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China Local/Global
China has become a global power, but there is too little debate about how this has happened and
what it means. Many argue that China exports its developmental model and imposes it on other
countries. But Chinese players also extend their influence by working through local actors and
institutions while adapting and assimilating local and traditional forms, norms, and practices.
With a generous multiyear grant from the Ford Foundation, Carnegie has launched an innovative
body of research on Chinese engagement strategies in seven regions of the world—Africa, Central
Asia, Latin America, the Middle East and North Africa, the Pacific, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.
Through a mix of research and strategic convening, this project explores these complex dynamics,
including the ways Chinese firms are adapting to local labor laws in Latin America, Chinese banks
and funds are exploring traditional Islamic financial and credit products in Southeast Asia and the
Middle East, and Chinese actors are helping local workers upgrade their skills in Central Asia. These
adaptive Chinese strategies that accommodate and work within local realities are mostly ignored by
Western policymakers in particular.
Ultimately, the project aims to significantly broaden understanding and debate about China’s role in
the world and to generate innovative policy ideas. These could enable local players to better channel
Chinese energies to support their societies and economies; provide lessons for Western engagement
around the world, especially in developing countries; help China’s own policy community learn from
the diversity of Chinese experience; and potentially reduce frictions.
Evan A. Feigenbaum
Vice President for Studies, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
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Summary
Chinese players have localized their strategies to improve China’s image in Turkey in recent years.
Although China and Turkey have long maintained friendly relations at the official level, Turkish
people remained notably skeptical of China throughout the 2000s. Indeed, Turkey’s unfavorable
public opinion has been a constant headache for China, whose propaganda outlets in the country
produce little Turkish language content that actually resonates with domestic audiences. Turkey also
has few explicitly pro-China voices and no sizable overseas Chinese community, which has made
positive public relations into an uphill battle for Beijing.
But having acknowledged these weaknesses in recent years, the Chinese regime has opted for
strategies that aim at building a new synergy with local actors in the Turkish mediasphere.
Beijing has adapted to the local rules of Turkish media and sought new opportunities to elevate
China’s image in Turkey by leveraging its friendly ties with Ankara. The Turkish government, which
exerts substantial influence over domestic media, has provided new platforms for China to realize its
soft power goals within a largely polarized setting with little press freedom. In this context, Turkey’s
progovernment newspapers have published “advertorials” celebrating the achievements of the
Chinese Communist Party. Similarly, journalists from Turkey’s state-owned Anadolu Agency have
participated in Chinese-sponsored press tours to Xinjiang, where Beijing has sought to undercut the
Turkish narrative around abuses against the Uyghurs. On the other end of Turkey’s polarized
ideological spectrum, China has also appealed to left-wing opposition groups through its narratives,
which emphasize the country’s anti-imperialist credentials. Such messaging strategies may already
have produced some results in Turkey, as the most recent opinion polls reflect a gradual increase in
the number of Turkish citizens who perceive China as a potential partner.
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Introduction
Much of the story of Sino-Turkish relations has a familiar ring. A developing country—in this case,
Turkey—comes to acknowledge China’s rise, develops relations with it, seeks to leverage opportunities such as investment, and even joins newly established international organizations sponsored by
Beijing. Like many other countries, Turkey’s engagement with China is driven primarily by economic
pragmatism, but geopolitics has also become important in recent years.
Ever since Ankara signed a strategic partnership treaty with China in 2010, Turkish officials have
been eager to facilitate interactions with Asia’s largest economy.1 Turkey’s principal motivation is to
attract investment dollars from China to stimulate the Turkish economy, including through Beijing’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—a multibillion-dollar infrastructure project launched by Chinese
President Xi Jinping in 2013, joined by Turkey two years later. Securing Chinese funding for its
controversial Canal Istanbul project remains a particularly important goal for the Turkish government.2 Likewise, China-Turkey financial transactions, including currency swap deals,3 are crucially
important for Ankara to alleviate the worst outcomes of its ongoing economic crisis.
But economic pragmatism is only part of the story. Turkish officials have also come to view Beijing as
a useful geopolitical hedge against Western pressure. Although Turkey has long been a member of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and a candidate for the European Union (EU), the last
decade has witnessed growing skepticism in the country toward the West under the government of
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. The transatlantic West is constantly attacked in the Turkish media
as an antagonist to Ankara on various issues, ranging from the Syrian civil war to the dispute over
eastern Mediterannean Sea reserves. Turkey’s anti-Western stance has redoubled since the coup
attempt on July 15, 2016, an event that Turkey’s ruling elites have largely come to understand as a
U.S.-sponsored plot. At the same time, Russia and China have increasingly gained respect in Turkey,
not least because Moscow and Beijing parted with the West by throwing their explicit support
behind Erdoğan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, or AKP).4
In a broad sense, Ankara favorably views China’s potential to check U.S. power—and to leverage that
new balance in Turkey’s interest. In 2013 and 2016, Erdoğan expressed Turkey’s willingness to join
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization,5 a security organization that is often dubbed in global
media as a “rival to NATO.”6 In recent years, Sino-Turkish cooperation has expanded into areas that
reflect more than the economic and commercial basis of their bilateral relationship—most notably,
media and public opinion,7 judicial matters,8 and policing.9 Likewise, during the COVID-19 crisis,
the Turkish government elected to buy a China-made vaccine, a step that was interpreted at home
and abroad as a further sign of Ankara’s Eurasianist (or Avrasyacı) leanings. To enable this broadened
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collaboration, Turkey has toned down its previous criticisms of the human rights situation in China’s
autonomous Xinjiang region, even as the plight of Turkic-speaking ethnic Uyghurs has deteriorated
after the introduction of detention centers in 2017.
But it has not been easy to transfer the favorable state of official Sino-Turkish ties into the public
opinion sphere. While many mass publics across the Middle East have embraced China as a friendly
country, Turkish people remain notably skeptical of China for a complex set of reasons. In fact, the
unfavorable media coverage on China-related matters in Turkey has been a constant headache for
Beijing.10 In the COVID-19 vaccine case, for example, intense debate raged among the Turkish
public over the decision to buy a Chinese vaccine instead of a Western-produced mRNA vaccine.11
Concerns over the quality and efficacy of Sinovac demonstrated that the weakest link in Sino-Turkish
relations remains the unfavorable opinion of China among the Turkish public writ large.
To combat anti-China sentiment, Beijing has prioritized media engagement to influence Turkish
public opinion. But Chinese propaganda has proven weak in the Turkish context, and the absence of
explicitly pro-China voices in Turkey has not made engagement any easier for the Chinese regime.
Today, there is really only one organized and politically salient source of support for China in Turkey—the Patriotic Party (Vatan Partisi), a left-wing party that is broadly against NATO and the
United States and in support of Moscow and Beijing.
This paper explores how Beijing and its proxies have sought to alter this state of affairs through a
more localized strategy. By adapting to the local rules of Turkish media and seeking new
opportunities to elevate China’s image, Beijing has sought to establish a new synergy in Turkey’s
public sphere. Promoting a synergy with local players has begun to pay dividends as most recent
Turkish opinion polls reflect a gradual increase in the number of Turkish citizens who perceive China
as a potential partner.12
China has developed better access to Turkey’s conventional media primarily by leveraging its favorable ties to the Turkish government, which has undue influence in Turkey’s domestic media sphere.
Casting Chinese narratives in a better light in Turkey also serves Ankara’s best interests because some
of the Sino-Turkish cooperation schemes facilitated by the governing People’s Alliance (Cumhur
İttifakı) face bitter domestic criticism. The convergence between the interests of the Turkish ruling
elite and China to improve the country’s image in Turkey has created more opportunities for the
Chinese diplomatic corps to appear on Turkish TV. Published “advertorials”—publicity pieces
masquerading as news or opinion items—in Turkey’s progovernment newspapers celebrate the
achievements of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Similarly, journalists from Turkey’s stateowned Anadolu Agency have participated in Chinese-sponsored press tours to Xinjiang, where
Beijing has sought to undercut the Turkish narrative around abuses against the Uyghurs.
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But leaning on the Turkish government is just one piece of a broadened and localized Chinese media
strategy. At the other end of Turkey’s polarized political spectrum, Chinese narratives also appeal to
the country’s left-wing intellectuals thanks to China’s ideological credentials. Unlike the Turkish
government, which views China more from a pragmatic lens, some segments in Turkey’s secular
opposition embrace China for its anti-U.S. and anti-imperialist rhetoric. Leveraging localization
strategies to court this group presents a unique opportunity for China to capture all elements of the
Turkish media spectrum. And Beijing is working toward this goal as a hedge against possible political
sea change, which could come after Turkey holds general elections in June 2023.
The next sections of this paper explore the roots of the Turkish public’s skepticism toward China and
Chinese messaging, the localized Turkish media landscape, and Beijing’s strategy of alleviating
anti-Chinese sentiment through Turkish-language programming and messaging aimed at a
specifically Turkish audience.

China’s Public Relations Headache in Turkey
China’s double-digit economic growth in the decades following Deng Xiaoping’s shift in 1978 to
policies of reform and opening up has been attractive to many around the world—including parts of
the Turkish public. Not surprisingly, the CCP has worked hard to leverage this economic success in
an effort to improve Beijing’s image abroad. Xi Jinping, who rose to power in 2012, has put an even
greater emphasis on “telling China’s story well.”13 China’s soft-power tool kit today includes conventional and digital media, the use of cultural institutions for exchanges, diplomatic platforms, and the
public relations effects of huge-scale investment projects such as the BRI.14 Most of the soft-power
tools China employs to win hearts and minds across the world are also relevant in the Turkish context, whether it is a Confucius Institute—a Communist Party–sponsored educational exchange
platform—or the local branch of China Radio International.
Particular weaknesses, however, have kneecapped China’s propaganda establishment from achieving
its desired results in Turkey, despite favorable Sino-Turkish relations at the official level. First and
foremost, the Turkish public’s negative perception of China has created an unfavorable media environment, which poses high hurdles to Chinese messaging. Indeed, Turkish public opinion polls
suggest that neither China’s miraculous economic growth nor its public diplomacy initiatives have
substantially improved the country’s image in Turkey in recent decades. To the contrary, Pew Research Center polls conducted in Turkey from 2005 to 2019 found that at least 60 percent of the
Turkish public has remained skeptical of China.15 An August 2020 survey conducted by Istanbul
Ekonomi Araştırma stated that 61.3 percent of the Turkish public views China either “unfavorably”
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or “very unfavorably,” as opposed to just 10.6 percent that considers it a friendly country.16 More
recently, a survey conducted by the Center for Turkish Studies at Istanbul’s Kadir Has University
concluded that only 27 percent of the Turkish public views China positively.17
This rampant hostility begs greater scrutiny. Given that Turkey and China had minimal interactions
for most of the twentieth century, why is the Turkish public so disproportionately adverse to China?
The roots and dynamics of anti-China sentiment among Turks are underexplored in scholarly studies. But it is clear that a number of factors are, in a loose sense, helping to drive this negativity.18 One
is the impact of nationalist historiography in Turkey. Another is the historical legacy of the Cold
War, when China and Turkey stood at the opposite ends of the ideological spectrum. A third involves
popular cultural stereotypes in Turkey surrounding China. A fourth involves the Xinjiang issue, due
to sympathy among Turks for Turkic-speaking Uyghurs.19
Unlike in many Western countries, China’s one-party rule and authoritarian politics are not a matter
of substantial debate in Turkey, which itself has had a rather troubled democratic experience since the
early twentieth century. Xinjiang (more commonly known in Turkey as East Turkistan, or Doğu
Türkistan) is the only significant political issue related to China that has been on the Turkish public
agenda. The plight of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang has been a sensitive issue for decades in Turkey, both
among Muslim conservatives and secular Turkish nationalists. Whereas Turkish nationalists emphasize the Uyghurs’ Turkic identity, Islamic groups often take issue with the restrictions over Uyghurs’
religious freedoms in China. This sensitivity had reached its zenith in 2009, when Erdoğan, then
serving as Turkey’s prime minister, referred to violence in Xinjiang’s capital Urumqi as being “almost
a genocide,” causing a diplomatic crisis between Ankara and Beijing.20
Although Ankara has kept a low profile on the East Turkistan question since then, Xinjiang continues to receive substantial media attention in Turkey and the issue still causes occasional Sino-Turkish
crises. In 2015, street demonstrations in Istanbul over the Xinjiang issue allegedly resulted in an
ultranationalist mob assaulting a group of South Korean tourists, who were mistaken by the mob as
Chinese.21 In 2021, another crisis erupted when Meral Akşener, leader of the nationalist Good Party
(İyi Parti), and Ankara’s nationalist mayor Mansur Yavaş used their social media accounts to commemorate the Baren Township Massacre, an April 1990 conflict between Uyghurs and Chinese
government forces.22 After the Chinese Embassy in Ankara responded contentiously on Twitter,23 the
Chinese ambassador was summoned to the Turkish Foreign Ministry. The incident caused a social
uproar in Turkey, although it did not inflict lasting damage on official ties.
These notions of pan-Turkic ethnic solidarity anchored by shared Islamic faith help to explain the
Turkish public’s sensitivity over the Xinjiang issue. They are also crucial to understand the anti-China
sentiment at large in Turkey. Turkish historiography in the early republican period, which places a
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particular emphasis on Turks’ secular roots in premodern Central Asia,24 is a key ingredient in
shaping popular views of China in Turkey. Turkish history textbooks often place emphasis on the
clashes between nomadic Turkic tribes and the sedentary Chinese civilization.25 Sinologists in Turkey
refer to the Great Wall of China as a political, if not a military, barrier between the Chinese and
Turks, alongside Mongols and Huns.26 The conviction that China built this wall against “Turks” is
embraced today even at the top echelons of Turkey’s right-wing political parties.27
These ideas have their offshoots in popular culture. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Turkish movie
industry produced several works, most prominently the Tarkan and Karaoğlan series, that capitalized
on the idea of China as an ancient enemy.28 Anti-China sentiment in Turkey also emanates from
literary fiction in the same historical vein, which can be traced back to the writings of ultranationalist
intellectual Nihal Atsız in the 1940s.29 While his narratives on the so-called golden age of a nomadic
Turkish past are not held in high esteem among contemporary Turkish literary circles, they still have
their popular adherents today. Recent examples of this genre continue to cast Chinese characters in a
negative light.30
An equally important factor in shaping ongoing anti-China sentiment in Turkey is the legacy of the
Cold War. Having placed Turkey and China at opposite ends of the ideological spectrum, the Cold
War became a modern source of enmity between Turkey and China. Soldiers from the two countries
even fought briefly, as Turkey sent a brigade to Korea to serve under the UN command between
1950 and 1953. Turkey’s involvement in the Korean War cemented China’s status as an enemy for
years thereafter.31 Another source of enmity is China’s atheism, which remain antithetical to the
beliefs of many in the Turkish public, whose voting preferences have generally skewed conservative
since the 1980s. Beijing’s stance against religion has long been frowned upon by Turkey’s Muslim
authors, who use very strong and unequivocal language in their books.32 Turkey’s conservative human
rights organizations, likewise, were very critical of restrictions over Uyghurs’ Islamic religious
practices until recent years.33 Some Muslim clerics in Turkey even hinted at the possibility that the
Chinese may be the so-called yajuc majuc—the tribe that will bring destruction to humanity
according to the Quran.34
Whereas nationalist and conservative groups have their distinct repertoire, cultural stereotypes about
China are not exclusive to any political group in Turkey.35 China is often presented in the Turkish
media as an exotic land with strange or absurd qualities, heightening perceptions that this country is
wholly different from Turkey.36 A new study on “sourtimes” (ekşisözlük)—a popular digital platform
among urban, educated Turkish youth—demonstrates that China-related entries often end up
verging on racist hate speech.37 Pejoratives used to describe Chinese people on this popular platform
include “merciless,” “cunning,” “dangerous,” and “untrustworthy.” Even China’s world-renowned
cuisine has been a target of criticism, insult, or ridicule in Turkey. During the COVID-19 crisis,
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degradation of Chinese food became even more commonplace. Turkish media often depicted scenes
from animal wet markets in China—the suspected origin of the coronavirus—to define Chinese
food more generally.38 One survey conducted by Kadir Has University in April 2020 found that 41.3
percent of Turkish respondents believed that “Chinese eating habits and food preferences” were to
blame for the coronavirus pandemic.39 Even progovernment columnists felt free to use deragotary
phrases and racist imagery to mock China during this time.40 Another common racist trope is the
rampant use of physical characteristics to describe Asian people, including the Chinese, in popular
Turkish media. Such terms are used by Turkish journalists or columnists with impunity and without
concern for backlash from their readers.41 Physical discrimination against Chinese tourists and
residents in Turkey has become more commonplace during the COVID-19 crisis.42

China’s Evolving Media Strategy
China’s poor image in Turkey has long been a source of concern for Beijing.43 Although the CCP
regime worked to overcome these hurdles, its ability to reach Turkish audiences has effectively been
limited until recently. In this context, China has worked hard to adapt its strategy, leverage local
media, and improve its standing with a deeply skeptical Turkish public. Beijing has been forced to
throw out the standard playbook it used in Turkey to conform to the unique local context, seeking to
persuade and enlist local actors—from both poles of the Turkish political spectrum—to carry its
torch.
China’s Limited Turkish-Language Propaganda
China’s global propaganda media today is multifaceted, technologically savvy, and often locally
tailored.44 Yet Chinese media offers little Turkish language content, even though most Turks speak
only their native tongue.45 China Global Television Network (CGTN), for instance, has broadcasts
in English, Arabic, French, Spanish, and Russian but not in Turkish. Although this network’s news
content reaches most Middle Eastern countries in Arabic—and is geared toward African
audiences46—CGTN does not have a Turkish version.
CGTN is just the beginning of the problem. Turkish language content is also lacking in other
Chinese media, including major newspapers such as Global Times, China Daily, and People’s Daily.
This leaves just two outlets, the official Xinhua News Agency and China Radio International (CRI),
as the only Chinese media that can reach Turkish audiences in their own language.47
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These shortcomings in China’s propaganda machine are precisely the reason that Beijing is now
assertively developing new strategies to engage with local actors in Turkey. To be sure, Beijing is no
newcomer to the game of propaganda and persuasion in Turkey. One of the two Turkish-language
Chinese outlets, CRI (originally dubbed Radio Peking), started its Turkish broadcasts in 1957. Its
Cold War–era programming reached only a miniscule audience in Turkey due to the highly
ideological nature of its content and Turkey’s antagonistic relationship with Mao Zedong’s China.48
Today’s CRI is undoubtedly more entertaining than its Mao-era counterpart, with news and pop
music broadcast via Turkey’s FM band as well as digital platforms throughout the country. But this,
in itself, does not automatically translate into efficacy—much less popularity. If social media
following is an indication of receptivity, Chinese radio’s reach in Turkey pales in comparison to its
Western and even Russian counterparts. Based on Twitter data from October 2022, CRI Türkçe (@
CRI_Turkish) had just 87,300 followers, compared to BBC News Türkçe’s (@bbcturkce) 4.2 million
and Sputnik Türkiye’s (@sputnik_TR) 1 million followers. The Turkish branch of China’s official
Xinhua News Agency is even less popular by these indicators, with a mere 11,500 followers as of
October 2022 on its official Twitter account (@XHTurkey), compared to 5.3 million people
following CNN Türk (@cnnturk).
In the last decade, China has made several attempts to engage domestic actors in the Turkish media
field and produce its own Turkey-oriented content locally.49 It is difficult to measure precisely just
how successful such attempts have been in terms of penetrating the Turkish audience en masse, but
China’s attempts to expand its media network in Turkey in recent years is noteworthy. This was
mostly done through the signing of cooperation agreements with local producers. Yön Radyo, which
broadcast pro-China news items tailored toward the Turkish audience, is a case in point.50
Other attempts include the establishment of a Turkish branch for the GB Times media company,
which took on the responsibility of CRI’s local operation.51 In 2014, the Chinese Foreign Ministry
announced the launch of CTV, a Turkish language TV channel, which was promoted as a “media
bridge” between the two countries.52 Despite the publicity, however, this experiment proved to be
short lived with only largely obscure digital platforms remaining.53 On the print media front, Beijing’s propaganda magazine China Today launched its trimonthly Turkish version in 2012, thanks to
a deal with the progovernment Turkuvaz Media Group.54 Another journal, Modern Silk Road (Modern İpek Yolu), started publication in 2017 under the guidance of the left-wing publication house,
Kırmızı Kedi.55
But local language content has not been the only barrier to Chinese messaging. The Turkish context
presented other obstacles to China in the realm of soft power. For example, unlike in most Western
and Southeast Asian countries, Turkey does not have a sizeable overseas Chinese community, which,
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in other contexts, may act as a cultural intermediary between the host country and mainland China.56
Based on the Turkish Statistical Institute’s Address Based Population Registration System in 2020,
Turkey hosts only 18,740 Chinese residents, a tiny community within the 1.3 million foreigners
registered in this database.57 Likewise, none of the Turkish urban centers has a Chinatown area where
locals can experience Chinese cultural life firsthand, from Chinese cuisine to calligraphy. Turkey also
lacks any well-known public figure, professional role model, or celebrity from an ethnically Chinese
background. This is in striking contrast to other East Asian countries that have produced social
media phenomena in Turkey, like the Japanese student Yoshi (on Twitter @YoshiEnomoto_) and
South Korean actor Chaby Han (on Twitter @chabyhan), who are well-known among the Turkish
youth. Even in Israel, as explored in another paper in this series, a figure who calls himself “Chinese
Itzik” is cherished as a cultural icon by many Israelis.58
Confucius Institutes in Turkey have not been of much help to Beijing either. Most commonly
known for their Mandarin language teaching, these organizations have served a broader purpose of
extending Chinese soft power since their advent in 2004. Stretched across some 100 countries today,
Confucius Institutes and classrooms are particularly popular in the Global South, including in
several Middle Eastern countries.59 Although Turkey has four Confucius Institute branches in Ankara
and Istanbul,60 their influence in the public domain remains minimal. Confucius Institutes in Turkey
offer Chinese courses at their host universities for degree students as well as the general public. While
they occasionally organize academic conferences and other events, their impact is often limited to
college campuses in Istanbul and Ankara.61 They do serve an important function in sponsoring native
Turkish teachers of Mandarin language and organizing language proficiency exams, yet their role in
elevating China’s national image among Turks is quite negligible.
Similar things can be said about China’s diplomatic outposts in Turkey. Their official websites, which
only sometimes use the Turkish language for embassy and consulate content, hardly attract readers as
a source of information about China.62 Their social media followings lag as a result, indicating that
fewer Turks are interested in messages released by China’s embassy in Ankara compared, for instance,
to its U.S. counterpart.63
Working “à la Turca” With Local Actors
Given the broader backdrop of unfavorable Turkish public opinion on China and the weakness of
Beijing’s own propaganda apparatus in Turkey, the CCP regime has been compelled to gradually
acknowledge the significance of local actors in Turkey. Beijing has come to understand that elevating
China’s image in Turkey will depend mostly on cooperation with local media actors, who—for one
reason or another—may share China’s values or agenda. Now, it is leaning on them, rather than on
Chinese players, in an attempt to alter this situation.
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Until recently, there were very few political and social groups in Turkey receptive to Chinese messaging. The nationalist left-wing politician Doğu Perinçek’s Patriotic Party has historically been the only
explicitly pro-China group in the country. Often called by the title of its journal, Aydınlık, this group
has its roots in the 1968 student movement and is famous for its previous Maoist orientation. Today,
Perinçek is an ardent supporter of Turkey’s Eurasianist foreign policy,64 as well as a defender of
Chinese domestic and foreign policies, including controversial stances on the Uyghur issue. Although
the Aydınlık group is well known in Turkey—and Perinçek enjoys media attention disproportionate
to his small voting base—it is clear that the Patriotic Party’s tiny constituency has been unable to
single-handedly sway public opinion on China.65 Having access to newspapers like Hürriyet and
Sabah, which have a hundred times more circulation than Aydınlık, is a noteworthy step forward for
China.66 In hopes of reaching a wider audience in Turkey, Beijing has adjusted and adapted its
strategy—in part by leveraging favorable relations between Chinese and Turkish officials thanks to
economic cooperation.
In Turkey, domestic political polarization between the ruling People’s Alliance (Cumhur İttifakı) and
the coalition of opposition parties, the Nation Alliance (Millet İttifakı), underpins the local mediasphere. In its current state, the Turkish government is able to dictate the editorial line in much of
the conventional media through a number of legal, political, and economic tools.67 Not surprisingly,
in Reporters Without Borders’ 2022 World Press Freedom Index, Turkey ranked 149 out of 180
countries.68 In such a restrictive media environment, it is much easier for Beijing to leverage its
amicable ties with the government and official players in Ankara to improve its soft power prospects
in the country.
Whereas Turkey’s ruling government views Western media through a highly critical lens, Chinese
news outlets, which appear relatively harmless (if not also obscure), are rarely targeted by conservative and nationalist circles. In 2019, a controversial report examining the local branches of foreign
media outlets in Turkey (labeled “appendages” or uzantılar) praised CRI for maintaining its impartial
stance on sensitive topics, such as the Kurdish issue or Turkey’s Syria policy.69
China’s new media strategy in Turkey contains multitudes. First and most important, Beijing has
stressed business cooperation in its outreach to Ankara. Sino-Turkish economic ties and investment
opportunities are a crucial factor in bilateral relations, and they have become central to China-driven
media narratives. Influenced by a sympathetic government in Ankara, BRI projects in Turkey, for
instance, often receive favorable coverage.70 Progovernment think tanks point to the importance of
cooperating with China, particularly over financial assistance and investment opportunities, against
the “unilateral, spoiled and patronizing attitude employed by the US.”71 There is a visible attempt to
downplay the significance of the Sino-Turkish trade deficit, which stood at $28.5 billion in 2021.72
Whereas Turkish media presented the country’s trade deficit with China as a major problem in the

CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE | 11

early 2000s, there is a visible attempt to sugarcoat this gap in today’s media.73 Progovernment think
tanks explicitly advise against “scapegoating China for flooding the Turkish market with its cheap
and low quality goods” and emphasize the positive prospects in relations.74 It is clear that this messaging has evolved alongside Turkey’s own official priorities.
The Chinese private sector also contributes to the positive atmosphere that both Chinese and Turkish
government officials hope to cultivate. Huawei, the Chinese telecommunications giant that is poised
to build Turkey’s 5G network in coming years,75 has more followers on its Turkish social media than
the Chinese embassy in Ankara.76 Turkey’s official news agency, Anadolu, as well as the state-run
Information and Communication Technologies Authority (Bilgi Teknolojileri ve İletişim Kurumu)
both advertise Huawei’s corporate social responsibility projects in Turkey.77 Likewise, Turkey’s Directorate of Communications (İletişim Başkanlığı) under Fahrettin Altun is an important government
outlet for facilitating Sino-Turkish exchanges.78 In January 2020, Altun shared a Chinese-language
promotional video about Turkey’s Canal Istanbul project from his own social media account.79
Another strategy that Beijing has leaned on more heavily in recent years is the use of local Turkish
media outlets to propagate China’s economic achievements and diplomatic goals. The most important challenge in crafting a positive narrative is certainly the Xinjiang issue, which, despite the friendly Sino-Turkish ties, remains a thorny item. Even as Ankara has substantially toned down its criticisms of Chinese policy, which is appreciated by the Chinese side as a policy of “strategic silence,”80
sensitivities on the plight of Uyghur Muslims persist in Turkey. And Beijing is working to improve its
own image relating to the Xinjiang issue in Turkey through several new mechanisms.81
In an effort to capitalize on the new atmosphere created by the favorable official ties between Ankara
and Beijing, China has invited Turkish outlets on official press tours to Xinjiang, where Beijing
attempts to showcase its alternative narrative and obfuscate mistreatment of the Uyghurs. Members
of the official Anadolu Agency, progovernment press, and mainstream media organizations joined
these visits.82 In 2019, several Turkish journalists were cited in Chinese official media for praising
Beijing’s efforts to reduce poverty and safeguard minorities in Xinjiang.83 Columnists from Turkey’s
mainstream and government newspapers who participated in these tours wrote several pieces in
Turkish. Muharrem Sarıkaya of Habertürk, for instance, wrapped his story on China’s successful
counterterrorism measures in Xinjiang around the favorable prospects of Sino-Turkish relations.84
Although this kind of press is not likely to make drastic changes in Turkish public opinion regarding
this matter, these journalistic detours from the usual “East Turkistan” narrative in Turkey are still
noteworthy.
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Another strategy that Beijing has leaned on more heavily in recent years is the use of local Turkish
media outlets to propagate Beijing’s economic achievements and diplomatic goals. Major newspapers
such as Hürriyet, Sabah, and Cumhuriyet have published several full-page advertorials praising China,
making the country a favorite new customer for the commercial side of Turkey’s key media outlets.85
Headlines celebrating the CCP’s anniversary or promoting the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics have
also appeared in the Turkish media—spurred, no doubt, by the friendly state of Sino-Turkish official
relations. Support from Ankara makes these commercial media deals possible; considering the poor
state of Turkey’s relations with the West, an analogous full-page advertorial praising any Western
government seems completely unthinkable today.
By paying for advertorials in Turkey’s mainstream, progovernment, and left-wing newspapers, China
has been able to access a far vaster audience than the explicitly pro-China Patriotic Party could ever
deliver. For example, Beijing used Sabah to praise the CCP’s accomplishments on the party’s one
hundredth anniversary,86 which was unprecedented for a progovernment Turkish outlet. Other advertorials have covered topics like the optimistic prospects for Turkish exports to China or the achievements of Chinese technology companies such as Huawei in Turkey.87 This strategy of localization is
likely to pay dividends because Turkey’s conservative and nationalist masses have, as noted above,
never had much appreciation for China. Paid content in local mainstream media and progovernment
outlets offers Beijing a fresh opportunity to reach these audiences. And such advertorials can often
appear to ordinary Turkish readers as if they are regular news items.88
The coronavirus pandemic presented another opportunity for Beijing. When Ankara elected to buy
China-made Sinovac Biotech vaccines, it prompted a firestorm of controversy, triggered by a general
distrust of China-made goods, as well as Sinovac’s delivery problems and poor efficacy ratings.89
Turkey’s progovernment media—understanding that increasing trust in China-made goods would
help increase trust in Turkey’s Ministry of Health—took it upon themselves to promote Sinovac’s
product at home. Turkey’s government now had another incentive to promote pro-Chinese messaging—and with Ankara on the defensive, Beijing learned to leverage its position to cast China in a
better light. This helped China make inroads into Turkey’s mainstream media during a strictly
domestic political controversy.
During the COVID-19 crisis, Cui Wei, China’s consul general in Istanbul, frequently appeared on
live TV broadcasts and answered pandemic-related questions with his fluent Turkish.90 To a lesser
extent, the chargé d’affaires of the Chinese Embassy in Ankara, Cheng Weihua, also appeared on TV
to offer his comments on China’s COVID-19 response. A number of mainstream and progovernment Turkish media outlets put a positive spin on China-related news during the pandemic, such as
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broadcasting news items asking, “How did China stop the coronavirus?”91 One piece published by
Turkey’s official Anadolu Agency belittled Western claims of Chinese public health neglect, case
underreporting, government repression, and pandemic mismanagement as overly exaggerated.92
Other officially backed stories praised the technological surveillance mechanisms employed in China
to curb the spread of the disease—in stark contrast to Western media accounts that often portrayed
these methods as dystopian or authoritarian.93
At the other pole of Turkey’s political spectrum, left-leaning opposition groups favorable to China
have become more salient during the COVID-19 crisis. These groups, which range from former
Maoist and current Eurasianist circles to orthodox Marxists and Kemalist republicans, are attracted
to China for its secular state structure, Marxist-Leninist origin, and anti-imperialist discourse. That
means they also are more inclined to accept Chinese messaging. During the pandemic, China’s
so-called zero-COVID approach appealed most to Turkey’s left-wing intellectuals and journalists,
including Gündüz Vassaf, a well-known Turkish writer and academic, whose take on the global
pandemic was simply put as: “The East won with society, the West lost with individual.”94
Throughout the spring of 2020, Turkish left-wing media published many pieces praising China’s
response to the public health crisis.95 Not surprisingly, Doğu Perinçek and the Aydınlık journal were
among the loudest voices—but they were not alone.96 Mehmet Ali Güller, a columnist in Cumhuriyet
and the founder of the Kırmızı Kedi publishing house, likewise praised China’s harsh quarantine
measures. In one piece, Güller juxtaposed Chinese socialism against Western capitalism—and praised
the former for prioritizing people’s health over economic interests while blaming the latter for the
enormous death toll in Britain and the United States.97 Turkey’s Marxist media outlet BirGün praised
Chinese diplomats on TV for highlighting the “humane” aspect of the health crisis vis-à-vis Turkish
journalists who were more interested in death figures.98
Perhaps the most significant sign of camaraderie between China and the Turkish opposition media
during the COVID-19 pandemic was a popular meme: “Atatürk paid for it.”99 According to the
story, China refused to accept payment for a shipment of 2 million COVID-19 test kits that arrived
in March 2020 in order to thank Turkey for the medical aid it sent to China during a 1938 cholera
outbreak.100 This phrase—which was based on a falsehood101—spread like wildfire over Turkish social
media. Backed by some of Turkey’s well-known journalists and academics, the “Atatürk paid for it”
trend became one of the most memorable memes of the pandemic era in Turkey.102 Although not
invented or spread by China’s propaganda establishment, this story boosted China’s standing by
giving it undue credit while flattering millions of Kemalist-leaning Turks.

14

Lessons Learned
The last decade has witnessed China’s growing media outreach across the world. There is evidence
that this effort created a more favorable public opinion environment for Beijing, particularly in the
developing world.103 Although several countries in the Middle East have positive views on China
today, Turkish public remained skeptical of China. The weakness of China’s own propaganda outlets,
most of which do not produce content in Turkish, contributed to this problem. As a result, the
Chinese regime opted for new strategies that sought to engage local actors in Turkey, an approach
that today renders the input from the Turkish government and various intellectual circles crucial to
realize China’s soft power goals in the country.
The first major lesson coming out of this experience, therefore, demonstrates the significance of local
agency, even when there is a huge power asymmetry between China and other actors. Although
China had many means and sources at its disposal, its linear and top-down approach did not produce much result in the case of Turkey. The Turkish case shows that Chinese propaganda and public
diplomacy work much better when they are assisted by local people and institutions. Chinese narratives, in other words, do not fall on deaf ears only if there is a reason in the local setting to hear
them. The most important actor here undoubtedly is the Turkish government, which provided new
platforms for China to improve its image in Turkey’s largely polarized media environment with little
freedom of press. By leveraging its ties to Ankara, China has gained more ability to ensure favorable
treatment in progovernment outlets. Turkey’s ruling People’s Alliance also had a stake here. The
debate on the so-called Chinese vaccine demonstrated clearly that the long-term sustainability of
Sino-Turkish cooperation requires immediate improvements to China’s image in Turkey.
Given the multifaceted sources of Turkey’s anti-China sentiment, it is clear that these new strategies
will not create dramatic change overnight. Neither can they completely eliminate the discontent in
Turkey relating to the CCP regime’s grave human rights abuses in the Xinjiang autonomous region.
Nevertheless, there is some evidence indicating slow and incremental progress on China’s part,
suggesting that Beijing’s localized strategies may have already moved the needle. According to Kadir
Has University’s Research on Public Perceptions of Turkish Foreign Policy survey results, for instance,
there was an increase in the number of Turkish people who consider China as a potential partner
from 2019 to 2021.104 Turkey also has a more favorable public opinion on China compared to many
of its Western allies. A poll conducted by the German Marshall Fund in 2021 demonstrated that 34
percent of Turkish respondents viewed China’s “influence in global affairs” either positively or very
positively.105 Likewise, Turkey has the lowest score among a group of transatlantic countries in its
support for tougher policies on China, in a number of topics ranging from climate to cybersecurity
to human rights to trade.106
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A final lesson learned from the Chinese experience in Turkey is, perhaps paradoxically, one about the
popular impact of anti-American sentiment. In Turkey, although the regular Chinese soft power
toolbox—its official media, traditional cuisine, or Confucius Institutes—does not raise much
interest, China’s promise to balance U.S. power is attractive to many. While Turkey’s anti-China
sentiment is deep and multifaceted, the Turkish public has long embraced an even stronger antiAmericanism that cuts across ideological divisions in the country. If Erdoğan’s government
appreciates China due to its own power struggles and diplomatic hurdles with the West, Turkey’s
secular opposition admires China because of its anti-imperialist credentials. China’s image in Turkey
may be far from ideal, but Beijing is still ranked well below Washington in any public opinion poll
about external threat perceptions.107 China’s local appeal, therefore, may have more to do with the
country’s global status vis-à-vis the United States in the future rather than its concrete soft power
strategies in Turkey.
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