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In the final decades of the Ottoman Empire, Freemasonry was used as a medium for organizing political networks among Ottoman elites, including Christians, Jews, and Muslims. The permanent crisis that from the late nineteenth century on had placed the empire under a suffocating spell of nationalism and ethnic conflict would escalate during and after the catastrophic Balkan wars (1912-13). The outbreak of World War I saw the persecution of non-Turkish Ottoman civilians by the Young Turk dictatorship, as a result of which a million Armenians were destroyed and more than a million Greeks expelled. The triumph of nationalism destroyed the multi-ethnic Ottoman political and social order and replaced it by nation-states. Many explanations attributed the mass violence to a devious conspiracy between (crypto-) Jews, Freemasons, and Turks against Greeks and Armenians. I will argue that these pseudo-explanations are a product of two processes: one of competition between victim groups, and another of intellectual secularization.

