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The question that this article tries to answer is a simple one, yet one that has.not been posed in
the literature: how was the Ottoman Empire governed during the First World War? What was the
character of its regime? Over the past decade interest in the First World War period in Ottoman
history has growri enormously. A number of important studies of the military, economic and
demographic policies of the Committee of Union and Progress have appeared, but the under-
standing of the nature of the Young Turk regime has not progressed much beyond the way
Bernard Lewis described it in 1961:

From then [June, 1913, EJZ] until 1918 Turkey was ruled by a virtual military dictatorship, dominated by
three men - Enver, Taldt, and Cemal Pashas.

And:

He [Grand Vizier Said Halim Pasha, EJZ] was, however, a captive of the Unionist leaders; finally, in 1917, he
retired to the Senate, leaving Taldt as Grand Vizier and the triumvirs fully in control.!

Both the notion of the military dictatorship and that of the triumvirate have proved extremely
enduring, but neither is an adequate description of the wartime regime.

'

The starting:position on the eve of war

When we endeavour to look at the Ottoman Empire’s regime in the comparative context of the
major European belligerents in the First World War, three really major differences stand out even
before we begin any detailed investigation. Like all belligerent countries with the exception of
the French Republic, the Ottoman Empire was a constitutional monarchy. The constitution of
1876 had never been fully rescinded, but it had been disregarded by the ‘old regime’ of Sultan
Abdilhamid II for 30 years between 1878 and 1908. It had been fully restored after the Young
Turk revolution of July 1908 and amended in a democratic sense in 1909. The powers of the sul-
tan to appoint ministers, to dissolve parliament and to intervene in military matters had been
much reduced or abolished. However, alone among the belligerent states, the Ottoman Empire
had undergone a coup d'état before the war. On 13 January 1913 members of the Young Turk
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) had stormed the building of the Sublime Porte while a
cabinet session was in progress, forced the Grand Vizier to resign at gunpoint, and installed a
cabinet they themselves dominated under the former army inspector and war minister Mahmud
Sevket Pasha. After his murder in June 1913, the Commlttee had appointed one of their own,
Said Halim Pasha, as his successor.
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