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TURKEY’S “CULTURALIZATION” IN EUROPEAN PUBLIC 
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EUROPE AND THE CHALLENGES FACING TURKEY 

 

Prof. Dr. Hakan Yılmaz (Boğaziçi University) 

Dr. Emre Erdoğan (Istanbul Bilgi University) 

 

 
 
Turkey’s “Culturalization” in European Public Opinion  

 
Former Belgian co-chair of the EU-Turkey Joint Parliamentary Commission, Marc Galle, published a 
book in 1995 on how Europeans viewed Turkey. It was called “Turkey, the Disliked Country” (1995). 
The claim that Turkey is disliked among the European public has long been a fundamental argument 
used by European politicians to deny Turkey’s demands during negotiations: “Although you are 
right, we cannot agree to your demands because there is no way we could convince our public and 
would end up paying a heavy price for it at the first elections!”  European politicians have frequently 
employed the “Our public dislikes you” argument to strengthen their hand against Turkey in 
negotiations and reduce any costs that may result from saying “no” to Turkey. They have virtually 
endowed the “European public” with a function similar to the hungry lions in the Coliseum at Rome.  
In ancient Rome, convicts sentenced to death would be thrown to the hungry, starved and tortured 
lions, kept in cages beneath the Coliseum and brought up to the arena via an elevator system on the 
day of the games. Similarly, whenever European politicians wish to kill a decision concerning Turkey, 
they have had the “European public” kill it on their behalf, just as the hungry lions in the arena killed 
the convicts in ancient Rome.  
 
Moreover, extensive and reliable studies on whether the European public truly dislikes Turkey, and 
what its images, perceptions, and knowledge regarding Turkey might really be, have been next to 
none. At the EU level, Europeans have only once or twice been asked a few questions on how 
Turkey is perceived as part of the “Eurobarometer” studies.1 The “Transatlantic Trends” studies 
conducted by the German Marshall Fund also asked residents in many European countries about 
their perceptions and attitudes on Turkey.2 Even when the few studies apart from these two are 
included, the number of studies that tell us what the European public knows about Turkey, and 
what their thoughts and attitudes on Turkey might be, are very small. In the absence of such 

                                                           
1
 See, for instance, European Commission, Special Eurobarometer 255/Wave 65.2, Attitudes towards European 

Union Enlargement. (Fieldwork March-May 2006; Publication: July 2006). Available online at 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/ public_opinion/ index_en.htm. For a qualitative study assessing European 

perceptions on Turkey, see OPTEM, Perceptions of the European Union: A Qualitative Study of The Public’s 

Attitudes to and Expectations of the European Union in the 15 Member States and the 9 Candidate Countries, 

prepared for the European Commission, 2001, p.141. Available at:  

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/quali/ql_perceptions_summary_en.pdf.  
2
 See, for instance, Transatlantic Trends, Top Line Data 2006 (fieldwork coordinated by TNS Opinion, 

interviews conducted 5-24 June 2006). Available at: www.transatlantictrends.org. 
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studies, “European public opinion”—one of the strongest arguments used to reject Turkey’s 
demands—has more or less remained a mysterious and arbitrarily furnished, manipulative variable.  
 

In 2009, having won a research grant in the context of the “EU-Turkey Civil Society Dialogue” 
program, we decided to earmark a large portion of it to a public opinion survey geared to reveal the 
perceptions, images, and knowledge of the European public regarding Turkey. The survey was part 
of a project entitled “Problems of Europeanization and European Perceptions of Turkey as a Future 
Member State”3.  Due to limited funds, we decided to administer the survey not in all EU member 
states, but five countries that were highly representative of the whole (France, Germany, Poland, 
Spain, and the U.K.). In Fall 2009, the survey was administered to some 1,000 respondents in each 
country, and a total of 5,000 people were reached. We prepared all the survey questions ourselves. 
This public opinion survey was a first in terms of both its geographical scope and its complete focus 
on Turkey, and to our knowledge, has remained the only one of its kind. The purpose of this 
extensive public opinion survey was not only to uncover how the public in these countries viewed 
Turkey’s EU membership, but also to discover the image and knowledge of Turks and Turkey 
Europeans have, and the sources from which they learned or formed their images about Turkey and 
Turks. Thus, we sought to find answers to these critical questions:  

 

a) What do European people understand from the term European identity? 

b) Which sources do they use to access information on Turkey? 

c) What image do they have of Turkey and Turks? 

d) What are the reasons they support or oppose Turkey’s EU membership? 

e) How do images related to Turkey and attitudes towards Turkey-EU relations differ according to 
various sub-criteria, such as geographical region, age group, political outlook, gender, income 
group, education level, and religiosity level? 

Before moving onto a more detailed analysis, we wish to share some of the basic findings in this 
introductory section.  First of all, “generation gap” was found to be the most distinctive factor in 
determining how the European public views Turkey.  

                                                           
3
 Project name: “Problems of Europeanization and European Perceptions of Turkey as a Future Member State”. Project 

code: “CSD-03/070”. EU program under which the project was supported: “Promotion of the Civil Society Dialogue 

between EU and Turkey, Universities Grant Scheme”. The project was led by Boğaziçi University’s Center for European 

Studies. Other project partners were Madrid Autonomous University and Granada University from Spain, and the Istanbul-

based Dialogue with Europe Association. In addition to the public opinion survey, the project also included academic 

exchange programs, workshops, and conferences. Prof. Dr. Hakan Yılmaz from Boğaziçi University was the general 

coordinator of the project. Dr. Emre Erdoğan from the Dialogue with Europe Association and Istanbul Bilgi University, and 

Prof. Dr. Francisco Javier Peñas Esteban from the Madrid Autonomous University comprised the project management 

team.  
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Figure 1. Views on Turkey’s Full Membership in the EU - Comparison of Demographic Variables 

 

 
 
As may be seen in Figure 1 above, gender difference does not matter much when it comes to a 
person’s position on Turkey’s EU membership.  Age and education, on the other hand, and 
particularly age, matter considerably.  Hence, support for Turkey’s EU membership rapidly 
decreases as age increases, or as the generations grow older. Younger generations not only support 
Turkey’s EU membership, but are also much more “familiar” with elements of Turkish popular 
culture, especially music, food, and football (soccer). It must also be said that like generation and 
education, the left-right distinction is also a crucial factor in how the European public views Turkey. 
Compared to Europeans who are to the right or extreme right of the political spectrum, those who 
subscribe to the views of the left or the greens are both more sympathetic to Turkey and much 
more supportive of Turkey’s EU membership. It must be said that while proponents of center-right 
positions were very “cold” towards Turkey, those from the extreme right were outright hostile. We 
also observed that the matter of European public opinion on Turkey was actually a matter of 
political leadership. Indeed, when asked about the source of their information on Turkey, Europeans 
first and foremost refer to their political leaders. Contrary to the popular discourse, it appears that 
public opinion is shaped by the attitudes of political leaders, and not vice versa. We would 
nonetheless like to underline that as an ethical principle, the European public largely believes that 
agreements must be kept. In this vein, when asked about whether the EU should keep its promises 
concerning Turkey’s membership, even the French and German public—which usually oppose 
Turkey’s membership—believe that this promise should be kept. 
 
Perhaps the most fundamental finding of our study is that the case of Turkey has become a 
“culturalized” one. In fact, Europeans indicate that democracy and economic welfare are the most 
important values of European identity:  
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Figure 2. First and Second Values Identified with European Identity  
(Two Responses, Percentage of Respondents) 

 

 
 

Meanwhile, the two most important qualities they look for in a candidate country are, again, the level of 
democratic development and economic welfare in that country:  

 
Figure 3. Most Important Criteria for New Enlargement  

(Two Responses, Percentage of Respondents) 
 

 

 

In the case of Turkey, however, European respondents state that they either oppose or accept 
Turkey’s membership based mostly on “cultural” grounds.  
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Figure 4. Basic Factors That Influence Views on Turkey’s Full Membership  

to the European Union — Average of 5 Countries 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Basic Factors That Influence Views on Turkey’s Full Membership 
to the European Union — Comparison of 5 Countries 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In fact, as may be seen from the data presented in Figures 4 and 5 above, responses to the question 
“When forming your opinion on Turkey’s EU membership, do you mostly take economic factors, 
political factors, or cultural factors into consideration?” indicate that while 25 percent of the 
respondents weighed economic and political factors respectively, the proportion of those who 
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considered “cultural factors” primarily were much higher, reaching 40 percent. Consequently, the 
question that needs to be asked is what is meant by “culture” and what comprises the concept of 
“culture.” Let us now try to explain what is meant by the concept of “culture” that is always referred 
to in discussions about Turkey, based on research data. Determining the empirical indicators of a 
concept as widely inclusive as culture, and measuring it empirically and precisely is, without a doubt, 
not truly possible. Therefore at this juncture, we would like to underline that our approach to 
empirically measuring “culture” was somewhat limited. With that noted, now let us take a closer 
look at the prospective substance of the “cultural” divide that Europeans drew between themselves 
and Turks, and their own country and Turkey, on the basis of responses provided to certain 
questions in the survey. 
 
As part of the public opinion survey, we provided a set of cultural characteristics (listed below) and 
asked the respondents to state whether these characteristics were more appropriate for Turks, for 
people from their own country, equally applicable to both groups, or applicable to neither: 
 
1. Having strong family ties 
2. Rational 
3. Peaceful, seeks to solve problems through negotiation 
4. Respectful of others’ rights 
5. Individualistic 
6. Hardworking and productive 
7. Physically unattractive 
8. Sexually free  
9. Emotional 
10. Well-mannered and kind 
11. Bad-mannered, rude 
12. Imaginative, creative 
13. Unimaginative, uncreative 
14. Tolerant 
15. Racist 
16. Having good neighbourly relations 
17. Hospitable 
18. Following rules, disciplined 
19. Dirty 
20. Violence-oriented, seeks to solve problems not through negotiation but force 
21. Lazy 
22. Clean 
23. Handsome/Pretty 
24. Respectful of the elders 
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The basic cultural characteristics that European respondents felt applied almost fully to them and 
not to Turks were as follows:  

Table 1. Basic Cultural Characteristics Applicable to Europeans 

 
 

More Applicable 
 to Europeans 

More Applicable  
to Turks 

Sexually free 69% 2% 

Tolerant 44% 4% 

Individualistic 40% 8% 

Rational 37% 3% 

Respectful of  
others’ rights 

37% 5% 

Clean 31% 3% 

Peaceful and open  
to reconciliation 

31% 3% 

Creative and imaginative 28% 4% 

 
In contrast, the basic cultural characteristics that respondents felt applied almost fully to Turks and 
not to Europeans were as follows:  

Table 2. Basic Cultural Characteristics Applicable to Turks 

 More Applicable 
 to Turks 

More Applicable 
 to Europeans 

Having strong family ties 47% 11% 

Respectful of the elders 38% 13% 

 
As may be seen from the tables above, while Europeans define their culture in terms of individuality 
based on sexual freedom, they define Turkish culture on the basis of communitarianism grounded in 
the family. To state it briefly, Europeans perceive sexual freedom and individuality as the greatest 
divide between themselves and Turks. 
 
Upon examining which of the cultural characteristics listed above were predominantly selected by 
40 percent of the respondents who considered “cultural factors”, instead of political (26%) or 
economic (26%), factors when making a decision on Turkey-EU relations—or trying to comprehend 
what this “culture-oriented” group of persons understand from the “cultural divide”—it was 
observed that a large majority of the Europeans (72%) who based their decisions on Turkey on 
cultural factors perceived “sexual freedom” as a distinctively European norm and and the ground of 
the “cultural difference” between Turkey and Europe. “Sexual freedom” was followed by other 
values considered more applicable to Europeans, such as “tolerance” (45%), “individualism” (44%), 
“respecting rights of others” (39%), and “rationality” (39%). According to Europeans who formed 
their decisions on Turkey in terms of culture, the principal cultural characteristics of Turks were 
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“strong family ties” (47%), and “respects elders” (40%). Here, again, the sexuality-based “individual-
community” dichotomy is observed to be the basic mental framework that shapes perception.  
 
We noted that the cultural divide between Europe and Turkey was observed to be grounded in 
sexuality, and not religiosity as is often argued. At this point, it may prove beneficial to reiterate 
here a number of findings from a previous research project, that shows where religiosity fits into 
perceptions of cultural differences. In a previous qualitative study that was made by way of in-depth 
interviews,4 we observed that Europeans emphasized differences at the level of society, culture, and 
daily life, which they believed to have resulted from the different roles religion plays in Turkey and 
European communities.  Europeans’ major concern with Islam had to do very little with Islam as a 
theological system as different from Christianity, but with the role Islam is believed to play in 
shaping Muslim people’s daily life; and the images of Islamic gender relations, outfit, behavior and 
worship that looked “unpleasant” to the “Western eye”.  It was the “secular” and “this-worldly” 
rather than the theological and other-wordly teachings and implications of Islam that Europeans 
were worried about.  Respondents interpreted religion more as a style of life rather than a 
theological system. It was not the theological system of Islam they opposed, but the lifestyle they 
believed it gave rise to. Contrary to Medieval Europeans, their modern counterparts paradoxically 
believed that the chief factor in terms of religion was not its spiritual dimension and how people 
perceived and prayed to God, but rather its earthly impacts, reflections, and visuals. They neither 
opposed Islam as a system of faith, nor considered Muslims as heathens or infidels. In fact, 
respondents did not leave the impression that they were informed or interested in the theological 
aspects of religion, be it Christianity or Islam. As one respondent said, “Europe is mostly Christian, 
but nobody cares about Christianity.” They emphasized and were responsive to the matter of how 
religion impacts and shapes people’s social and political lives.  Almost all of the Europeans 
interviewed said that religion was important, but that it should remain as a part of people’s private 
lives and not be influential in politics, the legal system, or the social arena. In the words of one 
Spanish respondent, “People in Europe…don’t want religion to be fanatical…be it Islam or 
Christianity. … Religion should be soft, important but soft.” Respondents said they opposed an Islam 
that was structured as a social, political and cultural power that alienated people from a modern 
lifestyle and did not give women their rights. According to Europeans, the problem in Turkey is that 
religion continues to play a significant political and social role despite decades of modernization. In 
short, Turkey’s problem was one of incomplete secularization. Respondents noted that because 
Islam has been playing an increasingly important role in Turkish society, and Islamist political parties 
have grown more and more powerful in Turkish politics, they feared that one day Turkey would put 
an end to this distressing Westernization process and decide to return to its “true” Eastern identity.  
 
 

                                                           
4
 “Türkiye ve Avrupa: Kültürel Algılamalar ve Değişimler” *Turkey and Europe: Cultural Perceptions and 

Changes+. Supported by: TESEV. Completion date: December 2002. Conducted by: Hakan Yılmaz. Contributors: 
Ali Akay, Duygu Köksal, Arzu Öztürkmen and Aslı Özyar. The study’s findings were published in: “Avrupalıların 
Türkiye’nin Gündelik Hayatı Hakkındaki Anlatıları: Türkiye’de Yaşayan Avrupalılarla Yapılan Görüşmeler” 
[European Narratives on Daily Life in Turkey: Interviews with European Residents in Turkey+, in Hakan Yılmaz 
(ed.) Avrupa Haritasında Türkiye *Placing Turkey on the Map of Europe+. Istanbul: Boğaziçi University Press, 
pp. 20-39.  
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Perceptions and Truths:  
An Assessment of the Probable Course that European Union-Turkey Relations Will Take 
 
As this paper was being written, the European Union was going through perhaps one of the most 
important crises in its history. The economic recession that hit the U.S. in 2008, resulting in damage 
to numerous financial institutions and causing significant economic stagnation in the U.S., spread to 
the European Union in 2009. In the case of the European Union, it was not the lower middle classes 
that were faced with having to default on home loans they could ill afford, but nations that could 
easily secure credit regardless of their real economic status. Countries such as Greece, Iceland, 
Ireland, Italy and Spain tried to balance their budget deficits by borrowing from foreign banks, but 
due to the global financial crisis, ended up being either unable to pay their debts or came close to it. 
The crisis first hit Ireland, then spread to Portugal and Greece. While Greece entered into debt 
agreements with the IMF and the EU, its government, unwilling to shoulder the social costs of 
stabilization policies, temporarily deferred to a technocratic government. In Italy, PM Berlusconi 
resigned following the passing of the Financial Stability Act, and a technocratic prime minister was 
assigned until the new elections. The financial crisis also resulted in a change in governments 
through elections in Portugal and Spain. Even Sarkozy’s defeat in the French elections can be 
attributed to the financial crisis.  
 
The economic crisis has made Europeans pessimistic about their economic future. A Eurobarometer 
study conducted in late 2011 revealed that only 18 percent of Europeans felt the economy was 
improving, while the rate of pessimistic respondents climbed to as high as 77 percent.5 Of the 
respondents, 30 percent were worried about their job, and 36 percent about their family’s 
economic status. Those who said employment opportunities were becoming worse in their country 
were at 78 percent. Finally, 68 percent believed the economic situation would get even worse in the 
coming years, reflecting a 20-point increase from the previous 6-month period. 
 
Europeans’ pessimistic outlook on the economic situation has transformed into a lack of trust in 
political institutions, given the latter’s lack of capacity in preventing the crisis in the first place and in 
finding ways of solving it with efficiency and fairness. In fact, according to the Eurobarometer study 
mentioned above, 81 percent of Europeans did not trust political parties, 70 percent their 
governments, and 66 percent their parliaments. This atmosphere of mistrust has also spread to 
perceptions regarding the European Union. Of the respondents, only 34 percent trusted the 
European Union; this rate dropped to 17 percent in the U.K. While those who view the European 
Union favorably have dropped to 41 percent, the rate of people who trusted in the institutions of 
the European Union was around 40 percent. Those who supported economic and monetary union 
and using the Euro as the only currency were at 53 percent, and the rate of those who supported 
political union was at 64 percent. Respondents who were optimistic and pessimistic about the 
future of the European Union were almost equal at 48 percent and 46 percent, respectively. In this 
context, it is clear that Europeans would not be agreeable to further enlargement of the European 
Union. According to the study, 53 percent of the respondents oppose the enlargement of the 
European Union to include other countries. This proportion is over 70 percent in Austria, Germany 

                                                           
5
 Eurobarometer 76, 2011, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb76/eb76_anx_en.pdf 
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and France, and has increased by 10 points since the last six-month period.  Consequently, it is 
certain that people of the European Union are currently not in the mindset to support Turkey’s full 
membership. 
 
While the financial crisis—or the governmental debt crisis—is rapidly spreading and making itself 
felt all throughout Europe, the success of institutions of the European Union in managing it has 
come into question. Some claim that the European Union was neither able to foresee the crisis, nor 
able to react to it timely or adequately. Given the crisis conditions, political authorities are most 
probably not open to guiding the European Union toward further unification. Presently the most 
crucial problem for the European Union leadership is not a more enlarged European Union, but a 
European Union that has suffered minimal damage from the crisis and remained unified. To this 
end, we might witness an increase in the calls to “shrink and tighten” rather than enlarge and 
expand. 
 
While the European Union has become more reluctant due to the economic crisis, political actors in 
Turkey cannot be said to be eager about joining the European Union either. Ever since the European 
Union began to experience the financial crisis, leading politicians in Turkey have been emphasizing 
that the European Union has lost its appeal due to the crisis, and to have a voice in the new world 
order, it is the European Union that needs Turkey.  
 
Presently, as the European Union experiences difficult days financially, and as the outcome of the 
measures taken to protect the union remains uncertain, neither the politicians nor the public in 
Turkey and Europe are enthused about the demands for a larger Europe.  Given this state of affairs, 
it could be said that defending Turkey’s full membership in the European Union is an outdated 
project.  Yet, the process is still meaningful for those who see in the European Union not only a 
larger financial resource and a bigger export market, but a union of values and ideals.  
 
The public opinion survey described above, administered in five European Union countries in 2009, 
revealed that European opinions on Turkey’s full membership are linked to their general attitudes 
on the enlargement of the European Union and how they perceive the overall performance of the 
European Union. If people are satisfied with the course the European Union is on, they tend to favor 
enlargement and support Turkey’s full membership. Consequently, given the atmosphere of intense 
dissatisfaction with the European Union—as evidenced by the Eurobarometer study—it would not 
be wrong to predict that the proportion of those who sympathize with Turkey’s full membership has 
also dropped. 
 
In addition to this macro effect on the attitudes of individuals, attitudes towards Turkey’s European 
Union membership are also based on personal experiences. Contrary to macro impacts, it would be 
possible to change these second set of attitude determinants by appropriate cultural policy 
measures.  As people’s level of objective information on Turkey increases, for instance, they seem to 
view Turkey and Turkey’s full membership in a more favorable light. Additionally, people who have 
interacted more with Turkey and Turks are more favorable in their outlook. People who have 
interacted more with Turks are more knowledgeable about Turkey, and this influences their 
perceptions in a positive manner. Hence, there are certain steps that can be taken while waiting for 
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the present circumstances the European Union is in changes and Europeans once again view the 
European Union in a favorable light. These steps may be outlined in terms of informing Europeans 
about Turkey and the Turks. However, this process would need to focus not on Turkey’s historical 
and touristic sites, but on imparting objective, critical, detailed, and neutral content on Turkey and 
Turks that is far removed from a paradigm of propaganda and promotion. Our study revealed that 
the information people obtained from their leaders and other people contributed to their general 
level of knowledge. Therefore, it seems necessary to benefit from public personalities—political and 
cultural leaders—during this process. Moreover, keeping in mind that the new media is also 
effective in spreading knowledge, employing means of active diplomacy within it should also be 
considered. 
 
It would do well to remember that direct personal interaction with Turks is the most vital 
information channel for Europeans. Therefore, while Europeans who visit Turkey make an important 
contribution to this end, Turkish citizens who visit the European Union also constitute a noteworthy 
field of opportunity. In addition to university student exchange programs such as the Erasmus 
program, exchange programs that target people from other groups in society could also be 
developed. The more Europeans interact with Turkey and Turks, the more it will be possible to 
overcome the “culturalization” problem described earlier in this study, and change stereotypes of 
Turks based on lack of information. 
 
We would like to note that the study we have undertaken as social scientists, is more a comma than 
a period. As mentioned above, this is one of the most extensive studies ever conducted on this 
matter, and is admittedly somewhat late in execution. As Turkey is a country with aspirations of 
becoming a full member of the European Union, there should have been a much larger number of 
field studies on this topic in Turkey. The few existing studies are based on data provided by 
Eurobarometer that are for general purposes and not useful for specific analyses, and data sets 
compiled through the personal efforts of academicians working on this topic are necessarily narrow 
in scope. Yet in terms of its own public diplomacy agenda, Turkey should also possess its own 
research agenda and measure European perceptions regarding Turkey and the Turks regularly and 
periodically. Furthermore, rather than relying only on surveys administered as face-to-face 
interviews, enriching these measurement efforts through experimental methods such as 
“deliberative dialogue” or ethnographic studies would help improve the quality and reliability of the 
obtained information. 
 
 
The Prospect of an Emergent Cosmopolitan Europe and the Challenges Facing Turkey 
 
At this time, the EU is focused on its internal problems due to the ongoing economic crisis, and 
many of its members, uneager about enlargement, are postponing it to an indefinite date in the 
future. This is a period where Turkey’s full membership goal is considered unrealistic, and the 
momentum of 2004 has been lost. This is a time where it is no longer desirable to spend energy to 
achieve a collaboration that neither party is as enthused about. 
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The severe economic recession experienced by the EU could be said to have diminished European 
support for the EU project. It could also be said that presently, those who call for EU enlargement 
and expansion would not be highly esteemed by Europeans in general. On the contrary, European 
ears would probably better enjoy hearing calls for shrinking rather than enlargement; closure rather 
than opening up; and introspection, in terms of tidying up one’s own home, rather than trying to 
rectify other people’s issues.  
 
Consequently, notions to preserve the status quo and postpone Turkey’s full membership to some 
other time in the future are clearly vehemently supported on the European side of the debate. 
Given the circumstances, increasing support for Turkey’s full membership or at least preserving it at 
present-day levels depends on long-term factors such as the conclusion of the financial crisis in 
Europe; reestablishment of European self-confidence and trust in their governments and EU 
institutions; and in popular terminology, recovery of the EU’s digestion capacity. Universal optimism 
that will allow the acceptance of a mostly Muslim country into the family will once again take root, 
and culture-based complaints be replaced by pragmatic concerns, only in the long run. Yet, as 
Keynes said, “in the long run, we are all dead.” 
 
Given this pessimistic picture, our study exhibits vital clues on how to build an alternative future 
where the EU and Turkey are united. For those who view the EU ideal not only as an economic 
union but one of humanity’s most important steps towards peace, this alternative future is much 
more attractive that a merely economic union. Our study revealed that young people and the highly 
educated people perceive Turkey more favorably. For the young, Turkey is not a “bogeyman” that 
politicians refer to when they run into trouble, but an almost tangible reality in the present day, 
where time and space has shrunk. As the Internet and other communication opportunities help 
make individuals with different national identities members of groups that share the same interests 
or ideas, Turkey and the Turks are one part of a world where French, German, British, Polish or 
Spanish youth share a common language. As tourism develops, the Europeans of tomorrow have 
begun to visit Turkey more and more. They come into contact with Turkish youth during visits to 
Istanbul, Antalya or Ephesus, or within virtual communities, and the opportunity for interaction and 
dialogue is closer to them than ever before.  
 
Seen from this perspective, the demographic transformation that is currently shaping the domestic 
politics of the United States will soon occur within EU borders and it will make European citizens 
more open-minded than their parents and more willing to realize a dream that was deemed 
impossible merely a generation ago.  Just like Martin Luther King’s dream has today come to pass in 
the White House. 
 
While it is possible for this demographic transformation to occur and for a more universalistic 
generation of Europeans to replace the generation that was socialized during the Cold War era and 
rules Europe today, in no terms is it certain. The young and educated generations that will make the 
demographic transformation possible are currently among those most impacted by the economic 
crisis. Youth unemployment rates are higher than they have ever been. It is known that periods 
when the economy is unable to absorb the new workforce often breed suitable grounds for 
authoritarian regimes to flourish. If economies of the European Union fail to reach a growth rate 
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that provides employment and security to the youth, it would not be wrong to say that the 
demographic transformation that may potentially give birth to a more universalistic generation of 
Europeans who are more open to Turkey would come to a standstill. 
 
Yet, there are policy steps that both Turkey and the EU can take to hasten the impact of the 
demographic transformation that is being postponed by the crisis, relevant clues to which may be 
found in our study. Our study shows that people grow more knowledgeable as they come into 
personal contact with others, and increased knowledge triggers a favorable response to Turkey and 

Turks. Meeting Turks, visiting Turkey and acquiring firsthand information on Turkey are 
among the factors that influence favorable views on Turkey, Turks, and thus Turkey’s EU 
membership. The primary means of seeing Turkey and the Turks in a favorable light passes 
through spending time in Turkey and personal contact with Turks. 
 
Accordingly, the way to influence future European Union citizens—who are threatened by the 
economic recession, rapidly growing less optimistic, and face the danger of being wrapped up in an 
old-fashioned sense of xenophobia—is through encouraging them to come to Turkey and meet 

Turkish people. The more Europeans visit Turkey and spend time with Turks, the more 
favorable views on Turkey will improve. As a result, what Turkey needs to do is to make it easier 
to be in Turkey. Reducing the prices of airfare and accommodation; opening universities in Turkey to 
European students more; making it easier for European corporations based in Turkey to employ 
European Union citizens; and facilitating the employment of European youth, faced with the threat 
of unemployment, to come and work in Turkey, are some of the steps that could be taken. In short, 
while the European Union has to date not allowed freedom of movement for people and labor from 
Turkey to the European Union, enabling the reverse, or encouraging freedom of movement in terms 
of people and labor from the European Union to Turkey can help prevent a potential impasse in the 
future. 
 
Given that Turkey itself is facing unfavorable outcomes of the economic crisis; youth unemployment 
rates rising in Turkey too; and scepticism towards Europe—fed by the Sevres syndrome, one of the 
negative cornerstones of Turkey’s political culture—growing stronger and stronger each year, taking 
these steps might seem adventurous like a mere naivite. However, the self-confidence and initiative 
needed to prevent a fate where Turkey remains outside of the European Union, is to be found not in 
Europe—currently ruled by governments that are incapable of making decisions—but in a Turkey 
that has grasped the universal values of Europeanization and is governed by a political and 
intellectual elite determined to make these a reality. This is the challenge facing Turkey today.  
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