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Abstract 

In 2005, after over 40 years of waiting, Turkey was finally granted accession status by 

the European Union. However, the majority of EU-citizens, especially in the biggest 

member state Germany, are against a Turkish membership. This negative perception of 

Turkey poses a threat to its EU-aspirations, as the accession will depend on the ratification 

by the member states and, ultimately, the opinion of their respective publics. This project 

explores the negative perception of Turkey in Germany and recommends appropriate 

measures to change it. At its core, it scrutinizes the perception of Turkey via a qualitative 

study in general and various aspects of the Turkish culture amongst a sample of 21 

Germans (n=21). Drawing on public and cultural diplomacy theory it argues that 

countries can influence foreign publics by presenting themselves as similar to the receiver 

culture. Thereby social identification theory is employed as a means to explicate the study 

findings in a framework that can inform such activities. The results show that the German 

respondents tend to view, inter alia, the main cultural differences between the EU-

member states and Turkey in values, seen as derived from the Christian, respectively, 

Islamic religion. Further objections appear to be the perceived complexity and 

nationalistic attitude of Turkey, as well as the dominance of the (religious) community 

and the discrimination of women. A main factor reinforcing this view seems to be the 

influence of Turkish immigrants in Germany. The results could be tentative but 

suggestive input for further Turkish bilateral communication activities and more 

generalizable research in this still scarcely explored area. 

 

1. Introduction 

“The duration of the membership application of Turkey to the EU is about to break a 

historical record [... reaching back to the 1960s] it has become the longest application 

process of all times” (Ücer, 2006, p.198). The roots of this situation lead to a controversial 

debate in the European Union that has been smouldering since Turkey was ultimately 

granted accession status in 2005 (Wuermeling, 2007). While both, the EU-member states 

governments and the European public are divided on this issue – with an overall public 

opposition (EC, 2008) – the debate centres around both, the ‘hard factors’, the formal 

political, economic and legislative accession criteria, and the ‘soft’ - cultural aspects. The 

latest turbulences in 2013 around the Turkish government’s handling of the revolts at 

‚Gezi park‘ as well as its involvement into an extensive corruption scandal are challenging 

Turkey’s position once more (DTN 2014; EurActiv 2013; Schönwälder 2013). 

 

Public opinion is a factor in foreign policy (Holsti, 1992). In the case of Turkey’s 

accession process this is especially true, as some EU-members discuss referenda on this 

matter and the EU integration process is currently facing a deep crisis: In a public mood 

of general EU-scepticism (Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet, 2006) and ‘enlargement fatigue’, 

Europe’s core integration pact, the Lisbon treaty, was refused (O’Brennan, 2013). Thus, 

while the EU “is striving for bridging the gap between itself and its citizens, and for more 
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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 


