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Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938) was an army officer who founded an independent 
Republic of Turkey out of the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. He then served as Turkey’s first 
president from 1923 until his death in 1938, implementing reforms that rapidly secularized and 
westernized the country. Under his leadership, the role of Islam in public life shrank drastically, 
European-style law codes came into being, the office of the sultan was abolished and new 
language and dress requirements were mandated. But although the country was nominally 
democratic, Atatürk at times stifled opposition with an authoritarian hand. 
 
 ATATÜRK: THE EARLY 
YEARS 
Mustafa, who became 
Mustafa Kemal as a 
teenager and then Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk late in life, 
was born around 1881 in the 
city of Salonica (now Thessaloniki, Greece), which at that time was part of the Ottoman 
Empire. His family was middle-class, Turkish-speaking and Muslim. A good student, Mustafa 
Kemal attended a series of military schools, including the War College in Istanbul. He was then 
stationed in Syria and Palestine for a few years before securing a post back in Salonica. In 1911 
and 1912, the hard-drinking Mustafa Kemal fought against the Italians in Libya. 
 
DID YOU KNOW? 
The Turkish leader known as Atatürk had blue eyes and fair hair. Though he claimed to be 
descended from Turkish nomads, some historians believe he was at least partly of Balkan 
ancestry. 
 
During World War I (1914-18), the Ottoman Empire allied itself with Germany and Austria-
Hungary. By this time, the aging empire had lost almost all of its territory in Europe and Africa. 
Moreover, the so-called Young Turk Revolution of 1908 had stripped autocratic powers from 
the sultan and ushered in an era of parliamentary government. In 1915 Mustafa Kemal 
distinguished himself throughout the nearly yearlong Gallipoli Peninsula campaign, in which he 
helped stop a large force of British and French troops from taking Istanbul. He was soon 
promoted from colonel to brigadier-general and sent to fight in eastern Turkey, Syria and 
Palestine. An estimated 1.5 million Armenians died and others were expelled during the war 
and its aftermath, but Mustafa Kemal has not been linked to the perpetration of the genocide. 
 
ATATÜRK TAKES POWER 
Under a punitive postwar peace treaty signed in August 1920, the Allied powers stripped all 
Arab provinces from the Ottoman Empire, provided for an independent Armenia and an 



autonomous Kurdistan, put the Greeks in charge of a region surrounding Smyrna (now Izmir) 
and asserted economic control over what little country remained. However, Mustafa Kemal had 
already organized an independence movement based in Ankara, the goal of which was to end 
foreign occupation of the Turkish-speaking areas and to stop them from being partitioned. The 
sultan’s government in Istanbul sentenced Mustafa Kemal to death in absentia, but it failed to 
prevent him from building up both military and popular support. With the help of money and 
weapons from Soviet Russia, his troops crushed the Armenians in the east and forced the 
French and Italians to withdraw from the south. He then turned his attention to the Greeks, who 
had wreaked havoc on the Turkish population during their march to within 50 miles of Ankara. 
 
In August and September 1921, with Mustafa Kemal at the head of the army, the Turks stopped 
the Greek advance at the Battle of Sakarya. The following August, they launched an offensive 
that broke the Greek lines and sent them into a full-scale retreat all the way back to Smyrna on 
the Mediterranean Sea. A fire soon broke out in Smyrna, which, along with looting and 
rampaging Turkish soldiers, claimed the lives of thousands of Greek and Armenian residents. 
Roughly 200,000 additional Greeks and Armenians were forced to evacuate on nearby Allied 
warships, never to return. 
 
Mustafa Kemal next threatened to attack Istanbul, which was being occupied by the British and 
other Allied powers. Rather than fight, the British agreed to negotiate a new peace treaty and 
sent invitations to both the sultan’s government in Istanbul and Mustafa Kemal’s government in 
Ankara. But before the peace conference could begin, the Grand National Assembly in Ankara 
passed a resolution declaring that the sultan’s rule had already ended. Fearful for his life, the 
last Ottoman sultan fled his palace in a British ambulance. A new peace treaty was then signed 
in July 1923 that recognized an independent Turkish state. That October, the Grand National 

Assembly proclaimed the Republic of Turkey and elected 
Mustafa Kemal as its first president. 
 
ATATÜRK AS PRESIDENT 
Even before he became president, Greece agreed to send some 
380,000 Muslims to Turkey in exchange for over 1 million 
Greek Orthodox practitioners. Meanwhile, under Mustafa 
Kemal, the forced emigration of Armenians continued. 
Although Turkey was now almost homogeneously Muslim, 
Mustafa Kemal deposed the caliph, the theoretical successor 
to the prophet Muhammad and spiritual leader of the 
worldwide Muslim community. He also closed all religious 
courts and schools, prohibited the wearing of headscarves 

among public sector employees, abolished the ministry of canon law and pious foundations, 
lifted a ban on alcohol, adopted the Gregorian calendar in place of the Islamic calendar, made 
Sunday a day of rest instead of Friday, changed the Turkish alphabet from Arabic letters to 
Roman ones, mandated that the call to prayer be in Turkish rather than Arabic and even forbade 
the wearing of fez hats. 
 



Mustafa Kemal’s government espoused industrialization and adopted new law codes based on 
European models. “The civilized world is far ahead of us,” he told an audience in October 1926. 
“We have no choice but to catch up.” Eight years later, he required all Turks to choose a 
surname, selecting Atatürk (literally Father Turk) as his own. By that time, Atatürk’s 
government had joined the League of Nations, improved literacy rates and given women the 
right to vote, though in practice he essentially imposed single-party rule. He also closed 
opposition newspapers, suppressed leftist workers’ organizations and bottled up any attempts at 
Kurdish autonomy. 
 
TURKEY AFTER ATATÜRK 
On November 10, 1938, Atatürk, who never had any children, died in his bedroom at the 
Dolmabahce Palace in Istanbul. He was replaced by İsmet İnönü, prime minister during most of 
Atatürk’s rule, who continued his policies of secularization and westernization. Even though 
Atatürk retains iconic status in Turkey today—in fact, insulting his memory is a crime—Islam 
has reemerged in recent years as a social and political force. 
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Women's Rights 
"Everything we see in the world is 
the creative work of women." M. 
Kemal Atatürk   
With abiding faith in the vital 
importance of women in society, 
Atatürk launched many reforms to give 
Turkish women equal rights and 
opportunities. The new Civil Code, 
adopted in 1926, abolished polygamy 
and recognized the equal rights of 
women in divorce, custody, and inheritance. The entire educational system from the grade 
school to the university became coeducational. Atatürk greatly admired the support that the 
national liberation struggle received from women and praised their many contributions: " In 
Turkish society, women have not lagged behind men in science, scholarship, and culture. 
Perhaps they have even gone further ahead." He gave women the same opportunities as men, 
including full political rights. In the mid-1930s, 18 women, among them a villager, were elected 
to the national parliament. Later, Turkey had the world's first women supreme court justice. 
In all walks of life, Atatürk's Turkey has produced tens of thousands of well-educated women 
who participate in national life as doctors, lawyers, engineers, teachers, writers, administrators, 
executives, and creative artists. 
 



The New Language 
"The cornerstone of education is an easy system of reading and writing. The way to 
this is the new Turkish alphabet based on the Latin script." M. Kemal Atatürk 
The most difficult change in any society is probably a language reform. Most nations never 
attempt it; those who do, usually prefer a gradual approach. Under Atatürk's Leadership, Turkey 
undertook the modern world's swiftest and most extensive language reform. In 1928, when he 
decided that the Arabic script, which had been used by the Turks for a thousand years, should 
be replaced with the Latin alphabet. He asked the experts: " How long would it take ?" Most of 
them replied: " At least five years." " We shall do it," Atatürk said," within five months" 
As the 1920s came to an end, Turkey had fully and functionally adopted, with its 29 letters (8 
vowels and 21 consonants), has none of the complexities of the Arabic script, which was ill-
suited to the Turkish language. The language reform enabled children and adults to read and 
write within a few months, and to study Western languages with greater effectiveness. 
To learn more about the new Turkish language, Turkish alphabet and the language reform click 
here 
 
Legal Transformation 
"We must liberate our concepts of justice, our laws and legal institutions from the 
bonds which hold a tight grip on us although they are incompatible with the needs 
of our century." M. Kemal Atatürk 
Between 1926 and 1930, the Turkish Republic achieved a legal transformation which might 
have required decades in most other countries. Religious laws were abolished, and a secular 
system of jurisprudence introduced. The concepts, the texts and contexts of the laws were made 
harmonious with the progressive thrust of Atatürk's Turkey. "The nation", Atatürk said, "has 
placed its faith in the precept that all laws should be inspired by actual needs here on earth as a 
basic fact of national life." 
Among the far-reaching changes were the new Civil Code, Penal Code, and Business Law, 
based on the Swiss, Italian and German models respectively. 
 
The Principles of Atatürk ( Kemalism) 
The doctrines of Atatürk or Kemalism is a system of thought based on the facts of Turkey. It is 
shaped with the will of the Turkish nation through a long historical background. Above all, 
Kemalism is the introduction and the rendering of the rights to the nation. It is the expression of 
the national sovereignty. It is an attempt to reach the level of the modern civilizations. It 
requires to experience a modern social life, to establish a secular state, and to govern with a 
positive science mentality.  The principles of Kemalism can be viewed in two groups: "The 
Basic Principles" and "The Complementary Principles". 
The definition of the principles as Atatürk has expressed them:  
   
The Basic Principles   
Republicanism Nationalism Popularism Etatism Secularism Revolutionism 


