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ABSTRACT

This paper explores Türkiye’s responses, motivations, and challenges in the process of combating 
Islamophobia. From the Turkish perspective, Islamophobia has exerted historical and contemporary 
negative impacts on Türkiye. In response, Türkiye takes steps from two dimensions of reality and 
perception. At the practical level, Türkiye employs a combination of bilateral diplomacy, multilateral 
diplomacy, and foreign propaganda. At the spiritual level, Türkiye emphasizes its national image and 
soft power. As a Muslim country, Türkiye’s efforts to combat Islamophobia highlight the factors of 
Türkiye’s national interests, the moderate Islamic attributes of the Justice and Development Party, and 
the historical and cultural traditions of Islam. In the fight against Islamophobia, Türkiye also faces 
numerous challenges, including the intricacy of Islamophobia, the entrenchment of stereotypes, the 
obstruction from other Islamic countries, and the rise of right-wing populism in Europe. The Global 
Civilization Initiative proposed by China may become another potential alternative to addressing 
Islamophobia.

Keywords: civilization, clash of civilizations, Global Civilization Initiative, Islamophobia, Türkiye.

Introduction

ISLAMOPHOBIA HAS A LONG-STANDING 
history in the world. Since its inception, the Wes-
tern Christian world has harbored fear, hatred, and 
prejudice towards Islam. Over hundreds of years, 
mutual attacks between the two sides have fueled 
these sentiments, leading to deep-rooted historical 
tensions that pose significant threats to contempo-
rary interaction between Christian civilization and 
Islamic civilization. In the 21st century, a series of 
international events such as the 9/11 terrorist at-
tacks, the emergence of the terrorist organization 
ISIS, and the European refugee crisis have reignited 
anti-Islam and anti-Muslim sentiments in the Wes-
tern World. This resurgence of Islamophobia has 
become a critical issue of the international com-
munity nowadays.

Türkiye, situated at the crossroads of Europe and 
Asia, serves as a convergence point for Western and 
Eastern cultures, as well as Christian and Islamic ci-
vilizations. It has been the target of Islamophobia as 
early as the Ottoman Empire period, which stems not 
only from the military fear arising from the expansi-
on of an imperial power, but at a deeper level from the 
cultural fear brought about by heterogeneous Islamic 
civilization. In the 21st century, under the leadership 
of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, whose Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) has Islamist roots, Türkiye 
considers itself the heir to the Ottoman Empire, Is-
lam’s last fortress, and the leader of Islamic civilizati-
on. Faced with the escalating issue of Islamophobia in 
recent years, Türkiye, positioning itself as the leader 
within the Islamic world, has assumed the responsi-
bility of combating Islamophobia and safeguarding 
Muslims’ interests (Tol, 2019; Gürcan, 2019).
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Existing literature on Islamophobia predo-
minantly delves into its definition, implicati-
ons, and manifestation in certain countries or 
regions. However, Türkiye’s efforts to combat 
Islamophobia remain largely unexplored. Thus, 
this paper aims to examine Türkiye’s responses, 
motivations, and challenges in confronting Isla-
mophobia. The findings may hopefully contri-
bute to a more comprehensive understanding of 
Türkiye’s role in international relations and the 
interaction of civilization in the contemporary 
world.

Understanding Islamophobia from the 
Turkish Perspective

In the English context, the term “Islamophobia” 
is a compound word made from “Islam” and 
“phobia”. First used in 1923, it mainly refers to 
the “irrational fear of, aversion to, or discrimina-
tion against Islam or people who practice Islam” 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). According to the exp-
lanation provided by the United Nations (n.d.), 
Islamophobia is “a fear, prejudice and hatred of 
Muslims that leads to provocation, hostility and 
intolerance by means of threatening, harassment, 
abuse, incitement and intimidation of Muslims 
and non-Muslims, both in the online and off-
line world”. In 1997, the Runnymede Trust, a 
non-governmental organization focused on ra-
cial relations and civil rights, published a report 
entitled “Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All”, 
which marked the emergence of Islamophobia in 
contemporary discourse. Since then, especially 
following the 9/11 attacks in 2001, the concept 
of Islamophobia has been commonly employed 
by the media, citizens, and NGOs, particularly 
in Western countries (Bleich, 2012). In recent 
years, with the spread of Islamophobia and the 

resulting normalization of hatred, hostility, and 
violence, some international organizations and 
sovereign states have gradually become aware of 
the potential threat of Islamophobia and begun 
to incorporate it into political agenda.

From the Turkish perspective, the pheno-
menon of Islamophobia can be traced back to 
the era of the Ottoman Empire. With the early 
conquest and expansion of the Islamic Empi-
re, Western Christian civilization experienced 
frequent military invasions and cultural shocks 
from a heterogeneous civilization. Such interac-
tion left Westerners, who were still at a disadvan-
tage at that time, feeling vulnerable in the face of 
both tangible security threat and intangible spi-
ritual menace. Consequently, a sense of intuitive 
fear and animosity towards Islam and Muslims 
began to emerge among Western societies. As 
Western nation-states ascended and the Otto-
man Empire declined, the once dominant power 
spanning Asia, Africa, and Europe was gradually 
reduced to the “Sick Man of Europe”, and Chris-
tian civilization and Islamic civilization had since 
changed their positions in the arena. During the 
era of Western colonial expansion, prevalent ar-
guments such as Eurocentrism and Orientalism 
were utilized extensively, demonizing Islam and 
Muslims through colonial and imperialist discourse. 

During the era of Western 
colonial expansion, prevalent 
arguments such as Eurocentrism 
and Orientalism were utilized 
extensively, demonizing Islam 
and Muslims through colonial and 
imperialist discourse.
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With these ideas in mind, the stereotypical per-
ception of Muslims in the Western world as be-
ing ignorant, backward, and barbaric gradually 
developed. As a result, the previous Christians’ 
fear and hostility towards Muslims, and the con-
tempt and discrimination of the self-proclaimed 
rational and civilized West towards the ignorant 
and barbaric East, intertwined over time, even-
tually entrenching the negative perceptions of 
Western Christian civilization towards Eastern 
Islamic civilization (He, 2013).

To this day, despite Türkiye’s transition to a 
secular nation-state, which no longer poses se-
rious military and cultural threats to the West 
as it once did, lingering prejudices persist in 
Western societies. According to a report on the 
global Muslim population released by the Pew 
Research Center in 2009, Türkiye’s Muslim po-
pulation constitutes 4.7% of the world’s Mus-

lim population with approximately 73,619,000 
people, and around 98% of Türkiye’s popula-
tion is Muslim (Pew Research Center, 2009). 
Thus, it is naturally difficult for Türkiye to avo-
id the growing Islamophobia in the West, whi-
le the negative perception of Muslims in the 
West will also profoundly affect the interaction 
between the two sides in the international are-
na. The accession of Türkiye to the European 
Union, for instance, is one of the typical cases 
that exemplify the detrimental effects of Isla-
mophobia.

Since 1959, Türkiye has endeavored to estab-
lish relations with the European Economic Com-
munity, the predecessor of the EU. In 1987, Tür-
kiye formally applied for full membership to the 
European Economic Community. Subsequently, 
during the Helsinki meeting in 1999, the Europe-
an Council granted Türkiye EU candidate status. 

Türkiye’s Muslim population accounts for 4.7% of the world’s Muslim population and 98% of Türkiye’s 
population is Muslim, with approximately 73,619,000 people (Figure: Pew Research Center, 2009).

Figure 1. Countries with the Largest Muslim Populations

Guo Xin’gen - Türkiye’s Efforts to Combat Islamophobia: Responses, Motivations, and Challenges



B R I q  •  Vo lume 5  I ssue  3  Summer  2024

276

Nevertheless, despite the initiation of negotiati-
ons in 2005, Türkiye’s accession to the EU is still 
pending. The lengthy process reflects contradi-
ctions and differences between the two sides in 
many aspects, which not only encompass econo-
mic and other material elements, but also involve 
psychological elements such as religion, identity, 
and so on. According to the materials organized 
by Li, interviews conducted with Turkish elites 
in 1999 reveal that the economic issue is regar-
ded as the biggest obstacle to the EU members-
hip, followed by the religious issue (Li, 2008). In 
fact, as the Turkish economy grows, the “cultu-
rally too different” criticism has become a subt-
le opposition to Turkish membership in the EU, 
primarily grounded in Türkiye’s non-Christian 
identity, which has come to constitute the major 
impediment to its accession (Kirişci, 2008). A 
report released by Eurobarometer in 2006 shows 
that nearly 60% of respondents totally or tend to 
agree that “the cultural differences between Tur-
key and the European Union Member States are 
too significant to allow it to join the EU” (Euro-
barometer, 2006). The phenomenon of Islamop-
hobia, to a certain extent, is a manifestation of 
cultural conflict. As Islamophobia rages in Wes-
tern societies, negative attitudes towards Islam 
and Muslims in EU member states will further 
deteriorate, which is likely to reinforce the idea 
of “cultural differences”. This trend will inevitably 
hinder Türkiye’s accession process.

Türkiye’s Responses to Islamophobia

In response to the severe situation of spreading 
Islamophobia, Türkiye has adopted the strategy 
of “parallel tracks”, incorporating multiple me-
asures. At the practical level, Türkiye employs a 

combination of bilateral diplomacy, multilateral 
diplomacy, and foreign propaganda to promo-
te the institutionalization and normalization of 
the fight against Islamophobia. At the spiritual 
level, Türkiye emphasizes its national image and 
soft power in an attempt to change the stereo-
types in non-Islamic societies. Focusing on the 
core objective of anti-Islamophobia, the above 
two main lines are interconnected and comple-
mentary, which would appear to “treat both the 
symptom and the root cause.”

At the practical level, first and foremost, 
Türkiye actively engages in bilateral diploma-
tic activities and negotiations with relevant 
states where incidents of Islamophobia have 
occurred, urging them to take practical ac-
tions to combat Islamophobia. For instance, 
Rasmus Paludan, a far-right and anti-Islam 
activist, burned the Quran near a mosque and 
outside the Turkish embassy in Denmark in 
January 2023, which infuriated the Turkish 
government. Subsequently, the Danish am-
bassador was summoned to the Turkish fore-
ign ministry, where Turkish officials strongly 
denounced the authorization granted for such 
provocative act that constitutes a hate crime 
and stated that “Denmark’s attitude is unac-
ceptable” (“Quran burned,” 2023). As a result 

Türkiye actively engages in 
bilateral diplomatic activities and 
negotiations with relevant states 
where incidents of Islamophobia 
have occurred, urging them to 
take practical actions to combat 
Islamophobia. 
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of Türkiye’s initiatives, Denmark eventually 
enacted legislation in December, which effe-
ctively criminalizes Quran-burning protests 
grounded in “inappropriate treatment of wri-
tings with significant importance for a recog-
nized religious community” (Altun, 2023). 
Similarly, in response to the Quran-burning 
incidents in Sweden, Türkiye utilized its 
NATO membership as a lever to exert pressure 
on Sweden, promoting the latter to make con-
cessions on relevant issues and take measures 
to combat Islamophobia. In this regard, Pre-
sident Erdogan once made it clear that Türki-
ye will not allow Sweden to join the NATO as 
long as Sweden permits the holy book to be 

burned and torn (Fraser & Tanner, 2023).
In addition, in terms of multilateral dip-

lomacy, Türkiye frequently conducts acti-
ons on international platforms such as the 
United Nations (UN), the Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation (OIC), and Organizati-
on for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE), aiming to institutionalize the efforts 
against Islamophobia. For example, as a re-
sult of Türkiye’s effective efforts in consultati-
on with the OIC, the United Nations General 
Assembly adopted the resolution in 2022 that 
proclaimed March 15 as the “International 
Day To Combat Islamophobia” (Republic of 
Türkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2023). 

In his speech at the 12th Information Ministers Meeting of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, President 
Erdoğan said: “As Türkiye, we attach great importance to the fight against Islamophobia and we are working to 

establish global solidarity on this issue.” (Photo: TCCB, 2022).
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As the OIC Summit Chair, Türkiye swiftly 
convened an emergency meeting following the 
tragic Christchurch mosque shootings on 15 
March 2019, discussing the escalating violence 
fueled by Islamophobia, racism, and xenopho-
bia (“Türkiye calls OIC meeting,” 2019). Wit-
hin the framework of the OSCE, as one of the 
founding members, Türkiye raised and empha-
sized the necessity for enhanced cooperation to 
address the increasing Islamophobia in OSCE 
region, calling for strengthening the OSCE’s ca-
pacity to effectively respond to such challenges 
(Republic of Türkiye Ministry of Foreign Affa-
irs, n.d.).

Last but not least, Türkiye’s efforts to com-
bat Islamophobia through foreign propa-

ganda take on a normalized pattern. Foreign 
propaganda serves as a potent supplement 
to diplomatic activities, facilitating the effi-
cient transmission of signals and information 
to other states. Turkish diplomats, as well as 
President Erdogan himself, have consistently 
addressed the issue of Islamophobia at press 
conferences, international meetings, social 
media, and other public occasions. In this 
way, they attempt to underscore the increa-
sing prevalence and severity of Islamophobia, 
call for global solidarity in the fight against 
Islamophobia, and assert Türkiye’s leadership 
in the combat. For instance, President Erdo-
gan has publicly stated that Islamophobia is 
as dangerous as the virus, which is spreading 

On March 15, 2019, flowers are placed in memory of the victims of the attack on two mosques in 
Christchurch, New Zealand. March 15 was declared the International Day Combat Islamophobia 

(Photo: Xinhua, 2020).
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rapidly in the so-called liberal democracies 
and has developed a tendency to disrupt the 
daily lives of Muslims and threaten the pea-
ce of societies, while Türkiye is playing a le-
ading role in the fight against Islamophobia 
in the international arena (Günerigök, 2021). 
Through explicit statements and regular pro-
paganda, Türkiye is constantly expanding its 
influence and representativeness in the Isla-
mic world.

At the spiritual level, firstly, Türkiye emp-
loys both counter-terrorism measures and 
media strategies to improve the international 
image of Islam and Muslims, seeking to dis-
pel the Islamophobia-related mindsets and 
stereotypes. In the contemporary internatio-
nal community, the international public opi-
nion, largely shaped and dominated by the 
hegemony of Western discourse, is filled with 
Western-centric ideologies that exhibit evi-
dent biases. The disparity in discourse power 
has resulted in limited opportunities for many 
states to propaganda their own views on glo-
bal issues. Often, they can only respond passi-
vely, being “led by the nose”, and Islamophobia 
is a typical product of this pattern. From the 
pre-World War II period to the post-Cold War 
era, Western media have gone through the de-

ductive logic of “imaging – typecasting – ug-
lifying – demonizing - terrorizing”, which res-
haped and fabricated a negative image of the 
Islamic world that is far away from its original 
nature, thereby reinforcing Islamophobia in 
the Western world (Ma, 2008). In recent years, 
the frequent occurrence of violent extremism 
in the name of Islam has heightened concer-
ns among European people regarding the re-
currence of violent incidents like the London 
subway bombings, which has consequently 
exacerbated intolerance and exclusion against 
Muslims (Yilmaz, 2016). In response, Türkiye 
is committed to fighting terrorist organizati-
ons in order to refute claims of a link between 
Islam and extremism, terrorism and separa-
tism. This strategy integrates counter-terro-
rism with anti-Islamophobia, underscoring 
the potential link between overlooking Isla-
mophobia and the breeding and spread of ter-
rorist threats (Karaaslan & Guder, 2019). Furt-
hermore, Türkiye has taken proactive steps in 
establishing institutionalized communication 
channels, exemplified by the initiation of a jo-
int TV project in collaboration with Pakistan 
and Malaysia (Latif, 2019). This TV channel 
project embodies Türkiye’s media strategy in 
the fight against Islamophobia. It aims to cre-
ate an English-language media platform simi-
lar to the BBC, which can provide a platform 
to speak out in the international community, 
eliminate discrimination and prejudice, and 
promote a more positive image of Islam and 
Muslims.

Secondly, Türkiye takes advantage of its soft 
power, with culture and tourism as two signi-
ficant instruments, to fight against the rise of 
Islamophobia and anti-Turkish sentiments 
around the world (Ugurlu & Dikme, 2017). 

Türkiye employs both counter-
terrorism measures and media 
strategies to improve the 
international image of Islam and 
Muslims, seeking to dispel the 
Islamophobia-related mindsets 
and stereotypes.
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By presenting the harmonious blend of Isla-
mic tradition and modernization, Türkiye hi-
ghlights the diversity and inclusiveness of its 
society. In fact, since the Justice and Develop-
ment Party came to power in 2002, Türkiye 
has begun to develop a more comprehensive 
public diplomacy, making greater use of the 
cultural tool, which in turn has created a new 
situation of cultural diplomacy (Donelli, 2019). 
In the past decade, Türkiye has advanced its cul-
tural diplomacy on two complementary levels: 
high culture and popular cultural. At the level 
of high culture, the propaganda, education, and 
exchange of Turkish culture are facilitated th-
rough public agencies, such as the Yunus Emre 
Institute, Türk İşbirliği ve Koordinasyon Ajansı 
Başkanlığı (Turkish Cooperation and Coordi-
nation Agency), and Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı 

(Presidency of Religious Affairs). At the level of 
popular culture, based on the Türkiye Radyo ve 
Televizyon Kurumu (Turkish Radio and Televi-
sion Corporation), Türkiye employs the interna-
tional broadcasting and TV series production to 
disseminate the Turkish vision, create a positi-
ve Turkish image, and promote Turkish culture 
(Donelli, 2019). In addition, tourism is another 
important means of enhancing Türkiye’s soft 
power and combating Islamophobia. During 
the AKP government’s ruling period, there are 
unprecedented shifts in Turkish foreign policy 
orientation that include emphasis on soft power 
especially towards targeted regions, which has 
been proved effective: data shows that there is 
a positive correlation between soft power target 
regions and the number of in-bound tourists 
from those regions (Şen, 2019). 

In the US, anti-Muslim movements began to proliferate after September 11 (Figure: CGTN, 2022).

Figure 2. Anti-Muslim Crimes reported to the FBI in the US
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Motivations behind Türkiye’s Responses

In essence, Türkiye’s efforts in combating Is-
lamophobia extend beyond mere propaganda 
and practical actions, behind which are various 
strategic considerations of the Turkish govern-
ment. Overall, Türkiye’s responses are grounded 
in Türkiye’s national interests, the moderate Isla-
mic attributes of the AKP, and the historical and 
cultural traditions of Islam.

Firstly, Türkiye is motivated by the necessity 
to safeguard its multiple national interests in po-
litics, economy, and security. In terms of politi-
cal interests, the main issue at stake is the leader-
ship in the Islamic world. In the framework of 
the OIC, some powerful states like Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, and Türkiye have attempted to shape the 
organization’s agenda in accordance with the-
ir respective national interests, and the rivalry 
between Saudi Arabia and Türkiye for the lea-
dership of Islamic world has been an important 
area of contention (Liu & Zhao, 2019). Türkiye 
shares similar Islamic religious and cultural tra-
ditions with other Muslim states who are victims 
of Islamophobia. As an important member of 
the OIC, Türkiye bears the responsibility of pro-

tecting the interests, dignity, and independence 
of Muslims. Combating Islamophobia globally 
in a high-profile and visible manner is benefici-
al for Türkiye to enhance its influence and dis-
course power among Islamic states and obtain 
greater support on international issues, thereby 
creating its leadership in the Islamic world.

In terms of economic interests, combating Is-
lamophobia can help to maintain Türkiye’s eco-
nomic interests to some extent. Several Western 
states, such as the UK and the US, are main rava-
ging places of Islamophobia and also serve as im-
portant trading partners for Türkiye. According 
to statistics from the World Bank in 2021, Türki-
ye’s major trading partner countries for exports 
are Germany (8.57%), the United States (6.54%), 
the United Kingdom (6.08%), Italy (5.09%), and 
Iraq (4.94%), four of which are Western states. 
Among Türkiye’s major import partners, the top 
five also include two Western states: Germany, 
ranking fourth with 8.00%, and the United Sta-
tes, ranking fifth with 4.84% (World Integrated 
Trade Solution, 2021). Under the influence of 
Islamophobia, Western investors will inevitably 
be concerned about the potential risks of enga-
ging in economic activities with Türkiye, whi-
ch consequently undermines their willingness 
to trade with Türkiye. Worse still, the Turkish 
economy has been losing momentum due to 
the deteriorating external environment and he-
terodox monetary policies, and two devastating 
earthquakes in 2023 have further exacerbated 
Türkiye’s fragile economic situation (The World 
Bank, 2023). Therefore, whether it is based on 
stabilizing economic relations with Western sta-
tes or improving domestic economic conditions, 
the fight against Islamophobia appears to be a 
pivotal instrument for Türkiye to safeguard its 
economic interests.

Whether it is based on stabilizing 
economic relations with Western 
states or improving domestic 
economic conditions, the fight 
against Islamophobia appears 
to be a pivotal instrument for 
Türkiye to safeguard its economic 
interests.
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In terms of security interests, combating ter-
rorism and Islamophobia are interconnected. Si-
multaneous efforts in addressing both issues are 
beneficial to mitigate religious antagonism, reduce 
the breeding ground for terrorism, and eventually 
maintain Türkiye’s national security. The prolifera-
tion of Islamophobia may deepen the opposition 
between Christian and Islamic civilizations and 
lead to the increase of extreme acts of violence, 
ultimately ensnaring both sides into the trap of 
terrorism. Thus, combatting Islamophobia is int-
rinsically related to combatting terrorism, both of 
which are manifestations of maintaining security 
interests. President Erdogan has once “strongly 
condemned coupling terrorism with Islam” and 
stressed that Türkiye fights terrorism itself, so too 
is Islamophobia (General Assembly of the United 
Nations, 2014).

Secondly, Türkiye’s responses to Islamophobia 
are significantly shaped by the moderate Islamic 

attributes of the AKP. Since 2002, the AKP has 
been in power and has become one of the most 
influential Islamic political parties in the Middle 
East. By its very nature, the ideology of the AKP 
is characterized by a combination of conservatism 
and moderate Islamism, which constitutes one of 
the forms of the “Turkish Model”, namely “a stable 
democratic system based on secularism and ruled 
by moderate Islamic political forces” (Zan, 2012). 
Under the leadership of the political strongman 
Erdogan, the AKP, with pan-Islamism as the root 
of its culture and values, relies on certain succes-
sful historical practices of the Ottoman period 
to realize the domestic and global vision of con-
temporary Türkiye (Dong, 2022). Consequently, 
Türkiye’s domestic and foreign policies exhibit a 
distinct Islamic orientation, and the fight against 
Islamophobia aligns closely with the party’s ide-
ology. Moreover, combating Islamophobia could 
favor the party’s popularity. The voter base of the 

President Erdoğan “strongly condemned the association of terrorism with Islam” and emphasized that Türkiye is 
fighting both terrorism and Islamophobia (Photo: TCCB, 2014).
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AKP, commonly known as the “Black Turks” as 
opposed to the “White Turks”, consists mainly of 
the working class from urban suburbs, emerging 
conservative elites, and religious extremists within 
the Kurdish population in the Southeast (Li & Ro-
bins, 2016). These conservative and marginalized 
Islamists see the AKP as a representation for their 
own interests and give it full support. By comba-
ting Islamophobia, the AKP government could 
demonstrate its determination and ability to pro-
tect the interests of Muslims, which aligns with the 
desires of its voter base. In this way, the party will 
not only obtain the trust and support of existing 
supporters, consolidating the foundation of gover-
nance, but also attract other voters who fear the 
repercussions of Islamophobia, thus expanding its 
support base.

Thirdly, Türkiye’s efforts are based on the pre-
servation of its Islamic historical and cultural he-
ritage. Türkiye boasts a rich Islamic historical and 
cultural heritage, with the historical legacy of ser-
ving as an Islamic empire in Eurasia that possess 
three holy sites: Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem. 
The supreme ruler of the empire, known as the 
Sultan, also holds the esteemed position of Caliph, 
the highest spiritual leader in the Islamic world. 
Consequently, the Sultan often assumes the role 
of both ruler and guardian of the Islamic world. 
Following the establishment of the Republic of 
Türkiye, the Islamic tradition, spanning nearly a 
millennium, did not vanish in the process of se-

cularization. Instead, it quietly hibernated and 
returned to the center stage with the process of 
Islamic revival, still playing an important role in 
contemporary Turkish society. Nevertheless, un-
der the onslaught of Islamophobia and the pro-
paganda campaign of the Western media, the Is-
lamic traditions are often perceived as a menace 
to Western values. They are frequently associated 
with negative connotations such as terror, extre-
mism, and violence, while the positive values of 
justice, mercy, and tolerance inherent in Islam are 
selectively ignored. Such discourse that demoni-
zes Islam and Muslims is the very embodiment of 
cultural racism and hegemonism. Islamophobia, 
which associates Islam with terrorism, has been 
seriously hindering the coexistence of diverse cul-
tures (Sevencan & Kazanci, 2021). Therefore, in 
order to preserve the glorious historical and cultu-
ral traditions of Islam, combating Islamophobia is 
a critical breakthrough point.

Challenges ahead for Türkiye

As mentioned above, Türkiye has consistently 
emphasized the need to address Islamophobia on 
international occasions and has implemented spe-
cific measures to promote this process. However, 
Türkiye is likely to encounter numerous challenges 
in achieving its strategic objective due to several 
factors.

First of all, the intricate and pervasive nature of 
Islamophobia poses significant difficulties to its re-
solution. As a complex and multifaceted social phe-
nomenon with diverse roots, Islamophobia presents 
different dynamics in different countries or regions, 
behind which are various influencial factors such as 
politics, economy, culture, religion, and so on. These 
factors become intertwined as the situation changes, 
making Islamophobia progressively complicated. 

Islamophobia, which associates 
Islam with terrorism, has been 
seriously hindering the coexistence 
of diverse cultures
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Nowadays, with the continuous evolution of con-
cepts and drastic changes in reality, Islamophobia 
has become a grand issue encompassing religi-
ous discrimination, racism, and cultural racism 
(Cakmak, 2022). In light of this, while Türkiye has 
adopted the strategy of “parallel tracks” in an at-
tempt to tackle both the symptoms and the root 
causes of the issue, it is still unable to comprehen-
sively address all aspects of this intricate social 
problem.

In addition, stereotypes caused by Islamop-
hobia are difficult to change. Created by the 
joint manipulation of Western political circles, 
academia, and the media, the phenomenon of 
Islamophobia has a long history, in which the 
West has shaped an unrealistic positive self-ima-
ge through denigrating dissenters (Ma, 2008). 
Tracing its roots, Islamophobia is largely a dis-
course trap concocted by the West. In order to 
pursue their own interests, the West presuppo-
ses a negative image of Islam and Muslims and 
reinforces this stereotype in their subsequent 
practices, eventually falling into the logical trap 
of self-fulfilling prophecy. As a result, Muslims 
have become the global “scapegoats”, blamed for 
various negative social phenomena such as ille-
gality, crime, violence, and so on and so forth 
(Kaya, 2020). Currently, the Western media still 

holds the international discourse power and 
continues to utilize the propaganda machine to 
spread stereotypes and negative images of Islam 
and Muslims. In contrast, Türkiye lacks compa-
rable propaganda capabilities to counterbalance 
such narrative, thus making it extremely diffi-
cult to challenge the Western discourse hege-
mony and eliminate biases.

Furthermore, in the fight against Islamop-
hobia, Türkiye’s aspiration for leadership in the 
Islamic world will encounter resistance from 
certain Islamic states. In the Islamic world, the 
struggle over regional religious leadership is 
one of the focal points of the regional leader-
ship struggle between Türkiye and Saudi Ara-
bia, and their competition over ideological and 
geopolitical interests has been escalating since 
the Middle East turbulence (Liu & Zhao, 2019). 
Besides, not all Muslim states have taken practi-
cal actions against Islamophobia. Some Muslim 
states that have codependency relationship with 
the West may be reluctant to make statements 
that could disturb the West, and some like the 
United Arab Emirates even “financially support 
anti-Muslim circles” (Kizil, 2021). Therefore, 
challenges from within the Islamic world are 
ahead for Türkiye. 

Lastly, the rise of the right-wing populism in 
Europe has cast a deep shadow over Türkiye’s 
efforts. As extreme right-wing ideas started to 
gain public support in Europe, some center-ri-
ght parties began to cater to the extreme right 
so as to retain the loyalty of their fringe voters, 
while the center-left, which often advocates for 
anti-racist initiatives, has become more silent 
for similar reasons (Yinanç, 2017). Against the 
backdrop of rising right-wing forces, Türkiye’s 
efforts to combat Islamophobia will struggle to 
produce the desired results.

Western media still holds 
the international discourse 
power and continues to utilize 
the propaganda machine 
to spread stereotypes and 
negative images of Islam and 
Muslims.
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China’s Response: Global Civilization 
Initiative

From China’s perspective, despite the fact that Isla-
mophobia poses far less of a threat to China than it 
does to Muslim states like Türkiye, China still up-
holds the idea of “a community with a shared future 
for mankind”, calling on all states to respect cultural 
diversity and oppose Islamophobia. The Chinese 
government has consistently expressed its resolu-
te opposition to Islamophobia through diplomatic 
channels. For instance, on the first International 
Day to Combat Islamophobia, Wang Wenbin, spo-
kesperson for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China, reiterated China’s con-
sistent stand against religious discrimination and 
hatred, and stressed that the United States, the only 

state in the world that had enacted a ban specifically 
targeting the Muslim community, should take pra-
ctical actions to eliminate Islamophobia (Le, 2023). 
In response to the Quran-burning incidents, China 
has clearly conveyed its strong condemnation and 
opposition to all forms of Islamophobia, empha-
sizing China’s longstanding advocacy for mutual 
respect, tolerance, and understanding among civi-
lizations (Xing & Li, 2023). In 2022, China, as one 
of the co-sponsors, supported the United Nations 
General Assembly in adopting the resolution to 
designate March 15 each year as the International 
Day to Combat Islamophobia, which vividly de-
monstrates China’s consistent position of insisting 
on dialogue among civilizations and opposing the 
so-called clash of civilizations (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2022). 

Global Civilization Initiative emphasizes the importance of upholding the principles of equality, dialogue and 
inclusiveness among civilizations (Figure: Li Min/China Daily, 2022).
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China’s attitude and response to Islamophobia, as 
described above, coincides with that of Türkiye to 
a certain degree.

From a broader perspective, the Global Civiliza-
tion Initiative (GCI) can be seen as a Chinese ap-
proach to addressing Islamophobia. Proposed by 
President Xi Jinping on March 15, 2023, the Global 
Civilization Initiative emphasizes the significance 
of upholding principles such as equality, dialogue, 
and inclusiveness among civilizations. It advocates 
that states around the world should let “cultural 
exchanges transcend estrangement”, “mutual lear-
ning transcend clashes”, and “coexistence transcend 
feelings of superiority”. These ideas fully embody 
China’s unique perspective on civilization: harmony 
without uniformity. Every country in the world is a 
unique mosaic of peoples, beliefs, systems, and so 
on (Tangen, 2023). Pride and prejudice will only 
lead to endless conflicts such as Islamophobia. 
Countries need to keep an open mind to seek com-
mon ground while reserving differences. Only in 
this way can humanity create a bright future.

Conclusion

As a large Muslim state, Türkiye cannot avoid 
the severe challenges posed by Islamophobia 
and has been suffering from it in terms of its 
accession to the EU, national image, and so on. 
Based on national interests, ideology, Islamic 
traditions, and other considerations, Türkiye 
has implemented targeted measures from two 
dimensions of reality and perception to combat 
Islamophobia, but these efforts have encounte-
red numerous challenges. So far, Türkiye’s stra-
tegy has not yielded significant results. While 
progress has been made in addressing specific 
incidents of Islamophobia at the practical level, 
there is still a long way to go at the spiritual le-

vel. As the Chinese saying goes, “It is easy to 
capture a thief in the mountains, but hard to 
eliminate the stereotype in the mind.” In the 
foreseeable future, Türkiye will continue its 
unwavering fight against Islamophobia, and the 
struggle between the two sides will also conti-
nue for a long time with an outcome that is yet 
to be seen.

Looking at its historical origins, it is not diffi-
cult to find out that the dichotomy of West and 
East, Christian civilization and Islamic civiliza-
tion embodied in Islamophobia coincides with 
the theory of “clash of civilizations” put forward 
by Huntington. These ideas are intertwined and 
collectively form the theoretical underpinnings 
of Islamophobia. Under such binary oppositi-
on, there seems to be an insurmountable gap 
between the two civilizations. In its essence, Is-
lamophobia can be understood as a facet of the 
broader Western discourse of clash of civiliza-
tions. To completely solve the problem of Isla-
mophobia from the root, it is necessary to start 
from the concept and theory of civilization, bre-
ak the Western discourse hegemony, and cons-
truct and promote a more inclusive civilization 
view. As early as 2005, Türkiye, together with 
Spain, launched “The Alliance of Civilizations 
Initiative”, which aimed at strengthening mutu-
al respect between different cultures. Likewise, 
in 2023, China put forward its version of civi-
lization view, namely the Global Civilization 
Initiative. The practices of the two countries 
are both positive attempts to smash prejudiced 
civilization views and build inclusive civilizati-
on views. Although the international order is 
still dominated by the Western-centric view of 
civilization, these efforts above can hopefully 
contribute to the change of the status quo to a 
greater or lesser extent.
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