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La « Turkey story » et le Brexit : analyse narrative critique d'une théorie du
complot potentielle

Alma-Pierre Bonnet
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Introduction
Soon after the result of the 2016 refer endum on the United Kingdom’s
continued member ship of the EU, many journ al ists, and scholars,
have started (or continued) to ques tion some of the claims made
during the campaign, in partic ular by the pro- Brexit side of the
debate (Begg 2019; Mallaby 2019). What turned out to be, most of the
time, “Brexit lies” (Grey 2022, 2023), along with Trump’s victory the
same year, are symp to matic of what Fisher and Gaber (2022) call
“stra tegic lying”, which seems to be part of the post- truth polit ical era
we currently live in (Marshall and Drieschova 2018; Allen and Stevens,
2018� 11; Musolff, 2022� 122). “Stra tegic lying” is defined by both “its
misleading content and its stra tegic use within the context of a

1



The “Turkey story”: A critical narrative analysis of a potential “Brexit conspiracy”

polit ical campaign in which parties battle to control the campaign
agenda” (Marshall and Drieschova 2018). It helps frame certain issues
by giving prom in ence to a partic ular – and deceitful – under standing
of polit ical narratives.

As a matter of fact, storytelling, of which polit ical narrat ives are the
“commu nic ative product” (Reisigl 2021), played an important role
during the Brexit campaign and so- called “Brexit narrat ives” (Ridge- 
Newman et al. 2018) were instru mental in the overall framing of the
Brexit debate (Bonnet 2020). This is why abundant liter ature has been
devoted to the “popu list narrat ives” (Brusen bauch Meislová 2021),
elab or ated by the Leave campaign, and based, in part, on the
claims/lies that leaving the EU would bring an extra £350M to
finance the National Health Service (NHS) (Schnapper and Avril 2019�
50), or that non- EU coun tries would line up to strike new free- trade
deals with the United Kingdom (UK) (Clarke et al. 2017). It seems
however that little atten tion has been devoted to the falla cious
argu ment/ narrative that the EU was secretly plot ting to ensure that
Turkey would soon join the European organ isa tion, and how leading
Brex it eers narrated this idea for polit ical gain, in what we might call
“the Turkey story”.

2

In line with the general theme of this special issue of ELAD- SILDA,
the aim of this paper is there fore to determine whether Vote Leave’s
narrative about Turkey being “in the pipeline” to enter the European
Union (EU) amounts to a conspiracy theory, or whether it might be
considered as mere disin form a tion – or “stra tegic lying” – to fuel
resent ment at the EU, by dwelling on “ethno cen tric senti ments”
(Sobolewska and Ford 2020� 228) and resorting to what Wodak calls
“the politics of fear”, through the discursive construc tion of
“scape goats and enemies” (2021� 8). Turkey’s acces sion to the EU has
indeed led to highly sens itive polit ical debate within the European
organ isa tion (Aydin- Düzgit 2012).

3

To examine how the argu ment about Turkey was narrated in
discourse, we have assembled a corpus of docu ments from Vote
Leave’s offi cial website. The theor et ical, contex tual and
meth od o lo gical frame work, defined in the first part, will help us
under stand the results of the narrative analysis, in the second part.
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The conclu sion will discuss the conspir at orial poten tial of the
“Turkey story” and intro duce the concept of “stra tegic conspiracy”.

1. Contex tual approach, theor et ‐
ical frame work and methodology

1.1. Setting the scene: Brexit as fertile
ground for the emer gence of the
“Turkey story”

In a bid to mend polit ical and ideo lo gical divi sions within his party
and rein force his lead er ship – by neut ral ising the UK Inde pend ence
Party (UKIP) threat and settling the European ques tion for a
gener a tion – David Cameron proposed, in January 2013, a refer endum
on the UK’s continued member ship of the EU (Dorey 2021). After
nego ti ating a new deal with the EU, albeit quite limited, he led the
Remain campaign. “Stronger in Europe”, the offi cial group to stay in
the EU, faced a frag mented, yet extremely determ ined, well- funded
and highly organ ised oppos i tion. Two groups, with different agendas,
at first, campaigned to leave the EU: one unof fi cial organ isa tion,
Leave.EU, close to UKIP (Browning 2019), and Vote Leave, more
“respect able” (Clarke et al., 2017� 31) and close to the Conser vative
Party, which was desig nated as the offi cial Leave campaign by the
Elect oral Commis sion (Schnapper and Avril 2019).

5

The issue of sover eignty was at the heart of both Leave groups. Vote
Leave focused on economic sover eignty and Leave.EU decided to lay
the emphasis on territ orial and cultural sover eignty (Browning 2019).
The “heart vs. head” narrative domin ated the campaign, as the crux of
the debate was to win over wavering voters, who resented the EU but
who thought that leaving might be too risky (Clarke et al. 2017� 33). As
the economic argu ments were clearly in favour of the Remain
campaign, Vote Leave decided to change its strategy and to “turn up
the volume on the one issue that was domin ating the minds of most
voters”: immig ra tion (Clarke et al. 2017� 53). The overall narrative now
was that uncon trolled EU immig ra tion was putting immense pres sure
on the ailing UK social services, such as the NHS and the school
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system. Resorting to container meta phors, Vote Leave members
depicted Britain as over whelmed by immig rants and on the brink of
collapse (Bonnet 2020). One month before the refer endum (Worral
2019), Vote Leave senior member Michael Gove warned that Turkey
and four other coun tries could join the EU as soon as 2020.

The “Turkey story”, as we have decided to call it in this paper, was
simple: along with other Eastern – and predom in antly Muslim –
coun tries, Turkey was “in the pipeline” to enter the European Union
and both the EU and the UK govern ment were paying huge amount of
money to facil itate the process. In addi tion to the claim that 15
million Turks would settle in the EU in the first ten years of
member ship, Turkey’s entry would stretch the EU borders all the way
to “dangerous” coun tries, such as Syria, Iraq and Iran. Ker- Lindsay
(2018) argues that the signi fic ance of this story should not
be downplayed:

7

Ulti mately, the claim that Turkey was on course to join the European
Union, and that this would lead to an almost imme diate surge of
immig rants into Europe, and thus the United Kingdom, seems almost
certain to have shaped the views of a signi ficant number of voters.
Whether this was merely an addi tional reason to leave – or was the
issue that swung it – is hard to say. However, given the signi fic ance
or the immig ra tion debate and Turkey’s central role in that
discus sion, and given how close the final result was, there is a good
case to be made that the unfounded claims made by the Leave
campaign about Turkish member ship of the EU have ulti mately cost
Britain its own member ship of the Union.

The emphasis laid on Turkey is, argu ably, not random. Aydin- Düzgit
(2012� 1) explains that the country’s poten tial entry “poses a profound
chal lenge to the European project due to the perceived ambi gu ities
over its ‘European ness’”. Amid highly emotional – and some times
heated – debates, many EU politi cians have argued that “Turkey’s
demo cracy, geography, history, culture and the mindset of its
politi cians as well as its people qualify it as a non- European state that
is unfit to become a member of the EU” (ibid.). Turkey, as a
predom in antly Muslim country that is geograph ic ally strad dling
Europe and Asia Minor, raises onto lo gical fears and cultural anxi eties
which were duly exploited by politi cians, in order to use the “Turkish
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Other” as “a mirror for defining not only the ‘European Self’, but also
European values” (Tekin 2010). In reality, the pace of Turkey’s
poten tial acces sion has signi fic antly slowed down in the past decade,
in part because of Turkey’s author it arian turn (Ker- Lindsay 2018),
which means that VL members’ asser tion that the country was about
to enter the EU was not vindic ated by polit ical facts (Marshall and
Drieschova 2018� 94).

The impact of this story, however, and its unfounded dimen sion,
high lights the conspir at orial poten tial of the Brexit debate. As a
matter of fact, belief in conspiracy theories tend to increase during
polit ical campaigns (Golec de Zavala and Federico 2018) and the
Brexit refer endum campaign was indeed no excep tion (Payne 2016).
As such, the inherent link between Brexit and conspiracy theories has
been the subject of much academic research. Digital media in
partic ular played a key role in the dissem in a tion of conspiracy
thinking (Del Vicario et al. 2017) about how the Remain side tried to
under mine the Leave campaign by manip u lating the main stream
media or by “volun tarily” crashing the govern ment’s voter
regis tra tion website (Bienkov 2016). Douglas and Sutton (2018) argue
that conspiracy theories tend to change people’s atti tude on
important polit ical matters, this is why much atten tion has been paid
to the influ ence of such conspiracy theories on people’s voting in the
refer endum (Jolley et al. 2021). As “altern ative narrat ives” (Douglas
and Sutton 2018), conspiracy theories are both subversive and
empowering, and in this article, we propose to study them as
discursive construc tions (Caten accio 2022). This approach,
nonethe less, calls for termin o lo gical clarification.

9

1.2. Conspiracy theories as
narrated explanations

As “feature of civil ised social life” (Douglas and Sutton 2018),
conspiracy theories are a constant of human soci eties (Demata et al.
2022� 1). The creation of the term “conspiracy theory”, on the other
hand, is fairly recent and is usually attrib uted to Austrian philo sopher
Karl Popper, who talked about so- called “conspiracy theory of
society” in his 1952 book The Open Society and Its Enemies (Diéguez
and Delouvée, 2021� 96). At its most basic, conspiracy theories are
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“attempts to explain the ulti mate causes of signi ficant social and
polit ical events as secret plots by powerful and mali cious groups”
(Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka, 2017). They usually emerge in times of
crises (Desormeaux and Grondeux 2017). This is why the European
Commis sion, along with the UNESCO, have recently issued
“educa tional infographics” to debunk the recent spread of Covid- 19
pandemic- related conspiracy theories. In a similar vein, the EU- 
funded research program Compact (Compar ative Analysis of
Conspiracy Theories) has issued a “Guide to Conspiracy Theories” to
provides an over view of the phenomenon of conspiracy theories and
recom mend a tions on how to deal with them.

The term “conspiracy theory” remains nonethe less ambiguous as no
consensus seems to have been reached to propose an accepted, and
defin itive, defin i tion. In what might amount to an academic
continuum, Dieguez and Delouvée (2021� 66-67) argue that some
researchers adopt a neutral approach and see conspiracy theories as
an explan a tion for a histor ical event which happens to involves a
conspiracy. Others consider conspiracy theories as altern ative
explan a tions. As it comes in addition to the offi cial version, it is, by
defin i tion, false and unre li able, if not prepos terous. However, most
researchers today tend not to discard conspiracy theories as totally
irra tional (Giry 2017). Growing atten tion is devoted today to so- called
“conspir at orial studies”, which, according to Forberg (2023) “aims to
treat conspiracy theor ists not as engaged in irra tional, anti- political
responses but as ‘a rational attempt to under stand social reality’ by
‘more or less normal people’”. As a matter of fact, many scholars
acknow ledge that “conspiracy theories can be a way of expressing
oppos i tion, or can be part of what creates a sense of group iden tity”
(Compact 2020� 9), which makes conspiracy theories partic u larly
relevant as far as Brexit is concerned because, as Sobolewska and
Ford (2020� 234) argue, Brexit is the polit ical expres sion of “new
iden tity divides over immig ra tion, national iden tities and equal
oppor tun ities”. Conspiracy theories there fore help create antag onism
between different social groups, which vindic ates our focus on the
“Turkey story”, as “belief in conspiracy theories consti tutes a
‘mentality’ based on indi viduals’ and groups’ fears and anti pathy
against minor ities and outgroups” (Moscovici 1987).

11
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As stated before, conspiracy theories represent an altern ative story,
supposedly coming from regular people. Demata et al. (2022� 1) argue
that “conspiracy theories attempt to make sense of the world by
constructing narrat ives running directly counter to the ‘offi cial’ ones,
often by ‘connecting the dots’ between other wise seem ingly
unre lated events that, for them, are evid ence of a conspiracy”. As
narrat ives, they play with reality, or at least over look concrete – and
contra dictory – elements that seem not to fit with the overall
narrative struc ture (Uscinski 2020). We might there fore argue that
most of the power of attrac tion of conspiracy theories, and their
reas suring dimen sion, resides in their narrative forms. The emotions
they create are in oppos i tion to the ration ality of both the offi cial
version and the complexity of the world. Indeed, as stated in the
Compact guide (2020� 4), conspiracy theories “do not spring from
nowhere […] often, they are responses – albeit simpli fied and
distorted – to genuine prob lems and anxi eties in society”.

12

The narrative format of conspiracy theories is univer sally recog nized
in the academic liter ature and yet very little research has been
conducted on conspiracy narratives per se (Mason 2022� 171). This
academic void has been partly filled by Demata et al.’s recent book
(2022) on conspiracy theory discourse. Our research intends to draw
on this work, by proposing a narrative analysis of the “Turkey story”.

13

1.3. Stories, narrat ives and the
persuasive dimen sion of storytelling in
polit ical communication

Narra to lo gists tend to differ en tiate stories and narrat ives (De Fina
2017� 234). Abbott (2008� 21) explains that “a story is the series of
events at issue, while narrative is the story “medi ated” through how
the teller presents it”. Gener ally speaking, “story” can be defined as “a
sequence of events, exper i ences, or actions with a plot that ties
together different parts into a mean ingful whole” (Feldman et al.
2004� 148). It is a series of “tempor ally and caus ally ordered events”. A
narrative, on the other hand, is “one verbal tech nique for
recapit u lating past exper i ence” (Labov and Waletzky 1967� 13) which
consti tutes a cognitive activity (De Fina and Geor gako poulou, 2012� 5)
that is inher ently subjective and has an emotional (Reisigl 2021) and
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persuasive (Polletta 2006) effect on the story recip ient. In polit ical
commu nic a tion, we envisage the concept of story as “the use of an
amusing, or other wise emotion- generating anec dote to make a point,
break the ice, or in some other way support an effective public
utter ance” (Schnur Neile 2015� 1). As such, our under standing of story
in polit ical discourse is “a spreading story aimed to explain an aspect
of reality or to inter pret events, and it is able to influ ence the opinion
and beha viour of people” (Casagrande and Dallago 2023� 125).

Stories, and the way they are narrated, play a key role in polit ical
commu nic a tion (Gabriel 2015� 276; De Fina 2017). Narrat ives are often
favoured in polit ical discourse today because they are “seen as
repres enting a non- argumentative, more common- sense and
there fore more grass- roots inspired mode of conveying polit ical
views” (De Fina 2017� 239). Atkins and Finlayson (2012) explain that,
over the past 40 years or so, narrat ives, which are “the
commu nic ative products of the process of storytelling” (Reisigl 2021),
have become ubiquitous in polit ical rhet oric (De Fina, 2017� 236).
Storytelling is a “poly morphous concept” and “a relat ively old
marketing tech nique, whose aim is to use narra tion to arouse interest
by telling stories to audi ences” (Gallot and Leroux, 2021� 3). Polit ical
storytelling is some times considered as deceitful and dangerous
propa ganda, because it oper ates, supposedly, without the know ledge
of the recip ient (Salmon 2007). This negative – and restrictive –
under standing has been criti cized and researchers nowadays call for
a more neutral approach, so as to better appre ciate all the facets of
this poly morphous discursive tool. Storytelling plays indeed a key
role in polit ical commu nic a tion because it rein forces the mobil isa tion
of people around certain values (Berut 2010) and contrib utes to the
construc tion of a “ritu al iz a tion” (Dayan 2006� 166), i.e., a world view
that is specific to a given society. The narrative format is indeed
partic u larly valu able in polit ical commu nic a tion, as Feldman et al.
(2004� 148) explain: “through the events the narrative includes,
excludes, and emphas izes, the storyteller not only illus trates his or
her version of the action but also provides an inter pret a tion or
eval u ative commentary on the subject”.

15

Storytelling seems to be one of the funda mental char ac ter istics of
the human species, because, as Fludernik (2009� 1) argues: “the
human brain is constructed in such a way that it captures many
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complex rela tion ships in the form of narrative struc tures, meta phors
or analo gies”. Commu nic ating narrat ives allow us to mobilise our
senses and share our emotions, which is crucial to the process of
social inter ac tion. Fisher (1985� 74), who developed the “narrative
paradigm” theory, even talks of “Homo Narrans” – the idea that
“humans are storytellers” – and argues that mean ingful
commu nic a tion is in the form of storytelling. Stories there fore have a
found a tional dimen sion (Barthes 1966� 1).

What makes narrat ives appealing, in terms of polit ical persua sion –
and conspir at orial thinking – is their struc tural and concep tual
power. White (1980� 5) considers narrative as a “meta code” that can
be under stood as the solu tion to the problem of “fash ioning human
exper i ence into a form assim il able to struc tures of meaning”. Stories
simplify complex issues by ordering the chaos of the world through
the intro duc tion of a familiar narrative pattern: a begin ning, a middle,
and an end that contains a conclu sion or some exper i ence of the
storyteller (Titscher et al. 2000� 125). As such, stories bring
(super fi cial) cohe sion and meaning to what could some times be seen
as a (natur ally) chaotic – and ruth less – world. Besides, shared
narrat ives enable us to create the ties that form a sense of belonging
and iden tity within a community.

17

Narra to lo gists have long recog nized the cognitive dimen sion of
narrat ives (Prince 1982; De Fina et Geor gako poulou 2012; De Fina and
Geor gako poulou 2015). Labov (1972) explains that narrative is nothing
but “the cognitive repres ent a tion of reality” imposed by narrative
struc ture on our exper i ence of the world. Brooks (2001) even argue
that narrat ives consti tute “a universal cognitive tool kit” to make
sense of the world and to construct our sense of self. Narrat ives
appeal to powerful emotions which consti tute “potent, pervasive,
predict able […] drivers of decision making” (Lerner et al. 2015 1).
Drawing on Lakoff’s concep tual approach, Sear geant (2020� 63)
argues that stories func tion as “an organ izing frame work for our
thoughts”, notably in polit ical persuasion:

18

Through careful manage ment of language, those in power can
influ ence the way our brains inter pret important polit ical issues and
thus influ ence the way we perceive reality […] the asso ci ations that
build up around a concept, that become the ‘natural’ way of thinking
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about that idea, are often struc tured by an under lying story
(2020� 141).

Polletta (2015� 37) iden ti fies two main cognitive drivers to explain the
ubiquity of storytelling in polit ical commu nic a tion. First, the so- 
called “willing suspen sion of disbe lief” entailed by the narrative
struc ture tends to inhibit coun ter ar guing, simply because when
people use narrat ives rather than argu ments as a means of
persua sion, the audi ence is less concerned about the cred ib ility of
the speaker (Green and Brock 2000, cited in Sear geant 2020� 78).
Second, she argues that people tend to natur ally “adopt the views of
the char acter with whom they identify” which encour ages to
“vicari ously [share] the emotions and perspect ives of the char acter”
(Polletta, 2015� 38). Fludernik (2009� 6) explains that “the exper i ence
of these prot ag on ists that narrat ives focus on, allows readers to
immerse them selves in a different world and in the life of
the protagonists”.

19

In a similar vein, by relating stories, a politi cian effect ively acquires
the status of storyteller, that is, the person who makes stories
possible, and by exten sion, the person who is able to set things in
motion. Storytellers are there fore in a posi tion of control and
authority. Anthro po lo gists have showed the social and soci etal
import ance of stories, as storytellers tend to coordinate social
beha viour and encourage cooper a tion (Smith et al. 2017). This is why
storytellers are often asso ci ated with the notion of wisdom: they are
in posses sion of a certain know ledge, and more import antly, they are
able to share and pass on this know ledge to others, by making
complex situ ations or events more intel li gible. Storytelling is
there fore a powerful tool which helps build the ethos of a politi cian
and rein forces their posi tion of power and their lead er ship over a
given community.

20

1.4. Corpus and meth od o logy: The moral
economy of crit ical narrative analysis
To invest igate Vote Leave’s rhet oric and in order to carry out a
compre hensive narrative analysis of the “Turkey story”, we uploaded
all the docu ments avail able on VL’s offi cial website in the “Key

21
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speeches, inter views, and op- eds” section onto corpus manager and
text analysis soft ware Sketch Engine. From this initial set of
docu ments (state ments, speeches, open letters and news paper
articles, 53,389 words in total), we extracted every occur rence of the
terms “Turkey” and “Turkish” which allowed us to trim down our
corpus to 15 texts (Table 1 in Appendix).

Vote Leave was a cross- party organ isa tion, with both Labour and
Conser vative MPs, however, the extrac tion process shows that the
terms “Turkey” and “Turkish”, and by exten sion the “Turkey story”,
were over whelm ingly present in docu ments produced by or about
Conser vative politi cians. The only Labour MP in the corpus, Gisela
Stuart, is always writing with Conser vative politi cians (CO10, CO11,
CO12, CO13 and CO15) and the only docu ment not produced by a
politi cian (CO5) is an opinion piece on Tory MPs, in a conservative- 
leaning news paper. This restrictive use, we argue, calls for a crit ical
approach. Van Dijk (2001� 352) describes Crit ical Discourse Analysis
(CDA) as “a type of discourse analyt ical research that primarily
studies the way social power abuse, domin ance, and inequality are
enacted, repro duced, and resisted by text and talk in the social and
polit ical context”. Wodak (2011� 38) under stands CDA as “a problem- 
oriented inter dis cip linary research programme” which effect ively
subsumes “a variety of approaches, each with different theor et ical
models, research methods and agenda […] what unites them is a
shared interest in the semi otic dimen sions of power, iden tity politics
and political- economic or cultural change in society”.

22

CDA linguists are mainly concerned with two inter re lated concepts,
context and persua sion, and believe that language is crucial “in
determ ining social power rela tion ships” (Charteris- Black 2014� 83).
The aim of CDA, there fore, is to bring to light the manip u lative use of
language by people in posi tion of power and to show how “differ ence
in power and know ledge are created by inequal ities in access to
linguistic resources” (83). Hence the import ance of power, as
Charteris- Black (84) argues:

23

Power is a central notion in CDA and can be taken to mean the way
that a partic ular social group is able to enforce its will over other
social groups. Power is when a powerful social group (A) persuades
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another social group (B) to do things that are in A’s best interests,
and prevents B from doing things that are B’s best interests.

As such, CDA enables to decode the polit ical ideo logy – and personal
ambi tions – behind the rhet oric used by politi cians, as Waugh et al.
(2016� 72) explain:

24

By studying discourse, [CDA] emphas izes the way in which language
is implic ated in issues such as power and ideo logy that determine
how language is used, what effect it has, and how it reflects, serves,
and furthers the interests, posi tions, perspect ives, and values of,
those who are in power.

We argue that CDA is prob ably the most appro priate theor et ical
approach for our study, for two main reasons. First, because VL was
the offi cial campaign to leave the EU, which provided it with
important public resources and signi ficant media exposure.
Zappet tini (2019� 404) argues that Vote Leave “had the power to
influ ence public opinion on the meaning of Brexit and to frame the
context of the debate by repro du cing, chal len ging or silen cing
certain discourses and ideo lo gies”. As such, the Out group was able to
control the narrative, which is a prerequisite to the process of
polit ical persua sion but also calls for crit ical deciphering.

25

The second element of interest, as noticed before, is that our corpus
is composed only of docu ments produced by or evoking Tory
politi cians, most of whom Conser vative heavy weights, such as Boris
Johnson or Michael Gove. VL, hence, repres ented the “respect able”
side (Clarke et al. 2017, 31) of the leave campaign, which means that a
poten tial conspir at orial, even xeno phobic narrative about Turkey,
seems to run counter to the social liberal values that incum bent
Conser vative Prime Minister David Cameron had tried to promote
when he set to “decon tam inate” his party’s brand in 2005 (Bale 2010�
285). CDA will there fore enable us to decipher how leading
Conser vative members of VL used their supposed respect ab ility to
convey a conspiracy- inspired message.
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Since our inten tion to focus on the “Turkey story”, we will combine
CDA with narrative analysis, what Souto- Manning (2014� 163) calls
“Crit ical Narrative Analysis” (CNA) and which, she explains, “allows us
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to learn how people create their selves in constant social inter ac tions
at both personal and insti tu tional levels, and how insti tu tional
discourses influ ence and are influ enced by personal
everyday narratives”.

Charteris- Black (2014) argues that CDA must follow a three- stage
meth od o lo gical process. The first stage consists in analysing and
explaining the overall context, or “speech circum stances”. The second
stage involves both the iden ti fic a tion of storytelling units and their
even tual clas si fic a tion according to their inherent meaning, and
func tion within the text. To this end, the theor et ical frame work of
our research is based on Soteras’ work. Drawing on Taguieff’s
ground- breaking analysis of conspiracy theories, she proposes three
“key pillars” (2020� 74) that seem to underpin and struc ture every
single example of conspiracy theory. This typo logy will consti tute the
back bone of our analysis:
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The first pillar argues that a group of conspir ators secretly act behind
closed doors, for their own vested interest. Conspiracy theor ists believe
that there is “a secret, omni po tent indi vidual or group that covertly
orches trates the events of the world” (Fenster 2008� 1). The key ques tion
is “cui bono” or “who profits from this?”. The emphasis on secrecy and
the inherent link with powerful – and malevolent – actors are at the core
of every defin i tion of conspiracy theories. In terms of narrative struc ‐
ture, those conspir ators are “villains” to be defeated whereas conspiracy
theor ists become whistle blowers and selfl ess “heroes”.
The second pillar high lights the idea that nothing is as it appears and
people are being lied to. The aim of conspiracy theor ists there fore is to
“connect the dots” so as to correct the offi cial version and unveil the
truth by revealing the iden tity of the culprits. This detective work aims
to propose an altern ative narrative to the one put forwards by offi cial
sources. As such, conspiracy theor ists are inher ently anti- establishment,
which aligns them, ideo lo gic ally, with popu lism in their rejec tion of the
elite and their defence of regular people (Demata et al., 2022� 4). Many
scholars recog nize that conspiracy theories and popu lism “share the
same basic tenets” (ibid.: 4) and that popu list leaders often construct
conspiracy theories to create “a stra tegic ally ‘useful’ scape goat” (Wodak
2021� 84).
The last pillar claims that everything is connected, nothing happens by
acci dent, there are no coin cid ences. In that way, conspiracy theories
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have a reas suring dimen sion in that as they “make the world mean ingful
because they exclude chaos and coin cid ence […] they also make the
world intel li gible because they provide a simplistic explan a tion for polit ‐
ical and social devel op ments […] they are a strategy for dealing with
uncer tainty and resolving ambi guity” (Compact 2020� 7). This pillar is
often under pinned by para noiac beha viour: because conspiracy theor ists
are supposedly aware of hidden secrets, they are “not content with
denoun cing this or that conspiracy, real or imagined [..] on the contrary,
the conspiracy becomes the system atic and systemic grid through
which the whole of human history is read and inter preted” (Giry 2017).

This three- part typo logy provides a mech anism of categor iz a tion that
concep tu al izes the boundary work that narrat ives perform in the
elab or a tion of conspiracy theories and simpli fies the iden ti fic a tion of
narrative elements by framing their distinctive features. It will
there fore help us determine whether the “Turkey story” can be
clas si fied as a conspiracy theory
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The final stage studies the inter ac tion between the overall polit ical
context, the image of the speaker and the choice of storytelling
elements. Feldman et al. (2004� 154) propose a three- level analysis.
The first level consists in identi fying the storyline. The objective here
is to determine the type of narrative arche types being used to convey
polit ical ideo lo gies and world views. Sear geant (2020� 87) argues that
the two most relevant arche types in polit ical narrat ives are what he
calls “rags to riches”, which is an initi atory trip in which the speaker
acquired the wisdom to lead a community, and “over coming the
monster”, in which a community is being threatened by some evil
force and, in response, a hero sets out to fight and even tu ally defeat
this monster. The second level of analysis consists in estab lishing the
oppos i tion(s) in the story because, according to Feldman et al. (2004�
155) “looking for oppos i tions allows the researcher to uncover the
meaning of a key element of the discourse by analysing what the
narrator implies the element is not”. The third and final level of
analysis consists in determ ining the argu ment at the heart of the
story. In other words, the objective is to “repro duce the story in the
form of syllo gisms, logical argu ments that help the storyteller express
the ideas in the story”, in order to explicit the storyteller’s argu ments.
Very often, one part of the logical reas oning is left for the hearer to
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imply, which rein forces the persuasive effect of trun cated syllo gisms,
or enthymemes.

2. Key find ings: The narrative
bound aries of a poten tial
Brexit conspiracy

2.1. Speech circumstances

The abundant liter ature on the 2016 refer endum often high lights the
very negative tone of the Brexit campaign, which was “divisive,
antag on istic and hyper- partisan…” (Moore and Ramsay 2017� 168). The
debate became extremely emotion- driven (Rivière- De Franco 2017)
and both camps accused each other of lying and dishon esty. Marshall
and Drieschova (2018� 91) argue that the refer endum campaign was
shaped by post- truth politics, which is “a politics which seeks to emit
messages into the public domain which will lead to emotion ally
charged reac tions, with the goal of having them spread widely and
without concern for the accuracy of the messages provided” (ibid.:
90). This form of politics, they explain, has been made possible by two
recent devel op ments: the growing and wide spread usage of social
media for acquiring inform a tion and a growing distrust in tradi tional
elites as well as expertise (ibid.: 92). Against the back drop of
exacer bating polit ical tension and within weeks of the vote, Vote
Leave decided to change its strategy and focus on immig ra tion, in
place of the economic argu ment they had promoted at the begin ning
of the campaign, but which had failed to provide a clear altern ative to
the EU’s economic advant ages (Clarke et al. 2017� 53). This is when
several stories about Turkey being on the verge of entering the EU
began to emerge in the Vote Leave literature.
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2.2. Pillar 1� A group of conspir ators
secretly act behind closed doors

The first pillar rests on three main elements. First, the belief that
events are secretly manip u lated, behind the scenes, by powerful and
malevolent forces. This is at the heart of the conspiracy theory
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dogma. Second, a plot is being orches trated by an opaque
organ isa tion which aims to promote its own interests, to the
detri ment of the common good. Those so- called “conspir ators” are
there fore enemies of the people, which enables conspiracy theor ists
to divide the world between good and evil, using basic “us vs. them”
rhet oric (Wodak 2021� 8). Third, conspir ators supposedly try their
best to hide their purposes, which rein forces “the assump tion is that
if you dig deep enough, you will find hidden connec tions between
people, insti tu tions and events that explain what is really going on”
(Compact, 2020� 4).

Vote Leave’s rhet oric seems to draw on some of these elements. The
most prom inent argu ment is the fact that the EU is working against
the interests of the UK and might actu ally take decisions that British
people did not approve of and did not vote for. The EU is there fore
depicted as an undemo cratic organ isa tion whose decisions have a
negative impact on regular British citizens. The following three
examples are quite significant:
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The Govern ment has failed because of the simple reality that inside
the EU we cannot control immig ra tion - it is liter ally impossible
because we have no choice but to accept the prin ciple of free
move ment and the European Court has ulti mate control over our
immig ra tion policy […] the Prime Minister’s deal has given away
control of immig ra tion and asylum forever […] the rogue European
Court now controls not just immig ra tion policy but how we
imple ment asylum policy under the Charter of Funda mental Rights.
And, on top of all of this, new coun tries are in the queue to join the
EU and the EU is extending visa- free travel to the border of Syria and
Iraq. It is mad (CO8).

Nearly ninety million people in Turkey and four Balkan coun tries are
being lined up for free move ment followed by EU member ship […] if
those coun tries join, EU migra tion is fore cast to go over 400,000 a
year by 2030, that is a city the size of Bristol every 12 months.
Mean while, control of our borders will ebb away to Brus sels.
Unac count able EU judges already stop us turning away crim inals or
people who come here without a job, despite Cameron saying he
could win curbs to unres tricted freedom of move ment. The judges
are now extending their power so they control immig ra tion to
Britain from outside the EU (CO13).
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Inside the EU we have to accept that anyone with an EU pass port -
even if they have a crim inal record - can breeze into this country.
That will include coun tries in the pipeline to join the EU - Albania,
Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey (CO2).

The overall storyline in these three repres ent ative examples reads
like a study in failure – or a Greek tragedy: the UK is battling against
powerful and malevolent forces trying to subdue its legit imate will to
control its external borders, but however hard it may try, the UK, as a
nation, is doom to fail. An aggrav ating factor is the secret compli city
of the UK govern ment, as “the Prime Minister’s deal has given away
control of immig ra tion and asylum forever” (CO8). The omni po tence
of what VL consider as “villains” is high lighted by the fact that even
the duly elected UK govern ment has “no choice but to accept”
decisions over EU immig ra tion, and beyond. The lack of legit imacy
and cred ib ility of what amount to “conspir ators”, in the conspir acist
creed, are being discurs ively rein forced, as the European Court is a
“rogue” (CO8) organ isa tion and EU judges are “unac count able” (CO13).
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There are several key oppos i tions: the UK vs. the EU obvi ously, but
also polit ical legit imacy vs. author it ari anism and more import antly, as
far conspir at orial studies are concerned, account ab ility vs. a clear
lack of EU trans par ency. The main argu ment developed in this first
pillar, we argue, can be summar ized in the following enthymeme:
sound demo cracy rests on account ab ility and trans par ency (major);
the EU cannot be held into account (minor); the EU is there fore not a
demo cratic insti tu tion and the UK should leave (implicit conclu sion).
It should be noticed that although the major and minor premises are
explicit, the conclu sion is not and is left for the audi ence to imply.
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It seems, however, that one essen tial element is missing from this
first pillar, as no stated – and more import antly, hidden – purpose is
mentioned. The EU and the UK govern ment are not working in the
best interest of the UK popu la tion, but Vote Leave members do not
give any explicit motive for this. We might assume that it is in order
to subjugate Britain, but this is not clearly stated. The conspir ators
are there fore not trying to hide their object ives, as no objective is
given, and if the EU is indeed depicted as a powerful and malevolent
organ isa tion trying to manip u late events to the detri ment of the UK,
it is done in plain sight.
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2.3. Pillar 2� Nothing is as it appears,
people are being lied to
In line with the previous pillar, which assumes that powerful and
malevolent forces manip u late events behind the scenes and try to
hide their evil purposes, conspiracy theor ists claim that you need to
look beneath the surface to see the truth. Their role is thus to
decipher the lies of the conspir ators so as to unveil the truth and,
even if they are often stig mat ized, conspiracy theor ists usually “take
comfort from the idea that – unlike the rest of the popu la tion – they
have woken up and under stood what is really going on” (Compact
2020� 6-7).
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We saw that Vote Leave members accused the govern ment of being
in collu sion with the EU over “uncon trolled” immig ra tion, which
rein forced the fear that offi cial politi cians were teaming up with
occult forces to work against the general interest of British people.
In a Telegraph article (CO14), senior polit ical corres pondent Tim Ross
defended the idea that the govern ment’s hand ling of immig ra tion was
detri mental to the UK population:
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For the first time, a govern ment report reveals the full impact of
years of immig ra tion from Europe on the state educa tion system, at a
time of growing strain on classroom places […] Priti Patel, the
employ ment minister and a member of the Leave campaign, warned
it would get worse, with coun tries including Turkey “in the pipeline”
to join the EU […] the offi cial estim ates emerged at a crit ical time in
the battle over Britain’s future in Europe, with the refer endum
campaign about to enter an intense final six weeks […] the latest
govern ment figures, released by the Govern ment’s chief stat ist i cian,
John Pullinger, were published without fanfare last week on
Parlia ment’s website, on a page listing papers depos ited in the House
of Commons library. It follows a row last month when minis ters were
attacked for refusing to publish an invest ig a tion into the impact of
migra tion on state schools until after the refer endum. More than a
year ago, Nicky Morgan, the Educa tion Secretary, launched a major
govern ment review into the issue, and prom ised before the elec tion
to provide extra help for teachers who have to cope with new pupils
who do not speak English […] however, the Tele graph disclosed in
April that Mrs Morgan would not publish the find ings of the report



The “Turkey story”: A critical narrative analysis of a potential “Brexit conspiracy”

until after the refer endum on June 23 at the soonest, and may not
publish them at all (CO5).

This is the story of selfl ess and patri otic politi cians trying to uncover
what the UK govern ment is attempting to hide from the public. In
what amounts to polit ical betrayal of public trust on the part of the
govern ment, Vote Leave members claim to reveal a truth that UK
offi cials would prefer to hide. The UK govern ment is not directly
accused of lying about immig ra tion, but they volun tarily try to
mislead the British public by publishing discreetly (“without fanfare”)
the latest offi cial figures on the subject. The narrative twist comes
with the claim that the govern ment is supposedly with holding a
damning report until after the refer endum, which entails that it
would be bad publi city for the Remain campaign – which means that
offi cial author ities are biased and promoting the In- campaign. As the
report is not being published, Vote Leavers assume that immig ra tion
has a very negative impact on state schools, even if the claim cannot
be corrob or ated by facts. However, Vote Leavers do not accuse the
govern ment of lying directly. Instead, they pretend that the
govern ment is lying by omis sion, which fuels suspi cion and rein force
the idea that the safer choice is to leave the EU altogether.
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The clear set of oppos i tions is between good and decent British
people vs. the deceitful UK govern ment; between truth and lies and
quite signi fic antly, between public trust and polit ical dishon esty and
poten tial covering up. The line of argu ment put forward here is that
sound govern ment is about trans par ency (major); the EU’s
immig ra tion conun drum is forcing the UK govern ment to lie by
omis sion (minor); real trans par ency is not achiev able as long as the
UK is part of the EU, so the UK should leave to safe guard demo cracy
in the country (implicit conclusion).

40

The “Turkey story” developed by Vote Leave members, and the
general narrative about uncon trolled EU immig ra tion, seems to fit in
with the second pillar of Soteras’ typo logy, but only to a certain
extent. Indeed, in a similar vein to the first pillar, it is not possible to
find all the defining features of this second pillar. Here, Vote Leave
members do not assert that people are directly being lied to. Instead,
it would be more accurate to say that their claim is that people are
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being misled and that the polit ical elite is volun tarily selective with
the truth.

2.4. Pillar 3� Everything is connected,
nothing happens by acci dent and there
are no coincidences
The conspiracy creed seems to rest on a determ in istic approach to
how the world works. Giry (2017) argues that “the conspir at orial
approach is concerned with gath ering and ordering, within a unique
and coherent narrative frame work, scattered facts and events which,
a priori, do not make sense together […] the inten tion is to provide
proof that the facts and events in ques tion are neces sarily linked,
because they result from a single cause, i.e. a conspiracy”.
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This third pillar does not seem to be predom inant in the “Turkey
story”. What is nonethe less inter esting is that what is being
connected is the link between mass immig ra tion and the current
diffi culties of the public services, in partic ular the school system and
the NHS:
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On Monday, parents across the UK will be told whether their
chil dren got into their primary school of choice. Tens of thou sands
are expected to be told that they will not obtain their first
pref er ence. Member ship of the EU means we are completely unable
to control EU migra tion, and that puts unsus tain able pres sure on
school places. This will only get worse with five more coun tries -
Albania, Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey - in the pipeline
to join the EU. The fact is, the UK has to pay £350 million to the EU
every week - if we Vote Leave we can take back control over that
money and rein vest it in our vital public services (CO1).

As we have set out before, it is govern ment policy for five new
coun tries to join the EU: Albania, Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia
and Turkey. We are paying billions to these coun tries to help them
join. The EU is already opening visa- free travel to Turkey. That would
create a border less travel zone from the fron tiers of Syria and Iraq to
the English Channel. The EU’s plans for future growth will lead to
demands being placed on the NHS far beyond what its funding can
cope with (CO11).
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The storyline is that the EU is a failed insti tu tion that is incap able of
regu lating internal migra tion, which dramat ic ally affects the lives of
EU citizens. This is once again a tragedy that befalls regular British
people. The oppos i tion is between vulner able British people and
highly tech no cratic, yet inef fi cient, EU bureau crats. The logical
struc ture is that sound governance should provide strict immig ra tion
control (major), but the EU has no control over immig ra tion (minor),
so the EU is polit ic ally irre spons ible and should be left
(implicit conclusion).
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In terms of polit ical economy, as those two examples are extracted
from speeches delivered by senior Conser vative MPs Priti Patel (CO1)
and Michael Gove (CO11, along with Boris Johnson and Gisela Stuart
as signat ories), we argue that linking Turkey’s poten tial entry into the
EU and the ailing public sector in the UK might amount to a
delib erate use of the so- called “dead cat strategy” (Clarke et al. 2015;
Gaber and Fisher 2022 developed by Tory spin doctor, Lynton Crosby.
A shocking announce ment is made in order to divert media atten tion
from an embar rassing situ ation, as Boris Johnson (2013) put it:
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Let us suppose you are losing an argu ment. The facts are
over whelm ingly against you, and the more people focus on the
reality the worse it is for you and your case. The solu tion is to
perform a manoeuvre that a great campaigner describes as ‘throwing
a dead cat on the table, mate’, the aim of which is to distract your
onlookers to the point where they will be talking about the dead cat,
the thing you want them to talk about, and they will not be talking
about the issue that has been causing you so much grief.

Scholars and journ al ists alike tend to link the sorry state of the public
sector in the UK, in part, to the budget cuts of the Cameron
govern ment and the so- called austerity policy imposed by then
Chan cellor George Osborne (Bach 2016; Emery and Iyer 2022;
Camp bell 2022). We might assume that creating a connec tion
between Turkey’s poten tial entry and the pres sure on public services
that it would entail is a strategy not to talk about the Conser vat ives’
record, while blaming the EU for the current situation.
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Once again, the “Turkey story” does not seem to fit in perfectly with
Soteras’ pillars. If Vote Leave members show that there is a link
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between Turkey’s entry and the diffi culties of the public sector, there
seems, however, to be no “unique and coherent narrative frame work”
which would emerge from an EU conspiracy aiming to grant Turkey
access to European organ isa tion. The connec tion being drawn here
between Turkey and the UK public sector seems rather to be purely
polit ical, to fuel resent ment at the EU and divert atten tion from the
consequences of the economic meas ures taken by the Conser vative
govern ment, and not an EU plot to destroy the UK service sector.

Conclusion
The idea that Turkey was on the verge of entering the EU, which
would give millions of Turks access to the UK ailing public sector, and
that the only way to avoid this situ ation was to vote to leave the EU
before it was too late, reads like a powerful story indeed. In terms of
narrative arche type, the “Turkey story” falls within Sear geant’s
“over coming the monster” category (2020� 87). As such, the narrative
struc ture is straight for ward: the EU, as the “enemy”, has devised an
evil plan – to let Turkey enter the supra na tional organ isa tion – which
will be detri mental to the British nation, and more gener ally, to
Brit ish ness. This desperate situ ation calls for “heroes” to inter vene
and right the wrongs. Vote Leave members take on this role by
uncov ering the EU’s Machiavel lian plan and revealing the UK
govern ment’s collaboration.
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The oppos i tions are some what revealing of popu list under tones
(Wodak 2021) on the part of Vote Leave: the EU elite vs. the regular
British people; the collab or ating UK govern ment vs. the Vote Leave
whistle blowers; lack of account ab ility vs. trans par ency and more
import antly, tyranny vs. demo cracy. The overall enthymemic framing
of the “Turkey story” could be summar ized as: sound politics is about
trust (major); the poten tial entry of Turkey is hidden by EU politi cians
(minor); the EU cannot be trusted and there fore should be left
(implicit conclu sion). Other syllo gisms could also be elab or ated. A
more ethno cen tric argu ment could be: Europe is a Judeo- Christian
continent; Turkey is a predom in antly Muslim; Turkey’s entry will
upset the cultural balance of the continent. Last but not least, a
Britain- centred argu ment would read as: the UK civil services are in a
poor state; Turkey’s entry would increase the burden on the UK civil
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services to breaking point; the UK should leave the EU to safe guard
the UK civil services.

This narrative analysis reveals the rhet or ical poten tial of the “Turkey
story”. However, determ ining whether this amounts to a conspiracy
theory or whether it could be considered as mere disin form a tion –
and “stra tegic lying” – is not as straight for ward as one might expect
at first. The EU, with the help of the UK govern ment, is making
decisions that are deemed negative for the UK popu la tion. Vote Leave
members there fore assume that a powerful elite is working against
the interests of regular people. Such “us vs. them” narrative is usually
at the heart of conspiracy theories rhet oric (Wodak 2021� 8); however,
no ulti mate motive seems to emerge to explain the “secret” ambi tions
of the EU. Besides, the EU and the UK govern ment are not directly
lying to British people, they are simply with holding the truth, or just
showing part of it. Still, Vote Leave members, in a move remin is cent
of conspiracy theor ists, do try to connect the dots in order to
ques tion the overall aim of the EU and the reasons why the UK
govern ment is supposedly not being straight for ward with British
people. Last but not least, a connec tion is being created between
Turkey’s entry and the current diffi cult situ ation of the public sector
in the UK, but once again, it seems to be more of a polit ical argu ment
rather than telling evid ence of a conspiracy theory. The “Turkey
story” proved nonethe less useful during the refer endum as it allowed
Vote Leave members to focus on emotional topics, rather than
tech nical – and dull – argu ments, like the Remain campaign
(Schnapper 2017).
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To answer the initial research ques tion, we might argue that Vote
Leave members created some form of rhet or ical continuum between
conspiracy theories and stra tegic lying, in what might amount to
“stra tegic conspiracy”, or simpler, “Brexit conspiracy”. They used
some important elements of the conspir at orial creed in order distort
reality in a way that was bene fi cial to their cause, as “popu list
politi cians often use conspiracy theories stra tegic ally in order to
mobilise their followers” (Compact, 2020� 5). What seems to make the
“Turkey story” tilt slightly towards stra tegic lying rather than
conspiracy theory, however, is the rapidity with which some
prom inent Vote Leave members distanced them selves from it
(Worrall 2019). Its emotional appeal made it relevant during the
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Table 1: Corpus of interest.

English
Extensive academic liter ature has been devoted to the way “Brexit
narrat ives” were used during the 2016 refer endum campaign. Both camps
dwelt on this rhet or ical tool to create stories about the advant ages of
leaving or staying in the European Union (EU). Overall, studies have revealed
the construc tion of broadly similar stories, in partic ular within the “popu list
narrat ives” of the Leave campaign, which depicted the EU as a “failure”, an
“oppressor”, and an object of anti- establishment “fury”. Within the field of
narra to logy, cognitive linguistics and conspir at orial studies, this paper
proposes a discursive analysis focused on one partic ular narrative which,
we argue, has received relat ively little atten tion but which might consti tute
an example of “Brexit conspiracy”: what we call “the Turkey story”. Indeed,
one key element in the Brexit narrat ives elab or ated by the offi cial pro- 
Brexit campaign, Vote Leave, was the fact that Turkey, and other poorer –
and predom in antly Muslim – coun tries, were “in the pipeline” to join the EU.
At first marginal, this story soon took centre- stage to justify the neces sity
to leave the supra- national organ iz a tion before “hordes” of illegal
immig rants from those coun tries, and from neigh bouring Iraq and Syria,
decided to emigrate en masse to Britain. Thanks to the narrative analysis of
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speeches and declar a tions by leading Vote Leave members, this paper sets
to examine whether “the Turkey story” amounts to a conspiracy theory and
how it was used to defend the anti- EU agenda, which will lead to the
intro duc tion of the concept of “stra tegic conspiracy”.

Français
Une abon dante litté ra ture acadé mique a été consa crée à la manière dont les
« récits du Brexit » (Brexit narratives) ont été utilisés pendant la campagne
réfé ren daire de 2016. Les deux camps ont créé des histoires sur les
avan tages de quitter ou de rester au sein de l'Union euro péenne (UE). Dans
l'en semble, les études révèlent une trame narra tive simi laire, en parti cu lier
dans les récits popu listes de la campagne Leave, qui a dépeint l’UE comme
un « échec », un « oppres seur » et un objet de « rejet furieux » de l’élite.
Dans le cadre de la narra to logie, de la linguis tique cogni tive et des études
conspi ra toires, cet article propose une analyse discur sive axée sur un récit
parti cu lier qui, selon nous, a reçu rela ti ve ment peu d’atten tion mais qui
pour rait consti tuer un exemple de « conspi ra tion du Brexit » : ce que nous
appe lons la « Turkey story ». La campagne offi cielle pro- Brexit, Vote Leave,
a en effet affirmé que la Turquie et d’autres pays plus pauvres – et
majo ri tai re ment musul mans – étaient sur le point de rejoindre l’UE. D’abord
margi nale, cette histoire s’est rapi de ment propagée pour justi fier la
néces sité de quitter l’orga ni sa tion supra na tio nale avant que des « hordes »
d’immi grés clan des tins de ces pays, ainsi que de l’Irak et de la Syrie voisins,
ne décident d’émigrer en masse vers la Grande- Bretagne. Grâce à l'ana lyse
narra tive critique des discours et des décla ra tions des prin ci paux membres
de Vote Leave, cet article propose d’examiner si la « Turkey story »
s’appa rente à une théorie du complot et de voir comment elle a été utilisée
pour défendre l’agenda anti- UE, ce qui conduira à l'in tro duc tion du concept
de « conspi ra tion stra té gique ».
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