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Introduction. Europe: War Memory divided 

Interwar Europe developed various versions of the memory of the 

Great War. The “myth of war experience” formed by war veterans of 

their wartime sacrifices (George Mosse) was used by states to embel-

lish mass death, prevent social upheavals, and promote national unity, 

while anti-war movements and social uprisings were developing under 

the influence of the Bolshevik revolution.1 Reference point of this my-

thology was the worship of the fallen through memorial services, cen-

tered on the erection of imposing monuments such as the “Unknown 

Soldier.”2 

In victorious countries, rituals that accompanied its erection associ-

ated war sacrifice with victory. The lead in organizing these events 

was taken, for example in Great Britain, by local communities, busi-

 
* PhD in the School of Political Sciences at the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. 

Member of the research team for the project “Divided Memories: Cult of the Fallen, 

Symbolic Representations of War, Commemorations Ceremonies and Political Cul-

ture in Greece 1923-1932.” 
** PhD candidate in the School of Political Sciences at the Aristotle University of 

Thessaloniki. 
*** Assistant Professor in the School of Political Sciences at the Aristotle University 

of Thessaloniki. 
**** Assistant Professor in the School of Political Sciences at the Aristotle University 

of Thessaloniki. 

“This research is co-financed by Greece and the European Union (European Social 

Fund–ESF) through the Operational Programme ‘Human Resources Development. 

Education and Lifelong Learning 2014-2020’ in the context of the project ‘Divided 

memories. Cult of the fallen, commemoration ceremonies, symbolic representations 

of the war and political culture in Greece, 1923-1932’ (MIS 5047856).” 

 
1 George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers. Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (New 
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nesses, the clergy, charities, voluntary organizations and veterans’ as-

sociations.3 In societies dominated by a “victory culture,” the ques-

tioning and boycotting of commemoration ceremonies by war veterans 

who demanded social rehabilitation was a marginal phenomenon.4 For 

example, in France it was associated with the pacifism and patriotism 

promoted through commemorative rituals by the united veterans’ 

movement.5 Although the communist organization of French veterans 

did not reject the symbolic worship of the dead, its appeal was limited, 

arguably because it refused war’s necessity and claimed special rights 

for working-class veterans and not for all veterans in general.6 

Interwar Yugoslavia faced more complex problems in managing 

the memory of the war. This memory in the Kingdom of Serbs, Cro-

ats, and Slovenes was double, divided between two camps and two 

cultures. The memory of victory for Serbs of Old Serbia and Monte-

negrins contrasted with the memory of defeat for many ex-subjects of 

Austria-Hungary who fought on the side of the Central Powers. Dur-

ing the 1920s, veterans were dominated by the Association of Reserve 

Officers and Soldiers, a league that promoted the Serbian national idea 

and the “pure bond of veterans” in opposition to “ruthless party dema-

gogy.” One of its aims was to prevent “this state acquired by blood 

from becoming a place of experimentation for Russian utopians.”7 

 
3 Deborah Cohen, The War Come Home. Disabled Veterans in Britain and Germa-

ny, 1914-1939 (Berkley: University of California Press, 2001), 15-60, 101-48. 
4 Eric. J. Leed, No Man’s Land. Combat and Identity in World War I (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1979), 202-3; David Englander, “The National Union 

of Ex-Servicemen and the Labour Movement, 1918-1920,” History 76 (1991): 28.  
5 Antoine Prost, In the Wake of War: “Les Anciens Combattants” and the French 

Society 1914-1939 (Oxford: Berg, 1992), 51-80. 
6 Chris Millington, “Communist Veterans and Paramilitarism in 1920s France: The 

Association Republicaine des Anciens Combattants,” Journal of War & Cultural 

Studies 8, no. 4 (2015): 300-14. 
7 Danilo Sharenach, Топ, војник и сећање. Први светски рат и Србија 1914-2009 

(The Weapon, the Soldier and the Memory. The First World War and Serbia 1914-

2009) (Belgrade: Институт за савремену историју, 2014), 158-68. 
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Similar was the picture in Romania, where many Transylvanian males 

had fought in the Austro-Hungarian army.8 

In defeated countries the formation of a common national memory 

proved to be a difficult task. Social-democratic organizations in Ger-

many, such as the Reichsbund and the Reichsbanner, organized their 

own rituals, resisting narratives and myths put forward by nationalist 

circles and the far Right. Despite contradictions in their political prac-

tices and ideological discourse, they supported the Weimar Republic 

as a political project.9 The Communist Party rejected plans to erect a 

national memorial to the fallen and opposed to funding for local me-

morials or for commemorative ceremonies, asking to use the money 

for relief of the wounded and the war victims.10 

Steeped in the “culture of defeat,” official Germany sought answers 

for the future by looking back to a heroic past.11 It defined the term 

“war memorial” (Kriegerdenkmaler) by emphasizing the soldier as a 

heroic warrior cut off from civil society. Commemoration ceremonies 

promoted manhood, youth, sacrifice, and comradeship of the trenches. 

Renewing feelings of national enmity, they promoted the fallen sol-

diers as beacons for the violent revision of the Treaty of Versailles by 

the living.12 

Italy was among the victors of the war but did not secure territorial 

gains at the Peace Treaties. Thus, the formation of a “culture of victo-

ry” and the legitimization of the war effort faced serious obstacles.13 A 

 
8 N. Voukov, “Память и монументальная репрезентация Великой войны: 

балканские проекции” (Memory and the Monumental Representation of the Great 

War: Drafts), Метаморфозы Истории 9 (2017): 61. 
9 Benjamin Ziemann, Contested Commemorations. Republican War Veterans and 

Weimar Political Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
10 Sean A. Forner, “War Commemoration and the Republic in Crisis: Weimar Ger-

many and the Neue Wache,” Central European History 35, no. 4 (2002): 520. 
11 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Culture of Defeat. On National Trauma, Mourning, 

and Recovery (New York: Picador, 2003), 189-288. 
12 Mosse, op.cit., 101-3; Forner, op.cit., 513-49; Stefan Goebel, “Re-Memebered and 

Re-Mobilized: The ‘Sleeping Dead’ in Interwar Germany and Britain,” Journal of 

Contemporary History 39, no. 4 (2004): 491-6. 
13 John Horne, “Beyond Cultures of Victory and Cultures of Defeat? Inter-War Vet-

erans,” in The Great War and Veterans’ Internationalism, ed. Julia Eichenberg–John 

Paul Newman (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 219. 
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polarized society interpreted differently the meaning of war sacrifices, 

further feeding political and social conflict. The diplomatic outcome 

of the war was seen as a defeat necessitating a revisionist foreign poli-

cy as much as the fascist overthrow of parliamentary norms.14 

In all countries, the myth of the war experience, and in particular the 

cult of fallen soldiers, seems to have turned into a major handicap for 

the Left. Often it enabled liberals and conservatives to integrate and 

defuse political polarization15, while fascism secured significant politi-

cal gains by incorporating it into its political activism and ritual.16 

The Soviet Union was a special case. The worship of the fallen of 

First World War, promoted as early as 1915 by the tsarist regime,17 

was rejected and replaced by honoring the heroes of revolution and 

the civil war.18 Commemorations of the war underlined the danger of 

a new imperialist war against the Soviet Union and were used to mo-

bilize against it.19 Numerous organizations of Russian emigres, how-

ever, promoted intensely the memory of the Russian soldiers’ sac-

rifices. Most were former soldiers who had fought in the European 

war and were then defeated in the Russian civil war. Various inter-

linked organizations glorified the memory of Russia’s “military great-

ness” and tried to promote, through commemorating war sacrifices, 

the restoration of capitalist Russia.20 

 
14 An example of conflict is the memorization of the Battle of Caporetto. Vanda 

Wilcox, “From Heroic Defeat to Mutilated Victory: The Myth of Caporetto in Fas-

cist Italy,” in Defeat and Memory. Cultural Histories of Military Defeat in the Mod-

ern Era, ed. Jenny Macleod (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 48-9. 
15 Bob Bushaway, “Name upon Name: The Great War and Remembrance,” in Myths 

of the English, ed. Roy Porter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 136-

67. 
16 Mosse, op.cit., 106. 
17 Karen Petrone, The Great War in Russian Memory (Indiana: Indiana University 

Press, 2011), 1-4. 
18 Catherine Merridale, “War, Death, and Remembrance in Soviet Russia,” in War 

and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, ed. Jay Winter–Emmanuel Sivan 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 67-8. 
19 Aaron J. Cohen, “Oh That! Myth, Memory, and World War I in the Russian Emi-

gration and the Soviet Union,” Slavic Review 62, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 79-83. 
20 V. A. Avdeev, “Первая мировая война глазами русского зарубежья” (The First 

World War through the Eyes of the Russian Diaspora), in Последняя война 
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The memory of the Great War was shaped by many factors: nation-

al specificities, military victory or defeat, conditions of veterans’ de-

mobilization, social conditions, expectations of those who survived, 

political and ideological aspirations.21 The “culture of war” was main-

tained in the years 1918-24 and the cult of the dead prevailed. The 

Treaty of Locarno (1925), however, accelerated the “cultural demobi-

lization,” i.e., the conscious acceptance of peace and of the efforts to 

build it.22 

 

Conflicting “War cultures” in Greece, 1912-22 

Τhe above developments touched Greece too but the perception and 

memory of war was determined by particular factors that also shaped 

Greek interwar period. War meant for Greeks, at the front or in the 

rear, an almost uninterrupted decade of conscription (1912-22) topped 

by a slow demobilization (1922-24).23 The irredentist Great Idea hav-

ing collapsed with military defeat, the return of conscripts, and the ar-

rival of refugees ushered to a deep and multifaceted crisis. The state 

and its agents, aiming to legitimize war sacrifice, forged their own 

myths about the war experience. There was no single version of war 

memory in 1920s’ Greece.  

The worship of fallen heroes, mainly anonymous, was established 

after the 1897 defeat, on the initiative of the Athens University. The 

first Greek monument to the fallen of the Greco-Turkish war was a 

 
Российской империи: Россия, мир накануне, в ходе и после первой мировой 

войны по документам российских и зарубежных архивов: материалы 

международной научной конференции (The Last War of the Russian Empire: 

Russia and the World on the Eve, During and After the First World War through 

Documents from Russian and Foreign Archives: Materials of an International Scien-

tific Conference) (Moscow: Наука, 2006), 39-48. 
21 John Horne, “The Living,” in The Cambridge History of the First World War, ed. 

Jay Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), vol. III: Civil Society, 

592-617. 
22 Laurence Van Ypersele, “Mourning and Memory, 1919-1945,” in A Companion 

to World War I, ed. John Horne (Oxford: Wiley–Blackwell, 2010), 576-90. 
23 The classes of 1919-20 were dismissed after the signing of the Treaty of Lau-

sanne, that of 1921 in December 1923 and the one of 1922 in June 1924. Empros, 4-

8-1923; Efimeris ton Balkanion, 23-12-1923; Skrip, 9-6-1924. 
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memorial stele for 28 students killed, unveiled at the Propylaea on the 

anniversary of the national holiday, March 25th, 1901. Adopting the 

cult of the dead, the university shaped its characteristics so as to em-

bellish, sacrifice, and promote glorious death for the fatherland as an 

example for youthful emulation.24 

The educational system also prepared the ground, from the earliest 

stages, for the acceptance of myths. Primary school reading materials 

from 1914 onwards cultivated reconciliation with the domesticated 

and familiarized idea of heroic death on the battlefield.25 A law of 

February 1915 introduced nationalistic boy scouts in schools. Curricu-

lum provided for “short and simple narratives of contemporary war 

and military history.” Discipline, virtue, and loyalty to the country and 

its laws were defined as civic duties.26 

Officers and the clergy in the 1912-22 wars, through speeches of 

patriotic content, promoted a culture of war and heroic death, self-

negating acceptance of sacrifice and virile manhood, while targeting 

enemies, both internal and external.27 Orthodox Christian motifs, such 

as sacrifice and atonement, linked to nationalist ideas, fostered hatred 

of national neighbors. Priests attached to military units actively pro-

moted war sacrifice as sacred national salvation, through sermons, 

 
24 Giorgos Margaritis, «Πανεπιστήμιο και ηρωικός θάνατος (1897-1919). Ιδεολογία, 

συμβολισμοί, τελετουργίες» [University and heroic death (1897-1919). Ideology, 

symbolism, rituals], in Πανεπιστήμιο: ιδεολογία και παιδεία. Ιστορική διάσταση και 

προοπτικές (University: ideology and education. Historical dimension and perspec-

tives), ed. Ch. Loukou (Athens: IAEN, 1989), 277-85. 
25 Giorgos Margaritis, «Οι περιπέτειες του ηρωικού θανάτου 1912-1920» (The ad-

ventures of the heroic death 1912-1920), Μνήμων 12 (1989): 92-4. 
26 Christina Koulouri, Αθλητισμός και όψεις της αστικής κοινωνικότητας. Γυμναστικά 

και αθλητικά σωματεία 1870-1922 (Sport and aspects of urban sociality. Gymnastics 

and sports clubs 1870-1922) (Athens: IAEN, 1997), 73. 
27 Spyros Tsoutsoumpis, “Morale, Ideology and the Barbarization of Warfare during 

the Balkan Wars,” Mars & Clio 36 (Spring 2013): 77, 80-1; Georgios Fessopoulos, 

Αι διχόνιαι των αξιωματικών μας και η διάλυσις του Στρατού στη Μικρά Ασία (The 

divisions of our officers and the dissolution of the Army in Asia Minor) (Athens: 

1934), 89-90; Fontas Ladis, Χαίρε μέσα από την μάχη. Μακεδονία–Θράκη–Μικρασία 

1918-1922 (Hail from within the battle. Macedonia–Thrace–Asia Minor 1918-1922) 

(Athens: Τροχαλία, 1993), 69, 71, 105, 126, 128-9, 132, 142. 
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admonitions, and regular communication with soldiers.28 After the 

victorious Balkan Wars, the state actively legitimized war sacrifice 

through mass erection of monuments, and also micro-managing rituals 

for the fallen and funding war-themed art projects.29 

The Greek Army experienced the First World War on the Macedo-

nian front, where the idea of “heroic death” was put to a harsh test. 

The state adapted quickly, erecting monuments to the fallen and or-

ganizing commemorative ceremonies in order to substantiate national 

claims on disputed areas. Hero worship, no longer an individual or 

communal affair, became a state duty for the masses.30 For example, 

six months before the Asia Minor front collapsed, the General Admin-

istration of Lesvos erected in Mytilene a monument to fallen heroes, 

specifically to the unburied soldiers of the battles of Eski-Shehir and 

Saggarios. The Commander General explained in his commemorative 

speech that this imperative obligation of the living was not only a token 

of gratitude for past glories, but also an example to follow, preparing 

the “greatness of the future.” Similar monuments should adorn all Asia 

Minor, so that “victorious enthusiasm immortalizes the names of the 

fallen.”31 Thanks to the unburied heroes, the sacred territory of Eski-

Shehir and Saggarios was demarcated as part of the national space.32 

The projection of this mythical war experience also created re-

actions. In October 1921, while newspapers published endless lists of 

names of soldiers lost in the battle of Saggarios, the Socialist Com-

munist Labor Party [SEKE(K)] criticized the erection of monuments 

to the “Unknown Soldier” in the rest of Europe. Through its newspa-

per, Rizospastis, it denounced this practice as bourgeois warmonger-

 
28 Tsoutsoumpis, op.cit., 78. 
29 Christina Koulouri, Φουστανέλες και χλαμύδες. Ιστορική μνήμη και εθνική ταυτό-

τητα 1821-1930 (Skirts and chlamys. Historical memory and national identity 1821-

1930) (Athens: Αλεξάνδρεια, 2020), 258-63.  
30 Margaritis, «Οι περιπέτειες», 95-116.  
31 Skrip, 16-2-1922.  
32 On the territorialisation of memory and its connection with nationalism see Spyri-

don Ploumidis, Έδαφος και μνήμη στα Βαλκάνια. Ο «γεωργικός εθνικισμός» στην 

Ελλάδα και στη Βουλγαρία (1927-46) [Soil and memory in the Balkans. “Agri-

cultural nationalism” in Greece and Bulgaria (1927-46)] (Athens: Πατάκης, 2010), 

191, 202-11. 
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ing aimed at containing or preventing social uprisings and revolutions. 

Integrating the popular strata through nationalism, it appeased their 

anger and indignation for the war and its consequences.33 

Leftist anti-war activism and arguments fell on fertile ground. The 

total war experienced in conditions of prolonged conscription and the 

broken promises of a social new deal in exchange for war sacrifices 

collapsed the “economy of sacrifice”34 and brought forward demands 

for peace and demobilization. Conscripts and reservists serving at the 

frontline rejected theories and sermons legitimizing war sacrifice. Bat-

tle fatigue and the harsh living conditions squashed attempts to boost 

morale, and even the officers themselves, who were supposed to en-

courage privates, were not unaffected. Th. Kiakidis, who served in the 

XII Division, describes the situation shortly before the start of the op-

erations for the attack to Ankara: “Despite all victories, the morale of 

our soldiers is beginning to be depressed by fatigue, miserable weath-

er conditions and lack of proper food. The Gounaris government, hav-

ing perceived the change of heart, issues an order, obliging the offic-

ers to boost troop morale in every way possible. But they too lack the 

previous vigor, and speak of our glorious nation, national aims, and 

great ideas in a lukewarm manner, which instead of bringing the de-

sired results has a negative effect on the soldiers’ morale.”35 

The admonitions of the clergy faced similar reactions, although reli-

gion contributed to the soldiers’ endurance. In his memoirs of the Bal-

kan Wars, Polycarp Zachos mentions several cases of soldiers, and even 

officers, “if not atheists and materialists, at least religiously indifferent,” 

while many privates and officers treated army clerics “with scorn and 

contempt.”36Archimandrite Parthenius preached to no avail to the 

soldiers of the 15th Infantry Regiment of the XII Division. Hardships, 

 
33 Rizospastis, 30-10-1921. 
34 For “sacrifice economy” see Leed, op.cit., 204-10; Adrian Gregory, The Last 

Great War. British Society and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2011), 112-51. 
35 Theodoros Kiakidis, Το ημερολόγιο του Στρατιωτικού μου βίου. Μικρασιατική 

Εκστρατεία 1920-1922 (The diary of my military life. Asia Minor Campaign 1920-

1922) (Δήμος Νέου Σιδηροχωρίου: 2010), 40. 
36 Polykarpou I. Zachou, Πολεμικά. Μέρος Β΄. Πολεμικαί Σελίδες (War. Part B. War 

Pages) (Εν Αθήναις: 1915), 139-40. 
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fear and prolonged operations after the capture of Eski-Shehir, Kutahya 

and Afion Kara Hissar made them indifferent and apathetic.37 

The hopes of longer–serving reservists for an armistice were in-

flamed and immediately dashed after the November 1920 general 

elections. The Asia Minor Campaign was continued by the anti-

venizelists who invested politically in conflicting “war cultures” –both 

peace and war– strengthened anti-war sentiment. The reservists of the 

old classes, especially those of 1916, found themselves in a political 

and social deadlock unprecedented for them. The demand for peace 

and demobilization resonated with them and their families.38 The un-

precedented political and social deadlock, in deteriorating living con-

ditions, fed popular discontent. Particularly provocative for conscripts 

and their families was speculation, a central issue in reservists’ dis-

courses and in demands of veterans and the labor movement in these 

times of burgeoning inflation and rising prices of basic commodities. 

Indifferent state policies undermined the legitimacy of the sacrifices 

asked from citizens.39 

At the homefront, a movement of disabled, wounded and war vic-

tims developed in big cities in 1921-22, linked to the General Confed-

eration of Labour (GSEE) and SEKE(K). Denouncing tendencies “to 

create new wars,” it rejected national symbols and adopted class strug-

gle as a means of promoting demands for social welfare and work.40 As 

the war in Asia Minor continued and the number of casualties in-

creased, the wounded now perceived the war as “irresponsible”: they 

 
37 Kiakidis, op.cit., 41-2. 
38 Georgios V. Chraniotis, «Το κίνημα των Παλαιών Πολεμιστών στην Ελλάδα την 

περίοδο του Μεσοπολέμου: παλαιοί πολεμιστές, εργατικό και κομμουνιστικό κίνη-

μα στην Ελλάδα, 1922-1928» (The Old Warriors’ Movement in Greece during the 

Interwar Period: Old Warriors, Labour and Communist Movement in Greece, 1922-

1928) (PhD diss., Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, 2021), 281-8. 
39 For protests against the obscenity of the disabled, war victims and wives of re-

servists, especially those working in the military clothing industry see Rizospastis, 

10-4-1921, 18-3-1922, 30-3-1923. 
40 Rizospastis, 18-11-1921; Historical Archive of Macedonia [hereafter HAM], Ar-

chive of Wills and Associations, Statute no. 273, “Association of Wounded and Dis-

abled War Veterans of Thessaloniki,” 4-1-1922. 
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had been sacrificed and destroyed without even knowing why. Conse-

quently, they welcomed desertions as acts of reason and prudence.41 

Wives and daughters of reservists also opposed the war, together 

with disabled and wounded war veterans who had returned home, thus 

turning the issue of family protection into a burning social problem.42 

Often families proved unable to fill the economic gap left by the draft-

ed men. Worsening poverty, combined with the perpetual postpone-

ment of the promised armistice and demobilization, triggered mobili-

zation.43 The Military Victims Associations after 1922 combined so-

cial demands with a strong anti–war discourse.44 
 

Political Disputes over War Memory, 1922-26 

i. State Cultivation of the Mythical War Experience 

The public debate on the erection of a national monument to the fallen 

condensed the contested meanings and significations of the war peri-

od.45 Greece, however, would only have its “Unknown Soldier” in 

1932.46 The inauguration ceremonies, organized by state and local au-

thorities, focused on the army. Military processions and reviews, pa-

rades under the sounds of the national anthem, fiery patriotic speeches 

and religious ceremonies accompanied the ritual worship of the war 

dead.47 The 1922 defeat, however, having been destroying the Great 

Idea, threatened also to cancel the mythical war experience. It was 

quite difficult to justify and explain the heavy price paid by Greek so-

ciety for the wars. 

 
41 Rizospastis, 30-3-1921. 
42 Rizospastis, 30-1-1922, 13-1-1923. 
43 Rizospastis, 7-2, 4 and 18-3 and 22-7-1922. 
44 Rizospastis, 20, 23 and 25-6-1923. 
45 Eleni Kouki, «Ο Άγνωστος Στρατιώτης της Αθήνας και η αναζήτηση ενός νέου 

μαζικού μνημειακού ύφους στο Μεσοπόλεμο» (The Unknown Soldier of Athens 

and the Search for a New Mass Monumental Style in the Interwar Period), Αρχειοτά-

ξιο 13 (Ιούνιος 2011): 152-64. 
46 In March 1926, during the Pangalos dictatorship, the study for the construction of 

the monument was announced. Ploumidis, op.cit., 211. 
47 Efimeris ton Balkanion, 10-9-1923; Makedonia, 8-10-1924, 9 and 23-3 and 25-6-

1925; Empros, 16-11-1925, 22-3-1926; Skrip, 25-3 and 3-4-1926. 
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The myths formed before 1922 around mass death were preserved, 

now serving ambiguous functions. Spyridon Plumidis argues that “the 

cult of heroic death in interwar Greece was not associated with sub-

version, but with the defense of order at the frontier.”48 In 1925 how-

ever the metropolitan bishop of Kozani proclaimed, on the anniversary 

of the Revolution of 1821, that “Fatherland follows the orders of its 

great dead, and with the impetus of their remembrance it will once 

again become the mistress of two continents and five seas.”49 

Revisionist tendencies seem to be latent in the official rhetoric ex-

ploiting the cult of the dead to secure territorial boundaries. Character-

istically, at the conference of Reserve Officers (Athens, October 1923), 

it was stated that the fallen were sacrificed “for the fatherland and the 

service of national ideals and dreams,”50 while new wars were not 

excluded: “the children of the fatherland will soon be called to arms, 

to live again the days of glory.”51 

The dream of reclaiming lost homes also remained alive among the 

refugees. For example, in March 1925 the annual nationwide memori-

al service for the fallen took place in Thessaloniki, at the church of 

Agia Sophia. With representatives of the state and all local society at-

tending, the President of the Asia Minor Union of Athens recited the 

oath of the refugees: “incessant and merciless struggle until the sacred 

lands of Asia Minor are liberated.”52 

During the Pangalos dictatorship irredentism became more intense. 

Speaking at the official memorial service for the fallen students at the 

Propylea (November 1925), the Rector of the University of Athens 

indirectly, but clearly, identified Asia Minor as Greek territory, se-

cured through the bones of the fallen students. The Minister of Educa-

tion, also addressing the students present, called them worthy succes-

sors of the fallen, ready to undergo any sacrifice “for the honor and 

 
48 Ploumidis, op.cit., 213. 
49 Makedonia, 29-3-1925. 
50 Empros, 13-10-1923. 
51 Rizospastis, 16-10-1923. 
52 Makedonia, 9-3-1925. 
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greatness of the homeland,” and thus upkeep the traditional university 

contribution to the nation.53 

The worship of the victims of the war was also used after the Asia 

Minor defeat for mobilizing passions and political feelings similar to 

those that supported the fascism developing in Europe. They ranged 

from national and religious hatred and revenge to racial and cultural 

denigration of other groups, cultivated in Greece before 1922.54 In the 

October 1924 wreath-laying ceremony for the fallen soldiers of the 

Macedonian front, at the Allied Cemetery of Zeytinlik, a French Gen-

eral and the General Commander of Macedonia officially expressed 

their gratitude to the dead who fought “for justice... and against barba-

rism” and “saved civilization.”55 

Similarly in a memorial speech a few years later, the Mayor of 

Athens, Patsis, addressing Ministers of the Pangalos dictatorship to-

gether with schoolchildren and their teachers, plus assorted associa-

tions of reserve officers and soldiers, stressed that the ceremony was 

not held to mourn the fallen, but to commemorate their “bravery” and 

“heroism” so as to demonstrate “to all civilized peoples” that Greece 

“since it appeared in the world, has always been ready for any sacri-

fice for freedom.” It always boasted brave children who “transmit civ-

ilized soul and spirit to the barbarian peoples, through their sacrifice.” 

The prayers to God of those killed in the field should “inspire the 

highest and noblest of minds, so that the vision of a great, happy and 

civilized Fatherland may never leave us.”56 

As in other European countries, the cult of virility and war experi-

ence as proof of manhood were strongly promoted.57 Celebrating the 

erection of the monument to the fallen at the Allied cemetery of 

Zeytinlik (May 1925), the Consul of Fascist Italy in his speech for 

Greco–Italian fraternization identified the “heroes” with the words 

engraved on the monument: “Silence–Duty–Death.” The General 

 
53 Empros, 16-11-1925. 
54 Spyros Marchetos, Πώς φίλησα τον Μουσσολίνι! Τα πρώτα βήματα του ελληνικού 

φασισμού (How I Kissed Mussolini! The First Steps of Greek Fascism) (Athens: 

Βιβλιόραμα, 2006), 61-89. 
55 Makedonia, 8-10-1924. 
56 Empros, 22-3-1926. 
57 Mosse, op.cit., 59-64. 
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Commander and the Mayor of Thessaloniki, Ioannis Kannavos and 

Petros Syndikas, praised “heroism,” “supreme self-sacrifice” and the 

“performance of duty,” that were among the “finest ideals of human-

ity.”58 As in Germany, soldiers were presented as warriors and never 

as citizens endowed with rights.59 

The separation of the “fallen heroes” from the rest of society was 

combined with the perception that reservists were a privileged class. It 

had not been created by the class struggle, the Viceroy Byron Karapa-

naghiotis stressed at the parliament (20 February, 1924), but by “the 

long struggles of the Tribe […] which had written indelibly our rights, 

with the spilled blood of our people’s children.”60 The worship of the 

dead, leavened with anticommunist sermons,61 was used to discursive-

ly integrate the veterans in the national body by authoritarian strong-

men Theodoros Pangalos and Georghios Kondylis,62 as well as by 

venizelist organizations. 

 

ii. Venizelist Organizations and War Memory 

The questions of whether on a symbolic level the war had ended and 

how would be dispelled its ghosts in people's consciousness were of 

great concern to veterans. The royalist faction, burdened with the guilt 

of defeat, failed to attract reservists of the Asia Minor Campaign.63 

The early reservist organizations of the venizelists however presented 

responses with several ambiguities.  

The memorials to the fallen organized by the local National Salva-

tion Associations (NSA)64 that supported the venizelist military re-

 
58 Makedonia, 15-5-1925. 
59 Makedonia, 15-7-1926. 
60 Marchetos, op.cit., 68. 
61 Makedonia, 9-3-1925. 
62 Ploumidis, op.cit., 200-1. 
63 The Constitutional Youth in February 1924 unsuccessfully attempted to attract 

soldiers of the class of 1922 with the promise of immediate demobilization. De-

spoina Papadimitriou, Από τον λαό των νομιμοφρόνων στο έθνος των εθνικοφρόνων. 

Η συντηρητική σκέψη στην Ελλάδα 1922-1967 (From a Nation of Legalists to a Na-

tion of Nationalists. Conservative Thought in Greece 1922-1967) (Athens: Σαββά-

λας, 2006), 75. 
64 Kampana, 3-4 and 17-7-1923. 
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gime had political symbolism. As Jay Winter argues, commemoration 

ceremonies were not innovative, in the sense that they reproduced tra-

ditional patriotic patterns of remembrance developed prior to World 

War I,65 and the same holds for the NSA ceremonies. The fallen were 

“beautiful” and “brave guys” who sacrificed their lives for the nation, 

sprinkling with their blood the foundations of the motherland.66 Hid-

ing the harsh reality of war, they acted as stabilizers for the preserva-

tion of dominant social values. 

Commemorative practices of the venizelist organizations focused 

on the moral dimension of death and the comradeship of fallen warri-

ors. Indeed, this comradeship was presented as a necessary condition 

for national unity,67 the resolution of social and political problems and 

the rebirth of the nation.68 Despite the defeat, sacrifices were not in 

vain, as the living had the obligation to emulate the dead soldiers’ re-

sponsibility towards community and nation. The fallen who sacrificed 

for the nation were “ideal citizens,” therefore the living had to imitate 

the dead to become ideal citizens too. 

Secondly, despite the participating members of local communities, 

these ceremonies reflected the military and war culture. Unlike what 

happened in Great Britain,69 members of the civil society were not 

commemorated nor any reference to their sacrifices was made. Work-

ing women, in particular, were seen as a cause of the frontline collapse 

and, worse, they limited the prospects of veterans reintegrating into 

the labor market.70 The central figures of the memorial columns and 

monuments to heroes that the NSA attempted to erect were always 

dead soldiers.71 

Thirdly, the memory was used politically, mainly against royalists 

and the Left. Letters from reservists were published in Crete, when the 

 
65 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-

ty Press, 1995), 2-5, 93. 
66 Kampana, 10-4-1923. 
67 Kampana, 17-7-1923. 
68 Kampana, 15-12-1923. 
69 Alex King, Memorials of the Great War in Britain. The Symbolism and Politics of 

Remembrance (New York: Berg, 1998), 198-9. 
70 Kampana, 27-3-1923. 
71 Kampana, 25-9 and 20-11-1923; Efedrikos Agon, 24-3-1926. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Studies 54 (2021) 55 

press attempted to garner the demobilized soldiers’ support in favor of 

the 1922 Revolution.72 The royalist former government was the “trai-

torous regime” responsible for the loss of “irredeemable homelands,” 

while the reservist pioneers of the “Revolution” had to secure the bor-

der with Turkey at Thrace. Volunteers would strengthen “the internal 

front” by maintaining internal security to “consolidate the national 

spirit.” Other traitors were “those teaching anti-military lessons and 

refusing to serve” the fatherland, i.e., deserters and communists. The 

reservists were presented as “the future of society, necessary for its 

progress,” while politicians were described as sly exploiters and in-

competent. Similar arguments were developed by the first fascist 

movements in the defeated countries of the Great War.73 

While veterans shifted towards the Left and the labor movement,74 

the cult of the fallen promoted by venizelists highlighted an ideal citi-

zen detached from social and economic needs. The Mytilene commit-

tee of the Lesvos NSA presented the reservists as “legalists.”75 A re-

servist candidate to the 1923 elections stressed that the reservists 

shunned the revolutionary overthrow of the social regime, wishing to 

struggle for social responsibility and justice, respecting the established 

state.76 Similarly, the Efedrikos Agon newspaper in Chania sought 

“good administration” and “peace” in order to heal “the wounds of the 

wars.”77 This of course did not preclude claiming privileges, such as 

the right to vote for reservists who were excluded from participating 

in the 1923 elections, or pensions.78 Reservists in all countries per-

ceived themselves as deserving a “sense of entitlement” thanks to their 

wartime sacrifices.79 Social consensus however posed definite limits.80 

 
72 Efedrikos Agon, 4 and 6-3-1926. 
73 Nea Efimeris, 22-10, 9 and 11-11 and 10-12-1922. 
74 Chraniotis, «Το κίνημα των παλαιών πολεμιστών στην Ελλάδα», passim. 
75 Kampana, 24-7-1923. 
76 Kampana, 15-12-1923. 
77 Efedrikos Agon, 16-9-1924. 
78 Kampana, 15-5 and 23-10-1923; Efedrikos Agon, 31-5-1924. 
79 M. Crotty–M. Edele, “Total War and Entitlement: Towards a Global History of 

Veteran Privilege,” Australian Journal of Politics & History 59, no. 1 (2013): 15-32. 
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The rejection of war and the acceptance of defeat were related to 

“cultural demobilization.” This process was primarily determined by 

the acceptance of peace and the rejection of new wars.81 These, con-

sidered as necessary conditions for the reconstruction and consolida-

tion of democracy, were combined with the policy of national de-

fense.82 Expressing some kind of patriotic pacifism, rather similar to 

the French veterans,83 the Lesvos Reservist Associations who joined 

the socialist Alexandros Papanastasiou after the December 1923 elec-

tions, disagreed that “as soon as [Greece] gets back on its feet, the 

wind of revenge will blow once again on the Asia Minor plains.” On 

the contrary, they supported with Venizelos’ position that the coun-

try’s post-war mission was to be peaceful.84 Demanding that no war of 

aggression should be declared unless approved by a strengthened par-

liamentary majority,85 they advocated a “people’s democratic army” 

and armaments to protect the borders.86 

Future conflicts, however, were not ruled out despite the constant 

calls for Greece to remain neutral in the event of a new war. At a me-

morial service for the fallen organized by the Association of National 

Salvation of Megalo Chorio, in Lesvos, the main speaker contrasted 

the liberals with the pro-royalists as follows: “The one was burning [in 

Asia Minor], the other was spoiling. The unjust killing in Sangarios of 

a hundred thousand brave men, with the unspeakable devastation that 

ensued, feeds the revenge that has been boiling in Greek breasts since 

[the fall of Constantinople in] 1453 and continued to boil until 1912, 

1913, 1918, 1919, 1920.”87 

 
80 At the Second Pallesbian Reserve Congress, members were advised not to make 

“extreme” social and economic claims against the representatives of the island’s 

elite. Kampana, 17-7-1924. 
81 John Horne, “Demobilizing the Mind: France and the Legacy of the Great War, 

1919-1939,” French History and Civilization 2 (2009): 101-19. 
82 Kampana, 5-6, 10-7 and 18-9-1923. 
83 Prost, op.cit., 79-93. 
84 Kampana, 1-1-1924; Efedrikos Agon, 24-10-1924. 
85 Kampana, 11-3-1924. 
86 Kampana, 29-4 and 10-8-1924. 
87 Kampana, 17-7-1923. 
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The Union of National Defense Reservists of Chania (UNDRC) 

called on the government to act immediately on the issue of Northern 

Epirus, in the present–day Southern Albania, that had been kept out-

side the national borders. It considered unthinkable the acceptance of 

the loss of “national territory and the surrender of […] Greek popula-

tions to foreigners.” The Peace Treaties settlement was not considered 

final. At the right moment the villages given to Albania would be re-

covered, together with all Northern Epirus.88 In a proclamation to re-

cruits, the presence of the Greek army in Asia Minor was considered 

“glorious,” while “the shame and contempt of the homeland” should 

be wash away.89 Thus popular revisionism, denying post–war territo-

rial settlements, demanded reversal of the 1922 defeat. 

War culture also informed the attitude towards the “internal enemy.” 

Venizelist reservist organizations exploited the memory of the national 

wars to marginalize the royalist faction. Its members were denounced 

“as petty fugitives” who “demolished” the edifice of Greater Greece.90 

Before the elections of December 1923, the defeat of 1922 was con-

trasted with the victories of 1918 as sufficient reason for abolishing the 

monarchy.91 As the referendum on the Republic approached, references 

to the war became more frequent. Reservists were urged to remember 

that they had been turned into “fodder for voracious monarchism,” and 

used as “slaves of the most dreadful despotism.”92 

Memories of front-line incidents with royalist officers, real or fab-

ricated, were enlisted in order to convince reservists to vote for consti-

tutional change. The abandonment of wounded soldiers and violent 

behavior were exclusively linked to the political identity of the re-

sponsible officers.93 In the 1926 elections, UNDRC argued that 

Greece under Venizelos, representing the “glorious pas […] had the 

good fortune to arrive at the gates of Agia Sophia,” while the royalists 

were responsible for national disasters, from the defeat of 1897 to the 

 
88 Efedrikos Agon, 27-5-1924. 
89 Efedrikos Agon, 17-10-1927. 
90 Kampana, 11-9-1923, 6-3-1924. 
91 Kampana, 20-11-1923. 
92 Efedrikos Agon, 7-4-1924. 
93 Kampana, 11-3-1924; Efedrikos Agon, 7-4-1924. 
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1915 surrender of Fort Rupel to Bulgaria and the uprooting of Asia 

Minor Hellenism.94 Defeat was seen as an opportunity to carry out 

radical reform.95 In short, political present and dreams of a glorious 

future overdetermined the memory of the 1919-22 Greek-Turkish war.  

 Venizelist reservists projected intensely in their memories the pairs 

New Greece–Old Greece, refugees–natives, small but honorable 

Greece–Greece of the two continents and five seas.96 The role of the 

refugees was positive, since they supported the National Defense move-

ment and as “giants,” together with natives and sharing the common 

experience of sacrifice, they brought the 1920 Treaty of Sevres and 

“held the front in Asia Minor,” while soldiers from Old Greece ap-

propriated their lands. The refugees were thus connected with the 

reservists.97 

Those who avoided conscription (conscientious objectors, desert-

ers, discharged), considered as internal enemies, were not recognized 

as citizens of the nation.98 Blaming the civil society for indifference to 

the frontline soldiers’ sacrifices, a reservist from Mytilene noted the 

role of women: “Our old women only knew how to boast about their 

lover, their friend, their fiancé. Just words, while he was fighting at 

the front. They did not even care to support them with a simple letter, 

with a bunch of newspapers, with a box of cigarettes.”99 

Patriarchal and conservative notions were widespread. Women’s 

rights were approached in terms of war sacrifices. Granting civil rights 

to them was considered impermissible, as reservists were “spilling 

their guts on barbed wire” during the war.100 The Lesvos Reservists’ 

Union demanded that women’s suffrage should only apply to mothers 

of reservists, who “gave their children to their country.”101 UNDRC 

systematically attacked working girls as “fleeing birds.” They had to 

 
94 Efedrikos Agon, 4-11-1926. 
95 Efedrikos Agon, 13-5-1924. 
96 George Th. Mavrogordatos, Stillborn Republic. Social Coalitions and Party Strat-

egies in Greece 1922-1936 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983). 
97 Kampana, 4-12-1923. 
98 Kampana, 27-3 and 4-9-1923. 
99 Kampana, 12-6-1923. 
100 Kampana, 17-12-1923. 
101 Kampana, 18-3-1924. 
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do women’s work, as they were not the “glorified soldiers of the bat-

tlefields.”102 The “office ladies” were denounced for their involvement 

in cases of abuse: “Throw out of public offices the silk stockings,” 

which “poison and paralyze state institutions.”103 

In addition to bashing the internal enemy, venizelist reservists took 

a similar attitude towards the former external enemy. The Turks were 

still considered barbarians.104 The prominent author Stratis Myrivilis 

and others proposed at the Second Congress of the Lesvos Reserve 

Associations to organize a memorial for the fallen of both armies but 

did not move the delegates.105 In commemorative albums for the fall-

en, emphasis was placed on the achievements of the dead Greek sol-

diers against both Turkish irregulars and the disciplined army.106  

The selective memory, as regards the officers’ actions in the war 

and their post-war role, shows, among other things, how difficult it 

was to reject wartime attitudes. The authoritarian Nikolaos Plastiras 

was a hero, an “honest and manly” leader who had undertaken the 

“moral cleansing of our land,” and moreover kept the island of Lesvos 

“Greek.”107 The fascist General Georgios Kondylis was recognized as 

a “worthy soldier” who had performed “miracles” at the front.108 The 

Association of Refugee Reservist Soldiers of Thessaloniki recognized 

General Pangalos’ as a gifted and victorious soldier who successfully 

commanded the army in 1920 and reorganized the defeated army at 

the River Evros border with Turkey.109 Although the Lesvos Reservist 

Associations called for limiting the jurisdiction of the courts martial110 

and the abolition of the military salute to off-duty senior officers,111 

they saw reservists as potential career officers and proposed elevating 

 
102 Efedrikos Agon, 4-8-1924. 
103 Efedrikos Agon, 14-8-1924. 
104 Kampana, 11-9-1923. 
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106 Efedrikos Agon, 13-10-1926. 
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them to officer ranks sidelining the permanent staff.112 Officers who 

participated in violent military coups were considered, despite their 

authoritarian tendencies more “honest patriots” than local cadres who 

were simply “petty politicians and rabble”113 or the other “herd of pol-

iticians who pollute the atmosphere of Athens.”114 

Accepting that the war had ended was also used to promote the so-

called “reservist war ideology.”115 Reservists claimed an active post-

war political role on top of the observance of the “national war con-

tract” that would accord material and moral recognition of their war-

time sacrifices.116 The NSA, since their foundation, presented reserv-

ists as a unitary class due to their common war experience, especially 

in the victorious wars until 1921. Styling themselves as the inde-

structible “new world,” pitted against “vicious political parties,” the 

“aristocracy of abundant money” and the “ex-combatants.” They in-

voked a soteriologic mission of national regeneration.117 Claiming to 

present the 1912-22 generation as self–sacrificed, that saved nation 

and state, and themselves as the elite of the national idea, they de-

manded “stronger rights to political power.”118 

The age dimension was central to the public discourse of reservists 

who rallied to the NSA commemorating the wars. The “youthful idea” 

opposing “senescent minds” signaled a shift to the political Right 

harmonized to early fascist movements and reinforced by the view 

that reservist–based national organization had to overcome social clas-

ses with strong versions of patriotism and nationalism as its main 

characteristics, or “philopatry and ethnolatry” in their own dialect. 

Traditional politicians were called “political flip-flops” and “political 

party drones” bereft of masculinity and accused even of “feminized” 

at the crucial moment of defeat. In their moral discourse masculinity 

 
112 Kampana, 27-11-1923. 
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embodied the values of honor, bravery, and honesty while “rude poli-

ticians” represented “corruption,” “degeneracy” and clientelism.119 

Such ideas were fuelled all over Europe by radical Right associa-

tions of war veterans. They wished to create a new man who would 

build a society based on the war experience of comradeship.120 More 

massive until 1925 was, however, the veterans’ movement associated 

with the communist that used memory to express opposition to war 

and militarism and its explicit disgust for army institutions. 

 

“War against War”: Communist Veterans and War Memory 

The delay in “cultural demobilization” can be ascribed to many fac-

tors. Explicit or implicit denial of defeat, refusal to recognize the ex-

ternal enemy, positive acceptance of war and the army, refusal to re-

habilitate deserts and political opponents, but mainly the absence of 

official symbolic recognition of war sacrifices, that only came in 1925 

with the establishment of an annual national memorial of the fallen 

and the erection of Syntagma Square monument to the “Unknown 

Soldier” (1932). The anti-war feelings of a good part of Greek society 

however were maintained and even strengthened by leftist veterans’ 

movements that promoted “cultural demobilization.” 

The First Founding Congress of Old Warriors and Victims of the 

Army, held in May 1924 in Athens, denounced the atrocities commit-

ted by troops on both sides while the enemy, especially the ordinary 

Turkish soldier or citizen, was restored to a human dimension. Treated 

as an equal, he was presented as equally victim of nationalist myths 

cultivated by the leaderships of both countries: “We were even accus-

tomed to crime. How many of us –let us not forget this– did not com-

mit savage acts against innocent populations, just out of habit, without 

any particular intent, similar to the barbaric Turks! Acts for which 

they now repent, of course. And yet many of us still find it difficult, 

even now to expose that lie about our population (i.e., that it was eth-

nically superior), which we certainly saw even then.”121 
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Equally it was emphasized that the war, instead of leading to libera-

tion destroyed the country and all its peoples, without racial, ethnic or 

religious partiality.122 Admitting the atrocities and underlining the real 

causes of the war and the unjust sacrifices made became prerequisites 

for organizing a movement to prevent a new war. Defeat and the war 

experience were to be turned into opportunity for social and political 

liberation: “People cannot free itself neither from tyranny, nor from 

deprivation and exploitation, nor from the threat to its life unless it 

exposes the lie and begins its struggle by telling the truth first and 

foremost, no matter how surprising, no matter how much it may sur-

prise, no matter how much it may conflict with the traditional and the 

ordinary.”123 

The Greek Communist Federation of Old Warriors and Victims of 

the Army joined the International of Old Warriors and Victims of 

War, essentially accepting to transform an eventual war into a revolu-

tion. In other words, the unequivocal condemnation of war was topped 

by planning and organized struggle to fight militarism with its own 

weapons. It proposed, in essence, the mobilization of all social forces 

in the cause of anti-militarism and social revolution. Both war culture 

and pacifism were rejected.124 

Memorials to the fallen, however, were not rejected. George Moss-

e’s view of the weakness of the Left as regard the worship of the dead 

side step communist veterans’ organizations that organize nationwide 

commemorative ceremonies with ideological content opposite to those 

of the state and conservative or liberal organizations. They adopted 

these ceremonies as part of their political praxis and through them 

they advanced ideological and political interventions. 

Initially, the occasion to project their particular war memories was 

given by funerals of murdered members of local veterans’ associa-

tions. On March 14, 1924, a member of the Piraeus Old Warriors’ 

 
Panhellenic Conference of Old Warriors and Army Victims) (Athens: Έκδοση Πα-
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Union was murdered while placing posters for a political meeting. At 

the meeting his fellow fighters erupted with anger on learning the 

murder. Organized in four-person groups with black flag to symbolize 

mourning plus simple wreath, veterans paraded through the city, ac-

companied invalid ex-servicemen and war widows. Singing the som-

ber march “You fell victims, brothers and sisters, to an unequal battle 

and struggle” and shouting “Revenge! Revenge!,” “Down with the 

war!” and similar slogans headed for the cemetery where the funeral 

was to be held. Their speeches emphasized that “the murderous weap-

ons that killed Kokkinas are the same weapons that the veterans faced 

on the various fronts.”125 The murder was a strong signal that war vio-

lence continued. The resolution adopted unanimously by the union’s 

general assembly before the funeral identified the movement’s objec-

tives. While glorifying the memory of those who died in the wars they 

would not allow any government to “bleed anew the people.”126 How-

ever, the honoring of the dead differed both in the meaning of death 

and in the interpretation of the wars. 

The Associations of Old Warriors and Victims of the Army 

(AOWVA) through commemoration ceremonies offered a different, a 

marxist interpretation of the events, focusing especially on the Ukrain-

ian and Asia Minor campaigns. Characteristically, the memorial 

speeches in commemorations of the fallen that took place in Nikaia of 

Larissa and Nemea in the Peloponnese, in September 1924, de-

constructed the metaphysical and religious explanations that the wars 

were “God-willed” and that the dead were “victims of nature or of 

Death.” The wars were imperialist and that were organized by the 

bourgeoisie for profit.127 

In all these commemoration ceremonies the fallen were presented 

as “unjustly killed,” “slaughtered,” “victims who fell serving the in-

terests of the plutocracy and the imperialists.” Death was neither 

“nice” nor “heroic” but unjust and illegal instrument of exploitation to 

serving the profitability of capital. The blood and bones of the fallen, 

the unburied bodies “[…] lying in the valleys and deserts of the 

 
125 Rizospastis, 17-3-1924. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Rizospastis, 13 and 22-9-1924. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
64 Chraniotis – Leontiadis – Marchetos – Aarbakke 

Ukraine and Asia Minor”128 defined for the communist old warriors 

not any national space but bourgeoisie’s enrichment and the exploita-

tion of the working-class. 

Apart from deconstructing the idea of “heroic death,” the com-

memoration ceremonies opposed nationalism and militarism. At the 

funeral of an old warrior in Arachova (18 January 1925), the speakers 

stressed that the homeland was the “bait by which the various exploit-

ing plutocrats manage to send the poor workers and peasants to all 

sorts of massacres in order to serve their own interests, thus making 

them kill their own brothers and sisters workers and peasants of other 

countries.”129 A few months earlier, in Iasmos, near Komotini, the Un-

ion of Old Warriors prevented the delivery of “patriotic speeches” by 

the local garrison governor and a civil servant.130 The explicit rejec-

tion of national chauvinism and the promotion of internationalism131 

however did not mean abandonment of patriotism. In their conception, 

struggling for workers, peasants and soldiers or confiscating the prop-

erty of the rich who benefited from the war and protecting the poor 

aware patriotic act.132  

In contrast to the mythical war experience, mass death, suffering 

and hardships were highlighted with particular intensity in the radical 

rituals and memories. Mourning for the war dead thus took on a cru-

cial political meaning being translated into anger and indignation at 

the consequences of the war and also into political demands bringing 

forward oaths for revenge and restitution for the unjust distribution of 

war sacrifices.133 Through the memory of the war workers and peas-

ants were to learn how to demand and how to fight. 

Apart from the experience of the war itself, the memory of the war 

also shaped by the difficult reintegration into Greek society, a factor 

making necessary the holding of memorial services for the fallen. The 

main concerns, determining the veterans’ behavior, were social isola-

 
128 Rizospastis, 13 and 22-9, 28-11 and 21-12-1924. 
129 Rizospastis, 25-1-1925. 
130 Rizospastis, 9-9-1924. 
131 See the obituary of Anatole France, activist of the anti-militarist movement. Rizo-

spastis, 15-10-1924. 
132 Rizospastis, 23-12-1924. 
133 Rizospastis, 21-12-1924. 
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tion and marginalization, as well as the feeling of abandonment by the 

state, plus unemployment and economic difficulties.134 In the columns 

of Rizospastis, descriptions of personal stories focused on the fact that 

the victims of the war came from the popular strata.135 In general, ex-

soldiers were not presented as warriors, heroes cut off from society 

and lacking any notion of their own rights, but as citizens whose em-

bodied pain and suffering constituted a new force that objectively fur-

thered class struggle.136 

The UOWVA also treated war widows and orphans as citizens who 

enjoyed fundamental and unalienable rights. Their commemorative 

rituals highlighted issues such as unemployment, the obscene post-war 

poverty and the speculation on the price of items necessary for work-

ers’ survival or the provision of pensions and social protection for war 

victims. Recruiting of representatives of the UOWVA in the commit-

tees to combat speculation in commodity prices and currency ex-

change rates or forcing employers to hire unemployed reservists and 

war victims show focus on controlling these processes.137 

Images of the invalid veterans decorated with medals on their 

chests begging in the streets or of unemployed old warriors and their 

contrast with privileged strata who had benefited from the war, ren-

dered invalid the notions of “heroic death” and sacrifice. The wide-

spread sense of social injustice was also expressed by sections of the 

conservative press.138 Even military authorities occasionally justified 

it as based on state indifference: “It was therefore natural to think that 

the State, consisting of plutocrats, was indifferent to the misery of the 

reservists and that the overthrow of the present regime and its re-

placement by a working-class regime would be the best solution to 

achieve their rights.”139 

 
134 Rizospastis, 9-3-1925. 
135 Rizospastis, 11-10-1924, 25-1-1925. 
136 Rizospastis, 4-10-1924. 
137 Rizospastis, 17-3-1924, 1-1 and 9-3-1925. 
138 Empros, 13-10-1923. 
139 General State Archives [hereafter GSA], Archive Political Office of the Prime 

Minister [hereafter APOPM], 995: “Communist Bulletin of the First Fifteenth of 

December 1925,” 7. 
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For popular strata it was clear that the contradictions and injustices 

of bourgeois society continued after abandoning citizen life for the 

front line. A tobacco worker, referring to the tobacco merchants’ tac-

tics of sustaining unemployment through exporting unprocessed to-

bacco, could say: “[…] we the poor gave our own blood for five years 

in order to guard the factories and the fortunes of those few who have 

become powerful by drinking the workers’ blood and sweat.” The 

same could also add regarding the attitude of the state: “[…] thus, we 

remain for whole months without work, for months and months with-

out any provision being made by society for us, the unemployed peo-

ple. They remember us only, when they send us to the various Fronts 

in order to protect them from the enemy.”140  

An unemployed reservist decried, in 1924, the state’s indifference 

for the employment of veterans and the futility of war sacrifices: “[…] 

Those who became rich when we suffered in the Dag and all other 

glorious and destruction now continue their plunder while we are 

starving! None hears our voice! What would they need us now?”141 

Commemorative ceremonies were used to link the anti-war senti-

ment with the prevailing feeling of social injustice. Condemnations of 

war were not limited to the initial demands for peace.142 The slogan 

“War against War” dominated these rituals expressing a passionate 

call for revolution and the radical overthrow of the capitalist system 

that caused wars. The ceremonies addressed survivors with a future–

oriented rhetoric while memorials to the fallen were used for advancing 

the establishment of workers’, poor peasants’, and soldiers’ power. This 

rhetorical orientation contrasted with the worship of the fallen counter-

ing the slogan “eternal memory” with the slogan “eternal revenge.”143 

The commemorations of the fallen organized by the UOWVW 

were characterized by a specific ritual, rich in symbolism, which high-

lighted the meanings and messages of the commemorative speeches. 

They were held on Sundays in local churches and in the metropolitan 

 
140 Rizospastis, 23-9-1923. 
141 Rizospastis, 29-4-1924. 
142 HAM, Statute no. 314, “Federal Mutual Aid Association of Old Warriors of 

Thessaloniki,” 27-12-1922. 
143 Rizospastis, 13-9, 17-10, 30-11, 21 and 23-12-1924. 
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churches of the cities. Considering the Communist Party’s attitude to-

wards official church this choice is perhaps surprising. However, local 

associations respected the Orthodox tradition of commemorating the 

dead, grafting on it their own messages. Instead of seeking to promote 

their own positions on religion they displayed here a flexible and suc-

cessful tactic. Churches being the main places where poor people met 

and communicated, especially in villages, they were ideal spaces for 

mass intervention. 

The organization of the ritual reflected militant workers’ demon-

strations. In Livadia the commemoration was programmed for Octo-

ber 5, 1924. The local Veteran Association propagated the memorial 

the previous day covering the town with wall posters, while on the 

planned day four old warriors sounded with trumpets the appeal for 

mass participation of the people. Assembling at the offices of the Vet-

erans Association lined up forming a quasi-military parade and then 

marched to the local church and the cenotaph of the fallen. The pro-

cession’s head was decorated with a black flag and the banner of the 

union, while solemn music sounded and the old warriors uncovered 

their hands in mourning. The relatives of the fallen stood in front of 

the cenotaph while old warriors orderly lined up on both sides in full 

order discipline.144 

Similar scene witnessed in many other commemorative ceremo-

nies. Processions were usually organized in lines with four marchers 

each, while a decorated wreath accompanied the black flag.145 Promi-

nent participants were veterans, widows, and orphans of the war. The 

ceremonies usually marked by broad participation of the local com-

munity,146 were combined with gestures of solidarity to the war vic-

tims,147 protests against state repression, campaigns to organize work-

ers in trade unions148 or the reservists in the UOWVA.149 

 
144 Rizospastis, 17-10-1924. 
145 Rizospastis, 28-9 and 28-11-1924, 1-1-1925. 
146 Rizospastis, 28-9 and 17-10-1924, 1-1-1925. 
147 Rizospastis, 13-9-1924. 
148 Rizospastis, 28-9-1924. 
149 Rizospastis, 2-2-1925. 
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Church and police authorities, however, fought the organization of 

such memorials. In the town of Amfissa, announced the local veter-

ans’ association local clerics called on the police to ban the memorial 

service, but without success.150 In Fichtia, the parish priest tried to ex-

pel mourners from the church while a counter demonstration of “in-

dignant citizens” organized outside the church “shouted” during the 

ceremony.151 In Aigio, the police ban was followed by arrests of 

members of the veterans’ association while church authorities forbade 

all clergymen to perform the holy service, an act which disturbed the 

crowd.152 Reacting to ecclesiastical offence, the veterans demanded 

respect for the dead who had “shed their blood for the homeland that 

now belongs to exploiting drones.”153 

State repression culminated in the metropolis of Athens in Decem-

ber 1924. The Michalakopoulos ministry banned a memorial service 

organized by the Athens and Piraeus UOWVA. Using water cannons, 

it broke up the initial veterans’ gathering in Omonoia Square. The vet-

erans reacted by distributing leaflets and calling on the crowd to head 

to the metropolis, which they did. The end of the commemoration was 

followed by extensive police violence with cenotaphs broken, wreaths 

trampled and veterans beaten. Eventually the police opened fire and 

widows and war orphans were wounded. Seventeen old warriors, wid-

ows, and orphans, as well as the president of the Athens Bourse de 

Travail and the secretary of the General Confederation of Workers of 

Greece were arrested and imprisoned. Characteristically, even the Un-

ion of Reserve Officers proclaimed its protest stressing that the gov-

ernment deprived the veterans even of their right to honor their own 

dead in a religious way.154 

In conclusion, the commemorative practices and rituals of the 

UOWVA were determined by the brutal war, the harsh social and 

economic living conditions of the poor and political polarization and 

repression. They accepted as their members women and orphans in-

 
150 Rizospastis, 28-9-1924. 
151 Rizospastis, 3-11-1924. 
152 Rizospastis, 14 and 23-12-1924. 
153 Rizospastis, 22-9 and 3-11-1924. 
154 Skrip, 22-12-1924. 
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cluding them in collective actions. In particular, they tried, as shown 

by the ceremonies, to transform the trauma of war from a shameful 

burden into an important social, political, and cultural asset to further 

their egalitarian demands and, more generally, their revolutionary 

class struggle. Their anti-war sermons advanced far beyond the 

demonstration of moderate pacifist opinions. While they did not de-

velop into a paramilitary organization, they used a military-style dis-

cipline before and during the commemorations, as well as a military 

terminology in their slogans and speeches. The communist movement 

tried to familiarize the popular strata and workers through the 

UOWVA and the commemorative ceremonies with disciplined organ-

ization and structured collective action.  

With the dissolution of the Old Warriors’ Unions by Pangalos dic-

tatorship and the decline of the movement in 1925 commemoration 

ceremonies faded away. In the 1930s, the discussion on the commem-

oration of the war centered on the erection of the monument to the 

“Unknown Soldier.” The Communist Party opposed it considering 

that it distracted workers from their real problems and prepared them 

to accept new wars.155 

 

Conclusion 

The Asia Minor Campaign with its inglorious and tragic ending turned 

the management of the war memory in interwar Greece into an im-

portant field of contestation. Its politicized management, directly 

linked to the objectives and social agendas of state institutions, politi-

cal and social organizations, and the war veterans themselves resulted 

in the fragmentation of the war memory. All three major political 

camps –royalists, venizelists, and leftists– developed their own ver-

sions. Contrary to what happened in the rest of Europe, the version of 

memory expressed by communist–led organizations initially dominat-

ed Greek reservists. It weakened only gradually after 1925, as official 

bodies assumed responsibility for memory management and the state 

violently repress veterans’ organizations.  

 
155 Rizospastis, 26 and 27-3-1932. 


