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Executive Summary

This policy brief analyzes German External Cultural and Educational Policies (GECEP) in Turkey. It focuses 
on the successful implementation of “fair cooperation,” based on the self-proclaimed goal of reciprocal 
cooperation and encounters as equals rather than a hierarchical donor–recipient relationship. It is based 
on an analysis of the activities of the German Cultural Academy Tarabya, the German-Turkish Youthbridge, 
German Schools in Turkey, and the Turkish-German University (TAU). The analysis is enriched by interviews 
with representatives of German institutions in Turkey as well as students of the TAU. The guiding questions 
of this policy brief examine the long-term orientation of the activities and to what extent the parties are 
able to implement the goal of cooperation between equal partners. It addresses the most pressing issues 
of GECEP in Turkey and closes with examples of best practices and recommendations to further strengthen 
cooperation between Germany and Turkey in the field of culture and education. 
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Turkish-German Relations in Times 
of Crisis 

The year 2021 marks the 60th anniversary of the 
German-Turkish labor agreement that facilitat-
ed labor migration from Turkey to Germany. This 
agreement marked the beginning of a change in 
German-Turkish relations as well as German soci-
ety. Today, approximately 2.9 million1 people of 
Turkish descent are living in Germany. Moreover, 
approximately 400,000 Turkish labor migrants re-
turned from Germany to Turkey in the 1980s.2 In 
light of a booming Turkish economy, between 2005 
and 2015 more people migrated from Germany to 
Turkey than the other way around. This trend has 
since held.3 While the German and German-Turkish 
population living in Turkey is smaller than the one 
of Turkish descents living in Germany, it is by no 
means small. In addition to the transnational mi-
gration of Turkish-Germans between Turkey and 
Germany, there is also “lifestyle migration”4 of Ger-
man pensioners to Turkey. Due to these close ties 
between Turkey and Germany and the interwoven-
ness of their populations, the classical distinction 
between domestic and foreign policy is challenged. 
While this holds true for both countries, it is more 
pronounced in Germany, as discussions about Turk-
ish electoral campaigns5 and Turkish nationalist 
organizations6 in Germany illustrate. One could ex-
pect relations to be a high priority in both coun-
tries and easier to facilitate due to a large pool of 
“cultural ambassadors” that know both countries 
well and promote good relations. However, Turkish-
German relations since 2016 have been tense. On 
the domestic level, Turkish immigrants and their 
descendants in Germany are confronted with rac-
ism and discrimination,7 which cumulate in terrorist 
attacks against them and other minority groups.8 
At the same time, internal developments in Turkey 
since 2016 have raised concern in Germany.9 

On the international level, Turkish-German rela-
tions since 2015 have focused on the highly con-
tested EU-Turkey Deal, aimed at regulating irregu-
lar migration from Syria to the EU. In 2020, Turkey 
briefly opened its borders, accusing the EU of not 
complying with the agreement.10 Meanwhile, the 
agreement was scrutinized in the EU and Germa-
ny for further externalizing the Union’s migration 
policies. Thus, the deal “has played a toxic role in 
the overall EU-Turkey relationship”11 as well as in 

German-Turkish relations. The refugee agreement 
is the most recent example of a problem-driven 
German foreign policy toward Turkey12 rather than 
a long-term oriented approach. 

In contrast to these current approaches, Ger-
many’s External Cultural and Educational Policy 
(GECEP) aims at promoting a long-term orienta-
tion through creating mutual understanding and 
dialogue in times of crisis. GECEP is conceptual-
ized as a “’foreign policy of societies, which makes 
the ties between countries tangible,”13 an approach 
especially fit for the Turkish-German context with 
already close ties between people. Academic re-
search stresses that GECEP should be based on 
“fair cooperation,”14 meaning that countries should 
act as equal partners and the hierarchies between 
them should be reduced. 

This policy brief aims at evaluating the impact of 
German External Cultural and Educational Policy 
on Turkish-German relations. How long-term ori-
ented are the projects? To what extent is the goal 
of cooperation between equal partners realized? 
This policy brief answers these questions by first 
offering a comprehensive summary of GECEP in 
Turkey. Secondly, it addresses the challenges faced 
by the organizations and institutions implementing 
these policies. Finally, it discusses best practices 
and recommendations for improvement.

Methodological Remarks 

This policy brief is based on an analysis of German 
policies and the self-proclaimed aims of executive 
organizations: for instance, the Goethe Institute or 
the German-Turkish Youthbridge. Moreover, I con-
ducted 18 semi-structured interviews with represent-
atives of the German Embassy, the Turkish-German 
University, the Goethe Institute, the German-Turkish 
Youthbridge, the German Association “Brücke,” and 
students of the Turkish-German University.15 

German External Cultural and 
Educational Policies in Turkey 

German-Turkish cultural relations are based on a 
bilateral cultural agreement from 1957.16 GECEP in 
Turkey focuses on the following institutions and pro-
jects: The Cultural Academy Tarabya, the German-
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Turkish Youth Bridge, the Turkish-German Univer-
sity in Istanbul (TAU), German Schools in Turkey in 
Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir, and the project “Spaces 
of Culture,”17 which cooperates with other European 
partners. GECEP is mostly conducted via intermedi-
ary organizations: The Cultural Academy Tarabya is 
a cooperation of the German Foreign Office and the 
Goethe Institute, the German-Turkish Youth Bridge 
is a project of the Mercator Foundation, the TAU 
is organized via the German Academic Exchange 
Service (DAAD), and Spaces of Culture is initiated 
by the Goethe Institute, the Alliance Français, the 
Netherlands, and Sweden. As Spaces of Culture is 
a program organized with European partners and 
this policy brief focuses on purely German activities, 
it will be excluded from this analysis. This decision 
was made for the sake of analytical clarity and in no 
way intends to downplay the importance or value of 
cooperation with European partners in the field of 
GECEP. 

External Cultural and Educational Policies can be 
realized either in state-centric or through state-fi-
nanced private organizations. While the organiza-
tional forms vary in Europe, the most common form 
is a mix of state-centric and private organizations.18 
Germany has established a model that is mostly 
based on private intermediary organizations that 
function as independent foundations but receive 
federal funds. 

The Goethe Institute is the largest German inter-
mediary organization worldwide. Its mission is to 
promote the German language abroad, to foster 
international cultural cooperation, and to convey 
a current and comprehensive image of Germany.19 
Its activities in Turkey are not limited to the pro-
jects mentioned above and also include German 
language classes, the organization of additional 
cultural events, and the PASCH initiative, which 
works with local partner schools to introduce Ger-
man classes into schools’ curriculum. It is largely 
financed by federal funds. The DAAD organizes 
German universities abroad with the goal of foster-
ing international exchange. It is financed through 
German federal funds and the EU. In contrast to the 
DAAD and the Goethe Institute, which play a spe-
cial role as intermediary organizations in GECEP, 
the Mercator Foundation is an independent, private 
foundation and not an intermediary organization. 
In the following section, the core institutions and 
programs of GECEP are briefly summarized. 

The Cultural Academy Tarabya 

The Cultural Academy Tarabya has provided scholar-
ships for artists living in Germany who wish to work 
and live in Istanbul since 2011. The academy is a joint 
project of the German Consulate and the Goethe In-
stitute, which curates the program. The Cultural Acad-
emy Tarabya provides living and working spaces for 
artists in the Tarabya neighborhood of Istanbul. Art-
ists live and work in Tarabya for four to eight months, 
providing them with the opportunity to work inde-
pendently. As of 2021, the program also offers art-
ists the opportunity to jointly apply for an exchange 
program between one artist living in Germany and 
one artist living in Turkey within the scope of its “Tan-
dem Program,” which is co-financed by the Allianz 
Kulturstiftung. Previously, there was no program that 
allowed Turkish artists to apply for a residency pro-
gram in Germany. The reason for this is the structure 
of German budgetary laws, which does not allow for 
funding foreign artists or scholars abroad. The new 
cultural exchange program within the Cultural Acad-
emy was realized via the organization of networking 
events. The public-private partnership with the Al-
lianz Kulturstiftung, a private foundation, allows the 
program to be more inclusive of Turkish artists and 
foster exchange that goes beyond networking. 

The German-Turkish Youthbridge 

The German-Turkish Youthbridge organizes youth 
exchanges between school classes in Germany and 
Turkey as well as projects between young people 
from Turkey and Germany. It started its activities 
in 2014. Funded by the German Federal Office, the 
Youthbridge organizes model projects that enable 
young people to work on a project together in Tur-
key or Germany. The Youthbridge supports student 
exchanges between German and Turkish schools. It 
also offers Youth Ambassador trainings that enable 
young people from Germany and Turkey to organ-
ize and find funding for their future projects. 

The exchange between Turkey and Germany is also 
fostered through the organizational structure of 
the Youthbridge: the advisory board is made up of 
German and Turkish representatives, including rep-
resentatives of the Turkish Foreign Office and the 
Ministry of Youth and Sports, the Turkish Industry 
and Business Association (TÜSIAD), and civil soci-
ety organizations like Anadolu Kültür and the Istan-
bul Foundation for Art and Culture.20 
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The Turkish-German University 

The Turkish-German University was founded in 
2010, based on an international treaty between the 
governments of Turkey and Germany. It is a “light-
house project” with the goal of strengthening and 
deepening Turkish-German relations.21 Located 
in the Beykoz neighborhood of Istanbul, the TAU 
opened its doors to students in 2013. It aims at es-
tablishing itself as a research university with close 
ties to German and Turkish companies and institu-
tions.22 There are currently 3,089 students studying 
at the TAU, about half of the target figure once the 
university has opened all the planned bachelor and 
master degree programs. While the university oper-
ates under Turkish law, Germany supports the TAU 
on an academic level via a consortium of 38 German 
universities. Each of these universities is responsi-
ble for a faculty at the TAU or a BA/MA program. 
Cooperation with additional German universities 
is planned. In most programs, dual degrees with 
the German partner university are already offered 
or planned. Financially, while Turkey is responsible 
for the administrative organization and the build-
ing, Germany is funding part of the teaching staff 
via the DAAD. The BA programs are taught in Ger-
man, with the exception of law, which is taught in 
German and Turkish. The master and PhD programs 
are taught in German or English. In order to earn a 
dual degree, depending on the program, students 
have to spend one or two semesters at the German 
partner university responsible for their program. 
The rest of the program is completed in Istanbul. 
While most programs offer this opportunity to the 
best 10% of the class, there are exceptions like the 
Master in Intercultural Management, in which all 
students are eligible to study in Germany if they 
choose to do so. However, funding for a YÖK-DAAD 
scholarship to study in Germany is limited to the top 
10% of the class. As a public university, there are 
no fees for Turkish students, and tuition for interna-
tional students is relatively inexpensive. 

German Schools in Turkey 

The organization of German schools in Turkey is a 
rather complex topic. There are six German schools 
in Turkey: three of them (the Özel Alman Lisesi 
that cooperates with the Private German School 
of the Embassy, the Istanbul Lisesi, and the IELEV 

School) in Istanbul, the Private School of the Ger-
man Embassy in Ankara, and the Private School of 
the German Embassy in Izmir. The private Özel Al-
man Lisesi offers the possibility to gain both a Turk-
ish and a German university entrance diploma.23 
The Istanbul Lisesi is a public Turkish school that 
offers both a German and a Turkish diploma to its 
students. Students that decide not to complete the 
German diploma (Abitur) can gain an official Ger-
man language certificate (Deutsches Sprachdiplom 
der Kultusministerkonferenz (DSD) II). As it is near-
ly impossible to prepare for the Turkish university 
entrance exam and the German Abitur at the same 
time, students mostly opt for either the German or 
the Turkish diploma.24 At the private IELEV School, 
students can gain a Turkish high school diploma 
and an International Baccalaureate as well as an 
official German language certificate (DSD I/II) that 
enables them to apply to German universities.25 

This policy brief focuses on the Private German 
Schools of the Embassy in Istanbul, Izmir, and An-
kara. The German School in Istanbul only offers pri-
mary education on its own; secondary education is 
provided in cooperation with the Özel Alman Lise-
si. The German Schools in Ankara and Izmir offer 
students a German Abitur. Hence, their diploma is 
treated as a foreign diploma in Turkey. The Private 
German Schools of the Embassy do not have full le-
gal status in Turkey. Both the German School in An-
kara and the first German School in Istanbul were 
originally founded as bottom-up initiatives of the 
German-speaking communities in Ankara and Is-
tanbul, respectively. The shared history of the Ger-
man School in Istanbul and the Özel Alman Lisesi 
dates back to 1867 and thus predates both the 
Turkish as well as the German Federal Republic. In 
the 1950s both schools became official schools of 
the German Embassy. Representatives of Germany 
in Turkey stress that the socio-political context to-
day is vastly different than the one in which the 
schools were (re-)founded. In the 1950s global mo-
bility was comparably low, and the schools’ target 
students were children of German diplomats. To-
day, increased global mobility has changed which 
groups of people are interested in sending their 
children to a German School. Currently, German 
Schools can only be visited by students whose par-
ents are German, whose parents work at the Turk-
ish foreign ministry and hence move abroad more 
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frequently for their job, or children whose parents 
have strong connections to Germany, for instance, 
because they worked in Germany for a long time.

Evaluation of German External 
Cultural and Educational Policies in 
Turkey 

The broad spectrum of GECEP in Turkey and the 
significant differences in their activities complicate 
the general assessment of them. Overall, all pro-
jects integrate a long-term perspective, while the 
criteria of cooperation as equal partners cannot 
fully be met. 

Assessing the program at the Cultural Academy 
Tarabya, the program has so far been long-term 
oriented, as it aspires to build a network among 
former residents. However, it is questionable if 
residents at Tarabya develop strong ties to Turkish 
artists and society during their stay at the acad-
emy. As artists living in Germany are at a relative 
advantage compared to artists in Turkey when it 
comes to receiving funding for their projects, the 
goal of cooperation as equal partners has not been 
fully realized. The constraints that German budget-
ary law imposes on the effective implementation of 
GECEP are evident in this case. The public-private 
partnership with the Allianz Kulturstifung is hence 
a best practice example of overcoming this obsta-
cle and creating genuine collaboration between 
artists in Germany and Turkey. A disadvantage of 
such cooperation is a certain dependency on third-
party actors that might withdraw their funding. 

In contrast, the German-Turkish Youthbridge, due 
to its organization as well as the projects it funds, 
provides more opportunities to achieve reciprocity, 
and its projects are designed to meet the criteria of 
making “the ties between countries tangible.” The 
time frames of the projects that are financed var-
ies from a few days to several years. Nevertheless, 
a long-term perspective is visible, especially in the 
Youth Ambassador Training, which enables young 
people to become active in German-Turkish Civil 
Society exchange themselves, by teaching them 
about project management, fundraising, and inter-
cultural learning.26 Due to the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic, in-person exchange has been put on 

hold since 2020, but virtual formats like “Creative 
Swap,” a program aimed at enhancing the social 
media competencies of German and Turkish youth, 
have been introduced. Furthermore, during recent 
years the organizations have observed a growing 
need to advise parents and young people regard-
ing the security and political situations in Turkey 
and Germany. While Germans worry about Islamic 
terrorism and political instability in Turkey, Turks 
are concerned about right-wing terrorism and ra-
cially motivated attacks in Germany. While these 
programs have not been directly affected by vio-
lence, these worries show the level of awareness 
of the political and social difficulties in the other 
country as well as the overly negative perception 
of the overall security situation there. 

As a public Turkish university, the Turkish-German 
University is free of charge for Turkish students and 
provides them the opportunity to learn German 
fluently, first, through a one-year preparation class 
and then throughout the course of the remainder of 
their studies. It also provides students the opportu-
nity to study in an international environment with 
German and Turkish-German students and to earn a 
dual degree. Hence, the TAU is long-term oriented, 
and its organizational set-up ensures ongoing co-
operation. At the same time, as the TAU operates 
as a university under Turkish law, German influence 
is limited in comparison to the German Schools in 
Turkey. As mentioned, many programs at the TAU 
offer the possibility to earn a dual master’s degree 
by spending a semester at a German university. This 
is a great opportunity for all students, Germans 
and Turks alike, and was repeatedly mentioned by 
students as one of the main benefits of studying 
at the TAU. However, given the median income in 
Germany compared to Turkey, the public funding 
opportunities for students in each country, and the 
current exchange rate between the Turkish lira and 
the euro, it is much more affordable for German stu-
dents to come to Istanbul to live and study than it is 
for Turkish students to come to Germany. While the 
top 10% of each class is eligible for a scholarship, 
overall, the financial burden on Turkish students is 
higher in comparison to German students. The TAU 
is aware of this problem, but a solution has not been 
found yet. Moreover, the TAU not only faces the 
difficulty of integrating two different educational 
systems in order to implement dual degrees, but it 



G E R M A N  E X T E R N A L  C U LT U R A L  A N D  E D U C AT I O N A L  P O L I C I E S  I N  T U R K E Y :  C O O P E R AT I O N  A S  E Q U A L  PA R T N E R S ?

6 |

also faces tension when it comes to the question of 
how open and vivid discussions at public universi-
ties should be. This not only refers to discussions on 
campus but also extends to public statements by 
professors and students on social media. This has 
led to increased scrutiny in the German press and 
by students of the TAU, who are advocating for less 
tolerance of homophobic, anti-Semitic, and sex-
ist public comments by teaching staff27 and more 
freedom of expression when it comes to expressing 
criticism of Turkish authorities. Neither the German 
government, the DAAD, nor the German Consor-
tium at the TAU have publicly responded to these 
demands. Regarding cooperation as equal partners, 
this project is remarkable in so far as it is the only 
forum for cooperation in which Turkey has more in-
fluence than Germany on the realization of the pro-
grams due to the university operating under Turkish 
law. 

Like the TAU, the Private German Schools of the 
Embassy in Turkey operate within a long-term 
framework. However, in contrast to the TAU, their 
target students are not Turkish students but Ger-
mans living in Turkey. While the German embassy 
covers the tuition fees for children of its employ-
ees and some German companies chose to do so 
for the children of expatriates, Turkish families have 
to cover the cost themselves. While a representa-
tive of a German School in Turkey considers the 
schools’ fee to be in the mid-range of the average 
costs of private education in Turkey, he neverthe-
less admits that some Turkish families “scrimp and 
save” to send their child to a German School. Given 
the annual cost of approximately 9,000 EUR, plus 
an additional admission fee of over 2,300 EUR in 
the case of the German School in Ankara,28 an av-
erage family would not be able to afford this ed-
ucation. While it is not surprising or unusual that 
private education is only available to the financial 
elite, the goal of the German Schools to illicit the 
“encounter of cultures” is limited through this fi-
nancial framework. German Schools operating un-
der Turkish law also face the difficulty of integrat-
ing two very different school systems, which results 
in high pressure on the students that do not always 
opt for a German diploma, as they also need to 
prepare for the Turkish university entrance exam. 
In the past, students that did not have the financial 
resources to study in Germany had an additional 

disincentive to pursue the German Abitur.29 Thus, 
the TAU fills an important gap by providing the op-
portunity for Turkish students who cannot afford 
to study in Germany to continue their education 
in German. A fixed number of places at the TAU 
are reserved for the alumni of German Schools. In 
terms of achieving a long-term orientation and co-
operation as equal partners, this is a positive de-
velopment. In the case of the German Schools in 
Turkey, the issue of reciprocity is most prominently 
raised: While Germany aims at achieving a legal 
status for these schools in Turkey, it is not willing 
to allow the opening of Turkish schools in Germany 
in exchange, as Germany would not have any influ-
ence on the methods of teaching and the content 
of the classes. At the same time, it is this freedom 
from interference and the differences in the cur-
riculum as well as pedagogical style that Germany 
strives to uphold in its schools abroad. 

Summary of Challenges to GEDEP in 
Turkey 

In my interviews, representatives of the Federal 
Republic of Germany stressed that they perceive 
their Turkish counterparts to be highly interested 
in cooperation in the realm of Cultural and Educa-
tional Policies. However, the following issue areas 
were frequently raised: 

•	 At the participant level, the issue of income 
inequality between Germany and Turkey was 
prevalent. While German Schools have the 
self-proclaimed goal to be places of cultural 
encounters, few Turkish students have access 
to these schools, and with the exception of 
the Istanbul Lisesi, they are rather expensive. 
Thus, there are social and financial barriers 
in place regarding who can attend. Although 
this inequality is reduced at the TAU, never-
theless, university education is in itself aimed 
at a social/educational elite.

•	 A key question for Turkish-German coopera-
tion in the realm of Cultural and Educational 
Cooperation are the conditions under which 
cooperation is realized. According to German 
actors, the Turkish side is asking for more rec-
iprocity (“tit for tat”). This indicates that the 
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Turkish side does not always perceive itself as 
an equal partner. 

•	 This highlights another issue: differing ap-
proaches to culture and education in general. 
While Germans stress the need for independ-
ence and freedom in the realm of culture and 
education and favor bottom-up approaches 
that include civil society actors, the current 
Turkish government prefers a centralized 
cultural and educational policy. These differ-
ences also limit the leeway of German actors 
when it comes to more reciprocity as there 
is frequent tension between GECEP’s goal to 
foster the freedom of arts and academia and 
the Turkish top-down approach. 

Best Practices and Recommendations 

Due to the strong ties between Germany and Tur-
key and the special nature of Germany’s Cultural 
and Educational Policies, which are conceptual-
ized as a form of foreign policy but operate on the 
domestic level, the issues that have been raised in 
many cases also need to be addressed on the do-
mestic level in Germany. Furthermore, while this 
brief concentrates on GECEP, some of the issues 
cannot be addressed by German policy makers 
alone but either require cooperation with Turkish 
actors or reforms of German laws and policies on 
the domestic level. 

In order to address the persisting issues, the fol-
lowing steps should be considered: 

•	 Reforms of the German budgetary laws are 
necessary to address the issue of economic 
imbalances between Turkish and German citi-
zens that make reciprocal exchange harder 
and hinder Turkish citizens from participating 
in student and cultural exchanges. Therefore, 
German lawmakers should create additional 
possibilities to fund foreign students, artists, 
and members of civil society. In the mean-
time, working with private foundations as in 
the case of the Cultural Academy Tarabya is a 
way of ensuring that both Turks and Germans 
benefit from GECEP. 

•	 Germany is already actively engaging with 
Turkish civil society organizations. The Ger-
man-Turkish Youthbridge and Spaces of Cul-
ture are examples of best practices. These 
collaborations also best reflect the bottom-
up approach to art and culture that Germany 
wants to take, which is not always in line with 
the more centralized approach of the current 
Turkish government. 

•	 In the context of educational cooperation at 
the TAU, mixed classes are also an example of 
best practices. Turkish students reported that 
they were able to learn from the German stu-
dents, while German students benefited from 
the help of Turkish and especially Turkish-
German students when it came to everyday 
bureaucratic challenges. 

•	 GECEP has aimed to shift its focus from the 
urban centers of Istanbul, Izmir, and Ankara 
to Eastern Turkey. However, there are still few 
programs operating there (namely Spaces of 
Culture). In order to be more inclusive and 
create additional opportunities for exchange 
with Turkish people all over the country, this 
deficit needs to be addressed. 

•	 In the long run, the issues surrounding the Pri-
vate German Schools in Turkey and the pos-
sibility of opening Turkish Schools in Germany 
need to be solved. On the one hand, this could 
lead to a more diverse group of students and 
increased intercultural encounters at the Ger-
man Schools. On the other hand, it could also 
enhance the possibilities of Turkish-German 
children living in Germany becoming fluent in 
Turkish. 

•	 Germany needs to address the threat of right-
wing terrorism as well as the underlying rac-
ism in its society that fosters such acts. While 
this is not a challenge that can be solved by 
GECEP, it is nevertheless a pressing issue that 
also effects international exchange. 

•	 Both countries need to ensure that freedom 
of expression and academic freedom are not 
unduly restricted at their joint educational in-
stitutions. 
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