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Introduction

In late 1913, during the Second Balkan War, a Greek army mailbag purportedly fell into Bulgarian hands. In the letters, Greek soldiers wrote of their participation in a campaign of extermination, of violating girls, killing prisoners and burning houses, all to try and “wipe out the race” (Kennan [ed.] 1993:311ff). “We have turned out much crueller than the Bulgars” wrote one soldier; elsewhere, metaphorical language makes the butchery even more chilling: “Not a cat escapes us.” “We shoot them like sparrows” (Wallis 1914:523).  The Bulgarian authorities turned the letters over to the Carnegie Commission, which was investigating atrocities by all sides; and fragments of twenty-eight are reproduced in the commission’s report.
The central question for this presentation—drawn from a longer paper—is this: what are we to do with these accounts? An easy response is to question the authenticity of the sources. This paper does not enter that particular realm of forensics and conspiratorial thinking. Nor does it follow the “Balkanist” logic that is readily legible in the Carnegie Commissioners’ own interpretation. Instead, the paper takes the production and circulation of these allegedly first-hand accounts of violence as material for an anthropologically-informed reading that reveals wider factors at work in the Balkan Wars. The focus, ultimately, is less on the “Balkans” than on “War” and in particular, what the letters, and the acts they describe, tell us about the self-fashioning of Greece and its modern army as an instrument of national duty, rather than ethnic hatred.

Disputing the sources: national self-fashioning
The charges leveled at the Greek army—and, specifically, at the 19th Regiment of the Seventh Division—were hardly unique. For through the burning, raping, and killing in Macedonia, as well as in Kosovo and Albania, observers witnessed what Mark Mazower has described as the first attempt by states to use military conflict “to pursue long-term demographic goals” (Mazower 2000: 117; see also Hall 2000: 124). Yet at the same time, those states had aspirations to be considered standard-bearers of European, civilized norms, and sought to present themselves as such to wider audiences. Coupled with the fact that the campaigns were waged across a civilian landscape, where the lines of loyalty were far from clear, and where at least some of the locals had been waging irregular warfare for the past decade or longer, this made media operations part of the battlespace. When the Bulgarian authorities gave the Carnegie commission these letters, then, it was self-evidently a continuation of war by other means. Greek critics quickly fired back, arguing that the letters were crude forgeries, created to distract from the hard evidence that Bulgarians had been the main culprits of atrocities; supporters of the Bulgarian position insisted on the letters’ authenticity (Cassavetti 1914; Wallis 1914)
Believing the sources: The Balkans as context
The Commission took them as genuine, and included them in an assemblage of data points from which they diagnosed the condition of wider Greek society. They  reported, for example, hearing from a Greek officer the statement “When you have to deal with barbarians, you must behave like a barbarian yourself. It is the only thing they understand.” (Kennan (ed.) 1913:95). They also saw, on the streets of Salonika, prints depicting Greek soldiers gouging out the eyes of Bulgarian soldiers, or in one case, included in their report, “holding a living Bulgarian soldier with both hands, while be gnaws at the face of his victim with his teeth, like some beast of prey” (Kennan (ed) 1993: 97: images are reproduced on pp.96 and 98).On this evidence they reached the following verdict on the roots of Greek conduct in the Second Balkan War:
Day after day the Bulgarians were represented as a race of monsters, and public feeling was roused to a pitch of chauvinism which made it inevitable that war, when it came, would be ruthless. In talk and in print one phrase summed up the general feeling of the Greeks toward the Bulgarians, “Dhen einai anthropoi!” (They are not human beings). In their excitement and indignation the Greeks came to think of themselves as the appointed avengers of civilization against a race which stood outside the pale of humanity.

When an excitable southern race, which has been schooled in Balkan conceptions of vengeance, begins to reason in this way, it is easy to predict the consequences. Deny that your enemies are men, and presently you will treat them as vermin. (Kennan (ed.) 1993: 95)

The argument, then, is that under the influence of such representations, soldiers came to think in what Rogers Brubaker (2004) has termed “groupist” terms about an ethno-national “other.” In simplistic, reductionist terms, the Carnegie Commission judged that images and words acted directly on excitable young Balkan men. We are in a realm, in other words, of nesting stereotypes, and the reproduction of stereotypes of Balkan-ness in the very attribution of stereotypical thinking. 
Re-reading the sources: The “science” of race, the “law” of war
The prints, certainly, were eye-catching. But they were only part of a larger landscape of images, which also included the following, described by an English author sympathetic to the Greek cause in Macedonia as “one insignificant but widely circulated document of the time.” He goes on:

It is an Easter card, with “Christ is risen” printed across it, and is a ‘memento from Macedonia.’ Macedonia lies enclosed in the red crescent of Ottoman rule, and in it is a heart, with the red blood of the ‘Greek spirit’ flowing from it. The shears of Panslavism are cutting it, and the Austrian snake is making through it to Salonica, and the arrows of Bulgarian propaganda and Servian propaganda and Roumanian propaganda are piercing it. And in the centre of the heart is a cross, and the words ‘Mother Church, help me!” To the average Greek this was not insincere of sentimental; it was as true an expression of national emotion as that which inspired Holland against Spain, or Italy against Austria, or the Boers against ourselves (Burrows 1914:489).

This image represents true faith under attack from multiple attackers—and as such, can be read as confirming the careful work of scholars including Evangelos Kofos, Trajan Stoianovich, Hans Vermeulen, Anastasia Karakasidou and Laurie Kain Hart, all of whom emphasize the importance of religious Orthodoxy, and its professional or class distinctions, in the expression of Hellenic sentiment in a civilizational sense—politismos—within the Ottoman Empire. What the map also makes clear, though, is a sense of existential, racially-united threat. Leaving aside the Austrian snake, the map sends the message that Hellenism in Macedonia faces its greatest challenge from the East in general, and Slavdom in particular.

In this regard, Greek propagandists, and political and religious leaders were in the mainstream of Western European ideas. As Larry Wolff argues in Inventing Eastern Europe, the Slavic East had been seen as exotic and backward, where Asiatic influences were dominant, and where travelers found confirmation of ideas regarding racial hierarchies (Wolff 1994: 347).  In a work published in 1878, Edson Clark paraphrased Cyprien Robert, writing “Nothing is more like a group of savages’ huts than a cello (sic), or Bulgarian village” (Clark 1878: 446).  With the growth in Russian ambition and capacity in international relations, and operating from a conception which made other Slavic states natural allies or clients to the new power, nineteenth-century alarmists saw the potential for this human mass to be put to work in conquest. As late as World War II, as Omer Bartov points out, racist ideas about Slavs could be mobilized in German propaganda, as for example in the second of the Kampfparolen, or battle slogans, of 1945; “A rule of the Asiatic Untermenschen over the West is unnatural and goes against the sense of history” (Bartov 1986: 95). A similar sense of world order was offered by a Greek author in 1914, writing of the Bulgarian  as “… only a rustic Tartar with the thinnest veneer of civilization and education” with “savage and primitive instincts…repulsive to the mind and feeling of the average Hellene” (Cassavetti 345, 311).
As these citations suggest, Bulgarians, or Bulgars, represented a particularly fertile space in the late nineteenth century for the fusion of ideas of cultural and racial backwardness. Still subject to Ottoman rule, their language was often viewed as simpler and less rich than that of other peoples—as a patois, for example “at the level of the lowest intelligences” (Paillares 1910:152; cited in Hart 1997), or in a United States congressional document as “the most corrupt of all Slavic languages at the present time” (Folkmar 1912: 27). Claims of Bulgarian linguistic inferiority also found confirmation in the head-measuring practices of physical anthropology. In fact, Bulgars emerged even more stigmatized, as it was reported that they were in fact of “Asiatic” or “Mongol” origin (Folkmar 1912: 26, 108); “less Slavs than Huns” (Flecker,cited in Cassavetti 1914: 311; see also Sloane 1914: 72; Schurmann 1914: 89).  In Folkmar’s terms, Bulgarians represented an oddity, being “physically of one stock and linguistically of another” (1912: 27).
This kind of rigid, categorical thinking is easy now to disown, dismiss or ridicule. But the particularly close correspondences between the language of Demetrius Cassavetti and Daniel Folkmar, as well as that of the Greek and other European university teachers and scholars cited here, and their capacity to influence policy and opinion demand greater attention. Given the debates over “race-suicide” and the “white man’s burden” of this period, associated most closely with the U.S. Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt but extending further in time and space, it certainly seems plausible that ideas about racial inferiority more familiar from Western colonial projects were harnessed to mobilize public opinion for war in Greece. The Macedonian Bulgars, with their hybrid ethnological roots, recent religious apostasy and their backwardness, seem cut from the same cloth as Rudyard Kipling’s “new-caught sullen peoples, half-devil and half-child” (“The White Man’s Burden”, cited in Gould 1981:119).
Various pro-Greek journalists pushed this line—among them, for example, the Daily Telegraph’s Captain Trapmann, who enrolled Bulgarian soldiers in a cast-list of historical infamy, shrilling that “Tipoo Sahib, Nero, Robespierre, Catherine of Russia and the Borgias were but mildly oppressive and unkind as compared with the lustful brutes who wear the uniform of King Ferdinand of Bulgaria” (Cited in Buxton 1920:95n). The highest-profile advocate, though, was King Constantine himself, who wrote to his government that “The Bulgarians have outdone all the horrors committed by barbarous tribes in the past, thus proving that they have no longer any right to a place among civilized peoples” (Duckett Ferriman 1914: 25)—thus claiming the right to suspend the laws of war.
Conclusion: What the soldiers say
The members of the Inquiry concluded, on the evidence of the letters, the statements by officers, and the prints, that Greek soldiers agreed with their sovereign. But a closer reading of the 28 fragments in fact suggests otherwise.  Certainly, the snippets noted above could easily be supplemented by linked references to “this dishonest nation [Bulgaria/Bulgarians],” or to determination to ensure this “Dirty race cannot spring up again,” and to “leave not a root of this race,” that make it sound as if the soldiers were on message. That is, though, cut-and-paste cherry-picking. Strikingly, only three of the twenty-eight use the first-person singular “I” to describe actions: the rest stick to the collective “we” which represents a weaker form of ownership of actions and may, in fact, describe observer rather than participant status for the writer. Of the three who use the first person singular, two declare their participation in shooting prisoners, and one specifies that the prisoners in question were comitadjis—that is, guerillas and terrorists, of the kind who had operated in Macedonia over the past decade, targeting civilians who opposed their agenda. Here, then, it is still possible to interpret the violence as retributive, against a sub-section (with ill-defined boundaries) of the population, in response to prior action on their part.
Describing the burning of villages and the pillage, rape and murder of civilians by their units, at least a third of the letter-writers include editorial commentary rather different in tone from the sentiments seen in the after-action posters included elsewhere in the Carnegie Inquiry. They describe the war as painful and cruel, and their actions against people and property as “butchery” or “an inhuman business.” Several explicitly state that they cannot describe what they have witnessed. One soldier writes “these places will stay in my memory for ever” while two others use variants on the sentiment “Only God knows where this will end.”  These, then, are not readily recognizable as the men who, in the words of the Carnegie Endowment Inquiry, “wished to believe that they and their comrades perpetuated bestial cruelties.” 

Nonetheless, they did. The letters suggest that they did so, in Stanley Cohen’s terms (2001) more in bureaucratic obedience to authority than in reaction to hatred, either in its ancient form—so easily invoked in the Balkans in particular—or its modern guise—in a Western, scientific discourse of racial inferiority. The key architects of atrocity, then, were leaders, not the rank-and-file. Thus what the case demonstrates is the importance for anthropologists to look not just at cultural factors at work among “ordinary” perpetrators of violence but also—and perhaps, especially—among those who direct them from afar. For it is there that ideas—and especially, dangerous ones—work most effectively. As noted in Bartov’s account of the Eastern Front, “the dehumanization of the enemy, which is at the core of the process of barbarization, hinges upon the enemy’s anonymity, facelessness… best achieved when he is part of a mass, and most difficult when it is reduced to two individuals facing each other” (1986:129). King Constantine’s views, and those of officers, were easily maintained. For the front-line soldiers, the letters bear witness to their own distress. It is ironic testimony—and direct contradiction of the Carnegie Commission’s conclusions—not of “excitable people” but rather of effective bureaucratic discipline. The Balkan Wars, perhaps, were not so Balkan after all. 
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