Hello everyone,

The title of my presentation is ‘Conspiracy theories and the decolonization of Cyprus under the weight of historical evidence’. The decolonization of Cyprus was a complicated and complex process of unintended consequences. What do I mean with that? As we all know the principal aim of EOKA, the Greek Cypriot organization that fought to expel the British from Cyprus, was to unite Cyprus with Greece. However the end point of the EOKA struggle was the establishment of an independent bi-communal Cyprus republic with Turkish Cypriot partnership. 

In response to the frustration of enosis conspiracy theories have been proposed to explain the failure of the Greek Cypriots to achieve enosis. These theories have and still influence Greek Cypriot popular perceptions of how Cypriot independence was achieved despite the false assumptions they make. 

In this presentation I will investigate two of the most dominant conspiracy theories relating to the decolonization of Cyprus and argue that these theories are flawed because they are not consistent with the historical record and the evidence available. In the final part of the presentation I will discuss briefly the reasons behind the proliferation of such theories and pose the question whether mainstream historians should challenge them.

The first conspiracy theory which I will examine claims that enosis was not achieved because the Greek government and /or Makarios have sold out the Greek Cypriot struggle by supporting independence over enosis. However this theory is mistaken because it ignores the historical reality. In fact Greece had always been reluctant to embrace the Cyprus cause because it was too weak to support such a cause successfully. The weakness of Greece was down to two important reasons:

A) The Greek Civil War (1946-49) was won with British and American support. As a result Greece was reluctant to displease Britain over Cyprus and did not want to upset the US which wanted to maintain western unity in SE Europe.

B) Greece relied on NATO to defend its northern border which was threatened by Bulgaria. Bulgaria in the past had invaded Greece three times. There was also the Soviet threat as this was the height of the Cold War.  

Therefore raising Cyprus issue went against the security interests of Greece as it would alienate it within NATO which was important in preserving Greek territorial integrity.

As it turned out the course of the EOKA struggle justified Greece’s caution. Greek diplomacy was too weak to promote enosis. Efforts to secure a solution through UN pressure failed and instead Britain resisted Greek plans fiercely. Britain determined to hold onto Cyprus decided to use Turkey to counterbalance Greek claims. This led Britain to make important concessions to Turkey in order to secure its support over its Cyprus policy. A crucial turning point in the EOKA struggle was the promise of double self-determination that was made on 19 December 1956 in the House of Commons:

 ‘Any exercise of self-determination should be effected in such a manner that the Turkish Cypriot community, no less than the Greek Cypriot community, shall, in the special circumstances of Cyprus, be given freedom to decide for themselves their future status. In other words, Her Majesty’s Government recognise that the exercise of self-determination in such a mixed population must include partition among the eventual options’ 

The introduction of double self-determination was a blow to the Greek Cypriots. It outflanked the strategy of EOKA because further fighting could now lead to partition. It also unwittingly encouraged Turkey and the T/Cs to campaign for partition. After the spring of 1957, when Makarios was released, the Turkish Cypriots launched their own campaign for partition. This destabilized the situation on the island further. More importantly enosis was no longer feasible because EOKA could not defeat both the Security Forces and T/Cs resistance. It simply lacked the capacity to do so.

The second turning point for the Greek Cypriots was the Macmillan plan. Briefly the plan separated the population into two communities; it called for two separate houses of representatives and for ‘communal autonomy’. Turkey was given the right to appoint a special representative to advice the governor on administering the island. After seven years the island would be jointly administered by Britain, Greece and Turkey leading to tridominium or pandemonium as an American official quipped. 


Nevertheless Britain was determined to go ahead with the plan. This left the Greek Cypriots with few options especially since fighting was no longer a choice. Why was fighting no longer an option? When the British Cabinet decided to adopt the Macmillan plan it also decided that:

    ‘If, however, the plan failed and it became necessary to seek a final solution of the problem of Cyprus on other lines, we should regard ourselves as bound by our previous assurances in regard to the application of the principle of self-determination.’


In other words if EOKA was to continue fighting and made things worse for the British, they would seek a solution along the lines of partition. Now the Karamanlis government and Makarios were faced with either an all out war to impose enosis or a compromise to avert the Macmillan plan. Zurich – London agreements reflected this weakness of the Greek side and were also the painful compromise needed to block the Macmillan plan.


The supporters of the conspiracy theory need to ask themselves: Was there an alternative to independence? Continuation of the struggle was likely to lead to partition and further bloodshed. Independence, despite its limitations was better than the Macmillan plan and was a result of the weakness of the Greek side rather than because of some dark conspiracy.


The second conspiracy I want to examine today is the one which claims that enosis failed because the British foreign policy diverted the Cyprus problem from its ‘natural course’. According to this theory the ‘fair’ demand for enosis was ignored by the British who did their best to block enosis by conspiring against the Greek Cypriots. This was done through the employment of ‘divide and rule’ tactics that is by encouraging Turkey and the Turkish Cypriots to take an active interest in Cyprus.


Again this theory is false because as I will argue the end point of independence was not the result of a British conspiracy. It was a case of a political strategy that went wrong resulting in unintended consequences. It is important to bear in mind EOKA’s strategy when considering this theory. What was EOKA’s strategy? 

The aim of EOKA’s violence was to nudge the British from the position of ‘never’ they had taken in the summer of 1954 to negotiations that would pave the way to enosis. It was therefore a balancing act between forcing the British to reassess their policy and avoiding the destruction of Greco-British relations.


It is important to note that it was a given that the solution would be a result of a Greco-British arrangement. However this strategy made two important mistakes.

Firstly, it ignored the objections of T/Cs and Turkey to the possibility of enosis. T/Cs did not want to be part of Greece and Turkey considered enosis to be against its national security. Secondly Britain’s insistence to retain Cyprus was underestimated. EOKA struggle came at a time when Middle East and Cyprus by association were considered vital to British policy. Britain considered retention of Cyprus to be vital and as a result resisted fiercely the Greek Cypriot efforts to change the status of the island.

G/C violence was resented by Britain as it raised an embarrassing problem at a time when its power was declining and was desperate to shore up its prestige in areas that used to be its sphere of influence. Britain naturally turned to Turkey which was an important ally in the strategic region of the Middle East. Greece was now considered an unreliable ally for stirring trouble in Cyprus. Losing Britain’s favour was the heavy price Greece would pay. Britain’s turn to Turkey was not a conspiracy but expediency, an effort of an embattled imperial administration to protect what it considered to be vital national interest.


In retrospect British opposition to Greek plans was the most important factor militating against enosis. The theory of collusion between Britain and Turkey is simply not true because it ignores certain aspects of Turko-British relations. For example Turko-British relations suffered after the release of Makarios. Turkey and the Turkish Cypriots turned against Britain demanding partition and tried to force Britain’s hand. Britain’s plan was to use Turkey to neutralize Greek demands so that it would maintain its presence in Cyprus. However because of British eagerness to secure Turkish support Britain found itself a prisoner of its earlier promises to Turkey. 


The Macmillan plan was so favourable to Turkey not because of collusion but because Britain was desperate to secure Turkish support. It was British weakness vis-à-vis Turkey that led to the Macmillan plan. Because Britain had come to rely so much on Turkey to maintain its position in Cyprus it was forced to make more concessions.
Having said all this it is important to bear in mind that despite British attitude the G/Cs were presented with one chance to achieve their objective. This was during the negotiations of Makarios – Harding. Harding’s proposal was the closest the G/Cs could get in achieving enosis. It was the one and only time the British were willing to discuss unitary self-determination with the G/Cs. Theoretically at least they even conceded this right. However when Makarios turned down the proposal, for reasons which I will not discuss here, the talks collapsed and the EOKA strategy was effectively derailed.

It was derailed because from this point onwards Britain chose repression over conciliation. Britain would not enter into discussions with G/Cs again and securing Turkish support became paramount in British policy. Appearances suggested that there was some form of collusion between the British and the Turks. British policy was preoccupied with securing Turkish assent to its plans. However the reality was more complicated. Resorting to violence was a massive gamble given the British attitude of ‘no change’. This gamble failed the moment the Harding proposal was turned down. After that the British government decided to pursue a solution to the Cyprus problem according to its interests: to neutralise the enosis demand with an increasing involvement of Turkey. British policy itself was undermined by subsequent Turkish demands for partition. However once enosis was ruled out the EOKA struggle was doomed to failure. The Zurich agreements reflected the failure of the EOKA strategy and the subsequent weakness of the Greek side to achieve its aim against the direction of British policy. To maintain that there was a British conspiracy glosses over a complex process whose end result was against the expectations of all interested parties. 


In the final part of my presentation I want to address the question why these theories, although false, are so popular. The first reason is down to the nature of Greek nationalism that took root in Cyprus. The enosis movement of 1950s was a secular millenarian movement which thought that enosis was the manifest destiny of Cyprus. Conspiracy theories offer a way of reconciling reality with belief in enosis. Failure to achieve this ‘noble’ end was down to some conspiracy.

The second reason is down to the ideological apparatus of the Cyprus republic. The EOKA struggle was used as the founding myth of the Cyprus republic which became exclusively G/C after 1964. By glossing over the failure of EOKA to achieve enosis in official rhetoric, school text books G/Cs were given scope to invent conspiracy theories to explain this contradiction.


The third reason is psychological. By inventing conspiracy theories the sense of frustration and guilt associated with the failure of enosis is dispelled. G/Cs are not at fault because they are in fact victims of a dark conspiracy and are absolved of any guilt.  
In addition these theories are also a symptom of the inability and unwillingness of G/Cs to accept reality for what it is: Power struggles are not fair. Decolonization was a complicated and tortuous process; consider Ireland, Palestine, or India. There was nothing inevitable about enosis. Any political aim can de defeated if it is pursued with an inadequate strategy. 

Conspiracy theories are methodologically flawed, because they rely on a selective reading of the past and because they gloss over evidence contrary to their assumptions. Both conspiracy theories I have discussed today are essential distortions of the past which add little to our understanding of history. In fact I propose to you that they obscure the past. From a methodological point of view they contravene scholarly standards and practices and promote an anti-intellectual culture which views history in emotional rather than in empirical terms. In short they constitute bad history and for this reason they should not go unchecked. Especially in Cyprus conspiracy theories have a disproportional influence on public discourse and even challenge academic interpretations. Interpretations which call for self-criticism and a cool appraisal of the EOKA struggle are dismissed by EOKA supporters as yet another conspiracy which aims to undermine the national identity of the Greek Cypriots. Consider the ongoing history text book controversy: Many opponents of change want to preserve a distorted view of history where conspiracies take precedence over rational and empirical interpretations of history. 
Behind such theories lies a reluctance to accept the findings of scientific historical inquiry. For this reason historians need to address these theories because they obscure our understanding of the past. The mission of academia is also the diffusion of knowledge to the general public and the history of Cyprus cannot be an exception to this rule. Cypriot history has been abused a lot in the past. It is time to reclaim it and set it free from distortions and falsehoods. 
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