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1. Map ping out the com par at ive
di men sion
It is re mark able how dif fer ent the emo tional re sponse of the Irish and
the Cyp ri ots, two peoples formerly ruled by co lo nial Bri tain, was to
the death of Queen Eliza beth II. While North ern Ire land’s Cath ol ics
and Prot est ants sur pris ingly agreed to put aside polit ics and pay trib‐ 
ute to the late queen, the Cyp ri ots chose to dredge up a pain ful past.
They saw fit to draw the world's at ten tion to the coun ter insur gency
cam paign of the 1950s, and to the day when the queen re fused to
par don two young EOKA fight ers, and thus sent them to the gal lows
to be hanged (Hazou 2022). Is the Cyp riot re ac tion a symp tom of a
neur otic people trapped in the past? Is it the sign of pro found dis ap‐ 
point ment at the con tinu ing polit ical im passe? Does the Irish com‐ 
pos ure in dic ate, on the con trary, that the ar du ous peace pro cess that
cul min ated in the Good Fri day Agree ment of 1998 paved the way for
polit ical nor mal iz a tion and a more bal anced ap proach to the past?
With these dif fi cult ques tions in mind, this art icle draws a par al lel
between the his tor ical tra ject or ies of the two is lands un der lin ing
both sim il ar it ies and dif fer ences, and ex plores the com plex theme of
the ul ti mate cap ture and an ni hil a tion of al tern at ive paths to self- 
determination by an he ge monic and mil it ant na tion al ism.

1

The two men who were denied royal par don were Michala kis
Karaolis, aged 23, and An dreas De met riou, aged 22. They were ex‐ 
ecuted on 10 May 1956, the former for the killing of Iro do tos Poullis, a
Greek po lice of ficer of the Spe cial Branch in volved in the spy ing of
EOKA Nico sia groups, and the lat ter for the wound ing of In tel li gence
Ser vice agent Sid ney Taylor. At that time, these ex e cu tions gave rise
to a massive pub lic out cry against the meth ods of Brit ish co lo nial
rule; in Cyprus, in Greece, in the House of Com mons, and more rel ev‐ 
antly in Ire land. On 1  Novem ber 1956, when the Na tional Stu dents’
Coun cil planned a demon stra tion in Dub lin to com mem or ate the
death of IRA vo lun teer, Kevin Barry, in 1920, along side plac ards car ry‐ 
ing the words “Barry for Ire land” were also plac ards with the words
“Karaolis for Cyprus”. The Sunday Press pub lished an art icle head lined
“Thou sands sign to save Kevin Barry of Cyprus”, and in deed the par al‐ 
lel between the two men was hard to ig nore (O’Shea 2014� 77). Barry
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was the first IRA mem ber ex ecuted dur ing the Irish War of In de pend‐ 
ence and Karaolis the first EOKA mem ber ex ecuted dur ing the Cyp‐ 
riot Emer gency. Both were young ideal ists who para dox ic ally be‐ 
longed to the as pir ing middle class; Barry as a med ical stu dent and
Karaolis as a clerk with the Brit ish ad min is tra tion in Nico sia. Thus the
simplistic idea that op pos i tion to co lo ni al ist dom in a tion is nat ur ally a
working- class phe nomenon be cause it is the work ers who stand to
gain from it the most while the middle class ac qui esces to it be cause
the bour geoisie's eco nomic in terests are bound with it, is re sound‐ 
ingly con tra dicted by the polit ical choices of these two men. In this
sense, they em body the ex per i ence of so cial and polit ical in- 
betweenness which is at the heart of our ar gu ment here and calls for
more in- depth ana lysis. In deed, this theme can not be lim ited to them
be cause it re flects a lar ger and more com plex real ity. The co lo nial
mo ment did not only give rise to a sterile bin ary con front a tion or an
ab so lute stan doff. It also eli cited lim inal, am bi val ent and some times
con tra dict ory re sponses from all the parties in volved in this seem‐ 
ingly in ex or able power dy namic, whether co lo nial au thor it ies, set‐ 
tlers or sub jug ated in di gen ous people. In turn, the re volu tion ary mo‐ 
ment wel comed obed i ence and cast out dis sid ence be cause mil it ant
na tion al ism felt threatened and un der mined by Irish and Cyp ri ots
who ad voc ated al tern at ive paths to self- determination.

In the 1980s and 1990s, it was fash ion able among some schol ars sym‐ 
path etic or not to the Irish na tion al ist goal of re uni fic a tion to com‐
pare Ire land with India (Kiberd 1996), Palestine (T.G. Fraser 1984), Al‐ 
geria (Roberts 1986), South Africa (Guelke 1991� 143-162), and other
Third World coun tries, but Cyprus was rarely men tioned. In the fol‐ 
low ing dec ades, it was most often polit ical sci ent ists who took the
lead in com par ing the eth no pol it ical con flicts of Cyprus and Ire land. 1

Little in terest was shown by his tor i ans until the work of Helen
O’Shea, which still re mains the most in ter est ing and meth od ical com‐
par at ive ana lysis of the two coun tries. More ex actly, her re search
rep res ents an ex plor a tion of in de pend ent Ire land's com plex in ter ac‐ 
tion with the Brit ish Em pire, and in par tic u lar of Irish in volve ment in
the Cyprus Emer gency (O’Shea 2014). This art icle, con versely, ad opts
a wider bird’s eye view in terms of a com par at ive ap proach and seeks
to re open his tor ical vis tas with a view to il lu min at ing the “hid den his‐ 
tor ies” of the rep res ent at ives of an elu sive ‘middle path’. As sug ges ted
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above, this dearth of comparative- historical stud ies is rather puzz ling
given that Ire land and Cyprus are both is lands situ ated on European
soil, al beit on its East ern and West ern outer edges. Both coun tries
en dured a pro longed period of co lo nial rule and were, what is more,
col on ized by ‘Per fi di ous Al bion’, a fel low European power. Fur ther‐ 
more, in both cases, we are deal ing with is lands whose ter rit orial
one ness and in teg rity are gen er ally con sidered to be a self- evident
truth by a ma jor ity of their cit izens; hence the op pos i tion to the ac‐ 
tual par ti tion of Ire land since the 1920s and the op pos i tion to the
Turk ish Cyp riot de mand for par ti tion of Cyprus from 1954 on wards.
Of course, the ex ist ence of sim il ar it ies should not over shadow the
ex ist ence of some not able dif fer ences which are also high lighted. Yet,
without want ing to stray too far from a con ven tional Rankean ap‐ 
proach to his tor ical method with its stress on re cov er ing the sin gu‐ 
lar ity of past situ ations, the weight of this art icle falls on the sim il ar‐ 
it ies be cause as Im manuel Wall er stein wisely stressed: “We can al‐ 
ways pin point dif fer ences, it is the easi est of all schol arly tasks, since
everything is al ways dif fer ent in some ways from everything else
across time and space. What is harder and takes pri or ity is to dis‐ 
cover sim il ar it ies (Wall er stein 1988� 881).” Thus, on the one hand,
Cyprus lived longer under the jack boot of the Ot to mans (1571-1878)
than it did under that of the Brit ish (1878-1960), fol low ing a full- scale
as sault that led to the vi ol ent deaths of many Greek and Ar menian in‐ 
hab it ants and suc cess fully wres ted the is land from the Vene tians. On
the other hand, in Septem ber 1572, Ot to man Em peror Selim II ad op‐ 
ted a gen eral method of dom in a tion that is redol ent of the ‘policy of
plant a tion’ im posed on Ire land by the Eng lish Crown in the 16  and
17  cen tur ies (Gkotzar idis 2022� 178-179). It con sisted in the con fis ca‐ 
tion of the land owned by the old Latin elite, most of which had been
mas sacred dur ing the siege or in the wake of the is land’s con quest,
and the grant ing of that land to loyal sub jects; namely Turk ish Muslim
sol diers and peas ants who there after be came the nuc leus of the is‐ 
land's present- day Turk ish com munity. This de vel op ment is sig ni fic‐ 
ant be cause as Van Coufouda kis ex plained “it com pletely altered the
demo graphic pat terns of the is land by trans plant ing there a pop u la‐ 
tion dif fer ent from the Greek nat ive ele ment by cul ture, eth nic ori gin,
lan guage and re li gion (Van Coufouda kis 1976� 33).” Hav ing said that, if
con quest in Cyprus and Ire land ushered equally in the ar rival of set‐ 
tlers from the rul ing met ro poles, in Ire land, par tic u larly in the North-
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 East re gion, the pro cess of dis pos ses sion and dis place ment of the old
Gaelic no bil ity by large num bers of Eng lish and Scot tish Prot est ants,
fol low ing the de feat of the former in the “Nine Years” War of 1603,
oc curred on a much grander scale. The Ul ster Plant a tion of 1609, as it
is called, was planned and over seen by King James I, and amoun ted to
or gan ised and sys tem atic col on isa tion.

This massive en ter prise of land theft and eth nic cleans ing was fur ther
en trenched by the Penal Laws (1695) which sig ni fic antly af fected the
abil ity of Cath ol ics to ac quire and be queath land, hold pub lic of fice,
prac tice their faith, and enter a pro fes sion, among other things. In a
nut shell, these harsh dis ab il it ies ce men ted Prot est ant dom in a tion,
re duced Cath ol ics to a per man ent state of sub or din a tion in their own
home land and es tab lished a wa ter tight polit ical, so cial and cul tural
se greg a tion (Darby 1976� 4).

4

In Cyprus, along side a group of gen er ally poor and un educated im‐ 
mig rants also ar rived a class of ‘su per ior’ Muslims who be came the
linch pin that held the Ot to man co lo nial sys tem to gether. Chief
among them were the ad min is trat ors, bur eau crats and mil it ary per‐ 
son nel who provided the bul wark of the status quo. In fact, in the
same way as in the Irish situ ation, where we note the long- standing
pres ence of a Prot est ant Anglican As cend ancy whose priv ileged po s i‐ 
tion de pended on the re fusal of any eco nomic and polit ical in flu ence
to the Cath olic ma jor ity, there was in the Cyp riot situ ation a Muslim
elite which mono pol ized every power av enue. Thus, Muslims were
gen er ally pre ferred over the ma jor ity of Chris tian ‘in fi dels’ for gov‐ 
ern ment, mil it ary and ju di cial roles, and their po s i tion in the co lo nial
set ting as well as their op por tun it ies for ad vance ment in the lib eral
pro fes sional sec tor were fully guar an teed (Apey itou 2003� 69).

5

Bri tain took pos ses sion of Cyprus in 1878 fol low ing the Cyprus Con‐ 
ven tion; a secret agree ment she con cluded with the Ot to man Em pire
grant ing her ad min is trat ive con trol of the is land in ex change for her
sup port of the Ot to mans against a pos sible Rus sian ag gres sion. She
seized the op por tun ity to annex Cyprus when Tur key al lied with Ger‐ 
many and Austria- Hungary in the First World War, and the is land was
de clared a crown colony in 1925, after the Treaty of Lausanne of 1923
was signed and Tur key form ally ac cep ted its loss. Bri tain ac tu ally
took pos ses sion of Cyprus as it lost con trol of its old est colony, Ire ‐
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land. Nev er the less, upon gain ing its in de pend ence in 1960, Cyprus
ended 82 years of Brit ish rule and 470 years without self- 
determination.

Fur ther more, like Ire land be fore the Act of Union (1801), Cyprus,
under Brit ish rule, was able to ex per i ence a semb lance of a demo‐ 
cratic pro cess, after the cre ation of the local Le gis lat ive Coun cil
(1882-1931), even if the lat ter had a net tend ency to fo ment and so lid‐ 
ify com munal di vi sion. Eight een mem bers sat in this cham ber, in clud‐ 
ing twelve elec ted, six of fi cial, and the High Com mis sioner who
presided over it. With the twelve elec ted mem bers, the co lo nial gov‐ 
ern ment de cided to apply the prin ciples of com munal rep res ent a tion
and ma jor ity rule by al loc at ing nine seats to Chris ti ans and three
seats to Muslims.

7

But in real ity, ma jor ity rule al most never ap plied in the daily func tion‐ 
ing of the House, be cause the six of fi cial mem bers, the three Muslim
mem bers and the High Com mis sioner, could eas ily, with their cast ing
votes, de feat any bill or any pro posed dis cus sion em an at ing from the
Chris tian mem bers, es pe cially when they raised the con tro ver sial
issue of en osis. The feeble and tenu ous demo cratic char ac ter of this
polit ical sys tem was also evid ent in the fact that only men over the
age of 21 who paid taxes could vote, vot ing was not secret, and most
prob lem at ic ally, eli gible voters could choose only among the rep res‐ 
ent at ives of their re li gious com munity (Pol lis 1998� 87-105).

8

The goal of en osis is an other way in which the Greek ma jor ity of
Cyprus dif fers from the Cath olic ma jor ity of Ire land and even from
other peoples under co lo nial rule be cause, un like the lat ter, they
never act ively sought the in de pend ence which they achieved in Au‐ 
gust 1960, thanks to the sign ing of the London- Zurich agree ments of
Feb ru ary 1959 (Yi angou 2020� 46). We might go so far as to argue that,
in their un re mit ting quest for en osis, Greek Cyp ri ots are iron ic ally
less like Irish Cath ol ics, and more like Ul ster Prot est ants who op‐ 
posed Home Rule from day one, and ini tially did not ask for the de‐ 
volved and autonom ous in sti tu tions they ob tained fol low ing the
passing of the Gov ern ment of Ire land Act (1920) that di vided the is‐ 
land into two sep ar ate polit ical en tit ies. At bot tom, the goals of unit‐ 
ing with Greece and con tinu ing the Union with Bri tain, were al ways
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the be- all and end- all of their polit ical struggle. Put an other way,
both peoples iden ti fied with an ex ternal and big ger eth nic group.

On the other hand, in its pur suit of the right to self- determination, a
pre con di tion for en osis, the Greek ma jor ity could also be com pared to
the Irish ma jor ity, be cause both re garded ter rit orial in teg ra tion—into
the Greek State and into the Irish State—as a le git im ate solu tion, and
cer tainly among EOKA and IRA circles, as the only way to cor rect a
his tor ical wrong com mit ted by a Brit ish Em pire dead set on main‐ 
tain ing its tu tel age over Cyprus and Ire land and ‘di vide and rule’
through par ti tion. As we will show, if we leave aside their dif fer ence
in eschat o lo gical ori ent a tion 2, the Greek ma jor ity, in the 1930s, and
the Irish ma jor ity, on the eve of WWI, were already en gaged in a
struggle for self- determination even if the means to reach the de‐ 
sired goal were still a sub ject of doubt. Above all, noth ing was yet
writ ten in stone.

10

2. The 1931 Oc to ber Re volt in
Cyprus
Nom in ally, Cyprus was not ceded, only leased, and this meant that a
trib ute had to be paid to the Sul tan. Un sur pris ingly, it was the Cyp ri‐ 
ots who were saddled with the pay ment of this trib ute, and their in‐ 
dig na tion was con tinu ously aroused, not only be cause they had to
cover the ex penses in curred by the Brit ish co lo nial ad min is tra tion
but also be cause the money was never paid to Tur key but de pos ited
in the Bank of Eng land to pay off Crimean War debts upon which
Tur key had de faul ted. 3 This trib ute was a steady drain on an already
poor Cyp riot eco nomy, and soon it be came a sym bol of Brit ish op‐ 
pres sion which, in the fol low ing years, was going to fuel Greek Cyp‐ 
riot na tion al ism and fur ther jus tify the de mand for en osis (Kaloudis
1999� 9-10). In fact, this fin an cial bur den was widely con sidered as so
un fair that even Win ston Churchill, dur ing his visit to Cyprus in 1907
as Under- Secretary of State for the Colon ies, had cri ti cised it and
warned that “wherever there is eco nomic in justice there will also be
found polit ical dis con tent (Georghal lides 1979� 17).” The Cyp ri ots were
fi nally re lieved of this an nual trib ute in 1927 (Mout sis 2014� 176), but
this did not end either the eco nomic griev ances or the dis con tent felt
by the Greek Cyp ri ots at see ing their re quest for en osis con tinu ally
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re buffed by the Brit ish gov ern ment. The re la tion ship between Cyprus
and Eng land took a turn for the worse when a series of vi ol ent
protests shook the is land in Oc to ber 1931; lead ing among other things
to the raid ing of many pub lic of fices which were stripped of the
Union Jack and re placed by the Greek flag and even to the burn ing to
the ground of Gov ern ment House (the Gov ernor’s home) (Sakellaro‐ 
poulos 2023� 169-227).

A cata lyst for the out break of this hitherto un pre ced en ted dis play of
dis obedi ence was the Great De pres sion whose neg at ive ef fects were
ser i ously being felt through out the is land just as they were all around
the world at that time (Richter 2009� 133-134). How ever, an other ag‐ 
grav at ing cause was Gov ernor Ron ald Storrs’ de cision to push the
1929 Edu ca tion Bill through the Le gis lat ive Coun cil; a bill that gave
con trol over the ap point ment and dis missal of school teach ers to the
Gov ernor, who could now en sure that fewer and fewer of them
trained in the val ues of Greek na tion al ism could pros elyt ize for the
cause of en osis in the classroom (Cough lan / Mallin son 2005� 586).
Fi nally, Storrs’ block ing of a vote taken by the Le gis lat ive Coun cil to
halt a tax in crease was the last straw that broke the camel’s back and
sparked gen eral out rage (Klap sis 2009� 135). His tor i ans of Cyprus
agree that these ap par ently spon tan eous riots seared them selves
deeply in the memory of all con tem por ary act ors. They be came a
found a tional myth for Greek Cyp riot na tion al ism and greatly
frightened the co lo nial au thor it ies, who from then on ad op ted an
alarm ist vis ion of polit ics or what Ranajit Guha has called a “prose of
coun ter insur gency” (Rap pas 2008� 364). Thus whereas pre vi ously,
they used to view the pro mo tion of en osis with con tempt or ir rit a‐ 
tion, after these events, they deemed that the time had come for a
more auto cratic hand ling of Cyprus. They in tro duced a whole
panoply of re press ive meas ures such as the sus pen sion of the Con sti‐ 
tu tion, the ban ning of all polit ical parties, the de port a tion for life of
the ar res ted ringlead ers, the dis con tinu ation of mu ni cipal elec tions,
and an of fi cial ban on mak ing pro pa ganda for en osis.

12

The first cas u alty of the 1931 Re volt, how ever, was the local Le gis lat‐ 
ive Coun cil which was im me di ately ab ol ished, be cause as Gov ernor
Storrs wrote, it proved an “ex as per at ing and hu mi li at ing nuis ance”
(Storrs 1937� 498), and for good reason, since the Turk ish rep res ent at‐ 
ives had un con ven tion ally broken ranks with the Brit ish Gov ern ment,
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and joined the Greek Cyp riot op pos i tion on this all- important issue of
tax a tion. Cer tainly, see ing Greek and Turks over come their deep- 
rooted mu tual dis trust and work to gether for a com mon pur pose had
al ways aroused the deep est con cerns of the co lo nial gov ern ment and
the de cision to get rid of this ‘in ef fect ive’ in sti tu tion was ab so lutely a
re flec tion of those con cerns (Yi angou 2010� 31).

3. The Pat riot Party and the
United Ir ish men: The Chal lenges
of the Lim inal Po s i tion
This pat tern of a nat ive or gan ised re bel lion dir ectly lead ing to the
ter min a tion of a prob lem atic and un pre dict able local par lia ment is, to
a cer tain de gree, re min is cent of his tor ical de vel op ments in late 18 - 
century Ire land. The United Ir ish men Re bel lion of 1798, which was an
early ex pres sion of the Irish people’s fun da mental right to freely de‐ 
term ine their own des tiny, led to the ab ol i tion of Henry Grat tan’s Par‐ 
lia ment (1782) and to the con sol id a tion of Brit ish power in Ire land via
the route of a polit ical and ad min is trat ive mer ging of the two king‐ 
doms.

14

th

Akin to the situ ation in Cyprus, this Irish Re bel lion also oc curred in a
con text of gen eral frus tra tion with the ex ist ing order not least be‐ 
cause Grat tan’s le gis lat ive re forms did not live up to the ex pect a tions
of more rad ical vis ion ar ies. Theo bald Wolfe Tone, the leader of the
United Ir ish men, be lieved that there was little reason to praise these
re forms be cause the Irish par lia ment re mained “cor rupt”, “un rep res‐ 
ent at ive” and still sub ser vi ent to the polit ical de mands of an ex ec ut ive
ap poin ted and con trolled by the Eng lish gov ern ment (Bart lett 1998�
281).” Gran ted, thanks to the lead er ship of en lightened prot est ants
like Charles Lucas, Henry Flood and Henry Grat tan but also the threat
of armed forces rep res en ted by the para mil it ary army of the Vo lun‐ 
teers, the Pat riot Party com pelled Eng land to con cede some changes;
mostly in the form of free trade, an end to the wringing of large sums
of money from the Irish rev en ues to sup port the Brit ish gov ern ment
in and out of Ire land, and last but not least, a sig ni fic ant strength en‐ 
ing of the le gis lat ive power of the Irish House of Com mons.
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And yet, this fight for a real rep res ent at ive cham ber, no longer re du‐ 
cible to a mere rubber- stamping mech an ism of Eng lish de cisions, had
left un at ten ded—due to lack of agree ment between them—the most
flag rant in justice of the time; namely that Irish Cath ol ics, who made
up nearly three fourths (70 to 75%) of the pop u la tion, were barred
from sit ting as mem bers or vot ing for mem bers (Coquelin / Gal liou /
Robin 2009� 49). This sug gests that whatever their lib eral views, many
of these men wanted to safe guard the mono poly of polit ical power of
the Prot est ant (Anglican) As cend ancy to which they be longed. They
also be longed to the cat egory of the hy brid as it was defined by the
In dian the or ist Homi K. Bh abha (1994� 117). These were men who felt
polit ic ally am bi val ent due to their lim inal or in- between po s i tion in
the co lo nial hier archy, as they were su per ior to the nat ive pop u la tion
in their ob ject ive so cial and eco nomic con di tions and yet they were
treated as in ferior by a co lo nial centre whose in terests no longer
over lapped with theirs. Many re fused to make a de lib er ate choice
between ‘be com ing Irish’ or ‘stay ing Eng lish’ until this in ev it ab il ity
stared them in the face. To para phrase Donal Mc Cart ney, their
tragedy lay in the fact that they were born neither Irish nor Eng lish
dur ing a period when the Prot est ant As cend ancy was in creas ingly
being pushed to make a con scious choice between the two (Mc Cart‐ 
ney 1994� 193).

16

Con versely, the failed Re bel lion of 1789 de rived as much from a de sire
to deal a major blow to the Eng lish gov ern ment as from a de term in a‐ 
tion to re solve the major con tra dic tion dis cussed above. Its lead ers
felt deeply in spired by the val ues of liberty, equal ity and fra tern ity
ad voc ated by the French Re volu tion and wanted above all to give
them sub stance, by sever ing all ties with co lo nial Eng land, and grant‐ 
ing full eman cip a tion to Cath ol ics; thereby al low ing them to play
their right ful role in the polit ical and eco nomic life of Ire land (Pa ter‐ 
son 2008� 1-2). This was a very dif fer ent type of pat ri ot ism call ing for
the “sub sti tu tion of the com mon name of Ir ish men in place of the de‐ 
nom in a tion of Prot est ant, Cath olic and Dis senter” (Tone 1827� 64), and
thus con fron ted with the real men ace that this new inter- 
denominational solid ar ity posed, the Eng lish re spon ded, as they did
with Cyprus in the 1930s, by tight en ing their grip over this in sub or‐ 
din ate ter rit ory. It is safe to say that the passing of the Act of Union,
which was one of the most di vis ive mo ments of Ire land’s polit ical his ‐
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tory since it was widely seen as res ult ing from “an orgy of cor rup‐ 
tion”, was ob ject ively an at tempt to nip in the bud this dan ger ous pat‐ 
ri ot ism, re gain con trol of the Cath olic prob lem, and ul ti mately stop
this sedi tious ‘hin ter land’ from ever be com ing a launch ing pad for a
French in va sion of Bri tain (Camp bell 2014� 180). Iron ic ally, the le gis lat‐ 
ive autonomy that came to an end in 1801 turned out to be a bless ing
in dis guise for the nat ive cause be cause the ul ti mate goal of Grat tan's
Par lia ment was prob ably the achieve ment of an in de pend ent Prot est‐ 
ant na tion. In such a scen ario, Cath ol ics would have found them‐ 
selves trapped in a po s i tion of per man ent sub al terns, without the
pos sib il ity of claim ing their fun da mental rights as a ma jor ity (O’Brien
1992� 247-251).

4. Greek Cyp riot and Turk ish
Cyp riot Col lab or a tion: The Strad ‐
dling of a Bor der
It should be em phas ized that in Cyprus too the di vid ing line between
the two com munit ies was not al ways as sharp or flaw less as Eng land
would have liked, and the like li hood of a grass- roots al li ance bey ond
re li gious dif fer ences, par tic u larly fol low ing the rise of working- class
mil it ancy dur ing the 1930s in Bri tain and through out the Em pire, was
a hydra about which the co lo nial au thor it ies could not af ford to be
cas ual (Rap pas 2009� 207-208). In 1903, 1927 and 1931, Turk ish and
Greek Cyp riot depu ties united their voices in side the Le gis lat ive
Coun cil to de mand re form of co lo nial eco nomic policies and bet ter
life con di tions for their con stitu ents. Fur ther more, dur ing and after
the 1931 Re volt, some Turk ish Cyp riot work ers had entered the Com‐ 
mun ist ranks and mo bil ized along side Greek Cyp riot work ers dur ing
that cru cial period of so cial protest des pite the thinly veiled in tim id a‐ 
tion em an at ing from their own com munity. But re mark ably enough,
their stig mat iz a tion and per se cu tion were not enough to pre vent
them from par ti cip at ing in joint demon stra tions and strikes. Even
when the Cyp riot Com mun ist Party (KKK) and other parties were
out lawed in Au gust 1933, Greek and Turk ish Cyp riot work ers or gan‐ 
ised a joint strike at Mav ro vouni (Nico sia dis trict) against the Amer‐ 
ican Min ing Com pany in Au gust 1936, and so did also fe male spin ners
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in Famagusta in June 1938 (Rap pas 2014� 153, 161). It must be em phas‐ 
ized that the KKK was an ori ginal form a tion, on the one hand be cause
it began to gain mem bers when the hope that the Brit ish would grant
union of Cyprus with Greece, as they did with the Ionian is lands in
1884, was fad ing, and on the other hand be cause al though it iden ti‐ 
fied it self as anti- imperialist, it seemed to value the unity of the en‐ 
tire work ing class over the goal of en osis. That is why it was open to
the al tern at ive solu tion of self- government as a pre lim in ary stage be‐ 
fore reach ing in de pend ence as a Cyp riot Re pub lic in a Balkan Com‐ 
mun ist con fed er a tion. 4

That being so, in both his tor ical con texts, we wit ness how, under the
im pact of rad ical ideo lo gies, the old eth nic and re li gious bound ar ies
of the An cient Régime, im posed or strengthened by co lo nial rule,
seem to lose their ri gid ity, giv ing way to an in- between or in ter sti tial
space where a new polit ics of solid ar ity and op pos i tion to im per i al ist
de pred a tion be comes pos sible. In Cyprus, this phe nomenon is all the
more re mark able when we re mem ber that this space of inter- 
communal col lab or a tion on a so cial and polit ical basis suc ceeded in
emer ging even when both com munit ies were in creas ingly un der go‐ 
ing, through in doc trin a tion by their sep ar ate edu ca tional sys tem, a
pro cess of na tional iden ti fic a tion with their power ful neigh bours (or
moth er lands), and the pres sure to con form to the val ues of those he‐ 
ge monic na tion al isms was any thing but abat ing. By the 1920s, the
Turk ish schools had already come under gov ern ment policy and were
there fore fun ded by the Co lo nial Of fice while the Greek schools were
zeal ously main tained and guarded by the wealthy Or tho dox Church
of Cyprus, con vinced as it was that Bri tain’s ul ti mate goal was to de- 
hellenise the Greek youth and steer them away from the en osis move‐ 
ment (Her ac lidou 2020� 2, 21).
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5. Brit ish Co lo nial Policies in Ire ‐
land and Cyprus in Re sponse to
the De mand for Self- 
Determination
The 1931 Re volt and the 1798 Re bel lion, with their barely tapped po‐ 
ten tial for the rise of a non- sectarian mass so cial move ment, con sti‐ 
tuted there fore a wake- up call or a sud den aware ness to the Eng lish
gov ern ment that its con trol over these is lands was slip ping away and
that it had to take ur gent steps to halt this situ ation. This is also the
reason why these stag ger ing events pushed the Eng lish to adopt a
more in ter ven tion ist at ti tude and above all to think about ways to de- 
politicise the two so ci et ies. Thus, the ul ti mate pur pose of the 1801
Union, whose de fence was often dressed up in abund ant emol li ent
lan guage to per suade the elite that their coun try would be gran ted a
polit ical and eco nomic status equal to that of Scot land, Wales and
Eng land, was cer tainly to de- politicise the Irish Ques tion. 5 The para‐ 
dox is that it did not suc ceed even when the gen eral dir ec tion of the
re forms im ple men ted by the Eng lish through out the 19  cen tury, be‐ 
gin ning with the Roman Cath olic Re lief Act 1829 which fully re stored
the civil rights of all Cath ol ics in the newly united king dom, be nefited
in the long term Ire land’s sub al tern ma jor ity. The Eng lish en acted five
im port ant Land Laws (1870, 1881, 1885, 1887, 1903) which led to a
gradual trans fer of land from the Prot est ant minor ity to the Cath olic
ma jor ity with the res ult that al most two- thirds of the land was again
in nat ive hands by the early 1920s. In the same vein, they also pur sued
a policy of con struct ive uni on ism in the hope of solv ing long- standing
eco nomic and so cial griev ances (Gailey 1987� 310).
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This in cluded Ar thur Balfour’s ef forts to al le vi ate poverty and con ges‐ 
ted liv ing con di tions in the West and parts of the North- West of Ire‐ 
land in 1891 or the es tab lish ment of a sys tem of Irish local gov ern‐ 
ment in 1898 which ef fect ively brought land lord con trol to an end
(Breath nach 2005). And yet, these far- reaching changes de signed to
“kill Home Rule by kind ness” as Ger ald Balfour, the Irish Chief Sec ret‐ 
ary, said in 1895, abysmally failed to dampen down the great auto‐ 
nom ist or sep ar at ist move ments as em bod ied by Daniel O’Con nell’s
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cam paign to re peal the Act of Union or in deed Charles Par nell’s
struggle to achieve Home Rule. 6

In Cyprus, the Eng lish co lo nial ap proach was quite sim ilar on fun da‐ 
mental points be cause it sought to con vince Cyp ri ots of the be ne fits
to be gained from ‘the Brit ish con nec tion’ and to ca jole them away
from what they per ceived as ‘petty polit ics’. In tense re pres sion in the
af ter math of the 1931 Oc to ber events gave way to the au thor it arian
era of Gov ernor Sir Rich mond Palmer 7 dur ing which the over rid ing
goal was to fash ion an ideal polity com posed of loyal and con ten ted
Brit ish sub jects. More ex actly, the Co lo nial Au thor it ies dreamed of
mani fest ing a pre dom in antly pas toral so ci ety of small farm ers over
which the strongly na tion al ist middle- classes made up of large
landown ers, mer chants, money- lenders, doc tors, law yers, clergy and
‘dem agogues’ (pro fes sional politi cians) could no longer exert their ha‐ 
bitual fin an cial and polit ical in flu ence. They wanted to break the re la‐ 
tional model of cli en tel ism and pa ter nal ism that tied the poor to the
rich be cause this was the struc tural prin ciple on which na tion al ist
polit ics had largely de veloped and thrived.
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To this end, they em barked on a num ber of re forms to re lieve peas‐ 
ants of their crush ing debts and the gen eral state of poverty under
which they lived; mainly the setting- up of farm ers’ as so ci ations, co‐ 
oper at ive credit so ci et ies as well as changes in the Ag ri cul tural Bank
in order to bol ster their over all autonomy (Kar sour ides 2017� 48-49). A
con sid er able amount of thought and money was also spent on re‐ 
form ing the edu ca tional sys tem, par tic u larly the ele ment ary schools,
al ways in the hope of eras ing from the minds of younger Greek Cyp‐ 
ri ots their iden ti fic a tion with ‘Mother Greece’ and in stilling in stead
the vir tues of Brit ish ci vil ity and re spect for au thor ity. In prac tice,
much em phasis was placed on teach ing the Eng lish lan guage and
pro mot ing Eng lish cul ture, often at the ex pense of time de voted to
Greek and Turk ish, while as pir ing teach ers and civil ser vants of the
local ad min is tra tion were re quired to ob tain Eng lish lan guage cer ti‐ 
fic ates. Ef forts were also de ployed to set up rural schools provid ing
not the usual clas sical edu ca tion but ag ri cul tural train ing be cause the
more young people were en ticed to stay on the land the less they
would fall prey to urban polit ics and “such chi mer ical ideas as union
with Greece” (Her ac lidou 2020� 85).
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All the same, Palmer’s more be ne vol ent so cial and eco nomic ex per i‐ 
ments in Cyprus did not rule out the use of re pres sion. He was ac tu‐ 
ally a mas ter of the art of ‘car rot and stick’ when it came to dous ing
the flames of na tion al ist pas sion. A good il lus tra tion of this is what
happened in the late sum mer of 1936. A depu ta tion of Greek Cyp riot
mem bers of the ab ol ished Le gis lat ive Coun cil trav elled to Lon don to
make a plea to the Co lo nial Sec ret ary for a re turn to polit ical nor mal‐ 
ity. Their writ ten pe ti tion called for a re vised con sti tu tion al low ing
ex ten ded rights of self-gov ern ment within the Brit ish Em pire and the
re- introduction of elec tions be cause Cyp ri ots who were “Brit ish sub‐ 
jects” did not de serve to be treated as “un civ il ised people” and “the
present sys tem of Gov ern ment” (dir ect rule of the Gov ernor with de‐ 
crees without Cyp riot par ti cip a tion) “amoun ted to an ab so lute dic tat‐ 
or ship”. By 1937, how ever, this bold move had res ul ted in the de port a‐ 
tion of two of the three mem bers while Eleftheria, the news pa per
which covered the whole in cid ent, was sus pen ded for three months
(Her ac lidou 2020� 79).
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It is there fore worth un der lin ing that these Brit ish ef forts to tackle
the long- standing socio- economic prob lems in the hope of put ting
the kibosh on the fight for self- determination of the Irish and the
Cyp ri ots failed over the long term since neither of them proved
overly sus cept ible to the Brit ish ‘car rot’ or ‘kind ness’. We could go so
far as to say that the Brit ish ul ti mately mis cal cu lated in both situ‐ 
ations be cause this fight was not a de riv at ive but an ab so lute.

25

Yet we should not un der es tim ate the ex tent to which Brit ish fail ure
to make good on its prom ise of treat ing Ire land as an equal part ner
kept na tion al ism alive. The twenty- eight years that elapsed be fore
Cath olic eman cip a tion was passed, were filled with bit ter ness and
frus tra tion, and the “stun ted” and “be grudging” (Jack son 2004� 134)
re lief ef forts of the Gov ern ment at the height of the Potato Fam ine
(1840s) were the strongest proof in the eyes of many that Eng land
con tin ued to treat Ire land as a ‘lati fun dia apartheid state’ (Gil lis sen
2014� 332-347). Nev er the less, this is not to say that the con cili at ory

26



The elusive middle path. A comparative analysis of the colonial past of Cyprus and Ireland

Licence CC BY 4.0

stratagems de scribed above were not destabil iz ing or di vis ive for the
com munit ies and their polit ical lead er ship. In Cyprus, everything
sug gests that this policy was fa vour ably re ceived by the rural pop u la‐ 
tion as a whole, and in par tic u lar by the Turks. Hence, when news of
the del eg a tion de mand ing more self- government reached sev eral vil‐ 
lages of Famagusta and Li mas sol, the vil la gers led by their Mukhtars
(local chiefs) sent many pe ti tions to Palmer voicing their “ab so lute
loy alty (to) and full con fid ence (in)” the Brit ish Gov ern ment and their
op pos i tion to those who wished to re store the old status quo. They
in sisted that what they needed was not more polit ical rep res ent a tion
but rather more debt re lief, im proved ir rig a tion and, above all, the in‐ 
tro duc tion of dir ect tax a tion on the wealthy urban Cyp ri ots (Her ac‐ 
lidou 2020� 80).

In Ire land, in the dec ade fol low ing the pas sage of the Wyndham Act
(1903) which soun ded the death knell for the Anglo- Irish landown ing
class, Irish farm ers and cattle mer chants en joyed an un pre ced en ted
de gree of prosper ity and began to see the be ne fits of the Brit ish con‐ 
nec tion. As a con sequence, it had be come more dif fi cult for sep ar at‐ 
ist politi cians to har ness agrarian dis con tent to ad vance their own,
some what dif fer ent, cause (Garvin 1987� 6). The ex tent to which these
re medial meas ures should be sup por ted even be came a major bone of
con ten tion within the Home Rule Party, with John Red mond's fac tion
show ing cau tious sup port for them and John Dillon's fac tion view ing
them as the ul ti mate de ceit ful ploy (Lee 2008� 126). The re marks of
his tor ian Alvin Jack son point in the  same dir ec tion  as Dillon’s since
be hind the policy of land pur chase he per ceives a clear in ten tion “to
dis con nect the land and the na tional ques tions” as well as “to sep ar‐ 
ate rural from urban na tion al ism.” There is there fore no doubt in his
mind that “this re form ist and pa ter nal ist type of gov ern ment was of a
piece with other Brit ish strategies of di vide and rule (Jack son: 132).”
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6. Ire land and Cyprus dur ing
World War I and World War II: A
Via Media between Em pire and
Na tion al ism?
The mil it ary in volve ment of Ire land and Cyprus in the First and
Second World Wars suc cess ively rep res en ted an im port ant mo ment
for the de vel op ment of their na tion al ist move ments and, on this point
too, there is room for com par ison. En cour aged by Ioan nis C. Clerides,
an in flu en tial law yer and mem ber of the 1937 del eg a tion which went
to Lon don to ask for greater self- government, and even more by
Greece's entry in the war on 28 Oc to ber 1940 after the at tack by Fas‐ 
cist Italy, Cyp ri ots de cided to show their loy alty to the Brit ish and to
take part gen er ously in the war ef fort (Yi angou: 25). Between 25,000
and 30,000 Cyp ri ots, vo lun teers drawn mostly from the Greek and
Turk ish com munit ies, ul ti mately helped the Al lies achieve vic tory
over to tal it ari an ism. 8 It was ob vi ous, how ever, that the main reason
the Greek Cyp ri ots were will ing to ac cept such a sac ri fice was be‐ 
cause they be lieved en osis was on the ho ri zon. Both Win ston
Churchill and An thony Eden had raised ex pect a tions by mak ing vague
re as sur ances to this ef fect, and Greeks were quick to hear what
suited them and to claim en osis as their due and just re ward. Still, this
show of pop u lar good will was ser i ously put to the test when at one
point the Brit ish con sidered in tro du cing mil it ary con scrip tion. The
Greek polit ical lead er ship (The Com mun ist Party and the Church) ar‐ 
gued that the im pos i tion of such a meas ure was ‘un con sti tu tional’
since Cyp ri ots did not even have a rep res ent at ive body for agree ing
or dis agree ing to such a step. It also seized the op por tun ity to ven‐ 
ture a deal.
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Their pro posal, pub lished and dis cussed in the press, put for ward two
pre requis ites: firstly, that the Brit ish form ally de clare that the prin‐ 
ciple of self- determination en shrined in the At lantic Charter would
also apply to Cyprus after the war was over and secondly, that they
un der take to re store a Cyp riot le gis lature whose elec ted mem bers
would be re spons ible for all fin an cial mat ters in the colony (Yi angou:
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81-82). The Brit ish would not ac cept these con di tions and soon aban‐ 
doned the idea of com puls ory con scrip tion.

In ter est ingly, in Ire land a sim ilar Brit ish plan to im pose con scrip tion
in April 1918 ser i ously back fired, as it not only ral lied the en tire spec‐ 
trum of Irish na tion al ist opin ion against the plan, but also rad ic al ised
to an un pre ced en ted de gree the Irish people, as his tor ian Em manuel
Destenay has per suas ively ar gued (Destenay 2002� xii- xiii). Spe cific‐ 
ally, Lloyd George's new sug ges tion that Home Rule (already ad op ted
in 1914) had some how be come con di tional on con scrip tion, pushed
Ire land in the bosom of a new polit ical party ded ic ated to es tab lish ing
an in de pend ent Irish Re pub lic (Ward 1974� 107-129).
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Un like the Cyp ri ots, the Irish had a much more ser i ous reason to be‐ 
lieve that self- government (aka. Home Rule) was nigh for them. More
pre cisely, in 1910, their forty- year-old struggle in the Brit ish Par lia‐ 
ment was about to bear fruit as the 73 Irish MPs sit ting in West min‐ 
ster now held the bal ance of power. To re main in power and pass the
‘People's Budget’, Lib eral Premier Her bert Asquith pledged to fa cil it‐ 
ate the ad vent of Home Rule in ex change for Irish un con di tional sup‐ 
port. And that is ex actly what he did when he chal lenged the almighty
power of the House of Lords by passing the Par lia ment Act of 1911
(Destenay 2021� 3). There after, the Lords could only delay the in tro‐ 
duc tion of any pub lic bill passed by the House of Com mons for a
max imum period of two years, after which it auto mat ic ally be came
law without their as sent (Dick son / Car mi chael / 1999� 9).
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Thus, if not for the out break of the First World War in Septem ber, the
third Home Rule Bill (April 1912) provid ing for a bicam eral par lia ment
in Dub lin with powers to le gis late on most na tional af fairs as well as
stat utory guar an tees for the rights of the Prot est ant minor ity, was
due to be come law in 1914. As in Cyprus, a sig ni fic ant num ber of Ir ish‐ 
men, about 200,000 in total, around half of whom were Cath olic Na‐ 
tion al ists and half Prot est ant Uni on ists, vo lun teered to fight along‐ 
side the Brit ish Army (Biagini: 271). The Irish na tion al ists did so not
only be cause Bel gium, a small neut ral Cath olic coun try, needed to be
de fen ded against a bru tal ag gressor but also be cause they felt that by
risk ing their lives to show they could be coun ted on to help Eng land
and the Em pire at times of dire need, they could earn her re spect and
force her to honor her com mit ment to im ple ment a Home Rule that

32



The elusive middle path. A comparative analysis of the colonial past of Cyprus and Ireland

Licence CC BY 4.0

had been placed on the stat ute book but sus pen ded for the dur a tion
of the war. Going to war on the side of the Al lies there fore meant not
only cham pi on ing the “free dom of small na tions” on the European
con tin ent, but also that of Ire land. Un der neath it all, there was also
an ideal ism, ex pressed most elo quently by John Red mond, the leader
of the Irish Par lia ment ary Party, in the House of Com mons, on 3 Au‐ 
gust 1914, on the eve of Bri tain's de clar a tion of war on Ger many. That
day, be fore Ed ward Car son, leader of the Ul ster uni on ists, had a
chance to make an an nounce ment in the Com mons, he de clared:

I say to the Gov ern ment that they may to- morrow with draw every
one of their troops from Ire land. I say that the coast of Ire land will be
de fen ded from for eign in va sion by her armed sons, and for this pur ‐
pose armed Na tion al ist Cath ol ics in the South will be only too glad to
join arms with the armed Prot est ant Ul ster men in the North. Is it too
much to hope that out of this situ ation there may spring a res ult
which will be good not merely for the Em pire, but good for the fu ‐
ture wel fare and in teg rity of the Irish na tion? 9

With these words, the leader of the con sti tu tional path to free dom
en deav oured to square the circle between de fend ing Brit ish in terests
and de fend ing Irish in terests, as it were. He wanted to per suade Re‐ 
pub lic ans, Con ser vat ives, and Ul ster loy al ists of the ju di cious ness and
the moral right ness of an in- between solu tion in which none of them
had ever be lieved. He was also send ing subtle cues to every one, and
par tic u larly to the Eng lish, by ham mer ing home the mes sage that the
way for ward for a free Ire land lay neither in the Fenian dogma that
“Eng land's dif fi culty is Ire land's op por tun ity” nor in be com ing a fifth
column by in vit ing an enemy in, like the United Ir ish men did in 1798.
Rather, his solu tion to the centuries- old mis trust that had tor men ted
his coun try was to ex er cise for bear ance with Uni on ism and to offer
col lab or a tion to Bri tain when it most needed it, con fid ent that it
would pro foundly 're shuffle' the en tire set of re la tion ships and raise
Ire land to a po s i tion of par ity with her in the fu ture. Red mond’s
speech is prop erly re mark able when we re mem ber that it was pro‐ 
nounced when the First World War had not only put Home Rule in
cold stor age, but also hal ted a rap idly de vel op ing in cip i ent civil war
between the Cath olic ma jor ity and the Prot est ant minor ity.
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Facts mat ter here. In early April 1914, the Uni on ists who had vowed to
des troy “the con spir acy to set up a Home Rule Par lia ment” in their
Cov en ant of Septem ber 1912, began drilling a 90,000- strong force of
Ul ster Vo lun teers and ef fi ciently or gan iz ing a major gun smug gling
op er a tion in flag rant vi ol a tion of the law (McLean / Mc Mil lan / 2005�
125). The Na tion al ists soon fol lowed suit by cre at ing their own Irish
Vo lun teer Army in Novem ber 1913 and ar ran ging for their own im‐ 
port a tion of fire arms to pro tect Home Rule from its en emies. Last but
not least, some Brit ish army of ficers of the Cur ragh Camp, the largest
Brit ish army base in Ire land, had threatened to resign in March 1914 if
ordered by the War Of fice to march against Ul ster to en sure the im‐ 
ple ment a tion of Home Rule.
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In short, those of ficers were not afraid to show that their loy alty lay,
not with the Brit ish Gov ern ment, but with the men who had first
broken the law and in stig ated civil war in Ire land. 10 There is a cer tain
irony in the fact that when the Brit ish state seemed most amen able to
some form of middle way, the ma jor ity and the minor ity were equally
poised to wage war on it if it ac ceded to the de mands of the op pos ite
camp. And the irony per haps weighed more heav ily on the minor ity
be cause their pro fes sions of ab so lute de vo tion and loy alty to Bri tain
seemed hol low and con di tional in the cir cum stances. Yet des pite a
polit ical po lar iz a tion that seemed headed to ward a hor rible cli max,
Red mond con tin ued to preach the pos sib il it ies of a third way, even
going so far as to ima gine the growth of a “union of hearts” between
Or ange (Prot est ants) and Green (Cath ol ics) be cause of all the sons of
Ire land “fight ing and shed ding their blood side by side” on the
European bat tle fields. Red mond’s speech is re min is cent of an art icle
writ ten by Clerides in Eleftheria in which he en joined Cyp ri ots not to
agit ate for en osis but to leave the Cyp riot Gov ern ment and the Co lo‐ 
nial Of fice alone to suc cess fully deal with the cru cial war ahead;
mean while saga ciously draw ing their at ten tion, and es pe cially that of
the Sec ret ary of State for Colon ies, to the fact that being “Greeks
does not make us any less in ter ested in the fate of the Brit ish Em pire
than any other Brit ish cit izen.” 11 These politi cians there fore pre ferred
the path of loy alty and com prom ise rather than fan ning the flames of
na tion al ist pas sion. Solid ar ity with Bri tain dur ing the war was
presen ted pos it ively as an in ter me di ate step in the ful fil ment of a
long- cherished dream.
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Sadly, in the dec ades fol low ing the World Wars, gen eral good will to‐ 
wards co lo nial Eng land dried up in both coun tries. Fur ther more, this
period is par tic u larly in ter est ing not only be cause it spells the end of
the pur suit of a via media between em pire and na tion al ism in the face
of the ar rival of rad ical polit ical forces on the his tor ical scene, but
also be cause it is wit ness to a grow ing cleav age and a defin it ive rup‐ 
ture within the broadly- understood anti- colonial move ment.
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7. Re volu tion and Par ti tion in Ire ‐
land and Cyprus: The End of the
‘Via Media’ and the Onset of Sec ‐
tarian Con flict
While in Ire land, an all- out civil war between ma jor ity and minor ity
was aver ted at the last minute due to the con tin ental con flag ra tion
and, later, par ti tion, in Cyprus the situ ation between them de teri or‐ 
ated rap idly. Des pite more than three cen tur ies of peace ful co ex ist‐ 
ence, Greek- Turkish re la tions des cen ded into fear, hos til ity and, ul ti‐ 
mately, vi ol ence in the 1950s and 1960s. Polit ical fears may be un‐ 
foun ded, but they are non ethe less real and dif fi cult to dis pel. Turk ish
Cyp ri ots feared that in the event of en osis they would suf fer the same
fate as their co- religionists in Crete at the end of the 19  cen tury
(1897-98). The fact that the en os ists ten ded to ig nore their ex ist ence,
due to “the eth nic pre dom in ance of the Greek ele ment on the is land”
(Kitro me lides 1990� 13), nat ur ally did noth ing to allay this fear. They
mo bil ised around the right- wing “Party for the Pro tec tion of the
Turk ish Minor ity (KATAK)” and sought lead er ship from Fazıl Küçük
and Rauf Raif Denktaş, two Kem al ist in tel lec tu als ad voc at ing Tak sim
(par ti tion in Turk ish). Achiev ing en osis in a land with a size able
Turkish- speaking com munity (20% of the pop u la tion) was in deed
bound to be dif fi cult but per haps noth ing proved more counter- 
productive to this ob ject ive and more dam aging to the re la tion ship
between the two com munit ies than the Greek Cyp riot de cision to use
force. Things changed ir re voc ably when co lo nial in flex ib il ity was
countered by the guer rilla war of the Na tional Or gan isa tion of Cyp riot
Fight ers (Aka. EOKA 12) that began with a series of bomb at tacks in
Nico sia on 1  April 1955. The Cyprus Emer gency was char ac ter ised by
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four years of a ruth less EOKA ter ror cam paign, Brit ish sys tem atic
pun ish ment of its mem bers with the use of tor ture and ex traju di cial
killings, com munal vi ol ence cul min at ing in June 1958 with a false flag
bomb at tack at the Turk ish Em bassy that led to the evic tion of Greek
Cyp ri ots from Turk ish neigh bour hoods in Nico sia and other cit ies,
the emer gence of a piece meal par ti tion out of the new self- contained
Turk ish en claves, and con stant dip lo matic dead lock. We could argue
that EOKA, led by George Grivas, a fan at ical anti- communist col onel
of the Greek Army, had a sym bolic man date given that a ref er en dum
or gan ised from 15 until 22 Janu ary 1950 by the eth narchy, held in the
is land's churches, and sup por ted by both the Right and the Left,
showed that 96% of Greek Cyp ri ots and even 800 Turk ish Cyp ri ots
wanted en osis. 13 But al though EOKA was sup por ted by a large part of
the Greek Cyp riot pop u la tion, its meth ods were by no means un an‐ 
im ously ac cep ted. It was the new Pro gress ive Party of Work ing
People (AKEL 14) which, from the be gin ning, ex pressed doubts and
showed an other way. Prior to the Ref er en dum, on 27 Septem ber 1949,
the party had in vited the eth narchy 15 to sub mit a com mon memo at
the UN Gen eral Meet ing, to send a rep res ent a tion there, and to or‐ 
gan ise demon stra tions and work ers’ strikes. But the eth narchy re jec‐ 
ted the offer of col lab or a tion mainly be cause it feared that the Com‐ 
mun ists would take the lead of the En osis move ment. Ul ti mately, the
Left aban doned its ‘Gandh iesque’ ap proach of civil dis obedi ence and
urged its mem bers to vote in the ref er en dum, but not without cri ti‐ 
ciz ing the anti- communism of the Church (Terzis 2009� 9). How ever,
since this in stance of open de fi ance of na tion al ist or tho doxy, the Left
has never been trus ted again, as sum ing she ever was, and has gen er‐ 
ally been treated by En os ists as the ‘enemy within’ and the ‘anti- 
Hellene’ with all the con sequences that this en tailed. Thus, dur ing the
Emer gency, such ideo lo gical blinders made AKEL mem bers vul ner‐ 
able to EOKA’s vi ol ence. And al though the issue has been ex tremely
con tro ver sial and taboo for nearly half a cen tury, a group of re l at ives
of ex ecuted left wing ers, under AKEL guid ance, de cided to lift the
taboo by set ting up the ‘As so ci ation of Re l at ives of Per sons Murdered
for their Be liefs, 1955 – 59’ which col lec ted de tails of the cir cum‐ 
stances under which twenty- three of their kins men were
murdered 16.
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In the early years of the struggle, EOKA was care ful to tar get only
Brit ish per son nel and sus pec ted col lab or at ors (‘trait ors’ in Greek
Cyp riot na tion al ist par lance) and not Turk ish Cyp ri ots, lest its anti- 
colonial cam paign might de gen er ate into eth nic con flict, but, as the
ten sion es cal ated, this situ ation in ev it ably changed. It is a tru ism that
vi ol ence be gets vi ol ence and guer rilla war fare, des pite claims to the
con trary, can cause con sid er able col lat eral dam age. There is, how‐ 
ever, a Greek Cyp riot claim, often sup por ted by schol arly con sensus,
that the Brit ish de lib er ately chose to play the 'Turk ish Cyp riot card' in
their de term in a tion to crush the in sur gency, and that this tac tic was
part and par cel of a broader policy of di vide and rule. 17 Whatever
their ul terior motive, they re placed the Greek Cyp riot po lice men,
whom they con sidered un re li able be cause their sym pathy for or fear
of EOKA com prom ised their abil ity to func tion, with Turks. More ex‐ 
actly, they raised an Emer gency Aux il i ary Force and they also added a
Po lice Mo bile Re serve, “dip ping for the pur pose into the lumpen ele‐ 
ment in the Turk ish com munity (An der son 2008).” Over time, the en‐ 
tire se cur ity ma chine came to de pend on Turk ish aux il i ar ies. 18 The
con di tions on the ground were there fore ripe for a grow ing es trange‐ 
ment and even a lethal con front a tion between Greeks and Turks be‐ 
cause as the lat ter be came Bri tain’s law en for cers they too be came
EOKA tar gets (De met riou 2019� 406). That the Brit ish gov ern ment was
in a state of col lu sion with the Turk ish Cyp ri ots is also evid ent from
their tend ency to turn a blind eye to the vi ol ence wiel ded by this side.
While the harshest pun ish ments were meted out to the men of EOKA,
very few men of the Volkan 19 were ever put on trial (Hitchens 1997�
46). When all Greek Cyp riot polit ical parties were banned, Turk ish
Cyp ri ots were al lowed to set up a party called “Cyprus is Turk ish.”
(Hitchens 1997� 45).

38

At this point, the his tor ical par al lels with Ire land read ily come to
mind. The gen eral elec tion of Decem ber 1918, which could be seen as
a sort of equi val ent of the 1950 Cyp riot plebis cite, con sti tuted an ab‐ 
so lute turn ing point in Irish his tory be cause it led to the de feat of the
mod er ate and con sti tu tion al ist path to free dom rep res en ted by the
Irish Par lia ment ary Party and to the land slide vic tory of Sinn Féin
(‘we ourselves’), a hard- line na tion al ist party led by Ar thur Grif fith
(Laf fan 1999� 166). This was also the mo ment when the Irish Re pub‐ 
lican Army com menced their guer illa war against Brit ish se cur ity
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forces but also to a lesser ex tent against Ul ster loy al ists. That being
said, al though no full- blown war ever took place between na tion al ist
Ire land and loy al ist Ul ster, mainly be cause the IRA had only lim ited
ca pa city to lead the fight against Ul ster, nev er the less ser i ous sec‐ 
tarian clashes broke out between Cath ol ics and Prot est ants while a
piece meal eth nic cleans ing oc curred in the sum mer of 1920 and con‐ 
tin ued in ter mit tently for two years in this last bas tion of the Union
(O’Hal phin 2012� 152).

It is in ter est ing to note that, to man age the crisis, the Brit ish gov ern‐ 
ment ap proved a Uni on ist “pro posal” that was in real ity a “car bon
copy” of the method used in Cyprus more than thirty years later. On
22 Oc to ber 1920, shortly be fore par ti tion, under the com mand of
Lieu ten ant Col onel  Charles Wick ham, the Ul ster Spe cial Con stabu‐ 
lary, a force drawn from the “loyal pop u la tion” and ex clus ively prot‐ 
est ant, was set up to deal with sub ver sion and out side ag gres sion
(Far rell 1983� 75). The concept of a par tisan spe cial force was widely
cri ti cised by all na tion al ists, North and South, but also by some
prom in ent per son al it ies of the Brit ish army and ad min is tra tion,
without, how ever, mak ing any dif fer ence. 20 The Ul ster Spe cial Con‐ 
stabu lary was to be come no tori ous for car ry ing out re venge killings
and re pris als against Cath olic ci vil ians in re sponse to IRA bor der
raids. Above all, in Cyprus as in Ire land, the an ti co lo nial move ment
split fol low ing a major agree ment con cluded with the Brit ish Gov ern‐ 
ment. In Cyprus, the set tle ment reached in 1959 es tab lished a Re pub‐ 
lic with pres id en tial rule 21 and a de mand ing and in tric ate power- 
sharing gov ern ment which was, in its fun da mental prin ciples, sim ilar
to the Sun ning dale Agree ment brokered for North ern Ire land in 1973
(Co chrane / Lo iz ides /Bod son 2018� 208). Much like that deal, it
proved short- lived. It was after all a “Re luct ant demo cracy” 22 since
neither the Greeks nor the Turks viewed this new ar range ment fa‐ 
vour ably, firstly be cause they were not in volved in the ne go ti ations
and, secondly, and more im port antly, be cause the former were forced
to aban don en osis while the lat ter were forced to aban don par ti tion
(Ghai 2000� 223). Fur ther more, Greek na tion al ist opin ion, in gen eral,
claimed that it suffered from one fun da mental weak ness in that the
par ti cip a tion of Turk ish Cyp ri ots in the new gov ern ment was much
higher than their ac tual pro por tion in the is land's pop u la tion. And
that this also ap plied to their power of veto, which could sys tem at ic‐
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ally pre vent any ex er cise of au thor ity con sist ent with the will of the
ma jor ity. In the Greek Par lia ment, crit ics of the set tle ment pre dicted
the re gime's de mise: it was "too com plex to be work able", a "mon‐ 
stros ity", and with it, Cyprus had be come a "powder- keg" (Xydis: 463).
Also in ter est ing, al though not so sur pris ing, is the opin ion of a well- 
known Irish Re pub lican, who paid close at ten tion to the Cyprus issue.
When he heard that Makarios, the re li gious and polit ical leader of the
Greek Cyp ri ots, was pre pared to ac cept the 1959 com prom ise set tle‐ 
ment, the later chief of the Pro vi sional IRA, Sean Mac Stiofain, wrote
that the situ ation was re min is cent of the end of the Anglo- Irish War
(1919-1921) and the awful di vi sions that fol lowed among Irish mil it ants
(Mac Stiofain 1974� 78).

In Ire land, the IRA led by their Dir ector of In tel li gence,  Mi chael
Collins, forced the Lloyd George Gov ern ment to the ne go ti at ing
table, and suc ceeded in se cur ing domin ion status, namely an un pre‐ 
ced en ted de gree of free dom under the um brella of the Brit ish Com‐ 
mon wealth. Un for tu nately, the Anglo- Irish Treaty of Decem ber 1921
also had ser i ous draw backs, which were ana thema to some in‐ 
transigent Irish Re pub lic ans mainly be cause it fell short of full- 
fledged re pub lican in de pend ence, im posed a 'hu mi li at ing' oath of
fealty to the Brit ish mon arch 23 and to a lesser ex tent be cause it gave
North ern Uni on ists the op tion of vot ing them selves out of the Irish
Free State. In deed, al though in close ex am in a tions of the Treaty de‐ 
bate in Dáil Éireann (House of Depu ties), Irish his tor i ans have found
that com plaint about the oath largely took pre ced ence over that of
par ti tion, it is wrong to as sume that the lat ter mattered less (Wall
1966� 84). Rather the down play ing of this issue then seems to have re‐ 
flec ted a gen eral feel ing of power less ness to wards the real ity of Ul‐ 
ster Uni on ism. As Collins put it: “What was the use of talk ing big
phrases about not agree ing to the par ti tion of our coun try? Surely we
re cog nise the North- East corner does exist.” (Mar tin 1999� 71). How‐ 
ever, the Treaty could not sat isfy the ab so lut ist vis ion that had
nestled within the minds of the com batants for so long. Their bit ter
dis ap point ment had to find a way out and so civil war broke out
between the diehards and the com prom isers. Yet if the 26 county- 
Irish Free State man aged to sur vive the Anti- Treaty mil it ary chal‐ 
lenge, and from 1923, the Irish there were able to once again enjoy
some sig ni fic ant level of polit ical sta bil ity, in Cyprus the de rail ment
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was total and seem ingly un stop pable. By the end of 1963, in ter com‐ 
munal vi ol ence had flared up with a ven geance be cause the minor ity
re jec ted the thir teen con sti tu tional amend ments pro posed by
Makarios. In their eyes, this ini ti at ive amoun ted to sub ver sion while
for the ma jor ity and their leader it was merely a last- ditch ef fort to
sal vage the gov ern ment from im min ent col lapse. In truth, neither
Greeks nor Turks were fully com mit ted to the 1959 con sti tu tion as it
stood. They saw it not as an end in it self, but rather as a means to an
end. The Greeks hoped to re move the many legal con straints, re store
bal ance in fa vour of ma jor ity gov ern ment and push for En osis again
while the Turks hoped to nudge the situ ation in the dir ec tion of par‐ 
ti tion or fed er a tion. Thus, ac cord ing to his tor ian An drekos Varnava,
when Makarios pro posed in de pend ence in Septem ber 1958, he also
made sure to “keep the door open to pur sue en osis once Cyprus had
be come in de pend ent, even though this was pro hib ited by the in de‐ 
pend ence agree ments.” (Varnava 2024� 18). As if that were not enough,
the new polit ical order was now be sieged by dis sid ent ele ments of
the old anti- colonial move ment, in the form of a re sur gent EOKA 24

led by the same Col. Grivas, who felt that his fight to wrest en osis
from the Brit ish had been sourly be trayed. It was this latest chal lenge
that drove the final nail into the coffin of an in de pend ent and
territorially- united Cyprus. Backed by the Greek Junta en sconced in
Athens since 1967 and led by hard liner Di mitrios Ioan nides, the anti- 
Makarios fac tion launched a coup on 15 July 1974 to de pose Makarios
and unite Cyprus with Greece by force. Five days later, Tur key used
its of fi cial status as guar antor of the 1960 con sti tu tion and pro tector
of the minor ity to in vade the is land from the North. This in va sion led
to a ter rible cam paign of eth nic cleans ing with the forced dis place‐ 
ment of hun dreds of thou sands of Cyp ri ots, im pris on ment and tor‐ 
ture of Greek pris on ers of war in Turk ish pris ons, killings on both
sides of the local di vide, mil it ary oc cu pa tion, and par ti tion of the is‐ 
land. 25

The grant ing of full (Cyprus) or par tial (Ire land) in de pend ence did not
suc ceed in either con tain ing or end ing the in ter com munal ant ag on‐ 
ism which had hardened dur ing the era of Brit ish co lo nial dom in a‐ 
tion. The dif fer ence is that in Cyprus open vi ol ence broke out just
three years after the Lon don and Zürich Agree ments while in Ire land it
broke out fifty years after the Anglo- Irish Treaty. In fact, in Ire land,
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par ti tion simply had the ef fect of push ing and con dens ing the old
enmity into a smal ler geo graph ical area, since the cru cial ques tion of
which side would pre vail polit ic ally and eco nom ic ally over the other
still re mained. The only sig ni fic ant dif fer ence is that Ul ster Uni on ists
now en joyed a clear demo graphic ma jor ity in side the new polit ical
en tity. Tra gic ally, in stead of build ing fair struc tures and in sti tu tions
cap able of ce ment ing North ern Ire land’s demo cratic found a tions and
per haps sow ing the seeds of fu ture Cath olic ac cept ance of the state,
they con sol id ated their he ge mony by sub ject ing the Cath ol ics to a
heavy re gime of dis crim in a tion in such key areas as vot ing, em ploy‐ 
ment, hous ing, and edu ca tion. In 1968, the situ ation changed ut terly,
when the Civil Rights As so ci ation (NICRA) made up of middle- class
na tion al ists, trade uni on ists, so cial ists, and com mun ists, but also a
few Uni on ists, un der took a cam paign of peace ful act iv ism to end dis‐ 
crim in a tion. Im me di ately, Wil liam Craig, Min is ter of Home Af fairs,
and the en tire Uni on ist mono lith at Stor mont, in ter preted this cam‐ 
paign for so cial justice as a façade for an as sault on the very ex ist ence
of the state, and dashed its mod er ate ex pect a tions. Then, like their
European and Amer ican com rades, the Irish rad ical Left, rep res en ted
by the stu dent or gan isa tion People’s Demo cracy, de cided to ex pose to
the world the state's barely con cealed bru tal ity and its su prem acist
char ac ter by push ing se cur ity forces to over re act (Prince 2006� 853).
Its goal was to unite Prot est ant and Cath olic work ers and to des troy
an apartheid- style state that had con demned Cath ol ics to the status
of un desir able second- class cit izens. But as a vi ol ent over throw of
North ern Ire land in creas ingly ap peared to be the only al tern at ive to
stub born uni on ist op pos i tion to re form and so cial ists chose to lend
tac tical sup port to the Pro vi sional IRA, the con flict quickly lost its so‐ 
cial ist and in ter na tion al ist in flu ences and took on an old sec tarian
fla vour (Ar thur 1974). Fi nally, it is no ex ag ger a tion to say that if par ti‐ 
tion, the solu tion fa voured by Turk ish Cyp ri ots and Ul ster Uni on ists,
was de vised to sep ar ate ma jor ity and minor ity forever, then it cer‐ 
tainly came at a high human, so cial and eco nomic cost in both is‐ 
lands, and it cer tainly failed to achieve this basic goal in North ern Ire‐ 
land. There, the will ing ness of the ad versarial parties to re think the
pro ced ural work ings of power- sharing to so lid ify demo cracy and to
gov ern to gether to guar an tee polit ical sta bil ity, is still a mat ter of ser‐ 
i ous doubt, more than twenty- five years after the sign ing of the Good
Fri day agree ment.
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English
This art icle pro poses a com par at ive and longue durée ana lysis of Ire land
and Cyprus; two pre dom in antly white and Chris tian na tions, but with some
of the most in tract able eth no pol it ical con flicts of the 20th cen tury to have
erup ted on European soil. Its ob ject ive is two fold. First, it high lights sim il ar‐ 
it ies and dif fer ences in their co lo nial his tory, that is both in the ways they
were ruled by Im per ial Bri tain and the ways they re spon ded to her rule,
par tic u larly after the emer gence of na tion al ism and the out break of in sur‐ 
gency cam paigns call ing into ques tion the le git im acy of Brit ish pres ence
there. Second, it il lus trates the chal lenges of over com ing the rigid bound ary
dic tated by co lo ni al ism and na tion al ism and de fend ing a cred ible 'middle
path' on either side of the co lo nial di vide.



The elusive middle path. A comparative analysis of the colonial past of Cyprus and Ireland

Licence CC BY 4.0

Français
Cet ar ticle pro pose une ana lyse com pa ra tive de l'Ir lande et de Chypre, sur la
longue durée  ; deux na tions à pré do mi nance blanche et chré tienne, mais
avec deux conflits eth no po li tiques comp tant parmi les plus in so lubles du
XX  siècle qui aient écla té sur le sol eu ro péen. Son ob jec tif est double. Pre‐ 
miè re ment, il met en évi dence les si mi li tudes et les dif fé rences dans leur
his toire co lo niale, c'est- à-dire dans la ma nière dont ils ont été gou ver nés
par l’An gle terre im pé riale et dans la ma nière dont ils ont réagi à son règne,
en par ti cu lier après l'émer gence du na tio na lisme et le dé clen che ment de
cam pagnes d'in sur rec tion re met tant en ques tion la lé gi ti mi té de la pré sence
bri tan nique là- bas. Deuxiè me ment, il illustre les défis liés au dé pas se ment
de la fron tière ri gide dic tée par le co lo nia lisme et le na tio na lisme et à la dé‐ 
fense d'une « voie mé diane » cré dible de part et d'autre de la frac ture co lo‐ 
niale.
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