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democracy, participation and legitimacy”, Turkey must overcome the crucial hindrance 

of an unfavourable public opinion (Baykal, 2006, p.75). In this respect Germany could be 

one of these obstacles, not just because its public is one of the most sceptical opponents 

of a Turkish accession (EC, 2008), but – considered as the European “integration motor” 

(EurActive, 2006) – it is also one of the most influential members states. 

 

Public diplomacy – and its linchpin cultural diplomacy – can be crucial means to 

influence foreign public opinion. This is a fact that has not just been acknowledged by 

Turkish foreign ministry officials, who see it as a priority for Turkish foreign affairs 

(Karabat, 2007), but that has already been translated into practice (Kalin, 2011). 

Nevertheless, to confront Turkey’s difficulties and challenge it’s lacking “PR gene” 

(Economist, 2005, p.48), it has to be clear what the reasons behind this oppositional mood 

are, above all, in Germany.  

 

In order to understand these issues, this study, firstly, identifies and examines themes for 

public opposition to a Turkish EU-membership in Germany using a review of the 

respective literature. Then the social identification theory as well as stereotyping is 

explained, as a means to format the study findings into a framework that can inform public 

diplomacy activities. After this section, the theoretical and practical dimensions of public 

and cultural diplomacy are elaborated, followed by an overview of the research 

methodology applied, as well as an analysis of the data gathered. This leads, finally, to a 

recommendation for possible Turkish public diplomacy activities in Germany and a 

conclusion, sketching further research possibilities. 

 

2. Literature Review 

"And one of the big themes about why Turkey cannot become a member of the European 

Union is because it is a Christian club. This is in our view very, very dangerous." 

Turkish finance minister Ali Babacan at Davos Forum 

(Hurriyet Daily News, 2011) 

 

There has already been a great interest from European academics to explore these 

‘difficulties’, in order to establish certain trends and commonalities regarding the general 

perception of Turkey. Yet, just very little research was done in the context of Germany. 

Therefore, the following literature review will first try to point out and contextualize these 

issues, explored as different identities of Turkey as they are perceived in the international 

community, especially in terms of a possible accession. As perceptions are heavily 
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context-dependent, varying “from situation to situation and also from audience to 

audience” (Stock, 2009, p.121), a dedicated section of this review will then summarize 

themes and highlight nuances in the German perception of Turkey. 

 

A first group of research concerned with the perception of Turkey comes from the field 

of Tourism. Yet, the majority of those studies do not match the focus of this research as 

they look merely on touristic aspects (Baloglu and McCleary,1999; Yuksel and Yuksel, 

2001; Yarcan and Inelmen, 2006). Sönmez and Sirakaya (2002) identify political events 

and conflicts, such as with the Kurds and Cyprus, as negative influence on the Turkish 

image. Alvarez and Korzay (2008) assert this in a study in Spain, mentioning the Kurd 

issue and the allegation of the Armenian genocide. Finally, a survey by Web-Tourismus 

(2006) in Germany gives more input. The respondents view Turkey’s image very 

negatively, especially regarding the factors politics, economy, living standard and 

liberality. 

 

A second group of researchers based their studies on the mass media coverage of Turkey 

in the press in Germany (Ates, 2002; Bönsch and Langhans, 2007; Schäfer and Zschache, 

2008), Britain and Germany (Inthorn, 2006), Europe (Svendsen, 2006), as well as in 

cartoons on Turkey in European and US media (Erensü and Adanalı, 2004). Recurring 

negative patterns in the media are thereby, according to all studies, concerned with human 

rights (Kurd issue), expected immigration into Europe and relative ‘backwardness’ in 

economic, political and legal terms. Schäfer and Zschache (2008) also identify Turkey’s 

geopolitical location as a critical point, which would ‘overstretch’ the EU. In addition, 

the media reports on Turkey portray the country as too culturally and religiously different 

for an EU-accession (Schäfer and Zschache, 2008; Inthorn, 2006; Svendsen, 2006; Erensü 

and Adanalı, 2004). This notion is expressed by all of them more precisely as a negative 

‘otherness’ of the country. Islamic Turkey is perceived as fundamentally different – 

morally, culturally and politically – from the mostly Christian nations of the EU. This 

view reflects the often quoted idea of a ‘clash of civilizations’ by Huntington (1993), who 

sees Turkey as a torn country that – disregarding its Arabic heritage – liked to be a 

Western country, although it did not share Western commonalities. 

 

A third group of studies examines public debates about Turkey’s accession to the EU, 

comprising different public domains such as politics, media and economy. Some of them 

focus on national debates, namely Austria (Günay, 2007), Italy (Boria, 2006), France (Le 
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Gloannec, 2007), Germany (ESI, 2006a; Stelzenmüller, 2007), Germany and France 

(Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Yilmaz, 2007), Germany and Europe (Hülsse, 2006) and 

the Netherlands (WWR, 2004; ESI, 2006b). Others studies are concerned with the 

economic impact of a Turkish accession (Flam, 2003; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005). 

Looking at the bilateral relations between Turkey and the EU, the remaining studies 

explored, finally, to different extent the broader perception of Turkey at a European level. 

Notably, this group of studies features the widest variety of objections towards a 

membership in this review.  

 

Amongst these, some studies show that Turkey is not viewed as a geographical part of 

Europe (Boria, 2006; Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Müftüler-Baç, 2000; Müftüler-Baç, 

2008; Tocci, 2007; Ücer, 2006; Yilmaz, 2007), but rather as an Asian country (Akdede 

and Colakoglu, 2006; Tekin, 2005). Other works identify a perceived lack of common 

history as an objection (Boria, 2006; Capan and Onursal 2007; Redmond, 2007; Tocci, 

2007; Yilmaz, 2007): The history of the Islamic and expansionist Ottoman Empire stayed 

in total contrast to the European (Kütük, 2006) and posed an “insurmountable 

civilisational discrepancy” (Tekin, 2005, p.293). 

 

Similar criticism is evoked by the dominance of the military (Ayoob, 2004; Barchard, 

2000; Global Researcher, 2007; Kubicek, 2004; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Verney, 

2007) and a perceived low standard of human rights (Ayoob, 2004; Barchard, 2000; 

Capan and Onursal 2007; Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Elver, 2005; Global Researcher, 

2007; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Tekin, 2005). Common themes are, in particular, the 

rights of minorities such as the Kurds (Müftüler-Baç, 2000) and a weak social position of 

women (ESI, 2006a; ESI, 2006b; Verney, 2007). 

 

Further debates centre on the questions of mass immigration (Boria, 2006; Demesmay 

and Weske, 2007; ESI, 2006a) and difficult integration (ESI, 2006b). Worries are thereby 

often based upon encounters with Turkish immigrants in the EU (Kubicek, 2004): They 

largely remain attached to tenets of their home society (Tekin, 2005) and thus “do not 

respect national or EU rights and obligations, since they elevate certain (frequently 

religious) practices above the law, [remain] ghettoized and refuse to become part of 

European societal life” (Ücer, 2006, p.205). Thereby, public opinion towards enlargement 

– particularly a Turkish one – is shaped by the fear of immigration, an influx of 

‘outsiders’, which will not just claim resources that naturally belong to the ‘insiders’, but 
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which will also be threatening the norms, values and basic structure of their community 

(Müftüler-Bac, 2002). The latter point was associated with the apprehension, that a wave 

of Turkish immigrants (Kubicek, 2004) might “flood the European labour markets, taking 

away jobs from Western European citizens” (Ayoob, 2004, p.454), depressing wages, 

boosting unemployment and causing social frictions and political upheavals (Flam, 2003). 

 

A row of studies amongst this third group of research, reflecting more political and social 

views, identifies a fear in the perception of Turkey, namely, that its membership would 

weaken the ‘European project’. In particular, some general arguments are, for example, 

that a Turkish accession would end the aspirations of a federal, political union 

(Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Tocci, 2007; ESI, 2006a), as it would harm the much-

needed common identity and solidarity amongst the European citizens and as such disturb 

the EU’s vision of a future European demos (Tekin, 2005). Additionally, it stated a 

problem to stop even further enlargements (Akdede and Colakoglu, 2006; Le Gloannec, 

2007; Müftüler-Baç, 2008). In the same vein, it is argued that the borders of the EU would 

then be extended well into the Middle East and expose it to the dangers of this region, 

such as Islamic fundamentalism and civil war (Tekin, 2005). Other academic works (Le 

Gloannec, 2007; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Müftüler-Baç, 2002; Müftüler-Baç, 2008) 

also highlight concerns in respect of the political impact, namely Turkey’s “potential 

weight in the decision making structures of the Union” after an accession (Baykal, 2006, 

p.75), due to the number of votes and seats in EU institutions that would be allocated to 

it (Ücer, 2006, p.204). Closely linked to this argument, is – for the greatest proportion of 

these studies – the budgetary cost aspect of an accession as a crucial element of objection 

(Demesmay and Weske, 2007; ESI, 2006a; Flam, 2003; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; 

Müftüler-Baç, 2000; Müftüler-Baç, 2002; Müftüler-Baç, 2008; Redmond, 2007; Tocci, 

2007; Ücer, 2006). This is as Turkey, because of its demographic size and relatively 

underdeveloped economy with a large agricultural sector, would become a net recipient 

of EU transfer funds (Müftüler-Baç, 2008). 

 

Other studies in this group inform about the understanding of Turkish culture. In this 

respect, a very dominant reservation against Turkey is its Islamic religion (Akdede and 

Colakoglu, 2006; Boria, 2006; Elver, 2005; ESI, 2006b; Kütük, 2006; Le Gloannec, 2007; 

Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Müftüler-Baç, 2002; Redmond, 2007; Tocci, 2007; Ücer, 

2006; WWR, 2004). As such, Turkey was “not a part of Christendom, to which Europe 

considers itself the heir” (Ayoob, 2004, p.453). While some academic works state a fear 
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of Islamic fundamentalism in the perception of Turkey (Hülsse, 2006; GR, 2007; Verney, 

2007), it is also questioned whether ‘radical versions’ of Islam were compatible with the 

common values of the EU-states (Tekin, 2005). Thus, with its large and increasing 

Muslim population, Turkey would break the cultural homogeneity of Europe (Ücer, 2006) 

and hardly be absorbed by the common European identity (Tekin, 2005). 

 

This notion goes hand in hand with another critical differentiating perception, namely the 

aforementioned thought of a ‘cultural clash’ (Barchard, 2000; Baykal, 2006; Elver, 2005; 

Günay, 2007; Kütük, 2006; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Müftüler-Baç, 2008; Redmond, 

2007; Stelzenmüller, 2007; Tocci, 2007; Yilmaz, 2007; WWR, 2004). To be more 

precise, the Turks are seen, among others, as traditional and nationalistic, traits that were 

not just incompatible with the ‘European ideals’, but that would pose a civilisational 

divide between Christians and Muslims (Kubicek, 2004). 

 

Finally, the most common perception observed in this third group of studies is, again, the 

perceived ‘otherness’ of Turkey, that acts like a ‘red line’ in all arguments identified. 

Accordingly, Turkey’s ‘Europeaness’ is doubted as it is seen as fundamentally different 

from European identity, respectively, underdeveloped in terms of culture, democratic 

values or politics. Or in other words: having a history, culture and religion that was 

outside of Europe, the Turks would just not look, dress, pray and think like Europeans 

(Kubicek, 2004). As such, they have “served as the convenient ‘other’, telling us what 

Europe is not” (Günay, 2007, p.49). 

 

However, there are also some shortcomings in this third group of research. First of all, 

some of these studies show a partly vague distinction between the public view and other 

fields such as politics (Barchard, 2000; Boria, 2006; Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Global 

Researcher, 2007; Kütük, 2006; Müftüler-Baç, 2000; Verney, 2007), while others are 

rather out of date (Barchard, 2000; Müftüler-Baç, 2000; Müftüler-Baç, 2002). Others, 

however, identify perceptions without continuously stating precise sources (Barchard, 

2000; Boria, 2006; Demesmay and Weske, 2007; Elver, 2005; Flam, 2003; Kubicek, 

2004; Kütük, 2006; Lejour and de Mooij, 2005; Redmond, 2007). Moreover, the majority 

of these works omits to specify certain aspects of their findings, for example, the 

‘common values’ (Tekin, 2005) of or the ‘cultural homogeneity’ in Europe (Ücer, 2006). 

Lastly, almost all of these studies – except for (Hülsse, 2006; ESI, 2006a; ESI, 2006b) – 

base their identification of themes merely on secondary sources instead of primary data. 
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A fourth group of research are, finally, opinion surveys on the public perception of 

Turkey, that all, except for the qualitative study Kemming and Sandıkcı (2007), employ 

quantitative methods. Amongst these, the Anholt Nation Brand Index (Barysch, 2007), 

the Harris Interactive Study (Harris Interactive 2007) and the Atlantics Trends Survey 

(GMF, 2008a; GMF, 2008b), were conducted internationally and merely present an 

unspecific negative perception of Turkey within their respective samples. Others, 

however, focusing on European samples, provide more detailed information. According 

to the Austrian euroSearch study (EuroSearch, 2007), for example, almost 61% of the 

respondents would not support a Turkish accession, even if immigration wasn’t an issue 

and Turkey fulfilled all accession criteria. Points of most critique were ‘slow speed of 

reforms’ (67,8%), the Cyprus conflict (83%), ‘lack of integration will of (Turkish) 

immigrants’ (51,7%) and geography (Turkey is no European country; 74,3%).  Finally, 

the Eurobarometer surveys, conducted by the European Commission in all EU-member-

states, gathered the broadest data regarding the perception of a Turkish accession. 

Accordingly, 55% of the respondents oppose a membership (EC, 2008), seeing 

developments in the fields of human rights (83%) and economy (76%) as a crucial tasks 

to fulfil before an accession. While fear of immigration (63%) and cultural differences 

(55%) are main points of concern (EC, 2005), accession is seen as mainly in Turkey’s 

interest (52%; EC, 2006). 

 

Finally, the qualitative study by Kemming and Sandıkcı (2007) is looking at the attitudes 

behind the negative perception of Turkey based on the results in the Anholt Nation Brand 

Index. Accordingly, factors influencing the general perception of Turkey seem to be, 

amongst others, familiarity with Turkish immigrants and integration success, while 

criticism of religion is mainly linked to the extent of religious practise (the public 

visibility of religion). However, these findings are barely valuable to answer the aims of 

this paper as the study used rather economical criteria. 

 

The German perception of Turkey appears to be, interestingly, relatively poorly explored 

by research. A closer look at the research covered above, shows that except for some 

works, which examined German press coverage (Ates, 2002; Bönsch and Langhans; 

2007; Inthorn, 2006; Schäfer and Zschache, 2008), no primary research was conducted, 

to unfold the German view on Turkey (Demesmay and Weske, 2007; ESI, 2006b; EC, 

2006a; EC, 2008; GMF, 2008b; Stelzenmüller, 2007; Hülsse, 2006; Web-Tourismus, 
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2006; Yilmaz, 2007). Yet, a closer look on the works focusing on or including Germany 

shows two things. Firstly, that the ‘German perception’ tends to demonstrate a relatively 

strong opposition or negative attitude towards Turkey and an EU-membership of this 

country (EC, 2006; EC, 2008; Schäfer and Zschache, 2008; Web-Tourismus, 2006). 

Secondly, it reveals that the identified themes and reasoning behind this opposition are 

not significantly different from those already found in other countries: Turkey is again 

seen as marked by economical, political and social backwardness. It was rather the 

cultural, historical, geographical and religious ‘other’ to the European West, a fact that is 

felt especially true in the terms of values (GMF, 2008b). 

Yet, some features in the German perception of Turkey are worth to being highlighted.  

According to the broad data from the Eurobarometer study 64 (EC, 2005), Germans show 

considerably stronger opposition to a Turkish accession in the factors culture, economy, 

human rights and immigration than the European average, while the latter point seems to 

be of special importance (Ates, 2002; Demesmay and Weske, 2007; ESI, 2006b; Inthorn, 

2006; Müftüler-Bac, 2002). Religion plays, moreover, also a significant role. According 

to Ayoob (2004, p.453), there is a deep-seated fear in Germany, that a Turkish accession 

might lead to a major Islamic presence in Europe, “which will dilute European cultural 

and religious distinctiveness”. Within the perception of Islamic Turkey, there is also an 

implicit link to fundamentalism and terrorism. Thus, Turkey posed a potential threat 

(Hülsse, 2006), or as Inthorn (2006, p.86) points out, the “European ‘self’ has to be 

guarded from the Muslim ‘other’”. 

 

Drawing on this first review of literature, one can conclude the following: Research 

results have not just shown general criticism in the perception of Turkey, but also 

identified – more or less consistently – several reasons for opposition of an accession. 

Accordingly, Turkey is seen as fundamentally different from Europe, above all, in terms 

of culture, values and religion. Additional factors are a perceived backwardness in terms 

of politics, economy and law, especially in the field of human rights. Other main critical 

arguments are its geography outside the boundaries of Europe, the dominance of the 

military, a lack of common history, as well as expected immigration and integration 

problems. Finally, a more political field are apprehensions of a weakening of the 

‘European project’. This is due to the estimated costs of an accession, problems in 

political and cultural integration, as well as economic and social disadvantages. However, 

there are no distinct, appropriate studies that have explored in-depth the rational and 

emotional thinking behind the German public opposition of a Turkish EU-accession. 
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The literature review has distilled the perception of Turkey to certain themes, indicating 

to us ‘what’ is thought about Turkey. Taking an abstract look at these findings, it could 

be said that their overall essence – that comprises all issues identified – is the perceived 

‘otherness’ of Turkey. This separating mindset uses certain categories to support a feeling 

of ‘us against them’ to differentiate oneself from the ‘foreign other’. If we are to change 

what is thought about Turkey, we have to know the functionalities, the why, behind the 

emergence of such perceptions. This will then enable us to see how we can influence 

them. So before moving further to the definition of objectives and the exploration of 

reasoning, this dominant theme shall be contextualized in the frame of social 

identification theory. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

The social identity theory (SIT) can serve as a useful theoretical framework to explain 

how perceptions of ‘others’ emerge and on what functionalities they base on, especially, 

as it has already been used to analyze perceptions of foreign nations (Christie et al., 2006; 

Rivenburgh, 2000). 

 

SIT was advanced by Tajfel and Turner (1982) to understand intergroup behaviour. It 

supposes, that “individuals are motivated to achieve a positive ‘social identity’ [defined 

as] that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from knowledge of his 

membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional 

significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, cited in Taylor and Moghaddam, 

1994, p.61). Thereby it bases on four psychological processes, namely social 

categorization, identification, comparison and group distinctiveness. In particular, it says, 

that (1) we categorize ourselves and others to give our world structure; (2) we identify 

ourselves belonging to a certain group (our in-group) to reinforce our self-esteem; (3) we 

position ourselves by comparing us with other groups (out-group), showing favourable 

bias towards our in-group; (4) we desire the identity of our in-group – and this can be said 

to be the core aim – to be both distinct from and positively compared with other groups 

(Taylor and Moghaddam, 1994). The categories, in which in-groups discriminate against 

out-groups, can be either social, such as sex, religion, nationality, political affiliation etc., 

or personal, such as character, bodily attributes, intellect, taste etc. (Turner, 1982). In the 

categorization process itself, communication plays an important role, as it is likely that 

“levels of in-group bias and feelings of antipathy towards the out-group [...] increase in 


