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Abstract

In the 1920s, the new Turkish state portrayed itself as a modern nation devoted to rational progress,
international peace, and Western civilization. Similarly, the founders of the League of Nations in
Geneva presented their new organization as a community of modern nation states, a vanguard of
European-modelled civilization and universal advancement.

So why — despite this shared ideological frame — did Turkey not become a member of the League of
Nations right after the Lausanne Conference in 1923? And why did the government in Ankara then
finally decide to join the international organization in 1932 — at a time when liberal internationalism
was beginning to slide into global crisis?

Scholars often respond to these questions by referring to the role played by geopolitical conflicts like
the Mosul Question, diplomatic strategies, and security interests. This talk takes a slightly different
perspective suggesting answers that transcend the history of foreign affairs and the analytical
boundary between external relations and domestic developments. It sheds light on deeper links
between the Kemalist leadership’s view of the League of Nations and their internal nation building
project i.e. the forging of an ethno-religiously homogenous and ‘civilized’ society.
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