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First Published in 1956 A History of Turkey presents a comprehensive overview of Turkey’s
journey from empire to republic. The book attempts to give a picture of the growth of the Turkish
people, the institutions they have created and the ideas that have inspired them through the
centuries. It discusses themes like how Islamic civilization came to the Middle East; the rise and
decline of the Ottoman Empire; the National Revolution and birth of new Turkey; Mustafa Kemal
and national consolidation; labour conditions, social security, and religion in new Turkey. A
humble contribution to Anglo-Turkish understanding, this book is an interesting read for scholars
and researchers of Turkish history, modern European history, Middle East studies, and history in
general.
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PREFACEA GOOD deal has been written in English about Turkey at different times in the past,
but these books relate mainly to certain aspects of Turkish history. There has been nothing
comprehensive in the English language telling the story of the early Osmanli tribe through the
era of the Sultans to the decline and the regeneration in the modern Republic. I have dared to



attempt the task of putting together the pieces and of making a concise whole.Ever since 1912 I
have been visiting Turkey and have seen the country in the days of the Empire, the Young Turks
and the Republic. I have travelled many thousands of miles at different times of my life over the
face of Turkey from the lovely Aegean coast to the grim plateaux of Kars facing the Russian
Caucasus. In 1916 I entered Erzerum with the victorious Russian Army. In 1947 I was there again
under the Republic, and at dinner with the Vali I met Turkish officers who had taken part in that
epic struggle and we compared notes. I thought that at one time a plain account of my travels in
Turkey would suffice, as it covered the period from 1912 to 1953.I decided, however, that a travel
narrative could not very well tell the story of how the Turks came to found an Empire, what they
did when they had founded it, why the Empire fell on evil days and how modern Turkey came into
existence. I therefore decided to attempt the formidable task of collecting material for this
narrative, and I have had to do this in intervals between parliamentary duties. Some of the
material is of my own collecting during my travels in Turkey. But of course it has also involved the
careful reading of all that I could find of what had been written before on various aspects of
Turkish history in European languages. Here I confess that my knowledge of Turkish, being of
the carpet-bazaar variety, did not enable me to delve into the libraries of Istanbul and Ankara or
examine the histories written in Turkish that I could find there. I had to rely therefore mainly on
the material written in European languages on the Turkish past, and on my own notes and
current Turkish literature and press reports on the Turkish present.This book lays no claim to sift
in every detail all aspects of Turkish history. It does claim, however, to give a picture of the
growth of the Turkish people, the institutions they have created and the ideas that have inspired
them through the centuries. Believing that no one who attempts to write a history or an historical
survey can interest a reader unless he puts a little of his own personality into what he writes, I
have not hesitated here and there to let it be seen how I interpret an event in Turkish history.It is
time we took Turkey very seriously. The Turks are the only reliable bulwark in the Middle East of
the Western way of life. There has been a good deal of prejudice in Britain against the Turks in
the past, which goes back to some extent to Mr. Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign over the
Bulgarian atrocities. On the other hand, there always used to be a school of thought in Britain
that realised the importance of Turkey as a barrier to Russian expansion across the route to
India. Much of this old set-up has of course changed today, but the existence of the Turkish
Republic in this vital area of the Middle East is a matter of the utmost importance to us in the
West. How modern Turkey came about, its origins, the romance of its past, the struggle against
adversity, the faults and successes of Turkish statesmen, the epic story of the Russo-Turkish
struggles—these I have attempted to describe in this book. I venture to hope that it will be a
humble contribution to Anglo-Turkish understanding.I should like to acknowledge the kind help
given me by Dr. Abdullah, the Imam of the Shah Jehan Mosque at Woking. He read through and
advised me on those chapters dealing with the early history of Islam. Also that great Turkish
woman, Madame Halide Edib, I should like to thank for advice on the sources of information
dealing with the later Sultans. Her own books on the Turkish Revolution, in which she played a



part, have also been used as sources in several chapters of this book.M. PHILIPS
PRICE      House of CommonsJanuary 1955
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INTRODUCTIONTHE RUSSIAN CHALLENGETo resist Russia effectively, arms are not the only
necessity. It is necessary to resist her with the spirit and with ideas.Emile Montegat in Revue des
Deux Mondes, 1850IN the last fifty years the world has entered into one of those periods of
disturbance such as accompanied the decline of the Roman Empire, the eruption of the
Barbarians from Asia in the Middle Ages, the Thirty Years’ War, in Central Europe and the wars
of the French Revolution. Some of these great unrests may have been caused by elemental
forces, such as the temporary climatic changes which accompanied the nomad invasions from
Asia. Others have been ideological and political, and such a one is the present cold struggle
between Russia and the West.It is arguable that the two wars which have racked the first half of
this century will turn out to have been only incidents in our history and not fundamental
landmarks. Germany is a very young political unit and has only been concerned in world affairs
since 1870; when her Western Federation became part of the Atlantic political system, we got
back to the basic situation in Europe which had existed for over 200 years. The dominating



feature of this situation is the fundamental difference in background, culture and outlook
between the Eastern Slav world and the West. From the time when Peter the Great won the
battle of Poltava and the crowned heads of Europe realised that something new had arisen in
the East, Russia has been a disturbing element, a foreign body to the rest of the Continent.
Uninfluenced by the Reformation or by the Counter Reformation in the West, she has continued
in a way of life based originally upon the theocratic system of Byzantium and upon the autocratic
idea of the state which developed under the Mongols’ hegemony in the thirteenth century.Half-
way through this century the Russian problem has become more formidable, and has deep
implications for the independent states of the Middle East on Russia’s southern borders. What
used to be called the Eastern Question and troubled our grandfathers, troubles us today. During
the last century Russia was advancing in various parts of Eastern Europe and Asia, intruding her
power now into the Balkans, now into the Ottoman Empire, now in Persia, now in Afghanistan,
now in the Far East. Britain and France fought Russia in the Crimea in 1854 in order to stop Czar
Nicholas from breaking up the Ottoman Empire. War was only narrowly avoided in 1878 when
the Russian Army was at the gates of Constantinople. On both occasions Russia was prevented
from expanding south; so she devoted her energies to expanding south-east, until the Kushkee
incident on the Afghan frontier threatened war with the British Empire again. After this, Russia
concentrated on the Far East until she became involved in war with Japan. Then she returned to
Europe, and in 1912 engineered the Balkan Alliance against Turkey. By encouraging the Serbs
she helped to touch off the First World War with the incident at Sarajevo.In the thousand years
since they started to organise themselves into a political state, the Eastern Slavs have shown a
virility and power of expansion which has now made them masters of one-sixth of the world’s
surface. This has happened partly at the expense of decadent native states in Central Asia, and
also at the expense of ancient independent nations like Turkey and Persia. In the case of the
Khanate of Khiva or the Emirate of Bokhara, picturesque and autocratic anachronisms that dealt
in slaves and constantly raided over Russia’s frontier, this absorption was natural and inevitable
enough, and led to definite improvement in the social and political scene in Central Asia. At one
time it even seemed that the ancient kingdom of Persia and that notorious ‘sick man of Europe’,
the enfeebled Ottoman Empire, were bound to go the same way and that their absorption into
Russia would be a progressive step.There have been quite a few revolutions in that part of the
world during this century. There were two in Russia before the Soviet Communist regime was
established. There have been two revolutions in Turkey, the first ending in the Young Turk regime
and the second in the rule of Ataturk. In Persia, a nationalist revolution in 1909 set up a
constitutional monarchy, and another in 1924 set up the Pahlevi Dynasty with dictatorial power.
In Afghanistan King Amanullah tried to emancipate women and modernise the country, and lost
his throne for his pains. These three Moslem or nominally Moslem countries—Turkey, Persia and
Afghanistan—are of great strategic and economic importance to the West, so it is worth trying to
find out where all these revolutions and changes of regime have been leading. They certainly are
not all leading the same way. Much has been written about the history of Persia and Afghanistan,



but less about the Ottoman Empire. True, phases of Turkish history have been written about, but
little that is comprehensive. This book is limited to Turkey and the history of her resistance to
Russian expansion.Part of the problem is to determine the real nature of the Communist regime
in Russia, whether it is something new in history or in the tradition of what went before. This is a
question which offers scope for every kind of theory. A recent one comes from Vladimir Weidle,1
a Russian historian who has lived many years in France. Weidle takes the view that Russia has
never really had a civilisation at all, and that such culture as came to her was Western European
in origin. He argues that she has scarcely risen above atheism and materialism, except during
momentary up-surges such as came with Pushkin; and that was only an echo of European
eighteenth-century ideas which had already been superseded in the West.It may, however,
equally well be argued that Russian civilisation is not simply crude animalism and materialism,
enlightened spasmodically by imitations of Western Europe. There is much evidence to show
that Russian conditions and ways of thought are based on some very ancient and substantial
historical traditions. The first thing to remember is that the Eastern Slavs, who spread across
what is now Russia, adopted the Orthodox form of Christianity which had its home in
Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman or Byzantine Greek Empire. That form of
Christianity was based on an emotional ritual and on the acceptance of the Byzantine Emperor
as the temporal ruler of the Eastern world. Unlike Western Christianity, where the Pope claimed
also temporal power, the spheres between the head of the State and the head of the Church
were in the Byzantine Empire clearly defined. The Emperor became the absolute autocrat in all
affairs of State; the Patriarch and spiritual leader sought to become the conscience of the State.
The relative vitality of the political system of the Eastern Roman Empire throughout a thousand
years of its existence pushed the Church more and more into the background. The Church thus
tended to become aloof from the affairs of the world, to regard temporal power as evil, and to
inculcate the idea that man’s salvation could only be found in the other world. The Russians took
this idea from the Eastern Empire. As the Russian philosopher Berdyaev writes: ‘The Messianic
hope, the eschatological expectation is stronger in Russian Christianity than in the Christianity of
the West. … Apocalypse has always played a great part both among the masses of the Russian
people and at the highest cultural level among Russian writers and thinkers.’1The Messianic
mission, the coming of the Apocalypse: in these ideas—constantly recurring in Russian thought
and history, albeit in various guises—are to be found much of the explanation for present-day
Russian Communism.Great leaders of Russian thought, like Dostoevski and Tolstoy, each in
their different ways, taught that only by renouncing the power of the State, seeking as it did to
impose happiness by force, would man obtain freedom. Yet history has decreed that Russia
needed a strong autocratic government to save her from Tartar invasion, Polish incursions and
the danger of internal breakdown. The result has been a polarised state of mind, like two cells of
an electric battery, one accepting the rule of a dictator and the other seeking relief in spiritual
freedom and in the hope that one day a Last Judgment will liberate mankind. As Berdyaev puts it
again: ‘The Russian idea has found itself in profound conflict with Russian history, as it was built



up by forces that held sway in it. In this lies the tragic element in the historical destiny of
Russia.’2It is this dualism in the Russian character which makes relations with that country so
difficult. A country that thinks itself destined to liberate mankind from economic slavery imposes
on its satellites the Muscovite secret police and, while organising ‘peace’ campaigns, secretly
arms divisions for an attack on its neighbour. But this is all part of the Russian character. The
remarkable thing is that no one realised this more clearly or wrote more trenchantly about it than
Karl Marx himself. After the failure of the 1848 revolutionary movements in Europe, he lived in
England and wrote regularly for the New York Tribune. His dispatches during 1853, on the eve of
the Crimean War, are full of his icfeas on the ‘Eastern Question’. His publications at this period
can be read in eight volumes, and they show him deeply concerned in preventing Russian
influence from spreading in Europe and ‘in protecting European liberties’. At one time he
advocated supporting Serbia as a south Slav bulwark against Russia; at another he lamented
the weakness and decay of the Ottoman Empire, which could provide no effective bulwark
against northern expansion. ‘Russia’, he says in one dispatch, ‘may seem obstinately and
deeply attached to certain fixed ideas, but as soon as the other powers resist in a determined
and united way, they find that Russia accepts a modest retreat.’ With prophetic insight he said in
another dispatch: ‘Will Byzantism, represented by Russia, yield to Western Civilisation or will it
one day find an opportunity to renew its pernicious influence in a form more terrible and
tyrannical than ever?’The reaction of the Russian mind to the idea of the inevitable dictatorships
and autocracies often took the form of a complete renunciation of salvation in this world and of
hope in the prospect of happiness in the Kingdom of God only. But in the second half of the
nineteenth century, the Apocalyptic idea in Russia took a new form: Nihilism. The Nihilists,
people like Stavrogin in Dostoevski’s Possessed, taught that the existing form of society must,
indeed, be destroyed in a general holocaust, in order that a new society, a Kingdom of Man,
might be built in its place. It was, in fact, a materialist Last Judgment. The very idea of reform and
of gradual evolutionary change was anathema to such as these. The West, with its Middle Class
capitalism and its rule of law and civic rights, was particularly hateful. The philosopher Hertzen,
who imbibed many of these ideas, wrote in the 1880’s: ‘The truth and justice of old Europe are
falsehood and injustice in the new Europe that is being born.’ Even men like Belinsky, another of
the thinkers and writers of the late nineteenth century, taught that while Russia could learn from
the West, the Russians must adapt what they learned to their own preconceptions. The leaders
of the Slavophils, men like Khomyakov and Solovev, went further again and maintained that
Russia must not even adapt from the West, which was rotten with ‘bourgeois’ prejudice.Just as
the Apocalyptic idea found new expression in Nihilism, so Nihilism became itself a very powerful
formative influence on Russian Communist ideology. Turgenev’s Nihilist character, Bazarov, in
Fathers and Sons believed that science would bring material progress to mankind, but did not
desire progress solely in order to benefit individual citizens. The individual did not count. The
welfare of the whole human race alone was important. Exactly the same basic attitude is
apparent in the writings of Lenin and Stalin. In their versions the proletariat alone is the engine of



progress. Other classes do not count, nor indeed does any individual citizen.A strong Messianic
tone is noticeable all through Russian history, from the earliest times right down to the present.
Russia’s particular form of Christianity was always regarded as the only true one which must be
spread over the world. As the abbot of the monastery at Pskov wrote to Ivan the Third in the
sixteenth century: ‘The first Rome was heretic, the Second fell to the infidel Turks. Moscow is the
Third Rome, and you are its defender. A fourth Rome there will never be.’ The Slavophils of the
nineteenth century also believed that Russia had a mission to teach the rest of Europe a new
way of life. Such a mission presupposes a religion. Today the whole ideology of the Russian
Communist movement, as expressed in the words of Lenin and Stalin, is an exposition of a
religious dogma which must not be questioned: that the West is decaying and that the future is
with the adherents of the true faith—the Russian version of Communism.All this would seem to
cast some doubt on the validity of Vladimir Weidle’s theory of the nature of Russian
Communism, and indicates that the revolutionary movement in Russia, on which the modern
Soviet State has been built, is in direct line with the traditions of Russia’s past. On the rulers at
the Kremlin has fallen the mantle of Ivan the Terrible, Peter the Great, Catharine, Alexander I and
Nicholas I. The historic Russian character, with all its polarity, has simply assumed a twentieth-
century form. Marxism, a theory of the evolution of human society based on nineteenth-century
Western philosophy of automatic improvement and change has been absorbed and adapted to
fit Russian traditions of thought. It has been converted into a religion, as most things are in the
long run by the Russians. Heroes, saints, party bosses and Red Army generals are the Four
Horsemen who must carry through the twentieth-century Apocalypse and liberate mankind.It
could not well be otherwise, for Russia has always been sealed off physically and geographically
from the rest of Europe. That mellowing influence that comes from having a seaboard, with
access to peoples of other lands, has been denied to Russia by Nature. Sweden and the
Germanic peoples lay to the West. The sea powers and Turkey forbade her access to the
Mediterranean.So Russia never came under the influence of the ideas which followed the
Renaissance in Italy and the Reformation in Central Europe; nor did she feel the refreshing
streams of those movements which irrigated mediaeval thought in Western Europe. What we
have to consider is: whether those currents of thought and action are reaching and influencing,
however tentatively, the people inhabiting that great and important territory of the Middle East
which lies just beyond the Asiatic frontiers of Russia.It is important to recognise that fear of the
Great Northern Colossus is not the only emotion aroused among Russia’s Middle Eastern
neighbours. The philosophy of material progress and the worship of science is very much in
vogue today among people the world over. Russia has since the October Revolution made
progress, socially and economically. Anyone who knew conditions in the Tsarist Empire will not
hesitate to say that materially the masses of the peasants and the urban working population are
better off today than they were then, in spite of two world wars and a civil war. The correct
comparison to make is not between the standard of living in Russia and the rest of Europe, but
between Russia before and after the October Revolution. On the other hand, such evidence as



can be got today indicates that the standard of life in Russia is still much below that of Western
Europe and very much below that of America.Much as the Russian Secret Police are feared,
much as the world deplores the suppression of all personal freedom and of all discussion and
the absence of a free press, one must realise that these hold less terror for many in the countries
bordering Russia who, though nominally free to speak, write and act, are nevertheless sunk in
poverty and see no future for themselves through their low standards of living. Civic freedom is
not worth much to a man in economic bondage. The condition of the Russian peasant today, in
spite of the discipline of the collective farm, may have some attraction for the Persian or Arab
peasant who is mortgaged up to the hilt to his landlord and to the village moneylender. The
Russian October Revolution, in fact, is bound to have a certain attraction for those Middle
Eastern States, especially among those which have at one time been under direct or indirect
domination from the Western Imperial Powers and where the peasants have for centuries been
subjected to native landlord exploitation. Russian Communism and the whole Russian system
cannot be fought by arms alone; the West must put up against it a social system which is as
good as the Russian system economically and which has the added benefit of civic freedom.If
we look at the countries immediately bordering Russia on the south, we see states of Moslem
tradition which, though emotionally hostile to their great northern neighbour, have internal
weaknesses that can be exploited by the Russians. Most of these countries are either traversed
by vital arteries of communication between East and West, or contain important strategic
centres or sources of economic power.Important changes have taken place since the Second
World War in Central Asia and in the Middle East. Throughout the nineteenth century one saw
intermittent attempts to consolidate politically and economically the continental mass of Central
and Eastern Europe and Asiatic Russia into what Professor Mackinder once called the ‘Eurasian
Heartlands’. The seeds of this growth had at least in part been laid as far back as the time of
Peter the Great, when he consolidated Russia’s position in the Baltic. But the rise of Prussia and
the creation of the German Empire posed the question whether the consolidation of the great
Eurasian land mass would take place under the auspices of Germany or of Russia. The two
world wars ended in the decision going in favour of Russia. The Chinese Revolution has now
created another Asiatic continental power which is building up with the Russian power an
enlarged continental land mass. The undeveloped parts of Asiatic Russia, of Central Asia and
China are now becoming part of this mass, stretching from Eastern Germany to the Sea of
Japan. The whole is dominated by a Communist system and way of life.The counter-balancing
force which during the nineteenth century created a measure of stability in Asia were the
maritime powers, mainly Great Britain, but also France and Holland. Their colonies and empires
in South and South-east Asia and their spheres of economic interest in the Middle East put a
barrier against the expansion of the continental powers to the coasts. An equilibrium was thus
set up somewhere in the plateau of Central Persia which ran eastwards through Afghanistan to
Tibet. The centre of this counterbalancing power was the British Empire in India. All this has now
gone. Not only is sea power affected by air power today, but the colonies of the former sea



powers have now become independent. In the Middle East also there has arisen sovereign Arab
states linking up with the Indian Republic, Pakistan and Burma. The scale has been tilted in
favour of the continental power of Russia and China, for although the coming of air power has
not necessarily weakened the maritime as against the continental military power, the political
situation has changed unfavourably against the former. The maritime powers of the West are
faced with a near political vacuum in Southern Asia and the Middle East, for the defence of
these territories against an expanding ‘Heartland’ in Eurasia can now be organised only with the
consent of the young succession states, who tend to be neutral in the contest. The problem of
the maritime powers of the West is by persuasion to organise politically and develop
economically these territories where they formerly were rulers, just as the continental
Communist states of Russia and China are organising Kazakhstan and Sinkiang. The centre of
gravity of the maritime powers of the West has now changed. Formerly it was centred on Great
Britain, France and Holland. Now it is based mainly on the economic power of the United States,
with Anglo-American naval force and British administrative experience in this part of Asia added.
The task is not only a military one, but also a political problem of how to persuade these new
independent Asiatic countries to co-operate with the West, to raise their standards of living and
to exploit their agricultural and raw material resources to mutual advantage. What evidence there
is at present seems to show that the economic backwardness of Russian and Chinese Central
Asia, the Communist ‘Heartland’, is being overcome more easily than the economic
backwardness of the Middle East and Southern Asia. The ruthless methods of the Soviet can
bring quicker results than the voluntary methods of the Colombo Plan. Of course the United
Nations Agencies are doing good work, but their effectiveness is limited by their voluntary
nature. As Professor Owen Lattimore, in his lecture to the Royal Geographical Society on
January 14th, 1952, said: ‘New processes of stabilisation to take the place of those that underlay
the thinking of Professor Mackinder can only be created by deliberately initiating on the non-
Soviet side of the country changes that match in their potential growth the change going on in
Soviet territory. Only a counter-balance of change can satisfactorily replace the stabilisation of
inertia of half a century ago.’1Where can a stabilisation based on internal strength be found
among the independent countries on the periphery of the Soviet system in Asia? In posing this
question, one naturally turns to a country which has had a long history of resistance to Russian
expansion from the north, namely Turkey. What sort of a people are the Turks, who for centuries
have occupied an important part of the Middle East? Can Russia acquire from Turkey by
agreement or by force control over the Southern Gateway between Europe and Asia, and so
gain access to the Eastern Mediterranean and bestride the oilfields of the Persian Gulf? Are
there internal weaknesses in Turkey today as there were in the days of the Sultan which might
enable Russia to obtain her aims.To know more about this, one must first inquire into the
background of the Ottoman Turks, how their Empire was formed and to what influences it was
subjected in the course of its history. Can it create an effective barrier of stability against Russian
Communist influence penetrating from the north? The importance of Turkey from its



geographical position as the key to the East Mediterranean cannot easily be exaggerated. In the
following pages I have endeavoured to show how the Ottoman Empire came into existence and
how the people of the Turkish Republic are trying to face the problems of the modern world; how
they are reacting to Communist threats and blandishments and what associations they are
forming with the free world of the West.1 La Russie absente et presente (Gallimard,
Paris).1 The Russian Idea, pp. 194-5 (Bles, 1947).2 Op. cit., p. 218.1 Geographical Journal,
1952, Vol. CXVII.
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