
Preface

The Lausanne Convention specifying the conditions for the compulsory
exchange of minority populations between the countries of Greece and
Turkey was signed on 30 January 1923. One of a number of legal instruments
related to the Treaty of Lausanne (24 July 1923), it set a precedent in inter-
national politics and is frequently used as a reference point in discussions
about subsequent mass population displacements in many parts of the world.
In a political context it is generally referred to as an example of a successful
solution to interstate problems regarding minorities. Surprisingly enough,
however, the multiple and far-reaching effects of the Convention on the two
countries have been only partially studied. 

The inspiration for this project came out of my experience as a social
anthropologist with the Asia Minor refugees settled in Piraeus in the 1920s
following the population exchange between Greece and Turkey under the
Lausanne Convention of 1923. Having carried out intensive fieldwork in an
urban refugee settlement in the 1970s, I was familiar with the picture from
one side. It was only later that I realised how much the story of what had hap-
pened to the exchanged peoples of both Greece and Turkey remained
unknown to the other side. From 1995, I became aware of this when I first
met Turkish scholars at international conferences. At that time I was Chair of
the Department of Social Anthropology at the University of the Aegean
(Mytilini, Greece), with the Turkish coast only a few miles away, and my pos-
ition there, that of an outsider–insider, convinced me of the need to establish
a dialogue across national boundaries in which an overall perspective on
issues of common interest might be promoted.

One evening at a memorable dinner party on the banks of the Bosphorus
in Istanbul, a number of us – some contributors to this book – agreed that the
region’s history can only begin to be represented adequately by bringing
together views from both sides of the Aegean. An initial attempt was a jointly-
organised workshop hosted by Boğaziçi University (Department of Sociology)
in April 1997 which focused on ‘Our Common Cultural Heritage’ and
brought together Turkish and Greek scholars who presented views of the
past based on oral as well as on documented historical sources. In 1998, the
75th anniversary of the Lausanne Convention, I organised an international
conference focusing specifically and narrowly on the consequences of the



Convention (i.e., on the exchange of populations and not on the Treaty with
its wider territorial and other specifications). At this event, hosted by the
Refugee Studies Centre, Queen Elizabeth House, University of Oxford, par-
ticipants from various countries, particularly Greece and Turkey, revealed the
complex and far-reaching ramifications of the population exchange in politi-
cal, economic, demographic, social and cultural spheres.

Over the four day period an additional aim of the meeting, that of pro-
viding a forum for amicable contacts and for building up interpersonal
relationships, was also achieved. It was an early ‘multimedia’ meeting (now a
more common occurrence at academic conferences) in which the proceed-
ings included a video (Bringa’s [1993] documentary of a Bosnian village
during the war), and a live performance of unrehearsed music played by
Turks and Greeks together. This demonstrated powerfully the ‘common lan-
guage’ of these two peoples and the possibility of immediate communication
through a long-standing shared heritage, too often forgotten. The perform-
ance has resulted in a CD recording by the Turkish and Greek players who
continued their collaboration long after the conference ended. 

This book comprises most of the conference papers, all revised. (The orig-
inal papers can be consulted on the website of the Refugee Studies Centre).
The intention of the conference and of the book is primarily to offer a case
study of the consequences of the large-scale population transfer of 1923
between Greece and Turkey, examining its far-reaching effects on the
development of these two nations over the past eighty years. The intrinsic
interest of this volume then is regional, specific and empirical, showing for
the first time the long-term ramifications of a mass population expulsion –
nowadays termed ‘ethnic cleansing’ in a distasteful euphemism – in the
Aegean region.

This study also has a wider significance, situated as it is in the context of
the rapidly-growing field of forced migration and refugee studies. As mass
population displacements are on the increase involving millions of people in
all parts of the world, it surely behoves us to incorporate the historical experi-
ence of those countries that have dealt with the effects of absorbing displaced
populations over the long term. Other suggestive cases for analysis would
include those that could be surveyed over more than fifty years – the
India–Pakistan partition, the establishment of the state of Israel out of Pales-
tine. Thus, this aspect of the project provokes us to engage with the difficult
issue of what can be learned from history. The contemporary relevance of
insights gained from this specific case is another aspiration of the book,
although it does not address policy issues directly. Nonetheless many of the
contributions provide material in which the implications for practical appli-
cation are available. Thus, a contemporary and comparative perspective is
the wider conceptual framework in which this volume is set, with the hope
that it might contribute to a deeper understanding of large-scale forced migra-
tions and the many dimensions of their far-reaching consequences.

The project, however, also provokes an epistemological challenge,
specifically that of how to achieve a less biased historiography with fewer
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inaccuracies. The aspiration to present a more realistic or reliable perspective
might be dismissed in the post-modern condition (dissolving the subjec-
tive/objective problematic), but it is still a question that underlies much social
science and historical research. Attempting to gain a less partisan approach is
not easy and requires that several points of view on the same issue be con-
sulted. When the viewpoint has developed within a national frame of
reference, however, it is not surprising that the nationalist discourse might
inform the work of researchers who focus on geographical areas defined by
nation-state boundaries. 

The problem of nationalistic bias is deep and insidious, then, and no less
problematic for an outsider, i.e., the foreign researcher. My early experience
in Greece was undoubtedly influenced by prevailing attitudes, through
official as well as informal discourse but, as an anthropologist, I am commit-
ted to an ongoing process of examining assumptions and preconceptions. In
writing the Introduction to this volume I consulted several colleagues with
earlier versions, and was struck by their varied critical responses to my effort
to produce what I saw as a satisfactory account that included both sides of the
historical record. It seems that even the attempt to present a ‘less biased’ view
is doomed to appear ‘unfair’, and it is certainly difficult to produce an account
that is acceptable to everyone! In a recent review by an anthropologist, a
specialist on Turkey, on the republication of my book Heirs of the Greek Catas-
trophe, I was criticised for my use of the phrase ‘Asia Minor Catastrophe’ to
denote the events of 1922–23. Though not the common view in Turkey, this
is after all the standard Greek term. Indeed, this term could even be used to
describe the overall effect of events in that region for both sides, as some
chapters in this volume reveal. 

This highlights the key role of language and terminology which must be
recognised in the attempt to minimise prejudice and inaccuracy, a point
stressed throughout the conference proceedings and continued throughout
the editing of this volume. As far as possible in editing the papers, I have tried
to maintain sensitivity to political and terminological issues, in particular, to
the connotations of terms that might be bound up in anachronism (e.g.,
avoiding the use of national labels before the existence of the states to which
they belong), and to nationalist agendas. Patently this cannot be totally
achievable – after all, language is itself a social and cultural construct – but it
is hoped that possibly by raising these issues to an explicit level of con-
sciousness we might achieve a greater sensitivity and better communication. 

As it is, this is a first step in attempting to present history ‘from both sides’
and can only constitute a work in progress. At the very least it should alert us
to the profound ramifications of the forced displacement of peoples in the
Aegean region: the poignant relevance of this early attempt at ‘ethnic cleans-
ing’ to the situation in the former Yugoslavia, and its parallels with Cyprus
are clear. My own position inclines towards ways of promoting coexistence
and symbiosis rather than the enforced separation of diverse peoples. In this
era of advanced technological communication, it is surely imperative that we
learn to accommodate our differences. It is only through contact that we
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might achieve the exchange of knowledge, the recognition of our common
humanity, and greater mutual respect. I hope that this volume will contribute
to an awareness and a wider understanding of the long-term effects of popu-
lation expulsions in other parts of the world, wherever they occur, in these
troubled times.

Renée Hirschon
St Peter’s College
University of Oxford April 2002
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