
ATATÜRK’S LEGACY
A Worldview in Historical Context

Nur Bilge Criss

REPUBLIC OF TURKEY
MINISTRY OF CULTURE AND TOURISM PUBLICATIONS



© Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism 
General Directorate of Libraries and Publications
3163

Handbook Series
4

ISBN: 978-975-17-3373-3

www.kulturturizm.gov.tr
e-posta:yayimlar@kulturturizm.gov.tr

Criss, Nur Bilge
      Atatürk’s legacy / Nur Bilge Criss.- 
Ankara: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2008.

       128 p.: col. ill.; 20 cm.- (Ministry of Culture and
Tourism Publications; 3163.Handbook Series of 
General Directorate of Libraries and Publications: 4)
      ISBN: 978-975-17-3373-3

      I. title. II. Series.
923.194335

Printed by
MRK

First Edition
Print run: 5000.

Printed in Ankara in 2008.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction 1. 

Salonica 2. 

A Brief International History of the Ottoman Empire 3. 

Mustafa Kemal, the Young Turk 4. 

The Great War? World War I 5. 

Interregnum: The Mudros Armistice and Turkey’s   6. 
 War of Independence (1918-1923)

 Politics 6.1. 

 Foreign Policy and Diplomatic Cadres (1919-1923) 6.2. 

Atatürk’s Diplomats 7. 

The President of Turkey, Chief Executive 8. 

The 1929 World Economic Crisis and Atatürk’s   9. 
 Foreign Policy, 1930-1938 

The Legacy 10. 

Select Bibliography 11. 

Note on Usage

Modern Turkish uses the Latin alphabet, modified to ensure that 
there is a separate letter for each main sound. The spelling thus aims 
at phonetic consistency. Consonants have more or less the same 
sound as in English, except that:

c  like j in English

ç  like ch in English

ğ	 	 the	“soft	g”.	Depending	on	the	adjoining	letters,		
	 	 this	is	dropped,	pronounced	like	y	in	English,	or	treated	a		
	 	 lengthening	the	preceding	vowel.

ı	 	 is	a	back,	close,	unrounded	vowel	which	does	not	exist	in		
	 	 English,	the	nearest	equivalent	being	the	phantom	vowel	in		
	 	 the	second	syllable	of	rhythm.

ö	 	 like	ö	in	German	or	eu	in	French	peur

ş	 	 like	sh	in	English

ü		 like	ü	in	German	or	u	in	French

7

10

15

26

35

45

45

55

67

95

103

113

125



- 4 -



- 5 -



- 6 -



- 7 -

ATATÜRK’S LEGACY: A WORLDVIEW IN 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Introduction

Victorious commander of the Gallipoli War (1915), 
national hero (1915- ), nation-builder (1923-1938), Field 
Marshal and Ghazi (1922), revolutionary (1922-1938), 
first president of the Republic of Turkey (1923-1938). 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938) was all of the above. 
But, who really was he? Which factors made him the kind 
of person he was? Was he the miracle worker as many 
people, foreign and Turkish, depicted him to be? Was he 
the “immortal Atatürk” of a crude psychoanalytical case 
study? Was he only a liberator, republican, and nationalist? 
If so, how is it possible to account for his cosmopolitan 
ways and worldview based on the three simple words that 
he constantly employed for the future of his country - to 
catch up with contemporary civilization (muasır	medeniyete	
erişmek)? Why did he capitalize on secularism and on the 
legal/political emancipation of women? In other words, how 
did this child of the empire grow to be the astute statesman/

Aviation
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diplomat that he was? Why, seventy years after his demise 

are his name, values, and worldviews still alive and a matter 

of debate and scholarship? Questions abound, answers 

vary. But one thing is clear. Atatürk’s legacy continues in 

the form of inspiration, hope, and courage for his people.

The questions posed above point to some essential 

points about Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s attributes. One is 

his universalism and humanistic value system. Of equal 

significance is the historical milieu in which he acquired these 

values. The last but not least important aspect of this essay is 

to reconstruct his foreign policy and diplomacy both in war 

and peace. This is not a topic that most scholars of Atatürk 

study. In fact, there are very few studies on Atatürk’s foreign 
policy and diplomacy, especially in the English language. 
The few that do exist include Roderic H. Davison, “From 
Mudros to Lausanne,” Dilek Barlas, Etatism	and	Diplomacy	
in	 Turkey,	 Economic	 and	 Foreign Policy	 Strategies	 in	 an	
Uncertain	World,	1929-1939, and Brock Millman, “Turkish 
Foreign and Strategic Policy, 1934-42.” Atatürk’s	 Legacy,	
A	Worldview	in	Historical	Context dwells on foreign policy 
and diplomacy because this area of international relations 
is the most civilized and universal, but not necessarily a 
peaceful aspect of human encounter, and, secondly, because 
it tells a lot about Atatürk’s universalism. 

Atatürk was a man of peace not just because he witnessed 
much misery and devastation that wars brought. He 
reiterated on many an occasion that war was murder unless 
it was fought for defensive purposes. But he also believed in 
the concept of a family of nations and insisted on Turkey 
being invited to become a member of the League of Nations 
in 1932. 

His statesmanship was not one of a novice, but of a 
well-studied form of art. Atatürk set out to develop the 
infrastructure of a very poor country, a Turkey that he 
inherited after ten years of incessant wars (1912-1922). He 
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turned into a role model as an environmentalist when he 
practically transformed Ankara, a dusty, infertile mountain 
town, into a verdant, well planned capital city, albeit planned 
for a population foreseen as 300,000 people at the time. 

Atatürk, further, was an entrepreneur in his own way. 
In May 1938, six months before his demise, he officially 
donated the following enterprises, which he personally 
owned, to the Treasury: four productive farms in Ankara, 
Tarsus, Yalova, and Dörtyol, as well as ten manufacturing 
plants and small factories. These produced beer, malt, 
ice, soda. In addition, there were a tannery, cast-iron and 
yoghurt plants, a winery, and a 40 percent share of a rice 
mill in Istanbul.

Atatürk sponsored the arts, including the Ankara 
conservatory in the financially bleak 1920s. He was 
responsible for establishing a major institution of higher 
education in Ankara, the University of Ankara. Although 
fiercely nationalistic when it came to upholding Turkey’s 
prestige and progress, Atatürk never displayed xenophobia. 
He welcomed and employed foreigners such as German 
and Italian architects, Italian sculptors, American educators, 
and German scientists and academicians who took refuge in 
Turkey from Nazi persecution in the mid-1930s, as well as 
artists, dramaturgists, and experts on musicology.

Although he never forgot the past or proximate history, 
Atatürk looked to the future in at least three ways. In the 
first place, he buried former enmities between Greece 
and Turkey and between Great Britain and Turkey. These 
attitudes resonated on foreign policy issues as rapprochement 
with Greece in the 1930s, albeit under the shadow of fascist 
Italy’s verbal threats on the Balkans and Anatolia. Another 
rapprochement was to come with Britain over the contested 
Mosul issue, a territory that the League of Nations decided 
would remain with Iraq-under-British-mandate in 1926.
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Secondly, Atatürk enhanced ties with the U.S.A. through 
his interest in aviation, which was a futuristic issue. He was 
attracted to technology transfer, as well as determined to 
bypass Italian and French overtures for developing Turkey’s 
aviation sector, which was obviously about getting Turkey 
to open up its airspace to reach potential or actual colonies 
in the Near East. Just like a piano tuner, Atatürk fine-tuned 
Turkey’s foreign policy to seek a balance in Euro-Atlantic 
relations. This legacy continues undetected. And, finally 
Atatürk was fascinated with filmmaking, again a futuristic 
issue. He thought that cinema would naturally cause the 
peoples of the world to get to know each other, enhance 
human empathy, and become a vehicle for world peace.

Historical context formed Mustafa Kemal’s weltanschauung. 
Historical context is of particular importance, because as a 
person who read history avidly, and given the turbulent times 
in which he lived, Mustafa Kemal’s political socialization 
developed within trying parameters. Since worldviews 
and values do not develop in a vacuum, one may begin by 
looking at the space that he was born into and where he 
received schooling in his formative years.

Salonica

Born in Salonica, Macedonia in 1881, young Mustafa 
grew up in this major metropolis. Although he was from 
the Muslim quarter of the city, it was impossible for a bright 
and inquisitive youth not to imbibe the cosmopolitanism 
and worldliness of this urban center. The American historian 
Mark Mazower’s recent book, Salonica,	 City	 of Ghosts,	
Christians,	 Muslims	 and	 Jews,	 1430-1950	 introduces the 
city as follows:

Under the rule of the Ottoman sultans, one of the most 
extraordinary and diverse societies in Europe lived for five 
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centuries amid its minarets and cypresses on the shore of the 
Aegean, alongside its Roman ruins and Byzantine monasteries. 
Egyptian merchants and Ukrainian slaves, Spanish-speaking 
rabbis – refugees from the Iberian Inquisition – and Turkish 
pashas rubbed shoulders with Orthodox shopkeepers, 
Sufi dervishes and Albanian brigands. Creeds clashed and 
mingled in an atmosphere of shared piety and messianic 
mysticism.

The multicultural fabric of Salonica bred urbane people, 
and Mustafa Kemal was one of them. By the time young 
Mustafa was ready for schooling, he was sent to a private-
secular primary school upon his father’s insistence, and was 
bestowed the name Kemal by his mathematics teacher whose 
name was also Mustafa. 

Education was rapidly becoming modernized and worldly 
all over the Ottoman Empire, and Salonica was not an 
exception. His education was along secular lines; and then 
his discovery of the city’s cultural activities and vivacious 
night life in later years must have contributed to make 
Mustafa Kemal a worldly person. He was unconventional 
by nature and rebellious by the standards of his time, but 

The	house	where	Atatürk	was	born
(Yadigâr-ı	Selânik,	Editör	Seyfettin	Ünlü,	
T.C.	Kültür	ve	Turizm	Bakanlığı	Yayınları,	2006)
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he turned out to be a rebel with a cause given the military, 
political, diplomatic, and social conjunctures. Mustafa Kemal 
attended a military preparatory college in Macedonia, and 
the War Academy in Istanbul, yet another cosmopolitan 
city, the empire’s capital. In 1905, he graduated from the 
academy with the rank of staff captain.

In 1912, he volunteered to go to Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica (Libya), along with other Ottoman officers, to 
fight against the Italian invaders. After having completed its 
national unification in 1870-1871, Italy desired to become 
a great power and began looking for colonies. Almost all 
of North Africa had already been colonized or turned into 
protectorates by the late nineteenth century, so the Ottoman 
province of Libya was the only and the closest one left that 
Italy coveted. 

The timing at the end of 1911 was opportune for Rome. 
Germany had asked for an early renewal of the Triple 
Alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy). Therefore, 
the Italians calculated that no objection would come to their 
aggression from that quarter. Germany needed to keep Italy 
as an ally.

The Italians occupied the shoreline, but they were to 

A	view	from	Thessaloniki

(Yadigâr-ı	Selânik,	Editör	Seyfettin	Ünlü,	

T.C.	Kültür	ve	Turizm	Bakanlığı	Yayınları,	2006)
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encounter serious resistance from the inland, whose tribes 
were being organized and led by seasoned Ottoman officers, 
including Staff Major Mustafa Kemal. Having occupied the 
Dodecanese islands to pressure Istanbul into an agreement, 
the Italians threatened to shell the Gallipoli fortifications. 
Concomitantly, small Balkan states, Greece, Bulgaria, 
Serbia, and Montenegro formed a coalition (for the first and 
last time in their history) and attacked the Ottomans. The 
empire signed an agreement with Italy in haste, and turned 
to the Balkans. 

The Balkan War of 1912 was a total disaster for the 
Ottomans, who fought on five different fronts, which 
was a logistically impossible situation. Salonica fell to the 
Greeks just before the Bulgarian army managed to arrive 
there. Muslim refugees from all over the Balkans, among 
them Mustafa Kemal’s mother, sister, and cousin, poured 
into Istanbul. All of the belligerents suffered more from 
typhus than they did from actual fighting. Since Ottoman 
war plans did not include orderly retreat, and were based on 
offensive as opposed to defensive war, the end turned into 
chaotic retreat. (See, Edward Ericson. Defeat	in	Detail). The 
Bulgarian army came within sixty miles of Istanbul, but it 
also was decimated by typhus and did not have the energy 
to pursue its task of trying to occupy the capital.  

Mustafa Kemal had returned to Istanbul from Libya just at 
that point in time. One of his close childhood friends from 
Salonica, and later aide-de-camp Salih Bey (Bozok, 1881-
1941), described their meeting at a popular coffee house. 
Accordingly, Mustafa Kemal asked, with tears in his eyes, 
“How could you leave Salonica, that beautiful city of ours? 
Why did you hand it over to the enemy and come here?” 
(See, Salih Bozok. Yaveri	 Atatürk’ü	 Anlatıyor). Salih Bey 
knew enough not to take these words as insult, but as an 
expression of deep sorrow. After settling his family in an 
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apartment in Istanbul, Mustafa Kemal was shortly appointed 
military attaché to Sofia, Bulgaria. His beloved Salonica was 
gone forever, and there were many more threats looming in 
Europe. A brief history of the Ottoman Empire into which 
Mustafa Kemal was born may be in order.

Atatürk	on	his	yacht,	Savarona
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A Brief International History of the Ottoman 
Empire

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman 
Empire was an isolated state. It was militarily and 
diplomatically isolated, which was a very dangerous situation, 
especially when European imperialism and rivalries were on 
a course of potential collision. The Ottomans had neither 
felt the need for a foreign policy establishment nor to send 
resident ambassadors abroad until the 1830s. The sultans 
sent envoys abroad on occasion to deliver gifts or to conclude 
treaties, while European states had resident representatives 
in Istanbul. This suited Ottoman foreign policy during the 
heyday of the empire in the 16th century. 

However, state systems, international law (European public 
law), as well as a system in regulating international relations 
were beginning to emerge from the Congress of Westphalia 
in 1648 during the aftermath of the Thirty Years’ War in 
Europe (1618-1648). Concepts in international affairs such 
as raison d’état, balance of power, and rules for exploitation 
of the world’s resources were entrenching. The Ottomans 
remained outside this system although the empire was a 
southeastern European polity. There is no question that 
the Ottoman Empire was born in the Balkans as an empire 
and died there, still in the periphery of the international 
system.

From its inception, the empire had been very active in 
European politics. As an actor in the practice of raison d’état, 
it was an ally sought after by Queen Elizabeth I (r. 1558-
1603) against the Spanish threat to England. In the 17th 
century, France made common cause with the Ottomans 
against the Habsburg Empire, although both Paris and 
Vienna represented Catholic realms. Istanbul contributed 
to the growth of mercantilism and capitalism by extending 
capitulations (trade and extraterritorial legal privileges) to 
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foreign countries and Levant companies. (See, Halil İnalcık. 
Turkey	and	Europe	in History). 

Extending capitulatory privileges was not problematic 
when the empire was strong. In fact, this practice was a 
very old one in the relations between Muslim and Christian 
states. In case of conflict of interest or crime committed, 
a foreigner was subject to his own country’s law which is 
the case of extraterritoriality. These privileges were given 
to select non-Muslim countries in the form of treaties to 
gain potential allies, ensure income to the treasury, and to 
regulate foreign trade. Bernard Lewis wrote,

The modern connotation of this term is capitulations in 
the sense of “surrender,” and the capitulations are seen 
as an example of unequal treaties imposed by stronger on 
weaker powers during the imperial expansion of Europe. 
The origin of the Middle Eastern capitulations is, however, 
quite different. The term had nothing to do with surrender, 
but derives from the Latin capitula, referring to the chapter 
headings into which the texts of these agreements were 
divided. (See, Bernard Lewis. The	 Political Language	 of	
Islam).

 As of the 1740s, though, capitulations began to be a burden 
on the Ottoman Empire. During a two-front war with the 
Habsburgs and Romanovs, the Ottomans asked for French 
mediation to end the war. In turn, the Ottomans had to pay a 
heavy price, which later became disastrous, because it paved 
the way towards economic and political bondage. There was 
to be no unilateral change or abrogation of the capitulations 
from then on. Moreover, every time new capitulations were 
extended to another country, usually after losing a war, this 
rule carried over. Later, abrogation of the capitulations was 
to become a major drive to join World War I (1914-1918).

Ottoman foreign policy was formulated in the Grand 
Vizier’s office in the 17th century through an undersecretary, 
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Reis-ül	Küttab, who actually was managing director of the 
bureaucracy. Only by the 19th century did this office become 
an institution unto itself as the Umur-u	Hariciye	Nezareti. 
Ambassadorial appointments followed as of 1836 when at 
long last diplomatic reciprocity began. But the Ottomans 
were still not part of the European state system, and by the 
19th century, they began to perceive the threats that military, 
diplomatic, political, and systemic isolation would bring to 
them.

The Porte (the seat of government, Bâb-ı	Âli) was, once 
again, absent from the Vienna Congress of 1815 which 
followed after Napoleon Bonaparte’s (r. 1799-1814) upset 
of the European continent. New rules of international 
relations were being formulated at the Vienna Congress, 
where the powers elaborated on the Westphalian system. As 
the historian Cevdet Pasha noted, during the Congress, the 
French Foreign Minister, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-
Périgord (1754-1838) raised the issue of an agreement 
among the European Great Powers about a joint guarantee 
for the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, an issue 
present in the instructions sent to the French delegation 
at the Congress. (See, Emine Çaykara. Tarihçilerin	Kutbu-
Halil	 İnalcık	 Kitabı). Talleyrand was not the only one. 
Other sources corroborate that Vienna and London were 
also supportive of the policy that the Ottoman Empire 
should be included in the general treaty guaranteeing the 
status quo in Europe. The Chancellor of Austria, Prince 
Clement von Metternich (1773-1859), had suggested the 
same policy in 1814, but it remained null and void, because 
the Russian Tsar, Alexander I (r. 1801-1825) would agree 
to the proposition only if territorial adjustments were made 
in the Ottoman realm in Russia’s favor. The Porte brought 
up the issue of guarantee again during the Russo-Ottoman 
war of 1828-1829, but nothing came from this démarche 
either.
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So, why did the European statesmen of the early European 
Concert initiate the idea of including the Ottomans to the 
system? The major reason was the Eastern Question, and 
the second Prince Metternich’s policies, which controlled 
the Congress system until the revolutions of 1848. In the 
latter half of the 18th century, the Eastern Question was 
born over the fate of Poland. That country was partitioned 
between its powerful neighbors, Russia, Austria, and Prussia; 
whereby as of 1795 Poland did not exist as a sovereign 
state. In 1878, when Albert Sorel published a book on the 
Eastern Question, Le	Question d’Orient	au	XVIIIe	siècle,	the 
Ottoman Empire was also included in the question, since 
Poland and the empire had been subjects of the same debate 
before. The Ottoman statesmen were determined to avoid 
the fate that befell Poland. Consequently, the major portion 
of Ottoman foreign policy focused on trying to become 
part of the European state system. Only then could Istanbul 
secure a guarantee concerning its territorial integrity and 
also be included in the European balance of power system. 
Poland had not been part of the international system, and 
had been partitioned to uphold the principle of the balance 
of power between the Great Powers. (See, M.S.Anderson. 
The	Eastern	Question	1774-1923;	a	Study	in	International	
Relations). 

At first, there was good reason for the European statesmen 
to lend support to the Ottoman Empire. The Great Powers 
knew that there would have to be a European war if the 
Ottoman Empire collapsed or disintegrated, because each of 
them would desire to get as much of the spoils as possible. 
Meanwhile, they also wanted to keep Russian influence 
or any potential Russian gains away from the Ottoman 
Empire. Further, Greek and Serbian nationalistic rebellions 
against the Ottomans also convinced Metternich to extend 
support to the empire. Metternich was against rebellions for 
fear that they would prove exemplary to the multinational 
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Habsburg Empire. He wanted to prevent Russian influence 
and power in the Balkans. Consequently, he did not want 
the international system in Europe to be upset simply 
because Russia would take advantage of Ottoman weakness. 
He put a lot of pressure on Russia not to support the rebels. 
Metternich had Alexander Ypsilanti, the leader of the Greek 
rebellion in 1821, arrested and imprisoned when Ypsilanti 
chose to take refuge in Austrian territory, after he had been 
defeated by the Ottomans. But, European support of the 
empire would not last.

A very different leadership profile emerged in post-1848 
Europe. While the former leaders upheld the general 
interests of Europe, the new leaders held national interests 
above and beyond any other concern. Another very 
ambitious Bonaparte, Louis Napoleon (r. 1848-1870) was 
determined to reverse the Congress system, which had been 
established to contain French expansionism. The Vienna 
Treaty had stipulated that another Bonaparte was never to 
ascend as ruler of France. But, Louis Napoleon did and in a 
very short time he was elected emperor in a referendum by 
the French people who yearned for the glorious days of the 
French Empire under Napoleon Bonaparte I. By 1853, Louis 

Atatürk
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Napoleon managed to embroil the Ottomans and Russians 
in the Crimean War (1853-1856). France, Great Britain, and 
Sardinia-Piedmont joined the war as allies of the Ottoman 
Empire. Russia lost the war, but this experience caused St. 
Petersburg to begin organizational reform in the military 
and bureaucracy. The war had exposed rampant corruption 
in these sectors.

The Treaty of Paris of 1856 had admitted the Ottoman 
Empire into the European Concert. Âli Pasha (1814-1871), 
the Ottoman grand vizier, drafted a treaty article which aimed 
at inclusion in the Concert under equal terms with the other 
powers. Article VII of the treaty accorded that the powers 
respected the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire 
and guaranteed the strict observance of that commitment. 
Article VII of the Treaty of Paris read,

Her Majesty the Queen of the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Ireland, His Majesty the Emperor of Austria, 
His Majesty the Emperor of the French, His Majesty the 
King of Prussia, His Majesty the Emperor of all the Russias, 
and his Majesty the King of Sardinia, declare the Sublime 
Porte admitted to participate in the advantages of the 
public law and system (concert) of Europe. Their majesties 

President	addressing	the	parliament
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engage, each on his part, to respect the independence and 
territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire; guarantee in 
common the strict observance of that engagement; and will, 
in consequence, consider any act tending to its violation as a 
question of general interest. (In J. C. Hurewitz. The	Middle 
East	and	Africa	in	World	Politics,	A	Documentary	Record).

 However, there was no reference to Ottoman participation 
in the general balance of power. In the 19th century, the 
balance was based on four rules: the balance must be 
composed of three or more great powers; a single power 
should not be permitted to dominate; no power should 
be too weakened compared to others; and if one power 
made significant territorial gains, the others should also be 
compensated. Therefore, in order to avoid what became of 
Poland, Âli Pasha desired that the Ottoman state partake 
of this concept, which would yet be the most serious 
guarantee. The Great Powers ignored this point. Never 
the less, the treaty acknowledged that the empire was now 
a party to European international law. In an ironic sense, 
the treaty facilitated European intervention in Ottoman 
affairs. This aggravated Istanbul’s relations with the already 
restive millets,	Ottoman communities defined by religious 
affiliation. 

Also in 1856 the Tanzimat (reform) era began when sultan 
Abdülmecit (r. 1839-1861) publicly addressed a Hatt-ı	
Hümayun (imperial edict) to his grand vizier, Âli Pasha, 
which stipulated organizational reform in the empire.

In the years from 1856 to 1876 the Tanzimat statesmen 
worked not only at the traditional task of rooting out 
administrative abuses, but also at the job of adapting 
western ideas which laid the basis for representative 
government and the ultimate secularization of government. 
They spoke of the equality of subjects and tried to create 
something of a concept of common citizenship (Osmanlılık, 
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or Ottomanism), initiated the rudiments of a representative 
system in provincial and national councils, and finally put 
together in 1876 the first written constitution in Ottoman 
history. (See, Roderic H. Davison. Reform	in	the Ottoman	
Empire,	1856-1876).

During the Tanzimat era, Turks found the seeds of their 
own nationalism through the patriotic writings of the New 
Ottomans (Yeni	 Osmanlılar), rising patriotic reaction to 
European intervention, and the exclusionist treatment 
of their empire by Europe. Even the Tanzimat statesmen, 
Mustafa Reşit (1799-1857), Mehmet Emin Âli, and 
Mithat (1822-1884) Pashas believed in a Turkish-colored 
Ottomanism.

Tanzimat was a significant beginning for reforms in 
administration, law, and education, which carried on 
through Abdülhamit II’s reign (1876-1909) into the Young 
Turk period (1908-1918), and the era of the Republic 
(1923- ). Reforms, further, caused a change in mentality and 
attitudes, the most important of which were emphasizing 
individual liberties, government by representation and 
consultation, public opinion, territorial sovereignty instead 
of sovereignty of the monarch. Abdülhamit was to suspend 
the constitution in 1878, but he would never be able to 
erase the new mentality despite censorship and suppression. 
The constitution remained a symbol for the people to rally 
around during the 1908 coup de main.

In less than twenty years after the Paris peace treaty, Europe 
would only watch the Russian armies decimate the Ottomans 
in the 1877-1878 War. Although Russian ambitions in the 
Balkans, such as building a great Bulgaria was curtailed at the 
Berlin Congress of 1878, Serbia, Romania and Montenegro 
became independent, and Bulgaria autonomous. The 
Ottomans fervently held on to Macedonia, a territory which 
the Greeks and Bulgarians not only contested between each 
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other, but also with the empire. Eighteen-seventy-eight 
was a turning point for the Ottomans. The young sultan, 
Abdülhamit suspended the first constitution of the empire 
and began exercising his autocratic rule, which, in turn, 
created political opposition to himself by the Young Turks. 

In 1881, Britain militarily occupied Egypt, which was still 
under Ottoman rule, however nominal. Britain had acquired 
the administration of Cyprus in 1878, shortly before the 
Berlin Congress with the promise that it would protect the 
empire from potential Russian aggression. In fact, Britain 
now secured its route to India through the Mediterranean 
and the Suez Canal which was of utmost importance to 
British policy. London was not as interested in Ottoman 
security as it had been previously. 

A significant change came over Ottoman foreign policy 
in terms of switching reliance on Britain for protection to 
that of Wilhemine Germany. Kaiser Wilhelm II (r. 1881-
1918) seemed to Abdülhamit the only promising ruler 
with whom to cultivate relations. The exclusivist policies 
of other European powers, their open aggression, blatant 
imperialism and colonialism did not leave much room to 
maneuver in international relations. Kaiser’s Germany was 
not less imperialistic, but Wilhelm was speaking in terms 
of “peaceful penetration” rather than colonization through 
war. This was better than being totally isolated. Mustafa 
Kemal was born into these trying political and diplomatic 
circumstances. 

Atatürk	addressing	the	people
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Mustafa Kemal, the Young Turk

In the beginning and as a member of the Committee for 
Union and Progress (CUP), Mustafa Kemal also rallied 
around the restoration of the constitutional regime. After 
an interregnum from 1908 to 1913, Enver Bey, one of the 
leading persona of the 1908 constitutional coup de main, 
forced himself onto the regime with a coup d’ètat, forced 
his superiors into granting him a premature promotion as 
general, and eventually assumed the post of War Minister. 

Although people viewed the presence of military officers 
in the CUP as a given during 1908, a serious debate within 
the committee took place by 1911 as to whether the 
military should indulge in politics through membership 
in the committee. The civilian faction of the CUP, among 
them Talat Bey (later, Pasha, an honorary title bestowed 
upon him because he was a civilian, 1874-1921), however, 
thought that removal of the military members from the CUP 
would be a disaster. It would result in the termination of the 
committee. (See, Naim Turfan. Rise	of the	Young	Turks). 

Staff Captain Mustafa Kemal lent support to the argument 
that the military should remain outside of politics. 

Mustafa	Kemal	decorated	for	valor
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Partisanship among the military, between supporters of the 
ancien	regime,	liberals, conservatives, moderates, and power 
seekers led to a series of coup attempts and assassinations – 
as well as mismanagement during the Balkan war. It was not 
only the typhus epidemic that caused the Balkan disaster, 
but the partisanship of the commanding officers in 1912 
left no room for solidarity in carrying out operational plans. 
Consequently, the Bulgarian army almost entered Istanbul. 
But, by a twist of luck for the Turks, the Bulgarian forces 
also suffered from typhus, and were so exhausted that 
they laid down their arms at sixty miles from the Ottoman 
capital, and retreated. 

The CUP arranged for a congress in 1911 to resolve the 
debate on politics and military involvement. The CUP tried 
to prevent Mustafa Kemal from attending the congress. But, 
he attended anyway, and fiercely defended his views. The 
congress resolved that the military cease relations with the 
CUP. Its leadership was far from satisfied. 

An assassination attempt on Mustafa Kemal followed. 
Actually it is not clear whether there was only one or two 
attempts on his life, because according to Salih Bozok, his 
friend and aide-de-camp, a CUP militant took a shot at 
Mustafa Kemal. Bozok’s discourse may be metaphorical, 
because the CUP fedayeen rarely missed a shot. According 
to another version, the inner circle of the committee 
asked for a volunteer to eliminate him. Halil Pasha (Kut, 
1881-1957), Enver Pasha’s uncle (though the same age), 
volunteered. However, Halil Pasha was determined not to 
carry out the obligation, and he did not. This “mishap” had 
to be overlooked, because Halil Pasha was a close relative 
of Enver. Scholars who write about Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 
usually refer to the personal rivalry between him and Enver 
Pasha, and compare behaviors. Without belittling the 
personal, professional, and political rivalries between the 
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two, assassination attempt(s) must also have contributed to 
Mustafa Kemal’s extreme suspicion of and caution towards 
the CUP elements. It is very likely that he knew of the 
attempt on his life, because Halil Pasha, who respected him 
much, plausibly made sure that he was informed. From then 
on, Mustafa Kemal would assume a separate Young Turk 
identity from that of the CUP. One of his recent biographers, 
Andrew Mango wrote,

Atatürk said, “Freedom and independence are in my 
nature.” He was a born leader, open to new ideas, sure of 
his judgment, and jealous of his standing…His scholastic 
record bears witness to his intelligence and his ability and 
readiness to work hard. His was a practical intelligence. Sir 
Percy Lorraine, who was appointed British ambassador in 
Ankara in 1934, noted “Atatürk’s capacity to sift instantly 
the unessential from the essential and to discard the former 
as automatically as a separator divides the milk from the 
cream.” Atatürk was ambitious from an early age – for 
himself, his country, and his people – seeing no distinction 
among these objects of ambition. (See, Andrew Mango. 
“Atatürk, Founding Father, Realist and Visionary”).

As a serious reader of history, Mustafa Kemal had become 
familiar with political liberalism, which at the beginning of 
the 20th century meant constitutional monarchy or in its 
radical form, republicanism. He learned French as a cadet, 
and read about the French revolution and republicanism. 
He read the patriotic writer, poet, and playwright Namık 
Kemal (1840-1888) enthusiastically. And of the available 
philosophies of the times, positivism à l’Auguste Comte 
found reception among the modernist officers, as well as 
Mustafa Kemal, as the most promising line of political 
thought.

These [positivist views] posited the existence of a single 
universal civilization which embodied the knowledge 



- 29 -

accumulated in the history of mankind and which moved 
forward through the acquisition of new knowledge in 
“positive sciences.” Along with most contemporary 
progressives, Atatürk believed in the supremacy of human 
reason. His ideology was universalistic, humanist, and 
scientific. He shared the prevalent belief that independent 
nation states were the building blocks of modern humanity. 
(See, Mango).

Political acculturation through French writings was one 
dimension, but one should also consider the German model 
of modernization and its influence on Turkish modernizers, 
from the Abdülhamit era, through the Young Turk period, 
well into the Republic of Turkey. Modernization in the 
empire began with the adoption of Prussian military 
science, methods and military goals and civilian education 
complemented the German effect. Consequently, Turkish 
modernists, including Mustafa Kemal were exposed to 
German methodological and cultural influences.

The German influence in the empire/Turkey was not 
confined to military, diplomatic, and economic relations. 
Kaiser Wilhelm’s policy of “peaceful penetration” also had 
a significant dimension: cultural penetration – a dimension 
which we currently call “soft power.” Agents of this soft 
power were Turkish students, technical apprentices, officers, 
and Ottoman intellectuals, who often visited Germany for 
education and training. The German colony in the empire 
also served as agents of influence. This colony was composed 
of businessmen, engineers, academicians, officers, and 
teachers. 

One of the basic structural/institutional problems that both 
the reformists (Tanzimat statesmen and the Young Turks) 
and revolutionaries (Mustafa Kemal) encountered was in 
the realm of education. In traditional societies, compulsory 
education is non-existent, and education consists of 
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religiously-oriented texts. Therefore, religious communities 
organize and dominate education. In modern societies, 
however, the state enforces compulsory education and 
supervises it. Under these circumstances, the rate of literacy 
increases, and more importantly education itself becomes 
professionalized to meet the needs of the state. When the 
objective – meeting the needs of the state - is combined 
with duty and devotion to the country, compatibility 
between German and Turkish approaches to education 
and governance become obvious. The Prussian and later 
German attitude towards service to the state had its roots 
in the Pietist movement that coincided with Frederick the 
Great’s rule (r.1772-1786). Pietism, which emphasized 
devotion and service to God, was amalgamated with 
devotion and service to the state. State-centered views of the 
Young Turks, combined with recently discovered Turkish 
nationalism in the 19th century were compatible with the 
German understanding.

After 1908, politicians and intellectuals began to further 
emphasize what it meant to be a Turk, and the latter focused 
on writing Ottoman-Turkish histories. Major ideologues of 
the CUP such as Ziya Gökalp (1876-1924) and Mehmet 
Fuat Köprülü (1890-1966) established a literary circle 
under the banner of Young Penmen (Genç	Kalemler). Their 
objective was to cleanse the Turkish language of Arabic and 
Persian loanwords and literary forms in order to create a 
new literature based solely upon national culture. The same 
trends were to continue in the Republic.

The CUP totally abandoned liberalism and adopted Turkish 
nationalism, especially by the end of the Balkan wars (1912-
1913). They made common cause with the Germans in 
promoting nationalism. The CUP’s priority was army reform 
and they benefited from German technological know-how. 
Although German commanders dominated operational 
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issues, Young Turk officers remained in decision-making 
cadres. German economic aid, investments in infrastructure, 
and reform in the education system were the other areas of 
cooperation.

Recent studies in German military and diplomatic archives 
reveal that the Reich actually wanted to transform Turkey 
into a protectorate like Britain vis-à-vis Egypt. Turkey was 
supposed to become Germany’s Egypt. None the less, when 
World War I came, during and after the Gallipoli campaign of 
1915, Mustafa Kemal kept on criticizing the CUP for having 
left positions of command to German officers. This may 

Atatürk	in	the	Libyan	front
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not have been damaging during peace time military games 
and maneuvers, but it was not a sound situation during real 
war. However, even under those circumstances, Mustafa 
Kemal distinguished himself and gained heroic reputation 
during the Gallipoli campaign of 1915 by winning one of 
two battles during the entire war; the other battle was won 
by none other than Halil Pasha at Kut-al Amara in 1917. 
Hence, he adopted the last name Kut in 1934.
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The Great War? World War I

There was nothing great about this war except for the 
great losses in manpower, material, and great misery. We 
would perhaps not even call it World War I if it were not for 
World War II. World War I is still a fertile subject of debate 
among historians, especially when more documentation 
comes into light in various countries. The main question of 
concern here is why the CUP leaders practically forced their 
way into this war. 

After the Balkan disaster, no Great Power wished to 
form an alliance with the Ottomans. Not only were they 
ambivalent towards the CUP, they thought that Ottomans 
would be a military liability rather than an asset. Having 
fashioned their foreign policy after that of Abdülhamit (there 
was no other choice), the Young Turks were also ambivalent 
about with whom they allied, as long as they were allied. 
They indiscriminately approached the British, French, and 
Germans. The CUP was determined not to remain isolated 
following the experiences of the Italian and Balkan wars.

Throughout July 1914, the Unionist Minister of War, 
Enver Pasha and Minister of the Interior Talat Pasha tried 
hard to convince Berlin to sign an alliance, but were refused. 
The Germans wanted to keep the empire as a sphere of 
influence, but not go further than that. Upon continuous 
insistence of the CUP, the General Staff in Berlin asked 
what meaningful contribution the Turks could make to the 
German war effort. Then suddenly on August 1, the German 
Ambassador to Istanbul, Baron Hans von Wangenheim 
(1859-1915) signed an alliance. Why? 

 Many years later, German diplomatic records revealed 
that Enver and Talat Pashas misled the Germans into signing 
an alliance. The British had earlier built two state of the 
art dreadnaughts for Istanbul, Sultan	Osman	I and Reşadiye, 
which had been paid for largely by donations from the people. 
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However, in summer 1914 the British Admiralty seized the 
cruisers just as they were ready for delivery. The Germans 
did not know about this episode. The CUP leaders offered 
to turn over the dreadnaught Sultan	Osman to Germany as a 
“meaningful contribution.” This incentive, plausibly among 
others, made the Germans change their minds (See, David 
Fromkin. A Peace	 to	End	All	Peace). The sudden German 
change of mind also reflected Berlin’s overall policy towards 
the Near East. It is plausible that CUP leaders’ insistence 
on a military alliance inspired the German policy makers 
to induce a “call for jihad” through the Ottoman sultan, 
theoretically the caliph of all Muslims. If this had worked 
out, Muslims in British and French colonies would be taking 
up arms against their colonial masters. However, it was not 
meant to be, despite all the intelligence work that went 
into the project from Berlin. But, why did the CUP leaders 
resort to this deception? Were they so suicidal as to bring a 
pre-industrial country to fight with the industrial giants of 
the time? Was their trust in Germany so absolute that they 
thought the Central powers would win the war?

In the first place, the CUP leaders, like everybody else thought 
that this would be a short war. The “boys” were expected 
to be home by Christmas 1914 in the United Kingdom as 
well. Moreover, they were impressed with German military 
power. However, a major reason for joining the war was to 
get rid of the capitulations. War presented an opportunity to 
abrogate them. Throughout the 19th century, the Ottomans 
were rebuffed every time they wanted to change the 
stipulations of the capitulations diplomatically. The German 
alliance would not have brought the empire physically into 
war, except that the price of Turkish assistance on the side 
of the Central Powers was their consent to the abrogation 
of the capitulations. Consequently, however late in coming, 
Germany honored its commitment on 11 January 1917, 
followed by Austria on 12 March 1918. Bolshevik Russia 
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was to repudiate the Ottoman capitulations in the Treaty of 
Friendship and Neutrality signed with the Government of 
the Grand National Assembly in Ankara, in 1921. There is 
more evidence coming into light that the capitulations were 
one of the main, if not the major reason for joining the war. 
In October 1914, an American missionary observed that 
the Turks were arguing among themselves whether this was 
not the opportune time to free themselves from the burden 
of the capitulations which had become an imposition and 
were suffocating the empire. As soon as they joined the 
war, CUP leaders announced the unilateral abrogation of 
the capitulations. This was relatively easy to do because all 
diplomatic relations had been cut off with the Allied camp. 
But, Germany did not fare much better.

During the next four years, the İttihad	ve	Terakki [CUP] 
regime displayed great skill and determination in keeping the 
Reich from expanding its economic and financial influence 
in the Sultan’s realm – a task made easier by considerable 
disarray in the German camp. Most German firms, including 
the Anatolian and Baghdad Railway Companies, gained 
little or nothing from the war time partnership, and Berlin’s 
efforts to have French, British and other enemy assets in 
the Ottoman Empire liquidated for the benefit of German 
capitalist groups likewise ended in failure. (See, Ulrich 
Trumpener. “Suez, Baku, Gallipoli: The Military Dimension 
of the German Ottoman Coalition, 1914-1918”).

Although the CUP was criticized severely for having made 
the “wrong” choice in war by allying with the Germans, this 
is an afterthought. The Central Powers had their difficulties, 
but were doing better than their adversaries, especially by 
the end of 1917. Even a rudimentary glance at Russia will 
support this contention. When the Russian Tsar, Nicholas 
II (r.1894-1917) was forced to abdicate in March 1917, 
a provisional government came to rule. Leaders of the 
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provisional government, Prince George Lvov, Alexander 
Kerensky, and their colleagues made the fatal decision to 
continue fighting, despite the dire situation at war, starvation 
at home as well as revolutionary foment. It was precisely at 
this point that Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (Lenin, 1870-1924) 
decided to return to Russia from exile in Zurich, Switzerland. 
The Germans readily helped smuggle Lenin and other 
Bolsheviks into Russia through the Finland station. The St. 
Petersburg Soviet hastened to make common cause with the 
Bolsheviks to bring about the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 
whereby the new government, represented by collective 
leadership, unilaterally pulled Russia out of war. Now, the 
Germans were ready to direct all their forces to the western 
front. 

The situation looked somewhat favorable to Germany 
and its allies. England had only enough staples in store to 
keep the country from starvation until November 1917. 
Both London and Berlin had employed embargos on each 
other regarding non-contraband items. But, two incidents 
turned the tables around. The Germans managed to bring 
the U.S.A. into the war through total miscalculation. 

 Submarine warfare which Berlin employed in the Atlantic 
Ocean had subsided after the civilian ship Lusitania was 
sank in 1915, and a significant number of American citizens 
perished. Washington urged Berlin to stop the submarine 
warfare. But, in 1917 the German General Staff decided 
to resume submarine warfare. Secondly, the new German 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Arthur Zimmerman owed 
his position to the General Staff and went along with this 
policy. 

Another problem was that Zimmerman thought of himself 
as an expert on the U.S.A. after having visited the country 
only once in his lifetime. He calculated that the U.S.A. would 
never dare declare war on Germany because there were 
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millions of German-Americans, and their votes counted. 
Secondly, the U.S.A. did not have a standing army, but only 
a small navy. Never the less, in order to preempt a potential 
American involvement on the side of the Allies, Zimmerman 
sent a long telegram to Germany’s ambassador in Mexico, 
ordering him to convince the Mexicans to go to war against 
the U.S.A. with the promise of restoring former Mexican 
territories of Arizona, New Mexico and southern California 
to Mexico. This telegram had been intercepted and read by 
the British authorities, who thought that the time to share the 
telegram with the Americans had come. The major reason 

Atatürk	with	the		Soviet	Envoy	Aralov
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they kept it back from Washington was so as not to reveal 
to the Germans that London had broken German codes. 
Once the news hit American newspapers, Zimmerman held 
a press conference, and to everyone’s surprise verified that 
he was the author of this telegram. Now the U.S.A. had 
every reason to join the war. Washington organized quickly. 
Mass production of peacetime materials was turned into 
mass production of war matériel. Landing fresh manpower 
in war weary Europe and sending battleships to the north 
Atlantic coast of Europe sealed the fate of World War I. (See, 
Barbara Tuchman. The	Zimmerman	Telegram). Therefore, 
criticizing the CUP for having chosen the “wrong” side is 
neither historically valid nor is it fair. 

The CUP committed many errors as it were. In 1915, the 
CUP government opened a front in the Caucasus against 
Russia late in the fall season. They hastily moved troops 
from the Palestine front to the Caucasus without proper 
provisions. Logistical support to the troops in the front was 
either too late in coming, or was consistently intercepted by 
Armenian militia who were in open revolt against the empire 
amidst war. The Ottoman General Staff decided to forcibly 
relocate the Armenian population that resided along the 
only railroad available. What began as a military contingency 
turned out to be a tragedy, with the ensuing massacre of 
Armenians as reprisal or just for the sake of maraud by local 
tribes, as well deaths due to starvation and disease. The other 
side of the tragedy was that close to 60,000 Turkish soldiers 
starved or froze to death in Sarıkamış, north of Erzurum, in 
addition to numerous Turkish civilians killed by the Dashnak 
(a communist revolutionary party) Armenian militia. 

The CUP leaders fled Turkey at the end of the war, 
disgraced in the view of their compatriots. By 1921, many 
of the decision-makers for Armenian relocation were 
assassinated in Europe. The Grand Vizier, Said Halim 
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Pasha was murdered in Rome, the former Minister of the 
Interior, Talat Pasha was assassinated in Berlin, and two of 
the strong men of CUP’s inner circle, Dr. Bahaeddin Şakir 
and Cemal Azmi Beys were also killed in Berlin in 1922. 
Cemal Pasha of the CUP triumvirate was killed in Tbilisi, 
not by an Armenian as was thought, but plausibly on Stalin’s 
orders in 1922. He was very popular among the Georgians, 
while the Armenians had been appreciative of his help to 
them in Beirut all along. In 1922, Enver Pasha was killed 
in a skirmish on the Uzbekistan/Tajikistan border with the 
Bolsheviks.

The fighting spirit of the Young Turks was not over, 
however, either in the bid for domestic power, or in their 
determination to rebuild Turkey as an independent state. 
Most of them might have settled for a constitutional 
monarchy as far as the nature of the regime was concerned. 
This issue was to become a bone of contention in the struggle 
for power between this group and those around Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha as of 1922, beginning with the abrogation of 
the sultanate.



- 42 -



- 43 -



- 44 -



- 45 -

Interregnum: The Mudros Armistice and 

Turkey’s War of Independence (1918-1922)

Politics

The dissolution of the Ottoman Empire was a foregone 
conclusion by 18 January 1919 when the Paris peace 
conference began. On 30 October 1918, the Mudros 
armistice was signed on board the destroyer Agamemnon 
between the Allies and Turks, and Allied occupation of the 
capital city followed suit as of 13 November 1918, although 
the British had given verbal assurance to Rauf Bey (Orbay, 
1881-1964) at Mudros that Allied troops would not be 
landing in Istanbul. This was not to be the case.

When the Armistice was signed the empire was at its 
lowest ebb. There was a new monarch on the throne, 
Sultan Mehmet Vahidettin (1861-1926), who believed in 
autocracy. Consequently, the Young Turks had to start all 
over again in search of political identity. It had been a short 
but costly journey in time (1908-1918) until the surviving 
Young Turks adopted puritanical nationalism, as Mustafa 
Kemal defined it. 

The search for identity for Ottoman intellectuals continued 
until 1920, when the reality of foreign occupation drove most 
of them to the Nationalist movement instigated by Mustafa 
Kemal and his colleagues in Anatolia who had refused to lay 
down their arms according to the “unconditional surrender” 
clause of the armistice. By 1920, there were two blocks: those 
who believed in armed resistance to foreign occupation, 
and sided with the Nationalists (Kuvay-ı	Milliye, National 
Forces); and those who still relied on diplomacy, hoping 
that the terms of the peace agreement might be softened. 
Why this group entertained any hope for a “soft” peace 
agreement, and even thought that there would be a “peace 
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agreement” is an enigma. All the so-called peace agreements 
imposed upon the defeated were “diktat” as the Germans 
called the Versailles Treaty of 1919. The other treaties were 
also penned to punish the defeated, and therefore they were 
hardly peace treaties. The Sèvres Treaty that the Ottoman 
government was obligated to sign in 1920 was not an 
exception. However, the two years that lapsed between the 
end of war and 1920 gained the Nationalists precious time 
to organize not only underground resistance in occupied 
Istanbul, but also to establish the legitimate government of 
the Grand National Assembly in Ankara, and then resort to 
force of arms against the invading Greek armies.

The empire’s territories were apportioned by secret 
treaties made during World War I. The Istanbul Treaty 
(March-April 1915), London (April 1915), Sykes Picot 
(February 1916), and Saint Jean de Maurrienne (April 
1917) partitioned Ottoman territories among the Russians, 
Italians, French, Zionists, and Arabs-under-British-French 
tutelage. Based on ambivalent territorial promises which 
sometimes overlapped, the British drew artificial boundaries 
in the Near East and created state systems just as artificial, 
with peoples of the same affiliation remaining outside 
one boundary or another. An exception to the occupying 

Atatürk,	the	King	and	Queen	of	Afghanistan



- 47 -

forces in Turkey was Russia because of the 1917 Bolshevik 
Revolution. When the Bolsheviks publicly announced the 
secret treaties, the Nationalists were further determined 
to resist the impending reduction of Turkey to provincial/
tribal proportions, this time in the name of Wilsonian self-
determination.

Istanbul became the center for and symbol of underground 
resistance to Allied occupation as well as the center around 
which Allied (read British) policy mattered. After a brief 
debate in the British Parliament whether Istanbul should be 
detached from Turkey or not, the decision came down to 
leave the capital city as the seat of government and caliphate 
so as not to hurt the religious sensibilities of the Muslim 
subjects of Britain in its colonies. Istanbul was to remain both 
the seat of the Caliph and seat of the Ottoman government. 
Yet the government in Turkey did not remain the same, and 
the country soon had two governments. 

The Ottoman parliament suspended itself in protest when 
two of its Nationalist members were arrested by the British 
on its premises on 16 March 1920. Shortly afterwards the 
sultan dissolved an already non-existent parliament. Many 
deputies escaped to Anatolia. Now, the Nationalists had a 
legitimate and legal basis to promulgate a national assembly 
in Ankara, which was inaugurated on 23 April 1920. 
Mustafa Kemal had been careful to organize the Nationalist 
resistance in lawful ways and with the participation of 
representatives from all over Anatolia. Hence, the first 
steps for governmental organization were the Sıvas and 
Erzurum Congresses of 1919; the second, establishment 
of the Association for Protection of the Rights of Rumelia 
and Anatolia; the third, appointment of the Representative 
Committee (Heyet-i	Temsiliye), and lastly the government 
of the Grand National Assembly, which elected Mustafa 
Kemal as its president and Commander-in-Chief.
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The Allies had consistently underestimated the Nationalists. 
In a letter to Sir Eyre Crowe, British plenipotentiary at the 
Paris Conference, Admiral Webb, deputy High Commissioner 
in Istanbul in 1919 wrote, “The situation in the interior, due 
practically entirely to the Greek occupation of Smyrna is 
getting more hazy and unsettled. Were this anywhere but 
Turkey, I should say we were on the eve of a tremendous 
upheaval.” The armistice period, which in British discourse 
still remained as a state of war, lasted longer than the Allied 

Atatürk	with	foreign	visitors
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occupiers expected. And as long as this situation lasted, it 
became all the more difficult to keep even a semblance of 
Allied solidarity. European rivalries surfaced in Istanbul 
which ranged from the chain of command to control. 

Allied authorities did not always enjoy cooperation from 
the Turks either. Istanbul governments under Ali Rıza Pasha 
(12 October 1919-3 March 1920), Salih Hulusi Pasha (8 
March-2 April 1920), and Tevfik Pasha (21 October 1922-4 
November 1922) displayed a policy of procrastination, if 
not outright resistance to Allied pressures to comply with 
the rules of unconditional surrender. The limited tenure 
of these ministers point to the British role in having them 
removed because of their defiance as well as their covert or 
overt support to the Nationalists. 

Moreover, the Italians began selling arms, ammunition, 
and airplanes to the Nationalists, when they realized that 
the Aydın vilayet (province) with its economically viable city 
Izmir, which in 1915 was promised to them (to lure Rome 
away from alliance with the Central powers) was practically 
given to the Greeks. The Italians began evacuating Antalya 
on their own recognizance in 1921. France, disappointed 
with British dominance over the fate of the Near East 
and Istanbul, turned to a policy of rapprochement, which 
resulted in recognition of the Ankara government by treaty 
on 20 October 1921. 

Throughout Turkey’s War of Independence Mustafa 
Kemal employed skilful diplomacy with foreigners, both 
at the formal and informal levels. He never turned down 
foreign journalists who requested an interview, nor was he 
averse to talking with British control officers in Anatolia. 
His universal worldview dictated that if Turkey was to attain 
a favorable position among and recognition by the outside 
world, then he had to use every diplomatic means possible, 
including public relations. Thus, he did not neglect foreign 
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policy and its extension diplomacy, even during wartime. 
Winning the war against the Greeks, who were actually 
fighting Britain’s war as proxy, would not necessarily win 
the peace, nor guarantee Turkey a place among the family of 
nations. Consequently, Mustafa Kemal took over the reigns 
of foreign policy and diplomacy, and held on to these fields 
of human encounter very tightly between 1919 and 1938.
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(Atatürk	and	his	wife	Latife	Hanım	in	front	of	the	National	Assembly)
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Foreign Policy and Diplomatic Cadres, 1919-1923

Diplomatic representation became a priority issue for the 
government of Turkey’s National Assembly. Although some 
diplomats from the Ottoman Foreign Ministry had joined 
Ankara, they were junior people. Besides, this government 
was not recognized by anyone at the time. There were many 
influential people in Istanbul, including journalists, who 
regarded the Nationalist movement as sheer adventurism. 
They thought that Mustafa Kemal would turn into another 
Enver Pasha. Enver’s opponents held him in contempt 
and feared a repeat performance. But, Mustafa Kemal was 
not Enver, he did not like or even respect Enver, let alone 
emulate him. However, this was not obvious at the time.

Regular diplomatic relations for Ankara started in 
increments. Ahmet Muhtar (Mollaoğlu, 1870-1934), who 
was Acting Foreign Minister from August 1920 to February 
1921, was able to run the Ankara Foreign Ministry with 
only one secretary for five months before rapidly increasing 
his staff to fifteen. This increase prompted the Ministry 
to exceed its initial budget request for 1920-1921. As late 
as March 1921, after almost a year of operation, Ankara 
Foreign Ministry’s budget called for only eighty-seven 
diplomatic service officials from code clerks to ministers. 
This small group was sufficient to represent the Ankara 
regime in the USSR, Ukraine, Iran, Afghanistan, France, 
Italy, Britain, and the Caucasian republics.

Though he was not officially a part of the foreign affairs 
establishment, Mustafa Kemal stood at the heart of 
Ankara’s diplomatic structure. As military attaché in Sofia 
during 1913-1914, he had experienced diplomatic life with 
its broadening impact on his worldview. Moreover, he 
obviously felt that he had better command of the imperatives 
of the Nationalist movement and the future of Turkey than 
anyone else. Accordingly, as president of the Assembly, he 
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personally participated in diplomatic negotiations whenever 
those could be held in Ankara. 

On other occasions, he sent critical correspondence by 
dispatch or telegraph that assisted direct diplomatic activity. 
At times he did so apparently without coordinating with the 
foreign minister. To the extent possible in those days before 
instant communications, he kept in close touch with and 
managed the course of diplomacy for the Nationalist regime. 
Atatürk would insist on a decision-making role in devising 
Turkey’s foreign policy and its execution. He even dabbled 
in the lowest levels of the recruitment process for the Foreign 
Ministry. No assignment of personnel or significant action 
abroad could be taken without his approval. On occasion, 
even the marriage partners of diplomatic personnel had 
to be approved by the president. Foreign brides were not 
welcomed, and a diplomat had to choose between marriage 
and career.

From the very first, Mustafa Kemal was concerned with the 
diplomatic tasks of securing assistance from Soviet Russia 
and carrying out public relations in the Western world in 
favor of Turkish nationalist resistance against the European 
occupying powers and the invading Greeks. Mustafa 

Atatürk	saluting	the	army	on	his	beloved	horse	Sakarya
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Kemal Pasha reported to the Parliament that he attempted 
to establish contact with the Bolsheviks in July 1919, just 
after his arrival in Erzurum for a Congress that would set 
forth demands for territory which the Turkish nationalists 
insisted should remain under Turkey’s sovereignty. He sent 
an unofficial envoy, Dr. Fuat Sabit, a member of the Turkish 
Communist Party (not a genuine communist party), to 
sound out the Soviets about providing aid to Turkey. When 
he did not receive word from this envoy, he dispatched 
Enver Pasha’s uncle, Halil Pasha (Kut) in September 1919 
to explain to the Soviets what his movement was all about 
and to request cooperation against the “imperialists.” Halil 
Pasha was able to obtain some financial assistance from 
the Bolsheviks, and he sent gold rubles by fishing boats to 
Trabzon, as well as transferring some of the money and 
munitions overland through the Caucasus. More successful 
contact with Moscow would take place after the Ankara 
Grand National assembly was promulgated in April 1920. 

In April 1919, an article had appeared in the Bolshevik 
newspaper	 Izvestia, which interpreted the Nationalist 
movement as the beginning of a communist revolution 
in Turkey and predicted that this revolution would be a 
continuation of the Bolshevik revolution. In September, 
there was an appeal from the Soviet foreign ministry to 
the workers and peasants of Turkey. It stated that the only 
way to free Turkey from foreign yoke was for the workers 
and peasants to take their fate into their own hands and 
revolt against “exploiting pashas.” Dr. Fuat Sabit explained 
to the Bolsheviks that neither conditions in Turkish society 
nor the Nationalist movement fit the mold of a simple class 
struggle. In Turkey, landowners were not capitalists because 
agriculture was not modernized and did not yield profits, 
let alone large profits. Peasants were not serfs, they were 
free. Civil service and officer corps were open to everyone, 
regardless of social background. This reality, coupled with 
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other political realities led the Bolsheviks to lend support 
to the Turkish nationalists in line with mutual national 
interests. 

During the civil war in Russia (1920-1922), the French lent 
financial support to the White (tsarist) armies against the 
Red army. American marines had landed on the Pacific coast 
of Russia. The British gave political and diplomatic support 
to the Whites. The main reason for the western interference 
in the Russian civil war was not ideological. As soon as they 
were in power, the Bolsheviks repudiated tsarist debts to 
foreign countries, the bulk of which was owed to France. 
Therefore, western countries had every reason to see to 
it that the Bolshevik regime was overthrown. However, 
commanders of the White armies were inept as well as 
corrupt, so the effort was doomed. But, for the time being 
the Bolsheviks and the Turkish nationalists faced the same 
adversaries. One lesson that the Nationalists drew from the 
Russian civil war was not to repudiate the Ottoman debt, 
which they were to honor at the final peace negotiations in 
Lausanne. 

In 1919, President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) sent 
General James G. Harbord (1866-1947) to the Near East 
on a fact-finding mission to evaluate the possibility of an 
American mandate over Armenia cum Anatolia. After 
speaking with Mustafa Kemal Pasha in Sıvas, Harbord 
reported that Kemal Pasha was definitely in command and 
had spoken with diplomatic skill. At the Sıvas Congress which 
convened in September 1919 to ensure representation for the 
Nationalist movement, Mustafa Kemal was confronted with 
the insistence of some participants to explore an American 
mandate over Turkey. He met this agitation by issuing an 
invitation to the United States Senate to send a fact-finding 
mission of its members to the Near East before the victorious 
allies were ready to prepare a treaty for Turkey. What he got 
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instead of a delegation of senators was a visit from General 
Harbord, who was already on his way to eastern Turkey to 
evaluate the possibility of an American mandate for Armenia. 
Mustafa Kemal made sure that Harbord was impressed with 
his determination to secure Turkey’s independence and to 
continue the fight at all cost. 

He also used the opportunity to reassure the Americans 
that his movement would preserve minority rights and 
had nothing in common with Bolshevism. Between 1919 
and the end of 1921, there were many reports and news 
especially in British newspapers that the Turkish nationalists 
were not different from the CUP, and worse yet, they were 
also Bolsheviks. Mustafa Kemal reiterated the message that 
they had nothing to do with Bolshevism through Halide 
Edib (Adıvar, 1884-1964, one of the remarkable women 
in the Nationalist movement, and the first graduate of the 
American College for Girls in Istanbul) early the following 
year to Admiral Mark L. Bristol (1868-1939), the U.S. 
High Commissioner in Istanbul, when the latter asked him 
to assure protection of American citizens in Maraş, where 
armed conflict with the French was going on. 

Another of Mustafa Kemal’s conduits to the American 
High Commissioner was Annie T. Allen, a missionary who 
had served in the Ottoman Empire for over three decades. 
Unusual among missionaries, she was well-disposed toward 
the Nationalist movement. At the same time, she served 
as a sort of intelligence agent for Admiral Bristol, a fact 
that Mustafa Kemal must have known, as both delivered 
messages to the other through Miss Allen between 1920 and 
1922. The Turkish leader sought to impress her with his 
democratic leanings, invited her to dine with him, and saw 
to it that she was able to attend early sessions of the Grand 
National Assembly to gain a flavor of the strength of the 
Nationalist regime. 
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Mustafa Kemal not only managed relations with other 
governments, he showed his talent for impacting world 
public opinion by using foreign journalists to further his 
cause. One of these was G. Ward Price, correspondent of 
the Daily	 Mail. While still in Istanbul in 1919, Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha had sought Price out to explain to him that 
British hegemonic aspirations in Anatolia would invite 
another war. 

Early on, another one of these journalists was Louis E. 
Browne, a correspondent of the Chicago Daily	 News. 
Browne reported on the Sıvas Congress and was the agency 
through which Mustafa Kemal transmitted his request to 
the United States government for a delegation to come to 
Anatolia to learn first-hand about his movement. Actually, 
Browne was there already on President Wilson’s request. 

In 1922, while preparing for the Mudanya armistice talks 
in September, he gave a key interview to Ward Price to 
set out his requirements for a cease-fire, forecasting with 
some precision Turkey’s terms for overall peace as well. 
And, among others, Atatürk also met with a reporter of 
the Chicago	 Tribune in September 1922 to announce the 
principles to be followed at the Lausanne peace process. 
As the final peacemaking approached, he explained the 
new situation to the American journalist Richard Danin 
as well as to a reporter for the United Press International. 
Mustafa Kemal made sure that the French press was aware 
of Turkey’s conditions for peace through an interview with 
the Petit	Parisien	as the Lausanne Conference was about to 
begin. 

Even after the official structure to manage foreign relations 
under a foreign minister was established by the Ankara 
Assembly, Mustafa Kemal was not shy about taking the lead. 
He described in some detail his personal involvement in two 
weeks of difficult negotiations with an unofficial French 
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envoy (the pro-Turkish author Claude Farrère) in June 
1921. Although the French were stubborn and tenacious in 
attempting to secure much of the substance accorded them 
by the Sèvres Treaty, Mustafa Kemal showed his skill and 
determination in forcing them to give ground. And on the 
heels of the Turkish military success in stopping the Greek 
advance at the Sakarya River, his personal diplomacy led to 
the signing of the Ankara Treaty, alias the Franklin-Bouillon 
treaty, in October 1921, which ended the state of war with 
France. Thus, France became the first western country to 
recognize the Ankara government.

Shortly thereafter, he personally negotiated with the 
Ukrainian Soviet General Mikhail Vasilievich Frunze (1885-
1925), who arrived in Ankara in December 1921 at Mustafa 
Kemal’s invitation as part of his design to sustain aid from 
the Bolsheviks. The two concluded a Friendship Accord, 
signed with considerable fanfare on 2 January 1922. 

Mustafa Kemal also played a direct role in orchestrating 
the effort to gain freedom for those Ottoman officials 
whom the British had rounded up in March 1920 and 
shipped off to Malta as detainees. While a number of these 
figures would prove not to be enthusiastic proponents of 
the Ankara regime, but instead were devoted to the Sultan’s 
government, there were some who seemed likely to bolster 
the Nationalist cause. Moreover, Mustafa Kemal apparently 
felt that in general their release would show that the 
Ankara Assembly was capable of performing the function 
of protecting the interests of Turkey’s citizens. The British 
were also interested in a prisoner exchange for the smaller 
number of British nationals and especially military personnel 
held by the Nationalist forces. British Foreign Secretary 
Nathaniel Lord George Curzon (1859-1925) thought of 
using the Turkish detainees as hostage to force Ankara to 
accept the Sèvres Treaty, but rescuing British nationals was 
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politically more expedient. After prolonged negotiations, 
the British settled for holding Istanbul hostage instead.

The negotiations were lengthy and exhausting. Mustafa 
Kemal refused British offers of partial concessions and 
held out for the total release of the Malta detainees in 
exchange for the release of British personnel held by the 
Ankara government. When attempts by other negotiators 
to resolve the issue proved unsuccessful, Mustafa Kemal 
eventually called upon Hamit Bey (Hasancan, 1870-1943), 
Vice President of the Ottoman Red Crescent, to act as his 
intermediary in Istanbul to deliver his own personal messages 
to the British. And by firmness and perseverance through 
this channel, he eventually achieved success in gaining the 
release of all Malta detainees. This was neither the first or 
last time that Hamit Bey served the Nationalists. He was a 
conduit in financing the movement by donating money from 
the sale of land that was owned by the Red Crescent as well 
as manager of money donated by Indian Muslims on behalf 
of the Nationalists. 

In March 1922, Mustafa Kemal Pasha was faced with a 
challenging problem when Allied foreign ministers proposed 
a ceasefire on terms that represented a softening of the 
provisions of the Sèvres Treaty. Mustafa Kemal telegraphed 
the Assembly from the front, asking the deputies not to 
reject Allied conditions out of hand, because he recognized 
the possibility of gaining advantage to promote his cause 
further. Thus, he reversed the inclination of the deputies 
who wished to wait until the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Yusuf Kemal Bey (Tengirşenk, 1878-1968) returned from 
Europe before agreeing to an armistice in principle. Then 
Mustafa Kemal convened the cabinet outside of Ankara 
so that he could personally oversee the formulation of the 
Turkish response in greater detail to reflect his views instead 
of those of the reluctant deputies. His insistence on the need 
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for foreign military evacuation of Turkish territory, to start 
immediately, animated the Turkish position in Ankara’s 
note of 5 April 1922. As Mustafa Kemal expected, this 
Turkish counterproposal was rejected by the Allies ten days 
later. It was forthcoming enough, however, to allow the 
Turks to make a point in political public relations that he 
had intended.

Of even greater significance, Mustafa Kemal also provided 
direct supervision of the delicate and difficult negotiations at 
Mudanya in October 1922 that led to a successful conclusion 
of the armistice, which ended the military phase of Turkey’s 
War of Independence. Through constant telegraphic contact 
that typified his deep involvement in Ankara’s diplomacy, 
he stiffened İsmet (İnönü, 1884-1973) Pasha’s stance, giving 
him firm instructions beyond which he could not make any 
concessions during the negotiations. At the same time, he 
orchestrated military pressure that provided the backdrop 
for successful conclusion of the armistice.

In addition to his own active participation in negotiations 
throughout the wartime period, Mustafa Kemal largely 
bypassed Ankara’s informal diplomatic representation 
abroad and instead relied on special missions headed by 
political and military figures to carry out major diplomatic 
activities. He sent out deputies and civil servants as well as 
private citizens on ad hoc missions to carry on public relations 
and try to establish contact with European states and Russia. 
Theirs was not an easy task. The Sultan’s government still 
held sway in Istanbul, and these ad hoc diplomats sometimes 
ran into difficulty in asserting their legitimacy. Thus even in 
Moscow, where they were invited by the Soviet government 
in 1920, the first question the Turkish delegates encountered 
from their communist interlocutors was “just who do 
you represent?” Right up to the moment that the Ankara 
Parliament declared Turkey a Republic represented by its 
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President as of 29 October 1923, Turkish missions continued 
to be confronted with such questions. İsmet Pasha, on his 
return from the Lausanne Peace Conference, would tell the 
Peoples Party on the eve of voting for or against a republican 
regime, that the lack of a head of state diplomatically 
weakened Turkey, since by that time the Assembly had 
abrogated the sultanate. Diplomatic encounters required 
letters of accreditation for representatives from one head 
of state to another. Ankara’s wartime letters were signed on 
behalf of the Grand National Assembly which did not name 
a head of state. Revolutionary Russia and the Caucasian 
republics had overlooked this matter since they also did 
not enjoy international recognition at the time. Now was 
the time, İsmet Pasha argued, to name the state and elect a 
head of state. Thus, Mustafa Kemal Pasha, president of the 
National Assembly, was elected as President of the Republic 
of Turkey. Feroz Ahmad reminds, 

When the nationalists created their republic in 1923, they 
were careful to call it the Republic of Turkey, a territorial 
and therefore a patriotic description, and not the Turkish 
Republic, which would have defined the republic ethnically. 
Nevertheless ‘Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’ is often rendered 
incorrectly as the ‘Turkish Republic’ and not the ‘Republic 
of Turkey’, and the assembly in Ankara as the Turkish Grand 
National Assembly and not the Grand National Assembly 
of Turkey. The nationalists were aware of the difference in 
meaning and chose their words with care. There was even a 
discussion about describing the people of the new Turkey as 
‘Türkiyeli’, as the land of Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Circassians, 
etc., reserving the term ‘Turk’ for the ethnically Turkish. 
Turk was retained but with the same kind of meaning as 
‘British’ or ‘American’. (See, Feroz Ahmad. Turkey,	 the	
Quest	for Identity).

It was upon such understanding that the founding fathers 
set out to build a nation state.
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Atatürk’s Diplomats

In 1920, Mustafa Kemal chose Bekir Sami (Kunduh, 
1865-1933) as the first Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
his chief negotiator. Bekir Sami was one of the relatively 
rare Ankara deputies at this time with lengthy experience 
in the Ottoman Foreign Ministry. His family came from 
the Caucasus and had moved to Turkey about the time he 
was born. He graduated from the elite Galatasaray Lycée 
and then from the Political Science Faculty in Paris before 
joining the Ottoman Foreign Service in 1883. He served in 
Russia, Iran, and Italy. He was consul general at several posts 
before transferring to the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior 
in 1904. He, then rapidly advanced to serve as a provincial 
governor, ending up as Governor of Aleppo. Fired from this 
major post by Cemal Pasha at the end of the First World 
War, Bekir Sami withdrew in self-exile to Tokat, where he 
resided at the beginning of the War of Independence. His 
opposition to the CUP regime evidently impressed Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha, and his positive attitude was not affected by 
Bekir Sami’s initial interest in a U.S. mandate over Turkey. 

Bekir Sami’s willingness to work for the Nationalist cause 
gave him sufficient credentials that the Congress of Erzurum 
in 1919 elected him to membership in the Representative 
Committee that was established to direct the War of 
Independence, even though he was not physically present 
at this Congress. He then went on to participate in the Sıvas 
Conference later that year. After this show of loyalty, he 
was elected Amasya Deputy in the December 1919 elections 
to the Ottoman Parliament. When the Istanbul Parliament 
dissolved in March 1920, he wasted no time in reporting 
to Ankara and took the oath of office during inauguration 
of the Assembly there. A few days later he was confirmed 
as Foreign Minister in the first Ankara cabinet. (See, Metin 
Tamkoç. The	Warrior	Diplomats). 



- 68 -

After only eight days in office, Bekir Sami was sent to Russia 
at the head of a mission to conclude a treaty of alliance. This 
select delegation was comprised of two other members of 
Parliament besides Bekir Sami; Minister of the Economy, 
Yusuf Kemal (Tengirşenk) and Deputy from Lazistan, Osman 
Nuri (Özgen), who was trained as an engineer. Evidently 
Özgen was selected because his service in combating the 
uprising in favor of the Sultan in the Bolu-Düzce region 
in May 1920 suggested loyalty to the Ankara regime, and 
perhaps also because Lazistan was adjacent to the Caucasus 
and a gateway to Soviet Russia. On final completion of the 
treaty with Moscow, Özgen was sent to Tuapse to oversee 
delivery of military equipment from the Soviets. 

Among the non-parliamentary members of the delegation 
Bekir Sami took to Moscow was counselor of the mission, 
military doctor İbrahim Tâli (Öngören, 1875-1952), who 
was charged with Communist Party affairs, and immediately 
left Moscow to take part in the Congress of the Peoples 
of the East in Baku on 1 September 1920. İbrahim Tâli 
returned to Moscow, and remained there until the final 
treaty was concluded in March 1921. He became Consul 
General in Batumi at the end of November 1921 to begin 
a short but successful diplomatic career, until he opted for 
politics. Finally, the mission included Staff Lt. Colonel 
Seyfi (Düzgören), a former member of the CUP’s Teşkilat-ı	
Mahsusa intelligence organization. He was to oversee the 
military aspects of the negotiations and to arrange the flow 
of war matériel. 

This delegation set out with high hopes. But in Moscow, 
after difficult negotiations, made more arduous by the 
presence at times of the former CUP boss Enver Pasha and 
other former CUP notables, they found that the Soviets 
refused to consider a treaty of alliance with the Turkish 
nationalists. Instead, the Bolshevik regime merely proposed 
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a treaty of friendship. The Ankara negotiators reluctantly 
agreed to this alternative. They also accepted the Soviet 
refusal to include in the treaty a specific engagement to 
supply military aid since such assistance was already being 
provided. What raised particular objections when the draft 
treaty was debated in Ankara was the Soviet suggestion 
for some territorial adjustments in the provinces of Van 
and Bitlis, a proposal that Bekir Sami felt constrained to 
consider. And the Soviets adamantly insisted on acquiring 
the port of Batumi which was supposed to be given back to 
the Ottomans upon referendum according to the Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk concluded between the Ottomans and the new 
Bolshevik regime in 1917-1918. 

These conditions and Moscow’s hard bargaining caused the 
first draft of the Treaty of Friendship to be ignominiously 
rejected by the Ankara Assembly after a two-day closed 
session in October 1920. The deputy leader of the Turkish 
mission, Yusuf Kemal Bey, who returned early to present the 
draft treaty to the Assembly, reported negatively on Soviet 
good-will and tactics. The Soviet demand for territory inside 
the borders set by the National Pact occasioned particular 
objection. The National Pact or Oath that was declared in 
1919 did not refer to specific boundaries. But, it described 
the national home as the non-Arab territories, which were 
mainly populated by Turks. The deputies turned sharply 
against the treaty. Subsequently, Bekir Sami had to return 
empty-handed to Ankara toward the end of December 
1920. It would be left to other negotiators to conclude a 
successful treaty, though one largely based on the terms of 
the original version, but devoid of territorial concessions 
except for Batumi.

Despite this inauspicious performance, within a little over 
a month following his return, Bekir Sami was dispatched 
to take part in the second London Conference in February 
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1921 to try to reverse the breakup of Turkey’s heartland 
called for by the Treaty of Sèvres. 

Selection of his negotiating team for this important 
European venture and the definition of its mandate 
occasioned considerable debate in the Ankara Parliament 
during both open and closed sessions. Bekir Sami, however, 
did not take part in these lengthy deliberations as one 
might have expected. The original nomination request for 
delegates to go to London was presented by the Minister of 
National Defense, Fevzi Pasha (Çakmak, 1876-1950). Some 
negotiators that Fevzi Pasha suggested were rejected in the 
course of parliamentary ratification to make sure that all of 
the representatives spoke a foreign language. Many deputies 
believed that even this representation would fail to change 
British opinion. In the end, however, Mustafa Kemal took 
the floor to state that the right to select the representatives 
belonged to the Council of Ministers. And he defended his 
position on the basis that this procedure had worked for the 
second delegation to Moscow, who successfully concluded 
an agreement. Why not now?

The other main question in regard to the London 
Conference revolved around the mandate for the Ankara 
negotiators, because the invitation was extended to the 
Sultan’s government in Istanbul. The Ottoman Grand 
Vizier, Tevfik Pasha (Okday, 1845-1936) then took it upon 
himself to invite Ankara to send some representatives to 
join the Istanbul delegation. That procedure was entirely 
unacceptable to Mustafa Kemal Pasha, who insisted that the 
Istanbul government lacked legitimacy and that the Ankara 
delegation must be entirely independent of Istanbul. In the 
end, while the mission was on route, Bekir Sami managed 
to get the Italian government to intervene with the British 
to secure a separate invitation for the Nationalist delegates, 
while the Ankara delegates waited in Rome on Mustafa 
Kemal’s instructions.
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In this way Bekir Sami was able to carry out Ankara’s 
mandate to participate independently at the head of his 
delegation of seven other deputies: Adana Deputy and 
Foreign Affairs Committee member, Zekai Bey (Apaydın 
1884-1947), journalist and Izmir Deputy, Yunus Nadi 
(Abalıoğlu, 1880-1945), Izmir Deputy and expert on the 
capitulations, Mahmut Esat (Bozkurt, 1892-1943) former 
military attaché and colleague of Mustafa Kemal, Trabzon 
Deputy Hüsrev Bey (Gerede,1886-1962), et al.

A number of advisers were also appointed to the mission, 
including former Ottoman Finance Minister Cavit Bey 
(1875-1926). Another notable person was the Legal Adviser 
of the Foreign Ministry, Mehmet Münir Bey (Ertegün, 
1883-1944).

After receiving assurances from the Grand Vizier Tevfik 
Pasha that the Sultan’s delegation would defer to Ankara, 
Mustafa Kemal softened his insistence that the Nationalist 
delegation must act completely independently of Istanbul 
officials. Accordingly, once in London, members of the 
Ankara mission coordinated their activities with those 
of Istanbul delegates. But they did so only after Tevfik 
Pasha, who had come as leader of the Sultan’s delegation, 
announced to the London Conference in his very first speech 
that he was ceding the floor to the Ankara representatives 
to speak for both representations on questions of policy. 
The Ankara Assembly voiced its appreciation when Tevfik 
Pasha’s statement acknowledging primacy of Ankara in 
policy matters was reported at a session on foreign affairs. 

It is worthy of note that Tevfik Pasha’s son, Staff Major 
İsmail Hakkı Bey had defected to Ankara unbeknown to 
his father at the time or so he thought. He was married to 
Ulviye Sultan, one of Sultan Vahidettin’s daughters. He was 
also serving as aide-de-camp to Vahidettin, but resigned 
from this post when he realized that the Sultan was taking a 
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pro-British attitude. İsmail Hakkı Bey was invited to Ankara 
by one of the underground resistance groups because there 
was great need for staff officers. Later on, he found out that 
Tevfik Pasha knew of his plans all along and did nothing to 
stop him. İsmail Hakkı Bey chose to divorce his wife when 
the dynasty was sent to exile in 1924 at the cost of parting 
with his only daughter. 

 Despite the favorable development for the Nationalists in 
London, Bekir Sami’s mission was once again unsuccessful. 
He proved unable to carry out Mustafa Kemal’s instructions 
to get European recognition of Turkey’s borders, called for in 
the National Pact, however fluidly; and his agreement, made 
without consulting either Mustafa Kemal or other members 
of the delegation, to exchange all British prisoners of war 
for those Turks held by Great Britain was rejected by the 
Ankara Assembly. A similar fate met his accords concluded 
with the French and Italians on terms that Mustafa Kemal 
rejected as echoing the provisions of the Sèvres Treaty and 
the capitulations. 

Consequently, Bekir Sami resigned as Foreign Minister, 
upon Mustafa Kemal’s request, although he continued to 
conduct public relations on behalf of the Nationalist cause 
in Europe. Continuous travels during his time in office, 
however, meant that he had been able to devote little 
attention to building up the Foreign Ministry for the Ankara 
regime.

Another personage on the diplomatic front during 
Turkey’s War of Independence was Kastamonu deputy and 
Minister of the Economy, Yusuf Kemal Bey (Tengirşenk), 
legal expert who had received his doctorate in Paris. 
Toward the end of the Young Turk period, he had served 
as undersecretary in the Ministry of Justice. Yusuf Kemal’s 
first diplomatic experience came when Mustafa Kemal 
designated him deputy chief of the special mission that set 
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off for Moscow in the late spring of 1920. While Foreign 
Minister Bekir Sami remained in Moscow in the fall of 
1920 conducting futile negotiations, Tengirşenk returned to 
Ankara in October 1920 to report on the difficulties this 
mission encountered. His presentation changed the whole 
atmosphere in the Ankara Assembly regarding the Bolshevik 
regime in Moscow, terminating unrealistic hopes that had 
animated the deputies about trusting the Soviets to have 
abandoned tsarist ambitions over Turkey. The Soviets were 
asking for territorial concessions on behalf of Armenia.

When it was time to send another delegation to Moscow 
to conclude the treaty, Mustafa Kemal chose Yusuf Kemal 
Bey once again, this time to lead the mission, because he 
knew Russia. Dr. Rıza Nur (1879-1942) was to accompany 
him to Moscow. 

Tengirşenk reached Moscow with new instructions in 
February 1921. He was thus able in March 1921 finally, along 
with Rıza Nur and the newly arrived Turkish Ambassador 
to Russia, Ali Fuat Pasha (Cebesoy, 1882-1968) to sign the 
treaty that the Ankara Parliament would ratify. Yet during 
the debate on the new text in the Grand National Assembly 
on 21 July 1921, there was discussion about difficulties 
in accurately translating the binding/controlling French 
text. Among the questions asked in Ankara was whether 
the treaty bound Turkey to oppose capitalism. Turkish 
parliamentarians also criticized the several months delay in 
bringing the treaty to a vote in the Assembly. And, the Treaty 
was but slightly improved from the earlier draft, which was 
rejected by the Parliament, and in particular accepted the 
loss of Batumi to the Soviets. But in the end, the vote in 
the Assembly was 201 in favor against the negative votes of 
only the 5 deputies representing Batumi who were explicitly 
given permission to vote against the treaty because it was 
recognized that they stood to lose their electoral districts as 
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a result of the boundaries set by the treaty. While they were 
in Moscow, Tengirşenk and his colleagues took advantage 
of the presence of an Afghan Ambassador Extraordinary to 
conclude the Turkey-Afghanistan Accord of 1 March 1921. 

Those successes put Tengirşenk in line in May 1921 to 
succeed Bekir Sami as foreign minister. In his new post, 
Tengirşenk, along with Mustafa Kemal negotiated the end of 
French military operations against Turkey in 1921. He also 
played a part in securing British agreement to release Turkish 
prisoners from Malta that same year. He and Mustafa Kemal 
also worked together to engineer the conclusion of a Treaty 
of Friendship with Ukraine in January 1922. 

 In February 1922, Tengirşenk was sent to Europe to 
explain the aims and goals of the Turkish nationalist cause. 
This was an exploratory mission designed to discover and 
probe Allied but most importantly British intentions. But 
on returning to Ankara, Tengirşenk became ill and received 
a three month leave from his post as foreign minister. 
When he resumed office just as Mustafa Kemal was in the 
process of choosing delegates to the all-important Lausanne 
Conference, the president decided to have him resign 
his position and remain in Ankara. That did not end his 
connection with the Foreign Ministry, however, for as a 
reward for his past services, he was eventually appointed 
ambassador to London. 

Rıza Nur was another major political negotiator who 
served Mustafa Kemal during the War of Independence. A 
military doctor-turned-politician, he had early on broken 
with the CUP. He then spent the First World War years in 
exile in Paris and Egypt, but returned to stand for election 
to the Ottoman Parliament in January 1920. On 18 March 
1920, he proposed that, because the British occupation 
was illegal, a public protest should be made and Parliament 
should cease activity until deputies could perform their 
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duties without interference. In all likelihood, public protests 
in Istanbul came about both spontaneously as well as at the 
instigation and support of the underground resistance. 

Making his way to Ankara along with Yusuf Kemal Bey, 
he became Minister of Education in the first Ankara cabinet 
and then Acting Foreign Minister for part of the time while 
Bekir Sami was on leave to conduct his mission to Moscow 
in May 1920. A persuasive and outspoken person, Rıza Nur 
had evidently convinced Mustafa Kemal of his insight into 
foreign affairs. Moreover, as a staunch anti-Communist, 
he seemed unlikely to fall under the spell of the Moscow 
regime. Accordingly, he was sent to Moscow with Tengirşenk 
when the latter returned to Moscow in December 1920 to 
renegotiate the Treaty of Friendship. His mission there was 
judged successful. 

Rıza Nur’s performance in dealing with the Soviets, his 
role in negotiating the Treaty with Afghanistan concluded 
in Moscow in March 1921, and, no doubt, his leading 
part in proposing to the Parliament to confer the title of 
Commander-in-Chief on Mustafa Kemal Pasha in August 
1921, led to his appointment to carry out other diplomatic 
ventures during the War of Independence. 

 As Acting Foreign Minister, Rıza Nur played a part in 
the abortive effort in 1922 to establish a Turkish diplomatic 
presence in the Bukhara People’s Republic which had been 
set up in the former Khanate of Bukhara. Mustafa Kemal 
had selected former Istanbul Police Commissioner and 
governor of Konya, Galip Pasha, as envoy to Bukhara and 
in his presidential address on 1 March 1922, announced 
that the mission to represent Turkey would soon depart. But 
Rıza Nur claimed he warned that Galip Pasha’s outspoken 
pan-Turkism would upset the Soviet authorities, especially 
in the context of the Bashmachi revolt joined by Enver Pasha 
against the ruling Bolsheviks. In fact, the Soviets prevented 
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Galip Pasha from proceeding beyond Trabzon and the rest 
of his party was unable to go beyond Batumi. After six 
months of stalemate, Rıza Nur persuaded Galip Pasha to 
resign his mission “for health reasons.” Thus, although a 
Bukharan embassy had been established in Ankara, a Turkish 
embassy in Bukhara was never to be opened, because very 
soon thereafter Bukhara was fully incorporated in the Soviet 
Union. 

Rıza Nur was also nominated by the Cabinet to take part 
in the exchange of ratifications of the Treaty of Friendship 
with Ukraine which had been previously signed in Ankara 
on 2 January 1922, with the Ukrainian delegate, General 
Frunze. At a closed session of parliament on 16 March 1922, 
Rıza Nur was selected to head the mission to Ukraine. 

Since Ukraine had been Bolshevized, the Assembly proposed 
sending Istanbul Deputy Numan “usta” (master craftsman), 
who was the sole member of the Turkish working class to 
have been elected to the Ankara Assembly. However, the 
reaction among deputies against wasteful spending led 
to Numan’s rejection as a member of the delegation to 
Kharkov.

After completing the treaty exchange ceremony in Kharkov 
on 23 June 1922, Rıza Nur proceeded to the Soviet capital 
for the more challenging part of his mission. By this time, 
Ankara’s Moscow embassy was in care of a chargé in the 
aftermath of a raid on the Turkish military attaché’s office 
by the Cheka on 22 April 1922, amid evidence that some 
Turkish officers were engaged in espionage against the 
Soviet regime. That led to the expulsion of four officers 
from the mission, and on 10 May 1922, Ali Fuat Pasha 
(Cebesoy), the Turkish Ambassador, left Moscow for Ankara 
in the hope of focusing the blame on the Soviets. That new 
development formed the background for the expansion of 
Rıza Nur’s initial mandate to seek and expedite the flow 
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of Russian military equipment. He would now use his 
presence in Moscow to try to repair this breech in relations 
with Turkey’s most important foreign supporter. In fact, he 
had even begun to mollify the Soviets, using the Ukrainian 
leadership as intermediaries. During several months of stay 
in the Soviet capital, Rıza Nur made great efforts to woo 
the Kremlin. He established close relations especially with 
Lev Mihailovich Karakhan (1889-1937), Foreign Minister 
Gregory V. Chicherin’s (FM, 1918-1928) principal deputy 
and adviser on Turkey and the Near East.

While in Moscow, toward mid-July 1922, Rıza Nur received 
word that Ambassador Cebesoy had been asked by Foreign 
Minister Yusuf Kemal (Tengirşenk) to return to the Moscow 
embassy. Rıza Nur claimed he immediately warned Ankara 
that such a move would be refused by the Soviets. Mustafa 
Kemal solved the problem by vacating the Presidency of the 
Defense of Rights Parliamentary Group on 16 July 1922. 
He offered that post to Ali Fuat Pasha, who was on route 
back to Moscow, but could not resist the offer and went 
back to Ankara to assume this politically important position 
as head of the ruling Nationalist party. At that point, Rıza 
Nur, in turn, was offered the Moscow ambassadorship, but, 
arguing that he needed to discuss in person various matters 
with Ankara before he could consider accepting the post, 
he gracefully refused. (See, Stefanos Yerasimos. Türk-Sovyet	
İlişkileri).

Thereupon, under pressure from the Parliament to fill the 
Moscow position without further delay, Mustafa Kemal saw 
to it that Ahmet Muhtar Bey (Mollaoğlu), then serving as 
Ankara’s representative in Tbilisi, was appointed ambassador 
in Moscow. 

With this experience in Russia and Ukraine, Rıza Nur 
was appointed second in command at the Lausanne treaty 
negotiations in November 1922. He was given chief 
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responsibility for minority and capitulatory matters, on 
which instructions from Ankara made clear that there could 
be no sacrifice of Turkish sovereignty. The Chief delegate 
İsmet Pasha (İnönü) made a point of telling the Grand 
National Assembly after the negotiations ended that Rıza 
Nur’s work there was highly successful. 

Despite these successes, his egocentrism did not fit well 
into Ankara politics. Soon he showed himself to be a “loose 
cannon” and quite negative. After the Ankara political scene 
was upset by the arrest of some Turkish politicians and 
former CUP members accused of plotting against Atatürk 
in 1926, Rıza Nur felt it prudent to depart for Europe. He 
returned to Turkey in 1938, where he died in 1942 without 
attempting to return to political life. 

While Bekir Sami and others were off on their respective 
diplomatic missions, the Foreign Ministry was run at first 
by Ahmet Muhtar (whose family later took the name 
Mollaoğlu after his death). As graduate of the Mülkiye 
Civil Service School he had entered the Ottoman Foreign 
Ministry and served eight years in Stockholm. He rapidly 
worked his way up to Minister in Athens in 1911 for two 
years before becoming Acting Minister in The Hague briefly 
in 1916. To add to his European experience, he served in 
Kiev as Ottoman Minister for nearly a year in 1918-1919 
before becoming a deputy. As a fifty-year-old experienced 
diplomat, he served first as Acting Foreign Minister for the 
Ankara regime for about six months while Bekir Sami was 
in Russia, and then was named Acting Foreign Minister 
again for three months when Bekir Sami left for the London 
Conference. Soon thereafter he was sent as representative 
to Tbilisi, for a year, before being tapped to serve in the 
key job as ambassador in Moscow from December 1922 to 
November 1924. 

It was his task to give shape to the Ankara Foreign 
Ministry in its earliest years. And he did so in very measured 
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fashion. At first he had but one assistant. Then he became 
overwhelmed with work as Ankara’s activities abroad 
increased. Moreover, the need to follow foreign newspapers 
and journals became pressing. Thus after a few months, 
he began to rapidly expand the size of the Ministry, and 
this necessitated turning to the Parliament to ask for more 
money for the salaries of the ministry officials. Of the first 
five new recruits, two were translators, one was a document 
clerk, one was a copy clerk, and the last was the Director of 
Political Affairs, Yusuf Hikmet (Bayur, 1881-1980).

Muhtar’s view of the need to keep foreign affairs managed 
closely in consultation only with Atatürk and the Prime 
Minister did not sit well with all deputies. During the 
budget debate in February 1921 he asked to establish a 
secret fund with a substantial sum, which would amount to 
many times more than the government’s budget. Muhtar 
explained, “Gentlemen, those who know the intricacies of 
diplomatic procedure do not hesitate for a moment to agree 
that no Foreign Ministry without secret funds has existed 
up to now. No Foreign Ministry can be run without secret 
funds. This has been true since diplomacy began.” He then 
explained how as Ottoman Chargé in Vienna during the 
Tripolitanian War, he had obtained for a certain sum of 
money “very reliable” information from a secretary in the 
Austrian embassy in Rome. When he noted that he would 
account only to the Prime Minister for expenditures from 
this quite substantial sum in the budget, some of the deputies 
suggested that a five-deputy panel should be formed to 
supervise the use of these funds. Clearly these deputies did 
not fully trust Muhtar and the Prime Minister to spend this 
money wisely. Such a supervisory panel was voted down by 
38 to 56, but the 50,000 lira approved was reduced from 
the 80,000 lira originally requested for the Foreign Ministry 
secret fund. 
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On the substance of foreign affairs, it fell to Muhtar to 
defend in Parliament the problematic status of Batumi. He 
first raised the deputies’ hopes that the city would be part 
of Turkey. On 10 March 1921, while negotiations were still 
going on in Moscow toward the eventual Turkish-Soviet 
Treaty of Friendship, Muhtar had to report on the status 
of this disputed piece of territory. He reported to applause 
that the decision was taken [by the Turkish commander] to 
occupy the port of Batumi, city and district with approval of 
the Georgian government. He added that the [Turkish] Army 
decided to carry out this occupation. The later statement 
occasioned lengthy and continuous applause. Muhtar further 
stated that in all probability, the occupation was already 
being carried out at that moment. When he was asked if this 
meant that Batumi would become part of Turkey, he replied 
affirmatively, and he went on to talk immediately about the 
glories of success in the East. Despite Muhtar’s efforts to 
obfuscate the situation, it was becoming clear that Batumi 
was not to become part of Turkey, but part of the Georgian 
Soviet polity on its way to being integrated into the Soviet 
Union. That outcome was confirmed in July when debate 
for ratification of the Treaty was conducted. 

Soon thereafter, Muhtar was sent to Tbilisi as representative, 
before going on to Moscow as ambassador after Rıza Nur 
refused that post. In the Soviet capital he continued the 
important work of making sure that equipment and money 
flowed to Ankara from the Soviet regime. From Moscow 
he joined the Parliament on 6 December 1924, over a year 
after he had been reelected as Istanbul deputy. 

At the end of this term in 1927 he was appointed Ambassador 
in Washington, where he served until 1934, laying the 
foundation for relations that would deepen under his 
successor Mehmet Münir Bey. When he returned to Turkey 
he was again elected deputy, this time from Kastamonu, but 



- 81 -

died a few months later. His principal achievement was to 
leave a rudimentary Foreign Service establishment that his 
successors could enlarge and institutionalize and to lay the 
ground work for continuing warm relations with the United 
States of America.

In setting up the Moscow embassy, Ankara’s principal 
foreign mission of the day, Mustafa Kemal sometimes reached 
out to recruit people who did not necessarily have any 
regular diplomatic experience. Dissatisfied with the western 
front commander General Ali Fuat (Cebesoy) and in order to 
remove him from the tangled Ankara scene, Mustafa Kemal 
selected Cebesoy to head Ankara’s embassy in Moscow in 
November 1921. In preparation for this task, Cebesoy sat in 
on Cabinet meetings to familiarize himself with the policies 
that he would represent. And when he departed, he took a 
number of officials not drawn from people with a diplomatic 
background, but those obviously chosen for their experience 
in Russia and command of the Russian language. Cebesoy 
took Aziz (Meker) as First Secretary. Meker had been born 
in the Caucasus and, although an agricultural specialist, had 
become involved in the Caucasian nationalist movement at 
the end of the First World War. This background apparently 
did not disturb the Soviets, at least initially, and he would 
even be able to serve as Chargé for six months after Cebesoy 
left Moscow in 1922. As Second Secretary in the embassy, 
Cebesoy procured the services of Osman Kemal (Görener) 
who had been the Foreign Ministry Accountant in 1921, 
and knew Russian. 

Cebesoy took a larger cadre of military attachés than 
usual, headed by future cabinet minister Staff Major Saffet 
Ziya (Arıkan) as senior military attaché. At the same time, 
the embassy in a quite new departure housed a research 
delegation to study the Turkic peoples of the Soviet Union 
and arrange for the repatriation of the thousands of Turks 



- 82 -

who had been taken prisoner by the Russians during the 
First World War. It was headed by Menteşe Deputy Tevfik 
Rüştü (Aras, 1883-1972) whom Atatürk had known since 
1909 from Salonica and who, although without much 
background in foreign affairs, would later become Turkey’s 
longest-serving foreign minister from 1925 to 1938. Aras 
was removed from his cabinet post after his mentor died and 
when İsmet İnönü became president. The new president, 
however, made the gesture of appointing him ambassador to 
London. Underlying this appointment was subtle retaliation 
to Aras, who had suggested that İnönü be appointed 
ambassador to Washington, D.C., the farthest post possible, 
on the eve of presidential elections.

The research delegation also included Izmit Deputy Fuat 
Bey (Carım), a Geneva-trained lawyer, who had volunteered 
to serve at the front with Cebesoy. He resigned from the 
Parliament to become consul general in Kazan and Moscow, 
before being recalled in 1924 for having married a Russian 
actress. Only after she died in 1934 could he return to the 
Foreign Ministry where he pursued a highly successful 
career. 

Appointment to the research delegation was the highlight 
of his foreign service life for the Secretary of the Foreign 
Affairs Committee in the Parliament and one-term Burdur 
Deputy İsmail Suphi (Soysallıoğlu). He was a journalist 
whom Atatürk had made one of the editors of Hakimiyet-i	
Milliye, the semi-official newspaper of the Nationalist 
Movement. 

And finally, Turkish representatives to various parts of 
the Caucasus set out with Cebesoy, although they were 
not part of his mission and would not accompany him as 
far as Moscow. These included Staff Colonel Bekir Sami 
(Günsav)-not to be confused with Foreign Minister Bekir 
Sami-who was designated to represent Turkey in the North 
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Caucasus region, accompanied by his aide. When the party 
reached Trabzon, however, Colonel Bekir Sami and his aide 
turned back on grounds that by then there was no North 
Caucasian state to receive them. Although the short-lived 
Caucasian Federation composed of Armenia, Georgia and 
Azerbaijan had fallen apart, the decision not to proceed did 
not sit well with the Ankara government, and Günsav was 
asked to retire as a result. 

Turkish representative to the Azerbaijan Socialist Republic 
in Baku, Memduh Şevket (Esendal, 1833-1952), who had 
already visited his post in September of the previous year, 
and Turkish representative to Georgia, Colonel Kazım 
(Dirik, 1880-1941) who had been appointed to Tbilisi at 
the end of October 1920 traveled with Cebesoy to take up 
their posts. Esendal would remain in Baku as representative 
until November 1923; Dirik returned to Ankara in October 
1921, after dealing with the delicate challenge of the 
Russian occupation of Batumi and the Bolshevik invasion of 
Georgia. He turned over responsibilities to Ahmet Muhtar 
(Mollaoğlu) and eventually became governor of the Izmir 
province.

While the embassy personnel were on the way to Russia, 
they were ordered to stop for a month in Kars to wait 
for Rıza Nur and Yusuf Kemal (Tengirşenk) who would 
accompany them to Moscow to finish the negotiation of the 
Treaty of Friendship begun by Bekir Sami.

The striking fact about the composition of these various 
negotiating and diplomatic teams, however, was that the 
leaders of the various branches of the Moscow embassy staff 
were all prominent politicians or military figures. And only 
a few of the other officials sent to Moscow continued in 
regular diplomatic assignments. Thus Moscow, the most 
important foreign diplomatic post for the fledgling Ankara 
regime, as well as the Caucasian representations set up 
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during the War of Independence confirmed that the role of 
the professional diplomat had been almost entirely eclipsed 
by political and military diplomacy. There was, however, no 
alternative either. Professional diplomats represent sovereign 
states, which are internationally recognized. This was not 
the case for the Government of the National Assembly in 
Ankara at the time. 

 Although when he finally arrived in Moscow, Cebesoy 
was received with much pomp and circumstance, and he 
took part in signing of the Treaty of Friendship between 
Turkey and the Soviet Union, his regular diplomatic mission 
soon ended in failure. It was brought down by charges of 
espionage against his military attachés. Only a short time 
after his arrival, Cheka agents forced their way into the 
office of the Turkish military attachés and arrested a Soviet 
officer with compromising documents in his briefcase and 
then rounded up the Turkish officers. 

This incident reflected Cebesoy’s lack of experience and his 
propensity to employ people who were not trained for the 
mission. Cebesoy acknowledged that his philosophy held it 
to be a basic duty of all his mission officials to work to learn 
as much as possible all secret activities of the armies of the 
state in which they were posted, but without getting caught 
committing criminal acts. That was a fine line to tread. In 
retrospect, even he admitted that his staff had strayed into 
illegality, although he excused their actions because they 
were victims of inexperience. Cebesoy himself, however, 
mishandled the admittedly difficult situation. His prominent 
friendship with the British and Polish Ambassadors had 
already raised suspicion on the part of the Bolsheviks that 
Ankara may not be a reliable friend. 

Cultivating friendly relations with the British Ambassador 
may have been overlooked, but flaunting a close relationship 
with the Polish Ambassador was entirely a different matter. 
Poland was resurrected as a sovereign state at the end of 
World War I to serve as a buffer between Europe and Russia. 
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Soon thereafter in 1920, the Poles found it opportune to 
invade Russian territory at the time of the Russian civil war. 
Overly ambitious, the Poles claimed Byelorussia, Moldova 
and Ukraine in order to restore Poland’s medieval borders. 
The Red and White armies stopped fighting each other 
immediately and rushed to stop the Polish invasion. Defeating 
the Poles, the Red Army chased them all the way to Warsaw 
and concluded a peace treaty. Under the circumstances, 
Cebesoy’s behavior was not only undiplomatic but it was 
outright callous. 

Once his officers had been caught red-handed, he 
sought to gain time by proposing a joint investigation of 
the Cheka raid on his embassy to punish the perpetrators 
of this diplomatic breech in a way consistent with Turco-
Soviet friendship. The Soviet authorities were not inclined 
even to consider blaming the Cheka officials. Moreover, 
exposing the Turkish effort to collect secret information 
merely reinforced Soviet fears that Ankara might be playing 
a double game and would slip into the western camp. 
Cebesoy, therefore, found it necessary to return to Ankara, 
when his protests went unheeded. 

This diplomatic scandal motivated Mustafa Kemal to 
drive home to Cebesoy his mistake in an indirect manner. 
Ankara’s Foreign Minister (actually Atatürk) contemplated 
sending him back to Moscow to resume his ambassadorship. 
But the Soviets refused to permit his return just like Rıza Nur 
had cautioned Ankara that they would. Rıza Nur, as usual, 
rationalized the state of affairs from a personal vantage 
point. Atatürk knew that the Soviets would protest, and he 
led Cebesoy on the trail to be protested. Diplomatically, this 
amounted to being declared persona non grata. In the end, 
his brief time in Moscow would mark the only time in his 
lengthy political career that Cebesoy represented his country 
abroad. He then combined military and political careers as 
long as that was possible, before having to leave politics for 
seven years after being tried but exonerated for involvement 
in the plot against the President’s life in 1926. In 1933, he 
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was elected deputy to the Parliament, where he served until 
the military coup of 1960. 

Mustafa Kemal’s preference of high-ranking military 
officers for important diplomatic missions was a major 
pattern during his establishment of governmental 
institutions. Thus, for example, when an opportunity 
presented itself to annul the dictates of the Sèvres Treaty, 
in relation to the eastern boundaries of the nascent Turkish 
state, the president authorized the eastern front Commander 
Kazım Karabekir to head Ankara’s mission to the conference 
to be held in Alexandropol (Gyumri, as it is now called). 
This forum which lasted from 26 November to 2 December 
1920, brought representatives from the Armenian Republic 
face to face with the Turkish delegation, with whom they 
were at war only a few weeks before. 

Karabekir took with him two other negotiators. They were 
Erzurum Deputy Süleyman Necati (Güneri), who had just 
finished serving as General Director of the Press and who 
as a journalist had been known for his strong support of the 
Nationalist cause. His second negotiator was Hamit Bey, the 
newly appointed Governor of Erzurum. 

It was quite appropriate to send Karabekir for this 
negotiating mission since it was force of arms, not diplomacy 
that had coerced the Armenian government to agree to 
Ankara’s terms. Karabekir’s offensive against Armenia to 
stop the latter’s war against Turkey, had begun at the end of 
September 1920, while the Soviet Russians were pressing from 
the north and east. After vainly appealing to the Europeans 
and Americans for help, the Armenian Menshevik Republic 
abandoned its insistence on the provisions in its favor of the 
Sèvres Treaty and, under compelling military pressure, signed 
the Treaty of Alexandropol. This instrument confirmed the 
return of Kars and Ardahan to Turkey’s control. Further, 
the Armenian Republic withdrew all territorial claims inside 
the boundaries set by the National Pact. However, on the 
following day that this treaty was signed, the Menshevik 
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regime which signed it was replaced by the invading Soviets 
and this agreement was never ratified. Accordingly, the 
agreed boundaries had to be maintained by Turkish troops 
until reauthorized by a later agreement.

As a result, after the conclusion of the Friendship Treaty 
with Soviet Russia in March 1921, Atatürk again felt the 
need to confirm the status of Turkey’s eastern border. He 
thus authorized General Kazım Karabekir to convene a 
conference at Kars from 26 September to 13 October 1921, 
to carry out these important negotiations with Azerbaijani, 
Georgian, and Armenian representatives. In addition to 
Karabekir, this meeting, which was convened as an adjunct 
to the Friendship Treaty with the Soviet state, was attended 
by three fully empowered Turkish representatives. Burdur 
Deputy Veli (Saltıkçı), legal expert who had taught at 
the Istanbul Law Faculty. Memduh Şevket (Esendal) was 
summoned from his post as Ankara’s representative in 
Baku. He later served as ambassador to Tehran and Kabul. 
Muhtar (Çilli), a railroad expert and former undersecretary 
in the Ministry of Public Works, who would be employed in 
other negotiating missions, was also tapped as the third full 
member of the team.

Despite the fact that Enver Pasha muddied the waters 
again by holding a CUP conference in Batumi during this 
period, Karabekir’s mission this time achieved its main goals 
(except the return of Batumi, which had already been given 
up in the earlier Moscow treaty negotiations). Yet the fact 
that the Caucasus was about to be incorporated into the 
Soviet Union robbed this treaty of the major importance it 
otherwise would have had.

Another former officer-turned-politician employed by 
Atatürk during the War of Independence to advantage 
in diplomacy was Fethi Bey (Okyar, 1881-1943). A good 
friend and contemporary of the president, he had gained 
diplomatic experience as military attaché in Paris, while 
he was advancing through the Ottoman military ranks. 
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When the Tripolitanian War broke out in 1911, he ran for 
Parliament, but after a short stint as deputy, was sent to Sofia 
as Ottoman Minister in 1913 for four years, because Enver 
Pasha became suspicious of his loyalty. Mustafa Kemal was 
sent along with Fethi Bey to keep him away from the capital 
for the same reason. After this honorable exile, Fethi Bey 
reentered Parliament at the end of 1917 and briefly became 
a cabinet minister in the Ahmet İzzet Pasha Cabinet. He was 
interned by the British in Malta in 1920. After his release 
in May 1921, he made his way to Ankara and entered the 
Assembly there in a by-election in August 1921. He was 
soon appointed Minister of the Interior. 

At Atatürk’s request, Okyar, while still a cabinet minister, 
was sent to Rome, Paris, and London in July and August 
1922 to publicize Ankara’s willingness to offer peace if the 
Allies and the Greeks would abandon territory claimed by 
the Turks in the National Pact. Atatürk recognized that 
this proposal was highly unlikely to be accepted by the 
Europeans, so his second and more realistic objective was 
to gain time and deceive the English and the Greeks into 
thinking that the Nationalists were still trying to reach 
agreement with them, when in fact Atatürk was preparing 
for the final offensive against the Greek forces in Anatolia. 

Okyar succeeded both in raising questions in the European 
press about British responsibility for the continued fighting 
and in concealing the preparations for the final offensive. As 
expected, he was not successful in brokering a rapprochement 
with the British government. Yet his skillful work during 
this mission helped further his diplomatic career. He served 
as ambassador to Paris from 1925 to 1930. Upon Atatürk’s 
request, he attempted to organize a political party, the 
Liberal Republican Party (Serbest	Cumhuriyet	 Fırkası) but 
this created such turmoil that he agreed to close down the 
new party. He was eventually appointed as ambassador 
in London where he served from March 1934 to January 
1939. 
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Atatürk’s most significant recruitment of a military officer-
turned-politician for a diplomatic job was to turn to Western 
Front Commander İsmet Pasha (İnönü) to serve as chief 
negotiator at the Mudanya armistice talks in October 1922 
and subsequently as chief of delegation to the Lausanne peace 
conference. Mudanya, the first diplomatic assignment for 
İnönü, was more difficult than most armistice negotiations, 
because the main military opponents of Turkey, namely the 
Greeks, played no role, but left their cause to be defended 
by the British, French, and Italian commanders. A further 
difficulty lay in the fact that the armistice talks were taking 
place before Turkey’s claims in Thrace had been secured 
by force of arms and the Allies were still in occupation of 
Istanbul. İnönü did not shrink from that task.    

He was to be assisted by at least one able Foreign Service 
officer, Emin Ali (Türkgeldi), graduate of the Political 
Science Faculty and Law Faculty in Paris. He had been 
Secretary of the Turkish delegation at the Mudros Armistice 
negotiations, which ended military conflict in the First 
World War, and had then been posted to Paris. In France, 
Türkgeldi had cooperated secretly with the Nationalists, 
reporting to them on the activities of the Sultan’s embassy 
there.

From the first, İnönü staked out Ankara’s maximum 
desiderata. In constant communication with Atatürk by 
telegraph for instructions, İnönü took a bold negotiating 
course that risked complete disruption of the armistice 
talks. He insisted on referring all significant points to 
Ankara before making any decisions, a tactic which delayed 
progress and prolonged the negotiating process. He played 
the part of the victorious general to the hilt, recognizing 
that public opinion in England opposed a renewed outbreak 
of war. Hence he refused to agree to a military stalemate. 
He maintained the right to insert Turkish forces into the 
disputed territory in the interim even before completion of 
the formal peace negotiations. 
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During the week-long conference, General Charles 
Harington, the British Commander-in-Chief of the 
occupation forces in Istanbul, learned that the Turks were 
massing forces in Çanakkale and the two sides seemed 
perilously close to actual military combat. In Istanbul too, 
a Turkish force was approaching British lines. Under this 
pressure, the British agreed to secure Greek withdrawal 
from eastern Thrace up to the Maritsa River if the Turks 
would refrain from sending forces into Istanbul until after 
the peace treaty was concluded. And under his prodding, 
the British and Italians promised that the Karaağaç section 
of Edirne across the Maritsa River would be restored to 
Turkey. But İnönü, until the last moment, would not accept 
these concessions as satisfactory. Then, when he perceived 
that the breaking point was near, he suddenly agreed, and a 
surprised General Harington recalled his secret instructions 
to the British troops to start military action just minutes 
before they were to move. In the end, even the Greeks 
were brought to accept that the Turks could not be held 
back in Thrace. İnönü had won all the essential points. He 
had demonstrated his finesse and judgment in a way that 
would recommend him for greater political and diplomatic 
service. And that opportunity for service was to arise almost 
immediately.

  The main work of diplomacy was carried on by these 
major figures under Atatürk’s close supervision. At the same 
time, informal representatives of considerably lesser stature 
were sent to establish representation in major European 
capitals. Ankara appears to have given them leeway in day to 
day activities, which were mainly directed toward building 
international acceptance of the Ankara Nationalists. Regular 
diplomatic and consular posts were set up in Moscow, 
Kabul, and Tehran. These eastern posts were to a significant 
degree designed to expedite supply of assistance during the 
War of Independence. Hence, building a regular diplomatic 
establishment to represent Turkey worldwide would be a 
task for Atatürk’s regime after Lausanne. Davison wrote,
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The fruits of military victory in the years 1919 to 1922 
could never have been gathered without an astute foreign 
policy which paralleled the military campaigns, aided them, 
and won international recognition of the results. The bases 
of foreign policy were simple – to create an independent 
and sovereign Turkey for the Turks…The emphasis on 
territorial integrity, and absolute Turkish sovereignty within 
the state, was so constant as to appear monotonous, but 
Kemal’s diplomacy is understandable only as the pursuit of 
these objectives. (See, “Turkish Diplomacy from Mudros to 
Lausanne”).

When the Allied powers invited Ankara to peace talks 
at the Conference on Near Eastern Affairs in Lausanne, 
Atatürk, once again, turned to İsmet Pasha to lead the 
delegation. But, this time İnönü was horrified. He said 
he was not a diplomat but a soldier. It was one thing to 
negotiate with foreign military officers at Mudanya, but this 
was an entirely different matter. He would have to negotiate 
with some of the great orators of Europe, starting with 
Lord Curzon of Great Britain. But, Mustafa Kemal Pasha 
would not take “no” for an answer. İnönü went to Lausanne 
and he was successful there. The Lausanne Treaty of 1923 
was an accomplishment which forever buried the Eastern 
Question and issues of the capitulations as far as Turkey was 
concerned. In an ironic sense, it was the Turkish nationalists 
who fulfilled the CUP’s war aims.
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The President of Turkey, Chief Executive

Turkey’s new republican system was organized at its top 
echelons with Atatürk as president, the prime minister, 
İsmet İnönü, and foreign minister, Tevfik Rüştü Aras. 
However, Atatürk remained the top decision-maker in 
matters of foreign policy, although the prime minister was 
chief executive. This is not to imply that Atatürk, İnönü, and 
Aras had differing views about Turkey’s foreign relations. If 
there was any difference between Atatürk and İnönü, it was 
about Atatürk’s sharp sense of timing as opposed to İnönü’s 
extraordinarily cautious stance. And, when differences 
of opinion surfaced, Aras adhered to Atatürk’s judgment. 
Peace was attained, but the republican regime was not yet 
entrenched and there were additional threats to Ankara 
emanating from Mussolini’s fascist Italy as well as domestic 
threats such as a number of Kurdish insurrections in 1924-
25, 1930 and 1936. 

Although they were not among the decision-making cadres 
between 1908 and 1918, Atatürk and his colleagues had 
ample time to observe and criticize the CUP government. 
Two major characteristics which distinguished Atatürk and 
his group from the CUP were their realism and determination 
to reconstruct Turkey’s relations with the West, instead of 
the ambivalence that marked the CUP era. Now that the 
Eastern Question had shifted outside the borders of Turkey, 
the question reappeared in the form of respective British and 
French mandates over Iraq and Palestine, and Syria under the 
auspices of the League of Nations. The U.S. administration 
as well as the Congress opted to remain outside mandate 
arrangements in the Near East.

The Iraqi-Turkish border had not been agreed upon 
during the Lausanne Conference, because the Turkish side 
argued that Mosul should remain within the boundaries of 
Turkey. Britain, the mandatory power over Iraq, argued 
that this would bring Turkey close to sixty miles of Baghdad 
and create problems of security. The British further argued 
that with a handful of Turcoman population in Mosul, its 
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cession to Turkey could not be justified to the Arabs, Kurds, 
and non-Muslims, who altogether comprised the majority.

Negotiations ended in a deadlock, because İsmet Pasha’s 
statistics on Mosul’s ethnic structure, political arguments 
that Turkey’s National Assembly represented both the Turks 
and Kurds, geographical continuity, and strategic reasons 
as to why Mosul should be part of Turkey did not come 
anywhere close to the British position. The Sheikh Said 
rebellion which broke out concomitantly might also have 
undermined Turkey’s position. Under the circumstances, 
League of Nations’ arbitration was in order. Both Ankara 
and London declared that they would abide by the League’s 
Inquiry Council decision. The Council decided on 19 
September 1925 that it would be desirable to request the 
Permanent Court of International Justice to give advisory 
opinion, especially on the legality of unanimous or majority 
vote. On 21 November 1925, the Court advised that the 
decisive vote regarding frontier lines between Iraq and 
Turkey should be unanimous and binding, not counting the 
votes of the parties to the dispute.

Based on Article 16 of the Lausanne Treaty, Turkey had 
renounced all title over territories situated outside the 
frontiers laid down in the treaty settlement and contested 
claims had to be either reached by agreement or by the 
decision of the League Council. On 16 December 1925, the 
League formally awarded Mosul to Iraq. Turkey softened its 
stance and signed the Frontier and Good Neighbor Treaty 
with Britain and Iraq on 5 June 1926. The last big dispute 
between Turkey and Britain thus ended. The question 
remains as to why Atatürk chose to back down on this 
issue.

 The young Turkish Republic was still a diplomatically 
isolated country. Sensitive towards yet another potential 
Italian aggression launched from the Dodecanese islands and 
realizing that France would not act against Britain at a time 
when it needed British support against its German policies 
(such as the French occupation of Germany’s Rhur province 
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to expedite reparations), Atatürk had no alternative but to 
back down on the Mosul issue and rebuild its relationship 
with England. Furthermore, since Atatürk held legality in 
high esteem, he was not about to contest a decision that 
came from the only international organization available, 
the League of Nations, even though the decision was not in 
favor of Turkey.

On 18 July 1932, Turkey became a member of the League 
of Nations, because the idea of collective security was most 
appealing. And, as far as foreign or domestic policy was 
concerned, this was compatible with being a member of the 
family of nations in more ways than one.

As far as then current and potential oil resources were 
concerned, addition of this territory to Turkey would, in 
all reality, not make a significant difference in revenue for 
Ankara. In the first place, although British, Dutch, and 
French interests had set up a Turkish Petroleum Company 
in 1912, this was Turkish in name only. Judging from the 
fact that British companies paid more in taxes to their own 
government than they paid to Iran from the oil revenues 
generated by the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, the outcome 
would not to be any different with the Turkish Petroleum 
Company. One only needs to remember, even in hindsight, 
ensuing political conflicts and foreign intervention when 
Iran and then Iraq tried to nationalize their oil resources. 

When Iraq became a British mandate in 1920, the Company 
began negotiating over a concession with the Iraqis in 1921. 
World War I had demonstrated to the major powers the 
importance of securing sources of oil. A concession was 
granted to the Company in 1925. The discovery of oil 
north of Kirkuk in 1927 resulted in a formal agreement 
the next year. Among the shareholders were the Anglo-
Persian Oil Company, the Dutch Shell Group, a French 
group, Compagnie Française Petrole, and the Near East 
Development Corporation, which represented the interests 
of the five largest American oil companies. In 1929, the 
Company was renamed the Iraqi Petroleum Company. 
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In 1926, the final settlement between Turkey and Great 
Britain stipulated that Turkey would settle for 500,000 
pound sterling in cash to be paid over 25 years in increments 
in lieu of royalties inherited from Ottoman concessions. 
Turkey received the bulk of this sum until 1950, when the 
Iraqi government stopped remittance because Baghdad 
calculated the 25 year span from the date of the agreement 
instead of ending in 1953 since oil in Kirkuk was not 
extracted until after 1928, from whence the revenue would 
derive. The 1950s were the height of the Cold War, and the 
Baghdad Pact was in the making when the Democratic Party 
in Turkey announced the remaining sum to be received null 
and void in order to attract Iraq into the Pact. In all reality, 
that decision terminated the Mosul issue.

Atatürk, however, continued to pursue as active an 
international diplomacy as he could. Turkey participated 
in the disarmament conferences organized by the European 
Commission of the League of Nations although it was not 
yet a member. Atatürk, thus tangibly signaled Ankara’s wish 
for institutional cooperation with the West. The first active 
role that Turkey assumed was to become signatory to the 
Briand-Kellog Pact that was adopted in Paris on 27 August 
1928. Turkey’s Grand National Assembly ratified the 
agreement on 28 January 1929. Briand-Kellog Pact was one 
of the most significant agreements to sustain international 
peace and security between the two world wars. In a speech 
delivered on 1 November 1928, Atatürk introduced the pact 
as follows:

Gentlemen! Our main foreign policy principles and 
guide is credibility in international relations as well as the 
security and development of our country. If the continuing 
development and reforms in the country are to be sustained 
Turkey needs peace and order in domestic terms as well as in 
its region. Consequently, national preservation and defense 
are of foremost concern in our foreign policy. Therefore, 
we have to keep our army, navy and air forces strong 
enough to deter any aggression directed to our country. The 
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Republican Government is actively involved in promoting 
international pacts for the purpose of maintaining security. 
That is why we agreed to become party to the Kellog Pact. 
(See, Atatürk’ün	Söylev	ve	Demeçleri).

This pact was initially negotiated between the French Prime 
Minister, Aristide Briand and the U.S. Secretary of State 
Frank B. Kellog as a friendship agreement between France 
and the U.S.A. But, Washington requested a multilateral 
agreement based upon the initial intent. What prompted 
this policy was the “idealist” approach of the White House 
to world affairs. U.S. Presidents from Woodrow Wilson 
(1913-1921), Warren G. Harding (1921-1923), to Calvin 
Coolidge (1923-1929) and Herbert Hoover (1929-1933) all 
upheld the idea of multilateral agreements perhaps because 
the U.S.A. was not a member of the League of Nations.

Sixty three countries which signed the Briand-Kellog 
Pact agreed that war was an illegal course of international 
behavior that all inter-state disputes should be brought to 
the International Court of Justice and the parties should 
abide by its judgment. According to the pact, the only 
allowable form of war was one of self-defense. However, 
since the Americans insisted on the policy of independent 
internationalism for themselves, Kellog prevented the clause 
that talked about legitimate self-defense from being inserted 
in the Pact. Hence, a country could only resort to armed 
defense if it was faced with nothing other than direct armed 
aggression.

The precise definition of “armed aggression,” indirect 
aggression,” and “legitimate self-defense” are still 
problematic for the United Nations Court of Justice as well 
as for international law at the beginning of the 21st century. 
Therefore, neither the Briand-Kellog Pact nor the League 
of Nations could, multilaterally or institutionally prevent 
aggression from fascism or totalitarianism in the 1920s 
or 1930s. Still, it provided an opportunity to the young 
Republic of Turkey to take an active role in international 
politics. 
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The 1929 World Economic Crisis and Atatürk’s 
Foreign Policy, 1930-1938

When the Bolsheviks offered peace terms in 1917 which 
culminated in the Brest-Litovsk peace on the basis of “no 
annexations-no reparations,” the Ottomans requested that 
Russia return Kars, Ardahan and Batumi, occupied since 
1878. The Germans did not support this position because 
if peace was to be territorially retroactive, then Germany 
might face similar requests from the Russians. None the 
less peace was signed, and the Russians withdrew from 
war, which was Germany’s major objective. However, Kars 
and Ardahan were returned to the Ottomans, and Batumi’s 
status was left to a future plebiscite. 

After the war, diplomatic relations between Germany and 
Turkey were restored in 1924. Since the Versailles Treaty 
had imposed strict limitations on German military capacity, 
a number of unemployed or retired German officers began 
teaching at the Turkish War Academy between 1925 and 
1932 on a personal, contractual basis. This time the German 
officers served in a non-official capacity and fit well into the 
system because the Turkish army was still structured after 
German military organization. 

When the Nazis came to power in 1933, articles 
began to appear in German newspapers that rekindled 
memories of comradeship-in-arms with the Turks as well 
as complimentary pieces on Atatürk. In 1934, the first 
German military mission came to Turkey on an official visit. 
Members of this mission spoke Turkish, had taught at the 
War Academy previously, and had many personal contacts 
among the Turkish officers. Colonel Hans Rohde of this 
mission was assigned as the German military attaché in 
1935. Although there was an apparent appreciation of and 
respect towards German military training and discipline in 
the Turkish army, it was not strong enough to pressure the 
government to lend overt diplomatic and political support 
to Nazi Germany.
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As of 1924 some Turkish families resumed sending their 
children to pursue higher education in Germany. The 
German school in Istanbul resumed educational activities in 
1924 as well. German consultants were hired in the areas of 
agriculture, engineering, personnel management, chemical 
industries, and fine arts. A trade agreement was enacted in 
1927 and Germans began investing in defense projects in 
Turkey. In 1925, the Junkers Co. made an agreement with 
the Turkish government to establish the Kayseri airplane 
and motor factory which was completed a year later. By 
1930, Lufthansa was permitted to fly between Istanbul 
and Berlin. Germany was recuperating financially under an 
international commission formed to solve the problems of 
reparations. The plan drawn by the head of the commission, 
an American banker, Charles G. Dawes in 1924, opened 
the way for large loans from abroad to make the German 
economy function again. 

The Wall Street Crash of 1929 affected not only the far-
away U.S.A. and industrialized Europe. Its effects were felt 
in agricultural economies like that of Turkey. Coupled with 
the burden of financing the Ottoman debt, Turkey asked 
the Allies for a moratorium. But, according to Britain and 
France, Turkey’s economic hardships stemmed from its large 
investments in public works and economic reconstruction, 
not from the world economic crisis and Ottoman debt. 
Turkey was not about to agree to a much needed foreign loan 
with strings attached, implicating control over its economic 
sovereignty. Yet, economic concerns were interlocked with 
security threats.

During the 1920s the aim of achieving economic 
independence was hampered by the commercial clauses 
of the Lausanne Treaty, which restricted Turkey’s right 
to set tariffs until 1929. Furthermore, this treaty did not 
extend economic aid to Turkey, forcing it to pursue policies 
to encourage industrial development and to increase 
agricultural output on a limited budget. Even though the 
period 1923-26 saw marked growth, it was mainly due 
to recovery from the war, and 1927-29 was a period of 
stagnation, with a disastrous drought in 1928. The Great 
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Depression hit Turkey hard when world agriculture prices 
dropped, foreign capital investment was curtailed, and 
foreign trade decreased. Beginning in 1930 the İnönü 
cabinet began to take a more interventionist approach to 
the economy, leading to the adoption of statism as party 
policy. (See John M. VanderLippe. The	Politics	of	Turkish	
Democracy). 

Mussolini’s Italy remained a potential threat despite the 
30 May 1928 Treaty of Neutrality, Reconciliation and 
Judiciary Regulation which was prolonged on 25 May 1932 
for three more years. Mussolini’s aggressive mood which 
resulted in Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 intensified 
Turkish apprehension. Italy’s aggression towards Ethiopia 
was not only a show of force, but was also a revanche of 
its defeat by the Ethiopians in 1898-1899. By the turn of 
the twentieth century, all of Africa was colonized by the 
Europeans, but Italy remained the only European country 
to have been defeated by a country whose people fought 
with primitive weapons. This time, the Italians used their 
powerful air force as well as using mustard gas to subdue 
the Ethiopians.

Meanwhile a natural rapprochement between Nazi 
Germany and Turkey came as of 1933, for the Germans 
were not critical at all about Turkey’s statist policies. Both 
Soviet and German economic experts were welcomed. The 
Republican leaders believed that Turkey did not have the 
financial or economic means to sustain liberal economy, 
especially under the circumstances. So, they opted for state 
control of the economy and what little there was of private 
business remained latent. Atatürk was to argue that theirs 
was an eclectic economic policy.

[In Germany] Protective measures on foreign trade were 
continued by the New Plan after the National Socialist Party 
assumed control of the government... The New Plan was 
also designed to shift German trade from a multilateral to a 
bilateral basis. The result was the establishment of a special 
bartering system, the clearing agreement. The peculiarity of 
this system was to avoid use of foreign exchange. (See, Dilek 
Barlas. Etatism	and	Diplomacy	in	Turkey).
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This system was very convenient for Turkey for it was short 
of foreign exchange. On 10 August 1933, Turkey signed a 
clearing agreement with Germany and became an important 
supplier of raw materials, including chrome, which proved 
to be an invaluable commodity during WWII. 

Economic relations might have found a convenient outlet, 
but Turkey’s growing uneasiness about Italian ambitions 
were compounded when Mussolini told the Turkish 
Ambassador in Rome, Hüseyin Ragıp Bey (Baydur), that 
Italy needed bases on the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 
In 1936, the Turkish government asked for a revision of 
the Straits regime, upon which in the following Montreux 
Conference, a new convention was signed by Turkey, Britain, 
France, Japan, the USSR, Australia, Bulgaria, Romania and 
Yugoslavia. Italy acceded in 1937. As of 20 July 1936, 
the Straits were to be controlled and remilitarized by the 
Turkish state, which, in turn, guaranteed free navigation 
during peace time and as long as Ankara remained neutral 
during war. The idea of collective security rapidly fell short 
of Turkey’s expectations. Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia and 
Hitler’s remilitarization of the Rhineland were signals of 
irrendenta, defying the spirit and exploiting the structural 
inadequacy of the League of Nations. Economic and 
diplomatic bilateral relations apart, Turkey could not afford 
to be self- reliant much longer on security arrangements. 
Its first suitor was hardly desirable. Evidence in point for 
this line of thinking was Turkey’s refusal of the first Soviet 
approach to collaborate in the defense of the Turkish Straits 
(called the Black Sea Straits by the Soviets/Russians).

As of 1934, foreign policy became a prominent part of 
Atatürk’s concerns. The proximate threat was Italy. Mussolini 
not only talked about resurrecting the Roman Empire and 
referred to the Mediterranean as “mare nostrum,” he began 
to militarize the Dodecanese islands in 1934. Atatürk was 
convinced that the Italians were planning to attack Anatolia 
from the islands although Rome said that this activity was 
against the “Soviet threat.” 

Ankara began to play an active role in the League of 
Nations, and upon Atatürk’s orders the foreign policy 
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establishment was engaged in the formation of a Balkan 
Pact. The only Balkan countries who joined this pact were 
Turkey, Greece, Romania, and Yugoslavia. Greece was in it 
as a precaution both against potential Italian aggression and 
Bulgarian irredentist attitude towards Greek Macedonia. 
Albania did not join because it was under pressure from 
Italy to remain outside. Atatürk wanted to form a buffer 
between Turkey and two potential aggressors, Mussolini 
and Hitler. Regional solidarity might have been a good idea, 
but it did not work in the absence of a military commitment 
from the parties to the pact. Furthermore, no Balkan state 
could stand against the Nazi war machine although Greeks 
resisted Mussolini’s forces so well that the Gemans had to 
come to his aid, and occupy Greece themselves in 1941.

Atatürk and the Turkish leadership despised the Fascists 
as upstarts, too busy strutting about in fantastic uniforms 
properly to govern the nation at the head of which they 
had set themselves…The Fascists appeared to the Turks as 
little better than civilian rabble-rousers who had militarized 
and brutalized a democratic nation…The victorious Paşa 
[Atatürk], he had become the civilian President. Mussolini, 
a political agitator, had put on the uniform and airs of a 
generalissimo. In doing so, he earned the contempt of not 
only of Atatürk but of Turkey itself. (See, Brock Millman. 
“Turkish Foreign and Strategic Policy, 1934-42”).

The Italians managed to buy off a Turkish general, 
Hüseyin Hüsnü Pasha (not to be confused with Hüseyin 
Hüsnü Erkilet), who had access to Turkey’s defense and 
military operational plans. The pasha, after selling the plans, 
defected to Italy, and began to live a luxurious life in Rome. 
In the end, however, he was executed for high treason by 
two Turkish cadets in Rome, who were particularly sent 
there for the mission under the guise of learning Italian to 
study in the law school. Millman wrote,

The more dangerous long-term threat, however, came 
from Germany. Atatürk was convinced that Germany would 
one day be the cause of another great war. He was equally 
certain that Hitler was a more dangerous man than Mussolini. 
Mussolini was a buffoon; Hitler was a madman. Atatürk, 
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one of the few prewar statesmen who had read Mein	Kampf 
in its German edition, was horrified at the meanness of the 
language and the madness of his [Hitler’s] thoughts. (See, 
Brock Millman. “Turkish Foreign and Strategic Policy”).

After formal diplomatic relations were restored between 
Turkey and the U.S.A. an unlikely American ambassador 
who was assigned to Turkey for just one year in 1933 
attracted American military attention to Turkey. Charles H. 
Sherrill was appointed to Turkey for a year as a token for 
his financial contribution to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s (1882-
1945) election campaign. The non-career ambassador 
and former general, Sherrill suggested (before he came to 
Turkey) to the U.S. Army Chief of Staff, General Douglas 
MacArthur that he might be interested to include Turkey 
on his itinerary while visiting Prague, Vienna and Budapest. 
MacArthur was on a fact finding mission in Central Europe 
and the Balkans where he carried out military diplomacy as 
well. Sherrill cleared the potential visit with Ankara and was 
told that Mustafa Kemal would receive MacArthur at his 
summer residence in Yalova, near Istanbul. 

Arriving in Turkey on 25 September 1932, MacArthur 
was cordially received by his Turkish interlocutors both 
in Istanbul and Ankara. On September 27, Mustafa Kemal 
received the American general not at his summer residence, 
but at the Dolmabahçe Palace in Istanbul with due honors. 
The next day MacArthur laid a wreath at the Republican 
Monument in Taksim Square which bore the inscription “In 
token of the admiration and high esteem of the American 
Forces for Gazi Mustafa Kemal and the Turkish Army.”

When Mustafa Kemal held talks with MacArthur, he stated 
that Germany was likely to start a war that would engulf 
Europe and probably draw the Soviet Union and the United 
States into war. It was not difficult to see the revisionist aura 
in Germany even before Hitler’s advent to power. In 1922, 
Germany and the Soviet Union had signed the Rapallo treaty 
during a conference on the European economy in Genoa. 
The Rapallo treaty contained a secret clause that former 
German officers and soldiers could train in the Soviet Union. 
German engineers could build weapons there under cover. 
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Even though Mustafa Kemal may not have been privy to this 
information, he sensed that Germany would not stand the 
diktat	of the Versailles Treaty much longer. 

Impending security threats, and in order to reduce its 
commercial dependence on Germany by signing agreements 
with British firms for public enterprises such as construction 
of an iron and steel plant at Karabük, and other public 
works, including a naval dockyard at Gölcük to which the 
Royal Navy would have access, Turkey approached Britain 
once again. This paved the way eventually to an alliance. 
This time Britain did not wish to see Turkey falling into the 
German orbit once again. The feeling was mutual. British 
credits and loans to Turkey followed.

When the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) began, all 
European countries made an agreement to remain neutral. 
However, that was not to be the case, because soon taking 
sides either with General Francisco Franco’s Phalangists or 
with the Republicans marked this civil war as a trial case 
for World War II. Italy and Germany immediately began 
helping Franco with arms and manpower, and the Soviets, 
as well as brigades of international youth who joined the war 
in the name of freedom, helped the Republicans. But the 
geographical distance between Spain and the Soviet Union 
made it difficult to extend meaningful aid. Italian activity 
was not confined to Spain. 

Unmarked submarines in the Mediterranean began to 
torpedo ships that carried non-contraband to Spain, and 
two Spanish ships were even torpedoed in Turkey’s home 
waters. In 1937, Britain and France led the way to gather 
a conference in Nyon, Switzerland to resolve the problem 
of these attacks. Atatürk immediately wanted Turkey to 
participate in the conference. Prime Minister İnönü was 
reluctant, because he was wary of irritating Italy and did 
not want to open up Turkey’s ports to the Royal Navy so 
soon, should there be any patrolling in the Mediterranean. 
As usual, Atatürk’s decision prevailed and Turkey joined 
the conference in Nyon. The resolution deliberately did not 
point a finger at any country about unmarked submarines, 
but stated that the Royal Navy and the French Navy would 
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patrol the Mediterranean, each country was responsible for 
protecting their home waters, and that unmarked submarines 
would be sunk. Submarine attacks ceased.  

In 1936, Atatürk’s timing to raise the issue of Hatay (the 
Ottoman Sanjak of Alexandretta) on the Turkish-Syrian 
border with the French had a twofold objective. One was 
to take France to task against potential Italian aggression. 
Secondly, the 1921 Franklin Bouillon agreement had 
recognized Turkish existence and cultural rights in Hatay. 
This became a diplomatic outlet through which Atatürk 
decided to lay claims on the province mainly because it 
included the strategic port of Iskenderun, an economic 
artery to Mediterranean trade as well as being a strategically 
important area. 

Although Hatay fell within the boundaries of the National 
Oath and the nationalist militia had fought against the 
French occupiers in Cilicia for three years, the Franco-
Turkish rapprochement by 1921 had compelled Mustafa 
Kemal Pasha to ignore the province for the time being in 
order to open the southern route through which French 
aid could be transported during the War of Independence 
soon after the Italians and the French were reconciled with 
Ankara. 

As the French mandate approached an end by 1936, Turkey 
maintained that the Syrian administration would probably 
not be able to uphold the special regime agreed upon for 
Hatay. Turkey requested that the population be accorded 
a say in self determination. Coupled with its concern about 
security in the Mediterranean, Turkey brought the issue 
to the League Council in 1937. The Council recognized a 
special regime for Hatay (autonomy) whereby one of the 
three official languages was Turkish. But the League of 
Nations Commission which was to supervise elections in 
Hatay could not work because of ethnic strife and pressures 
which would render free elections impossible. The League 
Commission left upon Franco-Turkish request in June 
1938. France and Turkey collaborated to have the elections 
held in August 1938, which resulted in numerically superior 
Turkish members of parliament. 



- 111 -

In the aftermath of Anchluss and the Munich debacle 
of 1938, Britain approached Turkey for “reciprocal 
engagements” and France did not intend to remain outside. 
Although the Turkish and French forces together entered 
the Sanjak, as a result of the Turkish-French Treaty of 4 
July 1938, Ankara had been pressuring to cede the district 
completely to Turkey’s control. Meanwhile, skirmishes 
continued between Turks and Arabs in Hatay. 

On 23 June 1939, France agreed that Turkey could annex 
the province. Following the declaration of Hatay Republic 
and a plebiscite, the region with its strategic and economically 
viable port, Iskenderun, joined Turkey. Turkish friendship 
had become vital to France regarding Syria’s security in an 
atmosphere of impending war.

Atatürk did not live long enough to see that Hatay became 
part of Turkey, but he must have been sure that his efforts 
would bear fruit, because in a telegram to İsmet İnönü, upon 
French agreement, he expressed his joy, with the words “I 
hope that your days and nights will be just as illuminated as 
this diplomatic success.” 

The President was in the habit of attributing success to 
those who carried out his own policies at the operational 
level. In fact, if this issue were left to the prime minister’s 
judgment, it may not have been resolved at all. İnönü advised 
caution at the beginning in order not to irritate the French, 
but Atatürk’s sense of timing prevailed. 

In 1939, İnönü as president, concluded the Tripartite 
Agreement between Britain, France and Turkey, a military 
alliance against aggression from the Mediterranean, in other 
words from Italy. İnönü was to use this treaty as a basis 
from which he argued against Axis as well as Allied powers’ 
insistence to enter World War II on their respective side 
throughout the war. Turks felt that this war was one of 
Europe’s own making and dubbed the term “active neutral” 
in describing their war time policy, and essentially remained 
non-belligerent. İnönü had learnt from Atatürk the art of 
foreign policy and diplomacy to be employed at the highest 
levels of international politics. It was to his credit and 
Turkey’s good fortune that he learned well.
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The Legacy
In early September 1928, Atatürk hosted a correspondent 

from Petit	 Parisien, Henri Beraud, in Istanbul. At first, 
they conversed through an interpreter, but later Atatürk 
resorted to speaking French. Beraud reported that Atatürk 
spoke perfect French without a trace of accent, which was 
the ultimate compliment coming from a Frenchman. The 
correspondent was impressed with Atatürk’s command of 
history as well as the art of war. But what impressed Beraud 
most was Atatürk’s thoughts about the fate of humanity 
and world peace. Beraud stated that the President did not 
have to declare himself an internationalist, because he was 
as much a passionate universalist as a nationalist. Beraud 
concluded his newspaper article (published on 7 October) 
about his encounter with Atatürk with a metaphor inspired 
by Istanbul’s end of summer night, that the crescent was on 
the rise.

In 2008, Talât S. Halman published Atatürk	Alive,	In	His	
Own	Words, where he introduced the President as follows: 

Destiny has endowed very few individuals with any 
of Atatürk’s achievements. Protagonist of his nation’s 
sovereignty. Undefeated commander. Pioneer of 
anticolonialism. Staunchest fore of imperialism at home 
and abroad. Creator of a republic. Transformer of the 
political, legal, and socio-economic systems. Spellbinding 
orator. Cultural revolutionary. Secularist visionary. 
Humanist and international peacemaker. Model for the 
leaders of emancipation and of emerging nations. The hero 
of a 20th century renaissance...Atatürk’s oratorical legacy 
stands as one of the most successful for its time as well as 
for later decades. His statements on peace at home and 
peace in the world, freedom and independence, human 
dignity and economic development, education for all, 
the vital importance of science, culture and the arts, and 
the supremacy of humanistic values continue to inspire 
forward-looking Turks and progressive nations throughout 
the world.
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A selection of Atatürk’s statements point to the workings 
of his mind and allows us to understand and explain the 
person. The concepts of freedom, culture, civilization and 
women’s emancipation blend well to explain his universalism 
as well as nationalism.

Culture is happiness through nature’s highest gifts 	
and yields. Culture will elevate the Republic. The Turkish 
Revolution will secure for us the place we deserve in the 
civilized world.

 The Turkish Revolution is creative. It is a work of 	
patriotism blended with a lofty humanist ideal.

There are many sister nations who will attain 	
independence and sovereignty. They will triumph in spite 
of all the impediments. Colonialism and imperialism will 
disappear from the face of the earth and a new age of 
harmony and cooperation without any discrimination as to 
color, creed and race will prevail among nations.

There are many countries, but a single civilization. In 	
order to make progress, every nation must join this one 
civilization.

Human society consists of two species – women and 	
men. How could one segment of society go forward while 
the other segment is ignored? When half of the body remains 
chained to the ground, how could the other half rise to the 
sky?

This country, under all circumstances, will become 	
modern, civilized, and innovative. For us, this is a metter 
of life.

The Republic of Turkey can never be the land of sheikhs, 	
dervishes, disciples and lay brothers. The straight and true 
path is the road to civilization.

Unless the life of the nation faces peril, war is a crime.	

Some leaders, who fail to consider what a terrible 	
tragedy war is, have been pursuing aggressive objectives. 
They are corrupting the true meaning of nationalism, they 
are deceiving and leading astray their own nations. In these 
difficult times, the destiny of the world should be in the 
hands of leaders who have a conscience and character.
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As my moral legacy, I am not leaving behind any 	
stricture, any dogma, any frozen or set rule. My moral 
legacy is science and reason. Those who choose to accept me 
as their own after I am gone will be my moral heirs if they 
accede to the guidance of rationalism and science.

Atatürk’s consistent refrain of civilization definitely had 
at its core his determination to see that Turkey become 
a developed country, economically, industrially, and 
agriculturally. Another aspect of dwelling on civilization 
and culture was plausibly a reaction to western attitudes of 
excluding and making the east/Ottomans/Turks into aliens. 
His was the outlook of a renaissance man. Duke of Florence, 
Cosimo de Medici (1519-1603) once said, “I am human, so 
nothing about humanity is alien to me.” The word “alienus” 
in Latin means “other.” So, if we resort to the currently 
fashionable term “othering” when speaking of national 
identities or identity politics, we may plausibly argue that 
Atatürk was reacting to the absence of treating Turks (and 
eastern peoples) in an inclusive, humanistic way.

As of the mid-nineteenth century, at least British and 
American writings on the Ottomans increasingly drew on 
stereotypes. Denigrating stereotypes such as “Asiatics,” 
“backward peoples,” “the bloody Turk,” “Saracens,” 
“Turks constantly massacring Christians” were terms and 
concepts frequently used in journals as well as in academic 
studies. Wartime propaganda against the “Turks,” because 
all but Arab and Indian Muslims were Turks according to 
the Europeans, was another category, but helped entrench 
western prejudices.

Orientalism, a school of inquiry, which began by studying 
linguistics, literature, folklore, anthropology, society, and 
art forms of the East, transformed into a political frame of 
thought to justify European domination over the peoples of 
the East. Social Darwinism also came in handy to draw sharp 
divides between religious, political and geographical space, 
although Europe is but an extension of the Asian continent 
as far as physical geography is concerned.
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A British diplomat, Harold Nicolson, accounted for the 
Allied failure to dictate the Treaty of Sèvres on Turkey on 
civilizational terms.

In dealing with highly civilized, and therefore sensitive 
organisms such as the Central Powers, this combination [of 
authority and consent] might survive for a decade or two 
owing to the nervous prostration of the victims. Yet dealing 
with purely animal organisms such as Turkey there was no 
nervous prostration: the victim recovered overnight. (See, 
Nur Bilge Criss. Istanbul	Under	Allied	Occupation).

According to Nicolson, the wartime British Prime Minister 
Llyod George’s (1863-1945) philhellenism was based merely 
upon his hatred of the Turks whom he depicted as a “human 
cancer” as well as a “marauding herd.”

In the aftermath of World War I, a professor from Harvard 
University accorded a certain level of civilization to the 
Arabs, but the Turks were “Asiatic” hordes who did not 
contribute an iota to human civilization. Even Colmar von 
der Goltz Pasha (1843-1916), who was in charge of training 
the Ottoman army in 1913 suggested in an interview that 
the Turks might as well move their capital from Istanbul 
to Damascus. Otherwise, Russian and Balkan intrigues 
over possessing Istanbul would continue and create future 
conflict. Others built on this idea. By setting up their capital 
in Damascus, the Turks would be closer to their base of 
strength with the Arabs. They could not have been more 
mistaken. Goltz was reading politics, strategy and tactics on 
religious lines, but such reading usually proves incorrect.

Throughout World War I and during the armistice period 
(1918-1922), a number of articles appeared in French and 
British journals, which utilized demography to prove that 
Turks did not belong in Europe. Accordingly, the Turkish 
population of Istanbul was transient, because it was mostly 
composed of civil servants who resided there temporarily 
before being appointed elsewhere in the empire. Hence, 
Istanbul was not a Turkish city. This argument subsided 
once the British decided that Istanbul should not be 
detached from Turkey in the form of a free city governed 
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by an international commission, but remain as the seat of 
caliph, but definitely under London’s supervision.

A Russian Jew, Vladimir Jabotinsky (1880-1940), who 
first served as war correspondent and later fought with the 
British against the Ottomans in the Palestinian campaign, 
wrote a book in 1917, entitled Turkey	 and	 the	War. He 
referred to Turkey as a cultureless space and since nature 
abhorred a vacuum, “the push towards cultureless spaces 
is humanly irresistable. Their desolation itself is a constant 
provocation. That is why the thirst for the ‘Turkish heritage’ 
can never die – except through satisfaction.” Jabotinsky 
described the Turks as honest, congenial and hospitable 
people, but cautioned that in political terms sympathy was 
not a sufficient reason to let them survive. The Turks simply 
could not govern or manage, so others had to fill the void. 
He accorded a significant Germanic culture in Austria except 
for Bohemia, but he argued that “Of all the races in the 
Ottoman Empire which possess any culture at all, the Turks 
are the least and the weakest. Their culture has no right even 
to be mentioned in comparison with the bottomless riches 
of Hellenism. The Arabs possess a great old civilization, 
a mighty literature which constitutes practically the only 
base of the scanty intellectual wealth of the Turks.” (See, 
Vladimir Jabotinsky, Turkey	and	the	War). 

Granted that Ottoman affairs were mismanaged towards 
the end, but the international conjuncture was not favorable 
to the survival of any continental empire, let alone the 
Ottomans. Faced with denigration from European circles 
as well as underestimated by their European, mainly British 
interlocutors, it was not a wonder that the Turks became 
more nationalistic. Atatürk naturally did not read the extracts 
referred to above. However, he must have read and heard 
worse things about western attitudes on Turkey’s uncivilized 
and uncultured nature. Hence, his emphasis on to “elevate 
Turkey to the level of contemporary civilization.” The issues 
of civilization and culture did not only concern the nation’s 
dignity, but this was also a political matter. Alienation 
from the west was simply dangerous as far as security was 
concerned, because imperialists, as a rule, bargained over 
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the alienated party’s assets with each other. Turkey had lived 
through such danger during the World War, and Atatürk as 
a great strategist did not want his country to be exposed to 
secret bargains ever again. 

 In June 1938, Atatürk planned to trip to the Balkan Pact 
countries (Greece, Yugoslavia, and Romania) plausibly to 
enhance the pact with military committment and strengthen 
the relations further. It had become obvious by then that the 
League of Nations was unable to provide collective security. 
However, he was soon confined to bed because of his illness. 
Otherwise this would have been the first trip abroad that the 
President would make, which pointed to an urgency about 
the impending war. 

The legacy to avoid isolation remained a consistent feature 
of Turkey’s foreign policy to this day. In the aftermath of 
World War II, Ankara’s diplomats worked feverishly to 
ensure Turkey membership in all international organizations 
available. That quest was gratified with membership in 
NATO in 1952. Another quest, however, continues in the 
form of potential membership in the European Union (EU).

Turkey has made formidable stride in arts and culture, 
represented both by women and men, just like Atatürk 
would have been pleased to see. By the end of the 20th 
century, Turkey boasts internationally acclaimed sopranos 
such as Semiha Berksoy, Suna Korat, Leyla Gencer, tenors 
Suat Arıkan, Ayhan Baran, violinist Suna Kan, Ayla Erduran, 
pianists İdil Biret, Ayşegül Sarıca, Gülsin Onay, Güher and 
Süher Pekinel, Fazıl Say, Hüseyin Sermet, ceramicist Füreya 
and many more artists of the younger generation. 

The Presidential Symphony Orchestra was established 
under Atatürk’s auspices. In memory of Atatürk on the sixty-
seventh anniversary of his death, the Presidential Symphony 
Orchestra and Ankara State Opera and Ballet performed 
Atatürk’s favorite opera, La Tosca.	According to a senior 
artist from the Presidential Symphony Orchestra, Enver 
Kapelman, Atatürk prefered to listen to folk music, songs 
of Rumelia and operetta. He was enchanted by La Tosca	
when he served as military attaché in Sofia. Cavaradossi’s 
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famous aria, “E lucevan le stelle” (Act Three) had particular 
appeal to Atatürk. This should not come as a surprise, when 
one thinks of the emotive aria which blends nationalism 
and romanticism in this masterpiece of Giacomo Puccini. 
Besides state sponsored performing arts, privately sponsored 
classical orchestras, theatres, and dance troops are flourishing 
in our day. Theatre is yet another forum which has found 
enthusiastic audience in Turkey and Yıldız Kenter is the 
symbol of the field as duayenne. Atatürk’s legacy continues 
in the performing arts as well.

One of the most revolutionary moves of Atatürk was to 
ensure legal and political participation of women in the system. 
This could not have been possible without secularization of 
the legal system, which, in turn, had to do with abrogation 
of the capitulations. While female emancipation was a 
politically motivated move, it was also a sign of the new 
Turkey. Moreover, there was a socio-political continuity 
between the Ottoman feminist movement and the Republic. 
World War I had changed women’s lives to a significant 
extent, they were gainfully employed for the first time. 
Activist women of the underground resistance to foreign 
occupation, and the nationalist Women’s Association for 
the Defense of Rights of Anatolia and Rumelia (Anadolu	ve 
Rumeli	Müdafaa-i	Hukuk-u	Nisvan	Cemiyeti), contributed 
to women’s political consciousness.

The Ottoman feminist movement had its immediate roots 
during the 1908 constitutional movement. Many a female 
child born that year was named “Hürriyet” (Freedom), 
but women soon found out that the Young Turks would 
make only token gestures towards their rights. The pioneer 
Ottoman women did not hesistate to call themselves 
feminists, but underlined that their movement aimed at 
the social development of women, and was definitely not 
a political movement. Although women reserved the right 
to demand suffrage at a future time, their demands between 
1911 and 1921 included abolition of polygyny, the right 
to work, abolition of government regulations on women’s 
dress code, and abandonment of arranged marriages. By 
1917, a new Family Code went only as far as requiring the 
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consent of the first wife to take on other wives, and set a 
minimum age for marriage. 

Women realized that they were shortchanged and that 
personal issues had to become political because women’s 
legal status was not to be changed by the government on 
demand alone. They had to attain at least some political 
say by the ballot. A plea for suffrage appeared, albeit at the 
municipal level in the journal Türk	Dünyası (The Turkish 
World). Accordingly, women had to pay the regular fare 
when they crossed the Galata bridge like everyone else. If 
they did not have a voice in municipal affairs, why should 
they pay? And since they did pay, why should they not have 
a voice? 

During World War I, women were accepted into higher 
education, but they had to attend segregated classes. In 
October 1919, the Istanbul University administration 
agreed, on principle, to admit female students to the Medical 
School. However, this did not materialize until after the 
Republic was founded.

Many of the women who supported the Nationalist 
movement as writers, orators, and activists were the 
educated wives, sisters, and daughters of the Young Turks. A 
number of women in Istanbul who spoke foreign languages 
interacted with Allied officers at balls and tea parties that 
they hosted. They informed the Nationalists of the attitudes 
of these officers as well as of their activities. Some, like 
Halide Edip (Adıvar) defected to Anatolia to participate in 
the War of Independence. Others acted as couriers in the 
underground while they traveled to Ankara.

As is the case with most societies, women first began to 
contribute to public life through writing and publishing in 
the empire. Between 1869 and 1927, there were at least 
38 women’s periodicals, eleven of which were owned by 
women, and twenty-seven of which either had a woman 
editor and/or major female writers. 

In June 1923, Ottoman women activists made bold political 
attempts to hold onto women’s rights issues by establishing 
the Kadınlar	Halk	Fırkası (People’s Party of Women). The 
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general secretary of the party was none other than one of the 
underground resistance activists during the armistice, Şüküfe 
Nihal. In their application to the Ankara government, the 
party leadership stated that the party’s objective was not to 
attain political/governmental power, but to own up to socio-
economic issues that concerned women. At the same time, 
Şüküfe Nihal made no secret that the Women’s Party would 
seek candidacy of female members to the Grand National 
Assembly sometime in the future.

Ankara refused to recognize this party for the practical 
reason that women did not have any political rights at 
the time. A second reason may be that it challenged male 
authority. Lastly, the Nationalists in Ankara were preparing 
to announce the People’s Party of their own (Halk	Fırkası, 
which after October 1923, would be renamed the Republican 
People’s Party). The feminists received advice from Ankara 
to transform their activities into a purely social movement, 
under the banner of the Turkish Women’s Association. 

Atatürk was well aware of the social, educational, and 
professional experience that women had accumulated 
throughout their public struggle to attain social and legal 
rights, and of their contribution to the war effort from all 
levels of socio-economic standing. Yet, he preferred to tread 
cautiously where women’s legal and political rights were 
concerned. Adoption of the Civil Law in 1926 was radical 
enough. It gave women equal status with men relative to the 
Family Code of 1917, relative that is, by current standards. 
Hence, it would be a total anachronism to treat this radical 
move as a mere token gesture handed down to women by 
the patriarchal establishment. 

By 1930, women were accorded suffrage in municipal 
elections, followed by the right to be elected to township 
and village administrative boards in 1933, and finally in 
1934, women could vote at the national level as well as run 
for office. This was achieved at a time when totalitarian 
regimes in Europe were pulling women away from the 
public sphere. However, in 1935, the Turkish Women’s 
Association was terminated along with all the other non-
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governmental organizations, ironically after they hosted the 
Twelfth Congress of the International Women’s Union for 
Women’s Suffrage, Political, and Civil Rights.

Despite the fact that the regime stifled an independent 
women’s movement, it created the image of the “New 
Woman,” a socially responsible, educated, moral wife 
and mother. Consequently, a woman’s role in life was 
bound first to that of a wife and mother and secondly to 
a profession. None the less, urban women became willing 
participants of nation-building. Urban republican women 
were in a privileged position. They had come of age, they 
were either economically independent or potentially so, 
and they believed in the tenets of the Republic, especially 
in secularism. That secularism provides the singlemost 
protection over women’s human rights is difficult to 
refute. (See, Deniz Kandiyoti, “End of Empire: Islam, 
Nationalism and Women in Turkey”; Nur Bilge Criss, “A 
Facet of Muslim Womanhood: The Turkish Case”; İpek 
Yosmaoğlu, “Our Women Treasures: Early Republican 
Turkish Women and Their Public Identity”). The second 
round of feminist movements in the world had to await 
the 1960s, and in Turkey the 1980s for various reasons. 
But, Atatürk’s legacy in putting women’s rights into law is 
a lasting affair. Without that base to stand on, over two-
hundred womens’ associations in Turkey today could not be 
working to improve women’s rights against discrimination 
and obstructionism.

Atatürk’s charismatic personality had a lot to do with his 
achievements cited above, in foreign policy, diplomacy, 
governance, leadership, and his revolutions. Metin Heper 
wrote,

By temperament and training, Atatürk was a man of action, 
not an abstract thinker. But he reflected on his actions, and 
his tenets can readily be documented from his speeches and 
other statements. These tenets include revolutionary ideas 
in a true charismatic style. Although Atatürk’s revolution 
was not carried out on a tabula	 rasa, it was a revolution 
in the true sense of the word. In the political sphere, the 
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ideas of the “sovereignty of the people” and “the state of 
Turkey” were novel and revolutionary. Atatürk attempted to 
inculcate in the Turkish people three primary ideas: (1) that 
man can control his environment and there is no need for 
fatalism, (2) that new Turkey should be based on economic 
rationality; the old “warrior state” should be transformed 
into an “economic state,” and (3) that Western norms of 
legality and liberty should constitute the foundation stones 
of the Turkish state. (See, Metin Heper. “Transformation 
of Charisma into a Political Paradigm: Atatürkism in 
Turkey”).

As Heper argued, Atatürk’s revolution was one of values; 
it was not based on class conflict like other revolutions, 
“but it did take as a target the values of the Ottoman 
ancien	 régime.” Since his followers transformed Atatürk 
as a symbolic paradigm of state, the paradigm became 
increasingly bureaucratized and turned into one utilized for 
legitimation of all kinds of action, not necessarily in line with 
Atatürk’s tenets. However, the legacy of his revolutionary 
values survive. Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s struggle had also been 
a source of inspiration and hope for some former subjects 
of the empire. Amin Maalouf relates that his grandfather, a 
Lebanese Christian, had decided to name his fourth child 
Kemal in the 1920s. The baby turned out to be female, but 
she was still named “Kamaal” in its Arabic transcription. 
(See, Amin Maalouf. Origins).

Atatürk was a universalist and humanist, assets which 
current leaders might make use of within the parameters of 
globalization, because the late 20th and current 21st century 
globalization is only about finance, economy, technology, 
and mechanical communications. It has very little, if 
anything, to do with humanity. As such, globalization is not 
promising where peace is concerned. 

Perhaps it is telling that the final resting place of Atatürk, 
his mosoleum Anıtkabir, where his casket was moved in 
1954, is surrounded with the Garden of Peace. In the garden 
are planted various plants and trees donated by Afghanistan, 
Austria, Canada, Cyprus, Belgium, Denmark, Egypt, 
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Finland, France, Germany, Greece, India, Iraq, Israel, Italy, 
Japan, Norway, Portugal, the U.S.A., the United Kingdom 
and Yugoslavia. Not only does the Garden of Peace suits 
Atatürk’s personality, but resembles a compact family of 
nations, represented by nature, humanity and arbor as a 
tribute to his legacy. 
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