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During the First World War, the British supported 
Armenian organizations, provoked them into 
ethnic-national conflicts, undertook obligations 

about the political future of Armenians in line with their 
policies, gave serious promises regarding “independent 
Armenia”, used them not just in East Anatolia, but also 
in the South Caucasus and kept the “Armenian question” 
on the agenda in Azerbaijan and its integral part Nakh-
chivan. What was behind these provocative actions? If 
the British had such a close interest in the situation of 
the Armenians, who did they not establish an Armenian 
state in East Anatolia in line with their policy of creating 
dependent states in Ottoman lands? Was it difficult to 
create an “Armenian state” for Britain, which had created 
numerous dependent states (Arab states – E. Sh.) using its 
mandate over Ottoman lands? What was the main reason 
for the export of the plan to create an “Armenian state” into 
the South Caucasus? In order to be able to answer these 
questions, it is necessary to carefully analyze the political 
developments of that period.

From a geostrategic point of view, the South Cauca-
sus was of great importance to Britain. Attempts to take 
control of Azerbaijan and its largest industrial and financial 
center Baku and to seize the Caspian port were one of 
the traditional and priority directions of British policy and 
at the same time, were in line with its main geostratetic 
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concept related to Eurasia. Control over the Caspian Sea 
meant not just control over the Caucasus, but also over 
Central Asia and retention of the road to India. (1, p. 208) 
However, as a result of the 1917 events in Russia, the Cau-
casus turned into an open corridor for the Ottoman state. 
The developments that took place created an opportunity 
for the Turks to enter Iran and Central Asia via the Cauca-
sus and threatened India. The turmoil in tsarist Russia gave 
the Turks an opportunity to implement their plans. Along 
with that, the way was paved for the implementation of 
pan-Turkist (or Turanist) ideas.

As is known, the ideology of Turanism played an im-
portant role in the foreign policy of the Unity and Progress 
party that was in power during the First World War. The 
word Turan is of Persian origin and is the Iranian name 
for countries northeast of Iran. The idea of Turanism first 
began to be used in Hungary in 1839 and contained the 
concept of a faraway homeland. (2, p. 126) It must be not-
ed that Hungary was not just the place where the idea of 
Turanism was used for the first time, but also the first place 
where the pan-Turkist trend emerged. It is no accident 

that Hungarian orientalist Armin Vambery is considered 
the founder of Turkism. In his book “Travels in Central Asia”, 
Vambery wrote, “As a Turkic country, the Ottoman state 
could bring together Turkic peoples that were united by 
their religions, languages and histories and establish a 
strong empire stretching from the Adriatic coast into the 
heart of China. A Turkic bloc made up from Anatolians, 
Azerbaijanis, Turkmens, Uzbeks, Kyrgyz and Tatars would 
be in a more balanced situation than present-day Turkey 
(Ottoman state) with regard to its northern neighbor (Rus-
sia)”. He proposed a program of political Turkism and used 
the phrase “from the Adriatic coast into the heart of China” 
for the first time. (3, p. 378) As can be seen, in terms of 
political meaning, the idea of Turanism meant the unifi-
cation of all peoples of Turkic origin under the rule of the 
Ottoman state and the establishment of a political union.

It must be noted that as nationalistic trends in Europe 
gained strength, Ottoman intellectuals unwillingly fell 
under their influence. However, developments related 
to Turkism in the Ottoman state implied purely the Turks 
living within the borders of this state and were limited to 
literature, theater and other fields of art for a long time. 
The ideas spreading in the form that covered the entire 
Turkic state came from Russian Turks. Ismayil Gaspirali 
prepared some foundations of Turkism. The motto of Tar-

History
British Foreign Minister Arthur Balfour

Letter of Boghos Nubar Pasha regarding possible increase 
of Armenian troops in the Caucasus in the event  

of military and financial assistance



www.irs-az.com 37

juman newspaper, which he published in Russian and 
Turkic from 1883, was “unity in language, thought and 
work”. (2, p. 128; 4, p. 32)

The first substantial and systemic political slogan 
based on the Turkic race in the subject of Turkism was 
proposed by Gaspirali’s son-in-law Yusif Akchura. In his 
book “Three types of politics”, he dwelled on three main 
subjects – first “Ottomanism”, then “Islamism” and finally,  
“Turkism”. (5, p. 27)

In the early 20th century, political and public figures 
of Turkey were engaged in heated debates about the 
political measures to be taken to prevent the collapse 
of the Ottoman state. The aforesaid three principles of 
Yusif Akchura were the main subject of those debates. 
The Unity and Progress Society, which was secretly estab-
lished at the Tibbiyye School, puzzled over which of these 
three ways would prevent the collapse, ensure revival and 
be consistent with the reality. After seizing power, Unity 
members started conducting a policy based on all three 
trends “Ottomanism, Islamism and Turkism”. However, 
the developments that took place after the beginning of 
the First World War showed that it would be impossible 
to implement Ottomanism or Islamism. As the war pro-
gressed, the leadership saw that the Arabs were getting 
closer to the British and the Armenians to the Entente 
and focused all its attention on the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia and adopted the line of Turkism, or to be more 
precise, Turanism as the official ideology of the state. (For 
more details, see 4, pp. 33-35; p. 58; 2, p. 130) On other 
hand, the fact that the famous Turkists of that time such 
as Yusif Akchura, Mammad Amin Afandi, Halide Edip, Ali 
Huseynzadeh, Ahmad Agaoglu, Ziya Goyalp and others 
joined the Unity and Progress party and the ideology of 
Turkism was adopted by the party had a strong impact 
on the foreign policy of the Ottoman state and resulted 
in foreign policy being based on Turanism. (4, p. 35)

As we noted, the 1917 turmoil in Russia gave the Turks 
an opportunity to implement their plans and pan-Turkist 
ideas and thus, strengthened the likelihood of their ad-
vance to the Caucasus and Caspian coast and from there, 
to Central Asia. These developments, which posed a seri-
ous threat to British interests in the East, and the likeli-
hood of a strong Turkic-Islamic union appearing in the 
world’s political system on the basis of the unity of Turks 
living in Turkey, Azerbaijan, Iran, Afghanistan and Central 
Asia forced Britain to take certain measures, because the 
realization of such a likelihood could deal a blow to British 

interests in both Central Asia and the South Caucasus. (7, 
p. 320) Facing the threat of pan-Turanism, Britain consid-
ered the Caucasus as a strategic region for its rule in Iran, 
Afghanistan and most importantly, India. Considering the 
likeliness of the establishment of Turkish hegemony in the 
near future, it was necessary to create a wall between Tur-
key and the Turkic world in order to eliminate the source of 
a real threat to Britain’s positions in Asia. The takeover of oil 
reserves in Azerbaijan and mine and coal fields in Georgia 
by Turkish and German forces could also ruin British plans. 
(8, p. 246) It was precisely for this reason that necessary 
measures had to be taken against these developments.

Britain’s priority purpose was to find out what nation 
among the various ethnic and religious groups in the Cau-
casus was able to put up serious resistance to Turks. It was 
clear that they would not trust Azerbaijani Turks as they 
were of Turkic origin and sympathized with the Ottomans. 
For their part, the Azerbaijani Turks were also extremely 
concerned about Britain’s assistance to Armenians. This 
aid was even used by Armenians as an irritant against 
Azerbaijanis. Armenians’ remarks and behavior due to the 
fact that they were under special protection formed an 
opinion among the people that the British government 
was openly conducting an anti-Islamic policy. (9) The Brit-
ish ambassador in Tehran, Mr Marling, said in his report to 
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the Foreign Office that Tatars (Turks – E. Sh.) living in Azer-
baijan were more and more inclined to support Turkish 
Turks. (10) Christian Georgians had certain relations with 
the Germans from the 19th century (For more details, see 
2, pp, 184, 195 and 283). Considering the situation, the 
leadership of the British Supreme Headquarters said in a 
memorandum that only the Armenians could be trusted. 
(11) As a result, the most reliable candidates for British sup-
port were Christian Armenians. The fact that most of the 
Armenians had served in the tsarist army and proved that 
they would fight resolutely as they had been promised 
independence if the war ended in a victory for the Entente 
states was one of the main factors that turned the Arme-
nians into a worthy candidate. In fact, the Armenians had 
no other choice because they had demonstrated their 
allegiance to the Entente states and were in the grip of 
their treason against the Turks. As the Russian army with-
drew from the Erzurum front, Armenians were placed in 
the positions they left. Along with that, some activities 
were under way to bring Armenian military units to the 
Caucasus. Had the Turks won, the Armenians would have 
lost a lot, but they would have earned a lot had the Allies 
won. The British had completely different plans. Their main 
concern was to take measures to defend the region from 
the Turks and Germans, and in these measures, there was 
a great need for Armenians. From this point of view, they 
received material and spiritual support. (12, p. 323-324)

On the other hand, the main reason why the Arme-

nians turned into the worthiest and most reliable can-
didates for British support should be sought in the fact 
that they lived with the ideology of a “Greater Armenia” 
and believed in mythological thoughts (For more detailed 
information on this, see: 13, pp. 38-45; 14, pp. 65-81; 15, 
pp. 47-62) The issue of “promised lands” is one of the main 
Armenian claims. As is known, the Armenians are trying 
to prove to the world community that they are the most 
ancient ethnic group and that Prophet Noah had prom-
ised East Anatolia and the Caucasus to them. Within the 
framework of those promises, these lands, which were de-
scribed as “Great Armenia”, covered a large area from the 
Mediterranean and Black Seas to the Caspian Sea as one 
of the world’s first ancient states. According to Armenian 
claims, the eastern provinces of Turkey, i.e. East Anatolia 
are one of the integral parts of “Great Armenia” and are 
known as West Armenia, while Azerbaijan is known as 
East Armenia. (16, pp. 47-48, 67; 17, p. 40)

Another claim of mythological nature, which has taken 
deep root among the Armenians, is that they are the “first 
Christian people in the world”. According to this claim, 
the Prophet Jesus landed in Echmiadzin (Armenians say 
Echmiadzin means the place where the only son of God 
landed on earth – E. Sh.), built the first church here and 
put it in a greater position than other churches. (18, p. 19; 
19, p. 126) The reason is explained by the fact that the 
Armenians were “selected” by God.

As can be seen, these claims to the lands of neighbor-
ing countries are plucked from the air in order to imple-
ment the ideology of “Great Armenia” and are totally based 
on mythological thoughts. It must be noted that these 
claims are not new, but are a product of many years and 
even centuries.

There could be no better opportunity and excuse for 
Britain, which took into account that the Armenians were 
addicted to such claims at that time. Thus, cooperation 
began between the British and the Armenians, who be-
came Britain’s favorite in defending East Anatolia and the 
Caucasus from the Turkish and German armies and want-
ed to fight Turks at the same time. The British government 
began to promote the Armenians in order to prevent the 
Caucasus, an area of extremely great strategic importance, 
and the rich natural reserves of the region from being 
taken over by Turkish and German forces. In this way, the 
British Empire was going to stop pan-Turanism, which had 
turned into a nightmare for it. The use of Armenians for 
British military goals in the Caucasus was the subject of 
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the 15 October 1917 telegraph sent by British General Bar-
ter at the Russian Supreme Headquarters to the British War 
Cabinet. According to Barter, the only element that could 
be trusted among Caucasus unions was the Armenians. 
New Armenian military units had to be created in the re-
gion. In this regard, General Barter requested the consent 
of the British War Cabinet. (22) Similar reports came from 
the British consul in Batumi, Stevens. In a report to the 
British Foreign Office about the military situation in the 
Caucasus, Stevens said that the gap, which had come up 
on the Caucasus front, could be filled only by Armenians 
and Georgians. The Armenians were the most loyal and re-
liable candidates in the region and put up resistance, and 
the report also claimed that if necessary, their numbers 
could be increased in order to launch an offensive against 
the Turks. (20) British military circles were extremely wor-
ried about the Turks starting broad pan-Turkist activities in 
the Caucasus. From this point of view, the idea of creating 
a Caucasus army from as many Armenians as possible was 
supported by the British Supreme Headquarters. (23) For 
its part, the War Cabinet adopted a decision to this effect 
on 23 October 1917. (21)

The British government realized that the Armenians 
were the only barrier between Turkey and the Turkic 
world. For this reason, the Armenians were the pre-
ferred nation in order to defend the Caucasus from Turkic 
armies. The well-known British historian and one of the 
famous representatives of the Propaganda Bureau at the 
War Ministry during the First World War, Arnold Toynbee, 
wrote to Mr Kidston, one of the authoritative employees 
of the British Foreign Office, that “our policy is to liberate 
Armenians from the Turks. We must effectively break the 
Turanian movement”. (24)

In this period when the Armenian army received 
military and financial support from Britain, political state-
ments regarding the “Armenian question” also manifested 
themselves. In return for fighting the Turks, Armenians 
demanded obligations regarding the future of Armenia. In 
response to these demands, the chairman of the London 
British-Armenian Committee and British MP Aneurin Wil-
liams said in his letter on 4 December 1917 to one of Brit-
ain’s famous diplomats, deputy foreign secretary and one 
of the founders of the League of Nations, Lord Robert Ce-
cil, that it was important to help the Armenians. Aneurin 
Williams even thought it essential to arm the Armenians 
and use a leader of armed detachments like Andranik. (25) 
The letter also said that it was important for the British, 

French and American governments to provide material 
assistance to the Armenian army and that Armenians liv-
ing beyond borders would be inevitably brought to East 
Anatolia and the Caucasus with financial assistance. (25)

For this part, at his meeting with influential Europe-
ans, the head of the Armenian delegation to Paris, Boghos 
Nubar Pasha, urged them to focus all their attention on the 
Caucasus front. According to him, if “the famous Armenian 
commander Andranik” was given weapons, munitions and 
money, an army of 50,000-60,000 soldiers could be created. 
(26) In fact, Britain wanted to use Armenian forces not just 
in the Caucasus, but also in Mesopotamia and Iran. Howev-
er, at his meeting with British Foreign Secretary Lord Arthur 
James Balfour at the end of 1917, Nubar Pasha said that 
Andranik and Armenian voluntary detachments would 
not be able to fight on the Iranian and Mesopotamian 
fronts, continue to fight in the Caucasus as the situation 
was more serious in this region and that this issue would 
require money and weapons. (27) According to Balfour, 
the money the Armenians needed could be provided by 
Iranian copper mines. (27) As a result, at its meeting on 7 
December 1917, Britain’s War Cabinet decided to provide 
financial assistance to Armenians. (28, p. 103) The Military 
Intelligence Service asked the Tiflis-based General Shore 
to provide the amount of money required for organizing 
Armenian forces. Gen Shore held a meeting with Andranik, 
acquired some information and reported that he would 
be able to set up an army of 10,000 people from Turkish 
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Armenians and that this issue would require 5-10 million 
rubles. (29) It must be noted that at his meeting with Gen-
eral Shore, Andranik said that if Britain and Russia supplied 
weapons and munitions, he would be able to increase the 
number of troops to 20,000. (29)

Based on a note sent to Tiflis by the leadership of the 
British Supreme Headquarters on 16 December 1917, 
General Shore was authorized to promise the leaders of 
Armenian forces arms, munitions and financial support. 
(30; 31; 32)

The British Foreign Office was planning to help Arme-
nian volunteer detachments to come to the Caucasus in 
different ways. (33) Along with that, money was allocated 
to Armenians from Britain’s military intelligence funds. 
(28, p. 101) The aide allocated to Armenians by Britain 
amounted to about 20 million pounds sterling. (34, p. 
293) At the same time, in late 1917 and early 1918, the 
British send a large amount of gold and money from Teh-
ran to Baku to be handed over to Armenians. (12, p. 329) 
On the basis of the British Foreign Office’s decision, Major 
MacDonnell was in charge of these issues. This gold and 
money, which was carried on trains, was hidden behind 
mirrors, inside fans and in other places. MacDonnell did 
not want Azerbaijani Turks to know about this, because 
if it had become clear that this gold and money were 
meant for Armenians, they could have been trapped and 
seized by Azerbaijani Turks. (12, pp. 330-331). As can be 
seen, everything was done totally confidentially.

It must be noted that money, gold and various weap-
ons and munitions were handed over to Armenians to 
set up a barrier against pan-Turanism. (35) The December 
1917 memorandum of British military experts at the En-
tente Supreme Military Council in Versailles clearly said 
that the policy of using Armenians against the threat of 
pan-Turanism and at the same time, the supply of money, 
weapons and munitions to them in any situation in the 
regions they had occupied was in line with the interests 
of British policy and that if this experience was successful, 
Armenian forces could be used in the future to bring the 
Turks to their knees. (36) 

To be continued
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