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ABSTRACT

This article examines the temporal structuring of populist memory politics ARTICLE HISTORY
in the speeches of Recep Tayyip Erdogan after 2010. Moving beyond Received: 09.03.2026
scholarship that focuses primarily on which historical events are invoked, Accepted: 24.06.2026
it analyzes how time itself is organized within mnemonic discourse. Published: 13.07.2026
Drawing on and adapting the framework of temporal connectivity

proposed by Khlevniuk and Noordenbos (2025), the article develops a

four-part typology of the temporal relations through which past and KEYWORDS

present are linked in political discourse. Through a close reading of politics of memory,
Erdogan’s commemorative speeches on the coups of 1960, 1980, and 1997, politics of time,

it demonstrates how narratives of continuity and temporal collapse populism,
increasingly dominate post-2010 discourse, integrating chronopolitics victimhood narratives,
with scholarship on populist victimhood. In this reorganization of time, coup memory

past coups are framed not as closed historical episodes but as expressions
of a persistent “tutelary mentality” that continues to obstruct the national
will. The article argues that this temporal reorganization produces
epistemically closed narratives that recast political opposition as the
extension of historical enemies, allowing Erdogan to sustain a posture of
victimhood from within consolidated power and to present authoritarian
consolidation as historically necessary.

Introduction

Politics of memory has become a central concept for understanding how political actors
mobilize the past to shape the present. It refers to the discourses and practices through
which various social and political actors use representations of the past to serve present-day
purposes. This concept examines the ways in which societies construct, debate, and
negotiate the meaning and significance of the past. At its core, politics of memory is
fundamentally a struggle over power about who has the authority to determine who
remembers what, when, and how. States seek to consolidate their authority, generate social
consent, or construct a national identity by manipulating a shared past through institutional
and discursive tools (Olick, 1999). In recent years, scholarship on memory politics has
predominantly focused on what past events are invoked in political discourse. Far less
attention has been paid to how time itself is organized within such narratives (Khlevniuk
and Noordenbos, 2025). The political power of mnemonic discourse does not reside solely
in the selection of historical references, but in the temporal logics through which past and
present are linked. Political actors do not simply recall history; they reorganize temporal
relations in ways that structure meaning, agency, and legitimacy. For example, Khlevniuk
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and Noordenbos show in their Russian state media analysis that the war in Ukraine is
frequently framed through references to the Second World War. Historical episodes such as
the Nazi invasion or the surrender at Stalingrad are invoked alongside contemporary
events, allowing present conflicts to be interpreted as echoes or continuations of that earlier
struggle or describing Ukrainian forces as “Nazis” and presenting contemporary battles as
echoes of the Soviet struggle against fascism. By collapsing the temporal distance between
past and present, such narratives transform current military action into the continuation of
a historically legitimate fight against a recurring enemy.

This article examines the temporal structuring of memory politics in the speeches of
Recep Tayyip Erdogan after 2010. Rather than focusing solely on the thematic content of
historical references, it analyzes how Erdogan reorganizes political time through mnemonic
discourse. I argue that the political force of his memory politics lies not merely in invoking
coups, military tutelage, or past injustices, but in the specific temporal logic through which
these events are connected to the present. Through this temporal reorganization, Erdogan
produces epistemically closed narratives of continuity, victimhood, and conspiracy that
stabilize and legitimize illiberal form of power.

The article proceeds in five parts. The first section situates the study within politics of
memory scholarship and introduces the theoretical framework, integrating victimhood
studies with chronopolitics. The second section develops a typology of temporal modes
through which past and present may be linked in political discourse. The third section
examines the post-2010 transformation of Erdogan’s mnemonic discourse, identifying the
constitutional referendum as a critical juncture in the intensified temporalization of political
conflict. The fourth section provides an empirical analysis of commemorative speeches on
the coups of 1960, 1980, and 1997, demonstrating how the concept of vesayet (tutelage)
operates as a timeless organizing principle. The final section shows how temporal continuity
and mythic collapse contribute to epistemic closure by delegitimizing political opposition
as the extension of historical enemies.

Theoretical framework: Chronopolitics of victimhood

Memory studies has long demonstrated that collective memory is not a passive recollection
of the past but an active political process (Olick, 2007). Political actors selectively invoke
historical events in order to construct identities, boundaries, and claims to legitimacy. Much
of this scholarship has focused on the symbolic content of memory: which events are
remembered, which traumas are emphasized, and which actors are recognized as victims
or perpetrators (Mdlksoo, 2023; Verovsek, 2016; Volkan, 2014; Narli, Akyildiz, and Bircan,
2023). They show that the way memory is institutionalized affects the trajectory of
democracy and functions as political resource in shaping legitimacy. (Miiller, 2002;
Bernhard and Kubik, 2014).

Particularly in recent scholarship on populism and nationalism, the strategic
mobilization of victimhood has emerged as a central concern (Jaskulowski and Majewski,
2024; Hronesova and Kreiss, 2024; Meijen and Vermeersch, 2024; Lerner, 2020). Victimhood
can function as a source of moral authority, allowing political actors to claim legitimacy
through historical suffering (Barton HroneSova, 2024). Vermeersch (2019) demonstrates
how victimhood can be reframed as a form of moral capital, enabling actors to transform
historical suffering into political legitimacy. Similarly, Korycki (2023) shows how the past
can be “weaponized” through selective framing of trauma and injustice. Jessie Barton
Hronesova (2025) introduces the notion of victimhood as a “strategic ontological narrative”,
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showing how narratives of suffering provide interpretive frameworks that stabilize
collective identity and shape perceptions of political reality. In the field of European
memory politics, Maté Zombory (2020) highlights the competitive dimension of
victimhood, conceptualizing it as a form of symbolic capital within a moral field structured
by post-communist and anti-totalitarian discourses. Meanwhile, studies of populism have
demonstrated how leaders instrumentalize victimhood to sustain underdog status in power
and to delegitimize institutional constraints, as illustrated in analyses of Orbdn and Trump
by HroneSova and Kreiss (2024), who theorize “hijacked victimhood” as the strategic
inversion of victim-perpetrator roles by dominant actors.

This article builds on these insights but argues that the relationship between
victimhood, nationalism, and populism requires further conceptual clarification. Brubaker’s
intervention is especially useful here. He argues that populism and nationalism are
“analytically distinct but not analytically independent” (Brubaker 2020). In other words, the
two should not be collapsed into a single concept, but neither should they be treated as if
they operate in isolation from one another. Populism is commonly understood as operating
along a vertical axis, opposing “the people” below to elites above, whereas nationalism is
usually organized along a horizontal axis, distinguishing the bounded national community
from external others. Similarly, populist claims to sovereignty generally emphasize the
restoration of power to the people within an existing polity, while nationalist claims to
sovereignty often concern the protection, recognition, or self-determination of the nation in
a world of other nations. These distinctions remain analytically important.

Moreover, Brubaker emphasizes the rhetorical power of “the people” lying in its
ambiguity: it can refer simultaneously to the plebs as ordinary or underprivileged people,
the demos as the sovereign political people, and the nation as a bounded cultural or
historical community. For this reason, populist discourse often operates in a two-
dimensional space where vertical and horizontal oppositions are intertwined. The elite are
not only portrayed as standing above the people; they are also frequently represented as
alien, cosmopolitan, externally connected, or insufficiently loyal to the nation. In this way,
the elite can be coded both as “above” and as “outside” the people. This distinction is
important for this article because the temporalization of historical threat is not exclusive to
populism. Nationalist discourses have long represented the nation as threatened by external
enemies, imperial designs, territorial dismemberment, or civilizational decline. In the
Turkish case, narratives such as the Sevres syndrome show that the idea of foreign plots
against the nation predates Erdogan’s populism and has circulated across different
ideological and governmental contexts. Therefore, this article does not claim that temporal
collapse, historical threat, or the reactivation of past trauma is uniquely populist
phenomena. Rather, it argues that Erdogan’s discourse reorganizes older nationalist and
Islamist repertoires through a specifically populist grammar.

What makes this chronopolitics populist is the way historical threat is articulated
through the moral opposition between the national will and its enemies. Erdogan’s
discourse does not merely claim that Turkey is threatened as a nation; it frames this threat
as an attack on the authentic people, whose sovereignty has been repeatedly obstructed by
tutelary elites, bureaucratic oligarchies, parallel structures, and their external allies. The
enemy is therefore constructed at once vertically and horizontally: it is an elite force
standing above the people, but also an alien or externally connected force acting against the
nation. In this sense, Erdogan’s chronopolitics should be understood as a populist-
nationalist articulation rather than as purely populist or purely nationalist. Older nationalist
memories of external threat become populist when they are connected to the claim that only
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the leader authentically embodies the people, that institutional constraints represent the
survival of anti-popular tutelage, and that contemporary opposition is the continuation of
historical enemies of the national will.

This framework also clarifies why victimhood is central to Erdogan’s populist
chronopolitics. Nationalist memory may present the nation as historically endangered, but
populist memory turns this danger into a struggle between the virtuous people and corrupt
or alienated elites. By merging the vertical antagonism of populism with the horizontal
threat structure of nationalism, Erdogan can present himself and his movement as victims
even while in power. The people are imagined as continually attacked from above and from
outside, while the leader appears as the only figure capable of defending and restoring their
sovereignty.

Taken together, this body of scholarship establishes victimhood as a constitutive
element of contemporary political identity formation, moral authority claiming, and
institutional transformation, while opening space for further research on the narrative and
structural mechanisms through which such claims acquire authority. Complementing this
line of research, Berthold Molden (2016) introduces the notion of mnemonic hegemony,
arguing that collective memory is shaped by power relations that naturalize certain
historical narratives as common sense while marginalizing counter-memories. Using
Gramscian hegemony theory, Molden demonstrates how dominant memory regimes
establish quasi-universal interpretations of the past, embedding them within political
institutions and public discourse.

While existing research has shown the identity, strategic, ontological, and hegemonic
dimensions of victimhood politics, it has paid comparatively less attention to the temporal
mechanics through which victimhood narratives acquire political authority. Chronopolitics
operates through a variety of narrative tropes including national decline, civilizational
struggle, historical injustice, or restoration, but victimhood narratives occupy a particularly
central position within populist discourse because they transform historical suffering into a
source of moral legitimacy. Much of the literature treats collective trauma as a foundational
reference point or as a moral resource, yet it does not systematically analyze how populist
actors narratively collapse historical distance, merge past trauma with present crisis, and
thereby construct a continuous chain of victimhood that legitimizes contemporary political
domination. This article addresses this gap by examining the temporal structuring of
victimhood narratives.

This article argues that the political effectiveness of populist victimhood does not lie
only in the moral hierarchy of victimhood or the extended/”stretched” victimhood, but
rather from the discursive construction of temporal collapse, in which founding traumas are
reactivated as present and ongoing threats. By eliminating historical distance and blurring
the distinction between the past and the present, such narratives create conditions in which
contemporary political actors can claim exclusive moral authority. In doing so, this study
extends existing scholarship by integrating victimhood, mnemonic hegemony, and
ontological narratives into a systematic analysis of temporality as a constitutive part of
populist memory politics.

Methodology: Temporal reorganization of memory

Political discourse can present the past as closed or unfinished, distant or continuous,
exceptional or recurring (Tas, 2022). These temporal choices shape how audiences interpret
the present and anticipate the future. Hakk: Tas (2022) shows that political actors do not
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operate within time as a neutral background; they actively structure temporal relations. By
reorganizing causal sequence and historical distance, leaders can transform isolated past
events into components of a broader narrative arc. As Khlevniuk and Noordenbos (2025)
argue, political effect of past invocations depends on how they are temporally structured.

In Erdogan’s discourse, the “national will” is portrayed as the recurring victim of
military-bureaucratic elites. Even during periods of conservative electoral dominance, this
narrative builds a temporality that a tutelary structure continued to impede democratic
sovereignty. Thus, it creates a victimhood not temporally bounded. It is extended across
decades, transforming historical suffering into an ongoing condition. The coup past thus
becomes a source of moral authority precisely because it is unfinished. Its injustice persists.
Its agents reappear.

To examine how temporal structures operate in Erdogan’s memory politics, this article
adopts a qualitative thematic content analysis with a chronopolitical focus. The aim is not
to produce an exhaustive or statistically representative sample of Erdogan’s speeches, but
to analyze a theoretically relevant corpus in which references to the coup past are central to
the construction of political meaning. The corpus was therefore selected according to a
purposive logic: it includes speeches in which Erdogan explicitly invokes Turkey’s history
of military intervention, tutelage, democratic victimhood, and the struggle between the
“national will” and anti-democratic forces.

The empirical corpus consists of twenty-four speeches of Erdogan delivered between
2010 and 2018. While the period includes the 15 July 2016 coup attempt, the article does not
analyze commemorative speeches dedicated to that event. The focus is instead on Erdogan's
retrospective mobilization of earlier coup memories (1960, 1980 and 1997) and the discourse
of military tutelage. The commemoration of 15 July constitutes a distinct mnemonic corpus
centered on a newly constituted founding event rather than the reinterpretation of earlier
military interventions. Its incorporation would require a separate analytical framework and
is therefore beyond the scope of this article. This period was selected because it captures the
transformation of coup memory from a critique of military tutelage into a central resource
for legitimizing executive consolidation. In addition to this, the time frame is theoretically
significant for two reasons. First, the 12 September 2010 constitutional referendum marked
an important institutional and symbolic moment in the Justice and Development Party’s
(AKP) anti-tutelage narrative. The referendum was held on the anniversary of the 1980
military coup and was framed by Erdogan as a democratic reckoning with the legacy of
military and judicial tutelage. This does not mean that Erdogan’s populist rhetoric began in
2010. Rather, 2010 is treated here as a moment in which anti-tutelage memory became more
directly tied to the AKP’s project of institutional transformation and governing legitimacy.
By this point, AKP had consolidated electoral dominance and entered a phase of
institutional transformation in which the reinterpretation of the coup past became a central
component of political legitimation. The period also coincides with the gradual reframing
of earlier military interventions: particularly the coups of 1960, 1980, and the 28 February
1997 interventionwithin a broader narrative of democratic struggle. Studying speeches from
this period therefore allows for tracing how past interventions are narrated within a
framework of continuing antagonism between the “national will” and tutelary elites.
Moreover, these specific commemorations have received comparatively little attention in
the literature on the politics of memory.

Second, the period after 2013 represents an important escalation in this discourse.
Following the Gezi protests and the December 17-25 investigations, Erdogan’s narrative
increasingly expanded from a critique of domestic tutelary elites to a broader account of
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coordinated internal and external threats, often articulated through the language of
“parallel structures,” “coup attempts,” and foreign-backed operations. The analysis
therefore treats 2010 as an institutional and mnemonic threshold, while recognizing 2013 as
a moment of discursive intensification.

The 2018 is analytically meaningful endpoint of the analysis. By 2018, the institutional
transformation initiated after 2010 had largely crystallized through the 2017 constitutional
referendum and the 2018 presidential election, which formally completed Turkey’s
transition to the presidential system. Limiting the analysis to this period allows the article
to focus on the formative and consolidating phase in which coup memory was transformed
from a critique of military tutelage into a central resource for legitimizing executive
consolidation. The aim is not to suggest that these narratives disappeared after 2018, but to
delimit a coherent period in which Erdogan’s chronopolitical use of coup memory can be
systematically analyzed.

The empirical material consists of commemorative speeches in which Erdogan
explicitly invokes coup episodes or discusses the relationship between democracy and
military intervention and gathered from Presidency website, AKP website, TBMM records,
YouTube and news archives. These include speeches delivered at anniversary
commemorations of the 27 May 1960 coup, the 12 September 1980 coup, and the 28 February
1997 process, as well as major party group speeches and public addresses where coup
memory is mobilized as part of broader political argumentation. Commemorative speeches
were prioritized because they constitute moments in which political actors most explicitly
engage in narrating the past and linking it to present political struggles. The selection
therefore focuses on speeches where historical references are central to the rhetorical
structure rather than incidental mentions.

The selection was guided by the following criteria. First, the speech had to include
explicit references to military intervention, tutelage, coup memory, or anti-democratic
obstruction. Second, the historical reference had to perform an argumentative function
rather than appear as a passing or ceremonial mention. In other words, speeches were
included when the past was used to explain the present, delegitimize opponents, justify
institutional change, or present Erdogan and the AKP as agents of democratic correction.
Third, the corpus prioritizes politically salient moments, including coup anniversaries,
constitutional reform debates, major crises, and public commemorations. Routine speeches
in which coup history appeared only briefly and that don’t form a meaningful segment for
narrative analysis were excluded.

Commemorative speeches are especially important for this analysis because they are
privileged sites of memory politics. Anniversaries, memorial ceremonies, and national days
create moments in which political leaders explicitly interpret the meaning of the past. In
these settings, Erdogan does not merely recall historical events; he assigns moral roles to
historical actors, connects past interventions to present conflicts, and positions his own
political movement within a longer narrative of democratic struggle. For this reason,
commemorative discourse provides particularly rich material for analyzing how the past is
temporally reorganized as unfinished, recurring, or still active.

The analysis proceeds through narrative analysis with a thematic content analysis with
close reading to understand how temporal relations between past and present are
constructed. Analytically, the speeches were read as temporal narratives rather than as
isolated statements. The unit of analysis is the paragraph or coherent thematic segment,
since different temporal operations may coexist within the same speech. Each segment was
analyzed for references to historical events, the actors associated with those events, and the
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rhetorical devices used to connect them to contemporary political conflicts. Particular
attention was paid to three analytical dimensions: the degree of temporal distance to the
past event; the form of causal connection constructed between past and present; and the
narrative role assigned to political actors across time and narrative ending of the temporal
connection as a restorative or destructive rupture. These dimensions make it possible to
observe whether past events are framed as completed historical episodes, recurring
patterns, ruptures or of a continuous struggle. The full segment-level coding record,
mapping each analyzed segment to its temporal mode, is available as supplementary data
(Simsek, 2026; see Data availability statement).

The framework builds on the analytical model proposed by Khlevniuk and Noordenbos
(2025), who distinguish four ways in which political discourse temporally organizes
historical references in which the past can be mobilized: such as detached historicism,
resemblance which is subdivided into implicit resonance, analogy, and repetition,
continuity and mythic collapse.

While this article adopts their insight that the political impact of memory depends on
temporal structuring, it extends their framework and typology in the following ways. First,
it applies the model to a different empirical setting, namely Turkish populist discourse. The
four-part typology described in this article emerged through this analytical process. In an
initial reading of the speech corpus, references to historical events were analyzed
inductively according to how they positioned the past in relation to the present. Patterns
began to emerge regarding whether coups were framed as closed episodes, analogies,
ruptures, or an ongoing struggle. These categories were then compared with the categories
suggested in Khlevniuk and Noordenbos” model, allowing for changes and expansion of
the typology. The resulting framework therefore combines the borrowed framework with
empirical results.

Second, the article incorporates a narrative analytical perspective in order to examine
how temporal constructions are part of broader political storytelling. While the typology
provided by Khlevniuk and Noordenbos identifies the structural modes through which
temporal relations are organized, narrative analysis makes it possible to analyze how these
temporal structures function within the internal logic of populist discourse. Speeches are
therefore analyzed not only for the presence of historical references but also for the narrative
roles assigned to actors across time, the order of events, and the moral positioning of the
audience within the story, especially how the national will, military-bureaucratic elites, and
contemporary political opponents are narratively linked across historical events. Thus,
rather than treating references to 1960, 1980, 1997, or 2016 as separate commemorative acts,
the analysis examines how these references are arranged into a broader temporal structure.
The central question is therefore not only which historical events Erdogan invokes, but how
he links them to the present and what kind of political authority this linkage produces.

Third, the article underscores the concept of epistemic closure to account for the
political consequences of this temporal structuring. When past injustices are portrayed as
ongoing and unresolved, political narratives do more than interpret history; they shape the
very framework through which political conflict is understood. In such contexts, alternative
explanations gradually lose plausibility. Contemporary opponents are viewed not as actors
in a new political moment, but as inheritors of deep-rooted antagonisms, and emerging
developments are readily absorbed into an already established narrative of suspicion and
threat. What emerges is a self-reinforcing interpretive framework in which political events
are explained as manifestations of a long-standing struggle between the “national will” and
its alleged enemies. In this sense, temporal continuity does not simply sustain victimhood
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narratives; it produces a form of epistemic closure that stabilizes conspiratorial
interpretations of political crises. By linking chronopolitical structuring of memory to
epistemic closure, the article demonstrates how mnemonic narratives can shape not only
interpretations of the past but also the boundaries of political knowledge in the present
(Wertsch, 2012). In doing so, the article argues that Erdogan’s post-2010 memory politics
should not be understood merely as historical reinterpretation. It is a chronopolitical project
that reorganizes time in order to structure legitimacy, antagonism, and knowledge itself.
Such temporal reorganization transforms history into an explanatory repertoire for the
present where the past does not resonate with the present but governs it.

Adapting the analytical model proposed by Khlevniuk and Noordenbos (2025), I
contend that under conditions of political stress and institutional transformation, Erdogan
strategically reorganizes time through memory politics. This reorganization creates what
can be described as epistemically closed conspiratorial narratives: a framework in which
past injustices are rendered unfinished, agency in the present is constrained by inherited
antagonism, and political opponents are framed within a overarchingplot of betrayal and
struggle. In these narratives, coups are not concluded historical episodes but enduring
structures embedded in institutions. The “national will” is portrayed as persistently
impeded; and contemporary political conflicts are framed as the manifestation of a long-
standing struggle. Creating a longer narrative of grievance and threat, these speeches do not
simply recall past trauma; they reorganize political time in ways that make authoritarian
consolidation appear necessary and historically justified.

Four typologies

Khlevniuk and Noordenbos (2025) propose that political references to the past can be
understood along a “spectrum of tightness”that defines the degree to which past events are
connected to present political developments. At one end of this spectrum, the past is
presented as clearly separated from the present; at the other, temporal distance collapses
entirely, and historical conflicts are portrayed as recurring in contemporary political life.
The authors identify several modes through which these connections are constructed,
ranging from detached historical narration to narratives in which past and present become
indistinguishable. The first mode, historicism, presents the past as temporally distant and
analytically detached from contemporary politics. Narratives framed in this way resemble
scientific accounts of a historian and appear to treat historical events as subjects of scholarly
interest rather than political interpretation. However, Khlevniuk and Noordenbos argue
that such narratives can still play an important political role by preparing the interpretive
ground for later mnemonic references. By highlighting particular historical episodessuch as
Nazi atrocities during the Second World War, these narratives establish reference points
that may be mobilized to interpret contemporary events later on.

The second mode, resemblance, introduces a looser form of connection between past and
present. Here, historical events are not presented as direct continuations of contemporary
developments, but similarities between different historical moments are suggested.
Khlevniuk and Noordenbos distinguish three sub forms of resemblance. Resonarnce involves
implicit associations created through symbolic language or keywords that invoke familiar
historical narratives. Analogy refers to explicit comparisons drawn between historical and
contemporary situations. Repetition, the most intense form of resemblance, frames current
events as “re-installment” of past occurrences, suggesting that similar patterns of conflict or
injustice are unfolding again.
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The third mode, continuity, constructs a stronger temporal linkage by presenting
present political developments as the outcome or continuation of past historical processes.
In this narrative structure, contemporary actors are positioned as inheritors of earlier
struggles, and current conflicts are portrayed as extensions of unresolved historical
processes. Through such framing, the past is not simply recalled but integrated into a causal
narrative that explains present political events.

At the most extreme end of the spectrum is mythic time, where the distinction between
past and present disappears. In this mode, historical events are imagined as recurring
directly in the present, and actors from different historical periods are symbolically merged
within a single narrative of struggle. Rather than presenting audiences as observers of
history, mythic narratives position them as participants in an ongoing, transhistorical
conflict.

Finally, Khlevniuk and Noordenbos identify a distinct category of memory war, which
differs from the other modes in that it focuses not on the past itself but on contemporary
disputes over how the past should be remembered. These narratives revolve around
conflicts over commemorative practices, such as controversies surrounding monuments,
memorial rituals, or historical symbols. In this case, the central issue is not the historical
event itself but the legitimacy of competing interpretations of memory in the present and is
not part of the spectrum forming their typology.

In addition to these modes, the article introduces the concept of temporal rupture,
which constitutes one of the article’s original contributions. While rupture generally refers
to the construction of a decisive break between a traumatic past and a redeemed present,
the empirical material reveals two subtypes of narrative in which this break is expressed.
The first is restorative rupture, where the present is portrayed as having overcome the
injustices of the past, often through the restoration of the “national will” and democratic
sovereignty. The second type of rupture found in the speeches can be described as contested
rupture (or alternatively destructive rupture), in which a narrative of historical progress is
initially expressed but subsequently disrupted by the reappearance of recurring
adversaries. In this sense, the narrative constructs political progress as perpetually
vulnerable: democratic restoration occurs, but it is continually disrupted by actors defined
as the enduring enemies of the national will. It should also be noted that not all of these
modes necessarily appear with equal intensity in the empirical material; rather, the typology
functions as a conceptual map for identifying the different temporal modes and the
dominant temporal logic in which historical references are organized. While multiple modes
are present in Erdogan’s political discourse, I demonstrate that his post-2010 speeches
increasingly gravitate toward continuity and mythic collapse of time, often combining them
with selective moments of restorative rupture.

This typology enables a shift from thematic analysis of how often coups are mentioned
to structural analysis of how temporal distance is constructed. Second, it integrates
chronopolitics (Tas, 2022) with victimhood scholarship (Barton HroneSova 2024; Korycki,
2023; Vermeersch, 2019), demonstrating how victimhood interacts with politics according
to the mode it is used.

Epistemic closure

Epistemic closure within the framework of political discourse refers to a condition in which
a community’s knowledge system becomes isolated from competing interpretations and
external criticism, as it effectively renders alternative perspectives unacceptable or
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illegitimate. In such contexts, truth claims are no longer evaluated through reflective
thinking or empirical consideration but through adherence to internally stabilized
interpretive frameworks. As a result, the narrative structures through which political
communities interpret the past and present become resistant to alternative views and
criticism.

One important mechanism through which epistemic closure operates is the narrative
stabilization of collective memory. Wertsch (2012) argues that communities rely on
schematic “narrative templates” that structure how historical events are interpreted.
Because these templates are highly generalized and contain limited concrete detail, they are
difficult to challenge through empirical evidence. Their schematic character allows
communities to absorb contradictory information without revising the underlying
narrative. Even well-documented historical evidence may fail to disrupt the template,
because members of the community can reinterpret or dismiss it without changing the
broader narrative structure (Wertsch, 2012). In this way, narrative templates create rigid
thinking process.

The temporal organization of narratives plays a crucial role in reinforcing this closure.
Khlevniuk and Noordenbos (2025) argue that when narratives compress or collapse
historical time, they reduce the interpretive distance between past and present. When
mnemonic narratives operate through temporal continuity or mythic time, the distinction
between historical context and present politics gradually disappears. As the temporal gap
between past and present narrows, the “reflective space” in which audiences might critically
evaluate events collapses (Khlevniuk and Noordenbos, 2025). This interpretation leaves
little room for analytical distance or competing interpretations as it leads to to identity-
based mobilization and polarization. In this sense, temporal narrative does not only
reorganize historical time; it also constrains the epistemic environment in which political
claims are evaluated.

Narrative strategies can further reinforce epistemic closure by transforming complex
historical processes into simplified causal plots. Neil Bar (2026) demonstrates how
conspiratorial narratives often begin with the appearance of scholarly objectivity before
shifting to conspiratorial causations that explain diverse events with a single hidden actor
or plot. Such narratives frequently compress long historical periods into a unified storyline.

Populist political narratives provide particularly fertile ground for this kind of
epistemic closure by organizing political time around a moral struggle between “the
people” and corrupt elites. Populist leaders seek to control the temporal narrative through
which the collective past and future are interpreted, because authority over time translates
into authority over the political community itself (Tas, 2022). This dynamic can also be
understood through what Bronk and Jacoby (2020) describe as a “narrative coup.”
According to them, narrative coup is one of the core populist strategies to structure voter
expectations and provide an emotional anchor in a disorienting world. They describe
narrative coup as an “epistemic takeover” where a charismatic leader succeeds in capturing
and reorienting the conceptual grids and normative frames that voters use to interpret
reality. Through repetitive rhetorical intervention on the conceptual grids, competing
narratives are gradually marginalized or delegitimized, while a dominant interpretive
framework becomes normalized within public discourse.

In Erdogan’s political discourse, this mechanism can be observed in the construction
and repetition of the tutelage narrative, which reorganizes how the history of Turkish
democracy is interpreted. Rather than presenting political crises and military interventions
as historically distinct events, Erdogan repeatedly situates them within a narrative of
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tutelary structures allegedly obstructing the national will. Over time, the repetitive
invocation of tutelage establishes a dominant interpretive grid through which political
developments are evaluated, redefining democracy primarily as the struggle of the popular
will against hidden or institutionalized forces. In this sense, the tutelage narrative functions
as the core discursive mechanism of Erdogan’s narrative coup as it reshapes the conceptual
framework through which audiences interpret both past political events and contemporary
political opposition.

2010 as a turning point in mnemonic propaganda

The politics of time, as elaborated by Tas (2022), highlights that political actors actively
construct temporal narratives that legitimize authority and shape perceptions of crisis. Time
is not a neutral container of events; it is narratively organized to produce continuity,
rupture, inevitability, or emergency. In Erdogan’s case, this chronopolitical reorganization
becomes particularly visible after 2010.

Historical victimhood constitutes an integral component of Turkish-Islamist identity.
This understanding maintains that the secular Kemalist Republican project historically
victimized Islam and religious Turks (Yilmaz, 2017). This narrative has played a central role
in Turkey’s contemporary political transformation, functioning as a source of wide support
from the society. The victimhood narratives articulated by Erdogan focused particularly on
the alleged repression of devout Muslims and the humiliation of religious values during the
Single-Party period (Erturk, 2024). After consolidating power, however, this narrative was
no longer limited to retrospective victimhood. Rather, it was reactivated and rearticulated
as an ongoing condition of existential threat. By presenting himself as the authentic “man
of the people” and an anti-establishment leader, Erdogan mobilized this inherited
victimhood identity as a living political resource (Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 10). In this context,
Ergenekon and Sledgehammer trials (2008-2014) - officially targeting alleged coup plots -
allowed the AKP to dismantle Kemalist networks within the military and bureaucracy while
acting as a proof of tutelary forces. Although these cases were later largely overturned, at
the time they were publicly presented as uncovering the remnants of past tutelage.
However, over the last decade, this discourse has acquired a markedly more nationalist and
moralistic tone and merged with conspiratorial narratives, most prominently through
references to a shadowy international “mastermind” (iist akil) allegedly orchestrating
domestic unrest (Al-Ghazzi, 2021).

Contemporary events were read through the lens of coup continuity. Well-publicized
examples include graduation ceremonies in the Turkish military where young officers
publicly swore allegiance to Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk. In August 2024, a group of military
academy graduates chanted “We are Mustafa Kemal's soldiers” while raising their swords.
In pro-government interpretation, this display of Kemalist loyalty was not treated merely
as a cultural or institutional gesture, but as evidence that the old coup-making mentality
still survived within the military. Pro-government media and officials framed the event as
a symptom of the persistence of tutelary danger, thereby recoding secular military symbols
as signs of a possible return of past threats. Thus, an ordinary graduation ceremony became
politicized: Kemalist slogans and ceremonial gestures were incorporated into the narrative
that the coup past remained active in the present.

A similar pattern had already appeared in the controversy surrounding the April 2021
declaration issued by 104 retired admirals. The statement, which criticized debates around
the Montreux Convention and expressed concern over the secular character of the armed
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forces, was interpreted by Erdogan and AKP-aligned commentators not as an ordinary
public intervention by retired officers, but as a reminder of Turkey’s history of military
memoranda and coups, arguing that the declaration’s polished language did not remove its
memorandum-like character (Duran, 2021). Erdogan responded by placing the statement
directly within the coup-memory framework, stating that threats against the national will
would be confronted “today as yesterday” and emphasizing that previous coups had been
prepared through similar activities (Sabah, 2021).

In this sense, the constitutional referendum of 2010, which was framed around judicial
and military restructuring, was a decisive shift in both Erdogan’s mnemonic discourse and
the institutional structure of the state. The referendum significantly altered the relationship
between the AKP and the judiciary. Two key institutions: the Constitutional Court and the
High Council of Judges and Prosecutors (HSYK) were restructured after being framed by
the government as obstacles to the “national will” (Dingsahin, 2012, p. 637). As Dingsahin
(2012) argues, the post-referendum restructuring shifted these institutions from acting as
constraints on executive authority to functioning in closer alignment with it. He
characterizes this transformation as part of the ruling party’s broader consolidation of
power within an increasingly authoritarian state structure.

The referendum directly targeted the legacy of military tutelage and was symbolically
staged on the anniversary of the 1980 coup, thereby framing the vote as a democratic
reversal of that intervention. Once the immediate constraints of military-judicial oversight
were weakened, the tone of mnemonic politics changed. Rather than seeking normalization
within the existing republican framework, the party increasingly articulated a narrative of
historical ressentiment (Tokdogan Kartal, 2018, pp. 199-208).

Prior to the referendum, political rhetoric framed obstacles such as “bureaucratic
oligarchy” or “tutelary mentality” as meaning the military and judiciary bureaucracy,
portraying these institutions as bastions of the Kemalist establishment that exercised
unelected power over the national will and it focused on discrimination in the bureaucratic
and military sectors and the headscarf ban (Morieson, Yilmaz, & Kenes, 2024). High judicial
bodies and the military were depicted as an unaccountable "closed system" that obstructed
democratic governance through interventions such as the 2007 presidential election crisis
and the AKP closure case (Yilmaz Ucar, 2025).

Commemorative politics of pre-2010 is discussed in the literature in terms of two main
phases, described as the period of being a “civil servant of Kemalism” between 2002-2006
and that of a “compulsory guest of Kemalism” 2007-2010 (Cinar, 2022, p. 122). Reyhan Unal
Cmar (2022) argues that during this period, the AKP acted like a rule-abiding “civil servant,”
seeking to demonstrate that it did not pose a risk or threat to the Kemalist regime. From
2007 onward, however, the party began to celebrate its own alternative holidays: The
observance of the “Kutlu Dogum Haftas1” (Blessed Birth Week) is described as having been
used as a religious alternative to the values represented by Kemalist official ceremonies.
Similarly, the conquest of Istanbul celebrations is noted to have gained prominence during
this period. It shows that this period of memory politics focused primarily on symbolic
differentiation rather than the construction of a comprehensive victimhood narrative. While
alternative commemorations and religiously infused public rituals signaled a gradual
reorientation of symbolic authority, they did not yet constitute an organized chronopolitical
framework linking past traumas to present political legitimacy. Instead, the AKP positioned
itself as a reformist actor operating within the system, seeking recognition and
normalization rather than claiming exclusive guardianship of the nation’s historical
suffering.
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Post-2010 speeches, on the other hand, increasingly centered on commemorative
references to the coups of 27 May 1960, 12 September 1980, and 28 February 1997. Following
the referendum which took place on 12 September' these commemorations gained both
frequency and symbolic centrality. On 17 September 2010 right after the referendum,
Erdogan and his cabinet organized a commemoration ceremony at Adnan Menderes’s
burial site on 17 September. After Ozal’s reburial politics?, for the first time a prime minister
visited Menderes’s grave officially (Yeni Asir, 2010; Yeni $Safak, 2010). The ceremony also
built upon the symbolic rehabilitation initiated by Turgut Ozal in 1990, when Menderes was
posthumously exonerated and reburied in a state mausoleum thirty years after his execution
(deTar, 2016). Erdogan’s commemoration speech signals and sets the tone for the
forthcoming politics of memory by the AKP government. Rather than treating 1960 as a
closed historical episode, the address constructs a continuous moral lineage linking
Menderes, Ozal and contemporary leadership. Through references to an enduring “spirit”
and a “democracy torch” passed across generations, the past is not historicized but
activated. In this sense, 2010 can be understood as a “hegemonic moment” (Ceyhan, 2014):
a period in which institutional consolidation was accompanied by an intensified
temporalization of political conflict through commemorations.

Moreover, through these commemorations, Erdogan began to frame the coup past as
unfinished and institutionally persistent, thereby establishing a template for subsequent
narratives of timeless threat of tutelage and national struggle. The mnemonic references
operate to reinterpret of current political tensions through the symbolic framework of past
injustice within Erdogan’s broader political narrative, enabling the reinterpretation of
current political tensions through the symbolic framework of past injustice. For example, on
his speech of party group meeting in 2014 referencing the 1960 coup, Erdogan draws a direct
comparison between the political treatment of Adnan Menderes and the corruption
investigations of December 17-25 2013:

For the late Menderes — this is very interesting — indictments were prepared even before the 27 May

coup took place, and these indictments already referred to him as the ‘former prime minister.” The

decision had not even been finalized, yet the gallows were already waiting. Look how striking this

is: ‘former prime minister.” Fifty-four years later, we experienced the December 17-25 coup

attempts. Afterwards, documents from the police came into our possession. And in those records —

this is very interesting as well —I am referred to as the ‘prime minister of the period.” Those within

the parallel judiciary would present this to the courts, and from there they would proceed to put us

on trial in this way. If the December 25 coup attempt had succeeded, these preparations would have

come to light. The government of the nation would have been tried in fabricated courts similar to

Yassiada. (Erdogan, 2014)

In this passage, Erdogan constructs a narrative linkage between the 1960 military coup
and the December 17-25 investigations, which he frames as a “coup attempt.” The rhetorical
strategy is built on establishing an explicit analogy between the two events, suggesting the
similarity between both attempts of anti-democratic actors to remove a government
representing the national will. By emphasizing the phrase “former prime minister” in the
indictments prepared against Menderes and comparing it with the expression “prime
minister of the period” found in police documents about himself, Erdogan juxtaposes the
two situations as structurally identical moments through the symbolic template of earlier

1 The date was chosen symbolically to coincide with 1980 coup.

20n September 17, 1990, the 29th anniversary of Menderes' execution, the remains of the three statesmen were
taken from Imrali Island and buried with state ceremony in a memorial tomb specially built for this purpose
in Istanbul. The process was criticized for its use as a political tool by Turgut Ozal prior to the 1992 general
elections (deTar, 2016).
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interventions against elected governments while maintaining the temporal distance of the
events involved unlike in temporal collapse.

The 15 July 2016 coup attempt further transformed this mnemonic landscape. Unlike
the earlier military interventions discussed in this article, July 15 did not function primarily
as an object of retrospective remembrance but became a new foundational event around
which the AKP constructed an extensive commemorative repertoire. Rather than replacing
earlier coup memories, however, July 15 reinforced the existing narrative of tutelage by
presenting the attempted coup as the latest manifestation of the same enduring struggle
between the national will and anti-democratic forces.

This incorporation of 15 July into this longer coup-memory narrative is particularly
visible in Erdogan’s speeches delivered around the anniversary of the 27 May 1960 coup. In
one instance, Erdogan held a meeting with the relatives of those killed during the 15 July
coup attempt on 27 May itself, thereby symbolically placing the memory of 15 July within
the commemorative frame of 27 May and the martyrdom of Adnan Menderes. The temporal
juxtaposition is significant: the commemoration of the first military coup of the Republican
period becomes a site for narrating the most recent coup attempt as the latest episode in a
longer history of anti-democratic intervention. In a speech delivered the following day at
the General Assembly of the Ensar Foundation, Erdogan narrates the 1960 coup, the 28
February process, and the 15 July coup attempt into a single cumulative struggle and
eventual popular punishment.

In the struggle between right and wrong, good and evil, truth and falsehood, it is up to each of our

young people to decide where they stand. The generations before us endured the oppression of the

single-party CHP. Then the 1960 coup passed over them like a steamroller. In the twilight zone of

the 1970s, we lost many of our friends. We belonged to the generation that was subjected to the 1960

coup. You must have heard about the oppressive days of 28 February from those who experienced

them personally. Most recently, we all lived through the 15 July coup attempt together. Those who
thought that every evil they had inflicted on our nation would go unpunished received a historic

lesson on the night of 15 July. (Erdogan, 2017)

This framing transforms political history into a moral battlefield in which neutrality
becomes impossible. Rather than presenting the past as a complex sequence of political
conflicts, Erdogan organizes it through a Manichaean opposition between virtue and evil.
The audience is invited not simply to remember the past, but to choose a side within an
ongoing struggle. This is significant because the subsequent references to the single-party
CHP period, the 1960 coup, the violence of the 1970s, 28 February, and 15 July are already
placed within this moral grammar. Each episode becomes part of the same confrontation
between the righteous national will and its recurring enemies. In this sense, the passage
combines populist antagonism with chronopolitical continuity: the people are imagined as
morally pure and repeatedly victimized, while their opponents are positioned as historically
persistent forces of oppression. The reference to 15 July then gives this moral narrative a
redemptive ending.

Timeless enemy: Vesayetci zihniyet (tutelary mentality)

In Erdogan’s post-2010 discourse, military coups of 27 May 1960, 12 September 1980, and 28
February 1997 are rarely framed as discrete, historically closed episodes. Instead, they are
incorporated into a longer narrative of tutelage, presented as an enduring structure
embedded within state institutions. The 1960 coup in particular emerges as a foundational
trauma as put forward by Ceyhan (2014) in the mythical memory of the political right: an
assault on the “national will” that introduced a tutelary mentality into state institutions. It
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is repeatedly narrated as the original rupture in Turkey’s democratic development. Erdogan
consistently frames it not merely as a military intervention, but as a civilizational rupture in
Turkey’s democratic trajectory and that coups are not separate, isolated events but rather as
extensions of a single, continuous process. On commemorative day of 12 September coup,
he states:

Turkey actually paid the heaviest price not during the 12 September intervention, but much earlier,

with the 27 May 1960 coup. The interventions of 12 March, 12 September, and 28 February were

essentially attempts to reinforce and revive 27 May. The dark shadow of the 27 May intervention

has never lifted from Turkey to this day. The wounds inflicted by the dagger of 27 May, believe me,

have not healed even now. On 27 May, a nightmare descended upon democracy, the judiciary, the

parliament, the media, the universities, and civil society organizations. Despite the 53 years that
have passed, this nightmare has not dissipated. Because the traces of 27 May were never fully

erased, 12 March happened, 12 September happened, and 28 February happened. Because the 27

May mentality did not change or transform. Because the morality of 27 May permeated certain

minds and spirits. (Erdogan 2013)

In his speech, 27 May is framed as the foundational source of subsequent coups and
constructed as the foundational victimhood and trauma. In this way, a temporal chain is
established, and historical distance between these events is effectively erased. This framing
serves two main purposes. First, by comparing 12 September with 27 May, the speech
hierarchizes trauma, asserting the primacy and greater severity of the victimhood of 27 May.
It becomes the primary wound in the democratic history of the nation. Second, by
associating the present political movement with the legacy of 27 May and his movement
with Menderes and its victims, he claims ownership of this foundational trauma. In doing
so, contemporary political struggles are linked directly to this earlier moment of
victimhood. As a result, Erdogan positions himself not simply as another political actor, but
as the representative of the victims of the original democratic injustice and its correction. By
grounding present legitimacy in the memory of 27 May, he strengthens his claim to moral
authority and frames his leadership as the continuation of an unfinished democratic
struggle. The coups of 12 September 1980 and 28 February 1997 are then incorporated into
this narrative as successive expressions of the same antagonistic structure: “vesayetci
zihniyet” (tutelary mentality). Rather than being contextualized within their specific
historical and geopolitical circumstances, they are compressed into a single temporality.

At the same time, post-2013 crises are placed in the same category of potential
destruction as earlier Republican-era coups and narrated as ongoing historical presence of
an abstract enemy: tutelage centers, further intensifying this temporal collapse. The
following passage, delivered on the anniversary of 28 February, clearly shows how Erdogan
constructs a temporally continuous antagonistic structure. Rather than narrating military
interventions as discrete historical ruptures, he embeds them within a single, extended
chain of threat directed against the “national will.” In doing so, the speech illustrates what
the theoretical section described as the formation of a dominant interpretive grid. Through
the repetitive invocation of vesayet, different political crises, institutional actors, and
contemporary opponents are made intelligible through the same narrative frame: the
uninterrupted struggle between the people and anti-democratic tutelary forces. The speech
demonstrates how temporal distance is compressed and how distinct actors are reframed as
one enduring enemy:

Of course, during this period the coup plotters were not idle either; this time we found ourselves

confronted with that twilight era known as February 28. Once again we faced courts, prisons, exiles,

and treatment that rendered us “strangers in our own homeland, pariahs in our own country.” Our

daughters were denied entry to universities; they were turned away at the gates of their schools.

Despite all this, we did not lose heart, we did not fall into despair. With determination, without ever
compromising our struggle or letting go of it, we continued on our path. ... They [coupists] said it
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would “last a thousand years.” Yet, thank God, that parenthesis they claimed would endure for a

millennium was closed in five years. ... Now, despite all this progress, have those on the other side

remained quiet? They have not—never. The attacks of coup plotters, tutelary forces, parallel
structures, and those hostile to the values of this country and this nation have never ceased. And

we know that they will never cease. (Erdogan 2016)

Although initially framed as a rupture from a historical episode marked by oppression,
exclusion and institutional coercion started on February 28, this restoration does not lead to
narrative resolution. Instead, the speech shifts into mythic temporality, asserting that the
attacks of “darbeciler, vesayetciler, paraleller” (coupists, tutelary forces and parallelists) have
“never ended” and “will never end.” Through this move, historical memory is transformed
into a structure of ongoing vigilance. The past is not simply remembered as a completed
episode of victimization; it becomes a recurring interpretive framework through which the
present is understood.

This temporal reorganization performs three functions central to my argument. First, it
transforms the coup past into an unfinished present. By asserting that December 17-25 is
indistinguishable from February 28, Erdogan extends the chain into present political conflict
within a single purpose, producing a form of temporal collapse. Political opposition, judicial
investigations, and bureaucratic resistance can thus be delegitimized as manifestations of a
long-standing anti-democratic structure. Phrases such as “it was neither the first nor the
last” and “the aim was always the same” reinforce a temporal continuity narrative, framing
interventions that belong to different historical contexts as unified within a single
democratic struggle narrative and it is utilized as a resource for present political
mobilization.

Second, for the politics of victimhood, this temporal collapse enables Erdogan to sustain
an underdog position even while while exercising consolidated executive authority. By
merging the coup past with the present, Erdogan can present himself, the AKP, and the
“national will” as still under attack by forces that allegedly survived the formal defeat of
military tutelage. This is crucial because victimhood usually loses some of its persuasive
force once a political movement becomes institutionally dominant. Erdogan’s discourse
resolves this tension by relocating power away from formal office and toward hidden,
enduring, and transhistorical enemies. Even when the AKP controls the government, the
presidency, and major state institutions, the narrative suggests that real power remains
contested by tutelary forces, parallel structures, and hostile actors embedded inside and
outside the nation. In this way, temporal continuity allows Erdogan to perform
vulnerability from a position of dominance. He is not simply the ruler correcting past
injustice; he is also the continuing target of the same historical forces that victimized
Menderes, religious conservatives, and the national will.

Third, this narrative contributes to epistemic closure. If historical actors across decades
are understood to share the same objective of “preventing governance from being given to
the people”, then contemporary disagreement is no longer interpreted as pluralist
contestation but a pattern repetition. Within this narrative, new events can be absorbed into
an already established explanatory structure: judicial investigations become coup attempts,
protest movements become instruments of tutelage, and institutional criticism becomes
sabotage. The temporal merging of past and present therefore narrows the range of
acceptable interpretations. It stabilizes a political universe in which Erdogan’s authority
appears not as domination, but as necessary self-defense on behalf of a people whose
victimhood is never fully over. This frame is established through an accumulation of
mnemonic capital, particularly following the 12 September 2010 constitutional referendum.
By presenting the referendum as a democratic reckoning with the legacy of the 1980 coup,
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the government positioned itself as the historical corrector of tutelary rule and gained
interpretive dominance over anti-coup memory. In Korycki’s (2019) terms, mnemonic
capital of coups became the currency through which contemporary political difference was
morally charged. “Coupists” and “tutelary forces” ceased to mean specific historical actors
and instead crystallized into an enduring threat. This accumulation of symbolic power
enabled stabilization/providing consistency of mythic temporality. Through this
mechanism, the government transformed historical trauma into a permanent justificatory
framework for institutional transformation and legitimization of illiberal policies.

Temporal continuity and epistemic closure

As the analysis above demonstrates, post-2013 crises are narratively aligned with earlier
Republican-era coups and incorporated into the same structure of existential threat. Rather
than being framed as discrete political controversies, they are presented as the ongoing
manifestation of a transhistorical enemy: tutelage centers thereby intensifying the collapse
of temporal distance between past and present.

The following passage, delivered on the anniversary of 28 February, clearly shows how
Erdogan constructs a temporally continuous antagonistic structure. Rather than narrating
military interventions as discrete historical ruptures, he embeds them within a single,
extended chain of threat directed against the “national will.” The speech demonstrates how
temporal distance is compressed and how distinct actors are reframed as one enduring
enemy:

February 28 was neither the first nor the last in this regard. Those who longed for the “National

Chief” mentality and pursued the 1960 coup and those who carried out February 28 were after the

very same thing. Whatever the perpetrators of the 1980 coup, which was its reflection, intended,

those who executed February 28 pursued the same objective. Likewise, there was no difference

between those who attempted the December 17-25 coup attempt and the February 28

plotters...Before 2013, during the Gezi events, and later during the December 17-25 process, we

demonstrated the same stance. We maintained this stance in many incidents known and unknown

to the public. Believe me, if we had not acted in this way, Turkey could have experienced periods

even worse than February 28, September 12, or May 27. Because it is not only internal actors who

want to hinder our country’s development, our nation’s progress, and our people’s strengthening;

you should know that external actors also seriously seek to obstruct, divide, and fragment our

country, and they are striving to do so. Do not think that it is over now — this process is still ongoing.

(Erdogan 2015)

The years 1960, 1971, 1980, 1997, and the December 17-25 investigations are not
narrated as discrete historical ruptures. Instead, they are arranged along a single
antagonistic continuity. The phrase “neither the first nor the last” suspends historical
closure, while the repeated insistence that “the aim was always the same” collapses
differences in actors, context, and political circumstances. Thus, the December 17-25
corruption investigations and Gezi Park protests are portrayed within this longue durée
narrative. Through this construction, the enemy is rendered timeless. The perpetrators of
1960, 1980, 1997, and 2013 are positioned as expressions of the same “mentality.” The
antagonism is therefore not based on event but structural. It transcends specific institutional
actors and attaches itself to a mentality -a recurring enemy opposed to the sovereignty of
the people. Moreover, threat is portrayed as a continuous structure operating through both
“internal” and “external” actors, while the phrase “the process is still ongoing” extends the
sense of crisis into the present. Altogether, while this temporal framing links past trauma to
current political struggle, sustaining both a narrative of permanent threat and single unified
enemy. This discursive act also enables Erdogan to obscure the structural difference
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between a military coup and mass protests, where the latter involve civilian mobilization
rather than military intervention.3

This temporalization of victimhood contributes to epistemic closure. Drawing on
Noordenbos” (2022) work in memory propaganda and conspiracy narrative research,
epistemic closure is utilized in the context of the narrowing of interpretive possibilities
through a pre-structured narrative framework. When past coups are framed as elements of
a continuous structure of antagonism/threat where conceptual grids are redefined,
alternative interpretations become unacceptable, political opposition can be interpreted as
the contemporary extension of historical enemies; institutional criticism can be interpreted
as sabotage rather than dissent and counterevidence can be dismissed as part of the same
lasting conspiracy. The boundaries of acceptable interpretation narrow. Thus, the temporal
reorganization of memory does more than recall past injustice. It stabilizes a particular
“regime of truth” as put forward by Ceyhan (2014). By framing history as an unfinished
struggle between the national will and its enemies, Erdogan’s memory politics fosters a
closed interpretive universe in which authoritarian consolidation appears as the necessary
completion of a long-delayed democratic project that was constantly interrupted by a
timeless “mentality”.

Conclusion

This article has argued that Erdogan’s post-2010 memory politics operates not primarily
through the selective invocation of historical content, but through the strategic
reorganization of political time. By analyzing commemorative speeches on 27 May 1960, 12
September 1980, and 28 February 1997, it has shown how coups are narratively transformed
from discrete historical episodes into elements of a continuous antagonistic structure.
Through temporal continuity and mythic collapse, historical distance is compressed, closure
is suspended, and contemporary political conflict is embedded within a transhistorical
chain of hostility.

Because it removes closure as the coup past is not over; it survives in institutions and
mentalities. It establishes causal continuity: contemporary political opposition can be
positioned as the inheritor of earlier anti-democratic forces. It reduces temporal distance:
audiences are addressed not as observers of history, but as participants in an ongoing
struggle. Through this temporal framing, the present becomes intelligible only as the
continuation of an unfinished historical conflict.

In this chronopolitical reorganization, the concept of vesayet functions as a timeless
organizing principle. It shifts from describing specific institutional arrangements to naming
a persistent mentality that transcends actors, decades, and contexts. Chronological time thus
gives way to an ontological condition of permanent struggle. As a result, political opposition
is not framed as legitimate disagreement but as the latest manifestation of an enduring anti-
democratic structure. Political authority becomes justified not as a response to a concluded
event, but as a necessary instrument within an eternalized conflict. Temporality, therefore,
functions not only as narrative architecture but as a mechanism of durable legitimation.

By collapsing boundaries between past and present, Erdogan’s memory politics
transforms history into an explanatory framework that structures interpretation in advance.
The narrowing of interpretive possibilities does not require constant new evidence; it is

3] thank Gabor Egry for this observation.
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sustained through the stabilization of mythic temporality and the accumulation of
mnemonic capital. Institutional criticism can be reframed as sabotage, and political crises
can be absorbed into a longue durée narrative of threat. This temporal reorganization
produces epistemic closure. The findings contribute to three broader debates. First, they
extend memory studies by shifting attention from mnemonic content to temporal form.
Second, they integrate chronopolitics with victimhood scholarship, demonstrating that
victimhood becomes politically stabilizing when temporally structured as continuous and
unfinished. Third, they show how specific temporal structures enable conspiratorial
narratives without necessarily relying on explicit conspiracy rhetoric. In this sense, politics
of time becomes a mechanism of durable legitimation.
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