics of the above-

mentioned diplomatic friendship.   

 

 

“Good Neighbors” or Not? The Return of the Islets Question into the Scene 

 

 

 

The problem about the islets dependent on the Kastellorizo Island emerged just after the 

signing of the Lausanne Treaty. In the previous chapter, it was introduced that the 

fifteenth article of the Lausanne Treaty led to the emergence of an “islet dispute” based 

on the vague character of the article in question:  

 

Turkey renounces in favor of Italy all rights and title over the 

following islands: Stampalia (Astrapalia), Rhodes (Rhodos) Calki 

(Kharki), Scarpanto, Casos (Casso), Piscopis (Tilos), Misiros 

(Nisyros), Calimnos (Kalymnos), Leros, Patmos, Lipsos (Lipso), 

Simi (Symi), and Cos (Kos), which are now occupied by Italy, and 

the islets dependent thereon, and also over the island of 

Castellorizzo.
401

 

 

 

Since with this clause the islets dependent on the Dodecanese group were frankly 

granted to Italy while the sovereignty of Kastellorizo was transferred without mention 

about its surrounding islets, the Turkish officials had interpreted the clause as if the islets 

had been remained under the Turkish control. On the basis of the territorial claims of the 

parties, 1923 and 1924 saw flag clashes during which both the Turkish and Italian 
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authorities hoisted their flags on the islets, which had led to a diplomatic and nearly 

military clash around Kastellorizo.
402

  

Although the flag tension came to an end in 1924, the sovereignty problem about 

the islets continued. Actually, the problem had been frozen in 1924 without a solution 

due to the reciprocal position of the parties which has been defined as on the verge of 

war. In other words, the attention of the parties moved from the islets to the islands in 

such a way that while Italians had fortified the Dodecanese in order for a possible 

landing on Anatolia, Turkey was prepared for a war coming from these islands. The 

islets had to wait for 1927 in order to re-enter onto the agenda.  

 The above-mentioned détente in the relations had implications on the islets 

problem. Beginning from 1927 until 1934, the islets in the Aegean Sea were discussed 

and negotiated on different platforms together with various issues. 1927 had key 

importance in this regard because it reflected a period in which the parties tried to settle 

a method to reach a peaceful conclusion.  

Actually, the re-appearance of the issue dated back to June 1927, when a group 

of Turkish soldiers occupied Ipsili (Strongili) on the grounds that the smugglers of 

Kastellorizo were using the islet as a jumping point to Anatolia.
403

 Nearly at the same 
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time, a rumor about the occupation of the San Giorgio (Rho) also came up, but the 

 

 Figure 4. Map of Kastellorizo Islets, Courtesy of My Favourite Planet, http://www.my-

favourite-planet.de/english/europe/greece/dodecanese/kastellorizo/kastellorizo-09.html#map1-
detailed-map-of-kastellorizo (accessed March 24, 2015). 

 

Italian authorities denied this hearsay later on.
404

 Additionally, the intelligence about the 

accumulation of Turkish troops specifically in the Kaş region just facing the Kastellorizo 

Island led to tension with the Italian authorities.
405

   

According to the governor of the Dodecanese, Lago, the reason behind this 

action was the Turkish desire to move the islet question to the forefront again.
406

 He was 

accurate in his argument in the sense that just after the diplomatic contacts between the 
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parties, Turkish soldiers had been withdrawn from the islet in question,
407

 and thereafter 

a further acceleration of diplomatic correspondence about the future of the islets 

occurred. The result of this correspondence was the mutual acceptance of the parties to 

constitute a commission in order to negotiate and resolve the issue of the islets that were 

naturally involved in the territorial waters between the Anatolian coasts and the 

Kastellorizo Island.
408

  

In this acceptance, both two countries emphasized that the issue had to be solved 

within the framework of the sixth and fifteenth articles of the Lausanne Treaty.
409

 In this 

regard, the parties would constitute two delegates and if those two delegates had 

different opinions about the problem, the case would be sent to arbitration.
410

 However, 

despite the fact that Turkey and Italy seemed to agree on solving the issue within the 

framework of the Lausanne Treaty, at least in the above-mentioned compromise, several 

documents suggest that Italy should have avoided from some premises of the peace 

treaty because the technical implementation of the articles at issue would clearly support 

the arguments of Turkey.
411
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 Despite the diplomatic stance of the parties, the process was not without tension. 

The incidents around the islets which could be regarded as ordinary for all the islands 

especially in the warlike period did not come to an end. As was explained in the 

previous chapter, the islanders were prohibited form fishing in the Turkish territorial 

waters due to their foreign citizenship and occasional incidents took place between the 

Turkish gendarmes and Dodecanesian fishermen since the maritime boundaries in the 

Aegean were not decisive and the Turkish authorities usually regarded the fishermen 

either as smugglers or as possible spies.
412

  

In 1927, the main concerns of Turkey at least in terms of smuggling or poaching 

activities did not change. For example, just after the above-mentioned settlement 

between the parties for the constitution of the delegations for a resolution, a violent 

incident between Turkish gendarme and fishing boat from Kastellorizo occurred. As a 

result of the intrusion, warning, and gunshots, respectively, one fisherman lost his eye, 

since he was making fishing activity in the Turkish territorial waters.
413

 According to 

governor Lago, Turkey was trying to constitute its sovereignty on the islets with new 

proofs because its surveillance boats were performing non-stop policing activities in the 

waters near the islets and were not hesitating to act against the boats from 

Kastellorizo.
414

 The Italian answer to the actions of Turkey near the islets was to send 

Italian boats to the mentioned area in order to nullify the Turkish claims.
415

 In short, the 
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problem was reopened to discussion in 1927, but the tension did not decrease on the 

shores.  

 The parties formulated the general framework of their arguments during 1927. It 

should be emphasized that the ideas of the parties were modified from time to time 

parallel to the necessities of a diplomatic process. However, some specific lines of the 

sides did not change. Turkey regarded the islets, as in the case of the islands in the 

Aegean Sea, from a strategic point of view.  A piece of news from Cumhuriyet 

summarizes this point of view since it states that Kastellorizo was an island without  

agricultural, industrial, or commercial quality, but with a strategic value which could be 

used in the case of a landing on Anatolia.
416

 

Throughout the period of this dissertation, the Turkish understanding of the 

islands always depended on strategic considerations based on mistrust. Even if the islets 

were very small in size, Turkey established its policy on not giving them to another 

power which could use its harbor facilities against Anatolia. No doubt, keeping the islets 

had also a psychological dimension that the new Republic did not have any tolerance for 

losing even a tiny rock in the region. With the aim of keeping the islets within Turkish 

sovereignty, the stance of Ankara was closer to a technical interpretation of Lausanne’s 

relevant articles because they were clearly advantageous to the Turks. In the colloquia 

between Turkish and Italian officials, the Turkish side did not hesitate to apply for 

arbitration in the Hague Tribunal for a final resolution, because of the above-mentioned 

legal superiority.
417
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 On the contrary, according to the Italian authorities, the solution had to be 

reached through bilateral friendship and compromise rather the arbitration process, 

which would be long and costly for the parties.
418

 This desire of Rome was closely 

related to the weakness of the Italian position in a probable technical process. However, 

that was not the sole reason for a quest of bilateral negotiations. The Italian aim was to 

negotiate the islets issue together with the economic relations between the Turkish 

coasts and the Dodecanese Islands. If the real issue for Turkish and Italian officials from 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of two countries was to determine a maritime frontier 

between Kastellorizo and Anatolia, the same for the officials of the Dodecanese was to 

constitute a “good neighborhood” treaty between the Anatolian coasts and the 

Dodecanese.  

Indeed, it could be seen from the official correspondences that governor Lago 

was much more interested in the economic problems of the Dodecanesians pertaining to 

the Anatolian shores than the maritime frontier issues. Since he frequently stated that 

Turkey could live well without the islands, but the islands could not live commercially 

without Turkey based on the experience of his period,
419

 his advice to Rome was to 

formulate an agreement that would regulate the economic issues between Anatolian 

coast and the Dodecanese. This agreement which the Italians preferred to call as “good 

neighborhood” treaty, would have included the mutual free exercise of fishing/sponge 

fishing on the coasts or territorial waters of the Dodecanese and the Anatolia together 

with the a commercial and maritime accords based on a liberal regime of circulation and 
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exchange of strictly local products.
420

 According to Lago, without such a commercial 

accord, the simple delimitation of the maritime borders would be unnecessary for the 

Dodecanesians.
421

 

 Despite the necessity of such an agreement, Lago seemed pessimistic about the 

Turkish attitude. He stated that the previous experiences with the Turkish authorities had 

led him to doubt strongly from the disposition of the Turkish government.
422

 Therefore, 

according to his ideas, the Italian government had to get maximum but explicit support 

from the Turks about the points with which the relations of good neighborliness would 

be concretized.
423

 That is to say, before turning the islets into an item to be negotiated 

for a commercial treaty, Rome should have been careful about the real intent of the 

Turkish officials. Actually, a divergence of opinions between the governor and the 

bureaucrats of the foreign ministry seems to have existed because while Lago talked 

about his pessimism about the general Turkish behavior, officials in Rome underlined 

the necessity of the termination of smuggling activities exercised by the islanders in 

order to reach a positive conclusion with the Turks. The governor said that the Turks 

were practicing smuggling as well, to a maximum scope.
424

 Therefore, being able to 

exercise regular traffic was a necessary condition for the efficient repression of 

smuggling, as Lago reported.
425
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Lago’s pessimist views regarding good neighborliness between the coasts were 

not impertinent. On the one hand, despite the above-mentioned bilateral détente in the 

relations, the incidents that resulted from the suspicion of smuggling and poaching 

endured. For example, during the days in which the desired agreement was being 

discussed, the Turkish officials shot the Simian fishermen who were fishing with 

dynamite in Turkish territorial waters.
426

 Those kinds of incidents not only around the 

Kastellorizo Island but also throughout the Dodecanese were repeated both in the 

negotiation period discussed in this chapter and later, leading to diplomatic tension 

between the countries. On the other hand, despite all the efforts of the Italian bureaucrats 

to attach the maritime frontier issue with the commercial relations, Turkish officials 

showed an uncompromising attitude to avoid the connection of these two issues with 

each other,
427

 since Ankara did not intend to make economic agreement.   

It may be suggested that the Turkish attitude in this respect was much more 

diplomatic in the first phases in order not to alienate the counter-party, although the 

actual position of Ankara was always inclined to define a clear boundary in the Aegean 

single-handedly, rather than together with the constitution of a liberal trade regime with 

the other side of the coast. Ankara’s attitude reflected a flexible and particularly 

informal position that depended on the mode of the mutual relations between the parties, 

instead of behaving on the basis of a concrete legal document. For example, in this 

period of détente, Turkey unilaterally gave coastal rights to the Dodecanesian ships 
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under a specific tonnage and emphasized this as the fair result of good relations.
428

 

However, despite the dilatory approach of Turkey in terms of maritime trade, the desire 

of the Italian side regarding the permissions for the fisherman in the Turkish territorial 

waters was rejected even in the beginning of the process. About fishing permits, the 

Turkish Foreign Minister Tevfik Rüştü (Aras) stated in colloquia that Turkish waters 

belonged only to the Turkish nationals.
429

   

 While Turkey and Italy were drawing the afore-mentioned borders of their 

positions throughout the 1927, it became evident by the end of the year that bilateral 

deliberations would not solve the problem in reality, and the case would be sent to the 

arbitration proceedings in the Hague Tribunal. In December 1927, Mussolini, who never 

wanted an international process for the issue owing to the weakness of the Italian thesis 

in case of a much more technical investigation, stated that Rome had displayed its good 

will to Ankara by agreeing to resolve the issue in a legal process in one of his letters.
430

 

But, the Hague decision did not signal the end of the diplomatic process between the 

parties. On the contrary, all the processes would be carried out at the same time with 

each other.  

 

 

The Hague vs. Diplomacy: The Clash of Ideas 

 

                                                             
428

ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 990, “Dodecanneso e Turchia,” (Dodecanese and Turkey), 25 

April 1927. 
429

ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 990, “Isolotti di Castelrosso,” (Islets of Kastellorizo), 18 
November 1927. 
430

 ASMAE, Pacco Dodecanneso 990, “Isolotti di Castelrosso,” (Islets of Kastellorizo), 20 

December 1927. 



157 
 

After the necessity for arbitration became understood, the preparation of the parties for 

The Hague began. These preparations were not just made up of the official defenses of 

both sides. The parties also needed to solve technical details in order to apply for 

arbitration, and in order to experience a healthy and successful legal proceeding. For 

example, as a minor but important detail, Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs ordered a 

comprehensive map of the region that would be worth of using in the official processes 

from the Institute of Hydrography within the framework of the Italian Marine 

Ministry.
431

  

At this point, it is necessary to emphasize that the matter of mapping specifically 

regarding the Aegean Archipelago was important both because of the lack of those kinds 

of detailed cartographical works and because of the tough character of the region 

consisting of little rocks and islets. Therefore, in the interwar years, Italians needed to 

conduct hydrographical studies in every time they dealt with the Aegean Islands and 

islets either with Turks or with Greeks.  

 Apart from this technical issue, the application to the arbitration also necessitated 

a preparation of a compromise that would constitute the main determinants of the 

process. In this sense, it is seen that Turkey, as the party that preferred to send the case 

to the arbitration pressed for the compromise for which Tevfik Rüştü (Aras) requested in 

e occasion to speed up the possible preparations for the agreement and to sign it as soon 

as possible.
432
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The Treaty signed between Turkey and Italy in May 1928 should also be seen 

from the perspective of the Kastellorizo issue because in addition to the neutrality 

clauses of the treaty through which Rome and Ankara promised not to participate in any 

combination against each other, they also undertook to accept the arbitration and 

judiciary regulation that the Court of Justice in the Hague would lead.
433

 The additional 

protocol to this treaty determined the basic rules and regulations about ways to send a 

conflict to the international court.
434

 The ratification of this treaty by the parties and the 

final decision to send the case to the court would take some time.  

In the meantime, the parties started to arrange their defenses based on the 

advantages and disadvantages of their positions. While Turkey had the advantage 

stemming from the fifteenth article of the Lausanne Treaty, Italy had to constitute 

counterarguments that would challenge the Turkish position. It was seen that the Italian 

officials were in close cooperation with the governor of the Dodecanese who suggested 

grounding the Italian defense on three respects.  

First of these arguments was closely related to geographic and navigational 

considerations. According to this argument, the two most important islets, namely Ipsili 

and San Giorgio, constituted an indivisible geographic unity.
435

 They were inseparable 

because it was not possible to draw a hydrographical map of Kastellorizo without these 

islets, and these two islets were the means of approaching the port of the main island.
436

 

That is to say, in order to enter into or leave the port of Kastellorizo, it was obligatory to 
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travel along the canals between Kastellorizo and Ipsili or Kastellorizo and San Giorgio 

on the basis of the conditions of weather and wind, unlike the facing coast.
437

 Since 

Kastellorizo was an important stop in the eastern Mediterranean maritime transport, the 

islets were a navigational necessity for the island.  

The second argument of Italy was specifically social and economic. Since the 

islanders used the islets to graze their animals, to make agriculture and fishing, and to 

produce lime; the islets were undoubtedly economic and social parts of Kastellorizo.
438

 

This situation had not changed since the nineteenth century and even the churches in the 

islets had been tied administratively to the main island.
439

 However, despite the afore-

mentioned geographic, economic, social, and administrative ties, even Lago was in the 

need of creating a counter-argument based on the fifteenth article of the Lausanne 

Treaty.  

He stated that although his third argument, which was juridical, could be 

regarded as weak, it should have been considered seriously for the Italian defense.
440

 

According to this juridical understanding, the fifteenth article of the peace treaty should 

have been analyzed not in a technical sense but according to its spirit because Turkey 

had a simplistic approach while suggesting that since the clause at issue mentioned the 

islets of the Dodecanese group as opposed to the ones of Kastellorizo, they belonged to 

Turkey.
441

 

  Lago argued that the reason behind this situation was the separate political 

situations of the Dodecanese and the Kastellorizo Island during the time that Sevres 
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Treaty had been written.
442

 Since France occupied the latter until 1921, and since the 

Lausanne’s fifteenth article was a kind of reproduction of the Sevres Treaty, different 

paragraphs for those island groups had been constituted.
443

 That means, the spirit of the 

article was actually based on the inseparability of the islets from their dependent islands.  

Although Lago insisted on the spirit of the article for the future defense of Rome, 

the other correspondences display the fact that during the Lausanne Conference, Italy 

had tried to ask specifically for the islets of Kastellorizo and the British had rejected this 

demand.
444

 That is to say, the article was not a simple replica written unconsciously 

from the one of Sevres Treaty. Still, this “spirit of the article” argument could constitute 

an important means of evidence in the court, according to the governor.  

These three arguments by Lago were not the final framework of Italian defense 

and diplomacy. Since the diplomatic procedures continued at the same time, the Italian 

officials modified their position according to the development of contacts with Turkey 

and necessities of the give and take character of diplomacy. Obviously, both parties used 

this feature of diplomacy due to the fact that the problematic issues around the islets 

were plenty. For example, in January 1928, during which the decision of arbitration 

became obvious, Turkish Prime Minister İsmet (İnönü) had sent his gratitude to 

Mussolini for his judgment specifically stating that Turkish government would manifest 

its good will and attention to the projects of the Italian government in terms of the 

commercial relations between the coast and the islands.
445

 Obviously this expression 
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was the Turkish strategy both to solemnize and to accelerate the arbitration process by 

giving the impression of flexibility in the matters that Italy especially paid attention. 

 The only issue that Italy was interested in terms of the Dodecanese was not 

economic relations. One more issue that Italy connected the negotiation and arbitration 

process of the Kastellorizo’s islets was matter of property as the previous chapter briefly 

summarized. Since the islanders’ vested properties in Anatolia were not subject to the 

rules and regulations of the Greek population exchangees’ properties due to the Italian 

sovereignty, an important ambiguity about their fate had occurred. The different 

citizenship statuses of the Greek islanders together with the complex history of the 

Dodecanese regarding the ambiguity of the sovereignty of the islands beginning with 

1912 had differentiated the islanders from other displaced people.   

As the previous chapter suggested, the first approach of the Italians was to 

constitute a Turkish-Italian joint commission which could not be achieved in the 

political and military conditions of the time.
446

 However, as a result of the relative 

détente in the relations, Italians began to bring the issue onto the agenda again and 

sometimes tried to discuss the issue with the Turkish officials within the framework of 

the islets negotiations. The case of a Greek islander, Manglis, seems important for both 

its ability to show how complicated was the issue and displaying the changing attitudes 

of the parties in the matter.  

 Mr. Manglis, from Kalimnos, had properties in Muğla. Manglis had begun to 

make efforts for his property after Lausanne in the sense that he was one of the 

petitioners who had applied to the Dodecanesian Administration which had received 
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thousands of them beginning with 1923.
447

 In 1925 and 1926, when Manglis had 

individually appealed to the Turkish authorities for a restitution or restoration of his 

property and individually dealt with the case, Italy turned his case into a diplomatic 

trump card in the face of Turkey, which accused the Italian administration of the 

Dodecanese with the expropriation of the Muslim property on the islands.
448

 In addition 

to the tactic of menacing Turkey based on the property issue which was obviously 

political and disturbing, the Italians, who gave up the commission idea due to the afore-

mentioned reason, highlighted the necessity of a property analysis case by case, rather 

than dealing with the entire problem.
449

 In this sense, the case of Manglis was always at 

the top of the agenda within the contacts although no progress on the issue was obtained 

until 1928.  

 In 1928, the opinions about the Dodecanesian properties evolved into another 

dimension both based on the détente in the relations and based on the decision for 

arbitration. The documents display that the traffic about the properties between the 

parties increased and this augmentation reflected also into the case of Manglis. In one of 

his letters to the Dodecanese authorities, Manglis stated that he had received a note 

saying that the Turkish Ministry of Interior had decided to give the restitution of the 

property to the claimant.
450

  The Italian officials interpreted the news as the illusion of 

Manglis, who was planning to go to Bodrum for the restitution, on the grounds that it 
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was not the first time that he had returned back to the islands with empty hands.
451

 

However, according to the Italian officials, in case of Manglis’ failure with the 

restitution, Italy could insist on sending the property issue to the arbitration due to the 

fact that the relationship between Turkey and Italy was developing towards friendship, 

on the one hand, and that the issue was not political but economic in any case on the 

other hand.
452

  

Obviously, the issue was both political and economic for the parties both of 

which had property issues in each other’s territory. More important than the nature of the 

issue was the attitude of Italy, which stressed the arbitration as a means for a resolution. 

According to governor Lago, since Turkey was categorically negative about the property 

issues in negotiation process, Italy could have compelled Ankara to reach a decisive 

solution in terms of arbitration.
453

 As was suggested above, Mussolini said that he had 

indicated the good will of the Italians when accepting the arbitration unwillingly. 

According to Lago, now it was the turn of Turkey to show its positive intent.
454

 I argue 

that in this way, Rome would designate Ankara that arbitration could be applicable to 

any case between the parties, not being different from the one of the islets. That is to 

say, the arbitration decision regarding the islets in 1928 also brought new dynamics 

other than diplomatic deliberation for other problems concerning the Dodecanese.   

 In fact, 1928 had brought the complete questioning of the Aegean relations. 

While Turkey and Italy were trying to solve the islets problem together with other 
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issues, all the parties began to discuss the status-quo in the Aegean based on the islands, 

islets, and maritime frontiers, due to the changing relationship among the three powers; 

Turkey, Italy, and Greece. The Greek cession of two little islets to Turkey, namely 

Panaya and Passaro, close to the Anatolian coasts, shows that the boundaries in the 

Aegean Sea were being negotiated altogether and a new epoch was opened for all the 

interested parties.
455

  

One of the most important indicators of this epoch, other than the Turkish-Italian 

negotiations or Turkish-Greek contacts, was the character of the relationship between 

Italy and Greece. These two powers also signed an agreement similar to the Turkish-

Italian one in 1928. After signing, Venizelos made a declaration that Athens and Rome 

did not have any “Dodecanese question.” 
456

 Although the Dodecanesian groups in 

foreign countries severely criticized this statement on the grounds that the oppressive 

Italian rule in the archipelago should have been terminated,
457

 it was obviously 

important in terms of designating the changing dynamics of diplomacy in the Aegean 

Sea, where even Greece seemed to sacrifice the Dodecanese in return for the Italian 

friendship in the conditions of 1928.  

 However, as an idiom suggests, the more the things change, the more they stay 

same. Two important matters indicated this continuity within change. While one of them 

was the return of the flag wars which had occurred in 1923 and 1927, the other was 

incidents specifically around the islets. These two should be analyzed in order to show 

the Turkish attitude towards the islets question apart from the decision of arbitration. 
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This also will display the continuation of the mutual distrust and tension behind the 

scenes of better diplomatic relations and the much applauded arbitration compromise. 

 The starting point for the flag tension was March 1929. At that time, governor 

Lago received intelligence which stressed the manufacturing of a Turkish flag in 

Antalya, specifically in Kaş, in order to hoist over the islets of Kastellorizo, with the 

exception of Ipsili.
458

 The governor, in the same document, stressed the importance of 

such an action which should have been responded by the same reaction.
459

 Nearly at the 

same time; military mobility was noticed around the heights of Kaş in the shape of the 

placement of cannons and soldiers.
460

 That information was important at the time of the 

détente showing the relative character of it on the basis of the continuation of the 

military undertakings.  

 The intelligence of the governor turned into the reality in June 1929, in which the 

Turkish soldiers went to San Giorgio, one of the islets that Italy specifically claimed 

sovereignty, and hoisted the Turkish flag.
461

 After hoisting the flag, they gave the 

abdication order to the numerous families living or using the islet to evacuate with their 

animals within three days.
462

 Lago advised to the Italian authorities to use all the 

possible means to contact the Turkish authorities. According to him, these events not 

only disturbed the tranquility of the Kastellorizo population, but also provoked 

discontent within the fishermen groups who for centuries had exercised fishing around 
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the islets dependent on the island.
463

 Obviously, the character of the event was nearly 

same as the ones occurred in 1923 and 1924.  

The Italian consular authorities contacted the Turkish officials several times. In a 

verbal note, it was declared that Turkey’s behavior was trivial and that despite 

assurances from the Turkish Ministry of Interior about bringing down the flags, they 

were not hauled down; on the contrary, they were hoisted on all the islets.
464

 The reply 

of the Turks, which was sent via Numan Rıfat (Menemencioğlu) is interesting to note, 

because the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs underlined the unimportance of the 

situation owing to the fact that the cession of the islets to Turkey was clearly obvious.
465

 

The Italian officials declared the absolute invalidity of the statement. It is not evident 

from the documents that under which conditions Ankara could claim the result of the 

process in terms of the cession of the islands, yet, it is clear that Turkey did not haul 

down its flags for a while.  

 In the meantime, the flags were prepared in the Dodecanese in order to hoist in 

the islands. The governor estimated that the Turkish soldiers could bring down the 

Italian flags, leading to an armed clash in the islets; thus he decided to send a torpedo 

boat to Kastellorizo to use if necessary.
466

 After this move of the governor together with 

the hoist of Italian flags to various islets, the Turkish authorities asked for the mutual 
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lowering of the flags from the islets in order to leave this “prejudiced” situation until the 

end of the arbitration decision.
467

  

After this correspondence, Turkey withdrew its flags from the islets with the 

exception of Volo and Dacia, which were extremely close to the Anatolian coast.
468

 

Lago stated that he would not withdraw the Italian flags from the islets or the torpedo 

boat until the Turkish government brought down all of its flags.
469

 Despite the attempts 

of the parties for a solution to the flag wars in question, official correspondence shows 

that the problem was not resolved by September 1929. However, in September, Ankara 

sent a note stressing the withdrawal of flags in the remaining islets and asked the same 

from the Dodecanese authority, thus, terminating this “grotesque” problem as Lago 

called.
470

 

 As told above, apart from the flags hoisted on the isles, there was a problem of 

incidents occurring around the islets. These incidents were different from the above-

mentioned poaching and smuggling cases because they took place in an area the 

sovereignty of which were under contestation, rather than the other parts of the Aegean. 

After one such incident during which the Turkish authority seized a fishing boat with its 

crew and equipment on the grounds that it had entered the Turkish territorial waters as 

well as poaching, Lago asked the Turkish government to protect the status-quo until a 
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decision was reached through the arbitration.
471

 Yet, the status-quo idea of Lago was 

different from that of the Turkish side.  

This difference was understood via another incident after which the parties began 

to negotiate the aforementioned status-quo around Kastellorizo again. This incident 

involved the Turkish intervention to the thirty fishermen who were fishing and sponge 

fishing near the islets. Ankara sent a note to Rome stating that the release of the Italian 

authorization of fishing in these waters was violating the status-quo, since the parties 

were bound to maintain the existing state of affairs until the Hague’s decision.
472

 In the 

internal correspondence of Italy among Rome, Rhodes, and Ankara, it was suggested 

that the authorities should have monitored the coast about whether the Turkish 

fishermen practiced these activities around the coasts before a promise was given for the 

termination of the fishing rights of the islanders.
473

  

The answer that was given to Turkey officially designates the different 

understanding of status-quo in Rome. According to this counter note, since the waters 

around the islets could not be considered as the territorial waters of Turkey due to the 

ongoing arbitration process and since the fishermen had exercised the fishing around the 

islets from unmemorable times, it was not possible to ban these exercises without 

disturbing the status-quo to which the two governments had agreed to respect.
474

 In the 

same note, Italy also mentioned that the torpedo boat and the tugboat that Ankara 

claimed as sailing along the Turkish territorial waters were patrolling the flags on the 
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islets which could not be regarded as under the Turkish sovereignty.
475

 These incidents 

and to some extent tension would continue in these waters together with the claims of 

sovereignty, poaching, and smuggling, designating the continuity of the problematic 

nature of the island and mainland relations even in the detente conditions.  

This problematic nature of the island-mainland relationship had two other 

reflections that were discussed under the framework the islets question. One of them was 

Karaada, which was a dependent islet of Kos instead of Kastellorizo, close to the bay of 

Bodrum. The other was the maritime frontier between Turkey and Kastellorizo about 

which the parties were making sensitive calculations. It should be emphasized that this 

maritime frontier issue would be extended to whole Dodecanese in the last years of this 

sub-period despite its limit on Kastellorizo at first.  

 Karaada, which is just across from Bodrum within less than four miles from the 

Anatolian coast and dependent on Kos, was an islet the sovereignty of which was 

contested by the Turks due to its proximity. It became an object of discussion beginning 

with the first days of the negotiation process. The fate of Karaada was always handled 

along with the fate of the islets. This relationship also can be seen from the fact that 

Karaada had been sent to the arbitration in the Hague together with the islets issue. It 

was meaningful that every time Turkey protested the Dodecanese administration and 

Italy based on a specific occasion for Karaada claiming the violation of its sovereign 

rights, Italy reminded the dependence of Karaada on Kos together with the negotiability 

of the issue in return for the islets of Kastellorizo.  

 For example, in 1928, after the Italians concluded an agreement about olive 

cultivation rights in the islet of Karaada, Turkey sent a protest note to Italy, asserting its 
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sovereignty.
476

 In his correspondence, Lago suggested that if Turkey sustained that the 

islets dependent on the Kastellorizo belonged to Turkey because of the fifteenth article 

of the Lausanne Treaty, which was silent about the islets of this island, than the Italians 

could easily claim the islet of Karaada dependent on Kos based on the same clause due 

to its clear provision about the islets of the Dodecanese in favor of Italy.
477

 However, he 

also underlined that Italy could abandon the islet of Karaada due to its proximity to 

Turkey, yet, with a promise from Ankara for a compromising attitude to the Italian 

interests in the islets of Kastellorizo, due to the fact that they were much more important 

than Karaada which did not have a fixed population and had a limited quantity of olives, 

fruits, and pastures.
478

  

As the sovereignty of Karaada was handled together with the islets of the 

Kastellorizo, the historical path of the developments in this islet dependent on Kos 

followed a similar course of events with other islets. Flag wars, as explained in detail 

above, were simultaneously experienced over Karaada in 1929. After the Turkish flag 

was hoisted on this island, the Italians sent a tugboat to the coasts of Kos similar to the 

sending of the torpedo boat to Kastellorizo.
479

 Despite these precautions of the 

Dodecanese administration to oppose the Turkish claims on this tiny islet, Turkey 

preferred to behave as if the islet had already been given to itself.  

Also, the officials of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs confirmed this 

understanding in such a way that during 1929, Turkey sent notes to Rome when the 
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Italian ships or aircrafts came near Karaada, suggesting the intrusion of Turkish 

territorial waters and airspace.
480

 Although the Italians answered those kinds of protests 

every time with its direct sovereignty over the islet, even Mussolini was ready to 

sacrifice the islet in return for an advantage in the Kastellorizo issue, thus legitimizing 

the Turkish position.
481

 It should be added that the Italians used Karaada not only as an 

item of negotiation, but also as an example of Turkish behavior. The Turks had 

forbidden fishing to the Italians near to its territory as opposed to the Dodecanese 

administration, which allowed Turks to come to Karaada both for fishing and for the use 

of the islet in the summer.
482

  

 The maritime delimitation between Kastellorizo Island and the Anatolian coasts 

were handled in order to address the issue of sovereignty of the islets. But, this 

delimitation issue later expanded to include the whole area including the Dodecanese. At 

this point, some of the terms and norms about maritime issues should be discussed. First 

of all, maritime boundaries were usually dependent on the delimitation of the territorial 

waters, which were generally accepted as three miles at those times.
483

 But this three-

mile-clause, while could not be codified during the codification conferences of 1930, 

was also open to discussion among the states, some of which were prone to expand their 

territories to six miles.
484
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The Lausanne Treaty’s understanding reflected the traditional three mile clause 

as the sixth and the twelfth articles stated.  Yet, the adoption of a specific width of 

territorial waters did not become a proper solution to the Aegean geography. Since this 

geography included adjacent or opposite states, and since the territorial zones of the 

coasts in certain areas overlapped, what was needed for the Aegean was boundary 

delimitation.
485

 In the case of delimitation between opposite states, the existing 

international practices foresaw the agreement based on the median line as a boundary.
486

 

Therefore, it should be notified during this process not only concerning the Kastellorizo 

case but also concerning the whole Dodecanesian boundary, the parties would 

occasionally underline that the demarcation of the boundary did not necessarily mean 

the determination of the territorial waters. But, they would also frequently discuss their 

stance about the territorial waters in general terms, differing from one case to the next.  

  While the sixth article states that “in the absence of provision to the contrary in 

the present treaty, islands and islets lying within three miles of the coast are included 

within the frontier of the coastal state,” the twelfth one suggests that “except where a 

provision to the contrary is contained in the present treaty, the islands situated at less 

than three miles from the Asiatic coast remain under Turkish sovereignty.”
487

 The 

calculations based on three miles, on the other hand, engendered complicated situations 

due to the geography of the area.  In one of such calculations based on an existing map 

of the region, the Italians claimed that San Giorgio was outside of Turkish territorial 
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waters though it was partly inside Italian waters, while Ipsili as another bigger islet in 

the region was totally inside the Turkish territory, but totally within the Italian territory, 

too.
488

 

 The Italians concluded that any record that could be interpreted as the will of 

extending the territorial waters to six miles should have been evaded for the sake of the 

islets.
489

 However, it was also suggested that these kinds of calculations did not give a 

decisive result because of the lack of detailed maps which had already been ordered 

from the officials, as was stated above. Since many islets were in the territorial waters of 

both Turkey and Italy, different ideas would be suggested in the following periods 

although the both sides supported their arguments also with other issues as in the 

geographical unity thesis of the Dodecanese governor.  

 

 

Return to Diplomacy: The Final Phase of a Treaty 

 

The years between 1927 and 1929 had passed with the deliberations between the parties 

in order to determine the issues to be solved and the possible means that would solve 

them. Despite the mutual diplomatic negotiations about the islets and other problems 

existent in the Aegean, the final decision became resorting to arbitration in The Hague 

International Court of Justice. In the meantime, the parties improved their defenses to 

present in the proceedings in the court based on different point of views. 1930, however, 

symbolizes different dynamics in the way of a solution. Beginning with this year, the 
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parties decided to resolve the problems not only through diplomatic means other than 

arbitration, but also as soon as possible owing to the fact that they desired to eliminate 

an important obstacle in the way of a closer diplomatic friendship. The return of the 

diplomatic option as a strong possibility brought the good neighborhood treaty to the 

forefront again.  

 One of the most important features of the period after 1930 was the fact that the 

parties made more concrete proposals as opposed to the preparation phase of the 

previous three years based on a holistic approach, which claimed the sovereignty of all 

the islets. In other words, diplomacy’s give and take nature returned. As could be 

expected based on the previous years’ proceedings, the aims of the Italian administration 

still had different layers on which it tried to forge the clauses about the territorial issues 

along with the economic ones. 

In terms of the former, the Italian proposal focused on the attribution of all the 

islets close to the Anatolian coast to Turkey, such as Volo, Ochendra, Furnachia, 

Katovolo, Karavola, Alimentaria, Prasoudi, Marati, Voutzachi, Dacia, while the cession 

of the areas geographically and geologically linked to Kastellorizo such as Tchatulata, 

Pighi, Pano Makri, and Kato Makri, together with the islets of San Giorgio and Ipsili to 

Italy.
490

 Lago stated that since Turkey would face strategic difficulties after the 

recognition of Italian sovereignty over Ipsili and San Giorgio, Rome could sign an 

agreement that would foresee an unfortified category for those islets.
491

 This draft of the 

proposal also left Karaada to Turkey, as was always discussed among the Italian 
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officials.
492

 One of the most important clauses of this proposal was the continuance of 

the usage rights of the Kastellorizo population in the islets ceded to Turkey, regarding 

the liberty of navigation, fishing, cutting timber, and fabrication of lime.
493

  

This proposal of the Italian government would be valid until the end of the 

process. But in the meantime, the governor suggested another proposal, yet the Italian 

government discussed and rejected it. According to Lago, only a practical attitude based 

on the reciprocal Turkish and Italian renouncement of sovereignty on the islets and the 

rocks between Kastellorizo and the Anatolian Coast, leaving the navigation and fishing 

activities free to the population, could solve the problem.
494

 Rome, while acknowledging 

the practicality of the proposal, rejected to this approach on the grounds that territories 

not under a sovereignty of a state were always susceptible to occupation or 

acquisition.
495

  

The Italian government also rejected a Turkish counter-proposal, in which 

Turkey insisted on dividing the border of Ipsili since the islet was partly within the 

territorial waters of Turkey, on the grounds that such a condition would mean direct 

Turkish sovereignty both on the islet and on the lighthouse existent in the islet.
496

 

Turkey made other counter-proposals. According to the documents, Ankara had rejected 
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the Italian proposal especially in terms of the sovereignty over Tchatulata, Pighi, Pano 

Makri, and Kato Makri, which should have belonged to Turkey.
497

  

It was suggested that the source of these counter arguments was the Chief of the 

Turkish General Staff, Marshal Fevzi (Çakmak), who considered the issue based on the 

dynamics of strategy and sometimes clashed with the Turkish Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs.
498

 The intervention of the General Staff into those negotiations continued until 

the end of the process, usually causing Italian resentment.  

This situation can be analyzed based on the place of the General Staff in the 

Turkish decision making process. Despite the fact that General Staff was outside of the 

Council of Ministers and responsible only to the President, General Fevzi (Çakmak) was 

attending most of the Council meetings, showing that he had indeed have a say on the 

issues.
499

 Additionally, the Chief of General Staff had autonomy in directing the military 

affairs based on his relationship to the President Kemal (Atatürk) and the Prime Minister 

İsmet (İnönü).
500

 Therefore, it is not surprising that Chief of General Staff, who dealt 

with the security problems concerning the islands in the 1920s, intervened occasionally 

in the progress of the negotiations.  

 The proposals made during 1930 by the Dodecanese administration and the 

Italian consular officials emphasized the importance of a treaty of good neighborhood. 

In this respect, the Italians, but specifically Lago, made three important points for the 

good neighborhood treaty.  The first point that the governor emphasized was the 
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property of the Dodecanesians in Turkey which should have restituted the estates or 

should have given a proper indemnity in the case of destruction of the properties or any 

other impossibility to return them.
501

 

 Second, there needed to be a commercial accord specifically between 

Dodecanese and Turkey through which a liberal regime of trade together with 

fishing/sponge fishing rights in the Anatolian territorial waters could take place.
502

 

Third, a request from the Turkish authorities on the permissions for the Dodecanesians 

in order to enable them to circulate in the Turkish territory freely was necessary,
503

 

because the islanders were making ongoing complaints about the Turkish attitude which 

imposed limitations in terms of entrance into Anatolia.  

 The attitude of Turkey regarding these proposals was neither rejection nor 

acceptation, but procrastination together with counter proposals. It was obvious that 

Turkey did not want to sign an agreement specifically regarding the permission of 

fishing to foreigners. In this sense, on the issue of commercial agreement between two 

entities, the Turkish strategy focused on compelling the Italians to add two more clauses 

to such an agreement. On the one hand, Ankara desired a clause that would provide the 

suppression of smuggling which was an absolute Turkish interest according to the 

Governor of the Dodecanese.
504
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 On the other hand, the Turkish officials desired to add some measures for anti-

Kemalist escapees in the Dodecanese,
505

 into the agreement. Indeed, both the Turkish 

authorities and the Dodecanesian administration was well aware the existence of the 

anti-Kemalist elements, specifically on Rhodes. After the elimination of the opposition 

in Turkey, the people who fled the country had tried to migrate either to Syria or to 

Rhodes. These escapees became an important strategy for Turkey regarding the 

unwanted commercial accords due to the possible Italian rejection to such a clause.  

Indeed, the Italian official correspondence stressed that although good 

neighborhood treaty was vital for the economic life of the islands, it would be extremely 

dangerous to insert such a clause into the accords because of its power to disturb the 

relations of the administration in the islands with the Muslim community, which was 

anti-Kemalist not for political but for profound religious and social reasons.
506

 It was 

stated that Lago had always tried to impede the activities of the anti-Kemalists on 

Rhodes, and he would continue to do so, yet the desire of Turks could not be accepted 

within a formal accord.
507

 Obviously, Turkey had estimated the attitude of the Italians 

and aimed at slowing down the diplomatic process in an issue, which it had been against 

since the beginning, with those counterproposals.   

  The other issue, namely the properties of the Dodecanesians in Anatolia, also 

reflected the abovementioned dynamics. It is surprising to see that the position of Italy 

about these properties evolved through time again. As was stated above, the latest 
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decision of Lago in terms of the Dodecanesian property was letting Turkey analyze and 

resolve the issue case by case without choking the Turkish government with the whole 

matter. However, during the diplomatic negotiations began in 1930, the Italian 

government wanted to settle the issue within the good neighborhood accords.  

The Turkish attitude towards the properties did not reflect a clear-cut rejection on 

this issue too; but the response to the proposal was based on reciprocity which would 

open the matter into discussion also for the property of the Turks in the Dodecanese.
508

 

The answer of the Italian side to Turkish claims was the inexistence of such a property 

problem of the Turks since the related articles of the Lausanne Treaty had already solved 

the property issues of Turkey in the former provinces of the Ottoman Empire.
509

 Despite 

this explanation, the correspondence belonging to the following months shows that the 

issue was handled based on the principle of reciprocity. Since the restoration option was 

a remote possibility together with the foundation of the objective mixed commissions, 

the arguments focused on the indemnity alternative regarding the properties.
510

 But the 

deadlock in the property matter was obvious in the documents through which the 

officials stated that an agreement around the issue did not seem promising in the near 

future due to the impossibility to accept the figures that the Turkish government offered 

for the indemnity.
511

 In this regard, the Italian officials even talked about the loan that 

the Italian banks, like the one of Banca Commerciale Italiana, could give to Turkey for 
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the indemnity issue, which could also be talked within the framework of Italian 

economic relations with Turkey in the interwar period.  

The Turkish proposals challenged the demands of the Italian side for the 

Dodecanese regarding the economic relations, property issues, and free circulation 

permits, again based on the needs to suppress contraband, to increase custom points in 

the coastal areas, and to take measures for the anti-Kemalist elements in the islands. It 

became obvious in 1931 that reaching a compromise in those respects was nearly 

impossible for the parties. Tevfik Rüştü’s (Aras) statement during this year proved this 

impossibility since he declared to the Italian officials that Turkey was not ready to 

define a good neighborhood treaty involving commercial relations and property 

issues.
512

 The Italian interpretation about the reasons for this declaration was grounded 

upon the inflexible behavior of the Chief of Turkish General Staff who even threatened 

the Council of Ministers with leaving his post if such agreements were signed between 

Turkey and the Dodecanese.
513

 However, it was obvious that these issues were 

unacceptable for everyone in the higher echelons of Turkish politics given the similar 

ideological orientations of the political figures.  

 Whoever the responsible behind the Turkish rejection of such arrangements was, 

the negotiation process regarding a good neighborhood treaty had come to an end with 

this expression of Turkey. Thereafter, the agenda of the parties was reduced to three 

issues which were the partition of the islets in contestation, their disarmament, and the 
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usage rights of the Kastellorizo population over those islets that would be ceded to 

Turkey.
514

  

At this point, it is necessary to analyze the first and the third point in detail since 

a certain kind of consensus existed among the parties about the reciprocal disarmament 

of the islets regardless of their future sovereignty. In terms of the partition of the islets, 

the latest Italian proposal had been made in the first half of the 1931. According to this 

proposal, it was anticipated that the San Giorgio and Ipsili would be ceded to Italy while 

the interior side of Pano Makri and all other islets, situated in the east of the meridian 

passing from the western point of the Pano Makri, between Kastellorizo and the 

Anatolian coast would be given to Turkey.
515

 Additionally, Italy claimed the islets 

existent in the ring of the Kastellorizo village center and of the radius between 

Kastellorizo and the San Stephano point.
516

 

 The Turks rejected this proposal especially in terms of the cession of the little 

islet Prassudi to Italy, the maritime confine of which would pass about 250 meters 

outside of Pano Makri due to the fact that Turkey could not use the pass of Prassudi in 

case of a war.
517

 The Italians defended their position against the Turkish military 

concerns about the individual islets, stating that in case of a war the island of 

Kastellorizo with the whole of their islets were under the range of Anatolia’s simple 

batteries which would probably compel the Italians to clear all the group.
518
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It seems that the parties had already decided the fate of the major islets like the 

ones of Ipsili and San Giorgio during 1931. The officials, thus, were dealing with the 

minor islets like the abovementioned Prassudi, which would be ceded to Turkey at the 

end of the period.  However, the main theme of the discussion between Turkey and Italy 

over the Kastellorizo had become the determination of the maritime border between the 

Anatolian coast and Kastellorizo in 1931. As was stated above, the issue of territorial 

waters both influenced the sovereignty of the islets and was influenced by them at the 

same time given the international norms of the time and the framework of the Lausanne 

Treaty.  It should also be stated that although the Lausanne regulation of three miles, 

which was the generally accepted norm in the international arena at that time, 

constituted the basis of the discussions, the parties also discussed other options from 

time to time.   

The documents display that Turkish and Italian position towards three miles 

varied according to the region that was being handled and to their mutual positions in 

certain areas. For instance, an Italian diplomat claimed that both the Turkish and Italian 

delegations did not want three miles regulation from the coast; but since the parties were 

bounded by the clause in question, they could not adopt another distance like six miles 

as Italy supported.
519

 However, still, both sides discussed some options outside three-

mile-clause of Lausanne depending on the location in question, as will be seen below. 

Regarding the area between Kastellorizo and Anatolian coast, it was obvious that Turkey 

could not accept any arrangement other than three miles due to the proximity of the area 

to its coasts. Actually, the majority of the islets were so close to each other that any 
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option other than drawing a line of “halfway” was not possible in order to determine the 

border, putting aside the implementation of three miles.
520

  

Another matter was about the point where the territorial waters would begin in 

the sense that the desire of Italy was to choose Ipsili as a starting point because of its 

position in the southeastern side of Kastellorizo.
521

 If Rome could persuade Turkey in 

terms of expanding its territorial waters to six miles not towards the Anatolian coast, but 

towards the open sea in the Mediterranean beginning with the southern point of the 

Ipsili, it would obtain the most desired result from the discussions of the delimitation.
522

  

This suggestion was not the only one. Some views preferred obscurity for the 

territorial waters of the southern side of Kastellorizo. For instance, the Italian Minister of 

Foreign Affairs thought that demarcation of territorial waters in the southern part of the 

islet, spilling into an open sea, was not necessary since it would bind Italy with a 

specific clause regarding the territorial waters, about which any international treaty was 

non-existent.
523

 A demarcation point was necessary only for the northern side of 

Kastellorizo, which would be drawn on the basis of a median line anyway.
524

  

The Turkish position, on the other hand, was against the six miles that Italy tried 

to implement for the southern side of the Kastellorizo although the Italians suggested 

that the understanding of Turkey for the territorial waters in general was close to the 

Italian one regarding the six miles as the Turkish behavior in the Codification 
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Conference of the League of Nations in 1930, in which the status of the territorial waters 

in the international law was discussed, showed.
525

 Apart from the length of the territorial 

waters, Turkish attitude favored the fixation of the territorial waters, as opposed to the 

Italian view. 

The fixation of the territorial waters and also the boundaries between Turkey and 

Italy was so important for Ankara that in addition to the limitation between the 

Anatolian coasts and the Kastellorizo, the Turkish officials offered a new arrangement 

regarding the determination of the boundaries between the southwestern Anatolian 

coasts and the whole Dodecanese group. From the first half of the 1931 until the signing 

of the treaty in 1932, Turkish authorities occasionally asked for delimitation of the 

frontier between the Dodecanese and the Anatolian coast despite the fact that Italian 

authorities rejected it several times on the grounds that making an arrangement in this 

respect was not necessary since the Lausanne Treaty was clear both in terms of the 

criteria about sovereignty of the islets and the territorial waters.
526

 Although the Italian 

officials were sure that such a negotiation was not needed, the issue of maritime borders 

in the Aegean was discussed even after the conclusion of the 1932 treaty due to the 

insistency of Ankara, which threatened Rome with the rejection of the Turkish Chief of 

General Staff in terms of not approving the treaty unless the negotiations for the 

delimitation between Turkey and the Dodecanese would continue.
527
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 Similar to the insistence of Turkey on defining a border in the southeastern 

Aegean, the Italian insistence on the eve of the treaty was the usage rights of the 

Kastellorizo population on the islets ceded to Turkey.  As was stated above, despite the 

ending of the negotiations for a good neighborhood accord based on the contrariwise 

declaration of Turkey, Italy continued to make efforts specifically for the economic 

relations of Kastellorizo with the facing coast this time. However, what the Turkish 

officials were against was not just the commercial treaty; they were also against the 

usage rights of the Kastellorizo population on the islets.  

 In this sense, although the Italian officials expressed that they would not continue 

to negotiations in case of the rejection of usage rights,
528

 they frequently made 

interviews with the Turkish officials throughout August 1931 in order to emphasize the 

importance of the ability to use the islets for the islanders. In one of them, Tevfik Rüştü 

(Aras) clearly stated that the General Staff was absolutely contrary to recognize the 

usage rights with the exception of liberty of navigation for the Kastellorizo population 

on the grounds that Turkey would not make further concessions of any kind.
529

 “Further 

concession” here means that the general framework of the division about the islets which 

had already been arranged one way or other.   

In this sense, Turkey clarified its position, stating that it aimed to implement full 

sovereignty on the islets that would be ceded to Turkey.
530

 In the same colloquium the 

Turkish Minister said that if the Italian officials were not happy with this stance of 

Turkey on the usage rights, Ankara would be happy to return to the compromise signed 
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for resorting to the Hague, which would probably decide much more advantageously for 

Turkish territorial claims.
531

   

 After this explanation of the Turkish side, the Italian diplomats and politicians 

began to discuss the matter within their own circles while insisting on these kinds of 

rights during the negotiations at the same time. According to the Italian diplomats, 

Turkish opposition to the usage rights apparently reflected a “cavil” in the minds of the 

Turkish administration regarding the territorial settlement of the Kastellorizo islets about 

which the Hague could give a much more favorable decision, instead of a simple 

challenge to these rights in itself.
532

 It is seen from the documents that resorting to 

arbitration was a high probability in November 1931, given the determinant stance of 

Turkish officials.
533

  

This position of Turkey led the Italians to discuss the issues in their circles 

including the governor of the Dodecanese, Lago, who had always pushed the economic 

rights of the Dodecanesian people, throughout December 1931. But, this period of 

discussion showed that the center paid much more importance to the political settlement 

together with the diplomatic relations in the international arena, rather than the economic 

needs of the islanders. For instance, the officials in Rome occasionally stated that the 

territorial settlement reached through compromise was satisfactory for the Italians, thus, 

making the conclusion of the treaty as soon as possible important for the interests of 
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Italy.
534

 Widespread orientation was to sign the territorial settlement treaty without a 

clause about usage rights, since the “disputes for these rocks lasting for a long time and 

today as a chronic illness had to be absolutely eliminated.”
535

  

What could be done in terms of the usage rights was to save a possibility of 

further agreement through a Turkish declaration stating that the question of civic use 

would form the object of an examination in later negotiations for commercial accords in 

order satisfy the governor of the Dodecanese.
536

 The desires of the Italian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs collided with those of the Dodecanese to an extent that the capital 

thought that the obtained islets of Kastellorizo were sufficient for the needs of pasture, 

agriculture, and lime of the islanders while Lago’s demand for sailors regarding to be 

able to take refuge in Anatolian territorial waters during bad weather was not even worth 

discussing since international norms already provided sailors with such right.
537

  

The higher echelons of the foreign ministry continued their criticisms of Lago in 

terms of the governor’s ongoing insistence on the increasing economic relations with the 

Anatolian coast. They emphasized the impossibility of such a request from the Turks 

while the population of Kastellorizo was exercising smuggling, as the Governor himself 

acknowledged.
538

 Therefore, it was not surprising that the foreign ministry gave the 

necessary permissions to its embassy in Ankara to sign the treaty with an assurance from 
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the Turkish authorities regarding the negotiations for the economic rights in the near 

feature even though they were not making an essential question at the time being.
539

  

In conclusion, Tevfik Rüştü (Aras) in the name of Turkey, and the Ambassador Baron 

Aloisi in the name of Italy finally signed the “Convention between Italy and Turkey for 

the Delimitation of the Territorial Waters between the Coast of Anatolia and the Island 

of Castellorizo” on 4 January 1932 in Ankara.  

 According to the clauses of the treaty, Volo, Ochendra, Fournachia, Kato Volo, 

Prassoudi,Tchatallota, Pighi, Nissi-Tis-Pighi, Agricelia reef, Proussecliss (rock), Pano 

Makri, Kato Makri (including the rocks), Marathi, Roccie Voutzaky, Dacia, Nissi-Tis 

Dacia, Alimentaria, Caravola were ceded to Turkey together with Karaada, while San 

Giorgio (Rho), Ipsili, Dragonera, Ross, Psomi, Cutsumbora, Mavro Poinaki, Mavro 

Poinis, Psoradia, Polyphados were ceded to Italy.
540

  

In addition to the partition of the islands as stated above, a detailed examination 

of the delimitation of waters between Kastellorizo and the Anatolian coast was made in 

the text of the treaty. In this respect, it is seen that the area in the north of the 

Kastellorizo Island was arranged on the condition of halfway sharing with the rule of 

three miles where the conditions could be applied.
541

 Likewise, the situation in the south, 
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that the Italians had discussed throughout 1931 was concluded with the norm of three 

miles beginning with the southern side of Ipsili, contrary to the aspiration of the Italians 

either in terms of six miles or in terms of the obscurity of the territorial waters in the 

area, although the maritime frontier was regarded as “not under discussion.”
542

 

The orientation of the treaty reflects the general character of diplomacy regarding 

“give and take.” In the first years of the process, the parties approached the issue with a 

holistic approach of winning or losing. For instance, the Turkish understanding to 

resorting to the Hague for the territorial settlement was related to the wish of winning 

the islets altogether. Although the Lausanne Treaty openly favored the Turkish position, 

as the time passed and the nature of the Turkish-Italian relations evolved based on the 

changing international and national dynamics, Turkey negotiated the partition of the 

islets, though the card of arbitration was always on the table.  

Likewise, the Italian desire to solve all the complicated issues between the 

Dodecanese and the Anatolian coast through a good neighborhood accord dealing with 

the commercial relations between the coasts and property problem of the Dodecanesians 

in Anatolia was reduced to the usage rights of the Kastellorizo population in the islets 

that would be ceded to Turkey, at the end of the period. In this respect, I argue that this 
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treaty, while solving a specific problem in the Aegean that had begun just after 1923, 

was neither an entire success nor a complete failure for both sides, yet being a typical 

case of diplomatic negotiation.  

 

                                

        Continuity in Negotiations after 1932 

 

The resolution reached in 1932 did not signal a final point for the negotiations about the 

islands and the islets. At the same time as the above-mentioned treaty was signed, an 

exchange of letters and the assurances took place between the parties in two respects. 

First were the usage rights as the Italians desired for the Kastellorizo population while 

the other was about a maritime boundary in the Aegean as Turkey demanded. These 

issues continued to be discussed nearly until 1934, when the Dodecanese dynamic in 

Turkish foreign and security policy would return to the older dynamics of the previous 

period. It also should be emphasized that the Italian authorities tried to negotiate these 

two issues together with each other whenever it was possible.  

 For the latter issue, it was stated above that Turkey proposed to determine a 

maritime boundary between Turkey and the Dodecanese during the complicated period 

of negotiations in 1931. Despite the stress of the Italian authorities in terms of the 

unnecessary character of the matter, there occurred an exchange of letters indicating 

future negotiations in 1932, on the same day that the treaty was signed. The Turkish 

Chief of General Staff was determined to resolve the issue in 1932 although the Italian 

officials were uncomfortable to an extent that they declared to the Turkish Minister of 



191 
 

Foreign Affairs that the General Staff should have had a limit about its demands.
543

 

Indeed, the Italian diplomats regarded the Turkish General Staff as the reason for the 

unsafe ambiance in the Aegean with its unending demands,
544

 implying that this 

institution had some ambitions, like claiming the sovereignty of some of the islands and 

islets in the Aegean.  

As a result, beginning from the first days of this delimitation of frontier, Italy 

reminded and cited the clauses of Lausanne Treaty to Turkey. The first one was the 

fifteenth article of the Lausanne, according to which Turkey ceded the islands and the 

dependent islets and rocks to Italy, because of the Italian suspicion of the possibility of a 

Turkish claim on Gaidaro dependent on Kalimnos but much more close to Turkey, and 

Farmaco dependent on Leros in the same way.
545

 The mentioned suspicion on the islets 

stemmed from the fact that in the previous years several incidents had occurred about 

these islets around which the boats of the Turkish customs revolved, leading to Italian 

charges about the intrusion of the Italian territorial waters.
546

 Indeed, Turkey claimed 

those two islets during the negotiations about the frontier during 1932, yet without a 

concrete result, and the incidents of breach alike persisted thereafter.
547

  

The second clause that was crucial for Italy was the three miles condition of the 

sixth article of the Lausanne Treaty which was also used for the Kastellorizo case. The 
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Italian defense of the three miles clause was ironic because in the Kastellorizo case, the 

officials had declared their understanding of the territorial waters as six miles rather than 

three, particularly for the southern side of the island. However, in this case, the same 

irony was also valid for Turkey which defended three miles in Kastellorizo, but six miles 

for the Dodecanese.
548

 Therefore, the parties tried to find formulas to cope with this 

perplexity in their position for different cases.  

In this sense, for instance, the Italian diplomats seemed to be locked in since they 

defended the six miles in the territorial waters suggesting that the three –mile-regulation 

of the Lausanne Treaty was not about the territorial waters, but about the determination 

of the sovereignty of the islets.
549

 Therefore, in order to overcome this difficulty in the 

negotiations, Rome declared that this delimitation would be made not in order to 

determine the territorial waters, which was an “unilateral” act of sovereignty rather than 

a multilateral agreement, but in order to draw a median line between the coasts for 

determining the sovereignty of the islets the situation of which were not obvious under 

the framework of the fifteenth and the sixteenth article of Lausanne Treaty, thus making 

acquisition of an islet by Turkey nearly impossible.
550

 

In addition, similar to the previous years of this sub-period, Italy integrated the 

usage rights of the Kastellorizo population in the ceded islets with this delimitation issue 

towards the summons of the Governor of the Dodecanese, who regarded the delimitation 

unnecessary unless usage rights were given to the Kastellorizo population regarding free 
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navigation, free fishing and sponge fishing, right to make agriculture, to cut timber, to 

make husbandry, to make coal and lime.
551

 

 Turkey, on the other hand, insisted on the delimitation in order to expand its 

sovereignty and control in the sea through territorial waters and the claim of Gaidaro and 

Farmaco. In order to reach this goal, Ankara did not even ratify the Kastellorizo treaty 

throughout the year, thus leading to anxiety in Italian political circles about whether this 

delay was based on the functioning of the Turkish Grand National Assembly or it had 

some other reasons about the existing ratification matter.
552

 Rome knew very well that 

postponement in the ratification process was directly related to the delimitation of 

frontier between the Dodecanese and Anatolia in the absence of which the General Staff 

had already declared its rejection of the 4 January 1932 Convention. It was with this 

knowledge that Italy delayed the ratification of the treaty until the last days of 1932 in 

order to hinder the Turkish authorities to unite one issue with another.
553

 However, 

despite the moves of Italy in this respect, Turkey did not ratify the Kastellorizo 

Convention until the verbal note about delimitation was signed.  

 For the usage rights matter, Turkey did not change its position shown in the good 

neighborhood accords. The officials suggested the treatment of the issue as a material of 

local authorities, in other words, without a formal understanding.
554

 Since the 1932 

convention had not been ratified yet, the population of Kastellorizo was still using some 
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of the islets economically yet with the existence of incidents. These incidents were 

important examples for Lago who justified his arguments about the necessity of a formal 

commercial agreement not only for the whole Dodecanese but also for Kastellorizo in 

specific.
555

 However, it was obvious that Turkey did not have any intention for such 

agreements since the beginning of the period, as the debates of this chapter designated.  

The decision that the Turkish government took in October 1932 about the 

necessity to prescribe visas from the Turkish consul in Rhodes for the population of 

Kastellorizo for their every voyage between the island and the mainland
556

 shows well 

that Turkey actually had a reverse understanding of the relations between the islands and 

the mainland. Therefore, it was not surprising to see that when a verbal note was 

concluded in the end of the 1932 about the delimitation of the waters between Turkey 

and Italy, any simultaneous development did not take place about the usage rights of the 

Kastellorizo population despite the efforts of Italy to handle the issues together.  

 After the studies of the commissions about the delimitation composed of civil 

and military bureaucrats of the parties, a verbal note was concluded on 28 December 

1932. In the verbal note, it was suggested that this document did not determine the 

territorial waters of the parties but the line of maritime frontier, although they could be 

same wherever the distance between the parties was less than twelve miles.
557

 Since the 
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median line regulation was applied to the territorial waters up to twelve miles, it would 

not be wrong to suggest that the parties agreed on the six miles rule for their borders. 

However, the boundary line passed through the “ten” miles south of the islet of Volos, 

the three miles south of which had been accepted by the line of demarcation between 

Turkey and Italy in the north by the treaty of Kastellorizo.
558

  

The Italian officials discussing the verbal note in Rome rejected this clause on 

the grounds that the insistence of Turkish authorities on the ten miles clause was 

probably due to their desire to expand their borders in sui generis mode as opposed to 

the clause of the previous convention.
559

 The same ten miles word was also valid for 

Tugburnu and Khelidonia,
560

 showing that the only limit for boundaries was not six 

miles. It should be emphasized that governor Lago opposed keenly to the approval of the 

verbal on the grounds that extension of the Turkish territory to six miles without some 

economic rights for the Dodecanesians would be a complete disaster since it would 

further limit the fishing and navigation rights of the islanders,
561

 leaving the ten miles 

clause aside.  

 This verbal note never came into force because of its uncompleted legal process 

owing to the rejection of the various officials together with the changing relationship 
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between the parties after 1933. But, two important points should be made about this 

agreement. First of all, the stance of Turkey about the maritime delimitation did not 

seem conservative in the sense that Turkish officials during the negotiations looked for 

ways to expand their borders in the southern part of the Aegean Sea compared to the 

norms of the day. This attitude of Ankara constitutes a difference from the current stance 

of Turkish foreign policy which still deals with similar issues in the Aegean Sea.  

Second, this verbal note includes a clause about the rocks of Imia (Kardak) over 

the sovereignty of which Turkey and Greece came to the brink of a war in 1996. 

According to the thirteenth article of the verbal note, one point of the maritime frontier 

was drawn in-between Kardak (Imia) and Kato.
562

 Today this agreement forms the basis 

of the Greek claims on the grounds that the Kardak was mentioned as the territory of 

Italy, in front of Turkish territory of Kato. As a result, this agreement is also important 

for its involvement in a recent problem which has not been solved yet although it should 

be reminded that the verbal is not binding for Turkey since it is not valid.  

 While the parties succeeded to fulfill the one requirement of the assurances given 

on the day of 4 January 1932 with this verbal note, the other issue of the usage rights of 

the Kastellorizo population remained unresolved in spite of the efforts made to unite the 

matters. Putting aside a resolution of the matter, the relationship of Kastellorizo with 

Anatolia had already been hardened at the end of the 1932, with the visa obligation for 

the Kastellorizo population. The second blow to the relations came with the Turkish 

decision which charged all the ships from Kastellorizo with coming to Kaş first for the 
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necessary permits, and after the end of destination with returning to Kaş again for 

necessary controls before going back to Kastellorizo.
563

  

These kinds of applications were hardening the commercial contacts with regard 

to time and costs. In terms of trade, the Italian officials claimed that even the Turks were 

not happy with the implemented restrictions about which they complained to the Prime 

Minister Ismet Paşa (İnönü) who visited Antalya.
564

 In terms of the usage rights, on the 

other hand, the Italians were uncomfortable because they defined the attitude of Turkey 

as a breach of the assurance given with the Kastellorizo treaty, which should be 

reminded to Turkey as soon as possible.
565

 However, the reminders and constant calls 

from Lago did not change the Turkish position. 

This dissertation argues that the usage rights that the Italian authorities demanded 

were neither compatible with the economic understanding of the Republic beyond the 

fear of smuggling or poaching, nor compatible with the military understanding of the 

period. In this regard, the influence of the military dynamics was obvious in the 

statement of the Chief of the General Staff who concluded the matter, saying that since 

the issue was under the framework of the territorial waters, in other words, under the 

framework of military, the Italians should not have discussed the matters with the 

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but with the General Staff.
566

 In 1934, any hope of 
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achieving some kind of agreement between the parties was not realistic, about which the 

Italian Embassy in Ankara stated, “the actual phase of the Italian-Turkish relations, 

motivated by the anxiety coming partly from our activity in the Aegean Islands, do not 

allow a certain resumption of the question in the near future.”
567

 In short, the parties 

shelved this question in 1934, due to the return of the military dynamic into the area.  

Even if those discussions and the failure about the usage rights seemed to have 

impacts mainly on the diplomatic and military relations between the parties based on the 

documents, the hardening relations between and the Anatolian coast had also economic 

results which deserve an emphasis here. The major uprising in Kastellorizo which 

occurred in 1934 is important in this regard. Although the Greek historiography 

emphasizes the nationalistic character of the uprising in the island, and the historians 

Nicholas Doumanis and Nicholas Pappas reject this nationalistic historiography 

indicating the increasing taxes in the island as the major cause;
568

 the governor Lago 

stressed the relations with Turkey as the most important reasons of the uprising in the 

island. According to him, the people of Kastellorizo suffered from the world crisis in a 

harsher way than the other islands, because of the decreasing commercial traffic with the 

Anatolian coast and because of the deprivation of the islets ceded to Turkey.
569

 But even 

Lago, writing those telegrams to his capital, was aware of the futility of making new 

appeals to the Turkish government in the new dynamics of 1934. This example of the 

uprising could be analyzed within the framework of the island-mainland relations in 

terms of the determinant character of the latter on the former in economic matters.   
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When this epoch came to an end with the return of the tension to the Aegean, the 

only issue resolved was the territorial settlement of the Kastellorizo islets. The other 

issues; the good neighborhood treaty regarding the commercial and economic relations 

of the Dodecanese with the fronting mainland and the property problems of the 

Dodecanesians in Anatolia, the usage rights of the Kastellorizo population on the ceded 

islets, and the delimitation of the Turkish-Italian frontier in the Aegean despite the 

existence of a verbal note; could not be concluded with success. Therefore, it should be 

suggested that the limit of the Turkish-Italian détente, which could not stop the feelings 

of mutual distrust, could be observed mostly in the Dodecanesian affairs, about which I 

argue that they constitute the basis of the Turkish-Italian diplomacy throughout the 

interwar years.  

The continuation of the incidents in the Aegean throughout the period and the 

persistence of the military enforcement to some extent even in the closest time of the 

relations also designate the limits of this détente. However, it could not be denied either 

that the dynamics of the Dodecanese evolved from the military perspective of the 

previous years to the diplomatic and legal one in Turkish foreign and security policy in 

this sub-period. Even if the contacts was contingent upon mostly diplomatic 

understanding rather than the military ones, all of the discussions made in detail above, 

were the proof of  how these islands, even the tiniest one, were problematic for the 

mainland Turkey.  

This chapter, while designating the problematic nature of this geography, also 

exceeds the boundaries of the period of this dissertation. This interim period is highly 

important for Turkish historiography in a way that it shows the starting point of specific 
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problems that survive even today in the Aegean Sea. The territorial waters and the 

sovereignty of some islets and the rocks in the Aegean constitute major contemporary 

disputes between Turkey and Greece. In this sense, this chapter showed that those 

problems in Aegean Sea are not unique to the post-1950s within the realm of the 

Turkish-Greek relations; instead, they date back to 1923, which legally constituted a 

border between the islands and the mainland.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

      THE RETURN OF THE ANIMOSITY:  

THE RE-MILITARIZATION OF THE DODECANES AND THE QUEST OF  

TURKISH FOREIGN AND SECURITY POLICY, 1934-1939 

 
 

 

The relative détente period in terms of the Turkish tie with the Dodecanese indicated an 

alteration beginning with 1933 and came to an end irrevocably in 1934, owing to the 

dynamics of the Aegean as well as those of the Mediterranean, in the broader sense. The 

archival material concerning the Dodecanese and the Turkish foreign policy shows 

clearly that the legal and diplomatic character of the contacts of the previous period 

transformed into a military tone similar to the first years of the Republic. This chapter 

examines this military tone in the relationship between Turkey and the Dodecanese 

aiming to display the strength of these little islands in shaping the Turkish foreign and 

security policies in a period in which the world advanced towards a second general war 

step by step.  

 The “return of the animosity” statement in the title of this chapter is a reference 

to the period between 1923 and 1927, because some of the dynamics between these two 

epochs were similar. For instance, the military tone in the Aegean relations stemmed 

from the fact that Italy had begun to act within the framework of military understanding 

in a way that the fortification of the islands, which had decreased even if not ceased in 

the previous period, intensified again. The rising military activity in the islands together 

with an aggressive discourse of Italian foreign policy resulted in increasing Turkish 

suspicions towards the Dodecanese, which was reformulated as a source of aggression 
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by Ankara, which had never given up its military understanding of the islands, but kept 

it in the background during the previous period. 

In addition to the military fortifications and the return of the serious tension 

accordingly, another important similarity with the period between 1923 and 1927 was 

the action-reaction chain that the military reinforcements brought onto the scene. The 

two coasts influenced each other’s behavior in terms of security understanding. The 

Turkish actions in the coastal regions, which will be presented in the following pages in 

detail, display an absolute parallelism vis-à-vis the Dodecanese Islands.  

  However, this period was not just a replica of the period in comparison either. 

Two phenomena differentiate these two eras. On the one hand, in Chapter Three, it was 

emphasized that Turkey did not have many alliances in international politics just after 

the foundation of the Republic, which had several diplomatic problems. Yet, in the 

1930s, Turkish foreign policy had already overcome the difficulties that it had 

experienced in the 1920s.  

By the second half of the 1930s, Turkey was an equal member of the 

international arena which had achieved self-realization and earned the respect of the 

other European powers through its successful and realist diplomacy. Therefore, in this 

period, the reaction of the Turkish authorities to the actions in the Dodecanese did not 

occur only within the realm of military as it had been usually the case in the previous 

period of tension. Instead, Turkey, in addition to its military undertakings in the coastal 

regions, set the diplomacy in motion in order to secure its territories in the 

Mediterranean. In this regard, this chapter will also examine the Turkish diplomatic 

initiatives, majority of which reflect the importance of the Dodecanese dynamic in 

Turkish foreign policy.  
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On the other hand, in the 1920s, the build-up of arms on the Dodecanese was 

mainly a problem for Turkey in particular, and disturbed Greece seldom. In contrast, the 

situation in the Aegean Sea became a concern not only for the Aegean countries, but 

also for the other European powers, specifically Britain, in the 1930s. In other words, 

since the actions of Italy in the Dodecanese disturbed the general balance of power in the 

Mediterranean, as the islands were transformed into an Italian fortress in the 1930s, it 

led to the internationalization of the area, going beyond the anxieties of solely Turkey or 

Greece. This internationalization, especially during the Abyssinian Crisis in 1935, seems 

to have been one of the reasons for the harmony between Turkey and other anti-

revisionist powers in Europe in the last years of the 1930s, drawing Turkey and Britain 

closer.  

This chapter examines those links together with the orientation of Turkish 

foreign and security policy until the Second World War, from both a national and 

international perspective. However, before going into the details about the relationship 

between Turkey and the Dodecanese together with the major foreign and security issues, 

it is necessary to analyze the state of affairs in Europe, in which the direction of events 

was going towards a full-scale war. In this way, Turkish foreign and security policy vis-

à-vis the Dodecanese would be located in a much more global context.  

 

 

The European Great Powers on the Eve of the Second World War 

 

For Turkey, 1933 saw a change in the course of events about the Aegean Sea in which 

the tension began to rise. When the European scene is kept in mind for the same year, on 
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the other hand, it is seen that the continent was experiencing one of the most important 

turning points of its history; the rise of Nazi Germany. Although the division between 

the revisionist and anti-revisionist powers in Europe dated back to the end of the First 

World War, the coming of Nazi Germany onto the scene became a considerable weight 

for the revisionist side in the 1930s.  

Whatever the reason behind the rise of Nazism that is still being discussed by the 

social scientists,
570

 after the coming of Hitler to the power, Germany brought the 

continent to a general war gradually based on its expansionist and aggressive foreign 

policy aims. Indeed, the Declaration of Principles, which was promulgated in 1933, 

considered the revision of the Versailles Treaty as Germany’s “most pressing concern,” 

at that period.
571

 Thereafter, it was not surprising to see that Germany tried to break the 

“chains” of Versailles one by one.  

 The first moves of Hitler in this regard were the German withdrawal from the 

League of Nations and from the World Disarmament Conference within the framework 

of the League of Nations, in 1933,
572

 because the Nazis regarded expansionism and 

rearmament as vitally important goals for the future of the Reich, against the notions of 
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the League.  Although some initiatives before, like the Four-Power Pact in 1933 among 

Germany, France, Britain, and Italy, had encouraged Berlin to slow the pace of German 

rearmament as well as to reduce the likelihood of Anchluss,
573

 (union) as an aim of 

Hitler since the beginning; the above-mentioned withdrawal had terminated the pact 

since it had been concluded under the framework of Geneva,
574

 thus making the only 

option of deliberation among the Great Powers invalid.  The German non-Aggression 

Pact with Poland in 1934 and the Saar’s return to German jurisdiction in 1935 were the 

other diplomatic coups of the Nazi’s program of revisionism.
575

  On the military side of 

the story, the declaration for an air force and the introduction of conscription in 1935 

reinforced the rearmament motive of Germany.
576

  

It should be kept in mind that Germany used also other means for its 

expansionist strategy. As Berend suggests, after 1933, the Nazis aimed at creating a 

large economic area that would be self-sufficient in concert with the several Eastern 

European countries as Germany’s backyard of raw material.
577

 The consequence of the 

bilateral barter treaties, which were also called clearing agreements, was the 

incorporation of the area to the German lebensraum (living space) in which the Nazi-led 

economic system progressed hand in hand with the political and military domination.
578
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Indeed, when the Second World War broke out, the political systems of the 

Central, Eastern, and Southeastern European countries had become either authoritarian 

or totalitarian within a close relationship with the Axis. At this point, it should be 

reminded that, the similar clearing agreements had also been signed between Germany 

and Turkey, which worried about the same kind of political pressure owing to the 

German domination in the Turkish import and export rates after 1934.
579

 Turkey had 

made great efforts to balance the power of the Germans in its economy with specifically 

Britain throughout this period,
580

 being one of the successful exceptions in terms of 

escaping from the path of other countries in the region at issue.  

 While those actions and strategies of the Nazi Germany were intensified through 

the time, the alliances or the animosities among the powers of Europe were invented and 

reinvented based on the developments. The traditional foreign policy approach of Britain 

on the continent was to protect the balance of power until 1937, after which 

“appeasement” was adapted as a strategy, which is still being discussed regarding its 

suitability.
581

 In the way of keeping the traditional balance of power, Britain constituted 

formal/informal alliances with France, Italy, Holland, Belgium while taking up with the 

rearmament especially vis-à-vis the Nazis in Europe and the militaristic Japanese in the 

Far East.
582

 Turkey would be another power with which Britain would shake hands in 

the Balkans based on this balance of power notion specifically after 1935.  
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 The British and the French could be differentiated from each other in terms of 

the pragmatic side of the former as opposed to the uncompromising attitude of the latter 

especially over reparations, disarmament and the problem of Germany during the 

1930s.
583

 However, despite the existence of divergence between the French and British 

foreign and security policies until 1935, the events thereafter re-consolidated this 

traditional alliance, making the reactions of these two powers analogous on the eve of 

the World War II.
584

 But the existence of different approaches and actions until 1935 

shows the vague character of the interstate relations, alliances and animosities in Europe 

in the 1930s.   

The relationship between France and Italy is an important example in this 

respect. Although they were traditional enemies in the Mediterranean, their interests 

brought these two powers closer to each other for a period since the rise of Nazi 

Germany was dangerous also for Italy the concern of which was South Tyrol in specific, 

and Anschluss in general. For this reason, it is argued that Italy behaved like an anti-

revisionist power for a specific period of time concerning the inter-great power 

relations,
585

  with the fear about the fate of Austria, the fall of which would be dangerous 

for the borders of Italy. The Stresa Front, through which Britain, Italy, France 

emphasized the independence of Austria as well as the common stand against the 

unilateral repudiation of treaties that could endanger the peace in Europe,
586

 was a direct 
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result of these anti-German motives, although this stance, which tried to reaffirm the 

framework of Locarno Treaties of 1925, did not last long in the conditions of 1935.
587

  

 One of such incidents in 1935 was not a German-led action as expected. Instead, 

it came from Italy, which attacked Abyssinia for colonial reasons in October 1935. 

Although before the war Italy and France had signed the Mussolini-Laval Accords 

through which France gave free hand to Italy in Africa in return for support against 

Germany,
588

 the French-Italian agreement came to an end within a short period of time, 

similar to the fate of the Stresa Front, owing to the change in the balance of power in the 

Mediterranean during the Abyssinian Crisis.  

As a result of this Italian act, Britain felt threatened regarding the safety of its 

colonies in the Middle East,
589

 leading to the termination of the artificial Italian 

friendship with Britain and France and to the further determination of the alliances in 

Europe that would carry the world into a war. The Abyssinian Crisis in the 

Mediterranean is very important for the future of the Turkish foreign policy as well, 

because as will be shown below, it was the major reason that brought Britain and Turkey 

into closer contact.  

                                                             
587

The  Locarno Treaties were composed of seven agreements signed in 1925 between Germany, 

France, and Britain. These treaties’ main themes were to constitute a European peace, as well as 

to secure the post-war settlements. However, while aiming at securing the borders, it has also 

been criticized owing to the fact that it secures the western borders of Germany, unlike the 
Eastern ones. In anyway, since it tried to achieve peace and peaceful solution to the territorial 

problems, the term “spirit of Locarno” is widely used. For more information, see Jonathan 

Wright, “Locarno: A Democratic Peace?” Review of International Studies 36, no.2 (April 2010), 
pp.391-211.  
588

 G. Bruce Strang, “Imperial Dreams: The Mussolini-Laval Accords of January 1935,” The 

Historical Journal 44, no.3 (2001), p.809. 
589

 For more information about the Britain-Italian tension in the Mediterranean, see Robert 

Mallett, “The Italian Naval High Command and the Mediterranean Crisis, January-October 

1935,” Journal of Strategic Studies 22, no.4 (1999), pp.77-102. 



209 
 

 The disengagement of the Stresa Front and the Abyssinian crisis, made Germany 

and Italy to come closer to each other although the problem about the Anschluss was 

explicit. However, it would be seen that when the German annexation of Austria took 

place in 1938, the main framework of Axis in Europe had already been completed. 

Obviously, the conditions of the time had necessitated Mussolini to regard Austria as 

German while getting rid of the idea that German Austria could pose danger to the South 

Tyrol.
590

 

But before Anschluss, it was again within these dynamics that Mussolini would 

not oppose the remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936.
591

  The same year also saw the 

outbreak of the Spanish Civil War between the General Franco’s Nationalists and the 

Republicans into which the other powers of Europe interfered. While Italy and Germany 

together with Salazar’s Portugal, sent help to the Nationalists, mainly the Soviet Union 

did so to the Republicans together with the International Brigades composed of the 

volunteers. The Spanish Civil War displays well the passive attitude of Britain and 

France in those years, especially when their constant refusal to send aid to the 

Republicans is kept in mind.
592

 This policy, about which especially Britain would be 

accused of letting the Axis to act aggressively in Europe, could also be seen in the case 

of Sudetenland, which the Nazis annexed in 1938 without a challenge from the British, 

in addition to the above-mentioned case of Anschluss within the same year. The Second 

World War would begin within those dynamics in which the Germans invaded Poland as 
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a last step just after the Italian invasion of Albania, one of the specific reasons that 

Britain and France finally gave up their appeasement policy towards these powers as 

their aggression appeared interminable.  

 The story of the world on the brink of the war was not just comprised of the 

battle among Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. The position of the USSR, the US, 

and the situation in the Far East were all decisive for the future course of events in the 

world. However, if the isolationist perspective in American foreign policy
593

 towards the 

European issues and the geographical proximity of the Far East are kept in mind, the 

position of the Soviet Union seems much more important, specifically for Turkish 

foreign and security policy.  

Although the relations with the Soviet Union regarding the specific events within 

the realm of this dissertation will be analyzed below, it should be mentioned at this point 

that the foreign policy line of the Soviet Union could be evaluated in the context of 

Leninist pragmatism together with the foreign policy decisions given by instant 

reactions,
594

 rather than the categories of revisionism or anti-revisionism. For instance, 

the different economic and political outlook of the Soviets could not hinder the Union 

either from entering into the League of Nations in 1934, or from the rapprochement with 

France and Britain at some occasions during the 1930s due to the rise of Nazi 

Germany.
595
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 Likewise, the belief that the West would not stop the Nazis led the same Soviets 

to come closer with Germany.
596

 This resulted in an agreement like the one of Molotov–

Ribbentrop Pact signed in 1939. Specifically for Turkey, on the other hand, this period 

was different from other sub-periods analyzed above in the sense that the relationship 

between Ankara and Moscow were hardened for the first time since the Turkish War of 

Independence, owing to the Montreux Convention signed in 1936, which became a 

turning point for the Turkish-Soviet relations since Turkey gained control over the 

passages through the Straits with this treaty rather than a mutual authority as the Soviet 

authorities desired.
597

 Thereafter, Turkey and the Soviet Union became an element of 

concern for each other from time to time, even if they had not turned into threat for each 

other yet.  

 As could be seen, the European scene on the way to the Second World War 

witnessed constant aggression from the side of the revisionists in different shapes and 

proportions. While the expansionist drive led Germany and Italy to aggression, it also 

created economic aims through which they tried to achieve domination. As a result of 

these aims together with the appeasement approach of Britain and France as well as with 

the volatile position of the Soviet Union, the whole Eastern European scene had fallen 

into the clutches of authoritarianism, economic and political dependence on either Nazi 

Germany or Fascist Italy on the eve of the Second World War.  

Despite the German economic dominance based on the clearing agreements in 

the second half of the 1930s, Turkish concerns about its foreign and security policy 

concentrated more on Italy owing to the fact that Rome accelerated the phase of military 
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enforcements in the Dodecanese Islands with an aggressive rhetoric of foreign policy. 

As a result, Turkey adjusted its foreign and security policy vis-à-vis its neighbor not 

precluding the above-mentioned inter-European checks and balances.  

 

Full-Path Foreign Policy, Inadequate Security: 

                    Turkish Foreign Policy towards the Dodecanese until the completion of  

                                                The Montreux Convention 

 

The previous chapter discussed a unique period during which the Turkish attention 

toward the Dodecanese focused more on the legal and diplomatic issues rather than the 

military ones. Although this chapter focuses more on the period beginning with 1934, 

namely the year in which the total militarization of the islands took place, the turn of the 

course of events dates back to 1932 for Italy and 1933 for Turkey. In this regard, before 

analyzing the events of 1934, it is necessary to touch upon some important 

developments that placed the military dynamics of the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign 

and security policy in the forefront again.   

 One of such developments was the termination of the Grandi era that the 

previous chapter regarded as one of the reasons for the discursive softening in Italian 

diplomacy within the last years of the 1920s. After the dismissal of Grandi from the 

office in 1932, Mussolini took the foreign office into his own hands with the aim of 

bringing dynamism, which could be translated as the return of aggression, into Italian 

foreign policy.
598

 Although Mussolini tried to realize his ambitions firstly within the 

framework of Four Power Pact mentioned above, aiming at great power collaboration in 

dividing Europe into the spheres of influence, he chose to adapt a more irreconcilable 
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and individualistic attitude after he realized that his project of cooperation between 

Rome, Berlin, London, and Paris was actually a dead end.
599

 Indeed, the events after 

1933 proved how the mentality of Mussolini regarding the administration of foreign 

relations differed from that of Grandi.  

The reflection of the change of mentality in Italian foreign policy in the Aegean 

Sea in 1933 was twofold. Both influenced the Turkish security and diplomacy. The first 

reflection was the increasing undertakings which had been slowed down in the previous 

years. The documents display that another systematization process was handled 

specifically in Leros beginning in the second part of 1932. As seen in the Chapter Three, 

naval and air bases in Leros had already been constructed in the 1920s. In order to make 

these bases much more effective, the governor of the Dodecanese executed an accurate 

land relief between the naval and air installations and ordered the construction of 

principle artery on the island,
600

 which lacked an efficient system of roads in contrast to 

Rhodes.  

In addition to the construction of roads and batteries in Leros, as the military 

center of the Dodecanese group, the number of soldiers transferred to this island 

increased. The concentration of troops in the island was so dense that the crowd in Leros 

led some specific problems in the island.
601

 The Governor Lago constantly wrote letters 

to the capital emphasizing the overcrowding of soldiers and their families who lived in 

military barracks without any service of schooling or health, and of the civilian labors 
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working in the construction processes.
602

Although the problems about the crowd 

specifically in terms of the construction of civil facilities on the island could not be 

solved in a short period of time due to the limitations about the budget,
603

 the governor 

and the military commanders of the area kept on appealing to Rome for the transfer of 

more soldiers.
604

 The demand for more troops continued in the following years despite 

the insufficient capacity of the island for the people.
605

  

 The acceleration of the military undertakings especially on Leros, brought the 

concerns of surveillance and espionage to the forefront, similar to the understanding of 

the 1920s. However, this time, the anxiety of the administration was not limited to the 

Turkish means. Instead, the area of the islands had become a point in which the other 

powers were also interested. For example, an intelligence report belonging to 1933 

informed that a foreign airplane, which was supposedly German according to the Italian 

officials, had surveyed the naval and air base of Leros from approximately four hundred 

meters.
606

  

In the middle of such incidents, the Dodecanese administration appealed to the 

interested institutions such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of War for 

the implementation of anti-surveillance measures without creating danger to the regular 

traffic and tourism.
607

 Those measures were mainly the obligation of special 
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authorizations for the ships entering into the bay of Porto Laki as well as the control of 

the civilian labors and the operators in Leros.
608

 These kinds of measures continued to 

intensify as the military importance of the island increased.  

The second reflection of the changing style of Italian foreign policy in the 

Aegean was more direct than the abovementioned military undertakings. In 1933, the 

Italian authorities began to talk about a hydrographical project with the aim of bringing 

relief to the islands regarding navigational matters.
609

 However, since the geographical 

feature of the Aegean archipelago was complicated, the Italian authorities had to make 

some work in the territorial waters of Turkey and Greece in order to complete the 

project.
610

  

The Italians, although they had made the necessary applications to the Greek side 

and got the permissions, avoided appealing to the Turkish side since the military 

undertakings had already resulted in alarmist voices in Ankara, which might further 

suspect about the aims of the Italians about their hydrographical campaign.
611

 After the 

beginning of the project, news arrived both to Turkey and Greece about the landing of 

the Italian soldiers on the three islets in the Cyclades region, namely Kinaro, Levithi, 

and Mauronisi, which were regarded as dependent on Amorgos by the Greeks.
612

  

Neither Turkey nor Greece could understand the real aim of the Italians for some 

time in the sense of whether the landing was a hydrographical necessity or an act of 
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occupation.
613

 The intent of the Italians in terms of occupation was confirmed when the 

sovereignty of the islands together with the other ones like Laro and Liadi was brought 

up for discussion. The sovereignty of these islets could not be solved in this time period, 

although the Greeks and the Italians established commissions for diplomatic 

negotiations for the issue similar to ones constituted for the Kastellorizo case. The 

second half of the 1930s became a scene of the unsuccessful efforts of the parties to 

formulate delimitation between the Dodecanese and the Cyclades group.  

The significance of the event, however, stemmed from the fact that Italy had 

occupied the minor islands in the Aegean with the excuse of the hydrographical project. 

The authorities admitted openly in the official correspondence that those islets could not 

be left to Greece due to their proximity to Leros and to their geographical position that 

could be utilized as a barrier point militarily in case of war in the Levant.
614

 In other 

words, Italy was militarily expanding the environment around the Dodecanese in 

preparation for a future war. Turkey thought that this future war in the Levant would be 

over Anatolia. The occupation of the Cyclades islets led the officials in Turkey to doubt 

the aims of Italy since those islets are much closer to Anatolia than to the Greek 

mainland, thus resulting in an interpretation of the incident as a preparation of 

aggression against Turkey.
615

  

 Both these two reflections in the Aegean Sea led to the return of the Turkish 

anxiety into the political and military arena beginning with 1933. The undertakings 
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along the Aegean coast of Anatolia show that Turkey took the Dodecanese dynamic 

seriously in terms of military preparations since the beginning of the year. The visit of 

Turkish Prime Minister İsmet Paşa to the Antalya region in January 1933 was mentioned 

in the previous chapter, mainly in terms of his contacts with the locals in Kaş (Antifilio) 

about the commercial activities in the region with the Kastellorizo Island given the 

commercial problems existent between the two coasts.
616

 However, this visit, which the 

President Mustafa Kemal also participated,
617

 had not only domestic-political, but also 

security dimensions. They, together with Chief of the Turkish General Staff Fevzi Paşa, 

made several security arrangements in the area which was supposed to be under the 

threat of the islands.
618

  

One such arrangements was about the determination of a proposal concerning the 

transfer of the district governorate from Kaş to Üçağız (Tristomo) near Demre in 

consideration that the Kaş did not offer any refuge to ships while the Üçağız had a 

suitable natural port.
619

 Although such a transfer did not seem to have occurred from the 

documents, it is remarkable that the interlocutor on those issues was the military 

authority, the highest ranking official of whom inspected the region due to the military 

importance of the area with respect to the islands. In addition to this transfer issue, the 

General Staff also made calculations about the appropriateness of the districts for the 

road construction that would connect the southern part of Antalya to Elmalı.
620
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 The road construction became a security-oriented matter in the southwestern 

Anatolia throughout the period. The above-mentioned visit of Fevzi Paşa was an 

important example of this situation because he was nearly the sole authority that both 

decided about the construction of the road between Kaş and Elmalı and inspected the 

workout for a specific period of time after which he ordered a modification specifically 

on the transition points of the mountains based on the necessities of the Turkish coastal 

defense.
621

 The construction of these roads was important for logistics due to the fact 

that the roads in Anatolia were not suitable for automobiles, but for the carriages, horses, 

donkeys, and camels. Yet, their locations were important as much as their construction 

since the area was under threat of an occupation.  

The place of attention was the triangular area between Finike, Kaş, and Elmalı 

from the Turkish strategic point of view in 1933 because troops were constantly being 

concentrated in Elmalı while some heavy artillery was positioned on the high grounds of 

Kaş, as well as on the roads from Finike to Elmalı.
622

 The Chief of General Staff made a 

second visit to the same region during the autumn of the same year with four warships, 

Yavuz, Barbaros, Turgut, and Hamidiye.
623

 This high ranking visit along the coast of the 

Mediterranean was made after a new wave of claims had been made about a possible 

attack on southwestern Anatolia from the Dodecanese in the same month,
624

 fulfilling 

the action reaction chain in the relationship between the islands and the Turkish 

mainland.  
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 The fortification of the islands together with some aggressive actions in the 

Aegean had led to an increase in the military preparations of Turkey. But, 1933 

was rather a transitional year in the period of this chapter. The actual turning point 

for the change of dynamics in the Aegean Sea came with the beginning of 1934 

after which Turkey’s concerns about the Dodecanese began to reflect the military 

dynamics again, on the contrary of the understanding of the previous period. This 

turning point was closely related to one of the speeches that Mussolini made in the 

Italian Assembly:  

 

I could give you the details of a plan up to 1945 but I prefer to point 

out to you the historic objectives towards which our generation and 

the generations to follow should be directed during the present 

century…The historic objectives of Italy have two names: Africa and 

Asia. South and the East are the cardinal points that should excite the 

interest and the will of Italians. There is little or nothing to do 

towards the North and the same towards the West, neither in Europe 

not beyond the Ocean. These two objectives of ours are justified by 

geography and history. Of all the large Western Powers of Europe, 

Italy is nearest to Africa and Asia. A few hours by sea and much less 

by air are enough to link up Italy with Africa and Asia.
625

 

 

This speech was a typical reflection of the Fascist expansionism which perceived the 

task of acquiring specific territories as fundamental for the well-being of the nation,
626

 

the regeneration of which was formulated on the basis of the Mare Nostrum ideology. 

Since Turkey always placed itself under the threat of this ideology because of its 

geographical situation in the Mediterranean, this speech of Mussolini became a real 
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blow to the relationship. The indignation that Mussolini’s speech created in Turkish 

political circles can be seen easily from the journals close to the government.  

For instance, the style of Cumhuriyet, which addressed directly Mussolini, tried 

to intimidate any aggressive action and stated that the Turks could discomfit not only 

one nation but also the whole world if the question was the defense of the country due to 

the integrity of the fatherland and the independence of the nation.
627

 Although Mussolini 

tried to soften the Turkish reaction by referring to the European character of Turkey as 

opposed to the African or Asian one as stated in his speech, the government devoted a 

specific session in the assembly in order to calm down the furious parliamentarians.
628

   

 Obviously, the reason behind the uselessness of the appeasement strategy that 

Rome implemented vis-à-vis the unmitigated Turkish reflex was the increasing activity 

on the Dodecanese Islands, which could not have a target other than the Anatolian lands, 

according to the Turkish officials. Actually, this idea did not just belong to Turkish 

political circles. Other countries were also making such claims based on the intelligence 

gathered from the islands.  

For instance, the newspaper Dimokratis from Lesvos claimed that the situation in 

Leros was abnormal in a way that large quantities of war material together with soldiers 

were being transferred to the island the military authorities of which were openly 
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discussing the landing on the overlooking coast of Anatolia.
629

 Whatever the reason 

behind such articles, especially those published in the Greek press was, the abnormal 

activity on the Italian islands seems to have occupied also the minds of the Greek 

politicians. War games held by the Greek navy in May 1934 in the waters of Samos, 

which was close both to Anatolia and to the Dodecanese group,
630

 designate well the 

security concerns of Athens in terms of the Aegean.  

 The Italian authorities acknowledged that the tense situation in the whole Aegean 

within the triangle of Greece, Turkey, and Italy was about their military activity in the 

Dodecanese. Italian archival materials emphasize that it was the question of the 

Dodecanese fortifications constituting one of the backbones of Turkish foreign and 

security policy.
631

 Indeed, the words that the Turkish Prime Minister used during a 

colloquium with the Italian Ambassador in Ankara show the Turkish security concerns 

regarding the islands well:  “I am daily informed about those preparations the end of 

which is not seen. When they are complete, we can judge their real scope. They will end 

soon? We do not know. Until then, we will live in doubt.”
632

 

 Although the Turkish officials expressed their concerns related to the 

Dodecanese Islands in such an open way and the Turkish press showed the solution as 

the termination of the fortifications in the islands,
633

 the Italian authorities continued to 
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make military transfers and fortifications while they complained rather about their 

failure in concealing preparations which were hidden in the mountains, yet easy to be 

identified.
634

 In the following years, the Italian command in the Dodecanese would 

sharpen the measures to hide the war preparations in different ways, accusing 

specifically any ships coming to the region and the consular networks in the islands, 

especially the Turkish ones.  

 The measures of Ankara, on the other hand, in response to the received 

intelligence were much more immediate. The military preparations that were accelerated 

specifically in Antalya in the previous year expanded to the whole western Anatolian 

coast, again. While the deployments specifically in the area of Finike and Elmalı in 

terms of the placement of heavy artillery persisted,
635

 another wave of military dispatch 

to the Dodecanese specifically around September 1934 resulted in an increase in military 

undertakings in the Aegean coasts of Turkey from Gulf of Edremit in the north, to the 

south of Muğla.
636

  

One of the most important of those undertakings was the war games that took 

place in the same month on the Aegean coast of Turkey. For those war games, which 

were supposed to be both defensive and offensive, immense amount of military 

equipment as well as soldiers were transferred to the area in question.
637

 According to 

the Italian intelligence documents, which were able to cite even the numbers of the 

                                                             
634

 ASMAE, Busta Dodecanneso 7, “Informazioni sulle Isole dell’Egeo,” (Information on the 
Aegean Islands), 18 June 1934.  
635

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Informazioni d’Indole Militare,” (Information of Military 

Character), 9 September 1934.   
636

 ASMAE , Busta Turchia 11, “Informazioni,” (Information), 27 September 1934 and 22 

September 1934. 
637

 Ibid.  



223 
 

divisions and regiments and their locations,
638

 150,000 soldiers were stationed from 

Antalya to İzmir in October 1934.
639

  

One of the most acute difficulties that Turkish officials faced in military 

preparations was transportation facilities because the majority of the roads tying the 

coastal areas to the inner strategic cities were not appropriate for motor vehicles.
640

 

Although some of the roads in the region were under construction in the 1930s as was 

the case of Elmalı-Kaş as stated above, the roads remained underdeveloped until the 

1950s, as Tekeli and İlkin suggest that the military understanding of the time focused 

more on the railways.
641

  

Indeed, this argument can be confirmed by the fact that the most important aim 

for the military defense of the Turkish coasts was regarded as the completion of the 

railway between Afyon-Karahisar and Antalya, in the absence of other means.
642

 These 

authors also claim that the overland roads in Anatolia could not be improved due to the 

economic difficulties based on the Great Depression.
643

 However, this work argues that 

other considerations also played role on the road construction in the early Republican era 

as much as the financial problems. In this sense, the defensive strategy related to the 

roads especially in terms of the coastal Turkey seems to be one of them that the military 

authorities had the priority in decision making process. 
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In terms of strategy, the lack of roads could mean the transportation problems as 

was suggested above. Yet, it also meant difficulty for enemy forces in case of a landing 

or occupation. Therefore, the active involvement of the Chief of the Turkish General 

Staff in the road matters indicates that the authorities did not want to facilitate a possible 

attack with new roads, although they preferred better conditions for their logistics. Thus, 

in the conditions of 1934, the strategic roads between Bodrum, Marmaris, and Muğla 

were repaired to increase the defensive capacity of the region in case of a landing.
644

 

Therefore, I argue that the issue of the roads especially in the western/southwestern 

Anatolia, either constructed or ruined, was closely related to the security policy of the 

government based on the threat perceived from the Dodecanese Islands. The above-

mentioned case of Elmalı-Finike and the involvement of Fevzi Çakmak in the issue are 

meaningful examples in this sense.   

 Whatever the density of the strategic preparations in the coastal areas, the 

military security was not the only option for Turkey in this sub-period of the interwar 

era. Turkey was no longer an isolated country in European politics anymore, unlike in 

the first years of the Republic. In this respect, since the Mediterranean politics became 

truly complicated specifically in 1934, Turkey tried to forge its security in the area 

through diplomatic means. The diplomatic actions and initiatives of Turkey in order to 

constitute a peaceful environment around its border had begun long before 1934. Indeed, 

after the moment that Turkey solved its isolation problem in the international arena, it 

became a proactive country in the European diplomacy especially in terms of searching 
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alliances with the countries the stance of which reflected an anti-revisionist tendency, in 

the Balkans, in Europe, or even in the Middle East.
645

 

 The Balkan Entente is a good example of this approach of Turkish foreign 

policy. The Balkans was an area over which the French and the Italians were trying to 

dominate in order to which they attempted to establish rival alliance groups in the 

region.
646

 As was stated in the previous chapter, although Italy tried hard to bring 

Turkey and Greece closer especially in order to generate a Italian-Turkish-Greek front in 

the Balkans with revisionist tendencies in front of the pro-status quo French initiative 

Little Entente including Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia in the region, the 

“Greco-Turkish tie, once achieved, proved to be one of the strongest bulwarks of the 

status quo in the Balkans.”
647

  

The visions of Greece and Turkey, which were experiencing the peak point in 

their relations, led to a series of conference among the Balkan states with the aims of the 

creation of a Balkan Union with the slogan “The Balkans for the Balkan people,” 

beginning in 1930.  In the conferences that took place between 1930 and 1934, a wide 

range issues were discussed, including economic relations, communication, intellectual 

cooperation, political relations, hygiene, and social policy.
648

 Although Kerner and 

Howard argue with reason that the the Balkan integration idea was related to the 

impressions about the Locarno Agreement as well as the economic difficulties of the 
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Great Depression,
649

 as the areas discussed in the conferences indicate, the main reason 

behind such an initiative was initially the danger of revisionism in the Balkans, 

especially the one of Italy,
650

 from the perspective of politics.  

Since the division between the revisionist and anti-revisionist powers was as 

obvious in the Balkans as it was in Europe, the “Turkish diplomacy, thus, endeavored to 

enlist as many Balkan countries as possible into a Balkan entente,”
651

 as Barlas and 

Güvenç write, thus, trying to keep the powers in a union with no territorial ambitions. 

Despite the efforts, however, Bulgaria and Albania, specifically under the influence of 

Italy which feared the loss of its Balkan incursion in case of a total participation,
652

 did 

not take part in the union, unlike Turkey, Greece, Yugoslavia, and Romania, which 

formed the Entente in 1934.   

The aim of the Entente was cooperation among the participatory states in the 

case of an aggressive action coming from a revisionist power in the Balkan region, 

obviously indicating Bulgaria, although it should be stated that the powers with the 

exception of Greece also signed other bilateral military accords that “provided for a 

commitment to help each other in the event of a Balkan attack, with or without the 

support of any external power,”
653

 obviously indicating Italy this time. 

 What were the implications of the Balkan Entente for the Aegean Sea? Although 

the significance of the pact for the Balkan region or in more general sense for the 

Mediterranean area has been much more discussed, the importance of the Pact for the 
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Aegean Sea takes generally a backseat in the works. The Entente and its relationship to 

the Aegean Sea should be analyzed based on the Bulgarian factor. As was stated, 

Bulgaria, within a close relationship with Italy, had revisionist tendencies. The major 

aim of Bulgarian foreign policy in the interwar years was the modification of the Neuilly 

Treaty since Sofia had territorial claims on Thrace, Macedonia, and Dobruja where 

Bulgarian minority resided.
654

  In terms of the Aegean, however, Bulgaria was insisting 

on an economic outlet to the archipelago, an idea dating back to the Treaty of San 

Stefano in 1878 with the support of Russia.
655

 Sofia felt that it had been thrown out of 

the Aegean, despite the clauses of the Neuilly Treaty in terms of foreseeing an economic 

outlet for Bulgaria in the Aegean Sea
 
.
656

   

In the light of this stance of Bulgaria, the most important entailment of the pact 

for the Aegean was the strict separation of the parties in the form of Turkish-Greek 

alliance opposite to the Italian-Bulgarian one. The Italian and the Bulgarian alliance in 

this sense implied the constant Italian support to Sofia, in a louder way than before, 

regarding the former’s desire of exit to the Archipelago. Although the Bulgarian outlet 

seemed an economic issue, it was closely related to the territorial claims on Thrace. 

Therefore, the idea behind the Italian protagonism about the Aegean outlet was 

obviously political, particularly intended to balance the Turkish-Greek existence in the 

north. In this respect, after the conclusion of the Balkan Entente without Bulgaria allied 
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with Italy, Turkish security concerns for the Aegean gained a holistic approach in a way 

that Turkey began to fortify the Thracian border.
657

 All in all, the Balkan Entente, which 

could be regarded as one of the foreign policy initiatives through which Turkey tried to 

constitute its security in the region, also brought a distinct and final separation among 

the parties in the region. Thus, the situation in the surrounding environment of Turkey 

became much more complicated.   

Despite the diplomatic efforts like the Balkan Entente together with the military 

measures in the coastal regions, Turkey’s feeling of insecurity would continue in those 

complex dynamics. The major reason behind this security anxiety was the demilitarized 

status of the Straits under the conditions of the Lausanne Peace Treaty,
658

 because while 

the northwestern and southwestern Anatolia were fortified, the Straits had remained as 

an unfortified geography due to their legal statuses, damaging the Turkish security 

understanding. Therefore, the Straits became another target for the proactive foreign 

policy of Turkey in this period, closely related to the Dodecanese Islands.  

 Although the Turkish desire to change the Straits regime dated back to the first 

years of the 1930s, 1934 became a turning point in Turkish sensibility in this regard 

owing to the above-mentioned reasons. The Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs began 

diplomatic negotiations in Geneva and in other European capitals for the future of the 
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Straits, just after the big speech that Mussolini had made in March 1934.
659

 Obviously, 

the visit of Kemal Atatürk to Çanakkale nearly at the same time of Aras’ negotiations in 

Europe, about which the Greeks wrote the importance of the Dodecanese fortifications 

as well as Mussolini’s speech as a reason,
660

 designates how the Turkish officials felt 

discomfort about the weakness of the Turkish security in the coastal zone. But it also 

should be added that although the the important point for the militarization of the 

Dardanelles was the Dodecanese fortifications, the Italian authorities occasionally 

claimed that the Turkish authorities were exploiting the military activity in the 

Dodecanese in order to reach its goal to change the status-quo in the Dardanelles.
661

 

 Obviously, the international arena was not ready to support the Turkish cause by 

1934, either. For example, Britain, which would back up Turkey about the Straits in 

future conditions, still insisted that a compromise among the all great powers and 

interested parties should be reached in order to change the regime of the Straits.
662

 In 

other words, in 1934, Turkey could not justify its thesis among the Western powers. 

However, the statement of Tevfik Rüştü Aras, who declared that Turkey did not have to 

get any permission from any power and would defend the Straits in the same way that it 

would defend the other parts of its territory in case of a war,
663

 shows not only the 

resolution of Turkey in terms of implementing sovereignty in the Straits, but also the 

belief that the probability of war was not distant.  

                                                             
659

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Questione degli Stretti,” (Question of the Straits), 9 May 1934. 
660

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Stampa Ellenica: Questione di Dardanelli,” (Greek Press: the 

Question of the Dardanelles), 26 April 1934.  
661

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Il Dodecanneso e le Relazioni Italo-Turche,” (The Dodecanese 

and the Italian-Turkish Relations), 12 November 1934.   
662

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Questione degli Stretti,” (Question of the Straits), 9 May 1934. 
663

 ASMAE, Busta Turchia 11, “Politica Estera Turca,” (Turkish Foreign Policy) 16 Haziran 

1934.   



230 
 

 The reason behind the British reluctance about the Straits was closely related to 

its foreign policy dynamics through which London tried not to bring Italy closer to 

Germany by giving decisions that could alienate Rome, because despite the Turkish 

disturbance about the Dodecanese fortifications, the Anglo-Italian relations remained in 

good terms until the Abyssinian Crisis.
664

  Therefore, Britain did not officially support 

Turkish foreign policy initiatives until 1935, which would bring differences into the 

Mediterranean balance of power.  

This historical fact can also be seen in the project of the Mediterranean Pact in 

which Turkey participated 1934. The French Foreign Minister Louis Barthou, 

formulated this pact initially in order to enhance peace and cooperation among the 

Mediterranean powers, and Turkey, which desired the Bulgarian, Italian, British, 

Yugoslavian, Greek, Spanish, and French participation, had ardently supported the 

project since it could hinder any revisionist naval action in the region.
665

 But, both Italy 

that had revisionist agenda in itself and Britain due to the abovementioned consideration, 

announced their abstention from such a formation during 1934.
666

 In short, while Turkey 

was searching diplomatic ways to protect its territories against the military fortress of 

Dodecanese in addition to the military preparations, Britain had not become a supportive 

power for Turkey by 1934.  

This position of Britain vis-à-vis Italy and Turkey did not last long. The turning 

point came after Italy decided to occupy Abyssinia. Abyssinia had become a haunting 
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idea for Italy beginning with 1932 and had turned into an acute one especially in 1934. 

After 1934, Italian foreign policy directed majority of its initiatives and alliances based 

on the Abyssinian goal, which had become an honour issue for the Italians due to the 

great defeat of Adowa in 1896.
667

 Since the relations with Germany, which could be the 

most suitable candidate in terms of supporting a revisionist act, was in tension due to the 

constant Italian concern for Anchluss against which Rome had mobilized troops in the 

Austrian border of Alps in the middle of 1934, after the attempted Nazi coup in Austria 

and the assassination of Chancellor Dolfuss;
668

 an alliance with Berlin was not an 

option. Therefore, Italy had to come closer with Britain and France in order to provide 

support for its future venture in Abyssinia. It is surprising to see that the relationship 

with the latter reflected a much easier condition if the continuous rivalry between Paris 

and Rome both in the Balkans and in the Mediterranean is kept in mind. Since France 

needed a European alliance in terms of constituting a balance against the German threat, 

French and Italian communications led to Mussolini-Laval Accords in January 1935, 

through which the French Foreign Minister Pierre Laval gave Mussolini a free hand to 

invade Abyssinia, in return for a support against Berlin.
669

  

 Britain turned a blind eye to the Mussolini-Laval agreements at first due to the 

acceleration of the German threat to the European arena, like the German 

reincorporation of Saar in March 1935, and the reintroduction of the military service in 

violation of the Versailles Treaty, in the same month. Britain, France, and Italy even 

formulated the Stresa Front together in order to underline the validity of the Locarno 
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settlements and the independence of Austria in April 1935.
670

 However, the British 

ignorance of Italian imperial dreams in the first half of 1935 turned into full anxiety in 

the coming months, leading to serious tension between these two powers in the 

Mediterranean.   

Italian attacks on Abyssinia began in the first half of 1935 in the border zones, 

yet in a limited scope, just after Abyssinian government had made applications to the 

League of Nations against the Italian aggression. But the violent declarations of 

Mussolini about the bilateral character of the situation rather than a collective one under 

the framework of the League,
671

 exposed the fact the Abyssinia was a military case for 

Italy rather than a diplomatic one. It was after this manifestation that Britain became 

ardently against any action in Abyssinia because such a victory would have the power to 

disrupt the balance of power in the Mediterranean which was “a main arterial road… a 

vital interest in the full sense of the word to the British Commonwealth of Nations.”
672

 

In this respect, Britain and Italy came on the brink of a war in the Mediterranean in the 

second half of 1935 during which the Italo-Ethiopian tension metamorphosed into an 

international crisis.
673

 

 Mallett argues that Mussolini ventured a war against the Royal Navy although 

the Italian naval forces were neither sufficient nor prepared for such a difficult task.
674

 

Obviously, planning sea warfare against the British was not the only initiative that Rome 

undertook. Instead, beginning with the Ethiopian crisis, Italy used an anti-British 
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propaganda campaign in the Arabian Peninsula, specifically in Egypt, in order to stir up 

the Arab population with the hope of keeping the British troops occupied with the 

security issues, thus preventing them from getting involved in the Italian affairs in the 

Mediterranean and Africa.
675

 From the British side, it is seen that the number of the 

British warships in the Mediterranean increased and London began to pay much more 

attention to its strategic bases in this sea like the ones in Malta. Although a warlike 

situation in the Mediterranean Sea arose out of the Italian insistence on an African 

colony, the much expected clash between the British and Italian navies did not take 

place in the Mediterranean when Italy attacked to Addis Ababa in October 1935.  

 Apart from the further clarification of camps among the European powers as in 

the case of the German-Italian rapprochement within framework of the Abyssinian 

crisis, one of the most outstanding results of the tension in the Mediterranean, especially 

for the topic of this dissertation, was the rising cooperation between Turkey and Britain. 

As could be guessed, in the conditions of 1935, the strategic position of Turkey in the 

Mediterranean as well as in the Aegean specifically in terms of the Dodecanese played a 

major role in this cooperation.  

 As was explained above, Turkey had already begun its diplomatic initiatives for 

its security vis-à-vis the Dodecanese Islands. Ankara had accelerated its efforts during 

1935 as a result of the intensification of the military undertakings on the islands. Turkish 

government confidentially called the attention of various countries in Europe on those 

preparations that could pose danger to the whole Mediterranean.
676

 But, for the return of 
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its calls, Ankara would have to wait for the aforementioned British-Italian tension in the 

sea.  

 Meanwhile, Turkey intensified its military works further in the southern region 

due to the belief of the Turkish political and military circles in a possible Italian assault 

to the coasts facing the islands, despite the contrariwise explanations of the Italian 

officials that defined their military works in the Aegean as precautionary, specifically for 

their African interests rather than the Anatolian coast.
677

 The Italian officials even 

claimed that the Turks were exaggerating the Italian danger either to instigate 

nationalism in Turkey or to gain a diplomatic victory in the Straits.
678

 However, contrary 

to the Italian claims, the Turkish discomfort about the islands was not just in the 

discursive level aimed at diplomatic gains, as could be seen in the huge military 

undertakings of Ankara in the region at issue. Turkey militarized some of its villages 

through the evacuation of the civilian population near Antalya and Muğla in order to 

make those villages either fortified or place of ammunition,
679

 against a possible attack.   

Likewise, it was stated that Ankara’s aim was to mobilize 150-200,000 men from 

Antalya to İzmir, and the officials were making the military undertakings and road 

constructions for transportation accordingly.
680

 The high-ranking officials including the 

Chief of General Staff himself usually inspected the progress of these preparations. In 

addition, the voyage of the President Atatürk for the inspection purposes in the zone 
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facing the Dodecanese, from Çeşme to Mersin with Fethiye, Marmaris, Antalya as 

points of stop, designates well to what extent the issue was handled with care.
681

 

 At this point, it should also be stated that Turkish security in the Aegean became 

much more complicated in 1935 due to Bulgaria and Greece. In terms of the former, 

Bulgarian militarization had led Turkey to pay attention to the Thracian border, as well. 

As was stated above, after 1934, Turkish security understanding in the West widened as 

encompassing both the northern and the southern borders. When the Italian fortifications 

in the Aegean increased in 1935, Turkish security measures accelerated also in the 

northern part of Turkey, because of the Turkish fear assuming that Italy and Bulgaria 

would cooperate in a war in the Aegean.
682

 In this context, northwestern and 

southwestern defensive measures cannot be analyzed as separate issues.  

In terms of Greece, on the other hand, Turkey had to take some measures not 

because of the aggressive behavior of Athens, but because of the internal problems that 

the country faced with in 1935. In March, the Venizelists, who were against the royal 

tendencies of the existing government, tried to make a coup in Greece. Although this 

attempt ended with a failure in a short span of time for the Venizelists, who fled from 

the country thereafter, including Venizelos himself; it became sufficient for further 

complicating the situation in the Aegean, because of the naval traffic specifically around 

the islands,
683

 both during and after the revolt.  

In this period, while Italy sent more battleships to the Dodecanese and suspended 

the postal services among Rhodes, Greece, and Turkey, Turkey also sent its battleships 
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to the Aegean Sea specifically because of the chaos that Greek ships around the islands 

constituted.
684

 It seems that not only the Greek ships, but also the patrolling measures of 

Italy and Turkey in the Aegean, resulted in a chaotic environment in the Archipelago to 

an extent that for instance Italian officials even sent a note to Turkey against the 

violation of the Dodecanesian territorial waters several times during this time frame.
685

 

In any case, the first half of the 1935, the Archipelago meant threat, danger, insecurity 

and chaos for Turkey.  

The British involvement  in the Mediterranean, in the second half of the year due 

to the Abyssinian issue as explained above, strengthened the position of Turkey also in 

terms of military apart from the diplomatic gains that Turkey would receive. The Italian 

intelligence network began to follow both the British and the Turkish naval powers 

together, because they were navigating near the Dodecanese Islands.
686

 Actually, the 

existence of the British in the Aegean against the Italians had changed the balance of 

power in the Archipelago, in the way of favoring the Turkish position. 

 For this reason, after the second half of the 1935, Italian military reports were 

intensified about the increased military movements and undertakings in Turkey. The 

Italian authorities who followed the Turkish measures with concern described them as 

“extraordinary.” The Turkish actions were based on the similar dynamics yet on a 

greater scale, like the transfer of soldiers, artillery, construction work, telegraphic work, 

and the war games that took place in the Aegean. 
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Actually, those intensified measures of Turkey were directly related to the 

extraordinary Italian military activity in the Dodecanese Islands, which increased day by 

day. Obviously, even the Italian authorities of the Dodecanese were aware of the fact 

that the frequency of military transfers was causing anxiety on the facing coast. The 

governor Lago himself had adopted a novel way in terms of giving laconic news in the 

local newspapers, which were under a strict censure; in order to show those military 

undertakings were not secret and extraordinary, but normal.
687

  

However, the conditions around the islands were not normal as the Italians tried 

to claim, because apart from the above-mentioned military preparations including the 

mining of waters around the islands,
688

 the total militarization of the Dodecanese in 

terms of their administration was on the agenda.
689

 According to an Italian decree of 

1919, in the time of total mobilization, defense, and resistance; civil, military, and 

administrative rights could be transferred to the military/naval authorities.
690

 In the 

second half of 1935, the responsible authorities hotly debated whether this decree could 

be applied or not to the Dodecanese that Italy had legally defined as “possession.” It was 

Governor Lago who rejected the military administration idea, reminding the 

international repercussions that such an administration could bring.
691

 According to 

Lago, if this was inevitable, at least it must have been applied only to Leros and 
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Stampalia.
692

 This would take place during the Abyssinian War specifically for the 

former island. 

 When those measures of its neighbor are kept in mind, Turkey's undertakings 

and declarations about the Dodecanese were neither surprising nor extraordinary. In one 

such declaration, the Minister Tevfik Rüştü Aras stated that they spent ten million 

Turkish Lira on heavy artillery and aviation, specifically for the potential danger from 

the Dodecanese.
693

 Although the Italian authorities answered Aras with a possibility of 

examination of the Dodecanesian armament after the Abyssinian crisis,
694

 the situation 

in the last month of 1935 was far from such a de-armament discussion. 

 It was interesting that as Turkey felt uncomfortable about the Dodecanese; the 

Dodecanese did so feel about the Anatolian coast in that period. Indeed, one of the most 

fearful scenarios of Rome during the Abyssinian crisis was the capture of the 

Dodecanese by the British naval forces, thus leading to the loss of the most important 

military base of Italy in the eastern Mediterranean and cutting the links with Suez 

Canal.
695

 If the changing balance of power in the Aegean after the British involvement is 

added to the extraordinary military preparations of Turkey in the Aegean coasts 

followed by Italy with anxiety, it would not be surprising to see that the Italian officials 

began to question whether those undertakings were offensive or defensive.  
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The military reports show that with the placement of the special artillery across 

from Leros, the officials in the Dodecanese began to make some calculations about the 

distance between the coasts and concluded that the bay of Porto Laki was technically 

within the range of Turkish artillery.
696

 Although the strategic evaluations varied from 

the improbability of such an act of aggression,
697

 to the probability of action only in case 

of a general European conflict;
698

 the Italians particularly asked the Turkish General 

Staff about the long-ranged missiles against Leros during the Abyssinian War, probably 

because of their vulnerability to an attack while dealing with another region.
699

 Even if 

Turkey answered stating that those preparations were not offensive but defensive based 

on the existing political-military situation in the region,
700

 the probability of a Turkish 

move on Leros was debated for a while.  

 The intensification of such debates coincides with the first half of 1936. It was 

suggested above that with the Abyssinian crisis, Turkish-British rapprochement took 

place in the Mediterranean. The first diplomatic product of this rapprochement was the 

formal guarantees that Britain, France, Yugoslavia, Greece and Turkey gave each other, 

in January 1936.  These assurances, which were known as the Mediterranean Accords, 

envisaged the help of Britain to those states, which were under the threat of Italy in the 

Mediterranean.
701
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Although the assurances of London was neither an inclusive Mediterranean Pact, 

which had not been supported by the British in 1935, nor an alliance treaty as Ankara 

would desire in the following months without any successful result; it started a new 

phase in Turkish foreign policy as well as Turkish stance in the Aegean. The British and 

Turkish military and strategic cooperation grew specifically for Turkey’s Aegean coasts, 

which preoccupied Italy further. Indeed, throughout 1936, British officers came to 

Turkey occasionally and visited the coasts in order to inspect the Turkish security 

measures. For example, while the British aviation officers reviewed the Turkish aviation 

facilities in İzmir,
702

 which was the center of the Turkish airforce, the naval officers 

came to Turkey to study the operational capacity of the ports in the coastal zones of 

Anatolia, such as the ones of İzmir and Fethiye.
703

 According to the Italian officials, 

Britain was trying to encircle the Dodecanese Islands in the Mediterranean by founding 

bases within the triangular of İzmir, Cyprus, and one of the islands of Greece from the 

Sporades group.
704

  

The Italian officials also thought that within cooperation with Britain, Turkey 

could make an aggressive act against the islands.
705

 A correspondence between the 

Italian officials even pointed out that Britain had already given a free hand to Turkey 

about the islands in case of a general clash in the Mediterranean.
706

  Actually, the 

probability of a Turkish act against the Dodecanese was not only an Italian assumption; 
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the international community was also talking about such a venture. For instance, an 

article published in The New York Times in March 1936 stated that Turkey would invade 

the Aegean Islands of Italy in case of an Italian defeat in the Abyssinian War.
707

 

According to the article, this invasion was so probable that even a debate between Greek 

and Turkish newspapers had begun about whether the islands were Greek or Turkish.
708

 

In short, the expectations about the Aegean Sea in the first half of 1936 foresaw a 

Turkish action against the Dodecanese under the umbrella of British support, as being 

remarkably different from the general understanding about the Archipelago throughout 

the interwar period. 

 Increasing Turkish activity in the coastal regions seemed to trigger the suspicions 

of Italy. The militarization of the Anatolian coasts had always been a direct reflection of 

the rising military activity in the islands, which was regarded as the preparations for an 

Italian landing in Anatolia. However, although Italy had attacked Abyssinia in October 

1935, rather than Anatolia, the undertakings along coastal Turkey had not come to an 

end. On the contrary, the preparations accelerated. Thus, Italy as well as other European 

powers considered those preparations, now supported by Britain, was the harbinger of a 

Turkish assault to the islands.  

But, this dissertation argues that the Turkish mind concerning the islands was 

still defensive in 1936, because the main reason behind the major undertakings was the 

Turkish belief that the troops in the Dodecanese would land in Anatolia after 

Abyssinia.
709

 In other words, Turkey relieved only partially after the Italian attack to 
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Abyssinia since it considered the Italian imperial understanding as unstoppable in the 

Mediterranean with the existence of the necessary means, like the islands.  

 By the time the war between Italy and Abyssinia came to an end in May 1936 

with the barely achieved victory of the former, Turkey had strengthened the majority of 

its coastal zone in Anatolia and come closer to Britain in its foreign policy through the 

strategic cooperation in the Aegean as well as through the guarantees that Britain gave to 

Turkey in the Mediterranean. This British-Turkish rapprochement would give its most 

significant yield in 1936; the Montreux Convention.  

As was suggested above, since the Turkish officials knew well that the 

demilitarized status of the Straits under the administration of an international 

commission was one of the most important breaches in the security of Turkey, the 

diplomatic efforts of Ankara to change the Straits regime had begun long before 1935, 

but neither the international arena nor the British stance had permitted such an alteration. 

However, the clash of British and Italian interests before and during the Abyssinian War 

paved the way for a new Straits regime, which can be defined as one of the biggest 

achievements of Turkish foreign policy in the Republican history.  

The disappointment of Turkey about the Straits initiative taken in 1934 

transformed into a hope in the conditions of 1935, due to the ongoing tension both in the 

Aegean and in the Mediterranean. In these conditions, Turkey carried its Straits agenda 

to the fore one more time. Britain, which had stood away such an idea nearly a year ago, 

began to support the Turkish cause during the Abyssinian crisis because its great power 

interests were at stake in the Mediterranean. It can be argued that the attack of Italy to 

Abyssinia together with the constant militarization of the Dodecanese, while led to a 
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frustration in Turkey in terms of a possible attack, served the Turkish interests at the 

same time.  

 The militarization of the Straits was discussed throughout 1935 and 1936. In the 

meantime, Turkish officials made efforts for the Straits not only in the diplomatic 

sphere, but also in the military one in a way that unusual activity took place in the 

Balıkesir and Çanakkale regions where Turkey had accumulated arms and munitions.
710

 

Based on the related intelligence reports which were supposedly confirmed also by 

Britain, the Italian officials claimed that Turkey was implementing strict counter-

surveillance measures in the demilitarized zone of the Dardanelles, and therefore might 

attempt to modify the situation in the Straits unilaterally as a result of this favorable 

international situation.
711

 As opposed to the Italian interpretations, Turkey did not intend 

to change the status of the Straits arbitrarily; instead it favored a diplomatic solution. 

But, as the intelligence reports stated, Turkish military undertakings were intensified in 

the places near the Dardanelles throughout 1935, probably in order to show the Turkish 

determination in the matter.   

 When the resolution of Turkey in terms of changing the demilitarized status of 

the Straits and the moderation of the British stance gave the signals of an alteration in 

the regime of the Straits, a new debate between Turkey and Greece erupted over the 

demilitarized status of the Greek islands in northern Aegean group. Since the issue 

endured until recent day in the Aegean, it is necessary to touch upon how it began even 

if this discussion was perpetuated through the press.  
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In July 1935, during which the Straits conversations were being made publicly, 

Estia, one of the most influential Greek newspapers, sparked off an important public 

debate. According to the newspaper, in case of the Turkish militarization of the Straits, 

Greece could not remain indifferent because if Turkey retained its right to militarize the 

Dardanelles, so did Greece regarding Lemnos, Samothrace, Chios, Lesvos, and 

Samos.
712

 The reason behind such necessity was that if the fortification of the 

Dardanelles would constitute the security of Turkey, it would represent a threat to the 

islands in the region.
713

  

Cumhuriyet, one of the newspapers closest to the government in Turkey, gave 

the Turkish answer to the article, in an eminently direct and stiff manner. According to 

Cumhuriyet, Turkey had the desire to fortify the Dardanelles because the region was 

directly related to the territorial security of the whole Turkey while the same security 

clause could not be applied to Greece since the Greek islands were not close to the 

Greek mainland.
714

 If Greece militarized those islands not in the littoral of Greece while 

those closer to the mainland remained demilitarized like Cyclades, Crete, Kefalonia; 

Turkey would regard this action as both illogical and directly against the Anatolian 

mainland.
715

  

 After the Turkish intimidation about the consideration of such an act directly 

against Turkey in case of occurrence, Estia gave a conciliatory answer to its Turkish 

counterpart. It stated that if Greece would militarize its islands after the fortification of 

the Dardanelles, the reason behind this manifestation would not to attack Turkey, but to 
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protect region together against the enemy.
716

 Compared with the first article, this second 

explanation of the newspaper was a direct reversal probably for the sake of the Turkish-

Greek relations. In other words, during the time that was regarded as the peak of the 

sincere friendship between Ankara and Athens, the subject was dropped. However, 

specifically after the 1950s, in which the Aegean relations began to be strained, Greece 

turned to the above-mentioned idea of Estia formally, claiming that since the Straits part 

of the Lausanne Treaty became ineffective with the Montreux Convention, so did the 

demilitarized status of the islands specifically close to the Dardanelles, like 

Samothrace.
717

  

 Despite the disputes about the change in the Straits regime as could be seen in 

the Turkish-Greek one, the general European framework, specifically Britain and the 

Soviet Union was supporting the Turkish desire to change the Straits regime.
718

 Turkey 

utilized this favorable framework and delivered a note on the necessity of change in the 

Straits regime in April 1936, to the concerned states. All of the parties answered the note 

of Turkey positively, with the exception of Italy, which declared that it had been 

exposed to an injustice about the sanctions after its attack to Abyssinia and would 
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participate in an international conference about the Straits only if those sanctions were 

lifted.
719

  

After the parties gathered for a conference without Italy and after a though 

negotiation process among the various states, the Montreux Convention was signed on 

20 July 1936. With this new regime, Turkey gained the right to remilitarize the region in 

the direction of its will, to control passages through the Straits, and to become the only 

administrative authority of these waterways owing to the abolition of the international 

Straits Commission.
720

 With such clauses that meant almost complete Turkish 

sovereignty on the Straits, the Montreux Convention could be interpreted as one of the 

most successful diplomatic initiatives of Turkish foreign policy.  

 The conclusion of such a treaty was the direct result of the combination that 

Turkey put forward the Dodecanese fortifications extremely close to its territory leading 

to a strategic vulnerability as the main factor of desire to change the system with the 

rising tension in the Mediterranean during the Abyssinian crisis in which the Aegean 

bases of Italy played an influential role. However, although the core dynamic seems to 

have come out of a narrow area specifically related to the militarization issue, the 

impacts of the convention were quite extensive. First of all, one of the most important 

consequences of the convention especially for the topic of this dissertation became the 
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removal of a strategic vulnerability of Anatolia owing to the fact that right after the 

signatures Turkey began to militarize the Dardanelles. In this way, the Western coasts 

from the south to the north were fortified.  

Second, the Montreux Convention resulted in a change in Turkish foreign policy 

regarding Turco-Soviet relations. Throughout the conference, the Soviets had supported 

a free transit of the Black Sea navies from the Straits in the times of war together with a 

Turkish-Soviet mutual defense system in the region, but the result became individual 

Turkish sovereignty, which was a turning point in terms of the deterioration of the 

relations between Ankara and Moscow.
721

 Last but not least, with the sovereignty of 

Turkey over the passage regime especially in the times of war made the Turkish 

government’s decisions much more valuable since those waterways had always been 

geo-strategically important.  

 As could be seen, Turkey, which entered into a frightening epoch specifically 

after 1934 due to the developments in the Aegean, seems to gain strength throughout 

these two years until 1936. During this time frame, while Turkey kept on fortifying its 

coasts against an attack from the islands, it also dealt with the Dodecanese dynamic in 

the sphere of diplomacy. Apart from Turkey’s ongoing diplomatic initiatives in the 

Balkans and in the Mediterranean in terms of constituting alliances, this dissertation 

argues that the militarization in the Dodecanese Islands played an important role in 

Turkish-British rapprochement in 1935 due to the Abyssinian War, and relatedly in the 

change of the Straits regime with the Montreux Convention. These two phenomena 

would play important roles in the future of the Turkish diplomacy and security. 
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After 1936: Sprinting towards a Full-Scale War 

 

The war in Abyssinia ended with a troublesome victory of Italy and the tension in the 

Mediterranean decreased. In the meantime, however, the Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy 

had got closer. Although Britain gave assurances to the southeastern European states 

under the threat of Italy during the war within the structure of the Mediterranean 

Accords, and helped Turkey to change the Straits regime; in the second half of 1936, 

Britain tried to get closer with Italy again, to break Rome off from Berlin suitably with 

its above-mentioned palliative foreign policy approach. The lifting of the sanctions, the 

dissolution of the Mediterranean Accords during 1936, and the Gentleman’s Agreement 

through which Italy and Britain promised to respect the status-quo in the Mediterranean 

were the means that London used for its goal.
722

  

The reflection of this détente on Turkish foreign policy was the British effort to 

ease the tension between Rome and Ankara in terms of a mutual understanding through 

which the former would sign the Montreux Convention while the latter would recognize 

the Italian sovereignty in Abyssinia.
723

 However, despite the British efforts, neither Italy 

broke off from Germany nor did the relationship between Greece, Turkey, Britain, and 

Italy soften in the Mediterranean, although the Abyssinian crisis was over.  

One of the most important dynamics behind the failure of the British efforts to 

come closer with Italy was the Spanish Civil War. At a time that the chaos in the 
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Mediterranean and Aegean was expected to decrease due to the end of the war, Spanish 

Civil War resulted in the prolongation of this atmosphere. After the war broke out 

between General Franco’s Nationalist groups and the Spanish government’s Republican 

forces in July 1936, Italy decided to interfere in the war on behalf of the nationalists.
724

  

As was suggested in the first part of this chapter, the Spanish Civil War was a 

rehearsal for the Second World War because it was the first showdown of the Axis, 

which was encountered by the forces of the Soviet Union together with the volunteers 

from other countries. The issue that concerned Turkey during the Spanish Civil War was 

not ideological, as it was for Fascism, Nazism, or Communism. Rather, it was directly 

related to the piracy events in the Mediterranean Sea in which the airplane and torpedo 

attacks had begun after the outbreak of the civil war.
725

 What was alarming for Turkey 

was that those torpedo attacks were also taking place in the Aegean Sea, even in the 

Straits.
726

 Therefore, this chaotic environment specifically in the Archipelago became 

one of the major reasons why the tension in the region persisted.  

How did those piracy events in the Aegean Sea influence the Turkish foreign 

policy? It should be stated that Britain, which pursued an “appeasement policy” in 

European affairs specifically towards Italy, had been constrained to summon an 

international conference with France when the piracy events that-supposedly-Italian 

submarines were actualizing targeted both military and mercantile ships in the 
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Mediterranean, leading to a chaos situation in the region throughout 1937.
727

 The result 

of the conference held in September 1937 was the Nyon Agreement of which Turkey 

was one of the signatories.   

The agreement fundamentally provided routes for the merchant ships navigating 

in the Mediterranean, gave the duty of patrolling those routes to aircrafts and destroyers, 

and foresaw quick retaliation in any piracy attack.
728

 The reflection of the Nyon 

Conference in the Aegean Sea became the British and French patrolling of the area. In 

this regard, Turkey gave the right to use the port of Çeşme to the British navy in its 

policing duty yet without permission to make military flights or hunt in the region for 

the crew.
729

 With this move, the British military presence in the Aegean, which began 

with the Abyssinian crisis, was consolidated, similar to the British-Turkish relationship. 

The facing coast followed the permission of Turkey about Çeşme port with attention. 

Although it was acknowledged that Turkey allowed the British naval forces to stay only 

in the non-fortified area of the port without making any military installation, authorities 

estimated that this base would be used against the Dodecanese in case of a conflict in the 

Mediterranean and the reason behind the choice of Çeşme was its geographical situation 

vis-à-vis Leros, as the military backbone of the group.
730

  

The Turkish authorities, on the other hand, evaluated the possible reactions of the 

Dodecanese. Turkish measures under the context of the Nyon Agreement were not put in 
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effect without challenges. For instance, Turkish Prime Minister İsmet İnönü rejected the 

idea that would allow the British ships patrolling around the Turkish territorial waters 

together with the given bases in the Anatolian lands since it could provoke Italy to use 

the Dodecanese militarily against those coasts.
731

 The clash between the Prime Minister 

İnönü, who suggested a cautious attitude due to the proximity of the bases to the Turkish 

mainland, and President Atatürk, who supported a more intimate relationship with the 

British, was regarded as one of the reasons behind the resignation of İnönü in 1937 from 

the office,
732

 as an important development of the early republican history.   

 The Spanish Civil War and the Nyon Conference were the international 

dynamics that led to tension and the measures in the Archipelago, as an important part of 

the Mediterranean Sea. But, the bilateral antagonism between Turkey and the 

Dodecanese could not be terminated beyond those international dynamics either, since 

the extraordinary military conditions in the islands did not come to an end after the 

Abyssinian War. In other words, Italy kept on preparing for a war, which was supposed 

to come in near future.  

One of the correspondences between Rhodes and Rome is a good exemplary of 

this understanding. In his letter, governor Lago emphasized the necessity of examining 

the military arrangement of the islands, yet without a return to the situation before the 

African War.
733

 According to him, the reexamination of the military situation in the 

islands needed to be made as soon as possible; however, while doing this, experience 
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that designated the military importance of the Dodecanese previous year should have 

been kept in mind.
734

  

After several correspondences, the decision about the stay of the majority of the 

troops in the islands like Leros and Rhodes together with the nucleus of troops in other 

islands was accepted. In addition, the construction works began during the war kept on 

progressing in full path with extra investments.
735

  Additionally, the transfer of 

ammunitions and the petroleum to the islands in huge volumes proceeded,
736

 thus, 

keeping the Turkish anxiety vis-à-vis the islands alive. For this reason, in addition to the 

other ones as explained above, 1937 symbolizes a year during which Turkey took further 

military steps which had implications for the Turkish-Dodecanesian contacts in return.  

However, those military steps, which will be explained below, were different 

from the other ones geographically in the sense that while the military undertakings were 

perpetuated in the western and southwestern Anatolia in the same manner, Turkish 

security understanding expanded towards the eastern part of the southern region 

different from the previous epochs. This orientation of expanding the security line was 

directly related to issue of Sanjak of Alexandretta (Hatay), which became a major 

political and security issue for Turkey.  
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 The Alexandretta problem for Turkey arose when the concerned parties 

negotiated and arranged the independence of the French mandate Syria in 1936.
737

 

Although it was declared that the Sanjak would continue to be an autonomous region 

within the framework of independent Syria, as it had been under the mandate system, 

Turkish attention together with the claims of independence based on the self-

determination principle due to the alleged Turkish majority was channeled to the 

region.
738

 Beginning with this year, Turkey carried out an effective diplomacy based on 

the region until the conclusion of the problem in 1939 with the joining of Sanjak, after 

its short term independence, to the Turkish Republic. It has been argued that both the 

European scene, in which Britain and France wanted to benefit from the Turkish 

strategic position in a possible war through an alliance, and the active Turkish 

diplomacy lasted between 1936 and 1939, played important roles in the conclusion of 

the problem in favor of Ankara.
739

  

 Although the problem of Sanjak was very influential on the orientation of 

Turkish foreign policy in itself, it was also related to the topic of this dissertation in 

terms of its geographical position. The location of Sanjak in the eastern Mediterranean 

was important for the Turkish strategy and security in the southern region of Turkey, the 

west of which was under the threat of an attack from the Dodecanese. This strategic 

importance, which would have been valuable even if Turkey had not perceived a threat 

from the West, gained much more significance with the intelligence reports of Turkey. 

                                                             
737

 For the historical account of the Sanjak of Alexandretta, see Sarah D. Shields, Fezzes in the 

River: Identity Politics and European Diplomacy in the Middle East on the Eve of World War II 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011) and Serhan Ada, Türk-Fransız İlişkilerinde Hatay 
Sorunu: 1918-1939 (İstanbul: İstanbul Bilgi Üniversitesi, 2005).  
738

 Shields, pp.29-31.  
739

 Shileds, p.11 and Ada, pp.234-235. 



254 
 

According to these reports of the Turkish General Staff, the Italians were making 

intensive propaganda in Sanjak of Alexandretta about the possible transfer of the region 

to Italy, rather than Turkey.
740

  

This propaganda exceeded just spreading rumours in the region. For instance, the 

officials of the Italian Consulate in Aleppo made several visits to Alexandretta together 

with committees which collected official records and petitions from the people about 

their desire to unite with Italy.
741

 Likewise, they tried to make contacts with various 

communities of Alexandretta like the Turks,
742

 in order to serve their interests in the 

region.  

 From the point of territorial security, the Turkish understanding evolved into a 

much more comprehensive approach with the Italian involvement in the region. This 

study argues that the military undertakings in the southern parts of Anatolia vis-à-vis the 

Sanjak of Alexandretta cannot be regarded as a monolithic security understanding. 

Although the Sanjak of Alexandretta as a foreign policy issue could be evaluated within 

the framework of French-Syrian-Turkish relations, the security approach of the Turkish 

higher echelons towards the region could not be considered to have been limited to the 

region. Instead, it can be suggested that since the Aegean Islands of Italy were 

formulated as the dominant dynamic of the Turkish foreign and security policy as this 

dissertation argues for the interwar period, the abovementioned engagement of Italy led 

the Turkish political circles to think all the Anatolian coasts from the northwestern 
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Anatolia to southern end would be compressed by the Italians, making the constant 

build-ups of Italy on Leros and Rhodes much more dangerous.  

The relationship between the Aegean and Alexandretta can be interpreted as 

bidirectional. On the one hand, the islands could be used against the Sanjak of 

Alexandretta since aggression was an important proclivity of Italian foreign policy as 

1935 designated. On the other hand, even if such an aggression did not take place, 

Turkey could feel the threat from the Dodecanese in a much more intensive way in case 

of realization of such a transfer, due to the geographical squeeze in the Mediterranean. 

In this sense, it must be emphasized that despite the particular dynamics of the Sanjak of 

Alexandretta issue, the army studied the military understanding of the coastal Anatolia 

with a holistic approach.  In other words, it was not just a coincidence that Marshall 

Fevzi Çakmak occasionally made his long-term inspection visits to both south and 

southwestern Anatolia together.
743

 While the period between 1937 and 1939 is analyzed, 

the expansion of the defense line in the coastal regions and their connection to each 

other should also be kept in mind. 

 Turning to the military preparations of Turkey specifically for the Dodecanese 

Islands, 1937 and 1938 became years throughout which Turkey increasingly continued 

its military preparations in the western and southern coasts as did the facing the islands. 

As the following pages will show, these undertakings, together with other reasons, 

would result in other military and diplomatic problems in return.    

In terms of the defensive line, the importance of Thrace, western and 

southwestern coasts continued throughout 1937 and 1938. The preparations in Thrace, 

the Straits, İzmir, and the other towns and cities in the region went hand in hand since 
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the suspicions about a mutual Bulgarian-Italian attack from the West survived until the 

end of the period. The consecutive war games in 1937, one in the Thracian border 

against Bulgaria in July,
744

 and the other in Aydın, Söke, Aziziye, and Kuşadası in 

October,
745

 show this fact well.  

The latter is worth mentioning because it was practiced directly against an 

expected Italian assault from the Dodecanese and was regarded as one of the most 

comprehensible war games of the interwar period, showing the defensive capability of 

Turkey in a possible military clash. The war games in Aydın were composed of two 

parts the first of which was about simple military tactics against an attack from both sea 

and air.
746

 The second section, on the other hand, was about controlling the 

communication and transportation means in case of a war.
747

  

The evaluations made after the war games display that two weaknesses of 

Turkish position in the Western coasts were prominent. While the first one was the lack 

of suitable roads, which should be constructed strategically in the Aegean cities as soon 

as possible, despite the previous efforts; the second one was about the deficit of air and 

naval forces; in other words, the Turkish army's dependence on the land forces.
748

 

Indeed, although the 37.27% of the state budget was allocated to the armed forces in the 
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first half of 1938, 28.70 of this proportion were spent for the army while 2.72 and 3.82 

went for the navy and the aviation, respectively.
749

 

In addition to the war games, other military preparations persisted in the Aegean 

during these two years as well. The condensation of the armed fortifications on the eve 

of the World War II was actualized to an extent that militarization in the coastal regions 

became an issue of debate among various institutions of the Turkish state. For instance, 

in 1937, the Turkish General Staff desired to change the statuses of particular coastal 

cities and towns like Bodrum, Muğla, Antalya, and Aydın in terms of classifying those 

regions as forbidden specifically for the foreigners.
750

 The correspondence among the 

General Staff, the Ministry of Interior, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shows that 

the latter two institutions rejected the appeal of the military authorities on the grounds 

that since those areas were touristic, classifying them as forbidden military areas was not 

advantageous for the country.
751

 According to the Minister of Interior, Şükrü Kaya, 

rather than increasing the number of forbidden areas, the authorities needed to augment 

the efficiency of the surveillance and control techniques.
752

  

However, it should also be stated that the intense measures and controls of the 

General Staff were leading to discussions among the different institutions of the state 

likewise, since those precautions resulted in difficulties with other states as well. For 

instance, specific controls for the people coming to the Western Anatolia for the 

purposes of hunting and the imposition of some restrictions upon them in spite of their 
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licenses had led to diplomatic problems.
753

 Despite the existence of harmony among the 

different ministries of the government regarding the importance of the territorial defense 

in the coastal regions, the tougher approach of the General Staff was sometimes faced 

with the warning of other ministries, like the above-mentioned case through which the 

Ministry of Interior explained the necessity to impose restrictions and controls on 

foreigners within the knowledge of the concerned diplomatic missions.
754

 

But despite the encouragement of the Ministry of Interior in terms of working in 

harmony with consulates with respect to the procedures concerning foreigners, the 

distrust towards them as well as diplomatic missions were widespread, making such a 

concordance impossible. Since the military undertakings gained speed as the Second 

World War approached, the espionage had become a major threat to the security 

understanding of both parties, without distinction. As the Turks in the coastal regions 

regarded the foreign nationals as dangerous to territorial security, the Italians in the 

Dodecanese had the same view specifically towards the Turks, Greeks, and the British in 

terms of espionage. As Turkey tried to keep its military measures secret, the Italians 

made efforts to prevent the flow of information specifically from Leros. For instance, in 

addition to taking measures to limit the entrance of the ships and yachts to Rhodes, the 

Dodecanese administration, the governor of which was Cesare de Vecchi now instead of 

Mario Lago, passed a regulation that prohibited taking photos in Leros.
755
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The political and military authorities on both sides knew, or estimated at least, 

the identities of the spies. While the Italian authorities followed the individuals from the 

Muslim community among which specific people were supposed to send information to 

the Turkish government and journals like Cumhuriyet and Kurun,
756

 the Turkish 

authorities pursued not only the foreigners but also the Turks, specifically the opponents 

of the regime living in the coastal regions, underlining the inadequacy of the counter 

espionage means in Anatolia.
757

  

Both sides directly accused the consulates and other diplomatic missions, apart 

from the ordinary people, of their surveillance and spying activities. The distrust of the 

Dodecanesian administration reached to such an extent that the authorities discussed 

even the closure of the diplomatic missions in Rhodes since the course of events in 

history designated that those consulates caused much more harm than the expected 

benefit, according to them.
758

 Although such an act did not take place at least for the 

Turkish and Greek consulates, the Dodecanese administration kept on blaming the 

diplomatic missions not only with espionage activities but also with the efforts to bring 

disorder to the islands.
759

  

The accusations directed towards the Turkish authorities were not just about 

espionage and the claims for their disruptive efforts in the islands, but about the 

migration that occasionally took place between the islands and the Turkish mainland. 
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Actually, the phenomenon of migration had always existed in the Aegean in the period 

of this study. However, the migration of the people from the Dodecanese to Turkey 

increased in the 1930s, specifically during the second half of this decade.  

The most important reason behind this phenomenon was the total militarization 

of the islands which began with the Abyssinian crisis. During this period, people sought 

to flee in order to escape from the hardships that militarization brought to the islands and 

from being sent to Africa with the Italian contingents. But the migration did not decrease 

with the end of the Abyssinian War. Instead, the departures increased and this became 

another problem in this relationship. After the replacement of Mario Lago with Cesare 

de Vecchi as the governor of the islands in 1936, the harsher Italianization approach and 

the tougher military understanding of the latter resulted in discomfort on the islands.
760

 

Although the Italian administration occasionally emphasized the satisfaction of the 

Muslim community with the Italian rule,
761

 the efforts of the Muslims to migrate to the 

"motherland" were on the rise specifically after 1936.  

 In reality, the official view about the Muslims, especially during the reign of 

Mario Lago, was positive due to their balancing character vis-à-vis the Greeks as the 

dominant element.
762

 Therefore, it is argued that the conditions of the Muslims were 

much better compared to those of the Greeks during the Italian colonization, specifically 
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in the era of Mario Lago,
763

 although problems especially in terms of property matters 

were occasionally experienced. However, the life in the islands seems to become 

unbearable due to the tough life conditions based on rising militarization together with 

the cultural Italianization policy of De Vecchi, after 1936.  

As a result, specifically in 1937 and 1938, migration became an important 

phenomenon for which the Italian administration in the Dodecanese blamed the Turkish 

authorities in Turkey and on Rhodes. According to the Dodecanese administration, the 

Turkish Consulate on Rhodes was encouraging Muslims to migrate to Anatolia in order 

to make them the swordsmen of Turkey.
764

 When the Turkish government's permits for 

those migrants to stay in the western Anatolia
765

 are added to the Turkish consulate's 

alleged efforts to encourage the community to migrate, it is not surprising to see that 

another problem had emerged between the coasts.  

 However, although Italy blamed either the Turkish government or its diplomatic 

mission for migration, this issue did not take place only among the Muslims. For 

instance, the Greeks also escaped from the islands to Anatolia, making the problem 

threefold. When such events occurred, the Turkish authorities tried to send them to 

Greece, rather than the Dodecanese.
766

 Yet, since Greece did not always accept those 

islanders, the Turkish authorities found themselves in a diplomatic crisis. This 

complicated problem sometimes led the Turkish authorities to discuss even sending 

those people to the Greek islands in an illegal way although they underlined the bad 
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results in which such an action could result.
767

 The fact that the conditions of the islands 

in the last years of the interwar period were not specific to any ethnic group could also 

be seen among the Italian community. In other words, besides the Turks and the Greeks, 

the Italian soldiers occasionally fled to Turkey in small boats, away from the tough 

conditions of the military service.
768

  

As could be seen, regardless of the ethnicity and the religion, people sought to 

enter Turkey in legal or illegal ways. On the eve of World War Two, this issue became 

an important problem between Turkey and the islands. Since the enmity between those 

two entities was obvious in the last two years of the period, those incidents resulted in 

diplomatic problems, usually leading to the accusation of the Turks and Turkish 

diplomatic missions, which were also blamed for espionage and efforts to bring disorder 

to the islands. All those matters continued during the Second World War. 

 While the relationship between the Turkish mainland and the islands were being 

destroyed step by step not only by the mutual military undertakings but also by the 

diplomatic problems, the Turkish government continued to improve its relationship with 

Britain and Greece in those last two years of the period on the diplomatic and military 

levels. For instance, both the Turkish and Greek military staff made visits to each other, 

specifically about the defense of Thrace and the Aegean during 1937. Therefore, it was 

no coincidence that after the visit of the Turkish Chief of General Staff to Greece in 

September,
769

 and the visit of his Greek counterpart to Istanbul, which was tried to be 
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kept secret,
770

 different views and rumors were put forward. One of the most remarkable 

ones was about a Turkish-Greek agreement which foresaw cooperation in the Aegean to 

an extent that in the case of a conflict, Turkey would occupy the Greek islands of 

Samos, Chios, Lesvos, and Lemnos in order to defend the islands and the Aegean 

territory.
771

 According to the Italian officials, those kinds of arrangements were the 

results of the British intervention in Aegean issues.
772

  

What happened actually was the conclusion of another friendship treaty between 

Turkey and Greece in 1938. According to this, the parties reiterated the clauses of the 

precedent bilateral agreements like the ones of 1930 and 1933,
773

 especially with regard 

to remain neutral if one of the parties was attacked, and to make effort in order to bring 

peaceful solutions to problems. But, the above-mentioned rumors about the possible 

military cooperation in the Aegean, which was obviously a fragile matter concerning the 

sovereignty of the islands close to the Dardanelles, continued until the end of the 

interwar period.
774

 What was more important than the reality of those rumors actually 

was the impressive point that the Turkish-Greek diplomatic and military contacts 

reached on the eve of the Second World War. The other powers could even speculate 

about those kinds of plans, which supposedly constituted the opposite pole in the region 

against the Italians and the Bulgarians.  
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 Even though the most important dynamic behind the Turkish-Greek friendship 

and cooperation in the Aegean was not the British as the Italians thought, London 

constituted the great power framework in the region, after all. But it should be 

emphasized that Britain’s stance towards Turkey and Italy was actually contradictory. 

That is to say, the Abyssinian crisis was an important step towards the British irritation 

about the Dodecanese and the military bases therein, as well as accordingly closer 

relationship with the Turks. Yet, London resisted breaking away from Rome completely, 

until the very end, with the hope of detaching it from Berlin.
775

  

Despite its complicated stance in the Mediterranean, the British had become an 

important parameter in the region, particularly in the Aegean. The Italian apprehension 

reflects this fact well, since the Dodecanese administration was following the British 

involvement in the region closely. According to the administration, British plans for war, 

which were foreseen for the next spring, were ready by the beginning of 1938. 
776

 The 

assumption stated that the Dodecanese would be occupied within twenty-four hours in 

the case of a clash with the exception of Leros, which would be blocked by the sea and 

occupied by the land forces thereafter.
777

  

Regardless of the reality of such assumptions especially for 1938, the presence of 

Britain in the region had become a significant element for the Dodecanese. During a 

time that Britain was still looking for ways to make Italy at least neutral, the expectation 

of the Italians was the possible British capture of the islands. In this sense, the state of 
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affairs after 1938 sprinting towards a war, would show that the understanding of the 

Italians were much more visionary than that of the British, the hopes of which were 

groundless for Italy. Therefore, these events, which will be discussed below, would pave 

the way to the Second World War, and also to a British-Turkish alliance in 1939, after 

which the parties would indeed discuss the capture of the Dodecanese.     

The Anschluss in March 1938 and the Munich Conference in September 1938 

that formally gave the Sudetenland to Germany were significant developments, since the 

European public opinion loudly criticized the appeasement policy of London, because 

apparently the Nazis had consolidated their power in Central and Southeastern Europe 

after those decisions.
778

 In this context, the strategic position of Turkey, which had 

already proved its value in the Mediterranean in relation to Italy, came into prominence 

one more time, this time in relation to Germany regarding the British interests in the 

East.
779

 Therefore, the alliance in terms of a Mediterranean Pact, as an idea that Turkey 

had supported since 1934, began to be discussed again, even though it did not produce 

any result, again due to the British reluctance to give assurances to all Mediterranean 

and Balkan states.
780

 But, even if Britain had not accepted a formal alliance yet, it had 

supported Turkey financially through the release of a credit of sixteen million pounds in 

                                                             
778

 Ludmila Zhivkova, Anglo-Turkish Relations 1933-1939 (London: Secker & Warburg, 1976), 

p.60, p.73. 
779

 The British opinion about Turkey was as follows in 1938: “It must be remembered that 
Turkey was in a very special and exceptional position. She constituted a very real bulwark 

against German expansion in the Near and Middle East. Turkey should never have been allowed 

to have allied herself with Germany in the Great War and in present circumstances, we ought to 
take every care to avoid a repetition of that mistake.” quoted by Stephen Joseph Stillwell, Anglo-

Turkish Relations in the Interwar Era (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), p.166. 
780

 Zhivkova, pp.61-62.  



266 
 

May 1938, to help Ankara to spend more money to its roads and railways and to buy 

new weapons.
781

  

In July 1938, Turkey signed a friendship treaty with France, with which it was 

experiencing problems due to the Sanjak of Alexandretta.
782

 Although the problems over 

the matter persisted for a while, specifically after September, a kind of rapprochement 

between France and Turkey was reached, too. The reason behind this reconciliation was 

twofold. On the one hand, the European scene, in which the Nazi threat was expanding 

day by day as the Sudetenland crisis designated, necessitated such a friendship for the 

parties. On the other hand, the fate of Alexandretta had become perceptible in the end of 

1938 through which Turkey had gained an advantage with the allowance of France, 

which seemed to decide sacrificing the region for the sake of the Turkish alliance based 

on the aforementioned European scene on the eve of a major clash.
783

 Thus, after the 

Munich Conference, France even proposed a mutual aid treaty to Turkey, which refused 

the proposal since it desired a tripartite agreement between Turkey, France, and 

Britain.
784

  

Although Britain had made effort in order to provide rapprochement between 

Turkey and France, it rejected such a tripartite alliance on the grounds that such a treaty 

could provoke Germany and Italy. As Millman states, “until spring 1939 Anglo-Turkish 

relations remained the story of a Turkish attempt to bring the British to some more 

formal relationship, and of a British effort to so arrange their greater politics that such 
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relationship would be unnecessary.”
785

 Two turning points for Britain in terms of its 

foreign policy understanding were the Italian invasion of Albania and the German attack 

on Czechoslovakia in the first months of the 1939, indicating the total bankruptcy of the 

British appeasement policy. Therefore, after direct negotiations, British-Turkish 

Declaration was eventually announced on 12 May 1939. With this declaration, the 

parties promised to cooperate effectively and to give aid to each other in the event of a 

clash in the Mediterranean.
786

  After the final conclusion of the Sanjak of Alexandretta 

issue, a similar declaration was signed between France and Turkey in June 1939. Those 

declarations would take the form of a treaty in October 1939, after the Second World 

War had broken out with the German attack on Poland in September. In this way, 

Turkey had finally gained the assurances that it had sought since 1935.  

This dissertation argues that the events around the Mediterranean, specifically 

around the Dodecanese for Turkey played a major role in the rapprochement of those 

two powers step by step, leading to the Turkish-British-French alliance in 1939. With 

the realization of this agreement, on the other hand, Turkey gained confidence in the 

Aegean against a possible attack from the Dodecanese Islands. That is to say, those 

islands, from which the Anatolian territory could be attacked from the Mediterranean, 

became one of the reasons and would be one of the results of the agreement, which 

determined the future orientation of Turkish foreign policy.  

The military preparations that took place just after those declarations will be 

analyzed in detail in the next chapter, since they were important parts of the Turkish 

military strategy concerning the Second World War. At this point, it is important to note 
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that the Turkish military authorities, mostly with the help and supervision of the British 

and French officials, gave priority to the Aegean coasts together with Thrace, the 

military conditions of which would be re-handled together. The Turkish strategic plans, 

which would be constituted within a consultation with its allies, would target the 

Dodecanese. These two facts while proving the above-mentioned hypothesis one more 

time also show that when the Second World War broke out, the Dodecanese was still 

one of the significant components of the Turkish concerns. 

 

 This chapter examined the period from 1934 until the outbreak of the Second 

World War. 1933 and 1934 saw the transformation of the relationship between Turkey 

and the Dodecanese one more time, displaying that the problems in the Aegean turned 

into the military dynamics similar to the first years of the Turkish Republic. The 

aggressive tone in Italian foreign policy together with the excessive military 

undertakings in the Dodecanese led to a Turkish reaction. However, different from the 

previous epoch of tension, Turkey dealt with this threat more effectively in this period, 

since Ankara was able to break its diplomatic loneliness.  

In terms of military approach, the undertakings were handled according to the 

developments on the islands and in the Mediterranean, in general. In terms of 

diplomacy, on the other hand, Turkey oriented its foreign policy based on the 

“Dodecanese dynamic,” by making alliances, and taking initiatives related to its security 

problems. In that sense, this chapter argues that the Italian threat based on the 

Dodecanese became one of the most dominant factors in Turkish foreign and security 

policy in this term.  
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 When the period ended with the outbreak of the Second World War, those 

islands were still very important for Turkey’s security. But interestingly, this 

problematic relationship with the facing coast that was full of tension in the last five 

years of the interwar period also had led to benefits for Turkey. For instance, the change 

of the Straits regime was born out of the conditions of the period, yet had influences 

beyond its era, reaching even today. Likewise, as the main reason that made Turkey to 

come closer to Britain, ending up with an alliance on the eve of the Second World War, 

had strengthened the Turkish position vis-à-vis the islands by 1939, although the balance 

of power in the Mediterranean was prone to change, as the following pages will show.  

  



270 
 

 

    CHAPTER 6 

 

 
                        PEACE IN WAR: THE DODECANESE AND TURKEY 

                                    DURING WORLD WAR TWO, 1939-1945 
 

 

When the Second World War broke out, Turkey had secured the alliance of Britain and 

France against an attack from the Mediterranean, in which the Dodecanese Islands had 

been formulated as the major source of threat since the foundation of the Republic. This 

chapter argues that despite the rise of other major strategic and diplomatic concerns for 

Turkey during the Second World War, the Dodecanese did not simply fall from the 

agenda of the political and military circles in Turkey. That is to say, during the Second 

World War, the Dodecanese turned to be “one of the” the problems of the Turkish policy 

makers, especially compared to its key place in the interwar period. But, the buildup of 

other issues did not belittle the position of the islands.  

The islands became a significant element of diplomacy between Turkey and the 

Allies as well as the Axis. Indeed, from 1939 to 1945, the Dodecanese always remained 

on the negotiation table since the parties knew the sensibilities of Ankara towards the 

region well. However, in spite of all the diplomatic undertakings and plans, Turkey, as a 

nonbelligerent country until the very end of the war, succeeded to be in peace with the 

islands which were under the control of the Axis and occasionally experienced raids, 

military attacks, war and occupation. Turkey, through its policy of non-belligerency, 

managed not to fight with/over the islands despite their proximity to the Turkish 

mainland, which even the shells of the battles in the region reached.  
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The Dodecanese influenced the Turkish foreign and security policy formulations 

in terms of war or peace during this period. But, the geographic contiguity between the 

islands and the mainland led to other problems concerning Turkish foreign policy, such 

as the flux of refugees to the mainland from the Dodecanese as well as the humanitarian 

issues that arose from famine on the islands.  In this respect, it is seen that the 

Dodecanese presented a multifaceted problem for Turkey during the war that surpassed 

the boundaries of the strategic terms.  

Yet, despite this multifarious meaning, the Aegean takes the backseat in the 

academic literature concerning Turkey in the Second World War, about which William 

Hale suggests that there are plenty of works especially if compared with the studies 

about the precedent and subsequent periods.
787

 Thus, this chapter aims to overcome the 

existing deficiency, by looking at what the Dodecanese meant for Turkey during the war 

years. 

 

         The General Framework of Turkish Politics during the Second World War 

 

 

 

The Second World War could be described as an epoch full of difficulties that the 

Turkish government had to deal both in its domestic and foreign politics. The efforts of 

Ankara to sustain its position of non-belligerency in spite of its legal and political 

commitments to the Allies, as well as to take the steps necessary to defend its borders in 

case of an assault. Therefore, it is important to analyze the general framework of Turkish 

politics, which will display the understanding of the period and will help place the 

Dodecanese into context. 
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One of the features of the period was the nature of the one-party regime of İsmet 

İnönü, who had become the president of Turkey after the death of Kemal Atatürk in 

1938. İnönü, as the president of the Republic and the National Leader (Milli Şef) of the 

Republican People’s Party, aggregated the power in his own hands with changes in the 

cabinets and in the code of the party.
788

  

One of these changes was the replacement of Celal Bayar with Refik Saydam as 

the Prime Minister in 1939, due to disagreements in political and economic matters 

between İnönü and Bayar.
789

 Refik Saydam would be in office until 1942, when he was 

succeeded by Şükrü Saraçoğlu. Saraçoğlu, before 1942, had been the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs since 11 November 1938, instead of Tevfik Rüştü Aras. Zürcher 

suggests that the President was in complete control of the politics during this period and 

both of his Prime Ministers were actually the implementers of İnönü’s decisions.
790

  

The historians still discuss the era of İnönü based on its authoritarian/totalitarian 

dynamics.
791

 Regardless of the conclusions that these discussions reach, one of the most 

significant reflections of his style of presidency for the topic of this dissertation was the 

domination of İnönü in the decision-making process of Turkish foreign policy. Almost 

all studies related to Turkish foreign policy in the Second World War indicate this point. 

Edward Weisband suggests that İnönü spent most of his energy on foreign policy issues 

to the extent that the policies about the domestic and economic issues took a backseat.
792
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Likewise, Deringil emphasizes the fact that İnönü prioritized foreign affairs and 

throughout the period he met frequently with the high ranking officials of the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, in order to give instructions.
793

 

 When the President’s control on the Ministry is kept in mind, it is possible to 

suggest that the command of the Foreign Ministers over the decisions were of secondary 

importance. Ministers, Şükrü Saraçoğlu (1938-1942), Numan Menemencioğlu (1942-

1944), and Hasan Saka (1944-1947) who held office respectively, during the Second 

World War, were substantially under the control of İnönü. Deringil argues that the 

President did not hesitate to sacrifice any officers, in order to execute his foreign policy 

understanding. For example, Numan Menemencioğlu, one of the most brilliant 

personalities in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs since the foundation of the Republic, was 

dismissed by İnönü from his post in September 1944, in order for Turkey to come closer 

with the Allies, which had labeled Menemencioğlu pro-German.
794

  

 While the President’s control over the state apparatus could be reviewed within 

the debate on authoritarianism, his meticulousness about foreign policy necessitates an 

approach more than the above-mentioned discussion, owing to the aberrant conditions of 

the world war. In this respect, Weisband suggests that the most significant feature of the 

war-time Turkish foreign policy was to keep the country out of the war.
795

 Hale 

interprets this view as an exaggeration and says: “if İnönü and his colleagues had been 

determined to stay out of the war from the moment they signed the alliance with Britain 

and France in 1939, then one would have to conclude that they blatantly intended not to 
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carry out their commitments under it, or they thought that the circumstances under 

which they were supposed to do so would never arise.”
796

 

 In other words, according to Hale, staying out of the war was not a poignant aim 

since 1939, but an attitude developed through time and events. The archival material 

cited below regarding the plans to invade the Dodecanese by the Turkish and British 

officials in 1939-1940 is close to the understanding of Hale.
797

 However, it should also 

be stressed that the argument of Weisband is thoroughly applicable for the period after 

1940, which appears to have been a turning point for the stance of Turkey, dealing with 

various threats in terms of its security.   

Implementing an active foreign policy in order to remain non-belligerent in the 

conditions of the Second World War was not the only means that Turkey used to protect 

its boundaries. In this regard, Turkish officials employed an austere military strategy that 

depended on total mobilization of troops in case of an attack. To this end, the target 

number for the land army increased to 1.3 million men.
798

 This mobilization, while 

closely related to the Turkish security as a complementary part of the Turkish foreign 

policy of the time, had also some implications for the Turkish economy, which is 

another significant topic concerning Second World War Turkey.  

Boratav states that even if Turkey did not enter the war until 1945, it had to deal 

with the economic problems that the existing conditions brought, like the 

aforementioned mobilization through which an important portion of the male population 
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was called to arms,
799

 leading to a decrease in agricultural production.  In addition to the 

sharp decline in agricultural production, the state imposed excessive taxation to deal 

with the problems within the economy, yet caused fraud and tax evasion as 

reciprocation.
800

  Besides, the decreased production levels, lowered imports as a result of 

war together with the needs of a bigger army led to scarcity, inflation, and the rise of the 

black market in the country.
801

 Turkey tried to cope with the problems in the economy 

with laws, like National Protection Law of 1940, which included rationing, the control 

of the labor market and the conditions of work, and strict price controls.
802

 Although 

these price controls were dropped in 1942 due to their negative impact on the economy 

with the change in the government, this time, inflation appeared as a major problem in 

the country.
803

   

As another compensation for the rising economic problems, such as decreasing 

tax revenues, the rising black market, and profiteering; the state implemented a wealth 

tax in 1942, which would be applied to all businessmen, tradesmen and industrialists on 

paper but majorly would be imposed to the non-Muslim bourgeoisie, rather than the 

Muslim one.
804

 This led to the alienation of the bourgeoisie from the state regardless of 

ethnic and religious dynamics based on the insecure economic impositions of state 

against the capitalist accumulation.
805

 These problems that the war time economy 
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brought were regarded as one of the reasons for the extended distance between the state 

and society after the war.
806

  

 The Turkish politics throughout the Second World War reflect a complicated 

context. The authoritarian tendencies which can be observed not only within the party 

and state administration, but also in the state-society relations and the economic 

difficulties stemming from the war economics as well as the decisions of the state to 

provide solutions to these problems, like the one of Wealth Tax, are major phenomena 

still being discussed. However, foreign policy of Turkey, which has been referred as 

non-belligerent or neutral, seems as an accomplishment, at least on the basis of the 

achievement of being outside of the war all the way, especially if the devastation 

experienced in other countries through war and occupation is kept in mind. Therefore, 

the position of Turkey during the Second World War poses a significant dilemma to the 

scholars of the period, obstructing to make monolithic interpretations.   

 

To Fight or Not to Fight? The Turkish Understanding of the Aegean, 1939-1940 

 

 

When Turkey declared mutual assistance with Britain in May 1939 and with France in 

June 1939, the most important dynamic in Turkish foreign and security policy was the 

Italian threat perceived from the Dodecanese. But, within a couple of months during 

1939, the basis of the Turkish concerns transformed into a multifaceted phenomenon in 

which the Turkish officials had to take Italy, Germany, Bulgaria, and the Soviet Union 

into consideration altogether. In this part of the chapter, the Turkish position will be 

revealed in terms of the impact of the Aegean, until the entrance of Italy into the war in 
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June 1940, yet, without putting other variables aside. This dissertation argues that in 

addition to the existence of the problems with the Soviet Union in the foreign relations 

and the danger that the Nazi Germany posed to the Balkans in the first months of the 

entire period, Turkish officials continued to deal with the Dodecanese in all the 

negotiations with the Allies although the literature does not emphasize the details of 

these negotiations.
807

 

  With the declaration between Turkey, France, and Britain, the parties had 

promised to assist each other with regard to a war in the Mediterranean, and accordingly 

to constitute a treaty to this end.  Therefore, after those declarations, they began to 

discuss the details of this treaty that would eventually be signed in October 1939. As one 

of the reasons for the mutual assistance declarations, especially for Turkey, the 

Dodecanese became one of the most significant issues of the proceedings, to the extent 

that documents in the National Archives in London and in the archives of the Turkish 

General Staff belonging the second half of 1939 refer to the capture of the Dodecanese 

as well as an attack to the western Anatolia from the Aegean Sea.  

It is necessary to emphasize that the plans for the Dodecanese were not 

significant just for the importance of the region for Turkey parallel to what the previous 

chapters argued. Instead, related to the aforementioned transformation of Turkish 
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foreign policy into a much more multidimensional context based on various threats from 

different geographies during the second half of 1939, the Dodecanese turned into a part 

of this multi-faceted whole, from the strategic point of view.  For instance, according to 

the Turkish General Staff, the Aegean was a pressing problem not only in terms of an 

attack that could come from the islands, but also in terms of the danger that Bulgaria, 

reinforced by its allies, could make an attempt against Thrace when Turkey was 

struggling with a possible landing in the western Anatolia from the Aegean Sea.
808

  

Obviously, the defense of the Western zone of Turkey was considered from a 

holistic perspective in which the fate of Thrace and southwestern Anatolia was regarded 

as dependent on each other. The commentary of General Mittelberger, a German 

consultant at the Turkish Military College, indicates a similar point from a different 

angle. He stated that the security of western Anatolia and the Straits could not be 

provided if Thrace fell upon the hands of enemy.
809

 This understanding of Turkey that 

tied the Aegean, the Straits, and Thrace to each other would expand from time to time to 

the Balkans and the Middle East especially for the Allies during the war. In the 

conditions of the summer of 1939, however, the most fearful scenario of Turkey was the 

likelihood of an assault to either western Anatolia or Thrace, after which the other one 

would fall into the hands of the enemy, which would probably be Italy and Bulgaria 

backed by the Italians.  

Since Italy had occupied Albania in April 1939, Turkish concerns had 

concentrated on the next Italian move, which was calculated as either the occupation of 
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Greece for the domination of the Mediterranean or an attack to Turkey with Bulgaria, 

through which an action against Thrace could be actualized,
810

 simultaneously with the 

use of the Dodecanese. This fear of Turkey led to plans for the islands, thus reducing the 

risk for the western Anatolia including the Straits region, during the negotiations took 

place between Britain, France, and Turkey for the Tripartite Pact.  

 The documents from the Turkish General Staff indicate that Turkey was making 

plans both to neutralize the islands with the Allies and to prepare the country for an 

assault from the Dodecanese, showing the pattern of fear inherited from the interwar 

period. In terms of the latter, the foremost intent of the Turkish army had been defined 

as the prevention of the landing of the enemy armies to Muğla, İzmir and Çanakkale, 

regardless of the category of the assault, and in case of landing, as warding of the forces 

before they progress.
811

 However, the correspondence between the Turkish and British 

military authorities shows that Britain expected raids from the Italian islands targeting 

Anatolia rather than a large-scale campaign as the Turks thought, owing to the strong 

position of the British and French navies in the Mediterranean,
812

 demonstrating the 

diverging opinions towards the Dodecanese among the Allies.  

Those kinds of divergent approaches and conflicts occurred in other matters as 

well, during the negotiations. For instance, according to the British and French officials, 

Turkey should have given the details of the Turkish military condition especially in 

Çanakkale, İzmir, and Muğla, specifically Marmaris, to the Allied officers since the 
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above-mentioned navies would protect the Turkish borders in the Aegean Sea, and the 

ships would use the harbor facilities of these bases.
813

 The answers of the Turkish 

General Staff to these occasional demands were negative. That is to say, they refused to 

give the necessary information about İzmir and Çanakkale on the grounds that Turkish 

law prohibited the provision of information about the strongholds (müstahkem 

mevkii).
814

 According to the Turkish military officials, Çanakkale and İzmir were 

strongholds and the preparations had already been made in those regions, but 

information could be given about Marmaris, for which defensive problems were 

prevalent.
815

  

As can be anticipated, the British became irritated with the attitude of the 

Turkish General Staff, insisting on the necessary information about İzmir, Çanakkale, 

and Thrace.
816

 It is important to note that these difficulties among the Allies stemmed 

not only from the Turkish feeling of insecurity and mistrust, but also from the dissidence 

about the strategy that would be used in the region. For instance, during the negotiations 

in June 1939, although the British declared that they would not retaliate immediately to 

any attack of the enemy in the shape of submarine action and of the bombing against the 

civilians, without taking the world public opinion into the consideration, especially, that 

of the United States;
817

 the Turkish General Staff answered its British counterpart with 

the determination of the Turkish commanders regarding the immediate response to the 

                                                             
813

Genelkurmay ATASE Daire Başkanlığı Arşivi, İkinci Dünya Savaşı Belgeleri, 3-034/1, 17 

June 1939.  
814

 Ibid.  
815

 Ibid.  
816

 Genelkurmay ATASE Daire Başkanlığı Arşivi, İkinci Dünya Savaşı Belgeleri, 3-20/2, 29 
July 1939.  
817

Genelkurmay ATASE Daire Başkanlığı Arşivi, İkinci Dünya Savaşı Belgeleri, 3-36/01, 16 

June 1939.  



281 
 

submarine attacks.
818

 Those kinds of conflicts would continue throughout the Second 

World War years and would frequently reverberate on the Dodecanese issue, as will be 

seen below.  

 Those were the opinions and the challenges dominant during the negotiations, 

yet, more of a defensive nature. The Allies also discussed a plan for the capture of the 

Dodecanese during the summer and autumn of 1939, as they would do again in 1940.  

The aforementioned confusions and conflicts seem to exist also in this subject in a way 

that there are many different and contradictory accounts about the Dodecanesian plan in 

different archival resources.  

One of the most perplexing issues in this respect was how the operation against 

the islands would be handled. The manner of the Turkish General Staff seems more 

definite, because in the documents, the operation plan was clearly described as naval and 

air domination provided by the British and French, after which invasion by land forces 

that were comprised by the Turkish soldiers would be done.
819

 However, despite the 

clear depiction of the subsequent attitude towards the Dodecanese in the Turkish 

documents, the British archival material reveals the complex nature of the issue. 

According to one of the British correspondences, although the Allied naval and air 

domination were extremely important for the sake of the operation, the military 

equipment necessary for this attack in the sea and air, which were actually present in the 
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Middle East, may not have been used for this end, due to their probable utilization in 

Libya.
820

  

In this regard, the discussion about the numbers and the conditions of the Turkish 

military equipment, especially regarding the fighters and the bombers, was not a 

coincidence,
821

 reflecting the Allied considerations about the probable use of Turkish 

arms, in the absence of British ones. Similarly, another document shows that the British 

authorities negotiated the land forces that would occupy the islands, based on their 

suspicions about the quality of the Turkish ground forces and their ability to capture the 

islands.
822

 Although they finally acknowledged that there maybe would not be adequate 

British and French troops for the Dodecanese, and that the operation was closer to the 

Turkish national aspirations than the British or French ones,
823

 the details of the plan 

were far from the certainty that the Turkish documents designate.   

 But, in spite of the existence of discrepancies in the views, shared opinions about 

the islands were existent for sure. One of them was about the strategic and military 

importance of those islands for the Mediterranean balance of power. As the interwar 

period shows, the discomfort of Turkey had stemmed from the Italian view of the 

islands, as a stepping stone for the Italian expansion in the east. In 1939, the Italian aims, 

which had once depended on Mare Nostrum, had further expanded to gain access to the 

oceans, either the Indian or the Atlantic.
824

 In order to achieve this, Rome needed to 

break up the encirclement composing of Turkey, Greece, Egypt, Cyprus, Malta, and 
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Tunisia.
825

 Therefore, the islands had a key strategic importance for Italy, especially 

with regard to the first four targets. Britain, on the other hand, had already assessed the 

importance of the islands during the Abyssinian Crisis in 1935.
826

 According to London, 

the Dodecanese were situated in a location that could influence Straits, the Balkans, 

Syria, Suez Canal, and Cyprus, all which were important for the British interests. So, the 

parties acknowledged the significance of the islands not only in relation to Turkey, but 

also in relation to the Mediterranean in the widest sense without hesitation.   

London frequently stressed the possible problems that the islands would pose to 

British strategy and shipping in the Mediterranean if Italy entered the war.
827

One of the 

reasons behind this foresight was the Italian possession of submarines in the 

Mediterranean the number of which was one hundred, more or less.
828

 Since a decisive 

part of this number was based on Leros, the naval base of the Dodecanese, the 

neutralization of this island was very important for the future of the war.
829

 Nearly all 

the plans upon which both Turkey and Britain agreed without conflict indicated the 

major two islands of the group, Rhodes and Leros as the first targets on the grounds that 

the major strength of the area laid in these islands although several other ones, like Kos, 

Stampalia, Kalimnos, and Scarpanto, were also fortified, yet their power could not be 

comparable to those of Rhodes and Leros.
830
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According to the officials, the capture of Leros and Rhodes was much more 

critical than that of the others, which could be occupied easily after the fall of the former 

two. In this respect, both these two islands needed to be occupied successively because 

control of only one of them without the other could be extremely hazardous since the 

strong naval and air bases of these islands had the power to damage the naval and air 

forces of the Allies in the region.
831

 In this way, not only the control of the area would 

be handled, but also significant naval and air bases would be obtained, like the one of 

Porto Laki.
832

 According to the plans, the use of the air bases in Turkey was the most 

appropriate option, owing to the proximity of the Turkish mainland to the islands, 

though they were serviceable only from April to October, in other words, apart from the 

winter months.
833

 Since the strategic value of the Dodecanese was obvious, this 

operation should have been initiated as soon as the Italians entered the war.
834

 

 In the light of this plan, both parties gathered information from the islands 

throughout the summer of 1939. In this process, cooperation was provided between the 

allies to the extent that the Turkish officials emphasized a thirty-page intelligence report 

that the British gave about the Dodecanese for the first time.
835

 Indeed, long reports 

about each island, from geographical features, like the sea and land conditions as well as 

the water supplies, to the current military intelligence were included in these folders, 
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from which the authorities determined the most suitable attack points.
836

 According to 

the monthly reports, the preparations in the region had begun to accelerate in the middle 

of the summer. For instance, while in June 1939, no major movements were detected in 

the islands; big maneuvers involving the coastal defense took place in July and 

August.
837

 In the month that the war started, on the other hand, the reports claimed that 

40.000 Italian troops were stationed on the islands, even if this number was not 

confirmed.
838

  

 Despite the existence of disagreements about the details of an action on the 

Dodecanese, the parties agreed on the necessity of such an action in case of Italian 

involvement in the clash. As Turkey, Britain, and France progressed towards the 

Tripartite Pact that was discussed throughout the summer, Germany made an effort to 

prevent Turkey from such an initiative that would eventually place Ankara in the enemy 

camp.  

Actually, Germany’s stance in this respect began in May 1939, when the mutual 

declaration of Turkey and Britain was made. When the Italian Ambassador in Berlin 

explained the German position on Turkey in this period, he was complaining to Ciano, 

the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs, about the German pressure made on Italy 

concerning the necessity to assure the Turks in terms of the Italian intents in the 
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Mediterranean, in order to hinder Ankara from getting much closer to Britain.
839

 

According to the Germans, the major reasons for Turkey to approach to Britain were the 

fortifications in the islands and the Italian actions in Albania.
840

 Since Turkey would 

play a key role in the coming war because of its strategic location, Turkey should not 

have been sided with the British, in other words, should have been earned.
841

 Obviously, 

this German attitude towards Turkey led to problems between Berlin and Rome.  

One of such problem between the parties came to the surface in the subsequent 

days, again in regard to the Dodecanese. It was related to a proposal of von Papen, the 

German Ambassador in Ankara, who had advised his Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Ribbentrop, to decrease the number of Italian troops in Albania, and to offer two 

Dodecanesian islands within Turkish territorial waters to Turkey in order to relieve 

Ankara, even if Berlin had refused this proposal in return.
842

 Mustafa Aydın suggests 

that this offer included Kastellorizo together with other islets.
843

 However, the 

mentioned source, which is the memoirs of von Papen, does not cite the names of the 

islands related to the offer.
844

  

This proposal about the islands, though rejected, continued to be on the 

negotiation table for a while, yet without the names of the islands in particular. In this 

respect, a correspondence between von Papen and Ribbentrop is interesting since it 
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displays that von Papen and Turkish officials carried on talks about the islands and also 

that those discussions caused trouble in German-Italian relations. In this sense, on 7 

September 1939, while Ribbentrop seemed to be angry with von Papen, who had 

continued to discuss the Turkish-Italian relations with the Turks, thus leading to the 

problems with Rome,
845

 von Papen tried the persuade his Minister that it was Saraçoğlu 

who had brought up the matter, saying “the question of the uninhabited islands located 

in the three-mile zone of the Dodecanese, on which it had never been possible to reach 

any agreement with Italy.”
846

 It is important to note that within a couple of days, von 

Papen emphasized again the necessity of making some proposals to Turkey, in order to 

detach Ankara from London and Paris.
847

  

The understanding of the Germans, specifically von Papen, did not yield any 

positive results. The treaty that legally connected Turkey to Britain and France was 

signed on 19 October 1939, after the beginning of the war. The treaty addressed the 

Mediterranean and how the parties would assist each other in case of a clash in the 

region. Above all, the substance of the treay, the clause concerning the Dodecanese, 

which was regulated by the third article of the secret supplementary military agreement, 

stated that the Allies agreed to make the islands ineffective in the case of a clash with 

Italy or in the case of a situation which would necessitate the implementation of the 

Pact’s clauses,
848

 especially the ones targeting the assistance in the Mediterranean if a 

conflict arose.  
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The same clause also emphasized the Turkish control of the operation together 

with the naval and air support of the parties,
849

 showing that the confusion over the 

means for the action had been solved closer to the idea of Turkish officials. However, it 

also should be stated that the blockade of the islands was to be handled and the 

domination in the air and sea was to be obtained “within the possibilities.”
850

  

 This clause about the Dodecanese was expected to come into force with the 

entrance of Italy into the war, about which the Pact foresaw mutual assistance during a 

clash in the Mediterranean region
851

 as the backbone of the entire agreement. As could 

be seen, the major concern of Turkey was still the Mediterranean, based on the 

Dodecanese dynamic during the date of the Pact. But other security concerns for Turkey 

had also risen at that time, as reflected in the document. For example, the agreement also 

emphasized the reciprocal support in the Balkans, which would be a significant dynamic 

of Turkish diplomacy and military strategy, by the end of the year.
852

   

This clause linked the Turkish contribution to the Allied military aid to be sent to 

Turkey, which would be one of the excuses that Ankara would use during the war, in 
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tarafından yönetilecektir. Denizde ve havada üstünlüğün sağlanmasına söz konusu Adaların 

dışarı ile bağlantısının kesilmesine ve oradaki garnizonların hareketsiz duruma getirilmesine 

ilişkin önlemler, olanaklı ölçüde, bu harekattan önce alınacaktır. Bu harekat için kabul olunacak 
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order not to enter any conflict, referring to the inadequacy of the military facilitation.
853

 

Another excuse Turkey made during the war in this respect was to refer to a specific 

clause in one of the additional protocols through which the parties had accepted that 

Turkey could not be forced to participate in any activity having a possibility to push 

Ankara towards a clash with the Soviet Union,
854

 about which the Turkish officials had 

major concerns.  

 Indeed, when Turkey was making calculations mainly about Italy after the 

above-mentioned declarations of the parties in May and June, the Soviet Union had 

begun to appear as a diplomatic problem in the northern part of the country. Although 

the Russians were carrying out negotiations with Britain and France for assistance, 

seeming closer to the Allied side; the signing of Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, in other 

words the Treaty of Non-Aggression between Germany and the Soviet Union, on 

23August 1939 was a major development for the whole world as it was for Turkey.
855

 

While Turkey had come closer to Britain and France with the concerns of aggression in 

the Mediterranean, the idea of Turkish foreign policy was to handle the relationship with 

Britain, France, and the Soviet Union harmoniously, with the hope that those three 

powers would be on the same side of the equation.
856

 However, with the nonaggression 

pact between Russia and Germany, Turkish foreign policy entered into a difficult phase 

in which it had to take also the Soviet pressure into consideration, in addition to the 

Italian and German threat.
857
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Obviously, these necessities revealed themselves during the visit of the Turkish 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, Şükrü Saraçoğlu, who went to Moscow in September 1939, 

with the hope of reaching an understanding with the Soviets. While the aim of Turkey 

was to maintain the Turkish-Soviet friendship without undermining the needs of the 

Tripartite Pact that would be signed soon, the Russian interests lay in the neutrality of 

Turkey, parallel with the Germans’ intent, as well as in the desire to change the regime 

of the Straits, which should have been controlled by the Turks and the Soviets 

together,
858

 different from the understanding of Montreux, which had actually been a 

turning point for the Turkish-Russian relations.   

Owing to these distinct goals of the parties and the Turkish resolution for the 

Straits, Saraçoğlu’s Moscow visit did not yield any positive results. It should be noted 

that when the attempts for a mutual Russian-Turkish understanding failed, the Second 

World War had already started with the attack of the Nazis to Poland on 1 September. 

Therefore, as soon as the negotiations were terminated and Saraçoğlu left Moscow, 

Turkey, Britain, and France signed the above-mentioned Tripartite Pact in October 1939, 

the main clauses of which had already been decided. The attention of the Turkish 

officials specifically on the clause through which they declared that Ankara would not 

implement any of these articles if they might lead to a clash with the Soviet Union, 

reflected the situation of Turkish foreign policy well at that time, as dealing with more 

than one problem.  

 The negotiations that took place between the Allies in order to constitute a 

detailed plan based on Tripartite Pact in the last months of 1939 and in the first half of 

the 1940; in other words, before the entrance of Italy into the war, indicate this point, 

                                                             
858

 Ibid. pp.246-248.   



291 
 

too. When the Turkish, British, and French military officials met in Ankara for the first 

time after the signing of the Pact, the Allies discussed the Mediterranean based on the 

Dodecanese, the Balkans both based on German, Bulgarian, and Russian threat, and the 

Eastern line of Turkey based on the Russian threat to Caucasus. However, despite this 

complex situation of Turkish foreign and security policy, when the British and French 

officials asked whether the Dodecanese was still a question of primary importance, 

Fevzi Çakmak’s response to his colleagues was “yes.”
859

  

In spite of this importance, a more detailed operation plan based on the military 

protocol concerning the Aegean Archipelago did not materialize during these months. 

The approaches of France and Britain, which began to differentiate from those of Turkey 

in this period, were significant in this sense. That is to say, while the French were 

interested mostly in the Balkan frontiers, thus equating the Dodecanese rather with the 

uninterrupted Mediterranean naval traffic; the main endeavor of the British became 

Egypt and Palestine in the Middle East. They tried not to deal with the Dodecanese to a 

great extent in order not to alienate the Italians, who could have been still drawn towards 

the Allies, or may have remained neutral at least, according to London.
860

  

The desire of Turkey, despite reflecting the neutralization of the islands as one of 

the backbones of the Turkish strategy that sought to free southwestern Anatolia from 

aggression, was rigidly tied to the military aid that the British and French would send.
861

 

The Turkish stance that would continue until the end of the war concerning the military 

aid began to emerge gradually.  Therefore, it is no surprising to see that the negotiation 

process after October 1939 was not conclusive regarding the Dodecanesian operation.  
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 The divergence of opinions among the Allies came to the surface in more 

concrete terms during the conference held in Aleppo in March 1940. The reports of the 

meeting suggest that the sessions were not in a friendly tone due to the Turkish attitude 

towards the plans.
862

 The assumption of Turkey in terms of an Italian attack from the 

Aegean and a Bulgarian one from Thrace with the active support of the former had 

evolved into a more complicated one with the above-mentioned pact between Russia and 

Germany. The worst scenario for Turkey had become the attack of Italy, Bulgaria, 

Germany, and the Soviet Russia at the same time.
863

 In this sense, the British and French 

officials were ready to discuss the means of defense, especially against an assault that 

would be directed by Russia, Bulgaria, and Germany from the Balkans, specifically with 

regard to the security of the Black Sea, the Straits and the Aegean Sea.
864

  

In terms of the Aegean, on the other hand, the British and French commanders 

assumed that the main clash would be in the northern part of the sea where there might 

be attacks directed by the German submarines and air forces.
865

 Turkey, while ready to 

discuss these assumptions, was uncomfortable with the changing attitude of the Allied 

powers towards Italy. The problem for Turkey was the fact that all the Allied officials 

based their assumptions on the Italian neutrality, which was only one alternative.
866

 

After the emphasis of this fact, while the Turks tried to discuss all the possibilities based 

on the Italian neutrality, friendship, and hostility since the position of Italy was 

significant for Turkey’s future, the British and French delegates opposed the desire of 
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Turkey, through the enforcement of the discussion based solely on the Italian 

neutrality.
867

 When the Turkish delegates insisted on the cases based on the Italian 

belligerency, the conference reached at an impasse: 

 

The Turks in effect saying the military convention was signed five 

months ago. You British and French have done nothing to carry out 

your obligations until now when you propose to discuss only one 

hypothesis, and that hypothesis by no means the most important. Our 

instructions from the Turkish government are that we insist that all other 

hypothesis be discussed and especially that of a hostile Italy. Unless the 

British and French agree to this, then the conference cannot go on.
868

  

 

 

  

The answer of the British and French were somewhat evasive stating that they were 

actually ready to discuss the other hypotheses if they had the necessary details and 

instructions from their governments.
869

 Therefore, they should have discussed the Italian 

neutrality case until the parties had the necessary permission from their own 

authorities.
870

 Although the parties decided to continue to the negotiations in this way 

until the messages came from the capitals, it is seen that the Turkish officials constantly 

reiterated their determination to discuss the Italian belligerency, annoying their British 

and French counterparts.
871

  

The British and French officials accused the Turks on the grounds that no 

conversations had been made about this demand of Turkish delegates concerning the 
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plans on the Italian belligerency, during the negotiations in Ankara.
872

 The Turks 

rejected this statement and claimed that the Allies had decided to negotiate every 

prospect when they were in Turkey, emphasizing that they had already prepared seven 

scenarios.
873

  

One of the most important among them was against the simultaneous attack by 

the Germans, Russians, Bulgarians, and Italians, based on the Dodecanese assaulting the 

Mediterranean coast of Turkey at the same time.
874

 The significance of the Italian 

entrance into war with an effective use of the islands stemmed not just from the 

possibility of an assault to the Aegean coasts, but from the impacts of the islands on the 

Balkan defense, as well as on the route to the Suez Canal. The Allied position may have 

been hardened through the islands that could impair the shipping and the security of the 

Mediterranean, according to the Turkish officials.
875

 As a result of the tough Turkish 

position together with these logical reasons, all the parties agreed to discuss the 

belligerency of Italy on the basis of the Dodecanese Islands, overcoming the deadlock in 

Aleppo.  

The discussions of an operation on the islands did not differ from the previous 

ones in terms of the British and French naval and aerial domination followed by a 

Turkish landing.  However, the Allies had hitches and conflicts among them even in this 

agreed plan of action. For example, in one of the conversations on this topic, the Turks 

were questioned about their probable contribution to the naval operation regarding their 
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ships.
876

 Although General Asım Gündüz stated that the Turkish navy was not as 

extensive as to be utilized both in the Black Sea and Marmara in addition to the 

Mediterranean, the British commanders persisted in seeking out such probability, about 

which the Turkish officials emphasized the third article of the military convention that 

encumbered the parties with specific tasks.
877

 

When the Aleppo Conference ended, the relationship among the parties was still 

far from satisfactory. First of all, from June 1939 to March 1940, although the 

Dodecanese were always on the top of the agenda, similar themes were discussed again 

and again with still-existent problems. From the routes of transportation to the division 

of labor in the operation had continued to be a source of tension since June 1939. It is 

important to note that throughout this epoch, the interests of the parties clashed with 

each other occasionally since their concerns had focused on the diverse points.  

The first half of the 1940 showed that the Turks were also trying to deal with a 

tough ambiguity about who could attack to its borders. Many options existed in this 

respect; but the Dodecanese occupied a role within every scenario of the Turks, who 

were determined to resist any attack made against its territory. As can be seen, since the 

future seemed uncertain, Turkey was in a position not only to think about how it could 

resist an attack from the Dodecanese, but also how to deal with a plan to neutralize the 

islands conversely at the same time. Yet, as the obscurity in the conditions would change 

with the second half of 1940, the Turkish position both towards the Dodecanese and 

towards war in general would become much more concrete, especially with regard to its 

non-belligerency.  
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On the Shores of the Dangerous Sea:  

                     Turkish Foreign Policy towards the Aegean, 1940-1945 

 

 

 

A month after the Allies negotiated the war plans over the Balkans, the Mediterranean, 

and the Black Sea in Aleppo, the Nazi Germany attacked France. It was shocking for the 

whole world that the Nazis, who began their march against France in May 1940, were 

walking in the streets of Paris in June 1940, without much difficulty.
878

 Actually, before 

the fall of France, the Nazis and the Soviets had already taken control of Poland, the 

Baltic States, Norway, Denmark, Holland, and Belgium together or separately, showing 

that Berlin and Moscow could achieve rapid progress within a short span of time. The 

situation further changed in June with the entrance of Italy into the war, even if as a 

retarded and opportunistic move, which could come only after the fall of France became 

obvious.
879

  This period, from the beginning of the defeat of France and the Italian 

entrance to war, until the German attack on the Soviets with Operation Barbarossa in 

June 1941,
880

 became a remarkably stressful epoch for Turkish diplomacy, which dealt 

with the Soviet pressure, the German threat, the Italian involvement, and the Allied 

problems at the same time.    

 During the summer of 1940, all eyes were turned on Turkey owing to the Italian 

belligerency, since the war had expanded toward the Mediterranean. This was one of the 

requirements for Turkish belligerency based on the conditions of the Tripartite Pact. 
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While the British and French insisted on Turkish participation based on the pact after the 

Italian involvement, the Germans warned Turkey not to join the Allies.
881

 Indeed, while 

Turkey was faced with the German threat in the Balkans, there was also a Soviet factor, 

about which rumors spread in terms of a possible Russian attack on Bulgaria, then on the 

Straits.
882

 In addition, within the same month that Italy entered the war, the Soviets 

declared that they would recognize the Italian domination in the Mediterranean if Rome 

would do the same for the Russians in the Black Sea,
883

 displaying the dangerous 

situation Turkey faced.  

Therefore, despite the spread of the war to the Mediterranean, Turkey decided to 

be non-belligerent, implementing the second protocol of the Pact through which Ankara 

had pronounced that any clause of this alliance could not put Turkey against the Soviet 

Union, which could attack to Turkey in the case of its belligerency.
884

 After all, Turkey 

had made an alliance not only with Britain but also with France, which had signed an 

armistice with the Nazis after its speedy defeat, strengthening the diplomatic hand of 

Ankara. According to the Turkish officials, since France was absent from the scene as a 

party to the Tripartite Pact and a guarantor of Turkish security and since Britain did not 

have the capability to perform its responsibilities for Turkey on its own, Ankara did not 

have to carry out its duty to enter the war automatically.
885

  

Indeed, the Turkish officials would repeat to what extent Britain kept its 

promises especially with regard to the assistance of arms and munitions together with 

the necessary credits throughout the war as a reason to be non-belligerent. In reality, 
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those complaints about the inadequacy of the military assistance had begun before the 

Italian belligerency in the sense that even at the Aleppo Conference; the Turkish 

officials stated in the face of the Allies that even after five-six month of the Pact, British 

and French had done nothing to meet their obligations.
886

  

 The idea of controlling the Mediterranean had led Mussolini to take Italy into the 

war with offensives first against France in June 1940, second against British Somalia 

from Italian East Africa in August, third against Egypt from Libya, and fourth against 

Greece from Albania in October, although the resources and capabilities of the Italian 

military and economy were not sufficient to handle those tasks at the same time.
887

 With 

the action of Rome in Greece in October, just after the signs of German domination in 

Romania, this time the third article of the Tripartite Pact seem to have been activated 

based on the Turkish assurances of assistance to Rumania and Greece, as the countries 

of the Balkan Entente.  

Indeed, throughout the negotiations that took place in 1939, Turkey had 

promised to intervene in the situation in the Balkans in the case of aggression as the 

documents of the Turkish General Staff designate.
888

 However, with the change in the 

course of events in Greece in October 1940, Turkey did not make any concession about 

its stance based on being outside of the war similar to the understanding in June 1940. 

Deringil stresses that this time the British did not insist on the Turkish belligerency since 

they accepted the fact that the Turkish declaration of war could not bring an additional 
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asset but burden to themselves in this state of affairs,
889

 which even the British Prime 

Minister, Churchill described “as a period of disaster for the Allies.”
890

 It should be 

stated that the British understanding about Turkish belligerency would show occasional 

mutability as the situation in the Balkans and the Mediterranean changed.  

During this period, the Russians and Germans also paid attention to Turkey. 

According to Moscow and Berlin, Turkey needed to be freed from its responsibilities to 

Britain, by joining hands with Germany, the Soviet Union, Japan, and Italy.
891

 However, 

despite their formulations in terms of attracting Turkey to their side, military and 

diplomatic actions against Ankara were also discussed if the Turks rejected a possible 

alliance with them.
892

 In other words, Turkey’s relationship to the Soviets and the 

Germans resembled a razor’s edge in this period.  

Actually, putting the stance of these powers towards Turkey aside, the own 

relationship between Germany and the Soviet Union was also complicated, in other 

words, on the verge of decay, at that time. This fact could also be observed smoothly 

from the meeting that took place between Molotov and Ribbentrop in Berlin in 

November 1940. On the one hand, the parties could discuss the abovementioned desires 

to take Turkey on their sides, or to take action against it. On the other hand, the Germans 

were anxious about the Russian claims on the Straits, in terms of their desire to gain 

bases and a new passage regime, and on Bulgaria, in terms of giving guarantees since 

Berlin had formulated these areas as the German sphere of influence while the Russians 
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were likewise uncomfortable with the possible Nazi domination in the Balkans.
893

 This 

clash of interest between the parties which could be seen clearly in 1940 ended up with 

the German attack on Russia in 1941, changing the dynamics of the war thereafter. 

However, in the existing conditions, Turkey was in a tough position in which its borders 

including Thrace, western Anatolia, southern Anatolia vis-à-vis Vichy controlled Syria, 

and Caucasus, were under the threat at all times.    

After this general narrative of war for the Turkish position in the changing 

conditions, the questions should be asked: What was the situation in the Dodecanese? 

What was the relationship between the mainland and the islands that had led Turkey to 

join the British camp in 1939 in the condition of Italian belligerency? The first answer to 

this question is that Turkey had nullified the projects foreseeing the capture of the 

Dodecanese since Ankara had declared its non-combatant position after the Italian 

belligerency. But, despite the Turkish non-belligerency, the control of the warring Italy 

on the islands just facing the Turkish territory became another element of anxiety for 

Turkey.  

Putting the stress about the possible use of the islands in relation to Anatolia as 

inherited from the previous epochs aside, Turkey had to be faced with the increasing 

incidents and clashes in the region which could not be ignored from a geographic point 

of view, based on war and blockade after June 1940. The blockade that the British air 

and naval forces implemented in the Aegean Sea in order to cut the ties of the 

Dodecanese with the Italian mainland was significant, because the efforts to prevent the 

ships and the tankers from reaching the Archipelago were leading to retaliation of the 

Italian forces. For instance, in an incident occurred in July 1940, after the British forces 
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sank an Italian tanker carrying gasoline and lubricating oil to the islands, an Italian air 

attack against the Royal Navy had led to an open battle near the Dodecanese.
894

  

Apart from the conflicts stemming from the blockade, the British forces also 

conducted occasional raids against the air and naval bases of fortified islands, such as 

Rhodes, Leros, and Stampalia, although the success of these actions is questionable due 

to the air power of Italy in the Mediterranean through its bases, like the ones on the 

mainland, Sicily, the Pantelleria, Libya,, and the Dodecanese.
895

 In short, after June 

1940, there were clashes around the islands which were just next to Turkish territory.  

 Despite the clashes, however, Britain did not undertake a thorough operation 

against the Dodecanese during 1940. London had shelved the Dodecanesian campaign 

as a result of the Turkish non-belligerency in 1940, and in the conditions of this year; it 

could not undertake an operation to capture the islands owing to scarce resources. 

Nevertheless, the Aegean part of the Mediterranean remained significant for the British 

since the bases on these islands were on the way to Cyprus, Egypt, Malta and Crete, 

which were either important colonies or bases for Britain.  

After the Italian attack on Greece in October, this importance of the islands 

further increased owing to their proximity to Greek mainland, to the other islands of the 

Archipelago, as well as to the Straits, as a point of connection. As a result, the Greek 

campaign of Italy brought tougher British policies towards the Aegean, bringing 

concrete influences on the Turkish position towards the region.   

 One of these impacts was the cessation of the traffic between the islands and the 

Turkish mainland as a result of the British efforts to implement a stricter blockade in the 
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Aegean in order to isolate the islands as well as of the insecure conditions for shipping. 

According to the diplomatic documents, British officials made several suggestions to 

their Turkish colleagues, like prohibiting Turks from going to the islands, the rigorous 

control of ships in terms of their cargo, and the punishment of people who did not 

comply with restrictions.
896

 Parallel to these suggestions, it is seen that the Turkish 

General Staff first gave orders to suppress the smuggling and tried to control the traffic 

in the region by opening contraband offices in the coastal areas of western Anatolia.
897

 

The next step would be the total prohibition of shipping with an order that prevented 

Turkish ships from sailing in foreign waters.
898

 

Britain, which was highly sensitive about the traffic between the Dodecanese and 

Turkey throughout 1940 and 1941, used several means in order to check the efficiency 

of those kinds of measures. For example, the contact between the people of Rhodes and 

the British officials seems important since they were providing information about the 

latest dispatches from Anatolia.
899

 In one such instance, the Consul of Greece on Rhodes 

stressed that the last food supplies had arrived to the islands three or four months earlier, 

after which the transactions had been stopped.
900

 In addition to these inquisitions about 

the Turkish traffic to the Aegean islands, Britain carried out intelligence activities in 

Anatolia in a way that British spies watched the major cities and towns facing the 
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islands, like İzmir, Bodrum, Marmaris, and even Ayvalık in the north.
901

 By November 

1941, British spies were still searching for contraband in the coastal regions and were 

concluding about the absence of traffic despite telegrams coming from Rhodes about the 

demand for commerce.
902

 

 The British blockade in the Aegean Sea had both the aim of isolating the islands 

and cutting help that would go to Greece where Italy was experiencing difficult times. 

Indeed, the efforts of the Allies were successful in the first three months of the Greek 

campaign, at least with regard to the insulation of the islands. The news about the Italian 

islands in the Aegean Sea indicated that since the dispatches from Italy and Turkey were 

either obstructed or prohibited, both the military and civilian condition in the islands 

deteriorated, leading to an expectation of surrender on the side of the Allies.
903

 The 

major problem of the islands was an acute food shortage, owing to which even a revolt 

among the Italian soldiers was expected.
904

 According to the intelligence documents, the 

Italian authorities in the capital, who were aware of these problems on the islands, were 

thinking about ways to adopt peaceful non-belligerency particularly for the islands in 

order to get rid of the difficulties stemming from the blockade.
905

 

The reality behind this claim, specifically about the Italian effort to make the 

islands non-belligerent in order to overcome the blockade problem is questionable.  

However, even the probability of the surrender of the Italian Possedimento due to the 
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acute conditions had revealed another discussion in Foreign Office, concerning the 

Turkish foreign policy in relation to the Dodecanese. That was closely related to the 

scenario about the possible Italian internment to Turkey.
906

 The problem about such 

surrender, according to the British diplomats, was Turkey’s eventual response, which 

was uncertain at that time.
907

  

Thus, London decided to put pressure on Ankara to advance the transition of the 

islands to Britain, in case of the actualization of such surrender.
908

 Turkey accepted in 

the subsequent months that the Dodecanese would be under the reign of Britain until the 

war came to an end. But, a much more important issue than the reconcilable attitude of 

the Turkish officials in this respect was the fact that these rumors and the intelligences 

about the Italian surrender of the Dodecanese to Turkey resulted in excitement and 

dismay in the British political circles to the degree that long conversations took place in 

the Foreign Office. Although Turkey did not seem to stir up problems and although 

Britain was determined to hold the islands at least until the end of the war, the possibility 
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of the surrender led to a series of correspondence about the future status of the 

Dodecanese.
909

  

Based on these reports, the major reason behind this discussion seems to have 

been the British concern about the balance between Turkey and Greece in the sense that 

while the latter was a warring state on the side of the Allies, the former was a 

nonbelligerent yet strategic and cooperative country, which might participate in the war 

in the future.
910

 Therefore, any quarrel between these two powers over the Dodecanese 

could be detrimental to the course of events in the Balkans and in the Mediterranean in 

the existing conditions. At this point, it should be noted that after 1940, the “fate of the 

Dodecanese” would frequently be on the table, as a subject that Turkish foreign policy 

had to deal with. This sovereignity issue would be discussed throughout the war and 

thereafter, as the next chapter will show in a much more detailed way.  

 While the future of the Dodecanese was debated for the first time during the war 

at this time, with a conclusion of the necessity for the British domination on the islands 

if the Italians surrendered them, another factor arose nearly at the same time. This was 

about the British foresight for a potential German intervention into the Greek campaign 

of Italy, owing to the fact that Greece had played a “star role in the Mediterranean” since 

the beginning of the operation.
911

 According to the Foreign Office, the Nazis were not 
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only planning to intervene in the immersed campaign on Greece but also “beginning to 

take an interest in the Dodecanese,”
912

 owing to the acute Italian situation there.   

The reports of the same institution together with those of the military suggested 

that the fifty percent of the total German forces available in Sicily might be spared for 

the reinforcement of the islands.
913

 Therefore, it was strategically logical to capture the 

Dodecanese before a German arrival.
914

 Once the British took the Dodecanese, they 

could control the northern Aegean Islands, like Mytilene and Lemnos, and prevent the 

Axis traffic in the Aegean, especially in terms of shipping oil from Romania through the 

Straits, and could constitute a circle in the vicinity of Greece,
915

 showing the importance 

of the islands for the region. However, if the British could not capture the Dodecanese, 

together with the German invasion of Greece, it would be difficult for the Allies to hold 

Suda Bay on Crete, after which the activities of the Royal Navy would be limited only to 

the southeastern part of the Mediterranean.
916

 For these reasons, British officials began 

to reinterpret the earlier plans to capture the Dodecanese, yet within different parameters 

from those of 1939.  

 One of the most important differences at this time was the stance of Turkey, 

which had declared its non-belligerent position. Therefore, during 1941, Turkey would 

not directly participate in any occupational plan concerning the Dodecanese, on the 
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contrary to its position in the previous years. As a matter of fact, whether Britain was 

willing to include Ankara in its Aegean plans was another question.  

Tamkin argues that beginning with 1941, the Allied position towards Turkey was 

complicated. While Churchill criticized Ankara on the grounds that it did not fulfill its 

responsibilities, he also declared that the neutrality of Turkey was also a contribution for 

the Allied situation in the Mediterranean.
917

 In this complex understanding of the Turks, 

however, the British program about Turkey focused rather on the Balkan front, through 

which the Turkish army should have assisted Greece and Yugoslavia,
918

 in the 

Mediterranean region, rather than the much discussed Dodecanese operation, about 

which Britain was making plans. It can be argued that the reason why the British did not 

consider Turkey a landing power for the Dodecanese at least on paper while it did so for 

the Balkan Front was similar to the approach of the Foreign Office about the previous 

rumors of Italian surrender. In other words, London did not want to discuss a 

Dodecanese operation involving in Turkey, because it was a fragile matter for Greek 

national aspirations, and because the Greeks were fighting tough on the side of the Allies 

at that time.  

 The Turkish officials did not like the way that Britain approached the issue of the 

Dodecanese. Although Turkey was not a belligerent country, and had no intention of 

interference, officials in Ankara had made diplomatic contacts with both the British and 

the Greeks to discuss several conditions regarding a prospective campaign. Ankara’s 

foremost reservation was about the soldiers that the British intended to use in the 

campaign, because if this contingent that would actualize the occupation was composed 
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of the Greeks citizens, it would pose problems about the sovereignty of the islands after 

the war.
919

  

As a result, Turkey officially demanded that Britain should have undertaken the 

capture without the help of the Greeks.
920

 Even if Britain stated that the Greeks would be 

utilized only for military matters, Turkey emphasized that a separation of the 

occupational powers from the administrative one was almost impossible.
921

 It is seen 

that the Turkish authorities began to have anxieties about the sovereignty of the islands 

that the British and the Greeks were extremely sensitive about. 

 However, the fears of Turkey did not materialize since the Middle Eastern 

Command of the Allied Powers frequently changed the operation plans. At the 

beginning, the intention of the Allies had been to capture all the islands in the group; 

but, since the Germans had reached the Dodecanese quickly, dropped mines in the Suez 

Canal, and accordingly the Allied parties did not have enough material and manpower to 

handle the operation, the plan was abandoned.
922

  

Thereafter, the discussions concentrated on the capture of the important islands 

rather than the whole group because dealing with the smaller islands was unnecessarily 

time-consuming, since they did not have military capacity.
923

 Despite the above-

mentioned deliberations, the much anticipated mission did not take place, due to the 

primacy of other arenas in the Middle East.  
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Instead, what the forces of the Royal Navy did undertake in the region was 

several raids against Rhodes, without any conclusive success, and thorough attempt 

against Kastellorizo, leading a battle lasted for days.
924

 Although raids against the 

islands in which an important amount of Italian troops were stationed like Leros, 

Rhodes, Kos, Stampalia, and Kalimnos, occasionally had taken place since the 

beginning of the war; the action against Kastellorizo as a small island seemed surprising 

in a time scale that the little islands were being ignored. However, the cause behind the 

operation on Kastellorizo was related to its location and harbor facilities on the midway 

between Rhodes and Cyprus,
925

 as well as on the way towards the Syria from the 

Dodecanese.
926

  

The invasion of Kastellorizo, which was called “Operation Abstention,” involved 

violent clashes between British and Italian ships as well as soldiers. While Britain 

landed on the island in the first day of the operation, after the clash between the forces, 

Italian troops seized Kastellorizo again within a couple of days, leading to casualties 

from the both sides.
927

 It is necessary emphasize that the operation of Kastellorizo had 

some local and general implications for Turkey regardless of the final result of the 

action.  

Although Kastellorizo is small, it is the closest island to the Turkish mainland. 

Therefore, the local authorities followed the war between the Italian and British navies 

around Kastellorizo closely. If this proximity of the region and the separate sovereignties 
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of the islets dependent on Kastellorizo are kept in mind, the problems about the maritime 

boundaries seemed to have been inevitable. During the battle, an incident occurred 

within Turkish territorial waters exemplifies this point well. According to the reports, 

several men from the bombing crew of Italy in a rubber boat took refuge on a Turkish 

islet near the island and a Turkish boat took them off from the islet.
928

 Thereafter, an 

Italian seaplane landed near the islet in order to take the crew. The Turkish boat had 

made for it, but, the British bombed the area.
929

  

After the British bombardment, the boats fled to the Turkish coast, where the 

seaplane picked up the crew, to take them to Rhodes.
930

 The reporter states that the 

British forces could not intervene further due to the fact that these vessels were in 

Turkish territorial waters and then they disappeared beyond the gunshot range.
931

 This 

story indicates that the zones of the war could not be separated with a clear line in the 

Aegean Sea, due to the natural and political geography of the area.  

This problematic geography symbolizes an area that the Turkish officials always 

had to take two points of view into consideration. On the one hand, sudden violations of 

the Turkish territorial waters during the war emerged as a significant phenomenon that 

the Turkish authorities followed with attention. But it also should be stated that the 

situation of the Turkish territorial waters in the Aegean during the war was controversial 

because despite the caution that the Turkish officials showed for their borders, it was 
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suggested that some secret British special forces directing raids against the Aegean 

islands after 1941 were operating near Güllük with implicit Turkish consent.
932

  

Those Turkish indirect assistances to the Allies in the Aegean Sea, however, 

occured to a greater extent during the major Dodecanesian campaign in 1943. But, 

except for the Turkish assistance to the Allied camp in the Aegean against the Axis, the 

reality was that the breach of Turkish territorial waters occasionally took place in the 

Aegean Sea, preoccupying the officials in the local areas and in Ankara. The same 

situation existed regarding the Turkish airspace about which reports emphasized the 

close flights and the surveillance activities by aircrafts the nationality of which were 

uncertain.
933

 These kinds of incidents were increasing during the clashes like the ones of 

Kastellorizo.  

On the other hand, the war right next to the Turkish territory also had 

implications at the local level. For instance, during the operations in the Aegean, 

specifically around Kastellorizo, shells fell on the town of Kaş, leading to property 

damage and even injuries.
934

 Therefore, all the people in these towns were ordered to 

stay in shelters during the bombardments.
935

 That is to say, Turkey had to take some 

measures for the protection of its nationals living close to theater of war.  

Yet, the ordinary measures of Turkey did not always yield results. For instance, 

in a serious incident that took place during 1942, the British bombed Muğla mistakenly, 

leading to the destruction of property in the town as well as to the death of a Turkish 
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citizen.
936

 After the incident, the British apologized to the Turkish state, stating that the 

intention of the British army had been the island facing the Turkish town and paid 

indemnity for the properties and the casualty.
937

 This incident is an example of two 

points. First, the above-mentioned geographical difficulty not only occasionally resulted 

in the violation of the Turkish territories, but also posed serious threat to these regions. 

Second, the islands had serious local implications in addition to the ones of foreign 

policy. Turkish people in the coastal areas lived on the edge of war, although Turkey did 

not participate actively in the clash.   

But, it should be stated that the Turkish anxiety about the Aegean Sea were far 

beyond these considerations. The course of events in the summer of 1941 aggravated the 

Turkish security concerns towards the Balkans and the Aegean Sea. The Nazis gained 

the control of Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria, and then launched campaigns against 

Yugoslavia and Greece. The Axis occupation of Greece had some general implications 

for Turkish foreign policy. Thereafter, while the British rhetoric about the Turkish 

“leadership” in a possible Balkan front came to an end,
938

 it also legitimized the non-

belligerency decision of Ankara, which had witnessed the total destruction of its 

neighbors in the lack of sufficient Allied support.
939

  

Beyond these general implications, the significance of the German invasion was 

also related to the Turkish security concerns in the west. Apart from the Nazi existence 

in the Balkans, in other words, at the gate of the Thracian borders, the German campaign 

in the spring of 1941 had turned the Mediterranean, particularly the Aegean, into an 
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Axis sea. The German occupation of Crete in May 1941, which would last until the end 

of the war was an important step in this sense since the island had harbor facilities on the 

route between the eastern and western Mediterranean.  

What was much more important than Crete, especially for Turkey, was the fall of 

all the Aegean Islands located between Turkey and Greece to Axis control. The Italians, 

who were controlling the Dodecanese since 1912, occupied the Cyclades group together 

with Samos just facing Kuşadası in the spring of 1941. Nazi Germany occupied the other 

islands near the Anatolian mainland close to the Dardanelles; Chios, Lesvos, and 

Lemnos. Thasos and Samothrace, in the north close to Thrace, on the other hand, passed 

under the Bulgarian control. This meant the closure of the Aegean Sea to Allied traffic 

completely. In addition to the lost traffic in the region, the western coasts of Turkey, 

from the north to the south had come under the Axis control, removing the existing 

sovereignty distinction between islands near the northern and southern coasts of Turkey.  

Several views considered this political geography of the Aegean as signaling 

Nazi preparation to occupy Turkey.
940

 Other evaluations, on the other hand, emphasized 

the German desire to reinforce its hand in the Balkans and in the Straits region vis-à-vis 

the Soviet Union with which it was on the eve of cracking, or to place itself “in a 

stronger position for an attack against Palestine and a possible occupation of Syria,”
941

 

indicating the Middle East. But, how this link between the Turkish coasts and the 

Middle East would be constituted was again a big question mark since it could still be 

used as a part of occupation or it could be used as a means for pressure on Turkey in 

order to gain the right to cross Anatolia.  
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Figure 5.  The situation in the Aegean in 1941.  
Source: The New York Times, 7 May 1941. All the islands were being controlled by the 

Axis.  

 

Actually, the relationship of Turkey with the Nazis had reflected ambiguity since the 

beginning of 1941. Turkish political circles feared a possible German attack on their 

territory. Indeed, this was not far-fetched hypochondria of the Turks. A report of the 

Secretary of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs also indicated a Russian anxiety 

about a probable Nazi action in the Straits, which was supposed to be under the Soviet 

zone of influence.
942

   

However, on the other hand, another document that Ribbentrop sent to the 

German Ambassador in Moscow suggested that Germany did not have any intent on the 

Straits unless Turkey acted hostile to the Germans.
943

 It seems that Germany was 

actually trying to come closer to Turkey at that time since the above-mentioned 
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developments in the Balkans and the Middle East required such an approach. First of all, 

the German relationship with the Soviets had deteriorated as a result of the 

developments in the Balkans, specifically those in Bulgaria and Romania. Germany was 

trying to approach Turkey, to prevent a possible Turkish-Soviet rapprochement in those 

conditions, and to secure the region in case of a clash with Russia and the Allied parties. 

Yet, its method included intimidation since Berlin used the Soviet threat as a diplomatic 

trump card against Turkey. For instance, after the occupation of Greece, Ambassador 

von Papen particularly emphasized that Germany and Russia had completely encircled 

Turkey with the occupation of the Aegean Islands, as a result of which the Allied access 

to the Turkish ports had been totally cut off, therefore, in these conditions, only the 

Nazis had the capacity to protect Turkey against the Soviet threat, instead of the 

Allies.
944

  

Second, Berlin was trying to obtain troop transit rights in Anatolia.
945

 German 

insistence about the transit rights was closely related to the Middle Eastern situation 

where Germany was expected to take an action in Syria and Palestine, on the one hand, 

and intervene into the situation in Iraq based on the desire to help pro-German Geylani 

revolt in the region, on the other hand.  

In order to gain this right through a pact, it was claimed that the Germans offered 

the transfer of Aegean Islands to Turkey.
946

 The German officials denied these claims at 

that time. Yet, the German diplomatic papers indicate that such an offer, which included 

an island from the Aegean Sea together with an alteration along the Bulgarian border, 
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was definitely on the negotiation table.
947

 However, neither the location nor the name of 

the island is obvious from the diplomatic correspondence.  

As a matter of fact, both von Papen and Ribbentrop made a great deal of effort to 

render the proposal as vague as possible. Von Papen said that he would be content with 

saying that in case of the agreement, Germany would organize the borders in the region 

according to the Turkish interest after the war, rather than offering a specific island at 

that moment.
948

 Ribbentrop, in reply, said that Germany should be careful about its 

geographic formulations in terms of its offers; at least until the draft treaty was 

finalized.
949

 It should be noted that these offers are written as “interests” in the 

notebooks of İnönü, who later mentions that the Germans had changed their minds, 

attributing this behavior to the meeting that took place between Italian and German 

officials.
950

 

It should be emphasized that Ankara did not intend to get involved in a position 

like giving transit rights to Germany, which would directly clash with its responsibilities 

to the Allies, in return for territorial modifications.
951

  But the discussion over the islands 

continued until the German-Turkish Non-Aggression Pact was signed. Actually, the 

island negotiation was not novel to Turks in 1941, since it had also been an issue 

between Turkey and Britain just before the end of the British resistance in Greece with 

the proposal of London suggesting Turkey to occupy Lesvos and Chios temporarily with 
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the permission of Greece.
952

 Turkey also rejected this offer, on the grounds that it could 

cause trouble with the Germans,
953

 who would occupy the area soon afterwards, thus 

closing the area to the Allies.  

What is important in those offers of the British and the Germans, either in 

specific or vague, was the consideration of the parties that the Turkish foreign policy 

could have still been directed based on islands as a bargaining item. In other words, they 

thought that two years after the war broke out and despite multiple concerns of Turkey, 

the islands remained a soft spot for Ankara. In one sense, they were right that the 

islands, now from the north to the south, still constituted one of the important 

components of Turkish security understanding. The accelaration of the military 

preparations in the Western part of the country in order to safeguard the borders from a 

surprise attack
954

 at this uncertain period, in which those negotiations were taking place, 

reveals this fact.   

But, they were also inaccurate in two respects. First, the islands were epitomizing 

only one parameter of Turkish security understanding in the conditions on 1941. Second, 

the position of Turkey in 1941 designates that despite the geographic enclosure from the 

West, Ankara did not have any territorial claims,
955

 at least at this point of the course of 

events that any territorial gains would bring other commitments. In terms of the German 

case, for instance, Ankara’s aim was simply to constitute a non-aggression pact with the 

Germans yet without giving any transit rights and damaging its ties with the Allies. In 

this respect, the signing of the German-Turkish Friendship and Non-Aggression Pact in 
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June 1941, through which the parties promised to avoid aggressive acts towards each 

other,
956

 reflects the Turkish understanding in the sense that no secret protocol involving 

in transit passage or territorial gain was actualized.  

 After three days that the above-mentioned treaty was signed, Germany initiated 

the Operation Barbarossa against the Soviet Union, being a step that relieved the Turks, 

which were occasionally expecting an aggressive act from both sides since the beginning 

of the war. Thereafter, the importance of the Straits were doubled due to the Allied 

desire to transport supplies to Russia through these waterways, although this route could 

not be used owing to the Montreux responsibilities of Turkey as a nonbelligerent country 

on the one hand, and to the German control of the Aegean Sea in which submarine wars 

continued making the area dangerous, on the other hand.
957

  

Since the assistance could not be extended through the Straits, Britain and the 

Soviet Union decided to occupy Iran to make the necessary reinforcements. This move 

of the Allies caused anxiety in Turkey, which thought that a similar kind of intervention 

might occur in the Straits.
958

 In other words, the relief that Operation Barbarossa brought 

did not last so long, though Britain and the Soviets gave assurances that they did not 

have any plans concerning the Turkish territories.
959

 

The sole discomfort of Turkey about the Russian assistance was not related to the 

suspicions about the Straits. When the attention of both sides shifted towards the Middle 

East during the clash between Germany and the Soviets, the Axis presence in the 

Aegean, specifically regarding the Dodecanese this time, came up as a significant issue 
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for Ankara again, resulting in rising activity in the southern/southwestern flank of 

Anatolia.  

As was stated, Britain and the Soviet Union invaded Iran to constitute a corridor, 

and additionally to control the oil supplies in the region,
960

 between August and 

September 1941. The attention on the Middle East, however, especially in relation to the 

geography of Turkey, was not solely limited to Iran. Before that in June-July, Syria had 

been another focal point of the warring sides because both the aforementioned Geylani 

revolt in Iraq and Rommel’s advance in Egypt had forced the British to make an 

operation against Vichy forces in Syria to impede the region from being bases for 

Germany.
961

 But, the Allies continued to expect a German attack to Syria. In other 

words, the situation in the Middle East in 1941 was very complicated.  

In this atmosphere, the position of Turkey was vulnerable from two perspectives. 

On the one hand, Turkey was a barrier that stood between the Axis and the Middle East. 

Therefore, it was still in danger regarding a possible attack of the Germans, with a drive 

to the region. In case of such an act, the predictions about the probable defense 

especially in terms of Thrace were negative since the Turkish army against the German 

one was supposedly prone to defeat based on their comparative strength.  

On the other hand, in addition to the Turkish position in Thrace, the existence of 

the Italians and the Germans in the Dodecanese was another concern for Turkey,
962

 

especially because of the proximity of the islands to Syria. Actually, Turkey was still 

worried about the Aegean, which could be used as a base contributing to an attack from 
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Thrace. In other words, in the conditions of 1941, Turkey still had to take the region into 

consideration. İnönü says that during this year, “Turkey had mobilized its entire army 

and concentrated its forces in Thrace and on the shores of the Aegean.”
963

 This 

explanation also corresponds to the order of the government that summoned the reserve 

soldiers to the army in western Anatolia.
964

  

Likewise, the Allies were aware of the danger that Turkey faced.  It is seen from 

the American diplomatic papers that Britain discussed the fragile position of Turkey 

with the US, which was not an official party in the war at that time, despite its support 

for the Allies through the land-lease agreements. According to these two, despite the 

Turkish military deficiencies, Anatolia was topographically a much more suitable area 

than Syria for defense because of the “strong natural positions in Turkey along the line 

of Taurus mountains which the Allied forces would be able to occupy instead of having 

stand in Syria.”
965

 In other words, the Allies were determined to draw a defensive line 

getting through the southern Anatolia if Germany attempted to occupy Turkey from the 

west in order to reach Syria, which was more difficult to defend.  

In addition to the defensive line planned to be used with regard to the Middle 

East, another concern of the Allies was to utilize the Turkish air fields, which would be 

under the conduct of the Allied air forces for raids against the Dodecanese, the other 
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Aegean Islands, Greece, and the Rumanian oilfields.
966

 The damage on the islands, 

according to the discussions, would cut the German line of communication with the 

Balkans and the Rumanian oilfields, which were vital for the Axis.
967

 That means, 

Turkey, faced with a direct German threat from western Anatolia through Thrace and the 

Aegean, had been formulated both as a line of defense between the Axis forces and the 

Middle East, and as a point of attack to the Archipelago on its way to the Balkans and 

the Mediterranean at the same time, in case of an attack to Syria.  

 All these plans involving Turkey were directly tied to the Turkish entrance into 

the war if a possible occupation was put aside. It is necessary to note that apart from a 

probable benefit of Anatolia vis-à-vis the situation in the Middle East, the position of the 

Straits vis-à-vis the Soviets was still important. Therefore, it is not surprising to see that 

incentives for Turkey were always part of the Allied discussions. In a conversation with 

Eden, the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, the proposal of Stalin concurring 

with this period is interesting in this sense, because he frankly suggested that Turkey 

should receive the Dodecanese as well as certain areas in Bulgaria and Syria.
968

 

Although this view can be interpreted as a move for a Soviet demand about the Straits as 

Şevket Süreyya Aydemir did,
969

 it can also be understood from the perspective of giving 

incentive in order to push the Turks into the war.  

However, at the beginning of 1942, the course of events in terms of the Allies 

was far from the conditions that Turkey could voluntarily join the warring sides. In the 
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first half of 1942, the power of the Axis, at least, in terms of the Mediterranean, was still 

on the rise. In December 1941, the United States had entered the war based on the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, yet the US involvement would change balances in the 

Mediterranean from the second half of 1942. Therefore, in the first half of this year, 

Germany was still in an advantageous position in the Mediterranean, from the Aegean 

Islands, resulting in the impairment of the Allied traffic, to the North Africa, especially 

Libya. These were the facts that Turkey should have seriously considered since it was 

neighbor with the Axis throughout its Western borders.    

 Indeed, the next step that the Nazis would follow was unknown in the spring and 

summer of 1942, leading to multiple predictions about the succeeding goals of Hitler. 

Actually, Hitler’s foremost aim was to reach Caucasia since he thought that the Germans 

could continue the war only if they acquired oilfields therein.
970

  After Caucasia, it was 

assumed that the next target for Hitler would be Iraq, either from the north, or from 

Syria.
971

 Not surprisingly, any routes to these destinations could pass through Anatolia. 

Whenever Turkey became a point in war predictions related to the Nazi strategy, 

the Aegean Sea was taken into consideration, since Crete, the Dodecanese Islands, 

Sicily, Southern Italy, Greece, Samothrace, Lesvos and Chios were full of invasion 

troops, parachutists, Luftwaffe planes, invasion barges and E-boats.
972

 Ironically, while 

the islands were considered as a possible part of an Axis assault, they also constituted 

the excuse of Turkey in front of the Allies, in terms of resisting the desires of the latter, 

based on the danger that Anatolia was exposed to. 
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 Deringil explains that the relationship between the Allies and Turkey was 

strained at that time, although the parties tried to ignore their diametrically opposite 

views on certain issues for the sake of the alliance within this fragile period.
973

 The 

foreign diplomats in Ankara also questioned this wounded connection in a way that 

whether the attitude of Turkey could change owing to the setbacks on several fronts.
974

 

Indeed, the diplomats foresaw a crisis between Turkey and Britain in near future unless 

the military situation of the Allies changed; acknowledging the relationship between 

Turkey and the Allied parties depended on the military balances.
975

 But, these balances 

were prone to change during the second half of 1942.  

 Howard suggests that “the Mediterranean Strategy” of the Allies was in gestation 

during the second half of 1942 while it was born and legitimized at the Casablanca 

Conference in January 1943.
976

 One of the major components of this strategy, at least 

during the summer of 1942, was to cut the supply routes of the Germans in the 

Mediterranean, which remained an Axis dominated area, and to keep Malta.
977

 

According to Abulafia, Malta had been saved from Axis occupation because the Nazis 

had thought that what would determine the future of the Mediterranean war would not 

be Malta but North Africa,
978

 where General Rommel had advanced in the spring 

months.  
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Likewise, the aforementioned Mediterranean strategy of the Allies, while still 

involving an effort to open the sea routes, began to focus more on the North Africa, 

which would distract the German forces from the Soviet front leading to a failure of the 

Axis. This would also be appropriate to persuade the Americans who were supporting a 

more defensive approach in the Mediterranean,
979

 leading to occasional problems with 

the more offensive strategy of the British, as could be seen below in the case of the 

Dodecanesian campaign. Therefore, the implementation of this strategy with the support 

of the US troops balanced the position of the Allies in the North Africa with the Axis 

troops, since they landed on Algeria and Tunisia, made some progress in Libya, and 

sometimes downgraded the Axis forces into a defensive line. The fate of the 

Mediterranean was still far from a decisive victory in the end of 1942; though, a kind of 

balance between the parties had been constituted.   

 The aforementioned Mediterranean strategy had also implications for both the 

Dodecanese and Turkish foreign policy. First of all, the aim of the Allies in terms of 

leading the Nazis to dislocate the troops in order to deal with the clashes in the North 

Africa and the Soviet Union at the same time had direct impacts on the number of troops 

in the Dodecanese. The Turkish sources reported that the Axis authorities were 

withdrawing their troops from the bases on the islands of the Aegean Archipelago, not 

only in Chios, Samos, and Lesvos, but also in the Dodecanese group, in October 1942.
980

 

Based on this intelligence, it was being asserted that with this move, the Axis occupation 

of the Near East had become a distant probability in the critical periods of 1942 fall and 

winter, as opposed to the situation in the spring months during which an attack from the 
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islands to the region was expected.
981

 According to same sources, for the first time since 

the occupation of Crete, these Aegean bases were left in a vulnerable position for an 

Allied attack, which might take place in the first quarter of 1943.
982

 

The Allied forces tried to utilize this insecure position of the Dodecanese in the 

winter months through the raids against the major military bases of the Dodecanese 

group, especially the naval ones of Leros. However, to what extent they achieved to 

cause major damage through these raids remains as an enigma. Obviously, the fall of the 

Dodecanese could not be expected with the scattered raids since Rome had formulated 

the islands as the strongholds of Italy in the Mediterranean all through the interwar 

period. Therefore, it is no surprising to see that the Allied powers would begin to discuss 

a proper campaign against the Dodecanese throughout late 1942 and early 1943.  

 In all these talks, the discussion of the Dodecanese would go hand in hand with 

the possible position of Turkey. During the period in which the Allied powers began to 

gain ascendancy both in the Mediterranean through the North Africa and in Russia 

through the Soviet successes against the Nazi Germany, the British returned to their 

original position which pushed Turkey to enter the war.
983

 In other words, the Allied 

attitude in terms of ensuring Turkey’s position as friendly neutral country in the face of 

German pressure came to an end with the last months of 1942.  

According to the Turkish officials, the Axis was still influential in the Aegean 

Archipelago and the facilities as well as the war plans of the Allied forces were not 
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compatible with the regional situation.
984

 Therefore, Turkey should not have participated 

in the war in the direction of the Allied desires in these conditions on which President 

İnönü expressed his suspicions about “the eventuality of aggression” that the direction or 

pretexts could not be foreseen.
985

 The Allied parties regarded the stance of İnönü as a 

bugaboo in order to create solidarity in domestic politics as well as to carry out non-

belligerent foreign policy agenda, because according to them the threat of attack from 

the Dodecanese Islands had faded out with the transport of the German troops from the 

region to the North Africa, at least until the spring of 1943.
986

 

The power of the German deployment in the region would come out during 

1943. However, for the time being, Churchill asked for the Turkish participation 

regardless of the Axis power in the Dodecanese, since he desired the Turkish 

involvement in war through a Balkan front to compel the Germans and to balance the 

power of the Soviet Russia in the region around which the Germans were in retreat since 

November 1942.
987

 Turkey, in this respect, could be a key country in dealing with 

this.
988

  

This attitude is clearly seen at the Casablanca Conference, which took place 

between 14 and 24 January 1943, to determine the next Allied agenda regarding the 

European scene. When the conference ended, one of the objectives of the Allies had 

been settled as the constitution of the necessary conditions in order to make Turkey an 
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active ally.
989

 And, how this might be achieved focused again on the Dodecanese 

Islands. In one of the meetings of the Chiefs of Staff, Sir Alan Brooke from the Royal 

Army argued that the way which could make Turkey belligerent passed through making 

territorial promises about the Dodecanese, Syria, and Bulgaria.
990

 At this point, it should 

be stated that the understanding between the military and diplomatic circles especially in 

terms of Britain with regard to the Dodecanese was different from each other since the 

former was more interested in the practical side of the matter like bringing Turkey in; 

the latter had to take the Greek factor into consideration.  

In Casablanca, the Chiefs of Staff discussed other issues, concerning the 

relationship between the islands and the Turkish mainland, as well. It is important to 

note that the military officials frankly emphasized how the Dodecanese could be 

captured in a much easier way once Turkey joined the Allied side.
991

 They imagined 

Turkey’s involvement in war similar to the understanding of 1939, in terms of 

conducting an assault either from Turkey or with the Turks. However, the negotiations 

over Turkey and the Dodecanese were now much more complicated than the sole 

direction of a campaign against the Aegean Archipelago from Anatolia with the 

inclusion of Turkey on the warring side.  

A reverse scenario was also on the table. According to the British officers, the 

fall of Italy as well as the capture of the Dodecanese could induce Turkish entry into the 
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war,
992

 since it would clear the southwestern flank of Turkey, which had always been 

concerned with a direct threat from the islands. With this move, the eastern Aegean also 

would be opened to Allied shipping, which had been blocked since 1940.
993

 Therefore, 

according to the officials, the final document of 1943 strategy that the Allied Chiefs of 

Staff would prepare should involve the Dodecanese matter in one way or another.
994

   

 The idea of clearing the Aegean of the Axis in order to relieve the Turks, who 

then could enter the war, was mainly the idea of the British, especially of Churchill 

himself. Yet, the U.S. questioned this insistence of Britain. According to them, the 

primary aim of the Allied forces was Operation Husky, through which Sicily would be 

captured. This operation could not be achieved simultaneously with a campaign against 

the Dodecanese Islands.
995

 This divergence of opinions between the US and Britain over 

the primacy of a Dodecanese campaign persisted until the end of 1943. But despite this 

conflict, the parties continued to discuss the necessary preparations about Dodecanese 

during the Casablanca process.  

As was suggested above, in the minds of the British, the Dodecanese was 

fundamental to Turkey since it might enter the war with the Allied capture of the former. 

However, in order for the Allied powers to achieve this, Turkey would have to help them 

at the same time. Even if Turkey was non-belligerent at that time, it could provide 

valuable bases for the Allied forces to an extent that the capture of the islands could be 

handled through an air offensive from the airfields in Anatolia facing Rhodes, yet after 
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they were constructed or improved.
996

 The officials underlined that the military 

constructions, forces, and supplies were significant not only regarding the campaign in 

the Aegean Archipelago, but also regarding the proof about the ability of the Allies to 

send the necessary assistance about which the Turkey often complained.  

Just after Casablanca, on 30-31 January 1943, İnönü and Churchill met in Adana. 

During the Adana Conference, Churchill tried to persuade İnönü to participate in the 

war, but he refused him on the grounds that the Allied military assistance was not to the 

degree that had been promised.
997

 The Turkish concerns focused more on the post-war 

position of Soviet Russia and the question of the Straits, as the Achilles heel for 

Moscow. Definitely, the Soviet accomplishments against Germany had led to Turkish 

anxiety and Churchill had made an effort to relieve these fears during the meeting.
998

 It 

should be noted that after the conference, Churchill also had sent a letter to Stalin about 

the necessity to increase the transfer of arms to Turkey, as well as to ensure the Turks 

about their anxieties.
999

    

Apart from the necessity of transferring arms to Turkey, Churchill also 

emphasized the need to work on the construction and improvement of airfields in 

Anatolia, which were very important for Turkey.
1000

 Öztoprak writes that Britain asked 

for necessary permissions to use these airfields against the Rumanian oilfields even if 
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Turkey remained technically neutral.
1001

 In addition to Rumania, those bases would also 

be very helpful to attack to the Dodecanese and Crete.
1002

 Although Churchill does not 

mention the Aegean in relation to the Adana meetings in his memoirs, a report sent by 

the American Ambassador in Ankara indicates that the issue of the bases vis-à-vis 

Rumania, the Dodecanese, and Crete was mentioned during the meetings.
1003

 Although 

the Turks would reject the desires of Britain in terms of the bases, Turkey would assist 

the British forces through different means, other than the use of bases, during the 

Dodecanesian campaign in the autumn of 1943, as will be seen below. 

 Several conclusions can be drawn from the Adana meeting. Deringil argues that 

the aims of the parties were profoundly diverse.
1004

 Despite this fact, one of most 

concrete results of the meeting was the promise of Churchill to provide a more intense 

schedule of military assistance to Turkey in order to make it belligerent.
1005

 Another 

concrete result of the Adana meeting occured in the spring months of 1943 when the 

high ranking military officials of the both sides got together to discuss the details of 

Operation Hardihood, which included the conditions needed to make Turkey belligerent.  
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 These meetings are significant for this dissertation, because it is seen that action 

plan for the Dodecanese and other Aegean islands was brought into the agenda one more 

time although the Turks had no plan to enter the war in the short term. On the one hand, 

according to the Biritish Military Attaché of Ankara, the option of the right to use of the 

Anatolian airfields in the Dodecanesian campaign should have been seriously discussed 

instead of bringing Turkey into the war since the Turkish army was “more of a liability 

than an asset.”
1006

 Therefore, passive assistance from the Turks in the form of air bases 

was sufficient to determine the success or the failure of the attempt.
1007

  

On the other hand, the belligerency of Turkey was desired especially by 

Churchill, who had complained to Roosevelt about the stance of Ankara, which was 

demanding more equipment, despite the major military assistance the Allies had 

made.
1008

 In this respect, his efforts to make Turkey declare war continued, and he even 

asked his Foreign Secretary the possibility of giving Rhodes to Turkey as a reward for 

joining the Allied forces in the attack against the Dodecanese.
1009

  

Although the Foreign Secretary rejected him on the grounds that such an 

incentive could damage the relationship with Greece, which should have received most 

of the Dodecanese Islands after the war, owing to the Greek character of the region, the 

discussions about giving an island as a bribe persisted for a while within similar 

dynamics.
1010

 It should also be emphasized that the Foreign Secretary, while indicating 

the possible repercussions of a decision about the Dodecanese Islands on the Aegean 
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balance of power, also questioned the low probability of a positive result that such a 

policy could yield, owing to the reluctance of Ankara to risk war in return for territorial 

adjustment.
1011

   

Indeed, Turkey had already declared its negative position in terms of gaining 

additional territory. But, throughout those meetings, the standing of Turkey reflected a 

similar paradoxical situation, probably because of the different concerns of military and 

political circles similar to the above-mentioned Allied one. The British correspondence 

also implies this understanding.  

In this regard, while the Allies acknowledged that the Turkish political circles 

did not have any territorial ambitions, they mentioned the existence of such a desire in 

the military circles, though not in any way prevalent.
1012

 Yet, despite the absence of such 

aims, at least in the official political statements, it is interesting to see that the Turkish 

General Staff negotiated keenly over the plans, organizing who would attack where. For 

instance, while the Allies desired the Turks to handle the campaign towards the northern 

Aegean Islands, like Chios and Lesvos, the Turks insisted on the plans of 1940, in which 

the major target of attacks for the Turkish troops was the Dodecanese.
1013

  

The Turks explained the reasons behind this desire in strategic terms. Fevzi 

Çakmak stated, “if the British were undertaking the capture of the southern Aegean 

Islands, there would not be sufficient Allied aircraft to provide cover for the Turkish 

forces operating further north.”
1014

 But, it can be argued that Turkey’s ongoing 

insistence went beyond strategic matters, in other words, carried some considerations, at 
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least for the post-war negotiations, especially if the nature of these negotiations are kept 

in mind, as will be displayed below. A similar understanding was prevalent also in the 

official correspondence of the Allies, who suspected possible consequences of active or 

passive assistance of Turkey in the Dodecanese campaign in terms of the Turkish claims 

over the region in postwar settlements.
1015

  

The Allied officials asserted that Turkey felt as if it had been forced to enter the 

war, about which Fevzi Cakmak was ordered by his government not to discuss anything 

other than defensive matters of Anatolia.
1016

 But, the attitude of him was sometimes so 

conflictual that he could even insist on the region in which the Turkish forces should 

land. That is to say, even if Ankara wanted to stay out of war, it had to discuss the 

details of war. Likewise, even if it was always emphasized that Turkey did not have any 

territorial ambitions, it made some calculations for the post-war period. As was 

suggested above, inconsistency is a word that defines the nature of the meetings that 

took place in the spring of 1943, from the perspectives of both two parties. However, it 

also should be stated that such contradictions may have been the result of different focal 

points of diplomacy/politics and military strategy. 

 In the Allied meetings during the spring of 1943, the details of Operation 

Accolade (Dodecanese) were discussed while the fate of Operation Husky (Sicily) was 

shown as cancelled.
1017

 But as opposed to this orientation, it was the Dodecanese 

operation that was cancelled during the summer. After the capture of the strategic island 

of Pantelleria in June 1943, the Allies launched Operation Husky in July 1943, after 
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which the fall of Mussolini and gradual invasion of Italy took place.
1018

 The armistice of 

Italy on 8 September 1943 with the Allies was a significant development for course of 

war in Europe and in the Mediterranean. But, while the situation in the Mediterranean 

drew closer to certainty with the Allied victory, the position of the Dodecanese led to 

further complications especially in terms of the Italian surrender in the islands and the 

future action of the Allies in the region. 

 Actually, during the period between the beginning of Operation Husky and the 

surrender of Italy, the Dodecanese was still on the agenda of Churchill, even if not in the 

one of the Allies in common. According him, the most important strategic benefit of the 

capture would be entrance of Turkey into the war with the control of the Aegean 

Archipelago.
1019

 In other words, Churchill thought that the most important obstacle on 

the way of Turkish involvement in the war was the Axis domination in the area and the 

opening of the Aegean Sea would bring Turkey in the war. In this sense, throughout the 

summer of 1943, the British officials tried to arrange the capture of the Dodecanese 

while the Italian surrender was coming up. However, the plan of the British could not be 

materialized during this period, due to the use of the scarce resources in other operations 

and the conflict of strategy between the US and Britain. 

Indeed, according to the US officials, Churchill was obsessed with the Eastern 

Mediterranean because of the political gains related to the postwar settlements more than 

anything else.
1020

 Therefore, the US strongly resisted the peripheral Mediterranean 

strategy of Britain during the Quebec meeting of August 1943, after which the necessary 
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troops were sent to Italy, thus making the Dodecanese a low-priority initiative.
1021

 But, 

when the Italian surrender seemed imminent, Churchill began to exert pressure again on 

the Middle Eastern Command. According to the strategic anticipations of the Allies, the 

Italian troops, which were 35,000 on Rhodes at that time, would not resist and even 

assist the British forces in dealing with the Germans, decreasing the need to transfer 

troops from the Middle East.
1022

  

According to the British, the Allies had to take the control of the region as soon 

as possible because if the Germans occupied the islands, there would be no chance of the 

Allies to bring Turkey in the war, and to open a Balkan front, the idea of Churchill, with 

the help of the Turks. Another British fear was the surrender of the islands to Turks 

about which the British intelligence was claiming that the negotiations between the 

Dodecanese governorate and the Turkish state were taking place through the Italian 

Consulate in İzmir during August 1943.
1023

  

The correspondence indicates that the British Foreign Office was discussing the 

“danger” of an Italian surrender to Turkey,
1024

 not being very different from the 

dynamics of 1940. Although the officials acknowledged that Turkey was a country that 

did not have any imperialist tendencies in general, they also emphasized that the matter 

for the Turks was strictly related to its security and strategy,
1025

 indicating that Turkey 

was seriously interested in the issue. What these documents demonstrate is that the 

different components of the British politics were volatile about the islands vis-à-vis 
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Turkey. While the military circles frequently discussed giving certain islands to Turkey 

to make it enter the war, the Foreign Office feared any action that could justify the 

Turkish claims over the region in the future.  

The similar concerns would come to the surface again with the official Italian 

surrender on the mainland. The British Ambassador in Ankara, Knatchbull-Hugessen 

informed the Foreign Office in October 1943 that German Ambassador Von Pappen had 

frankly stated to the Turkish officials that Germany had little interest in the Dodecanese, 

and Mussolini’s government could surrender the islands to Turkey
1026

 in order to ensure 

the non-belligerency of Ankara. The reply of Numan Menemencioğlu, who stated that 

“even if Badoglio Government had made such proposal, the Turkish government could 

not entertain it because Italy’s unconditional surrender had given the Allies a mortgage 

on all Italian possessions,”
1027

  was a relief for Britain, which did not want to deal with 

any diplomatic problems at that time, concerning the Turkish-Greek relationship over 

the Dodecanese.  

 However, abstaining from a diplomatic problem, the Allies, with the famous 

“improvise and dare” strategy of Churchill, had taken a step towards a major military 

problem that would continue more than two months. Between 9 and 20 September 1943, 

the Allied forces started the Dodecanese operation after the Italian surrender and landed 

on Kastellorizo, Kos, Leros, Samos, Scarpanto, Kalimnos, Symi, and Stampalia.
1028

  

Although the Allied forces took control of the above-mentioned islands in the first days, 

Rhodes remained under the occupation of the Germans. The most important determinant 

for the fate of the campaign was Rhodes, the key of the whole group, which Winston 

                                                             
1026

 Ibid., War Cabinet Distribution, From Angora to Foreign Office, 2 October 1943. 
1027

 Ibid. 
1028

 For a more detailed account, see The National Archives, WO 106/3255, Dodecanese Diary. 



337 
 

Churchill pressured the military officials to capture although the officials had reiterated 

the impossibility of such an action, due to the fact that the Italian forces on the island 

had surrendered to the Germans rather than resisting them, as the British desired and 

expected.
1029

  

 The Germans, who were strong on Rhodes and were determined to defend the 

island at all cost, also aimed at capturing the above-mentioned islands under the 

occupation of the Allies after a couple of days passed. A major battle between the 

German and the Allied forces began in the region. One of the most important 

battlegrounds was Kos, as the only island in the Dodecanese group with suitable airfield 

other than Rhodes.
1030

 The Allied officials were aware of the fact that as long as the 

Germans had control of Rhodes, keeping Kos and using its airfields were almost 

impossible.
1031

  

This knowledge became a reality with the German air assaults until 4 October, 

when the Nazi forces completely occupied Kos. Thereafter, the German air and naval 

forces together with the paratroopers occupied the other islands in the hands of the 

Allies one by one. On 22 November 1943, all the Allied forces including the Italians had 

been evacuated from the Dodecanese Islands to the facing coast through the boats.
1032

 

The “improvise and dare” ended in fiasco.  
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 The Dodecanese campaign that the British had negotiated much since 1939 was a 

thorough defeat for the Allies. Military historians explain several reasons for this. For 

instance, according to Smith and Walker, since the key of the group was Rhodes, when 

it fell into the hands of the Nazis, the Allies should have either abandoned the whole 

operation or captured this island before dealing with the others.
1033

 This strategic 

argument, on the other hand, is strictly related to the other facts about the campaign. One 

of them is the German aerial superiority to the Allied one because Hitler had well 

understood the importance of the Aegean combat, especially in terms of its probable 

impacts on Turkey, hence in the Dardanelles and the Balkans; thus, transferred troops 

and planes to the region at the expense of the other areas.
1034

  

Indeed, when his commanders suggested the evacuation of the Dodecanese 

Islands since Germany was no longer in an offensive position in the Mediterranean; 

Hitler had objected to this idea, stating that “the attitude of our allies in the southeast and 

Turkey's attitude is determined solely by their confidence in our strength. Abandonment 

of the islands would create a most unfavourable impression.”
1035

 Churchill quotes this 

statement in his memoirs, in which he says that the Dodecanese campaign had justified 

Hitler,
1036

 implying that after this defeat Turkey did not want to declare belligerency 

with reason.  

Another reason for the defeat was the disagreement between the British and the 

Americans, based on the necessity of the operation, which had prevented the Middle 
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Eastern Command to dedicate necessary troops and military equipment to the 

Archipelago. Yet, it should be noted that even if the Allies had more planes, they lacked 

the necessary airfields in the region. This explains the Allied insistence on holding Kos, 

which had the only suitable airfield other than Rhodes at that time. This issue of the 

airfields, as a strategic deficit of the Allied campaign, brings us to the role of Turkey in 

this operation.  

 Putting the local impacts of the war took place within a “shouting” distance of 

the Anatolian territory aside; the Dodecanese campaign of the Allied powers had been a 

significant element in Turkish foreign policy. Since the military authorities of the Allies 

had already known the problem of the ports necessary for the dispatch of the military 

supplies, the British had begun to pressure the Turkish authorities for help right after the 

Italian surrender not only in terms of shipping, but also in terms of provision of the 

supplies to an extent that in the British aid memorandum sent to Turkey, London 

reminded the assistance that they had sent in previous year, as a circumstance it was 

time to repay.
1037

  

The stance of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not so positive toward 

the desire of the Allies to ship military supplies. Menemencioğlu questioned the intent of 

the request and even the 1939 treaty, whether it was a way of bringing Turkey into the 

war.
1038

 Indeed, while the Turkish Minister seemed much more reconcilable in civilian 

dispatches, the desire to transfer ammunition and petroleum set off a crisis in Ankara.
1039

 

The British archival material shows that after this exigency in the diplomatic situation, 
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the Allied officials discussed even the transfer of the supplies without the consent of 

Turkey:  

 

It is doubtful whether it would in any case be practicable to remove 

and despatch munitions from dumps without Turkish consent, but in 

my considered view it would be most unwise to try. When the facts 

came to the ears of government, as they would be bound to do, 

Minister for Foreign Affairs would suspect us of trying to them into 

the war as the Germans did in 1914, and Minister for Foreign Affairs 

would be on good wicket with us cancelling present supply 

arrangements to the Islands and declining to co-operate in wider 

matters.
1040

 

 

 

 At the end of this tough diplomatic process, the parties found a way to solve the existing 

problem via the utilization of the Red Crescent, through which both the civilian and 

military supplies were sent to the nearby islands together, so Turkey could claim the 

transfer as a normal relief operation if necessary.
1041

 The Allies frequently sent 

dispatches to the islands from Turkey by means of boats beginning with the end of 

September, when the clashes began. However, it also should be emphasized that they 

carried out all these operations secretly. Even the Soviet Russia had no knowledge about 

the Turkish-British cooperation. For instance, during a colloquium with the Russians, 

who complained about the Turkish neutrality and unhelpfulness, the British Ambassador 

of Ankara, Huggesen, tried to correct the impression by stating that the Turks were more 

forthcoming, yet without saying anything about the operations that took place between 

the islands and the Turkish mainland.
1042

 According to Hugessen, Turkey’s stance was 

improving every day. The transfers sat in a systematic pattern, based on the transfer of 
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the munitions from the Turkish ports coming from the Middle East with special 

trains.
1043

 

 The assistance of Turkey during the campaign went beyond the provision and 

shipping of the supplies. The Turkish territorial waters became a refuge for the Allied 

forces. Hugessen noted that during days of clashes, special boats and even destroyers 

withdrew to Turkish waters, especially at nights. The Turkish authorities remained silent 

about these occasional cases, although they were well aware of the every incident taking 

place within their borders.
1044

 Putting this willful ignorance aside, Turkey arranged even 

the “non-functioning of a visible lighthouse in the Aegean peninsula” in order to help 

the British naval forces.
1045

  

Despite the British efforts to keep the Turkish attitude secret, the Germans sent 

Turkey a note of protest about its non-neutral attitude.
1046

 But, the major accusation of 

Germany was specifically related to the British use of the Turkish airfields in the 

Aegean region,
1047

 although it should be stated that Turkey did not permit the use of its 

air fields in the region at any time during the war,
1048

 despite its assistance to the Allies, 

as was suggested above.  

The reason behind the Eden-Menemencioğlu meeting that was held in Cairo on 

6-8 November 1943 was specifically related to this issue. Before that, during the 

Moscow Conference that began on 19 October 1943 among the Foreign Ministers of the 

US, Soviet Russia, and Britain; the Soviet Commissar Molotov had declared the Russian 
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desire for Turkey to enter the war immediately.
1049

 However, the Americans were 

against forcing Turkey to enter the war since they knew that Turkish belligerency would 

necessitate arms and supplies, thus supporting the idea of the ability to use the Turkish 

air bases instead.
1050

  At the end of the conference, the Allies had decided to tell the 

Turks to enter the war as soon as possible, yet in the meantime to give the necessary 

rights to use the air fields in Anatolia to the Allied forces,
1051

somewhat compiling the 

two ideas.   

Eden presented this decision to the Turkish Foreign Minister at the afore-

mentioned Cairo meeting. According to the British, the Allied troops would neutralize 

Rhodes and Kos with the use of the airfields in Anatolia, if Turkey agreed to enter the 

war or permit the use of its airbases.
1052

 Menemencioğlu stated that Turkey was not 

against to be a warring side, yet wanted political guarantees for its territorial integrity in 

the postwar settlements, obviously indicating the Soviet threat. He also asked for the 

necessary military aid, which was not being provided as the Allies had promised.
1053

  

In terms of the use of the air bases, on the other hand, Turkish reply was 

definitely negative since any permission for the Allied use of the Anatolian airfields 

would mean intervention in the war, to which German forces could give an answer of 

retaliation against the Turkish cities.
1054

 In his memoirs of the Second World War, 

Churchill says that the Turks refused the British offers to supply the necessary arms in 
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order to deal with such retaliation, but they were justifiable in their standing since the 

Allied failure in the Dodecanese campaign occurred before their eyes.
1055

 

Despite the Turkish stance, the active involvement of Turkey in the war and the 

utilization of the Aegean airfields as soon as possible as the islands persisted to occupy 

the agenda of the Allies even after the evacuation of the British forces from the 

Dodecanese. The Allied meetings in Cairo that took place between 22 and 26 November 

1943 show that despite the British defeat in the Dodecanese, the idea of capturing the 

islands did not come to an end. According to the report of the Middle Eastern Command, 

it was still necessary to capture especially Rhodes in order to cut the German ring in the 

Aegean Sea while the success of the operation depended on the Turkish position.
1056

 

This stance was twofold. On the one hand, Turkey could attack the other minor islands 

after the capture of Rhodes, with the exception of Lemnos, where the Germans were 

heavily fortified, showing the military understanding to utilize Turkey in the 

Dodecanese again. On the other hand, the Turkish airfields, which were ready except 

those two across from Rhodes under construction, would be utilized in the action.
1057

  

 The situation in the Aegean together with the fate of Turkey was an important 

topic of discussion also in Tehran between 28 November and 1 December 1943, when 

the Allies discussed the future of the war. The British insistence on the Turkish 

belligerency together with the capture of the Dodecanese persisted on the grounds that it 

would open the Dardanelles to the Allies, making the issue of supplies to the Soviets 
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easier.
1058

 Besides, with the Turkish interference, the situation in the Balkans, especially 

with regard to Romania and Bulgaria, would be reversed, making the fall of these two 

countries imminent.
1059

  

The plans of the British about the Turkish involvement progressed hand in hand 

with the Dodecanesian campaign again. The authorities in the conference acknowledged 

the indispensability of dealing with the islands if Turkey entered the war.
1060

 This 

acknowledgement indicates that while the Turkish involvement in the capture of the 

islands was always been a significant element in the Dodecanesian problem, the reverse 

angle still persisted to be an important matter, too. That is to say, according to the 

officials, the Turkish belligerency could be rendered unnecessary unless the 

Dodecanese, specifically Rhodes, was captured and the way along the Aegean, thus the 

Straits and the Balkans, was opened.   

However, the Allied military authorities challenged the British obsession with 

the Turkish involvement in the war and in the Dodecanesian campaign, thus with the 

utilization of the Aegean and the Straits. According to them, even if Turkey entered the 

war, it would take six to eight months to open the Dardanelles because another operation 

in the Aegean would necessitate the change of bases as well as military assistance to 

Turkey which would mean time in any way.
1061

 The airfields in Turkey, which were 
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usable and in construction as the ones across from Rhodes should have been streamlined 

both for heavy and medium bombers.
1062

  

The only concern of the Soviets and the Americans about the future 

Dodecanesian campaign was not related to the problems of strategy and equipment 

regarding Turkey in order to open the shipping way. It was also firmly tied to the fact 

that the above-mentioned assistance to Turkey and the transfer of troops to the region 

would postpone Operation Overlord; in other words, the Battle of Normandy, which was 

regarded as the key campaign that would bring the end of the war.
1063

 The Soviet 

commissar Molotov challenged both the Turkish entrance and the capture of the islands 

if those actions would mean the reschedule of Operation Overlord.
1064

 Throughout the 

Tehran Conference, the British officials made efforts to explain the merits of Turkish 

belligerency together with an attempt on the Dodecanese at the expense of Overlord, 

Fiume, or Andaman Islands, which were all discussed in terms of possible places of 

campaign.  

 However, it should be emphasized that apart from the need to persuade the 

Russians and Americans, the British officials had to deal also with their own institutions 

in terms of the Turkish assistance in the war. Although the idea of the military circles, 

was prone to a mutual attack with the Turks against the Dodecanese about which they 

assumed Turkey had an ardent desire of offensive based on a false evaluation or 

intelligence, the diplomatic circles were against any involvement of Turkey in the 
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Dodecanese.
1065

 They rather advocated the use of Turkish troops against the 

“undisputedly Greek” islands, in the northern part of the Archipelago.
1066

 Obviously, 

this negotiation was a repetition of the previous years’ discussions. Whenever the 

Turkish involvement in an attack concerning the Archipelago was discussed, it had 

become a tradition to debate the future of the islands, giving clues about the possible 

British standing on the postwar settlement of the region.  

 The debates during the Tehran Conference show that Roosevelt challenged the 

issue of the Dodecanese that Churchill had formulated. Roosevelt and Churchill argued 

even over the number of forces that should be sent to Turkey as well as the military 

equipment that would be necessary for the Dodecanese campaign.
1067

 Roosevelt urged 

Churchill about not to promise anything before the Allies had made the necessary 

inquiries on the forces neeed for the operations on Italy, England, and Indian Ocean.
1068

 

The reply of Churchill, who stated that he had not made any promises to the Turks for 

the moment and he was not even sure that İnönü would meet the Allies in Cairo, which 

had been decided as a point of meeting with the Turks one more time,
1069

 is important in 

terms of showing the stance of Turks still insisting on non-belligerency.  

 As opposed to the suspicions of Churchill, İnönü and Menemencioğlu met the 

Allied leaders in Cairo between 4 and 7 December 1943. The Allies, especially 

Churchill, reiterated their insistence on Turkey’s entering the war during this meeting, 

especially indicating February 1944. Turkey accepted the war in principle, but repeated 
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the military weakness of the country against the Germans and demanded a program of 

supplies. This led to a series of meetings between the Allied and Turkish officers in 

Ankara to discuss the military issues for Turkish preparations.
1070

  However, despite the 

decisions taken in Cairo and the negotiations between the military officials in Ankara, 

Turkey’s decision to remain non-belligerent continued. In other words, Turkey did not 

enter the war in February 1944, as the British desired, and the aforementioned military 

negotiations came to an end due to the Turkish resistance to accept the certain conditions 

about the military assistance, like the geographies on which the Allies wanted to 

construct bases or the appointment of personnel in the army to train the Turkish staff.
1071

 

 All these disagreements were excuses masking the Turkish resistance to enter the 

war. Turkish Chief of General Staff, on the other hand, explained the reason for the 

Turkish reluctance as the possibility of a Nazi attack since the Germans were still strong 

on the islands through which they could deal a blow to the big Turkish cities,
1072

 as they 

could do from Bulgaria. In other words, the German existence in the islands seemed to 

have still been one of the parameters for Turkish foreign policy in a period that the Nazis 

were being pushed backward on all fronts.  

While Turkey was careful about the German existence in the Dodecanese, 

Germany was rather concerned with the possibility of the Turkish involvement in war. It 

is seen that even during January 1944, the Germans were still sending troops to the 

Dodecanese from Crete.
1073

 This movement of the German troops was directly related to 

the increasing pressure of the Allies on Turkey, which could enter the war and then 
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launch an offensive against the region. The suspicion of the Germans about another 

campaign towards the Dodecanese with the help of the Turks had ascended to such a 

degree that the Nazis bombed the building of the Turkish Consulate General in Rhodes, 

in order to intimidate the Turkish government, resulting in the deaths of two consulate 

officials together with the wife of the Consul General, Selahattin Ülkümen in February 

1944.
1074

  

While the Germans were expecting the Turkish belligerency in the first months 

of 1944, the relationship between Turkey and the Allied countries was far from 

compromising, as the Germans supposed. Instead, the Turkish negotiations with the 

Allied military and diplomatic officers had reached an impasse. In the spring of 1944, as 

Turkey had not decided to enter the war, the British stopped their shipments to Anatolia, 

stating that Ankara had not fulfilled its duties under the terms of the 1939 treaty.
1075

  

During the period in which the relationship between Turkey and the Allies was in 

sharp decline, the Allied parties accused Ankara of being the whole reason that the 

Aegean remained an Axis Sea.
1076

 In other words, the closure of the Aegean Sea, the 

security threat of which had been felt by the Turks throughout the war, was regarded 

both as the reason and the result of the Turkish refusal to war.  

 When Turkey and the Allies overcame the deadlock and Turkey declared the 

termination of the diplomatic contacts with Germany in August 1944, based on the 

necessities of Turkish foreign policy, especially in terms of the future need for support 

over certain issues such as the ones of the Straits, the position of Turkey in relation to 
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the Dodecanese was addressed again in a way that according to the Allies, Turkish 

airbases would now be effectively used in defeating the Germans on the islands.
1077

  

Therefore, it was not a coincidence that nearly at the same time with the 

evacuation of Greece, beginning in September 1944, another operation involving the 

islands, including the Dodecanese, the Cyclades, and northern Aegean ones was 

discussed. The discussion about the possible use of the Turkish troops in such a 

liberation task or from another perspective, the probable intention of the Turks to occupy 

the islands the Germans had evacuated became a subject again.
1078

 While the Foreign 

Office emphasized that neither Britain nor Greece could welcome such an 

involvement,
1079

 the British officials in Ankara stated that they did not see any signs that 

Turkey had such intentions.
1080

  

These debates about the islands demonstrated another epoch of the vicious cycle 

took place throughout the war about the nature of the Turkish intervention on the issue 

although the British could not handle a proper operation against the Dodecanese without 

the assistance of the Turks, both due to the necessities of extra troops and equipment and 

to the geographic characteristics of the region. Parallel to this equation, while the 

evacuation of Greece was being realized step by step, the actions involving the 

Dodecanese remained at the level of particular raids.  

From October 1944 to May 1945, when the Germans surrendered, the British 

forces together with Greek commandos made several assaults on the islands. During this 
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period, the Allies seized several islands like Scarpanto and Samos.
1081

 However, beyond 

the raids usually declared as successful, the Germans continued to control the majority 

of the islands until May 1945, when Nazi Germany formally surrendered. Within the 

same month of the surrender, the German troops in the Dodecanese were still able to 

cause serious casualties on the Allied side during the raids,
1082

 justifying the Turkish fear 

about the region.   

 When the surrender took place on May 1945, Turkey had protected its territory 

from any assault that could be directed from the Balkans, from the North Eastern 

frontier, as well as from the Aegean Archipelago. The relationship between the islands 

and the Turkish mainland during the Second World War indicates that the Dodecanese 

had always been an important subject during the diplomatic and military negotiations 

between Ankara and the Allied officials. Since these islands were in an important 

strategic location not only vis-à-vis Anatolia but also vis-à-vis the Middle East and the 

Balkans that were vital areas for the fate of the Allied troops, the capture and the control 

of the islands dominated the agenda in those discussions, which were not free of 

contradictions and the conflicts, although Turkey implemented a foreign policy of non-

belligerency throughout the war and the plans in the minds of the Allied officials could 

never been realized. As can be seen from the above narrative, the course of events in the 

region, on the other hand, continued to play a role in the decision of Turkey to stay out 

of the war.  

 

                           The Other Side of the Island-Mainland Relationship:  

           Refugees and Humanitarian Assistance  
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The strategic matters had always taken prominence over the other issues with regard to 

the Dodecanese. This is not surprising if the conditions of the Second World War are 

kept in mind. But the supremacy of military and diplomatic strategy to protect the 

country from the devastation of the war regarding not only the Aegean but also the other 

parts of the country, does not mean that Turkey dealt with the Dodecanesian dynamic 

only with regard to an attack, capture, or occupation. The documents show that Turkey 

was concerned with other issues, as well. Two major issues in which Turkey was 

involved during the war were migration in diverse forms, on the one hand, and 

humanitarian assistance, on the other hand.  

 First of all, the migration between the islands and the mainland was a 

multidimensional phenomenon that had begun long before the outbreak of the Second 

World War. As was suggested in the previous chapters, after 1935, not only Italian 

soldiers, but also the members of the Turkish and Greek communities began to flee the 

islands to the nearest coast for a variety of reasons. While the soldiers were usually 

deserters running away from being sent to Abyssinia; the Turks and especially the 

Greeks, sought to flee from the fascist policies of the new governor of the Dodecanese, 

De Vecchi, who came to the office in 1936.
1083

 These movements between the islands 

and the mainland led to problems between Turkey and Italy, especially in terms of the 

Greeks and Turks because the governor of the Dodecanese claimed that Ankara was 

promoting Kemalist sentiments within the Turkish community of the islands while 

turning a blind eye to Greek fugitives, who were going onto the other Greek islands or to 
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the Greek mainland from Anatolia.
1084

 These stories reveal that the movements of the 

Dodecanesians were not peculiar to the period of the Second World War.  

What was new about the migration practices during the war, however, was its 

character since it was closely related to the war time conditions and its intensity, which 

could not be compared to the numbers of the interwar period. In this respect, it should 

also be stated that the migration that was closely associated with the war time 

circumstances was not confined to 1943, when the Dodecanesian campaign took place, 

although the literature about the issue has a tendency to analyze the Dodecanesian 

migration in this manner.
1085

 This approach is understandable because of the huge flux 

that occurred during the campaign as well as the nature of the Turkish archival material 

concerning the previous years, which deals with the issues and the numbers without 

making separation between the northern Aegean islands and the Dodecanese. However, 

despite these facts, it is necessary to emphasize that the escape of the people from the 

Dodecanese Islands began with the entrance of Italy into the war and persisted until the 

surrender of the Nazis in 1945.  

One of the most important reasons for the migration to the mainland was famine. 

The Dodecanese Islands, with the exception of Rhodes and Kos, did not have sufficient 

cultivable lands for agriculture to feed the population. The economy of the islands has 

always depended on the fishing/sponge fishing activities and the trade with Anatolia. As 

Chapter Four designated, any problem or obstacle in those activities led to economic 

problems in the islands. Therefore, when Italy became a belligerent country, the fact that 
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the trade with the Anatolia decreased led to serious problems in the economy of the 

islands. From the archival documents, it seems that Britain, while imposing blockade in 

the region, was attentively following the attitude of Turkey in this respect, to the extent 

that the British spies in coastal areas like İzmir and Marmaris were writing about the 

merchants and their activities.
1086

  

Turkey, because of the necessities of its own economy in war conditions, the 

security problems in the Aegean, and the British attitude, strictly controlled the 

commercial activities in the coastal areas.
1087

 Apart from the efforts to suppess 

smuggling, the Turkish government was also taking decisions to prohibit the export of 

certain items, like iron drums, with which specific products, like olive oil, were being 

transported between the islands and the mainland.
1088

 In other words, the mentality of 

the Turkish government, which had focused on keeping certain materials useful for 

Turkey itself within the country, further limited the economic relationship between the 

Dodecanese and Anatolia, leading to serious problems within the Aegean Archipelago. 

The fact that the cabinet issued specific decrees that arranged the shipments to the 

islands for various reasons
1089

 shows the desire of the Turkish government to control all 

the commercial transfers between the two coasts. 

However, the hunger on the islands was not just tied to the cessation of the 

island-mainland commercial relations and to the British blockade around the region, but 

to the Italian administration, which tried to stockpile the basic necessities for the military 
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needs, generally by taking the provisions of the civilians.
1090

 An interview that I 

conducted in 2013 in order to draw a general picture of the war years in the Dodecanese, 

also indicated this point. The informant, Sadi Nasuhoğlu, a Turk from Rhodes who had 

lived through the war years, explained that the Italians had occupied his family’s farms 

in order to control the agricultural yields for military purposes.
1091

  

Despite the military precautions, both the soldiers and civilians felt hunger in the 

islands because, in the absence of the interaction with Anatolia, the administration tried 

to bring weekly dispatches of basic necessities from Italy, but the service was usually 

disrupted and thus the supplies from the Italian mainland were erratic.
1092

 Thus, what the 

Dodecanesians faced after 1940 was strict food rationing imposed on them by the 

authorities,
1093

 although even these limited rations were not distributed regularly. 

According to the British reports concerning 1940-1941, the food problem on the islands 

was so acute that the Italian army might have surrendered its troops in the near 

future.
1094

  

 Although the Italians did not surrender as expected at this time, this food 

shortage led people to flee to the Anatolian coasts. According to the British intelligence, 

beginning with November 1940, both the Italian soldiers and the civilian people had fled 

the Dodecanese to the coasts of Anatolia.
1095

 All of the people coming to Anatolia, 
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including the deserter soldiers, cited hunger as the reason for their act.
1096

 It should be 

noted that the archival material on the issue are fragmented and incomplete; therefore, 

reaching exact figures for the refugees and internees/prisoner of wars coming from the 

Dodecanese cannot be determined accurately. However, the documents indicate that 

people were coming from the Dodecanese Islands before 1943.  

 For example, one of the statistics of İskân Umum Müdürlüğü (Administration of 

Public Settlement) demonstrates that from the spring of 1941 until the spring of 1943, 

the total number of the Greek refugees leaving the islands, both from the northern 

Aegean ones which was under the occupation of the Nazis and from the Dodecanese 

Islands, was 22,909.
1097

 Although the proportion of this figure regarding the division 

between the Dodecanese Islands and the northern Greek Islands like Chios, from which 

mass refugee flows occurred during this period for the same reasons of war and 

famine,
1098

 is not clear and although the number contains only the Greeks, this report is 

important. It shows that the coastal Anatolia regardless of a geographic division was 

dealing with a serious problem of refugees and how the Turkish government was 

uncomfortable about this problem.  

For the latter phenomenon, the report stated that the government should have 

taken the necessary civil and military measures in order to prevent further exodus, which 

was causing thousands of liras of damage to the state budget.
1099

 These measures were 
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directly related to the Turkish declaration in 1942 that Turkey would not accept refugees 

anymore,
1100

 although this decision would not be imposed properly in practice.  

On the other hand, it is seen that Anatolia was not the final destination of these 

Greek refugees. Ankara implemented specific policies through which the refugees were 

made to return to the place where they did come, were sent to the Allied refugee camps 

in Syria and Cyprus or sent to the Allied POW camps in Egypt in case they were 

soldiers.
1101

  

The refugee problem was not limited to Greek islanders. Turkish islanders also 

migrated to the facing mainland. But, the Turkish government dealt with this group in a 

different way. In this respect, a decree belonging to 1941 states that the people of 

Turkish kin coming from the Aegean Islands, together with the ones from the Western 

Thrace before April 1941, would be granted the rights of refugees and immigrants 

(serbest göçmen) since the chances of sending them back to the places from which they 

were originated were almost nonexistent.
1102

 

 Although to what extent the Dodecanesians took the advantage of this decree is 

questionable since the exact numbers are not known, it is important to note that the path 

of Turks was different from that of the Greek civilians. But, it also should be 

emphasized that being classified in the category of immigrants did not necessarily bring 

freedom to these refugees even if they managed to avoid being sent to the refugee camps 

in foreign countries, because the government was trying to control this population which 

should have returned to its hometowns after the war ended. For instance, the Turkish 
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Dodecanesians who migrated from Rhodes and Kos after the war of 1943 were restricted 

to leave the city of Muğla, which was located just across from these islands.
1103

 

 While the movements of the people between the coasts was a problem for 

Turkish foreign and domestic politics, the economic and the morale conditions of the 

people, who continued to live on the islands of the Aegean Archipelago was another 

matter that Turkey had to be involved in throughout the war period. Yet, the assistance 

made for the Greek mainland and the northern Greek islands because of the great famine 

that began with the Italian occupation and reached to an unbearable level after that of the 

Germans generally dominates the academic literature regarding the Turkish aid, 

especially for the period between 1940 and 1942.
1104

  

It is seen that, however, Turkey had made some assistance also to the 

Dodecanese after the economic difficulties began on the islands. Ankara, which gave 

orders to suspend the traffic between the Turkish coasts and the Dodecanese, had 

declared that the Red Crescent had decided to send a supply of food for the children and 

the hospital as well as for the Turkish Consul, who telegrammed that the staff of the 

Consulate was struggling with hunger.
1105

 Thereafter, the Red Crescent had sent a 

dispatch to Rhodes from Marmaris under the name of the Italian Red Cross, consisting 
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of rice, olive oil, sugar, fish, and livestock (goats) worthed five thousand Turkish 

liras.
1106

  

The access of the Dodecanesians to food during these years did not take place 

only in terms of the aid made by the Red Crescent. That is to say, although the Turkish 

General Staff prohibited the sailing of Turkish commercial ships within foreign waters 

and although the same institution imposed tough fines on people who sustained 

commercial relationship with the islands, the Turkish ships did carry some food such as 

fish, with the special permission of the Turkish authorities.
1107

 After occasional 

telegrams from the Dodecanese in order to import food from Turkey,
1108

 Ankara 

sometimes made exceptions in regard to commercial activities in order to provide some 

relief to the region even if these activities did not clearly fall under the category of 

humanitarian assistance, such as that of the Red Crescent.  

 Although the above-mentioned data show that the issues of refugees and the 

assistance concerning the relationship between Turkey and the Dodecanese had existed 

since the Italian belligerency, a massive exodus of the Dodecanesian population and the 

Italian and German soldiers began with the British campaign in the region in 1943 as 

well as during the Nazi occupation after which the famine conditions in the islands 

steadily deteriorated.  

Doumanis argues that the Nazi occupation of the islands left the deepest mark on 

the history of the Dodecanese, since it was associated with the unprecedented starvation 
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and violence on the islands.
1109

 Indeed, during our interview, Suna Hamit, who was a 

little girl in Rhodes during the war, specifically emphasized her memory of people with 

starvation edema dying in the streets.
1110

 Orhan Moralı, one of my another interviewee 

described the change in their dietary habits, like the introduction of horse meat, snails, 

and frogs within the absence of other protein sources, such as poultry and fish owing to 

the diminution, even the cessation, of fishing activities on the islands.
1111

 The conditions 

of the soldiers were not different either. Nasuhoğlu, whose family farms were under 

Italian occupation during the war as stated above, spoke of the similarity of conditions 

between the civil people and the Axis soldiers after 1943: “they (the German soldiers) 

were starving; they ate the cats, dogs and rats in the streets as well as all animals in the 

zoo.” 
1112

  

 Therefore, it was no coincidence that the state of war in the region together with 

the deteriorating food shortage led people to flee the Dodecanese to the Anatolian 

mainland in greater numbers in 1943 than in the previous years of the war. The figures 

vary among the sources. For instance, while Danacıoğlu suggests that total 19,735 

refugees came to Turkey between September and November 1943, Keser argues that 

9079 people came to the Anatolian coasts, especially to Marmaris, Bodrum, and Kaş.
1113

 

Although these numbers are very different from each other, they cannot be ignored if the 

120,000 total civilian population, as counted in 1936 together with the 50,000 troops 

which had occasionally changed throughout the Second World War, are kept in mind.  
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Turkish archival sources demonstrate that after the surrender of Italy in 

September 1943, the number of Italian soldiers who came to the Anatolian coast reached 

almost to one thousand just within two days.
1114

 Likewise, more than one thousand 

people including British soldiers entered Turkey nearly within a week in November 

when the Germans began to take the control of the Dodecanese.
1115

 While the major 

group from the category of civilians was the Greeks, the Italians were predominant in 

terms of the soldiers.
1116

 All of these refugees, with the exception of the Turkish ones, 

were kept in camps in which they waited for their transfers to the Middle Eastern camps 

of the Allies.  

Turkey was uncomfortable with the refugee problem from the perspective of 

economics and domestic politics.  Therefore, the aim of the Turks was either to prevent 

the landings or their rapid transfer to the camps other than the ones in Turkey.  As a 

result, when the number increased, as the figures concerning the September and 

November 1943 show, Turkey began to stiffen its position towards new refugees 

because even if a major wave of migration had already taken place within this time 

period, the situation in the islands demonstrated that the exodus would continue. Indeed, 

the British reports of late November which problematized the admission of another 

19,000 refugees from the Dodecanese directly to Palestine designate the severity of the 

matter well.
1117
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 In terms of finances, however, Ankara had already expressed in 1940 that the 

Allies had to take the responsibility for the refugees.
1118

 With the occasional emphasis 

on this fact, Turkey was able to obtain the assistance of the Allies after the matter 

reached a level that was far beyond the capabilities of Ankara although during the first 

years Turkey had to deal with the expenditure of the camps with its own budget.
1119

 It 

should be emphasized that the attitude of Turkey in terms of the finance of the refugee 

problem had irritated Britain, which needed to remind the matter even after end of the 

war.
1120

 

After the campaign in 1943, the above-mentioned expectations about the 

persistence of the migration from the Dodecanese materialized because despite the fact 

that the campaign was over, the absence of general food including bread led people to 

escape from the islands. According to the Greek reports, during the first two months of 

1944, at least 20,000 people fled from the Dodecanese.
1121

 However, the word “escape” 

can hardly be used for the actions of these refugees. That is to say, the German officials, 

who had declared that they would defend the Dodecanese until the last man, were 

handing out exit permits easily, taking the food shortage in the islands into the 

consideration.
1122

 But, the majority of these groups could not take refuge in Turkey, 

which had decided to implement its former decision not to accept further refugees.
1123
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Therefore, after 1943, Turkey did not give the authorizations necessary to land in 

Turkish ports for most of the refugees, who stayed on their boats and were helped 

mainly by the British authorities who facilitated their voyages to Cyprus or Syria, as 

well as their settlements in those regions.
1124

  

There were exceptions to Ankara’s restrictive policy. While the Dodecanesian 

Turks continued to be permitted to take refuge in Muğla, the local authorities also 

accepted other groups especially in the emergency cases,
1125

 like sinking of boats, which 

often took place in the geographic and climatic conditions of the Aegean Archipelago. 

Another important exception to the general attitude of Ankara involved the Jewish 

community of the Dodecanese Islands. Actually, this issue went far beyond a reluctant 

acceptance and turned into a thorough struggle. 

In July 1944, the Nazis had ordered the deportation of the Dodecanesian Jewish 

population, who had numbered approximately 4000 before the war and lived mainly on 

Rhodes and Kos.
1126

 When the history of the Dodecanesian Jews during the Second 

World War is searched, it is seen that the resources usually emphasize two significant 

points. The first is that only 150 Dodecanesian Jews survived Auschwitz, which put 

almost an end to the island community.
1127

  

The second point is the effort of Turkish consul Selahattin Ülkümen on Rhodes 

to save the Jewish people from going to concentration camps. Indeed, Ülkümen is 

known as the Turkish Schindler, because he saved 42 Jews from Auschwitz by issuing 
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Turkish passports for them and by helping them escape to Anatolia.
1128

 In this sense, the 

oral testimonies of the survivors usually indicate the courage of the Turkish consul.
1129

 

While Israil declared Ülkümen as one of the “Righteous among the Nations,” he states in 

his memoirs that “it was not only my diplomatic mission, but also my debt to humanity 

and my responsibility to my conscience above all.”
1130

 Therefore, with his courage 

together with the assistance of the government, the Jews, as Turkish citizens, became 

another group that was able to migrate to Turkey after 1943, even if their group were 

small in number and even if this action did not save all of the Dodecanesian Jews.  

 When the Second World War ended with the surrender of Germany, the 

Dodecanesian people who had fled began to return to their countries. At that time, the 

fate of the Dodecanese had not been officially declared yet in terms of sovereignty. 

According to the Italian reports, both Greece and Turkey, which were regarded as two 

possible claimants of the islands, supported their cognates to return the islands as soon 

as possible in order to be seen legitimate in their assertions and in order to constitute the 
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majority of the population in case of a plebiscite.
1131

 British reports of September 1945 

indicate that the majority of the islanders returned and the remaining refugees, who 

numbered 5090 in Nuseirat, 400 in Greece, 690 on Cyprus and 1000 in Turkey, were 

expected to arrive on their islands either in the same month or as soon as the necessary 

transport become available.
1132

 The problem of the Dodecanesian refugees in Turkey 

came to an end with the repatriation of the islanders at the end of October 1945.
1133

  

 At the same time as the refugee flux from the Dodecanese occupied the agenda 

of Ankara in 1943, Turkish foreign policy was also engaged with the issue of supplies 

for the islands. As was stated above, beginning with 1940, the food shortage on the 

islands had attracted the attention of the Turkish officials who had made some 

arrangements for civilian purposes. However, with the British campaign over the 

Dodecanese in 1943, the supply of food for the region gained a militaristic dimension. 

As was suggested above, although Turkey insisted on not giving any airbases during the 

campaign, it helped the Allied forces as in the case of assistance by the Red Crescent in 

carrying petroleum and ammunition to the British forces on the islands as if it were the 

civilian relief work.
1134

 

Apart from the arms and ammunitions, the Red Crescent convoys were also 

involved with the supplies of food, yet, with a much more military focus. It also should 

be emphasized that the relationship between Turkey and Britain was tense over these 

food transfers because of Turkey’s reluctance to provide supplies making excuses 
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against which the British put pressure, reminding the Turks of the British cereal transfer 

made to Turkey during 1942 at a critical time.
1135

 After occasional British evocations 

about the previous Allied assistances made to Turkey together with the Turkish position 

of an ally rather an indifferent neutral country,
1136

 Ankara agreed to make the necessary 

transfer of rations to the islands for the use of the Allied troops.  

 Apart from military supplies, Turkey was also actively involved in the 

humanitarian assistance carried out for the Dodecanese. However, this aid was different 

from the ones made before 1943 in a way that the efforts were not individual but within 

close cooperation with the Red Cross and the Allies. And, they could be made only 

when the Germans gave necessary permissions. Therefore, it seen that preparations for 

any relief action did not take place until September 1944 when the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) committee decided that the Dodecanese 

should receive aid owing to the conditions on the islands similar to the situation on the 

mainland Greece in 1942.
1137

  

Actually, the Dodecanese was not a monolithic enemy occupied area at the end 

of 1944. Although the three key islands, Rhodes, Kos, and Leros were still German, the 

British had taken some of the minor islands, like Karpathos. Therefore, the Allies, the 

Red Cross, the UNRRA, and the Turkish government began to make efforts for these 

British occupied islands, beginning with September 1944. In this respect, for example, 
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during the October, the Turkish government ordered its military personnel to take out 

tons of foodstuff from storages on the request of the British to send to the islands.
1138

  

 However, the relief for the other islands, especially for Rhodes, could be made 

only after January 1945, when the German authorities contacted about the necessity to 

feed the civilian population and about their promise of “safe conduct” in case of 

assistance.
1139

 After this signal of Germany to the International Red Cross, the officials 

of this institution together with those of the Allies asked Turkey whether the one million 

liras raised in Turkey for the relief of Greece could be used for civilian aid to the 

Dodecanese.
1140

 Turkey agreed and also permitted the use of Turkish ports for the 

operation and provided the necessary ships, which wore the emblem of the Red 

Cross.
1141

  

The food aid to the Dodecanese continued in a frequent manner thereafter.
1142

 In 

all those actions Turkey worked cooperatively with the international organizations and 

with the Allies in coordination in a way that it became the centre in which all the 

humanitarian issues concerning the Dodecanese were handled. For instance, the officials 

from these organizations administrated the process from İzmir with the special 

permission by Ankara,
1143

 and were in close coordination with both the government and 

their colleagues with the Red Crescent. The Red Crescent played an active role during 
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this process, especially in terms of the Dodecanesian Turkish community’s access to the 

humanitarian assistance.
1144

  

 Obviously, the major reasons for the famine, humanitarian assistance, and the 

refugee problem were the termination of the commercial relations between the islands 

and the Turkish mainland together with the war time implementations of the warring 

parties. Therefore, when the Second World War was over in the Dodecanese with the 

surrender of the German forces in May 1945, in addition to the continuance of the food 

and money assistance to the islands, one of the first moves of the British administration 

was the re-foundation of trade with Anatolia through the formation of a Chamber of 

Commerce in Rhodes.
1145

 In this way, the extraordinary conditions between two coasts 

seemed to come to an end with the second half of 1945, bringing the previous dynamics 

to the economic relations between Turkey and the Dodecanese.  

 

 

When the Second World War ended, Turkey left one of the most difficult epochs of its 

history behind. Despite its non-belligerent status, the Turkish government had to deal 

with multiple problems in its diplomacy and security policy. In this sense, as the above 

pages demonstrated, the Dodecanese Islands constituted one of the complicated 

dynamics of the Turkish foreign and security policy also in this era. This chapter showed 

that from beginning to the end, the islands in the Aegean Archipelago were on the 

agenda of the Turks, both from the perspective of its security and from the perspective 
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of its diplomatic relationship with the Allies. Ankara, which had become allies with the 

British and the French in 1939 based on the Dodecanese dynamic of the interwar 

Turkish foreign policy, discussed military plans concerning the islands in 1939 and 

1940. These two years can be associated with the “pending” status of Turkey since its 

position in the war was not precise, due to the uncertainty of war in the Mediterranean 

until Italy declared war.   

However, even after Turkey adapted non-belligerency a result of the multiple 

considerations with regard to the security of the Turkish borders, the Dodecanese did 

remain on the agenda of the parties until the end of the war. The Aegean Archipelago, 

both for Turkey and for the Allies, became the subject of conflictual arguments in terms 

of foreign policy and military strategy of the respective parties. For example, while 

Turkey usually constituted its general strategy from a defensive perspective according to 

which the islands were a source of danger that could be directed against Anatolia, it 

continued to deal with the plans of invasion with the Allied parties. Likewise, Britain, 

which usually wanted to attack the islands with the help of the Turkish troops, also 

considered the clearance of the Dodecanese from the Nazis as the only way to bring the 

Turks into the war in 1943. Furthermore, the fear of the Foreign Office about the future 

claims of Turkey in the region if it got involved in the action did not hinder the military 

officials from thinking about bribing Turkey with the islands if it entered the war. And, 

while Turkish political circles reiterated that they did not have any territorial claims, 

military officers negotiated an attack on the Dodecanese rather than the islands close to 

the Straits at the end of 1943, possibly for future claims. These paradoxes continued 

throughout the war, sometimes based on the developments on the war fronts, yet 



369 
 

sometimes based on the diverse point of views dominant in the various institutions of 

each state. 

Another fact that was operative throughout the war was the importance of the 

Dodecanese for Turkish security and foreign policy. In nearly every negotiation between 

the Allies and Turkey, the Dodecanese was discussed because the area was not only 

close to the southwestern Anatolia, but also was along the way to the Straits and the 

Balkans, where the Axis dominated until 1944.  Therefore, the islands were important 

for Turkey not only in itself, but also from a holistic security perspective of Ankara 

which had interlinked Thrace with the Aegean.  

Likewise, for the Allied powers, the significance of the region had stemmed from 

its broader implications regarding the Middle East, in addition to its impact on Turkey 

and the Balkans. The Axis perspective reflected a similar understanding, which kept the 

islands until the end, since the region was on the way to the Balkans and the Middle 

East, as well as had influences in Turkish position. It is no coincidence that the Germans 

also put the islands onto the negotiation table from time to time, even if in a vaguer 

mode than the Allies, since the Nazis had thought that they could affect the Turkish 

understanding, as the Allied parties considered. Even if the attitude of the parties did not 

change the general foreign policy understanding of Ankara after all, it should be 

emphasized that Turkish foreign and security policy took the situation in the Dodecanese 

into consideration until the end.  

 As was explained, the place of the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign and security 

policy was not limited by the politics of war either. In this respect, the refugee problem 

from the Dodecanese occupied the agenda of Turkey during the Second World War. 

While Turkey tried to cope with the refugees as much as it could with its financial, 
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political and local dynamics, it also provided aid for the islands, sent humanitarian 

assistance to the region, and became a center for the aid under the control of the Allies, 

the UNRRA, and the Red Cross, revealing that the relationship between the islands and 

the mainland also had such different aspects, though the problematic nature of it 

persisted in every respect.  
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                                                             CHAPTER 7 

 

 

 

THE END OF AN ERA: THE TRANSITION OF THE ISLANDS TO GREECE 

AND TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY, 1944-1947 

 

 

 

When the Second World War ended, Turkey got over one of the most difficult periods of 

the Turkish history even if it had not been a warring party. Throughout the war, Turkey 

had dealt with the diplomatic pressure that the belligerent countries exerted, the threat of 

sudden attack and occupation from the different parts of its territory, severe economic 

difficulties, and social discomfort related to the preceding problems. But, the end of the 

war symbolized a new era for the whole world, as did for Turkey: The global scale of 

war and violence came to an end, the Turkish political system was on the way in terms 

of transition to a multi-party system,
1146

 and recovery in Turkish economy was 

expected.
1147

 However, the relief that the end of the war epitomized for Turkey was not 

in an absolute manner in the conditions of 1945. 

 One of the most significant matters in this respect was connected to Turkish 

foreign policy. On the one hand, Turkey had come out of the war as an isolated country, 

since Britain was estranged from Ankara based on the latter’s attitude in the war in order 

to remain non-belligerent, while the United States was rather indifferent to the 
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Mediterranean affairs.
1148

 On the other hand, Ankara was faced with the threat of the 

Soviet Union. During 1945, the USSR had annulled the Treaty of Friendship and 

Neutrality of 1925 between Turkey and Russia, desired an alteration in the Straits 

regime through which the Moscow would gain control of the region, demanded bases 

there, and claimed the cities of Kars and Ardahan in the Eastern Anatolia.
1149

  

Actually, during their meetings, the Allied powers had begun to discuss those 

issues, especially the one of the Straits, long before 1945. Sander argues that from the 

end of the Second World War to 1947, the most important parameter of Turkish foreign 

policy was the combination of the Soviet threat, which had begun during the war and 

took a concrete form in 1945 with the post-war isolation of Turkey.
1150

  

This chapter argues that Ankara handled the issue of the Dodecanese sovereignty 

based on this parameter. Turkey, facing the Soviet threat, needed the British and 

American support, and these two favored the Greek claims. In addition, the Soviets, 

much similar to the ones from the Straits, desired bases from the Dodecanese as well, in 

the Paris Peace Conference in 1945. In other words, the issue of the Dodecanese 

sovereignty went beyond a simple transfer of the islands to a specific claimant. It is in 

this condition that Turkey did not officially claim the islands. Therefore, this dissertation 

argues that the matter needs an approach to discuss the problem with taking the general 

conditions of Turkey into consideration, since the fate of the islands, though discussed 

throughout the war, was officially finalized in this epoch.  
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This chapter opposes the existing literature and discourses on Turkish foreign 

policy which is usually criticized both on the basis of its inactive attitude to have the 

sovereignty of the Dodecanese Islands, and on the basis of a monolithic understanding 

that thinks the island issue in itself.
1151

 Instead, it suggests that Turkey was in a difficult 

diplomatic environment and thus the Turkish politicians actually behaved in a consistent 

way on the issue beginning with September 1945: declaration on not having a desire to 

take or give any territory. Yet, it also says that this official understanding based on the 

necessity of the day, does not mean that Turkey ignored the fate of the islands. On the 

contrary, whenever the conditions were appropriate, it examined the matter in private 

meetings or correspondence, or at least generated a public opinion through press.   

However, while arguing that the dynamics of the post-war period were 

determinant in the Turkish attitude, this chapter also suggests that even if Turkey had not 

been challenged by diplomatic and security difficulties after the end of the Second 

World War, it did not have a great chance to take the islands based on the discussions 
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made during the war. These discussions display that both Britain and the US supported 

the Greek claims for a while, mostly owing to the ethnic composition of the islands, 

despite the fact that they constituted an important element of war-time negotiations also 

between Turkey and the Allied parties, especially based on military terms. In this sense, 

in order to understand the issue with all the details, it is necessary to show the 

comprehensive map of the evolution of the Dodecanese question during the war, before 

dealing with the post-war settlement of the issue.   

 

Fragile Balances: The Discussions on the Dodecanese until 1944 

 

 

In the previous chapter, it was explained that Turkey and the Allies discussed plans for 

occupation over the Dodecanese between the 1939 and 1940. Despite the plans 

concerning the capture, no discussions about the administration of the islands after their 

occupation took place between the parties. The rise of the question with regard to the 

Turkish and Greek claims came to the surface at the end of 1940, when Greece became a 

warring party with the attack of Italy, while the situation in the islands did not seem 

promising for the Italian forces due to famine. It has already been discussed that as Italy 

was unable to progress on mainland Greece, the surrender of the islands to Turkey was 

being discussed more and more as a possible option due to the abovementioned 

difficulties in the islands.
1152

 As a result of the Italian weakness in the region, the 

Germans began to be interested in the islands of the Aegean Archipelago, owing to their 
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strategic importance in the Mediterranean.
1153

 Such intelligence from the Aegean had led 

the British to open the Dodecanesian file concerning the capture of the islands one more 

time. According to them, the threat of Germany towards the Aegean Archipelago had 

made the capture of the islands urgently necessary for Britain, Greece, and Turkey.
1154

  

Therefore, throughout 1941 the fate of the Dodecanese was discussed not only 

within the Foreign Office, but also between Britain, Turkey, and Greece. Different from 

the previous negotiations, this time, the major point of argument was about the nature of 

the administration that would be composed after the capture of the islands because it 

could prove or challenge the claims of both Turkey and Greece on the Dodecanese. The 

point of departure in this discussion was the desire of Britain to employ Greek troops in 

the Dodecanesian campaign, which Turkey precisely opposed.
1155

  

The British authorities wanted to use the Greek troops that were more or less 

three thousand people with local knowledge, but also assured Turkey that it would not 

use Greek nationals in the administration that would be established after the capture.
1156

 

With this discussion between the parties, Pandora’s Box was opened. In the following 

months and years, whenever the issue of the Dodecanese was being dealt with in terms 

of the clearing the islands from the Axis powers, the sovereignty problem would come 

after the capture debates.  
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In this sense, grasping the position of the parties is important especially in order 

to see the continuities and breaks in each discourse throughout the period. The Greek 

authorities as well as the public opinion claimed the Dodecanese specifically depending 

on the Greek majority over the total population as well as on the historical ties.
1157

 

According to the Greek officials, the involvement of Greek troops in the Dodecanesian 

campaign was not as important as the Turks paid attention since the islands would be 

Greek sooner or later.
1158

  

On the other hand, Turkey, stating its position against the Greek troops in the 

campaign, reiterated that Britain should have captured the Dodecanese and the 

sovereignty of the islands should have been negotiated after the end of the war.
1159

 

However, in a meeting with the British Ambassador, the Turkish Minister of Foreign 

Affairs also emphasized that Turkey did not have any intent to leave the Turkish people 

under an alien rule, especially in terms of Rhodes and Kos.
1160

 The Greek politicians 

challenged this argument. They counter-argued that the Turks could not claim the 

islands based on the self-determination principle, since the majority of the population in 

the Dodecanese was “purely” Greek.
1161

  

Actually, population was the least factor that the Turks used in their arguments. 

Turkey grounded its claims chiefly on strategy and the historical linkages. According to 

the officials of Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs conducting diplomatic negotiations 
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with the British and the Greeks, all these islands would have been given to Turkey, not 

to Greece, if they had not been under the occupation of Italy in 1922.
1162

 Turkey 

frequently referred that the Dodecanese had never belonged to Greece; it had been part 

of the Ottoman Empire until the twentieth century. In addition to the historical assertions 

of the Turks, the strategic importance of the islands in relation to the Anatolian territory 

occupied a significant place for the Turkish claims. For instance, Turkish officials 

emphasized the military bases that existed in the islands, like the naval base in Leros, 

suggesting that they would constitute an important security threat against the Anatolian 

coasts, as they did in the previous era.
1163

 All of these arguments show that Turkey dealt 

with the issue actively beginning with the first years of the Second World War.  

Indeed, the active diplomacy of Turkey could be seen not only with the British 

but also with the Greeks. In this respect, Ankara and Athens conducted diplomatic 

negotiations in order to settle the question, but these discussions yielded no result. The 

British reported that those meetings reached an impasse due to the tough position of 

Greece, which had stressed that the Greeks could not discuss the sovereignty of any 

Dodecanesian islands other than Kastellorizo.
1164

  

Thereafter, Turkey declared that it was unworthy to communicate with Metaxas 

one more time, due to his stubborn stance.
1165

 According to the Turkish Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Turkey was flexible in every matter, as long as Greece could show a 
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similar attitude.
1166

 However, he also pointed out that unless the Greek behavior would 

change in the future, Turkey would claim all the islands, displaying the same 

stubbornness.
1167

 This declaration of Turkey demonstrates that Ankara had formulated a 

design through which Greece and Turkey would share the islands according to their 

interests, while the position of Athens shows that the only island that could be negotiated 

with the Turks was Kastellorizo, which was the closest island to the Anatolian territory.  

 Since the relationship between Turkey and Greece began to demonstrate signs of 

distress about the islands in a critical moment of the war, the explicit stance of Britain 

was constituted on the basis of postponement of the negotiations to the end of the war, 

because if the problem was left to Greece and Turkey for a suitable settlement at the 

moment, it would probably lead to tension between these two countries.
1168

 Nonetheless, 

despite the neutral attitude of Britain at least in the diplomatic appearance, the problem 

started a series of discussions in the Foreign Office. 

 It is seen from the correspondence that the majority of the officials supported the 

Greek claims, which should have been ensured, at least secretly, since Greece was 

fighting on behalf of the Allies.
1169

 According to the British, the majority of the islands 

should have been Greek after the end of the war, not only because London owed this to 

Athens due to the effort of the latter in the war, but also because the islanders 

undoubtedly were wishing to be united with Greece.
1170

 The British Ambassador in 

Ankara, Hugessen had already asked the Turks not to say anything that could demoralize 
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the Greeks in this epoch of war, to which Turkey was not a party on the contrary.
1171

 In 

spite of the Turkish answer, through which Ankara emphasized the assistance that 

Turkey was making even if it was not a belligerent,
1172

 the discussions continued for a 

long period of time.  

Although the final decision of those deliberations was the postponement of the 

issue to a future date as was suggested above, it was clear from those correspondences 

that the British position had favored the Greek claims long before 1945. This 

dissertation argues that in addition to the ethnic composition of the Dodecanese and the 

active involvement of the Greeks in the war, the British colonial calculations were also 

important in this orientation. The focal point of those calculations was the future of 

Cyprus because according to Britain, Cyprus was in the mind of the Greeks, who were 

just tactful enough not to raise it under the existing conditions.
1173

 In other words, 

London had to satisfy the Greeks either with the Dodecanese or with Cyprus because if 

they did not realize one of these aspirations, Britain would have to deal with the both 

two issues in the future.
1174

 As could be understood, Britain regarded the Dodecanese as 

hush money for Cyprus, which was under the British colonial rule at that time. It should 

be emphasized that the Cyprus issue would be opened also in 1945, yet although Greece 

would claim both the Dodecanese and Cyprus; it would then accept that the latter case 
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was a bilateral one that specifically related to London and Athens,
1175

 not insisting on 

too much.  

 Although the expected capture of the islands did not take place, as was discussed 

in the previous chapter, the fate of the Dodecanese continued to be an important topic. In 

this respect, it is important to note that the sole discussion on the future of the islands did 

not take place between Turkey, Britain, and Greece. Nazi Germany and the Soviet 

Union were also involved in the matter from time to time, particularly with the aim of 

approaching Turkey depending on the states of affairs during the war.    

For instance, during the same year that the British Foreign Office had held the 

above-mentioned discussions, the Nazis were trying to use the islands in order to gain 

the rights to transfer arms through Anatolia to Iraq in 1941, as the previous chapter 

showed. Although the islands in this offer were not obvious since both von Papen and 

Ribbentrop used the general term of the “Aegean Islands” and although it did not yield 

any result since the Non-Aggression Pact between Germany and Turkey had been signed 

without the rights the German wanted, this example of discussing islands with Turkey 

was not the first or the last attempt of Germany.  

Another example imvolving the islands, this time particularly the Dodecanese, 

was the Soviet involvement in the issue in December 1941. During a conference in 
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Moscow, Stalin said to Eden that in the future settlement Turkey should take the 

Dodecanese Islands.
1176

 The Turkish officials who had been informed about this 

statement could not make sense of this attitude at the time, yet interpreted that if the 

Soviets made such an offer, they would probably demand something involving the 

Straits, as the soft spot of the bilateral relationship.
1177

  

I think two evaluations could be made from the statement of Stalin. First of all, 

as the Turkish officials thought, Moscow planned to make changes in the Straits regime 

and to gain bases in the region in the postwar period, and therefore was supported the 

Turks in the Dodecanese in return. This estimation is concerned with the postwar period. 

Second, in that phase of the war, in other words, during the Soviet-Nazi clash, Moscow 

sought to contrive for the Turkish involvement in the war, or assistance about the Straits, 

or at least prevent Turkey from collaborating Germany, which was pressuring Ankara at 

that time.  

 Britain discussed the idea of offering Turkey islands in return for some 

diplomatic or military contribution during the war, yet within the British political circles. 

When the above-mentioned position of Britain is kept in mind, it is no surprising to see 

that the ideas were contradictory. Britain tried to persuade Turkey to enter the war, 

discussed the probable necessity to promise some of the islands to this end, and from 

another perspective, wanted to charge the Turkish troops with specific tasks concerning 
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the Dodecanese campaign; yet, it also considered the possible repercussions of any 

involvement of Turkey in the region.
1178

 

 This situation stemmed from the different perspectives of the diplomatic and 

military officials because while the former were concerned with the diplomatic results of 

a possible Turkish involvement, the latter had focused on the most efficient way to 

capture these strategic islands in the middle of the Mediterranean without investing 

much. In other words, according to the military officials, the assistance of Turkey in the 

war especially in terms of the Dodecanese could make an important contribution to the 

Allied strategy since it would not only help opening of the Aegean Sea, but also alleviate 

the burden of the Allied troops.
1179

  

However, from the diplomatic point of view, the British were well aware of the 

fact that any involvement of the Turkish troops in the Dodecanese would bring Turkish 

claims about the islands to the forefront. Therefore, it was no a coincidence that every 

time the British authorities discussed Turkey and the Dodecanese during the war, the 

diplomatic and military officials opened another sequence of debate concerning the 

future of the islands. This attitude of Foreign Office can be interpreted as another 

indicator of the British tendency to support the Greek claims on the islands.  

 In addition to Britain, the US also supported Greece. From a secret memorandum 

dealt with the colonial problems in May 1943, it is seen that Washington was also in 

favor of Athens.
1180

 According to the memorandum, the authorities needed to discuss 
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four options for the future settlement of the Dodecanese: Greek sovereignty, Turkish 

sovereignty, British sovereignty, and international administration.  First and the foremost 

of them was Greek sovereignty. The subcommittees concerning the Dodecanese 

question expressed their opinion on the side of Greece based on the ethnic composition 

of the islands and on the will of the people.
1181

 However, although the islands should 

have been entrusted to Greece, this transition should have been done without harming 

the Turkish-Greek relationship.
1182

 Therefore, even if Greece had abandoned its 

expansionist motives for Turkey long before, thus decreasing the danger of a Turkish-

Greek animosity in the Aegean Sea and even if these islands would not menace Anatolia 

when a weaker power like Greece controlled them, the Turkish security needs should 

have been satisfied with an arrangement of demilitarization.
1183

  

 The same report discusses the other options as well. For instance, according to 

the Americans, the potential claim of Turkey would be their previous sovereignty, which 

had exceeded four hundred years during the Ottoman period, together with their strategic 

concerns owing to the proximity of the islands to the Turkish mainland.
1184

 Therefore, it 

was emphasized that despite the official discourse of Ankara about not having any 

territorial claims, especially military circles were interested in annexing at least some of 

the islands with a probable exchange of populations.
1185

  

This memorandum shows that the discussions about the Turkish sovereignty 

were made without a declaration of justification, unlike the ones about the Greek claims. 
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The other two options were the international administration for the Dodecanese, which 

would completely save the islands from being used for aggressive purposes, together 

with the cession of the region to Britain.
1186

 While the former could be further negotiated 

although it was problematic in terms of cultural ties and desires of the Greek people, it 

was not convenient to speak the second option since it would both leave the nationality 

problem unsettled and lead to Turkish resentment owing to the strategic considerations, 

only strengthening the British position in the Mediterranean.
1187

  

Despite the existence of minor discrepancies, the deliberations of the American 

officials emphasize that the opinions of British and the US diplomatic circles indicated 

more or less similar points, especially with regard to the legitimacy of the Greek claims 

over the Dodecanese. These similar approaches, on the other hand, were constantly 

discussed throughout the time, owing to the fact that Britain never gave up the idea of 

capturing the islands. In this respect, it is seen that before the Dodecanesian campaign in 

1943, even Churchill, as the architect of the operation, had asked to the Foreign Office 

whether Rhodes could be given to Turkey as a “prize,” in return for its active 

participation in the war or for a direct assistance from the Aegean coasts.
1188

 This 

discussion about tempting Turkey with Rhodes or any other Dodecanesian island started 

a series of discussion within the Foreign Office, which replied negatively to the Prime 

Minister.  However, what was important in those talks was the Foreign Office’s 

acknowledgement of two facts. First, it emphasized that the British aim was to transfer 
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the islands to Greece after the end of the war despite the uncertainty about the 

annexation of the whole group:   

 

We have resisted the frequent requests of the Greek Government for 

assurances about the future status of the islands and we are under no 

commitments either to them or the Turks on this point. Nevertheless, it 

has long been our view that the Greek claims are just and that after the 

war they should get most, if not all, of the islands.
1189

   

 

 

Second, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs also accepted that they were 

constantly discussing to bribe Turkey with the Dodecanese for its active or passive 

participation in the war, although it was certain that Turkey did not have a desire to 

gamble its future for the sake of the islands or any other territorial gain at that 

moment.
1190

 Indeed, although the Turkish military circles always discussed the capture 

of the islands with their Allied counterparts, the Turkish non-belligerency that the Allies 

highly criticized had been the main character of Turkish foreign policy long before.   

The Dodecanese was an arena which was always on the table, especially on the 

military one. Since the islands could not be captured after the Dodecanese campaign of 

1943 as a result of an absolute defeat of the Allied troops and since Britain continued to 

insist on clearing the Aegean of the Axis thereafter, the similar pattern of approaching 

the link between the islands and Turkey persisted until the end of the war, without a 

concrete result. 

It should be emphasized at this point that Turkish stance in terms of not 

accepting any bribe to involve in the war does not necessarily mean that Turkey did not 
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have any territorial claims over the islands. That is to say, although Turkish politicians 

had declared that Turkey did not have any territorial ambitions during the war, it was 

obvious that it was determined to intervene into the discussions on the Dodecanese, yet 

in the post-war context, as was decided with the British in 1941. In this sense, arguably, 

similar to the paradoxical British approach, Turkey declared that it had no territorial 

intentions although had some postwar plans over the Dodecanese.    

 However, despite the similar dynamics concerning the Allied-Turkish contacts 

over the islands as was explained above, just before the unsuccessful Dodecanese 

campaign of the Allies, the German contact with Ankara about the Aegean had 

generated an excitement especially in the Foreign Office, exceeding beyond the above-

mentioned reiterations. Von Papen, after the unconditional surrender of Italy, stressed 

that the German government had recommended the surrender of the Dodecanese to 

Turkey to Mussolini’s government, since Germany had had little interest in this group of 

islands.
1191

  

The Allies interpreted the invitation of Berlin as a means to ensure that Turkey 

did not enter the war, “to spread discord between Turkey and the United Nations, to tear 

to pieces the treaty of alliance concluded in October 1939,” as well as not to invest arms 

and troops to the Dodecanese when replacing the Italians.
1192

 The answer of Turkey to 

the Germans relieved the British diplomatic circles since Ankara had informed Berlin 

that Turkey would hand the islands to the Allies in case of surrender owing to the fact 

that unconditional surrender of Italy had given the mortgage of all Italian possessions to 
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the Allies.
1193

 Furthermore, according to Turkey, Mussolini’s government carried no 

weight at all, since the Badoglio government represented Italy in front of the Allied 

side.
1194

 It is seen that Turkey had no intent to place itself in middle of a complicated 

diplomatic situation before the end of the war.  

 The Germans seized the islands in October 1943 as a result of their victory in the 

Dodecanese Campaign of the Allied troops in the Aegean Archipelago. However, the 

diplomatic negotiations over the Dodecanese never fell from the agenda. The period 

after the Germans took the islands was the beginning of the end for the Nazis at the same 

time. Therefore, while the Nazi contacts with the Turks over the Aegean did not come to 

an end thereafter, the negotiations among the Allied parties steadily increased beginning 

with 1944, more from a diplomatic point of view than the military one, since the end of 

the war seemed close. In other words, the expiration date of the British position to defer 

the sovereignty issue to the end of the war was gradually coming with the beginning of 

1944. For Turkish foreign policy, on the other hand, another problematic period had 

begun based on the Soviet Union. 

 

 

The End of a Story: The Road to the Unification with Greece, 1944-1947 

 

In 1944, Germany gradually experienced its downfall and Turkey decided to break 

diplomatic relations with the Reich. As was explained in the Chapter Six, the Allied 

parties had exerted a profound pressure on Turkey to enter the war after Tehran 
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Conference, but the refusal of Turkey to do so had brought the relationship of Ankara 

with the Allies onto deadlock. According to Karpat, the period of Turkish isolation in 

the international arena dates back to 1944, because of the Turkish retardation of 

belligerency during the Second World War.
1195

 In this respect, the decision of Turkey to 

cut the ties with Berlin should be seen as a policy to repair its relationship with the 

Allied parties.  

Karpat also argues that the Soviet Union, which had desired Turkish enterance 

into war as soon as possible in 1943, thought negatively about the Turkish involvement 

in war that time, probably in order to keep Ankara from having a voice in the postwar 

world.
1196

 Indeed, a letter Stalin wrote to Churchill in July 1944 reflects this idea well. 

Stalin replied to Churchill’s letter, which had informed the Russians of the Turkish 

decision to cut the ties with Berlin, that Turkey should not be compelled to a war 

anymore, and should not be taken into consideration in terms of its postwar demands.
1197

 

This approach reverberates that Moscow had calculations about Ankara in the postwar 

settlement.   

 The Turkish decision to severe the ties with the Germans in August 1944, was 

evaluated as an important step for Turkey to repair its relationship with the Allies. It had 

also some reflections about its position in relation to the Dodecanese. How the Allies 

could have utilized from Turkey militarily in addition to the use of the airbases was 

opened into the discussion once again during 1944. But, the British Foreign Office 
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strictly rejected the involvement of the Turkish military in any operations regarding the 

islands, saying: “we definitely do not want the Turks to conquer the Aegean Islands or to 

liberate Greece.”
1198

 This clear stance of the British was not different from that of the 

US. Almost in the same period that Turkey cut its ties with Germany, the US 

Department of State prepared a top-secret memorandum, pointing out an agreement 

“that with the exception of Kastellorizo, which would be given to Turkey, sovereignty 

over the Dodecanese should be transferred to Greece.”
1199

  

It was not surprising that after the Turkish entrance into the war in February 

1945, the political importance of the decision with regard to the participation in the San 

Francisco Conference was mostly emphasized in British and American newspapers 

rather than the military one.
1200

 Actually, the approach of the Turks in this respect 

differed from that of the Allies. During the days that the aforementioned newspapers 

emphasized the political character of the belligerency, the Turkish counterparts 

discussed the possible ways that the Turkish army could contribute to the Allied cause, 

especially in the shape of clearing the Germans from the Aegean Islands.
1201

  

This option did not have support, for instance, in the articles of The New York 

Times, which said “any such attempt at conquest would probably opposed by the Greeks, 

and the Dodecanese in Turkish hands might not jibe with British ideas of the future of 

                                                             
1198

 The National Archives, FO 195/2486, Telegram from Foreign Office to British Embassy in 

Ankara, 19 September 1944. It should be highlighted that another discussion in the military 
circles about the possible use of the Turkish soldiers in the liberation of the mainland Greece in 

case of Turkish belligerency in the short-term also took place. That is why the involvement of 

the Turkish troops in the liberation of both the islands and Greece was rejected in the statement 
of the Foreign Office.  
1199

 United States Department of State, Foreign relations of the United States. Conference at 

Quebec, 1944,  3 August 1944, p.411. http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/cgi-bin/FRUS/FRUS-
idx?id=FRUS.FRUS1944 (accessed May 30, 2014). 
1200

 The New York Times, 27 February 1945, The Times 24 February 1945.  
1201

 Yeni Sabah, 25 February 1945. 



390 
 

these islands.”
1202

 All of these discussions that began with 1944 and continued with the 

Turkish belligerency in February 1945 show that the unification of the islands with 

Greece had been nearly finalized in the minds of the British and Americans, yet without 

an official declaration.    

However, the issue of the islands was not linked to only one party during 1944, 

owing to the fact that the area was still under the domination of Germany. This fact 

brings us to an important discussion of Turkish historiography: the contact between 

German and Turkish officials before the end of the war, and the German offer of the 

islands to Turkey through this communication. Indeed, this interaction, which was 

claimed to take place during the last months of the war, is so important for the Turkish 

literature that the German offer at issue is existent in many sources, especially in terms 

of the inability of Turkey to give a positive answer to this offer.
1203

 One of the most 

important sources that constitute a basis for subsequent studies in this regard is the 

memoirs of Feridun Cemal Erkin, the Undersecretary of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs at the time. Erkin wrote of the unfortunate character of the Turkish decision in 

terms of rejecting the offer of the Nazis while specifically making evaluations about the 

Dodecanese: 

 

It has been a misfortune to give up the decision of occupation after the 

offer of the Germans to us in terms of occupying the islands that they 

evacuated in 1944, without finding necessary to negotiate the issue 

since the British prevented us based on our question.
1204
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It should be emphasized that when I made research for this dissertation, I could not 

reach any official documents about this offer from the archives or the published 

material,
1205

 except one assessment made by the British. According to this document, 

based on intelligence, the Germans in the Dodecanese Islands were cultivating the 

Turkish consul, in terms of an agreement to hand the islands over the Turks and escape 

through Turkey in return.
1206

 Nearly at the same time, an article from the Times indicates 

a similar notification by stating that “unconfirmed reports speak of tentative approaches 

by the garrisons on some of the Greek islands who were reported to have suggested that 

the Turks should accept their surrender and should occupy the Dodecanese ‘for the 

duration.’”
1207 It should be noted that neither the Foreign Office documents, nor the 

Times handled the issue again. In other words, the offer in question specifically for the 

Dodecanese, on which nearly all the Turkish historiography was founded, was barely 

mentioned in these dossiers.
1208

   

However, what the British more problematized and discussed within the same 

files was the possible surrender of Chios and Lesvos to the Turks as the islands were 

situated in the northern part of the Aegean, close to the Dardanelles,
1209

 rather than the 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
müzakere teşebbüsüne girmeye lüzum görmeden işgalden vaz geçme kararımız talihsizlik 
olmuştur.”  
1205

 In this respect, I searched the National Archives, Archivio Storico del Ministero Degli Affari 

Esteri, Archives of the Turkish General Staff , Prime Ministry of States Archives, and 

Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918-1945. If the archive of Turkish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs is opened to the researchers, much more concrete documents may be found.  
1206

 The National Archives, FO 195/2486, Telegram from Cyprus to Sir Hughe Knatchbull-

Hugessen, 14 August 1944. 
1207

 The Times, 1 September 1944.  
1208

 It should be emphasized that any such offer spefically targets the Dodecanese Islands does 

not exist in any other files belonging 1945 either.  
1209

 The National Archives, WO 201/1762, Telegram from Foreign Office to British Embassy in 

Greece, 27 August 1944, FO 195/2486 Telegram From S.O.I. Izmir to Capt. S. One, 31 August 

1944. 



392 
 

Dodecanese. This concern coincided with the time of surrender of the German troops on 

the Greek islands as a part of German evacuation of Greece.
1210

 As can be expected, the 

discussions took place among the British officials especially with respect to the 

Ankara’s former promise that Turkey would pass the islands to the Allies in case of 

surrender,
1211

 although it was obvious that some trust issues existed about whether 

Turkey would intern them or to hand them over to the Allies. It is seen from the 

correspondence that actual matter under discussion by the British officials in the second 

half of 1944 was the fate of Chios and Lesvos, rather than the Dodecanese group, since 

the former two were on the eve of the surrender while the Germans were determined to 

defend the Dodecanese, especially Rhodes until the last man, as Italian intelligence 

stated.
1212

  

 When all these facts were added to the term “Aegean Islands evacuated by the 

Germans in 1944” that Erkin used in his memoirs about the German desire to surrender 

to the Turks, rather than a more specific term “Dodecanese Islands,” the picture about 

one of the most contentious issues of the Turkish historiography becomes further 

questionable. In other words, it seems that although the German forces in the islands did 

communicate Turkey during August or September 1944, the content of the contacts 

remains as a dilemma based on the existing documents.  

 In an effort to clarify the situation, I formulated some questions about the 

German contacts with Turkey in the interviews conducted for this dissertation. Sadi 
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Nasuhoğlu born in 1931 on Rhodes experienced the war years. As an active person from 

the Turkish Dodecanesian community, he worked for the Community of Rhodes 

Muslims and Pious Foundations Administration (Rodos İslam Cemaati ve Evkaf İdaresi) 

between 1948 and 1954, wrote a book on Rhodes history,
1213

 and engaged in activities 

promoting the Turkish culture on the islands. In one of our contact in 2013, he described 

the German invitation as follows: 

 

When the Germans sent a Turk, a Greek, an Italian priest and two 

German soldiers to Marmaris in order to give the message ‘come and 

take the islands,’ an official answer came from Ankara: The Turkish 

government neither wants nor gives a hand span of territory!
1214

  

 

 

In a second correspondence, in which I asked for details on this interaction between the 

German and Turkish authorities, he drew a much more elaborate picture. According to 

him, the year of this German contact with the Turks was 1945, one month before the 

German commander of the Dodecanese Otto Wagener surrendered his troops. It seems 

that the events that Erkin and Nasuhoğlu narrated are different from each other. It 

should also be emphasized that Nasuhoğlu did not remember any other German contact 

or offer made to Turkey for the Dodecanese: 

 

In 8 April 1945, as the representatives of the Turks, Sheik Tahsin 

Milyazade, the Vice Chair of Community of Rhodes Muslims Ali 

Haydar Hacıdurmuş(...) and Süruri Kovacı from the notables; as the 

representatives of the Greeks, Priest Apostolos (Papaioannou); as the 
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representatives of Italians the Mayor and engineer Giuseppe Macchi and 

Catholic Priest Prof. Angiolini and two German officers were sent to 

Marmaris with a sail boat (…) I worked as a secretary in the 

Community of Rhodes Muslims and Pious Foundations Administration 

between 1948 and 1954. I asked about this issue to Tahsin Hodja, who 

was coming to the Administration every month in order to take his 

salary. He had given me only this answer: ‘Yes, they (the group) talked 

to the British in Marmaris but I could not understand anything…’(…)  

 

But Süruri Kovacı, until his death in 1962, told this event hundred times 

as follows: ‘the British and the Turks welcomed us in Marmaris. The 

German officials were holding a letter in their hands: “We Germans 

cannot feed the islands. The war came almost to the end. We want food 

from the International Red Cross and the Turkish Red Crescent 

urgently. If Turkey wants to come to the islands with this opportunity, 

we will not resist. If they want, they could bring force. But we cannot 

intervene about to whom the islands would be transferred after the war.” 

Turkish authorities took this committee to Muğla and the telegram came 

from Ankara after three days said: ‘The Turkish government neither 

wants nor will give a hand span of territory.’ After this committee 

returned to Rhodes, wooden Turkish boats, with the signs of red crosses 

on their both sides, carried food to the island many times. (Also I have 

seen this).  

 

Years later, when I asked Dimitris Papaioannou, who was the little 

brother of Priest Apostolos and my close friend, he gave me this answer: 

‘No, this committee went to Marmaris in order to request aid from the 

International Red Cross organization there.’ (…) The brother of 

Apostolos, lawyer Manolis Papaioannou, who wrote a book on the 

German occupation of Rhodes, also writes about this event in his work 

for food assistance (…) The Greek authors wrote and evaluated in this 

way and unfortunately I do not have any written proof.
1215
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Undoubtedly, the narrative of Nasuhoğlu based on his reminiscences cannot be evidence 

standing alone. In the previous chapter, it was suggested that the first Red Cross aid to 

Rhodes via Turkey took place after January 1945, when the Germans told the Allies that 

they would accept humanitarian assistance. In this sense, whatever the reason that the 

committee came to Muğla in April in order to discuss the aid matters was, it seems that 

it was not a secret committee without the knowledge of the British, Greeks, and Italians. 

In addition, this account is also important in terms of differentiating the events to which 

the Dodecanesian Muslims and Erkin referred as a “German” offer. In this respect, it 

also strengthens the view of this dissertation that the German contact that Erkin wrote 

was about the islands that the Germans were evacuating; Lesvos and Chios, as the 

concerns of the British showed.  

 In conclusion, this dissertation argues that with the existing data, the prevalent 

discourse about the Dodecanese as a missed opportunity is not a reliable one. Actually, 

reliability of the discourse is not just related to the ambiguity about the offer and the 

lack of written documents. It should be noted that Turkey had already cut the diplomatic 

ties with Germany at the time of the claimed offers. Besides, it was not likely that 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
verileceğine biz karışmayız.” Türk makamları bu heyeti Muğla'ya götürdüler ve üç gün sonra 
Ankara'dan gelen telgrafta şunları yazıyordu:‘Türkiye Cumhuriyeti Hükümeti ne bir karış toprak 

verir, ne bir karış toprak ister!’ Bu heyet Rodos'a döndükten sonra bir müddet ahşap Türk 

teknelerinin iki yanlarına kırmızı hac ve RED CROSS yazısı ile Rodos'a pek çok defa yiyecek 
taşıdılar (bunu ben de gördüm). Ben yıllar sonra papaz Apostolos'un kardeşi ve benim samimi 

dostum avukat Dimitris Papaionannou'ya sorduğumda onun yanıtı şöyle oldu: ‘Hayır o heyet, 

Marmaris'te bulunan uluslararası Kızılhaç teşkilatından gıda yardımı istemek için gitti (…) 
Rodos'un Alman işgali hakkında bir kitap yazan ve Apostolos'un ağabeyi olan avukat Manolis 

Papaioannou da bu olayı kitabında, sadece gıda yardımı için olduğunu yazmaktadır(…) Yunanlı 

yazarlar bu olayı bu şekilde kaydettiler ve yorumladılar. Benim de elimde maalesef hiç bir yazılı 

kanıt yok.”  
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Turkey could occupy any islands, regardless of the north and south, when trying to fix 

its relations with the Allies. Therefore, from a diplomatic point of view, the German 

offer at issue meant a move to stir up trouble in this relationship. On the other hand, it 

should also be noted that Germany was a defeated country in 1945. The probable 

occupation of the islands would not bring a “fait accompli,” yet further trouble for the 

Turkish diplomacy.  

As was explained above, the end of diplomatic relations with Germany as well as 

the controversial German initiatives towards the Turks did not yield any positive result 

in terms of the Turkish claims on the Dodecanese. Actually, the state of affairs 

necessitated the opposite direction for Turkish diplomacy because, when the war was 

coming to an end, Turkey was well aware of the problems involved in its security. 

Indeed, while the above-mentioned developments took place in terms of the Aegean, 

Churchill and Stalin, who met in Moscow in October 1944, were discussing the future of 

the Straits. In this respect, Churchill supported a change in the Straits regime
1216

 in favor 

the Soviets. It was in those conditions that Turkey, which was stranded with the Soviet 

desires with no support, tried to come closer to Britain as well as Greece in the Balkans 

and informed the Greek government that Turkey did not have any claims towards the 

Dodecanese in November 1944.
1217

  This action of Turkey was interpreted as a “realist 

attitude” since the Turkish interests in the Mediterranean necessitated a close 

cooperation with Greece.
1218

  

The Soviet aims on the Straits were reiterated also in Yalta Conference between 

4 and 11 February 1945. The discussions among Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt 
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indicate that the Big Three were in favor of a change in the Montreux regime, which had 

been prepared in a different diplomatic context and bound the fate of the Soviet Russia 

to Turkey.
1219

 Thereafter, in March 1945, the Soviet Union declared the abolition of the 

Treaty of Friendship and Neutrality of 1925 between Turkey and Russia. In June 1945, it 

juxtaposed its demands from Turkey, with regard to the bases in the Straits, territorial 

changes especially in terms of Kars and Ardahan and the alteration in the Montreux 

regime. Actually, these were the times that Turkey feared the Soviet control indeed, as 

the statement of Nurullah Esat Sümer, the Deputy Minister of the Foreign Affairs at that 

time, shows. He stated that Turkey could not be regarded as Poland or Romania,
1220

 

which fell under the Soviet domination after the Second World War.  

The Soviet Union reiterated its demands in Potsdam Conference, which took 

place between 17 July and 2 August 1945. During the meetings, the Soviets tried to the 

pull the issues into a bilateral context between Ankara and Moscow, but Britain and the 

US challenged the Russians emphasizing the international character of the Straits.
1221

 

Yet, it should be noted that both Britain and the US supported a change in Montreux 

regime with a much freer regulation. What they had rather problematized was the Soviet 

effort to place the issue into a bilateral framework between Moscow and Ankara and to 

gain bases in the Straits, since it would mean Russian control in Turkey as well as in the 

Near East. On other issues, however, specifically in terms of the territorial claims on the 

Eastern Anatolian cities of Kars and Ardahan, the Soviets were given almost a free-
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hand. The statement of the US President Truman in his memoirs, “I said that the 

question of territorial concessions was a Turkish and Russian dispute which they should 

have to settle themselves,”
1222

 in Potsdam is a good indication that the help Turkey was 

seeking was not always on the table.   

Although the Soviet and American relations showed signs of unrest in the second 

half of 1945, Truman’s declaration; “I am tired of babying the Soviets,” came in January 

1946, approximately six months after Potsdam Conference. It is within these conditions 

that the Americans would send Missouri to Turkey for the funeral of Ambassador 

Ertegün in April 1946, as a symbolic act of friendship, Turkey would progressively 

break its isolation thereafter and would reject the Soviet notes insisting on the above-

mentioned demands, this time with the full support of the US, which would also declare 

assistance for Greece and Turkey against the Soviets through the famous Truman 

Doctrine in 1947. In this narrative, what should be further emphasized is that while 

Turkey could gain the Western support after 1946, the fate of the Dodecanese as the 

subject of this chapter was almost finalized in the meantime. Therefore, it is necessary to 

look at the story of the transfer of the Dodecanese to Greece keeping this background of 

Turkish foreign policy of the time in mind.  

 In this respect, returning to the first months of 1945, another step that Turkey 

took had become the declaration of war on Germany in February 1945, just after 

abovementioned Yalta Conference. Athanassopoulou states that with this move “Ankara 

hoped to advance its claims over the Dodecanese Islands.”
1223

 Indeed, the discussions on 
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the Dodecanese intensified steadily thereafter, especially in April 1945. Actually, the 

three-four month period after April 1945 was the most critical epoch for the problem, 

which never fell from the agenda of the interested parties that searched for the best 

possible solution for themselves. In this context, the major concern of Britain seems to 

ensure the transfer of the Dodecanese to Greece without leading to an impasse in the 

Turkish-Greek relations.
1224

 If Ankara’s statement made to Athens in November 1944, in 

terms of not having any territorial claims is kept mind, this concern of Britain indicates 

that Turkey, behind its official stand, was still interfering in the issue. According to the 

Ambassador in Ankara, offering Kastellorizo to the Turks was one of the ways to reach 

an agreement easily, not being different from the ideas asserted during the Second 

World War,
1225

 due to the the proximity of this island to the Turkish mainland. 

Apart from the solution through Kastellorizo, the officials in London had also 

aimed to achieve a complete unity among the Allies, in terms of support for the 

Greeks.
1226

 In this way, Britain would not have the sole responsibility, as well as the 

supporter of the Greek aims in the Dodecanese. Another method, on the other hand, was 

giving a chance to the Italian government to declare that it would transfer its sovereign 

rights over the Dodecanese to Greece and over Kastellorizo to Turkey, thus solving the 

problem at an early date.
1227

 

The Greeks and the Dodecanesian Greek community also shared this point of 

view. The Greek associations in different part of the world were in contact with the 
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Italians, as they were with the Americans and the British.
1228

 For instance, the head of a 

Dodecanesian group in Washington had written a letter to the Italian Ambassador there 

to ask for an official declaration stating that the Italian government would be happy to 

see the unification of the islands with Greece during April 1945.
1229

 Although the 

ambassador replied that he would not make any particular declaration in the name of his 

government in this particular moment, all the parties had begun to pay attention to an 

Italian statement. The US was not an exception in this sense. According to the American 

officials, the Italian statement on this subject would be remarkably useful for the 

purpose that London had in mind, and such a declaration was not a remote possibility 

based on the public and private accounts.
1230

  

 The reason behind the fact that US paid attention to the Greek-Italian 

reconciliation was its position against the pushy British behavior, which sought to 

persuade the Americans and the Russians to make an early settlement. Although the US 

did not differ from Britain in terms of its support for the Greek claims, it had adopted a 

more patient approach for the Dodecanese, which should and would have been resolved 

with the general peace settlement unless the Greeks and the Italians solved the problem 

themselves. Therefore, the Americans emphasized that in the existing conditions, the 

military government during the interim period needed to act impartially until the afore-
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mentioned peace treaty and that the US government would definitely not make any early 

declaration about the status of the Dodecanese, as the British desired.
1231

  

 When these discussions were being carried out, the German surrender was signed 

on 7 May, as the harbinger of the end of the Second World War in Europe. Therefore, 

the British, in the name of the Allies, took possession of the Dodecanese Islands, which 

were to be administered by the military government until the final settlement was 

reached. During the same week as the Germans surrendered the islands, the Greek 

government contacted Churchill and officially asked for the annexation of the 

Dodecanese Islands.
1232

 On the same day, the Greek regent, Archbishop Damaskinos, 

departed from Athens with Averoff cruiser to visit the Dodecanese with the aim of 

“giving Greece’s kind regards” to the islands.
1233

 According to the Archbishop, his visit 

to Rhodes was the official acknowledgement of the ties uniting the Dodecanese Islands 

with mainland Greece.
1234

 Therefore, he emphasized in his speech that the 

Dodecanesians would never be deprived of liberty that they just gained and this 

assurance was under the guarantee of the Allies.
1235

 In other words, he promised that the 

Dodecanese would soon be the part of Greece.  

 What was the position of Turkey in the face of the Greek actions? According to 

Hayta, silence prevailed in Turkey in front of these developments.
1236

 Likewise, the New 

York Times, while dealing with the visit of the Archbishop, suggested that although the 

Turkish newspapers mentioned the events, they refrained from making comment about 
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it.
1237

 This study argues that though the press did not make thorough analyzes either for 

the official demand of the Greek government or for the visit and speech of the 

Archbishop, it was not totally correct to say that Turkey had already given up on the 

matter. The British documents show that the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

frequently contacted with Britain during the days of the above-mentioned actions. In one 

of these messages, Turkish official had emphasized that Ankara was following the 

developments with concern:  

 

Mr. Türkgeldi said that as Turkish government had heard nothing from 

us on this subject, they were temporarily keeping these messages from 

the press but in view of Turkey’s real interest, this could not be done 

for long and they hoped for immediate enlightment from British ally. 

He felt it unnecessary to stress the great importance to Turkey of the 

Dodecanese and of the Turkish government being consulted about 

their disposal...”
1238

 

 

 

The detail of this disposal would come up two days later. The Turks stressed that the 

Turkish interests were specifically lying on five islands in the Dodecanese group, 

namely, Leros, Kalimnos, Kos, Nisiros, and Symi, which were more or less within 

Turkish territorial waters and which influenced the Turkish security strongly.
1239

 The 

Turks did not incorporate Kastellorizo into this group, because they thought that it 

should have been Turkish anyway without much discussion.
1240
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The Turkish demand for the five islands as well as Kastellorizo created trouble 

because it disturbed the British and Greek plans for the Dodecanese. In the contacts 

between these two powers, the Greeks alleged that they had received guarantees from 

Turkey, which would not assert any claims over the Dodecanese while the British 

stressed that Turks were not accepting the existence of such assurances.
1241

 As can be 

seen, the disagreement began to reign the Aegean Archipelago on a sudden, with the 

diplomatic statements of Turkey.  

 In reality, Turkey was paying attention to its relationship with Greece and 

uttering its good will towards its neighbour every step of the way. However, Ankara also 

emphasized that discussing a matter directly related to its security was also an important 

duty. Actually, Turkey still had hopes about a possible partition of the islands if it could 

have the opportunity to discuss the matter bilaterally with Greece and if it could obtain 

the support of Britain in terms of such a solution.
1242

 In one of the discussions between 

the officials of Ankara and London, the Turks sought such support although the British 

officials had declared frankly that these areas belonged to the Greeks, leading to 

disappointment for the Turkish officials.
1243

 

 Ankara reiterated its desire to discuss the matter bilaterally with the Greeks 

several times, but Britain was of the opinion that the Turks should not have been 

permitted to make its own discussions.
1244

 The documents regarding the Turkish 

involvement in the issue display well that how Britain was supporting the Greek claims, 

to such an extent that in one of the correspondence, Foreign Office officials stated that 
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Turks should not “open their mouths too wide” in the meantime.
1245

 On the other hand, 

this statement, which displays the irritated attitude of the British, also shows that the 

Turks did not behave as passive as the existing literature on the issue implies, at least 

behind the closed doors.
1246

  

It is important to note that the statement that the British made to the Turks just 

after the Greek official request of annexation and the visit of the Archbishop 

Damaskinos about the fact that the Allies did not have any “intention of reaching an 

immediate decision about the future status of the islands or of handing them over to the 

Greeks,”
1247

 was a direct result of the inquiries of Ankara. The coincidence of the 

discussion among the British officials whether the Greek contingences should have been 

in the Dodecanese or sent back to mainland Greece in order not prejudice the future of 

the islands with the above-mentioned statement of the British is also worth considering 

from this perspective.
1248

 Actually, the British had already explained to the Turks, who 

were sensitive about the Greek troops stationed on the islands that since the duty of 

controlling the German garrison in the Dodecanese had been given to the Greeks, it was 

normal to see the Greek soldiers on the islands.
1249

    

 However, it should be emphasized that despite the existence of Turkish attempts 

over the Dodecanese as was explained above, it cannot be said that gaining these islands 
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became the utmost priority of Turkish foreign policy. The period of the Dodecanese 

talks in April and May more or less coincided with the aforementioned Soviet demands 

as well as the abolition of the Treaty of Neutrality and Friendship. Therefore, it was not 

surprising to see that the headlines of the newspapers after June 1945 were reserved for 

the Soviet Russia, the future of the Turkish Straits, and the possible reactions of London 

and Washington to the issue.
1250

  

What was the position of the Dodecanese within all these discussions? Did the 

future of the islands become an absolutely irrelevant topic that fell completely from the 

agenda? How did Turkey follow the developments regarding the islands in the Aegean 

after May 1945? Addressing all these questions, this dissertation suggests that Turkey 

continued to follow the discussions regarding the Dodecanese with concern because 

putting the Turkish claims over the islands aside; the area was tightly related to the 

Straits, which were the major anxiety of Ankara at that time. The following pages will 

designate how the Dodecanese would be further linked to the Straits concerns of Turkey. 

However, at this point, it is important to note that while Turkey implemented its foreign 

policy agenda in order to find a way out from a difficult diplomatic position, the press 

which was relatively silent about the Dodecanese was getting excited from time to time 

with the articles about the islands.  

In this sense, the summer of 1945 was significant because all the regional aspects 

were complicated. For instance, while Turkey was struggling with the demands of 

Russia, Greece was involved in another battle with its domestic strife which would turn 

into a civil war in 1946. Greece was also worried about its territorial integrity since 
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Soviet Russia was demanding a territorial betterment for the Slavs in the Balkans, which 

would certainly affect the Greek borders,
1251

in which the Greek communists were 

gradually getting powerful.  

On the other hand, all the newspapers, including the Turkish ones, 

expected/hoped a Greek-Turkish block in the Balkans under the tutelage of the British, 

as opposed to the Slavic countries dominated by the Soviets.
1252

 According to the 

evaluations, the Turkish-Greek cooperation in the Balkans especially with the support of 

the British was imperative at that time;
1253

 if the Western powers did not want to give 

rein the whole region including the Near East to the communists. In this context, the 

Dodecanese remained as an obstacle between these two parties, which needed to be 

closer to each other. But, nearly at the same time that the press was talking about the 

necessity of a block between Ankara and Athens, the articles and comments that were 

written in the Turkish newspapers started a battle of words between Greece and Turkey.  

 Since it was the only major period, through which the Turkish journals seriously 

commented on the future of the Dodecanese, it is important to mention some of them. 

The most important article belonged to the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Tevfik 

Rüştü Aras. Aras, in an article published in Tan suggested that an autonomous 

administration with demilitarization and within a strong cooperation between Greece, 

Britain, and Turkey was the most suitable solution for the Dodecanese because 

throughout the interwar period, Turkey had lived with anxiety about the fortifications 

that Italy implemented in Rhodes and Leros, on the one hand, and the economy of the 

islands necessitated the cooperation of Turkey and the Greece, on the other hand:  
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I have spoken about this question on one previous occasion under a 

different and more academic title, when I raised the suggestion that the 

people of these islands should be given an autonomy based on full 

independence. Turkey and Greece would grant great commercial 

facilities to these islands and to guarantee complete security to the 

neighboring countries all fortifications would have to be removed. I 

said that Britain, Turkey and Greece would give their guarantee to 

withstand any attack that might be made against these islands. I still 

hold the opinion that such a plan could be applied even today and 

could be harmonized with the terms of the Security Council of the 

International Organization… Giving autonomy to the Dodecanese does 

not signify separating these islands from Greece but uniting with 

Greece an independent Dodecanese… A solution of this nature would 

draw Greece nearer to Turkey, Britain and Greece to establish 

cooperation in the Aegean. This would open for the Dodecanese the 

gates of prosperity and peace. The question of the Dodecanese could 

be studied at the Peace conference, but in my view it would be 

preferable to have an Anglo-Turkish-Greek commission study this 

question prior to its being submitted to the Conference.
1254

 

   

At the beginning of this article, the former Minister emphasized that he was making this 

analysis with the thought of preventing Turkish-Greek relations from deterioration over 

the Dodecanese.
1255

 It was also obvious from the suggestion that it had an intention to 

make Turkey with other diplomatic problems closer both to Britain and Greece in the 

region. But, contrary to his actual intent, the article of Aras got immense amount of 

reaction from the Greeks.  

The Central Committee of the Dodecanese sent a note both to İnönü and to 

Saraçoğlu protesting the Aras’ article by stating that the piece of the former Minister had 

beeen shocking to the Greek people, who showed their determination to be united with 
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motherland Greece.
1256

 Likewise, the head of the Turkish-Greek community also 

manifested its disapproval of the article because Aras’ ideas could not reflect the sincere 

opinion of the Turkish citizens towards the Greeks.
1257

 In addition to the committees, the 

Greek press also harshly reacted to the article. For instance, the Greek newspaper 

Katimerini stressed that if the official circles shared the former Minister’s point of view, 

Turkish-Greek relations would irremediably jeopardized, making clarification of the 

issue essential.
1258

  

 The reaction to the article forced Aras to write another piece in which he stated 

that he had discussed autonomy as a mere idea and nobody should suspect his warm 

feelings towards the Greeks and the Dodecanesians.
1259

 He also said that his opinions 

were completely personal,
1260

 thus, stressing his disconnection from the Turkish 

government. Yet, despite his explanations, the issue did not go away, because the article 

of Aras had opened the Pandora’s Box. Various authors wrote other articles in Turkish 

newspapers thereafter. When the contents of these articles are considered, it can be 

suggested that the opinions of their authors were much more severe than that of Aras. 

For instance, the day after the commentary of the former Minister, a former 

parliamentarian and journalist, Ethem İzzet Benice, wrote an article on Son Telgraf, 

suggesting that the islands should be given to Turkey:  
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As a matter of fact, islands such as Meis that are within our territorial 

waters should be given to Turkey, which would mean ensuring their 

security to the maximum. But Dr. Rüştü Tevfik Aras’ view is different. 

He says that the Dodecanese Islands should be annexed to no country 

and that they should be given autonomy (…) From the point of view of 

the security of the Eastern Mediterranean, the Aegean and the 

Dodecanese Islands that have been liberated from the Fascist yoke; this 

proposal could be dwelt upon as a final and practical measure. We 

should like to re-emphasize that if the people who are to organise 

peace think of giving these islands to Turkey-islands that lie almost at 

the tip of her nose- they would not be doing anything wrong or out of 

place. Such an offer on the part of the great nations would no doubt be 

welcomed by our Greek friend and allies.
1261

  

 

The editorials of Yeni Sabah supported the views in Son Telgraf. These excerpts seemed 

anonymous although they supposedly belonged to Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın, a Turkish 

journalist and politician. The tone in his articles was tough as opposed to those of Aras 

and Yenice. On 13 August 1945, the editorial of Yeni Sabah with the title “Excessive 

Excitement of Greek friends,” warned Athens that the Turks could run out of patience 

unless the grumbles coming from Athens came to an end:  

 

Our friends started massive racket and carryings around the matter of 

the Dodecanese Islands. In fact, they are going too far by arguing that 

even the opinions about an autonomous administration for the islands, 

putting aside the restoration of the islands to our Turkey, as the legal 

possessor, are major offence to their rights. Although we sustain our 

silence based on a great dignity in order not to blur the ambient, the 

weird outcries coming from Athens can exhaust our patience.
1262
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After this excerpt, Yeni Sabah continued to publish pieces about the islands for several 

days. It is seen that the every commentary in the Turkish newspapers led to 

repercussions in the Greek politics and public opinion. After 18
 
August, when the 

Anatolian Agency declared that a Greek commission would go to London in order to 

resolve the Dodecanesian problem,
1263

 another editorial was published in the same 

newspaper, supporting the annexation of the islands to Turkey: 

 

 

Greece is talking too loudly on the matter of the Dodecanese. Italy had 

seized these islands not from Greece, but from Turkey. Therefore, as a 

logical consequence, a stolen property should be returned to its owner, 

not to a third party (…) It is not certain that when the future of the 

islands is decided, we will accept the transition of these islands to a 

foreign power, even if this is Greece, as our close friend, because the 

Italian sovereignty on these islands had become a source of grief for 

Anatolia as well as a sharp dagger directed against the heart of Turks. 

These islands are too close to our coasts and almost an extension of 

our Anatolia. Our Greek friends are faced with so complex problems 

that should be solved with the Bulgarians and Yugoslavians that they 

should not be deprived of the Turkish support by insisting on the 

Dodecanesian story.”
1264

  

 

 

July and August 1945 were the period in which the Turkish press actively commented 

on the Dodecanese and challenged the Greek claims. Putting the Aras’ most 
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controversial comment aside, it seems that the Turkish government did not silence the 

press on purpose. That is to say, although Turkey did not make any official demand 

about the islands, it permitted the campaign carried out through the press, which was not 

as “silent” as in May. While trying to show its position through the newspapers, Turkey 

also made efforts to send the Dodecanesian Muslim refugees back to their homelands as 

soon as possible to increase the proportion of the Muslims in the total population.
1265

 It 

can be suggested that Turkey was trying to demand the islands without officially 

demanding them with its obscure behaviour. One of the colloquia that the Turkish 

Ambassador in London, Cevat Açıkalın, made with the British officials displays this 

vague attitude of Turkey:  

 

Mr. Açıkalın, particularly on the occasion, had stressed that Turkey had 

always disavowed territorial ambitions and said that on at least one 

occasion in the last two years she could with easily have put herself in 

occupation of some or all of the Dodecanese. So far as Turkey was 

concerned, the question of the Dodecanese had not arisen. Mr Açıkalın 

said it was his understanding that the disposal of the Dodecanese was 

not at present in question and until it was Turkey had no interest. If at a 

later stage the Dodecanese were being parcelled out, Turkey might 

conceivable have claims at least as strong as some others. In the context 

in which he spoke I definitely understood M. Açıkalın’s last remark to 

refer to a distribution of the Dodecanese among several countries and 

that it did not exclude the possibility of Turkey recognizing Greek 

claims alone to the Dodecanese (...)
1266

 

 

As can be seen from the interpretation of the colloquium, the Turkish Ambassador could 

stress in the same conversation that Turkey was not a country with territorial interest 
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while it could claim some of the islands in the future. Likewise, probably the British 

understood that Turkey not only was interested in the distribution of the islands, but also 

could accept the Greek annexation of the Dodecanese from the talk.  

The vagueness of the positions was not unique to Turkey either. Indeed, the 

summer of 1945 symbolized an epoch in which the future of the Dodecanese was so 

complex that even the British, who were the ardent supporters of the Dodecanesian 

unification with Greece on paper, were suspected that they had an intention to take 

Rhodes, Kos, and Leros in order both to consolidate its position in the Mediterranean 

and to secure the area that was under the threat of the Soviet Union due to the problem 

of the Straits.
1267

 According to the assertions, Britain would leave only the remaining 

islands to Greece while Turkey would be given Kastellorizo.
1268

 Actually, Greece also 

shared these suspicions. Athens could not understand why the transition of the islands 

did not take place yet despite the support of both Britain and the US.
1269

  

The fact that the future of the Dodecanese was not as simple as both the British 

and the Greeks had assumed came up with the Soviet Union’s demand for bases from 

the Dodecanese in September 1945 at the London Conference of Council of Foreign 

Ministers. During the first sessions of the meeting Britain had come with a proposal 

suggesting that Italy would renounce its rights in the Dodecanese in favour of Greece 

with the exception of Kastellorizo which would be given to Turkey, together with a 
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demilitarization clause.
1270

 After a couple of sessions, the British delegation changed its 

proposal with regard to Kastellorizo, thus making the American and British offers 

alike.
1271

  

After the mutual offer of Britain and the US, Molotov, the Soviet Commissar of 

Foreign Affairs, stated that although Moscow did not have any problems about the 

Greek claims, the Deputies should further study the question not excluding the 

demilitarization issue, before the final decision was taken owing to the fact that this area 

was strategically important for the Soviet Union with its proximity to the entrance to the 

Black Sea.
1272

  

This utterance of the Soviet delegation had raised doubts about the real intention 

of Moscow regarding the Dodecanese. These doubts mounted when Molotov questioned 

the demilitarized status of the other Aegean Islands that did not belong to Greece 

because according to the Russian Commissar, “if they were not being demilitarized there 

must be some reason.”
1273

 Although all of the powers agreed to cede the islands to 

Greece, the Soviet position to send the matter to Deputies for further inquiry, especially 

in terms of the demilitarization, strained the Council to a great extent. The discussions 

almost reached an impasse when Molotov, who stated that “if he lived in North America 

                                                             
1270

 FRUS, United States Department of State , Foreign relations of the United States: 
Diplomatic papers,. General: Political and Economic Matters 1945, vol.2, “First session of the 

Council of Foreign Ministers, London, September 11-October 2, 1945,” 12 September 1945, 

p.137.  http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/FRUS.FRUS1945v02 (accessed June 5, 2014). 
1271

 Ibid., “Record of the Sixth Meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers,”  17 September 

1945, p.203.  
1272

 Ibid.  
1273

 Actually, the example was given because of the situation in the area during the Second 

World War: the Axis had blocked the Aegean. Ibid. “United States Delegation Minutes of the 

Sixth Meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers,” 17 September 1945, p.205.  



414 
 

he could decide the question without delay,” rejected the desire of the Americans which 

insisted that the Council should have decided the issue as soon as possible.”
1274

    

 Essentially, Molotov’s position was ambiguous. On the one hand, he stressed 

that the Soviets did not have any problems with the cession of the islands to Greece, but 

on the other hand, he rejected the American proposal that the Deputies should have 

studied not the cession, but the demilitarization clause, stating that the whole question 

should have been analyzed.
1275

 Therefore, his stance led the Council to suspect from a 

possible Russian claim to the islands. Obviously, the doubts with regard to the Soviet 

attitude were not limited to the Council of the Foreign Ministers.  

The press, including the Turkish ones, had begun to write about the possible 

Russian demands in the Aegean. For instance, Cumhuriyet wrote about the rumors on 

the Soviet desire to have bases in the Dodecanese as another sign of the Russian appetite 

in the Mediterranean.
1276

 According to the newspaper, just after the demands about the 

Straits and Eritrea, the Soviet position about the Dodecanese showed that Moscow was 

making plans to dominate the whole Mediterranean region.
1277

 The Russian plans for 

expansion in the Mediterranean attracted the attention of the whole world while the US 

Secretary of State Byrnes implicitly confirmed the rumors through his statement: “the 

Council was in general agreement that the Dodecanese Islands should go to Greece 

although the assent of one member was qualified pending the study of certain questions 
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by his Government.”
1278

 It would be explicitly suggested after the London Conference, 

which came to an end without a result for the Dodecanese, that the rumors about the 

Russian military bases on the Dodecanese were true.
1279

 

 The military plans of the Soviets in the Dodecanese Islands were closely related 

to the ambition of Moscow to make Russia a Mediterranean power. However, apart from 

the Mediterranean balance of power, the military bases in the Dodecanese carried special 

importance for Turkey. While the Russians emphasized the proximity of the islands to 

the Black Sea in the peace table of the London Conference, they also stressed the 

adjacency of the region to the Straits.  

What this dissertation designated during both the interwar and the war years, was 

the fact that any military establishment on the islands had the capacity to irritate Turkey 

due to the proximity of the islands to the Anatolian coasts, and the tie between the 

islands and the Dardanelles that had paved the way for the Montreux Convention. When 

the Soviet demands on the Straits in July 1945 are kept in mind, the further demands 

from the Dodecanese rendered the position for Turkey much more dangerous from the 

perspective of security. That is why the first Turkish interpretation of the issue in the 

newspapers became the inseparable nature of these two issues.
1280

 Likewise, a Turkish 

diplomat in Paris would again stress this linkage to his Greek colleague in July 1946 in a 

way that the Soviets were interested in the islands based on the Straits.
1281
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 This dissertation argues that it was no coincidence that in September, during 

which the London Conference took place with the aforementioned developments, the 

Turkish newspapers stopped commenting about the future of the Dodecanese, as did the 

government.  Indeed, the complicated stance of Turkey towards the Dodecanese came to 

an end with September, during and after which the Turkish politicians made declarations 

about the Turkish position on territorial issues. President İsmet İnönü announced in the 

Turkish National Assembly that Turkey did not have any debt that could be paid from 

the Turkish territory and the Turkish rights, to anyone.
1282

 On the other hand, Turkey did 

not have any territorial aims to achieve either,
1283

 as a direct reflection of his standpoint. 

It is seen that after this announcement, Turkey would not intervene into the issue as it 

did before, and the commentaries about the Turkish claims on the islands would cease to 

exist in the newspapers.    

 How can the position of Turkish foreign policy towards the Dodecanese be 

analyzed in the light of this narrative? First of all, it has already been suggested that 

Turkey was in desperate need of diplomatic support for its post-war foreign policy 

problems in terms of the Soviet demands. Therefore, Turkey did not have any desire to 

clash with Britain and the US based on the Dodecanese, which was basically planned to 

be given to Greece. It would not be analytical to risk the relationship with these two 

powers in a period that Turkish foreign policy faced a turning point. Therefore, Turkey 

regulated its vague position towards the Dodecanese in September in which the islands 

and the Straits had been interlinked suddenly.  
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Second, it was neither rational nor principled to make any territorial claims while 

rejecting the same attitude directed towards the Turkish territory, especially on a 

connected matter. The same argument is also made in the memoirs of Erkin. He explains 

that in a correspondence took place between him and Bevin, the British Secretary of 

State for Foreign Affairs, it was made clear that if Turkey took an action for the 

Dodecanese, the Russians would act in the same way for the Straits,
1284

 showing that 

Turkey had to act in the way it did.  

In addition to these two arguments, it was normal that Turkey did not want to get 

involved in an area in which the Soviet Union was interested, to avoid more diplomatic 

involvement with Moscow. As a result of these dynamics, after October 1945, it is seen 

that Turkey followed the Dodecanese case with concern, but without any direct 

participation. In other words, it began to wait for the time that the islands would be 

ceded to Greece, with the hope that they would be given without any bases for the 

Soviets. The Dodecanese file in terms of sovereignty was closed for Turkey in the 

second half of 1945.   

 But, the annexation process lasted long, contrary to expectations. After the 

conference in London, the parties continued to discuss the issues related to the 

Dodecanese for months. As can be anticipated, the prolongation of the process was 

directly linked to the position of the Soviet Union, which constantly tried to postpone the 

meeting in which the issue would be handled. In addition, another demand of the Soviet 

Union, namely a base for the Soviet mercantile ships in the Dodecanese which would 
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supposedly strengthen the ties of Russia with the Mediterranean,
1285

 further stressed the 

relationship between the parties. Although it was later suggested in the newspapers that 

the idea of a commercial base was the personal opinion of the Soviet representative, it is 

seen from the American documents that the same matter had been discussed several 

times after the articles.
1286

   

 From April to July 1946, whenever Byrnes opened the question of the 

Dodecanese, Molotov rejected the discussion of the fate of islands based on a specific 

excuse. This tough attitude of the Russian Commissar reached to a degree that in one of 

the sessions, the American Secretary began to thank Molotov in a sarcastic tone for his 

“resourcefulness of the postponement.”
1287

 The tension during the sessions on the 

Dodecanese was not limited to the US and the USSR. Similar to the fear of Britain with 

regard to the Russian expansionism in the Mediterranean, Molotov was constantly 

accusing Britain of the desire to retain all the Italian colonies for itself.
1288

 The USSR 

argued that the reason behind the existence of the British soldiers in the Dodecanese was 

the desire of the latter to become the dominant power of the Straits.
1289

 This showed 

both the harsh competition in the Mediterranean in the post-war period and the link 

between those two regions one more time.  

                                                             
1285

 Cumhuriyet, 2 March 1946. 
1286

 In May, the Soviet Union had declared that he gave up its demand about a commercial base 

in the Mediterranean. United States Department of State, Foreign relations of the United States. 

Council of Foreign Ministers 1946 vol.2, “United States Delegation Record, Council of Foreign 

Ministers, Second Session, Fifth Informal Meeting,” 11 May 1946, p.349. 
http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/FRUS.FRUS1946v02 (accessed June 8, 2014). 
1287

Ibid., “United States Delegation Record, Council of Foreign Ministers, Second Session, 

Tenth Informal Meeting,” 20 June 1945, p.563.  
 
1288

Ibid. “United States Delegation Record, Council of Foreign Ministers, Second Session, First 

Informal Meeting,” 2 May 1945, p.221.  
1289

 That is why the British thought that they had proven their stance on the contrary of the 

Russian assumption when they finally decided to retreat their troops from the Dodecanese 

toward the end of the year. Cumhuriyet, 9 October 1946. 



419 
 

 The deadlock between the parties came to an end in June in the way that the 

British and Americans wanted. They decided to cede all the islands including 

Kastellorizo to Greece with a demilitarized status. The Soviet retreat on the issue was 

interpreted as tied to the Russian calculations about the future of Greece, which would 

probably fall under Soviet domination owing to the rising power of the communists 

therein according to Moscow.
1290

  

However, demilitarization continued to be a subject in the discussion. While the 

article concerning the Dodecanese in the draft peace treaty states that the “islands shall 

be and shall remain demilitarized,” whether it would be demilitarized or “completely” 

demilitarized was discussed.  Although both terms were basically prohibiting all naval, 

military, and military air installations and fortifications in a specified territory as well as 

in its territorial waters; in a normally demilitarized region, the administration could 

recruit a restricted number of internal security personnel equipped with weapons and 

military training while in a completely demilitarized area, the internal security personnel 

with weapon, the visits of military, naval, and air units to the area, and any 

accommodation regarding military forces were forbidden.
1291

    

 This time, the Greeks strongly opposed the complete demilitarization of the 

islands.
1292

 The idea of demilitarization for the Greeks, putting the complete one aside, 

was a much more different phenomenon than the Allies assumed. According to Greece, 

prohibition of the naval and air bases could be acceptable, but the prohibition of the 
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fortifications should have been related only to permanent ones.
1293

 In addition, 

demilitarization should permit the recruitment of land forces with war material that was 

necessary for the defense of the islands, not just for the internal security role.
1294

 

Furthermore, there should be “no restriction of anti-aircraft gun, air sea rescue units, air 

force fighter or, on Greek warships mooring in harbors for short duration of 

maneuvers.”
1295

  

 At the end of the process, the term “demilitarization,” rather than “complete 

demilitarization,” was used in the peace treaty, as it had been typed in the draft treaty. 

Yet, parallel to the abovementioned stance of Athens, the Greek problem with the 

demilitarization clause began just after the cession took place with the signing of the 

peace treaty, in February 1947, and with the transition of the administration in the 

islands to the Greek Military in March 1947. It is seen that the British Foreign Office 

discussed the future of the Greek troops in the Dodecanese with the British Military 

Mission in the islands since the Greek General Staff asked to establish a military 

headquarters and a recruitment office in Rhodes.
1296

 

While the British Military Mission asked whether London could turn a blind eye 

to these Greek demands, the Foreign Office officials emphasized that Britain could not 

connive with Greece in a breach of the treaty, which prohibited the establishment of  

military quarters.
1297

 However, it seems that the discomfort about the demilitarized 

status of the Dodecanese continued in a way that the Soviet Union, which could not have 
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bases in the area as it desired, declared its uneasiness with the use of the airfields by the 

Royal Hellenic Air Forces in the Dodecanese, in order to fight against banditry on the 

islands.
1298

 The American interpretation of the issue was that although the treaty 

prohibited bases and fortifications, Greece had the right to use the military installations 

in the Dodecanese for internal matters.
1299

  

These discussions about the Dodecanese demilitarization continued among the 

parties thereafter. This shows that the Greek efforts to break the demilitarization clause 

of the Paris Peace Treaty dated back to 1947, rather than the 1970s which was associated 

with the Greek-Turkish tension in the Aegean Sea with regard to militarization in the 

islands mainly based on the Cyprus problem. That is to say, a new epoch, in which one 

of the actors changed although the dynamics of problems remained same, had begun in 

the island-mainland relations beginning with 1947, when the islands were finally 

transferred to Greece. 

                                                 

 

In 1991 in which the Turkish and Greek relationship was experiencing problems over 

the Aegean territorial waters and the continental shelf, President Özal made an important 

declaration about the Dodecanese to the Greek newspaper Apoyevmatini: 

 

These islands belonged to the Ottoman Empire, not to Greece. They 

were transferred to Italy, than to Germany. During the Second World 

War, the Germans said, ‘come and get the islands’ to us. İsmet İnönü 
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did not go. If I were İnönü, I would go and get them. On this issue, 

Turkey made a historical mistake. If these islands belonged to Turkey, 

there would be no problems today.
1300

  

 

 

The statement of Özal does not represent a single example. Whenever the tension in the 

Aegean arose, articles and serials were published in Turkish newspapers, indicating the 

Turkish fault in the transition of the islands to Greece. Every article claimed something, 

yet usually without attributing the assumptions to a certain document. For instance, 

Feridun Cemal Erkin had to disavow one such article published in Hürriyet in 1972, 

through which İhsan Sabri Çağlayangil, one of the former Ministers of Foreign Affairs 

of Turkey had claimed that although Turkey had been invited to the negotiations in Paris 

in 1946 with regard to the sovereignty of the islands, Turkey had not answered the 

invitation and had not gone to France, and thus had lost the chance to take the 

islands.
1301

 Erkin said that such an invitation did not take place.
1302

 If such an invitation 

occurred, a copy of the document should have been in the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs.
1303

 This example shows well how the issue of the Dodecanese has been handled 

based on only one dimension, or on erroneous information.  

This chapter discussed the stance of Turkey on the future of the Dodecanese and 

how it cannot be evaluated in itself; in other words, without taking the other dynamics of 

Turkish foreign policy into consideration. Therefore, it challenges the dominant 
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discourse, as the statement of Özal exemplifies, that Turkey should have been more 

active and taken the islands. This chapter argued that although Turkey discussed a 

certain action against the Dodecanese with the Allied military parties during the war 

years, both the American and British diplomatic circles supported the Greek claims on 

the islands beginning with 1940. In this regard, it is questionable that Turkey had a 

chance on the Dodecanese with the exception of Kastellorizo, about which the US 

changed its mind in the last minute in favor of Greece, even if it concentrated its effort 

on this diplomatic matter in the post-war period.  

The same argument could be made for the much debated and ambiguous German 

offers, because even if they had been made for the Dodecanese instead of Chios and 

Lesvos as discussed above and even if they had been accepted, taking the sovereignty of 

the islands would not have been a realistic move and probably would not have yielded 

any “permanent” result, since the Germans were on the defeated side, the Greeks were 

victorious party with the support of the British and Americans about the Dodecanese, 

and the Turks were “stubbornly” non-belligerent until the end.  

In terms of the post-war period, it is argued that Turkish foreign policy was 

dealing with a major threat coming from the Soviet Union, which desired certain 

changes in the passage regime of the Straits and bases therein as well as territories from 

Eastern Anatolia. In this respect, Ankara, which was isolated in the international arena 

was faced with the Soviet threat, and adopted an official discourse of “neither giving nor 

taking” anything. But, until this approach of İnönü in September 1945, Turkey examined 

issue specifically with the British from time to time. In other words, it was not 

indifferent to the question; actually, it usually contradicted its position of not having 

territorial claims, constituted during the war. In the final analysis, the main denominator 
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of the issue in terms of Turkey became the post-war needs of Turkish foreign policy, 

based on the Soviet threat. Therefore, this chapter emphasizes that the epoch that the 

islands were transferred to Greece necessitates a multifaceted approach to the matter, 

exceeding far beyond simplistic discourses of the post-1970s when the deterioration of 

the Turkish-Greek relations re-opened the issue into discussion.   
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             CHAPTER 8 

 

 

 

          CONCLUSION    

 

 

 

 

When the islands were transferred to Greece in 1947, a new epoch in the Aegean 

Archipelago, in which Turkey and Greece would take the leading roles, began. As some 

parts of this study emphasized, the subsequent period would not be free of problems. 

Actually, even if the problematic nature of the islands concerning the foreign and 

security policy is set aside, the Dodecanese never fell from the agenda, at least in terms 

of the Turkish public opinion. Even during the period on which this dissertation was 

written, newspaper articles and cartoons in the social media were talking about the 

theme of how Turkey could “give” these islands to another power. This reproach, 

usually devoid of basic knowledge on the two transfer period of the islands both in 1923 

and in 1947, is closely linked to the proximity of the islands to the Turkish mainland. 

That is to say, the major problem was the fact that Turkey was faced with another power 

very near its territory, as Şükrü Kaya, former Interior Minister of Turkey, had described 

as the extension of the Anatolian land that was needed to defend Turkey.
1304

 

 This geography of the Aegean Sea has always been problematic for Turkey, thus 

making the islands an important dynamic of Turkish foreign and security policy. In the 

period between 1923 and 1947, this dynamic was felt too much, sometimes to the extent 
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of directing Turkish foreign policy. When Italy occupied the islands in 1912 and gained 

the sovereign rights of the Dodecanese in 1923 with the Lausanne Treaty, the islands 

were separated from the mainland for the first time in centuries. Even though the islands 

in the northern part of the Aegean Sea facing Anatolia, was also under the rule of a 

different power, namely Greece, what made the Dodecanese more special than the other 

island groups in the region was the fact that a more powerful state had appeared near the 

southwestern Anatolia with an aggressive foreign policy, ceaselessly declaring its intent 

to expand in the Mediterranean and fortifying the islands constantly.  

 The Italian stance toward the Dodecanese after 1923 created a situation in the 

Aegean Sea described by this dissertation as “on the verge of the war.”  Indeed, Turkey 

was faced with a danger of another military clash and occupation just after the 

foundation of the Republic, which had come into being after long sequence of wars. The 

years after 1923 were one of the most troublesome epochs of Turkey, which had to deal 

with major foreign policy and security issues, yet had no many international supporters, 

but adversaries.  

The problems based on Mosul, which was negotiated diplomatically with Britain 

alongside a military showdown on the Eastern borders, were reflected on the relations of 

Turkey with other powers like Italy and Greece, which was in collaboration with each 

other. In this sense, Turkey’s fear about the Dodecanese doubled in terms of a likelihood 

of an attack on its southwestern coasts. This fear determined the relationship of Turkey 

with the islands. It was argued that Ankara, which did not have major alliances in the 

diplomatic sphere, with the exception of Soviet Russia, tried to strengthen its western 

shores with its scarce military sources, in order to protect the country from such an 

attack at that time. This fear was one of the most influential dynamics of Turkish foreign 
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policy, which took the situation in the islands in consideration in taking major decisions, 

like the one regarding Mosul. This action-reaction chain in the relationship between 

Turkey and the Dodecanese Islands in which Turkey adjusted both its foreign and 

military policies accordingly shows how a small group of islands can affect a much 

bigger territorial entity, especially if an expansionist and more powerful states rule them. 

In this regard, it is suggested that in the period until the end of 1926, the term 

Dodecanese became equated with “problem,” a serious one that was full of tension, 

military demonstrations, intimidation, and spying activities in the region, on the brink of 

a war indeed.  

Other problems also emerged beyond war and peace in the Aegean Sea, waiting 

to be solved in a much quieter environment since they necessitated a diplomatic 

negotiation process. The dispute over the sovereignty of the islets around Kastellorizo 

began just after 1923 because of the vague character of the related article in the 

Lausanne Treaty, sometimes leading to mutual occupation of the islets and the military 

tension in their vicinity. The problems were not limited to the islets. Even if the legal 

separation of the islands from the mainland took place officially, the people who lived in 

the region still tied to the two shores. There were problems about their properties, which 

remained on the facing coasts, about smuggling between the shores leading to tension 

between the parties, and about the rights to practice fishing and sponge fishing in the 

both side of the sea, in which the borders were vague. Despite the existence of such 

problems, which affected the lives of the islanders, these years on the brink of war 

between 1923 and 1926 were not suitable for necessary diplomatic action to solve them.   

The discussion of those problems coincided with the last years of the 1920s, 

when the first tensions were ameliorated. It was argued in this dissertation that after the 
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cession of the period on the brink of a war, due to a relative detente between the parties 

in the diplomatic contacts, the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign policy continue to prove 

problematic. The problems were handled in the sphere of diplomacy, rather than the 

military terms. The Dodecanese continued to pose problems to Turkey, which pursued 

diplomatic negotiations with Italy for years without concrete results with the exception 

of one issue, sometimes elevating the tension in the region. It was shown that the only 

issue that had been solved at the end of the period was the partition of the Kastellorizo 

Islets. In this sense, while the Dodecanesians proved unable to improve their economic 

rights, or property problems, Turkey’s project to determine the boundaries between the 

Anatolian coasts and the whole Dodecanese did not yield any positive results.   

It was asserted that apart from the problems about the Dodecanese in Turkish 

foreign policy, the border problems together with the effort to claim the islets with 

undetermined sovereignties dates back to this period, rather than to the post-1950s, as is 

commonly assumed. Likewise, it was shown that the the parties discussed and 

challenged the territorial waters, though as a new concept in the international law at that 

time, especially in terms of expanding the generally accepted three miles clause to six 

miles based on strategic and economic notions, not being very different from the recent 

problems in the Aegean.  

Despite the problems, this period between 1927 and 1933 was an aberrant phase 

in terms of the place of the Dodecanese Islands in Turkish foreign policy that continued 

until 1945, since the “war” theme in the relations had taken a backstage. After 1933, 

military concerns began to overshadow the diplomatic ones again. The last years of the 

interwar period in terms of the Dodecanese dynamic in Turkish foreign policy marked a 

poignant epoch since the expansionist and aggressive attitude of Italy returned with 
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greater confidence. In this sense, it was argued that Turkey took the Dodecanese 

dynamic into consideration to a great extent.  

 However, as Italy was more confident on the eve of the Second World War, so 

was Turkey, especially as compared to the years after the foundation of the Republic. 

Turkey was now an esteemed, equal member of the international arena. In addition, the 

balance of power in Europe was different in a way that the rising Italian fortress in the 

Aegean Sea, as a strategic point vis-a-vis the whole Mediterranean, had become a big 

question mark also for other powers, like Britain. In other words, the Dodecanese was no 

longer the sole problem of Turkey.  

 Turkey took several diplomatic initiatives in this atmosphere to provide its 

security. The Montreux Convention for the Straits and the rapprochement with Britain 

and later with France at the beginning of the Second World War should be seen from 

this perspective. Similarly, it was suggested that other issues, like the Balkan Entente 

and even the sanjak of Alexandretta, were linked to situation in the Mediterranean, in 

which the Aegean Archipelago played an important role for Turkey.  

For example, although the Balkan Entente was a formation based on Italian and 

Bulgarian revisionism as well as on economic and cultural themes, the ardent Italian 

support for a Bulgarian outlet to the Aegean Sea just at the time of conclusion of the pact 

shows that the Dodecanese, and in general the whole Archipelago, was tied to the 

Balkans, and vice versa.  

Likewise, Turkish claims on the sanjak of Alexandretta, beginning from 1936, 

were related to the nationalistic and historical interests. In other words, the issue had its 

own dynamics. But, it is also important to emphasize that the dossiers in the archives of 
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Turkish General Staff specifically deal with the intrusion of Italian influence in the 

region. That is to say, the military officials at some point considered even Alexandretta, 

related to Syria and France, in terms of the Italian threat, because from a strategic point 

of view, a possible Italian sovereignty in the region, for which efforts were being made 

according to the intelligence, could constitute a nightmare for Turkey since the the 

Dodecanese had already compressed its western coasts. 

 While pursuing an active foreign policy mostly in relation to the Italians in the 

Dodecanese Islands, Turkey tried to fortify its borders militarily at the same time. It was 

shown that the most important weakness in the Turkish defense, namely the 

demilitarized status of the Straits, had come to an end in 1936, making the vulnerable 

western coasts much more secure. The Turkish military constantly fortified these coastal 

regions, from Çanakkale to Antalya, during the years after 1933-1934. The impact of the 

Dodecanese on Turkish security policy in this regard revealed itself in fortifications, 

troop movements, war games, high-ranking visits and inspections, and even in the 

military discussions about the construction of roads in the region.  

When the interwar period came to an end, the islands were still being regarded as 

influential by Turkey. The Tripartite Pact between Turkey, Britain, and France 

designates this point well. Apart from being one of the reasons for Turkey to come 

closer to these two powers as the war approached, the Dodecanese became an important 

point for Turkey in terms of the military negotiations after their alliance came into being. 

However, it was suggested that the attitude of Turkey towards the Dodecanese was 

complicated in 1939 and 1940. While the Turkish officials were still concerned with an 

Italian attack from the Dodecanese, they were also making plans of occupation with 
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their allies. In other words, the islands had both offensive and defensive meanings for 

Turkey.  

 When Turkey decided to be non-belligerent in the Second World War, these 

occupation plans were shelved. But, this dissertation argued that despite the diversity of 

major foreign policy and security problems of Turkey, the Dodecanese continued to be 

important. In other words, although the place of the islands in Turkish foreign policy, the 

main aim of which was to remain outside of the war, was not like that of the interwar 

period, the Dodecanese always remained on the table, not only of the Turkish 

government, but also of the Allies.  

 In terms of security, the Turks considered the islands in conjunction with Thrace 

because all this area was under the domination of the Axis powers after 1941. With the 

fall of Italy in 1943, the Nazis became the sole power in the region. Therefore, this 

dissertation emphasized that when Axis closed the whole Aegean after 1941, the focus 

of the existing literature only on Thrace is deficient, though not erroneous.  

The islands persisted to be a problem during those years. The Allies were also 

concerned with their possible use by the Germans, in relation to Turkey, the 

Mediterranean, and the Middle East. The efforts of the British to capture the islands in 

1943 reflects how the British tried both to take this strategic region in order to hinder the 

Nazis to act against the Mediterranean and the Middle East, and to open the Aegean 

route, which was directly related to the Balkans and the Straits, and thus to Russia. It 

was meaningful that Churchill stubbornly insisted on clearing the Aegean Sea of the 

Axis because he thought that the only way to convince the Turks to enter the war was by 

capturing of the Dodecanese. This shows how the relationship between Turkey and the 

islands was perceived at that time.   
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The diplomatic negotiations had a similar approach. After 1940, the granting- or 

bribing- of some of the Dodecanese Islands to the Turks was regarded as a way to make 

the Turks enter the war. Indeed, the Dodecanese Islands were seen as the means to 

acquire something from Turkey owing to the importance of the region for Ankara, 

though this was not successful. This understanding reignited the sovereignty problem of 

the Dodecanese long before the end of the war. Both the situation and the fate of the 

Dodecanese in relation to Turkey became a point of discussion in the Allied meetings, as 

well as the well-known conferences of the Second World War. In the meantime, 

however, while Turkey emphasized that it had neither the intent to enter the war nor a 

territorial claim on the Dodecanese, it paradoxically continued to stress the strategic 

importance of the islands for Anatolia regarding the future of the islands, and to discuss 

in the sessions with the Allies about its preference to attack specifically the Dodecanese 

rather than the northern Aegean Islands in case of a landing. This was an important 

indication that Turkey, even if non-belligerent, continued to discuss the Dodecanese 

throughout the war.  

The problems were not restricted to Turkey’s security understanding or the 

discussions that took place among the Allies about the region. Turkey had to deal with 

other problems about the Dodecanese as well. The most important phenomenon in this 

respect was the flux of people from the Aegean; and from the Dodecanese, especially 

after 1943 to Anatolia owing to famine and occupation on the islands. Turkey had to 

deal with the refugees and POWs, as another example of how the proximity of the 

region to the Anatolian coasts influenced Turkey. The humanitarian assistance either of 

Turkey or of the Allies to the region, especially as the center of the aid coordination for 

the Dodecanese also could be seen from this perspective. In conclusion, the Dodecanese 
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dynamic in Turkish foreign policy was a multifaceted matter during the war years, 

exceeding the military calculations.   

 When the Second World War came to an end, Turkey’s problems with the 

fronting coast did not terminate. A major issue concerning the Dodecanese to be decided 

was the sovereignty of the islands. This is a highly contentious issue for Turkish public 

opinion since the islands had been transferred to Greece in 1947 in a way that the 

Turkish press brought up the issue again and again, as the tension between Turkey and 

Greece escalated over the Aegean and Cyprus after the 1950s. This dissertation argued 

that the claims that Turkey had lost its chance to take the islands either reflect simplistic 

views independent of Turkey’s position in the international arena between 1944 and 

1946, or depend on vague historical data.  

In this regard, it was noted that the post-war period in which the Dodecanese 

issue was held was one of the most vulnerable times for Turkish foreign policy. The 

country was faced with the Soviet threat, without any major international support owing 

to the policies implemented during the war-time period. It was in an intense need of 

diplomatic assistance, especially from Britain and the US, which were favored the Greek 

claims. When the Soviet demands regarding the Dodecanese and the Straits are added to 

the picture, why Turkey did not press too hard about the issue especially after the second 

half of 1945 is understandable. The Dodecanese became a much broader issue for 

Turkey, which had to adopt a principle of “not giving and not taking territory.” 

However, this dissertation also showed that Turkey was never indifferent to the 

fate of the Dodecanese. In the first half of 1945, Ankara sought ways to express its 

views about the islands, even contradicting sometimes its official position of not having 

any territorial claims. But, as was emphasized, the decisive factor in this regard became 
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the Soviet threat, against which Turkey had to be contented with the Western support of 

its territorial integrity, ending the period with the transfer of the whole group to Greece 

in 1947. Based on these facts, it was seen that the end of the Second World War did not 

bring a relief to the relationship of Turkey with the facing coast. Transfer of the islands 

to Greece, on the other hand, ushered in a new epoch in this relationship.  

 What all these historical narratives shows is that beginning from 1923, the 

Dodecanese became an important dynamic of Turkish foreign and security policy 

calculations that always took the region into consideration. Interestingly enough, these 

small islands posed big problems to the mainland despite the fact that the island studies 

literature regards the latter as much more powerful vis-à-vis the island geographies. But, 

although the existing literature shows islands as territories to be occupied by mainlands, 

the case of the Dodecanese in relation to Turkey was not an anomaly because the ruling 

administrations in those islands were more powerful states than Turkey throughout this 

period; such as Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and Britain.  

In this problematic relationship, Turkey perceived the islands as a security threat 

to the western Anatolian coasts on the way to the Straits. Therefore, with the existence 

of expansionist Italy and warring Germany later on in the Dodecanese, Turkey expected 

a clash in the region most of the time. This dissertation suggested that Turkey never 

engaged in war in the region, but never made peace either due to this possibility. This 

position of Turkey towards the islands could be best described as having always been on 

alert.  

This vigilance brought concrete decisions and initiatives to Turkish foreign 

policy as well as active military calculations for the region. It also should be noted that 

while influencing Turkish decisions and calculations, this relationship shaped other 
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regional and bilateral relations of Turkey with other European powers and the attitude of 

the other Europeans towards it at the same time. For instance, the Dodecanese was a key 

to Turkish-Italian relationship in the interwar era since Rome was the colonial power of 

the area as well as the reason that Ankara was anxious about the region due to the 

policies of the former. However, what is important to emphasize is that the Dodecanese 

Islands were one of the most important determinants of Turkish-British relationship as 

well. The strategic location of the islands in the Mediterranean resulted in a situation in 

which both Ankara and London used the region in their diplomatic contacts. Thus, this 

small region did not just influence Turkish foreign policy, or bilateral relations with the 

colonial power, but also important diplomatic relations with other powers.  

This dissertation also showed that even when Turkey was not concerned with the 

threat of war; it still had to deal with problematic issues about the region. First of all, the 

maritime borders in the region including the problem about the sovereignty over the 

islets became a significant issue for Turkey in terms of determining them. This period in 

which Turkey discussed the borders, islets, and the territorial waters was the predecessor 

of the post-1950s. Therefore, it sheds light on the history of the problem, showing that 

some issues were not unique to the problematic relationship between Ankara and 

Athens.  

Second, the separation of the two shores which had always been used as one unit, 

led to problems for the economic and commercial activities of the people as well as 

property related issues. These problems were not solved in the meantime although it 

kept the Turkish authorities busy throughout the period. Third, the proximity of the 

region to the Turkish mainland made Ankara to deal with unexpected results, like 
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migration. In consequence, Turkey’s problems with the islands never ended, even 

though they did not evoke war.  

Some questions raised by this dissertation remain unanswered. Although this 

study examined different aspects of the place of the Dodecanese in Turkish foreign and 

security policy, it also posed some questions for further research. One question is how 

the existence of Turkish community (millet) specifically in Rhodes and Kos influenced 

Turkish foreign policy in this era is not so clear based on the existing archival resources. 

Although their communal fate is relatively known, both in the pre- and post- 1947 

periods, how the relationship between Turkey and the Turkish community during this 

time period fared could bring some interesting facts about the position of this 

community regarding Kemalist Turkey or narratives about intelligence activities. For 

instance, in the Italian archival sources there are some documents that mention the 

problems that the Turkish community felt about the laicism of the Republic in the 1920s, 

the activities of the regime opponents that fled to the islands, and the anxiety of the 

Italians about the policies of Turkey in the 1930s in terms of its effort to recruit the 

Dodecanesian Turks for Turkish schools. However, such references in one document are 

not enough to draw concrete results.  

Second, as referred in the introduction section, the relationship of Turkey with 

the northern islands in this period constitutes a question mark. Although similar 

conclusions could be made, for instance, about the economic and commercial ties due to 

the position of Turkey to permit only co-nationals to practice economic activities in the 

Turkish territorial waters, the security perception of Turkey regarding the northern 

Aegean Islands, especially before 1941 could be different. Therefore, a comparison 

between the northern and southern shores based on more information in this period may 
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not only complete the whole picture in terms of Turkey’s relationship with the Aegean 

Archipelago before the 1950s, but also put forward the peculiar character of the 

Dodecanese for Ankara. All these questions necessitate further research and could be 

answered with research in both the archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Greece, and of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, if opened. When these 

archives, especially the latter one, are searched; more data will come to light about the 

topic of this dissertation.   
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