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INTRODUCTION 

 

‘Defending Memory’: Exploring the Relationship Between Mnemonical 

In/Security and Crisis in Global Politics  

 

Dovile Budryte Erica Resende Douglas Becker 

Georgia Gwinnett College 

 

Brazilian War College 

 

University of Southern Cali-

fornia 

 

ABSTRACT 

This article outlines the theoretical foundations and the themes covered by this special issue. By fo-

cusing on securitization of historical memory, our goal is to contribute to Critical Security studies by 

highlighting the potential of securitization of memory as an emerging research program in this field. 

A state’s history and how it is presented, interpreted, altered, and contested form an essential ele-

ment of its identity. In securitized contexts, historical memory becomes a security issue when both 

state and non-state actors engage in “defending memory”—a situation when “our” past is viewed 

as misunderstood by “Others”, and it becomes critical to defend “our” memory, which is seen as 

essential for the survival of “our” state. Employing the notion of “defending memory” enriches the 

study of crises in international relations, allowing us to conceptualize them as engines of new dis-

courses. These theoretical insights are tested by case studies of memory politics in Germany, Azer-

baijan, Armenia, Georgia, Ethiopia and Rwanda, highlighting the importance of emotional dis-

courses and (re)burial practices.  
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1. Securitization of memory: an emerging research agenda in critical security 

studies 
Although highly contested (Smith 2005), security remains a central variable 

in the study of international relations. While definitions of security vary (Baldwin 

1997), the research agenda for the field is increasingly including a critical analysis of 

the meanings and specifics of security (Krause 1998; Peoples & Vaugh-Williams 

2010). One of the more vibrant and important areas of Critical Security Studies is 

the role of identity in crafting a state’s interests in security (see Albert, Jacobson & 

Lapid 2001; Campbell 1998; Hansen 2006; McSweeney 2009; Neumann 1996b for 

examples). States consider their own identities as worthy of being secured, and state 

leaders seek to align their security policies with their perceptions of themselves. 

First explored in sociology by authors such as Norbert Elias (1985), Anthony 

Giddens (1991), and Tony Bilton (1996), the concept of ontological security has 

slowly taken a center stage in security studies in International Relations. While in 

sociology it is referred to as “a sense of order and continuity” (Giddens 1991), the 

experience of “positive and stable emotions,” thus avoiding “chaos and anxiety” 

(Elias 1985), and “stable mental state derived from a sense of continuity and order 

in events” (Bilton 1996: 665), the notion of feeling ontologically secure requires a 

positive view of one’s self, the world, as well as one’s expectations towards the fu-

ture. In simple terms, one feels insecure when facing an event that is not consistent 

with one’s understanding about how the world functions. Applied to the realm of 

international relations, the concept of ontological security has allowed many au-

thors to explore how states seek to establish and ground their own sense of self-

identity (Bially Mattern 2005; Croft 2012; Ejdus 2017; Greve 2018; Kinwall 2004; 

Lupovici 2012; Mitzen 2006a, 2006b; Steele 2005, 2008; Subotic 2016; Zarakol 

2010, 2016). As correctly pointed by Mälksoo (2015), ontological security theory 

addresses issues of security-as-being rather than security-as-survival, the former be-

ing understood as a basic premise for constitution of the self (see Rumelili 2015). In 

other words, how a state sees itself, its territory, people, institutions as well as its 
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own story (the biographical self-narrative of a state, using Mälksoo’s expression) is 

an essential element in the conception of security.  

In her article “‘Memory Must be Defended’: Beyond the Politics of 

Mnemonical Security”, Maria Mälksoo (2015) described “the securitization of 

memory”, a phenomenon that is common in Eastern and Central Europe and be-

yond. As pointed out by Mälksoo and others (Gaufman 2017; Makhortykh 2018; 

Mälksoo 2015; Strukov & Apryshchenko 2018) in many securitized contexts, histor-

ical remembrance becomes a security issue. In such contexts (and elsewhere), the 

states create biographical narratives, and these processes of narrative creation are 

inseparable from historical remembrance. Biographical narratives provides these 

communities with “a sense of being in the world by situating them in an experi-

enced space and an envisioned space, ordered from a particular place and delineat-

ed through horizons of experience and of possibility, respectively.” (Berenskoetter 

2014, p. 282). 

As a result, state actors engage themselves in a permanent process of cre-

ating and recreating a narrative about its origins, its coming-into-being, within its 

own borders, thus differentiating itself from the chaos outside its national limits. 

This way it guarantees its “cohesiveness in order to reduce the fundamental unpre-

dictability of the surrounding environment and its own vulnerability vis-à-vis other 

political actors” (Mälksoo 2015, p. 224). To accomplish this state leaders mobilize 

national myths, stories, symbols, and norms to create a self-narrative about its past 

in order to form a consistent sense of itself in present and for the future. However, 

any endeavor that attempts to fixate a narrative – and hence an identity to the self – 

is always contested, and resisted. Therefore, which particular myths, stories, sym-

bols, and norms that are mobilized will matter. As a result, historical memory will 

take center stage in this process for it serves as a temporal orientation device that 

make “past meaningful by providing a sense of where ‘we’ have come from and 

what ‘we’ have been through” (Berenskoetter 2014, p. 270). Hence “[m]emory must 
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be defended.” as noted by Mälksoo (2015), skillfully building from Michel Fou-

cault’s “society must be defended” (Foucault 2003). 

The need for the state to constantly engage in the (re)reproduction of a 

self-narrative leads to new security dilemmas and negatively affect the sense of se-

curity of the involved parties. “Our” narrative, “our” past is viewed as being com-

pletely misunderstood and distorted by the “Others,” whose own vision of the past 

is seen as a danger to “our” existence.1 Thus, it becomes critical to defend “our” 

memory, which is essential to the survival of “our” state, especially when sudden 

events shatter the state’s self narrative. This is where the notion of “defending 

memory” encounters the “crisis and change nexus” against the background of a 

growing literature on ontological security. Whenever an event disrupts, questions, 

contradicts, or challenges the dominant biographical self-narrative of a state, the 

state’s self-identity becomes dislocated from its privileged position for it has never 

been fixed to begin with (see Laclau & Mouffe 1985). Crisis opens up opportunities 

for change because the state needs to reframe, and make-up for the dislocation of 

meaning it has experienced. Crisis re-politicizes what had become common sense 

discourse. Additionally, situations of crisis creates demands for more immediate ac-

tion by raising the potential for violence. In doing so, it also raises the stakes for the 

consequences of inaction.  

Conceptualized in this way, the concept of “defending memory” and how 

it relates to securitization of memory in context of social crisis opens up a wide 

range of possibilities for thinking about collective – that is, the state’s – identity 

formation beyond the identity/alterity nexus of self/other relations (see Culliname 

2015; Diez 2005; Neumann 1996a, 1996b, 1999; Reinke de Buitrago 2012; Reinke 

de Buitrago & Resende 2019), and more closely linked to the notion of societal se-

 
 
1 As explained by Maria Mälksoo, similar dynamic can be detected in the interactions between Russia 
and its former satellites in Eastern Europe in relation to their interpretations of World War II. Con-
stant attempts to ‘defend memory’ become inseparable from insecurity and ongoing animosity 
(Mälksoo 2012: 178-179). 
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curity within securitization theory, as explored by the Copenhagen School (see 

Balzacq 2011; Buzan et al. 1998; Wæver 1993, 1995), and at the same time linking it 

to politicization, and hence change.  

As a result, a new series of questions arises: How do mnemonic conflicts 

emerge and develop across space and time? What kind of strategies political actors 

apply to engage in mnemonic conflicts? What is the difference – if any – between 

desecuritization and politicization of memory? What kind of events allows for 

desecuritization and politicization of memory? How do mnemonic conflicts occur 

and express themselves in national, regional, and global contexts? How do feelings 

and emotions come to play into the dynamics of mnemonic conflicts? Are there 

other illustrative examples outside the much explored case studies of the Holocaust 

during German occupation, of the Baltic-Russian dispute over the interpretation of 

WWII, and of the legacy of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe? 

Are there any instances of mnemonic conflicts in the Global South that confirm the 

dynamic of “memory must be defended” in times of crisis?  

 

2. Rethinking crises in international relations 

The research agenda that grounds the articles of this special issue also 

takes the notion of securitization of memory to investigate how this process occurs 

in the context of crisis.2 Drawing on post-structuralist thought, the editors and 

contributors in the volume on crisis reconceptualized crises in international 

relations and related them to social change. Instead of crisis being depicted and rep-

resented as “exogenous shocks” in response to with policy and decision-makers re-

act to and solve (i.e., agent-centered approaches), the volume joined a growing 

number of works that emphasize crisis as “endogenous constructions,” where onto-

 
 
2 The choice to look into how processes of securitization occur and develop in contexts of crisis is 
partly due to two previous works from the editors and contributors of this special issue (Resende & 
Budryte 2014, Resende, Budrytė & Buhari-Gulmez 2018). 
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logical questions about the relationship between agent and structure are integrated 

and thus problematized (for this distinction, see Widmaier, Blyth & Seabrooke 

2007, p. 748).  

Within a growing body of literature on crisis, Dirk Nabers offered a new 

and useful way to analyze crises in IR. Nabers argues that the bulk of the traditional 

IR crisis literature is strictly materialist and objectivist and, as such, privileges agen-

cy, decision-making, and crisis management at the expense of more structural ac-

counts of the nature of crisis (Nabers 2015, p. 5). Although crisis and change are 

inextricably linked, they are only rarely considered jointly in the IR literature, he 

adds. He offers what he calls a theory of crisis and change in global politics, which 

is more concerned with the structural aspect of crisis and how it enables an open-

ended project for global politics and social change. 

Nabers suggested a clear structure for empirical investigations of relations 

between crisis and change. After the crisis is articulated, there is “a competition be-

tween different political forces to hegemonize the political field, resulting in the ac-

ceptance of a certain interpretative framework of identification (actual hegemony) 

and its eventual routinization and political institutionalization. This final act of insti-

tutionalization causes feedback effects on the discursive articulation of the crisis, 

new interpretative frames start to compete, and politics continues” (Nabers 2015, p. 

147). Following this framework, crisis is an “engine” of discourses, and politics is 

constantly linked to identity struggles. Drawing on different case studies and differ-

ent disciplines, the articles in the volume drew on this framework to conceptualize 

crises as “engines” of discourses and thus create a link to the study of memory poli-

tics.  

Therefore, we propose that study of memory and trauma politics is insep-

arable from the study of identity struggles, and the concept of “defending memory” 

against the theoretical background of ontological security and securitization theory 

offers a new and original way to conceptualize complicated relationships between 

memory, identity and crises in different political and cultural contexts. As argued by 

Felix Berenskoetter, it is important to understand who “has the authority to create a 
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hegemonic master narrative and how/under what conditions alternative narratives 

emerge, capable of challenging and replacing, or significantly altering, the master 

narrative” (Berenskoetter 2014: 280). The construction of state narratives is “an ac-

tive and elaborate process” with multiple agents, both domestic and international, 

involved, and the narrative becomes hegemonic when “a critical mass of social ac-

tors accepts it and buys into it as a social fact” (Subotić 2016, p. 615). By paying at-

tention to the construction of biographical narratives by the states and tracing how 

these narratives are related to crises, we believe that the looking into the securitiza-

tion of memory in times of crisis could make an important contribution not only to 

the field of memory and trauma studies, but also to critical security studies within 

the field of international relations.  

 

2. The outline of this special issue 

Drawing on the literature surveyed above, including Ontological Security 

studies, Sybille Reinke de Buitrago’s contribution “Mnemonic Insecurity: The Ger-

man struggle with New Trends of Radicalization” offers an original and interesting 

perspective on the so-called “refugee crisis” in Germany. Focusing on the radicali-

zation of sections of German discourse evident during this crisis, Reinke de 

Buitrago demonstrates how this critical event has dislocated Germany’s identity, 

and resulted in challenges to the country’s ontological security. This case study 

clearly shows how crisis can serve as an engine of new discourses, including exclu-

sive and anti-democratic discourses, challenging the image of a tolerant state. These 

new discourses exploited the existing tensions in the society and capitalized on peo-

ple’s concerns.  

Although Germany’s “special responsibility” (drawing on its Nazi past) was 

constantly evoked during these battles, the author concludes that the so-called 

“welcome culture” rooted in responsibility and guilt about the Nazi past declined 

several years after the eruption of the crisis. Reinke de Buitrago’s case study points 

to the importance of emotion when studying the intersection of crisis and 
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mnemonical (in)security. In the words of Reinke de Buitrago, German society has 

been engaged in “an intense and emotional struggle over the meaning of German 

national memory past and present.”  

Susanne Szkola’s contribution “Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective 

Ontological Security Seeking Playground in the South Caucasus” develops a theo-

retical perspective to conceptualize the role of emotions during and after similar sit-

uations. Szkola is interested in unpacking the concept of “defending memory,” and 

she constructs a theoretical framework to analyze “affective investments into identi-

ty narratives” that are associated with the processes of politization and securitiza-

tion. Drawing on the cases of the countries in the South Caucasus, Szkola analyzes 

the roles of emotions in the processes associated with search for ontological securi-

ty and renegotiation of identities. 

Szkola focuses on three anniversaries in 2018-2019 that she describes as 

“critical situations” or “social markers of history” when leading metanarratives were 

dislocated, and the desire to defend a certain version of these events became essen-

tial in ontological security seeking attempts. These events include the independence 

from the Russian empire and the creation of independent republics, independence 

from the USSR after the end of the Cold War, and the creation of the EU’s Eastern 

Partnership. Drawing on the analysis of presidential speech acts (to study the prac-

tices of “affective storylines”), Szkola performs “emotion discourse analysis,” asking 

how the presidents talk about emotions when referring to these critical events. Per-

haps unsurprisingly, she finds significant differences over narrations about these 

critical events. The leader of Georgia focuses on the trauma of the Soviet occupa-

tion; the leader of Azerbaijan bemoans the breakup of the Soviet Union and the 

“loss” of Nagorno-Karabakh; the leader of Armenia expresses sadness about the 

passing of “glorious peace” and expresses the feelings of nostalgia toward the 

USSR. The analysis of these “affective storylines” help to delineate various “affec-

tive landscapes” and document the emergence of “emotion communities” that are 

an essential part of processes associated with ontological security seeking by the 

states.  
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Jessica Auchter’s article “Burial, Reburial and the Securing of Memory after 

Genocide” also explores processes associated with ontological security seeking. She 

is interested in the practices of memorialization as a way to attempt to achieve onto-

logical security. Auchter demonstrates how burial and reburial can function as “a 

mechanism of governance by states seeking ontological security.” After major trau-

matic experiences, such as genocide, states and societies feel disoriented and lost. 

The management of dead bodies is an attempt by the states to “impose linear narra-

tive” and thus to instill a sense of security in their populations. Furthermore, the 

rituals associated with burial and reburial are essential for state identity construction 

and reconstruction. Studying such rituals can provide valuable insights into ontolog-

ical security seeking behavior of the states.  

Auchter’s analysis is focused on the case of Rwanda, which lost more than 

10% of its population during a genocide. At first, the processes of burial and reburi-

al were somewhat chaotic; however, as soon as the Rwandan state built stronger in-

stitutions, it started supervising these processes closely, conceiving of “the mass 

grave as a public space.” There are still contestation over these processes; however, 

the Rwandan state is engaged in attempts to reduce this contestation and produce a 

unified state-supported memorialization. In other words, “the reburial agenda is a 

state agenda,” and its goal is to provide “a linear understanding of the historical 

event of genocide.”  

Yohannes Gedamu’s contribution “Transitional Justice and Memory Politics 

in Contemporary Ethiopia” explores a radically different case in the Global South. 

Unlike Rwanda, Ethiopia has not been able to create functioning state institutions, 

and this, according to Gedamu, is one of the reasons for failure in Ethiopia’s at-

tempts to achieve transitional justice. During the 20th and 21st centuries, Ethiopia 

has experienced multiple crises that included ethnic violence, violent regime change, 

civil wars, a war with Somalia, to mention just a few. Its political elites have focused 

on “punishing political ideologies” (instead of perpetrators of heinous crimes) and 

developed “ethnicized” approaches (extension of ethnic autonomy) to address past 
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crimes. There seems to be no common understanding of the past and no agreement 

on how to deal with the crimes of the past.  

Gedamu’s case study provides important insights into how “defending 

memory” takes place in a state with deep ethnic divides and deep ethnic polariza-

tion. He describes the formation of multiple “emotion communities” in ethnic dis-

tricts, in which each ethnic group constructs its own trauma story and constructs its 

own “martyrs’ commemorative museum.” The cycles of “defending memory” are 

associated with real violence and displacement. As narrated by Gedamu, after 2018, 

there is a huge displacement of people based on their ethnic belonging, which is a 

continuation of multiple traumas and multiple crises experienced by Ethiopia. 

In sum, these interesting case studies enrich our understanding of the com-

plicated relationship between mnemonical (in)security and crises in international re-

lations. Not only do they provide insights into the cases that are rarely addressed in 

memory studies and Ontological Security literature (such as Ethiopia and Azerbai-

jan), they also highlight the importance of linking the study of these processes to 

the study of emotions and trauma in international relations. These case studies help 

us to understand how exactly “defending memory” takes place in various contexts, 

including the understudied global South, and demonstrate the relevance of this re-

search agenda to the study of identity and security. 

The essential contribution of such case studies is developing an understand-

ing of the importance of mnemonic security and its links to identity in security dis-

courses. Traditionally, international relations has viewed security as fixed on materi-

al issues. Protection of land, resources, and economic assets is the field’s traditional 

definition of security. Critical security studies has called this presumption into ques-

tion. Ontological security directs researchers to consider a state’s identity as a focus 

of protection in their calculations. Mnemonic security then directly links a state’s 

identity to its memory and its historical narratives, constantly altered and revised yet 

remaining essential to the state’s conception of itself. These cases demonstrate how 

these processes operate and call for both further theoretical work on the im-

portance of these conceptions and further empirical studies demonstrating its im-
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portance. They also contribute significantly to the constructivist agenda reminding 

researchers of the importance of identity and its construction in considering state 

action. 
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1. Introduction 

How vulnerable is German identity? How has the drastic rise in refugee and 

migration flows and a following radicalization affected German identity and self-

narrative? The article argues that German memory has become challenged and 

German identity dislocated, creating mnemonic insecurity.  

The so-called refugee crisis of the last few years, with highest point around 

2015–2016, has ruptured Germany’s self-narrative of an open and tolerant state, one 

which has learned the lessons from its Nazi past. With local and national institu-

tions seeming logistically ill prepared, with media showing images of a country near-

ly ‘overrun’, and with a significant rise in anti-migrant sentiments, Germany devel-

oped a state of mnemonic insecurity. Language and political demands became more 

polarized and extreme, and far-right political movements gathered strength. From 

2014 to 2017, there was a new rise in violence by right-wing extremists (BMI 2019, 

p. 3), mainly against asylum seekers and migrants and those seen as helping them. 

Attacks on housing centers for asylum seekers rose by about 500% from before 

2014 to the highest in 2016 (BMI 2019, p. 7). Anti-Semitic violence increased by 

19.6% from 2017 to 2018 (BMI 2019, p. 5), with a first upsurge already in 2016 

(Groll 2019). The instances of violence by Muslim asylum seekers against Germans, 

particularly Muslim men against German women, were heavily exploited in right-

wing extremist and populist narratives (Fleischhauer 2015). At the same time, many 

people were helping refugees and migrants as part of the “welcome culture”. Ger-

man authorities reacted by both tightening laws to restrict migration and improving 

integration measures for those with (likely) asylum status. It took a few years, how-

ever, for a united and decided rejection of the incitement, polarization attempts and 

violence by populists and extremists. 

In post-1945, the German self-narrative as open and tolerant state which has 

learned from its Nazi past has been frequently and repeatedly activated in acts of 

historical remembrance across society and politics. The need to learn from the hor-

rors of National Socialism – and never to allow such horrors to occur again – are 

part of German discourse. Germany’s special responsibility (besondere Verantwortung) 
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is a constant evocation. This self-narrative, however, always had tensions: parts of 

German society post-1945 continued to show anti-foreign sentiment, and even a 

continuing glorification of Nazism and desires for revindication. The Gastarbeiter 

(guest workers) coming to Germany from the mid-1950s on, mainly from Greece, 

Italy, Spain and Turkey, often faced xenophobia (Der Spiegel 1973). Fears of “un-

controlled movement” were particularly pertinent already then (Vollmer & 

Karakayali 2018). Post-Cold War re-unified Germany experienced xenophobia, 

islamophobia, and racism, too (Ramm 2010; Boulila & Carri 2017; Vollmer & 

Karakayali 2018). While we should also note the different ways of dealing with the 

Nazi past in Eastern and Western Germany, the dominant official narrative on both 

sides was one of having become an open, tolerant, democratic and/or new society 

and state where there is no place for political extremism and violence. The great 

majority of public and political discourse has presented a German self-narrative and 

identity as cleansed from the horrors of National Socialism and as re-integrated into 

the community of liberal, democratic states. The refugee crisis has illustrated the 

continuing tensions in this self-narrative and identity.  

The contribution traces the key developments of the radicalization of parts 

of German discourse during the refugee crisis.1 It concentrates on how Germany 

has dealt and is dealing with the refugee crisis and grown migration, in light of in-

creased radicalization and populism in Germany. It illustrates aspects of the socie-

tal-political struggle, the dislocation of Germany’s identity and self-narrative, and 

the emotionalization in narratives. In closing, the contribution shows the steps tak-

en up until now towards defending and re-politicizing memory for mnemonic secu-

rity, and thereby strengthening ontological security.  

 

2. Identity, Emotions, and Crises in the Context of Radicalization 

Before presenting empirical insights regarding Germany’s identity and self-

narrative, this section introduces the important role of identity, emotions, and crises 

 
1 The article builds in part on results of the project VIDEOSTAR – Video-based Strategies against 
Radicalization, extending to the concept of mnemonic memory. The project is funded by the Inter-
nal Security Fund of the European Union. 
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in the context of radicalization, as well as mnemonic security and ontological securi-

ty. Identity and, at the level of states, national identity, are constructed and social-

ized in experience with others. Scholars highlight the role of identity and of emo-

tional needs, as well as how extremists attempt fulfill these with their narratives 

(Cottee & Hayward 2011, p. 963; Barrelle 2014; Neumann 2016, p. 64). It thus mat-

ters in the context of radicalization, how both Self and Other, and their relations, 

are represented and how such representations either confirm or reject particular as-

pects of identity and the emotional links (Mercer 2014, p. 522, 530). Self-other con-

structions and the elements of difference they contain are part of human under-

standing and interaction. Yet, self-other constructions can also come to include ex-

aggerated difference, the purposeful enlargement of dichotomies, and the applica-

tion of hierarchies with elements of superiority regarding the Self and of inferiority 

regarding the Other. Recent work discusses the interplay of identity and alterity, dif-

ference and othering practices in several case studies (Reinke de Buitrago & 

Resende 2019).  

Without emotional appeal, extremists could not get their messages across. 

Emotions play a key role in radicalization narratives. Scholars highlight that emo-

tions are part of our thinking, directly and indirectly shaping social behavior. Emo-

tions are inseparable from cognition and action, for humans rely on and use emo-

tions to understand the world and to act in it in relation to others (Bially Mattern 

2014, p. 590-591; Mercer 2014). Extremist groups exploit emotional needs of be-

longing, and their narratives include up- and de-valuation, thereby creating cohesion 

towards the inside/Self, but difference and otherness towards the outside/Other(s). 

Extremists reject the identity of those they speak against and offer their own identi-

ty instead. Identity re-constructions can take place by rejecting the identity that 

connects an individual to mainstream society, and then offering the identity of the 

extremist group.  

Times of crisis can also lead to identity re-construction. Crises often rupture 

held ideas, foster struggles among dominant, alternative and new ideas, and thereby 

unsettle current narratives. Such a socio-political struggle for meaning can then also 



Sybille Reinke de Buitrago, Mnemonic Insecurity: The German Struggle with New Trends of Radicalization 

 

25 

 

unsettle identity and create space for new links and constructions. According to 

Nabers (2016), crises can motivate social change and dislocate identity. When a 

dominant discourse loses its ability to explain, it produces a crisis in held meaning 

(Legro 2000, p. 424; Laclau 2005, p. 122). The dislocation of a discourse is always 

possible (Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000, p. 15), because hegemonic articulations are 

contingent and precarious (Laclau 1993, p. 283). Political crises can thus create 

voids of meaning, which the dominant actors fill with new meaning (Nabers 2009). 

In fact, political actors compete to establish their particular interpretations and rep-

resentations as dominant. When these new ideas have become identified with, nor-

malized and institutionalized (Nabers 2015, p. 147), the new narratives can become 

dominant.  

When a crisis dislocates identity, however, ontological security can be at risk. 

Ontological security describes a state of being where the Self feels secure in its sur-

roundings, with some degree of order and continuity (Giddens 1991). Ontological 

security is part of identity construction and constantly challenged by elements of 

foreignness and difference, and resulting feelings of insecurity (Cash & Kinnvall 

2017, p. 269-270). States too need ontological security, and national decision makers 

engage in efforts and practices to build and maintain a positive view of Self and na-

tional identity (see for example Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008; Croft 2012). For the 

state’s Self to be “internally cohesive”, also the “mnemonic vision of itself and its 

place in the world” must be coherent (Mälksoo 2015, p. 224). To maintain a stable 

and continuous sense of Self and of “the Self of a state”, state agents engage in 

“collecting the history of a nation-state into a story that informs current actions” 

(Steele 2008, p. 20). These efforts aim at mnemonic security, which is linked to as 

well as enables ontological security. A secure self-narrative and memory allows for a 

secure sense of Self and identity; a secure sense of Self can in turn stabilize a coher-

ent memory and constructive memory work. 

Memory efforts though have their pitfalls, particularly when security needs 

gain too much weight. Mälksoo (2015, p. 222) points to significant consequences 

when states argue their ontological security. The security lens then covers questions 
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beyond those of physical survival; state identity becomes more fully linked with se-

curity, raising the importance of national memory; and the sovereign states’ security 

dominates politics. Security then appears as most important value to pursue 

(Mälksoo 2015, p. 224). Memory thus is political. Collective memory then is a pro-

cess of contestation, a struggle over memory by policy makers and other groups, 

and a struggle over which policies to pursue (Becker 2014). Acts, practices, rituals, 

and symbols serve to maintain a national memory, a process called mnemonic re-

construction (Vivian 2010). Political actors may also use such materialized represen-

tations to construct boundaries and to sharpen the sense of difference between Self 

and Other (Cash & Kinnvall 2017, p. 269). Political actors can furthermore foster 

adaptations of memory by introducing new ideas. National memory thus shapes a 

state’s self-narrative (Mälksoo 2015, p. 222). However, when actors apply ontologi-

cal security to memory, memory itself can become a question of a secure Self, and 

may then shape ensuing action to the detriment of other societal domains or other 

actors (Mälksoo 2015, p. 224). New security dilemmas and entanglements may re-

sult, including new demands to secure identity within a security frame (Mitzen 

2006). Therefore, when a state’s memory is (seen as) endangered and insecure – as 

mnemonic insecurity – the form of its re-stabilization can create new problems. As 

alternative, Mälksoo (2010) points to the potential gain from seeing identity as 

open-ended and constantly becoming, to avoid problematic consequences and en-

tanglements.  

Turning to Germany, we observe a country trying to find its role – and to 

adapt its identity – in response to a world with new challenges and demands. For 

Karp (2018, p. 59), the case of Germany illustrates well the “interaction between a 

national self-narrative and a rapidly changing environment”, the “ontological anxie-

ty” caused, and the strains and adaptation needs in order to secure identity. The 

growing calls for German leadership in the world strain German self-narrative and 

challenge the reluctance to lead. The German struggle to respond involves adapta-

tions in discourse and behavior to satisfy both mnemonic security and ontological 

security needs in the context of new challenges and grown responsibilities. We thus 
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see “a determined effort by German leaders to position the country between a tradi-

tional culture of restraint that can no longer meet Germany’s responsibilities and a 

position of hegemony that speaks of self-serving behavior and dominance” (Karp 

2018, p. 59). In trying to maintain “cognitive order” (Mitzen 2006, p. 346), Germa-

ny adjusted its identity to fit the new conditions; this new identity was, however, 

what Mitzen (2006, p. 347) calls a “second best” identity, a compromise of its goals 

and self-narrative, and the new context. As of now, German leaders are still at-

tempting to balance the response to ally demands with their public’s reluctance to 

follow (Karp 2018, p. 75).  

In German national memory, WWII and National Socialism with its horrors 

likely figure as the dominant events in the 20th century. Another defining event, 

though to a lesser degree, is WWI, and on the positive side the fall of the Berlin 

Wall and German re-unification in 1989 and 1990, respectively. As pointed out, sig-

nificant events such as catastrophes and other events of broad impact weigh on 

memory and can motivate adaptations (see for example Zerubavel 2003). German 

memory work focuses mostly on the time of National Socialism, via continuing 

public and political debates, memorial sites, exhibitions, and other means. Scholars 

also point to a renewed strengthening of memory work after re-unification, but also 

certain normalization trends (see for example Wittlinger & Larose 2007; 

Langenbacher 2010). The question of how to remember German history remains a 

societal and political debate, highlighted again in recent years. New radicalization 

trends in the course of the so-called refugee crisis challenge German mnemonic se-

curity and, thus, ontological security. Rising populism, an enormous upsurge in 

online hatred, and the acts of violence against migrants and refugees, as well as 

against Jewish people, have unsettled the German sense of Self and self-narrative. 

The country that thought to have become an open and tolerant state and society 

had to face the still existing xenophobia, racism, and anti-Semitism, and the fact that 

those voices were growing louder and gaining broader support.  

A few words on the phenomenon of radicalization serve as context here. 

Radicalization has many social and political facets, and no agreed definition. Some 
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have criticized this definitional plethora (Hoeft 2015; Ducol et al. 2018), as it hin-

ders an effective management. For the purpose of guidance, this article understands 

radicalization as a process that can take various forms. It may be relatively quick or 

more long-term, and often involves multiple aspects such as instabilities in personal 

and social identity, certain personality types, lacking feelings of belonging, group 

pressure, social surrounding and family influence, and to a lesser part lack of educa-

tion or economic means (Hussain 2018, p. 88-95). There may or may not be a per-

ception of the need to defend one’s own religion (Ahmed 2016). In radicalization 

processes, thinking and behavior become more limited and extreme and thus more 

removed from average views of a society; they then can also evolve to include vio-

lence (Neumann 2013c, p. 874; Neumann 2013b, p. 3).  

To understand radicalization processes, we need to highlight the involved 

narratives, and the role of media. Narratives illustrate the self-image and the held 

ideas for how to fulfill one’s aims; they “create coherence and order” by defining 

meaning (Steele 2008, p. 20, 58). A narrative is “a strategic story”, “the telling of a 

story in a certain way for a certain purpose … [namely] influence” (Ricks 2015). In 

the spreading of extremist narratives, social media play a key role today. Extremists 

actively use social media, in open and closed channels, to convey their ideas and 

spread their ideologies, to connect and network, recruit followers, and mobilize, 

even though offline contact remains important. Some scholars see online media of-

fering an entirely new dimension of propaganda: after actors have initiated debates, 

both excitement and interest can be kept on a high level (Neumann 2013a, p. 434). 

Communication in real-time and global space, and the offering of content according 

to user preferences, effectively draw attention to certain messages (Baaken & Schle-

gel 2017, p. 187-188). Extremists build and offer strategically crafted narratives that 

link up with existing tensions in a society, with people’s concerns and their ex-

pressed views (Milton 2016; Neumann 2016, p. 84-85). Part of the framing and ad-

dressing is highly emotional. Extremists attempt to both evoke emotions and appeal 

to identity. The rejection of the Other is combined with offers of belonging to con-

vince or create interest, and to strengthen both the internal cohesion and the differ-
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entiation to the outside group and threatening Other. The emotionalization of Self 

and Other is a key tool to make one’s own group appear superior, and the Other in-

ferior and threatening (see also Reinke de Buitrago 2018), which is why speakers 

purposefully and strategically emotionalize narratives. The effect of online radicali-

zation narratives is visible in actual violence (Laub 2019), illustrating the need to at-

tend to these narratives and their dynamics. 

 

3. Unsettling German Self-Narrative: Mnemonic Insecurity and Ontological 

Security 

The refugee crisis motivated developments in Germany that culminated in a 

crisis of identity, self-narrative and memory. Populism rose significantly. Language 

and demands showed a polarization and more extreme elements, in turn resulting in 

actual violence. There was a new quality in the radicalization of the right-wing spec-

trum. Old and new groups voiced their hatred louder and engaged in violence 

against asylum seekers and migrants, but also against those who publicly supported 

migration and the assistance of refugees. In addition, articulations of sentiments 

against Jewish people in Germany grew significantly, and incidents and attacks 

against Jewish people and institutions increased – something that the German state 

and society collectively thought overcome. 

On the political side, the awakening to the new, more radical reality in Ger-

many was rather slow. At first, some local and state politicians spoke out against the 

hatred and violence. In particular, the violence against Jewish institutions garnered 

attention. Violence against migrants and refugees rose further and gained more me-

dia attention in the last years. Even in the thought-to-be tolerant midst of society, 

social media discussions heated up, too. Finally, the focus on right-wing extremist 

violence grew: politicians began to condemn the acts of violence strongly, but also 

the narratives of hate and polarization behind. Overall, it took several years until 

politicians positioned together broadly and clearly against the rising populism and 

right-wing extremist violence. We may place the clearer positioning in part also in 

the context and aftermath of the murder of the state politician Walter Lübcke by a 
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person afterwards discovered to be a right-wing fanatic in 2019. Significant as well 

was the unexpected strength of the right-wing nationalist/populist party AfD (Al-

ternative für Deutschland) which gained support in state elections of three eastern 

Bundesländer within several months of each other in 2019. Furthermore, in October 

2019, on the day of Yom Kippur, a right-wing fanatic attempted to shoot Jewish 

prayers in a synagogue in Halle, an act he had announced before on social media. 

These developments uncovered the depth of xenophobic, anti-migration, and anti-

Semitic sentiments lingering within German society. They illustrated how easily 

those sentiments could be re-activated, and what could be the consequences. Con-

tradictions to Germany self-narrative as tolerant society became more visible, chal-

lenging mnemonic security, and thereby ontological security. Accompanying the 

growing societal and political debate was the aftermath of the NSU (National Socialist 

Underground/Nationalsozialistischer Untergrund) crimes, namely of authorities having 

failed to act in time, and the legal proceedings against the last living NSU member 

that lasted from 2013 to 2018. The debate around this trial illustrated the difference 

in views and practices towards right-wing extremism in Germany. Civil society 

played an important role in stirring politicians to take a clear position against hatred 

and violence. Not only did many people in Germany organize against extremism 

and intolerance, they also engaged in assisting refugees and migrants. Civil society 

began to lobby strongly for refugee and migrant rights. In this, we may also see as a 

move towards defending or strengthening again mnemonic security. 

 

3.1. The Radicalization of German Discourse  

From the end of 2014 on, but particularly in the summer of 2015, the refu-

gee crisis reached a scale that state authorities and the public alike could no longer 

ignore. The process of unsettling German self-narrative and memory began around 

this time. Although media had been actively reporting on a rising refugee crisis, 

where particularly the Italian state had demanded help from its European partners, 

there was not much more than some political statements on the general need to find 

a European solution. Most EU countries continued to rely on the Dublin Agree-
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ment, outlining that refugees had to register and stay in the country of first arrival. 

The request of the German chancellor Merkel in 2015 for a European-wide migra-

tion policy did not lead to any truly joint or effective answers. Special meetings at 

the EU level took place; the European Council meeting in April 2015 led to an 

agreement on an overall strategy that included measures for improved rescue at sea, 

the fighting of human trafficking, and more cooperation with countries of origin 

and within the EU. The measure that found most agreement was the strengthening 

of border patrol at Europe’s southern border, mainly via strengthening FRONTEX 

(European Border and Coast Guard Agency). However, with enormous numbers of refu-

gees and migrants continuing to arrive, border patrol alone was insufficient. In addi-

tion, Italy had begun to let refugees and migrants transit to other countries; Austria 

did so as well, leading to unseen numbers of refugees and migrants entering Ger-

many, many of them without being registered. To a significant extent, the German 

state had no knowledge about who had actually entered the country, and state offi-

cials and local communities were often overwhelmed by the logistic and financial 

needs of providing shelter and assistance. Perhaps of key impact were the often 

heart-breaking pictures of the plight of refugees and migrants presented in media, 

the daily reporting of drownings in the Mediterranean Sea, and the desperation at 

the borders of European states, along with refugees who had arrived and told their 

story. Not only was there an emotional framing by media or NGOs and other activ-

ists, the pictures and experiences of refugees themselves were highly emotional and 

they moved a great part of German society and policymakers alike. The key contra-

diction to German self-narrative and identity was how Germany could turn its face 

from such human plight, with own experiences of flight and human suffering and 

the experience of the Nazi horrors. In the light of German history, these images be-

gan to unsettle German memory and cause mnemonic insecurity, and people began 

to question if Germany was as tolerant and open as thought, pointing the finger in 

the lingering historical wounds. 

As many Germans began to engage in the assistance of refugees and mi-

grants, also anti-foreign sentiments began to rise. On the one side, a great part of 
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the population was helping to cover needs of hundreds of thousands incomers. 

Germans offered all kinds of assistance, including donating, the sorting of clothing 

and other goods, help with the filling out of forms or with visits to government and 

public offices, giving German lessons and even shelter in their own homes. The in-

ternationally highly applauded welcome culture was strong. These efforts also be-

came part of media reporting. On the other side, however, many began to feel anx-

ious regarding the number of refugees and migrants coming to Germany, and if 

Germany could really handle it, as Merkel had claimed in 2015. By mid-2016, a re-

port showed that Germany had already taken in many more refugees than any other 

European country (Zeit Online 2016). With state and local institutions frequently 

being overwhelmed, these rising concerns and anxieties remained insufficiently ad-

dressed. The welcome culture significantly weakened already in 2016 (Zick & Preuß 

2016). By then, most Germans still considered integration generally as positive but 

had strong reservations; most were also against further refugees and migrants enter-

ing the country. The above study also showed increases in the numbers of people 

fearing the loss of German values, and more frequent terror attacks, as well as those 

demanding the refugees’ return after an improved situation in their home countries. 

At the European level, most thought that particularly Muslims do not want to inte-

grate in their new home societies but remain distinct (Wike et al. 2016).  

German mainstream political discourse had centered on the integration of 

refugees and migrants. The drowning of three-year old Syrian boy, Aylan Kurdi, in 

the Mediterranean Sea in 2015 caused so much criticism of the European refugee 

policy, also via media pressure, that the Dublin agreement was temporarily suspend-

ed. Many in Germany came to see the European migration policy as inhumane, and 

as not fitting with a German self-narrative of an open state and society. On the oth-

er side, incidents by refugees/migrants against German women, for example the 

events at Cologne central station at New Year’s Eve 2015/2016, created resentment 

and increased the demands for security. For that night, more than 1000 incidents of 

mostly sexual assault against women by persons described as migrant/non-German 

were reported; police were unprepared. Questions of who was actually entering the 
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country became louder. In addition, a Europol report from July 2016 warned of 

hundreds of potential terrorists having entered Europe, as foreign fighters returning 

from Syria and Iraq. The Christmas market attack in Berlin in December 2016 by a 

Tunisian with potential links to the terror network ISIS/Daesh, killing 12 people 

and injuring 55, was another event that shaped views and discourse. Thus, mne-

monic insecurity in Germany resulted in two ways. On the one hand, the contradic-

tion between the German self-narrative as open and tolerant, and the perceived and 

argued lack to respond to such a humanitarian crisis became impossible to ignore. 

On the other hand, incidents of violence by migrants and/or refugees in Germany 

strengthened voices that were critical of migration, including extremist ones, which 

also contradicted the German self-narrative.  

Main voices in the radicalization of German discourse are the German far-

right movement PEGIDA (Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des 

Abendlandes/Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the Occident), and the 

AfD. PEGIDA, claiming a decline of European/Western civilization, culture and 

values, emerged in Germany in the fall of 2014. The name of the movement illus-

trates the misuse of the term of Abendland (occident) for political objectives; the 

term facilitates a dichotomy between Abendland and Morgenland (Orient). As some 

point out, this was already part of the illiberal ideology of Germany between WWI 

and WWII (Conze 2005). PEGIDA grew significantly and formed local offshoots. 

The now quite strong, right-wing nationalist/populist party AfD actively 

played on and utilized rising anti-foreign sentiments and anxieties for its aims. 

Founded initially on an EU-critical and right-wing-liberal platform in 2013, it has 

turned into the key political force against further migration and against foreigners 

overall. Despite some diversity of views and continuing internal struggles over fu-

ture direction, AfD discourse is strongly populist and in part extremist. Since early 

2020, the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für 

Verfassungsschutz) is seeing a part of the AfD as case of observation (Beobachtung). A 

key practice of the AfD is to build and strengthen polarization, dichotomies, and 

resentment, and to play on anxieties. AfD representatives continuously misuse the 
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differences that people feel between themselves and foreigners, and the concerns of 

people over what the changes may bring. They represent refugees and migrants as 

people living off the German social system, never having contributed, and thus liv-

ing off the work and achievements of Germans, in contrast to the German pen-

sioners who are forced to go through trash to survive (Farle 2018, translated). The 

refugees and migrants in “this mass migration” are portrayed as “destroying Ger-

many” and its future (Farle 2018, translated). It is of further significance that the 

AfD also denigrates the German state for allowing such ‘danger’ to develop. 

AfD narratives paint and degrade chancellor Merkel’s decision to keep the 

border to Austria open on 4 September 2015, as thousands of refugees marched to 

enter Germany, as enormous “breach of law” supported by most of the govern-

ment. The government is said to “have allowed that terrorists […], that such IS 

fighters come into our country”, and that parallel societies form that “threaten the 

people in our country” (Farle 2018, translated). Narratives criticize and denigrate 

the state and the media for pushing and assisting migration, for allowing “chaos” to 

occur at German borders, and for risking the German Heimat and culture. Germany 

is said to need sensible and patriotic politicians who love their country and the 

German Volk; “for this we stand here, and we will protest until that is reached” 

(Stürzenberger 2016, translated). AfD narratives not only reject refugees and mi-

grants overall, but also the German authorities who have not prevented it; the 

German state and government thus become a target as well. The rising protests by 

AfD, PEGIDA and other groups illustrate that a growing number of people began 

to believe such narratives. The ease with which such feelings of insecurity and re-

sentment could be activated for political aims contrary to the German self-narrative 

points to mnemonic insecurity growing.  

The active pitting of the claimed-as-superior German culture against the 

“archaic culture” of Muslim refugees evoke identity and emotions. According to 

AfD speakers, “archaic” norms and behavior are threatening German identity as 

part of Western democratic civilization and culture (Farle 2018, translated). A num-

ber of AfD figures stand out in their phrasing of the supposed threat by refu-
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gees/migrants to Germany and Germans. For example, Alice Weidel, co-chair of 

the AfD Bundestag parliamentary group, continues to paint a picture of “Burkas! 

Headscarf girls! Men with knifes who receive alimentation! And others who are 

good for nothing” (Weidel 2018, translated). In 2015, Björn Höcke, the ultra-right 

chair of the AfD parliamentary group of Thuringia spoke of Germany’s thousand-

year old past and of wanting a thousand-year old future for Germany (referring to 

the Nazi term tausendjähriges Reich) (Höcke 2015-2019, translated). He warns: “The 

Syrian who comes to us still has his Syria. The Afghan who comes to us still has his 

Afghanistan. And the Senegalese who comes to us still has his Senegal. When we 

will have lost our Germany, we will have no home anymore”. He paints a picture of 

threat and urgency: “social peace is existentially threatened by the rising misuse and 

the giving up of the nationally limited solidarity community, as well as by the import 

of foreign peoples and the necessarily resulting conflicts” (Höcke 2015-2019, trans-

lated). He claims that in the large West German cities, Germans are already the mi-

nority and are losing their home (Höcke 2015-2019, translated). The theme is one 

of Germans becoming strangers in their own country, of the German state being 

overwhelmed, and Germany as country and culture threatened by outside foreigners 

and by refugees/migrants inside Germany. The dominant means, or practice, is, 

again, to build on and enlarge both the concerns in the midst of society and the 

anxieties of some, and to stoke fear, unease, and resentment. AfD representatives 

depict the refugee/migrant as threatening, archaic/non-modern and inferior, trying 

to appeal to superiority feelings and identity of the Self, and making the refu-

gee/migrant the scapegoat for all problems. Part of how the AfD goes about this is 

to give topics an emotional framing and to emotionalize Self/Other.  

Narratives of right-wing extremists/populists overall focus heavily on refu-

gees and migration, the claimed threat from migration to Europe and Germany, and 

from an “Islamization”. Populists and extremists alike take up the concerns ex-

pressed in media, as part of a strategy and practice to connect to the society’s main-

stream, to shift discourse and politics, and gain followers. They represent particular-

ly the Muslim refugees and migrants as the threatening Other, and they use the 
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frame of a claimed Islamization to depict the danger to Western liberal societies and 

values. Narratives warn that Islamic values are already changing European societies, 

and that Europeans and Germans will soon feel as strangers in their own land. A 

linked theme is the claimed threat to German women from Muslim men. In this 

context, narratives repeatedly refer to the events at Cologne central station at New 

Year’s Eve 2015/2016. Right-wing extremists/populists present this incident as key 

“evidence” of German authorities and government being unable and unwilling to 

protect German women. The German government receives further blame for sup-

posedly pushing an experiment of Multikulti (multiculturalism), and for the resulting 

conflicts and violence from which Germans already suffer. The claim is that the 

German state acts against its own people.  

In narratives, the practice is thus to distort issues and developments, to 

paint a growing threat and create a sense of urgency, and to try to capitalize on dif-

fuse fears in society. Rhetorical/stylistic means serve to increase anxiety. For exam-

ple, there is a distortion of words relating to scale and size in order to paint a grow-

ing threat, but also to support the claim of rising resistance of Germans. Framings 

are emotional; the aim is to evoke viewers emotionally and thereby mobilize them. 

Videos on YouTube often depict the Self as quite normal, sympathetic young peo-

ple, to ease viewer identification, and the dangerous Other in stark contrast. The 

technique of building and increasing contrast, for example when depicting a calm 

and peaceful Germany against enormous treks of refugees arriving, serves viewer 

emotionalization and mobilization. We may argue that the AfD and others like it at-

tempt to move society away from the previous consensus and self-narrative, and to 

affect respective political change. In painting a picture of threat and evoking securi-

ty, they – in Mälksoo’s view – contribute to mnemonic insecurity and destabilize the 

German self-understanding.  

While there were also voices that reminded of the German experience of 

flight during and after WWII (Scholz 2016), the anti-refugee/migrant/foreigner 

narratives became more prominent. Accompanying this change, violence against 

refugees, asylum seekers and migrants rose, as stated above, and public figures suf-
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fered attacks, too. The German self-narrative and identity as tolerant state that has 

learned its lessons had become challenged. 

 

3.2. Creating Mnemonic Insecurity in Germany 

The representation of refugees and migrants as threat to European and 

German societies, citizens, and cultures has created anxieties and unease in Germa-

ny, and facilitated counteractions. These include the significant strengthening of 

right-wing extremist/populist forces in Germany, but also violence against refugees 

and migrants and those publicly supporting migration, sentiments against refugees 

and migrants, and a higher public rejection of further asylum seekers and of migra-

tion. German self-narrative and identity as tolerant state was dislocated; mnemonic 

insecurity has, if not always existing in a small part post-1945, increased. For a sig-

nificant number of people, memory is unsettled. Mnemonic insecurity though has 

come about in two ways. On the one side, the challenge to the German self-

narrative as open and tolerant state came from the refugee crisis and the involved 

humanitarian need, and the lacking or insufficient response to this need. For some, 

the self-narrative was no longer sustainable. On the other side, rising right-wing 

populism and extremism, and their rejection of the refugee/migrant as the threaten-

ing Other would not fit into the German self-narrative and thus led to its question-

ing. German society and politics are currently facing an intense and emotional 

struggle over the meaning of German national memory past and present. Memory 

of National Socialism and its assessment up until now, and the resulting responsibil-

ity for the German state and society face a significant challenge. The practices of en-

larging difference, playing on anxieties and fostering resentment by populists and 

extremists – part of a continuing struggle over memory, and how it should define 

political behavior – currently polarize society and politics. 

One way in which mnemonic insecurity resulted was the refugee crisis and 

the response to it not fitting German self-narrative, in the eyes of many. Heavily 

criticized by right-wing populists/extremists, German media continued to present 

pictures of the long refugee treks in the daily news, as well as in-depth reports on 
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refugees and migrants. NGO lobbying increased further, as well as rescue at sea in 

the Mediterranean by NGOs or private persons. The often highly emotional pic-

tures and reporting showed the plight of refugees on the one side and the rich, Eu-

ropean countries claiming the protection of human rights but not acting enough on 

the other side. This sharp contrast was daily visualized and discussed in media and 

politics, highlighting the contradiction between the German self-narrative of toler-

ance and the lack of solid and effective aid. In light of the German history of Na-

tional Socialism, of own experience of flight, and what this meant for today’s Ger-

many, mnemonic insecurity developed. This unsettling of memory began to scrape 

at the sense of Self, risking also ontological security.  

The other way of creating mnemonic insecurity was more purposeful. Politi-

cal discourse referring to Germany’s thousand-year old past for a thousand-year old 

future, as stated above, illustrates the distorted glorification of Germany’s Nazi past 

by some, but also how such views are somewhat normalized, in opposition to Ger-

man self-narrative and memory. It was societal and political understanding that 

post-1945 Germany would never again go down such a path, but right-wing extrem-

ist/populist groups have actively questioned this dictum and moved their narratives 

towards the midst of society (Mitte der Gesellschaft). Part of the understanding was 

Germany’s special responsibility towards other countries due to its history. Howev-

er, this understanding has weakened in the last few years. Thus, the number of 

Germans agreeing with Germany’s special responsibility towards Israel and Jewish 

people decreased since 2015. Germans are generally aware of the growing anti-

Semitism and they link it to the political success of right-wing extremist/populist 

parties (Jeder 2019). The number of people agreeing with Germany’s special re-

sponsibility to help other countries also decreased since 2015, whereas negative atti-

tudes regarding migration, refugees and asylum seekers increased (Gersemann 2019; 

Zeit Online 2019). A majority in both the West and East of Germany sees it impos-

sible to stem the task of integrating the refugees and migrants having come in the 

last years, in the East slightly more so (Infratest dimap 2019). Furthermore, 52% of 

the people see Islam having too much influence in Germany, and 48% fear their 
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way of life will change too much (Infratest dimap 2019). A study from 2019 finds a 

consolidation of right-wing populism in German society, both in the East and West: 

about 20% of the population have right-wing populist attitudes, and 42% exhibit 

such tendency (Zeit Online 2019). The AfD has gained significant support; many of 

its voters and supporters agree with its strongly “anti-democratic and misanthropic” 

views (Zeit Online 2019). With increases in the number of people supporting illib-

eral statements and questioning equal rights for all people, there is clearly a rupture 

and dislocation of Germany’s self-narrative and identity as tolerant, open state. 

Right-wing populists/extremists have openly contested the meaning of tolerance in 

the context of migration. They were successful in shifting discourse and socie-

tal/political consensus; they did so via representing refugees/migrants as threaten-

ing Other and migration as dangerous development for Germany and Germans, via 

claiming the state’s incapacity, and via appealing to the population to protect them-

selves. Many more Germans now question the dictum that Germany should act in 

solidarity with those in need, that Germany is tolerant and has learned from its past. 

The heated debates in the Bundestag, media or even among normal people on the 

street, and the growing polarization illustrate the unsettling of memory and the crea-

tion of mnemonic insecurity. 

Another element in the creation of mnemonic insecurity by popu-

lists/extremist narratives is the reduced trust in media and politics. A growing num-

ber of people believe more the content of social media sites of particular groups ra-

ther than official government statements or journalistic media reporting. In the last 

years, right-wing extremists/populists have engaged in denouncing media as so-

called mainstream media and Lügenpresse (“lying media”) which collude with the 

state against peoples’ interests, as above illustrated. The use of Lügenpresse, heavily 

used by Nazis during National Socialism (and conservatives before), particularly il-

lustrates how right-wing populists/extremists question German self-narrative and 

memory. With their claims having gained tracked in public and political discourse, 

they have successfully anchored their narratives within broader society, too. When 

we consider how National Socialists in the 1930s/1940s defamed pluralist actors 
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and media, there are still – or again – lessons for today: the grown skepticism of 

media and politics today strengthens the dislocation of German self-narrative and 

identity as open and tolerant state that has learned its lessons from history.  

In the course of events and reactions by society and politics, polarization 

has grown. In light of mnemonic insecurity, Germans are engaged in a struggle over 

the meaning of democracy and tolerance, over their national memory and how to 

live it, over what is taboo and what is possible, and, thus, over what kind of state 

and society they want to be, over their sense of Self. 

 

4. Strengthening Mnemonic Security Again: The Fight of Extremism 

From mid-2019 on, we are seeing political actors beginning to push back 

more broadly and clearly the narratives and demands of right-wing popu-

lists/extremists. Among the key events motivating this change, there are the murder 

of the politician Lübcke and the attack on a synagogue in Halle. These events were 

part of the developments forcing the need to take clear positions and respond to 

hatred and violence. The condemning of acts of violence against Jewish people, ref-

ugees, migrants, and those helping them is now more unified and louder. Citizens in 

many German cities have been organizing demonstrations for tolerance and against 

hatred, too. German politics and society has recognized the dangerous polarization, 

and public and political discourse evidences many more calls for societal cohesion 

and dialogue. We may see all these efforts as aiming for the stabilization of self-

narrative and memory, and thus also for ontological security. The ongoing struggle 

over meaning illustrates that a secure sense of Self needs a coherent, secure 

memory.  

German officials continue to search for workable solutions for the challenge 

of migration, seeking also joint European ones. Germany continues to take in a por-

tion of refugees/migrants arriving. Regulations for asylum-seekers are stricter now, 

while integration measures for those with recognized asylum status were improved. 

Such steps continue as key topic in news reporting, as well as expert and political 

talks, and their contestation continues. However, there is a greater awareness now 
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that online hatred too can incite actual violence. The clearer rejection of hatred, vio-

lence and intolerance by political actors in recent months points to a beginning of 

rebuilding mnemonic security. Statements by high-ranking German politicians, such 

as Federal President Steinmeier and chancellor Merkel, who clearly re-affirm Ger-

many’s historical responsibility and reject the path of hatred are aimed to re-stabilize 

memory and self-narrative, and thereby the German sense of Self as democratic 

state in the world and as tolerant society. Steinmeier, speaking in Yad Vashem in 

January 2020 on Auschwitz, warned “the spirits of evil are emerging in a new 

guise”, and re-affirmed Germany’s responsibility for the horrors of Nazi Germany 

as well as for fighting anti-Semitism in Germany today (Halbfinger et al. 2020). His 

reference to spreading hatred, but also the increase of democracy-critical and anti-

pluralist views, highlight what is at stake.  

The last few years then saw the creation of new federal and national task 

forces and measures against extremist violence and the spreading of hatred online. 

Funding continues for initiatives that foster pluralism and inclusion, at the level of 

civil society, academia and politics. Recently, experts warned that German democra-

cy could destabilize in the coming years, calling for more democracy education, ef-

forts to reduce prejudices, and the recognition and naming of anti-democratic opin-

ions for what they are (Zeit Online 2019). The clear naming of anti-democratic 

views would be a needed element in a successful re-affirming of German self-

narrative as democratic state: clearly distinguishing democratic and anti-democratic 

views draws a clearer boundary towards populists and extremists, and forces to take 

position, thereby having the potential to re-establish mnemonic security and the Self 

as democratic state. 

Measures for de-radicalization and tolerance include counter- or alternative 

narratives: depictions of corrected and alternative, democratic readings of develop-

ments, and of how Germany should deal with them. To this end, a vast array of ini-

tiatives, participatory projects, help centers, information, and teaching material by 

civil society and federal and national institutions exist (for example Radikal 2017; 

BfDT 2019; BpB 2019; Datteltäter; Jugendschutz.net 2019; ufuq.de). Both mne-
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monic security and ontological security should benefit from the acknowledgment of 

existing problems and concerns, and their reading in a liberal-democratic frame, as 

well as when people are touched also at the identity and emotional level. Thus, the 

pluralistic perspectives of those arguing against populists/extremists now evoke a 

more open identity, the value of pluralism, tolerance and their benefit for all, and 

the importance of societal cohesion. They express the idea that all people in Ger-

many can together shape the rules which they want to live by, which has the poten-

tial to re-establish both mnemonic security and ontological security, and to make 

German society and politics more resilient against extremist efforts.  

The still ongoing struggle among political actors and within society over 

memory, self-narrative and identity in Germany is motivating a re-politicization of 

national memory. A stronger and more inclusive debate tries to re-stabilize national 

memory, clearly re-affirming Germany’s special responsibility grounded in history, 

but including now a greater awareness of the strength of lingering racism and re-

sentment. The re-stabilization of memory and the beginning renewal of self-

narrative will re-establish also the sense of Self; ontological security is in the process 

of becoming restored. Having experienced that German democracy and a tolerant 

society need continuous work, the ongoing societal and political debate in Germany 

may result in a sense of Self with an identity that is more secure than in the years 

past. New challenges, however, will continue to test both mnemonic and ontologi-

cal security in Germany. 
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1. Of Crisis and Trauma 

‘Memory continues to be so deeply troubled—ignored, appropriated, and obfuscat-

ed—throughout Eastern Europe.’ (Subotić 2019c:summary) 

These memory troubles, Subotić further argues, could be observed as part 

of the Eastern European countries’ accession to the European Union during which 

these states were required to adopt, participate in, and contribute to the established 

Western narratives of - and feelings towards - the Holocaust in their attempts to 

seek ontological security (OSS). In line with Krastev and Holmes’s (2019) reasoning 

she implicitly draws on the language of emotions in arguing that this requirement 

created anxiety and resentment in those post-communist states shifting the atten-

tion of whom was legitimate to suffer by the hands of whom from communist ter-

ror to predominantly Jewish suffering in World War II1.  

This article illustrates that reconciling, accommodating, challenging or re-

jecting those memories is an act of affectively seeking ontological security - that is 

that discursive strategies to console mnemonic security imaginaries not only rely on 

narrative creativity but on their emotional fit and value. The article thus not only 

highlights the narrative processes presented by Subotić, but shows the underlying 

emotional recalibrations, drifts and rifts as additional discursive layer of remember-

ing2.  

Moreover, it sheds light onto a subject which has been relatively sidelined in the 

study of the South Caucasus where studies on nationalism, protracted conflict, and 

security have dominated the scholarly debate3. It is only within more recent devel-

opments that attention was drawn to the study of identity politics4. In turn, histori-

 
1
 See also Gustafsson (2014) for an account of how memory politics are intertwined with ontological 

security. 
2 See Rauf & Rena (2011) or Ziemer (2018) for some general explorations. 
3 See Rich (2013), Hayoz & Dafflon (2014), Geukjian (2016). 
4 Particularly two conferences spring to mind here: The Heinrich Boell Foundation et al.’s (2019) 
‘South Caucasus Regional Conference on Memory Politics’ and the Academic Swiss Caucasus Net et 
al.’s (2016) conference on ‘Memory and Identity in Post-Soviet Space. Georgia and the Caucasus in a 
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ography presented as ‘neutral description’ of history has itself seen attention within 

the outlined memory politics to justify either Armenia’s, Azerbaijan’s or Georgia’s 

interpretation of subjectively appropriate political remembrance and claims to polit-

ical authority and sovereignty5. 

On the occasion of the three South Caucasus states’ (Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Georgia) three simultaneous anniversaries in 2018/2019 that have shaped their bi-

ographies - and interpretations of victimhood (Lim 2020) -, this article therefore 

takes a look at today’s contested identity imaginations there. In so doing, it takes 

these biography-shaping events as critical junctures within their discursive canvases 

that construct those ontological narrations in the first place.  

These crises, as Leek & Morozov (2018) state, could be understood as dis-

locations of hegemonic/ privileged identity narratives (Nabers 2015). As brought 

forward within this special issue, one strategy of seeking ontological security as re-

ordering process to calm and sooth these displacements is ‘defending memory’ 

(Mälksoo 2015). But how does ‘defending memory’ play out? This paper argues that 

to understand those mnemonic processes, one also has to look at the affective in-

vestments into these identity narratives as emotional canvases for processes of poli-

ticisation and securitisation.  

Thus - in light of the narrative and affective turns in IR - this article high-

lights the specific role of emotions in shaping those ontological security (OS) ra-

tionales and how this has affected change and continuity in renegotiating their iden-

tity imaginaries (Browning & Christou 2010; Browning 2015, 2018c; Browning & 

 
Broader Eastern European Context’. See also Grigoryan & Margaryan (2018), Gugushvili, 
Kabachnik & Kirvalidze (2017), Chikovani (2009), Huseynova (2019), Grant (2009), and Yalçın-
Heckmann (2016). 
5Amongst others see Suny (2004) and de Waal (2019) for an historic overview. Moreover: 
Agadjanian, Jödicke, & van der Zweerde (2017), Richardson (2010), Cheterian (2008), Dawisha & 
Parrott (1997), Hille (2010), Oskanian (2013), Eldar & Rauf (2007), Companjen, Marácz, & 
Versteegh (2010), Kitaevich (2014), and Bursulaia (2020). 
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Joenniemi 2016). In so doing, it draws particular attention to the affective reproduc-

tion of memory and shows how investing, subscribing, questioning or rejecting 

identity-positionalities is a patch-work process of discursive emotion norm contes-

tations resulting in traumatic or nostalgic representations of the past (Resende & 

Budryte 2014).  

2018/19’s triple anniversary character underscores the significance of 

those three pasts within Armenia’s, Azerbaijan’s and Georgia’s presidential dis-

courses by highlighting the contested nature of their remembrance (Kurilla 2009; 

Shevel 2011; Bernhard & Kubik 2014; Subotić 2019a; Lim 2020; Yemelianova & 

Broers 2020). 

One, 100 years after their independence from the Russian Empire and 

formation as independent republics - and thus the re-emergence of independent but 

contested state biographies located in a volatile ‘in-between’ of varying, overlapping, 

clashing and political power claiming empires throughout history (Coppieters 2004; 

Rayfield 2012; Torbakov & Plokhy 2018; de Waal 2019).  

Two, 30 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War 

- and thus the end of Soviet rule there and their eventual republican independence 

from the Soviet Union. This furthermore marks the secession wars around Na-

gorno-Karabakh between Armenia and Azerbaijan.  

Particularly the break-up of the Soviet Union – for some the hope- and 

joyful end of history, for some the greatest tragedy in modern history – and the re-

sultant independencies of the three Caucasus countries are focal points within the 

affective OS politics of remembering the past. In this regard, 30 years afterwards 

the euphoria6 of the victory of liberal reason against illiberal oppression has given 

 
6 See, for example, Fukuyama’s (2006) infamous ‘The End of History’. However, this was also re-

flected in an abundance of scholarship on the absolute efficiency and prevalence of (neo)liberal de-

mocracy as economic and political governance model after 1989 which was celebrated and justified 

post-hoc with a litany of relative attractiveness arguments (in comparative transition research) and 
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way to a resurgence of pessimism and frustration (not only) in the countries which 

escaped the Iron Curtain. What is more, the hope and optimism in reconciling EU-

Russia relations and thus in finding a place (DeBardeleben 2008) for the Central and 

Eastern European and South Caucasus states - as ‘newly independent’ neighbours - 

in-between the EU and Russia has vanished7. Moreover, the emergent debates and 

dynamics around a ‘new Cold War’, that is the contestation of the form and sub-

stance of global order supposedly between ‘a declining West’ and an ‘emergent East’ 

with the fault line to be found in this ‘grey zone’, have, increasingly so, included the 

South Caucasus as an area of contestation of ideas of bipolar or multipolar orders 

amid discourses of multi-order configurations (Bassin et al. 2015; Giragosian 2015; 

Besier & Stokłosa 2016; Golunov 2017).  

Three, 10 years of the EU’s Eastern Partnership Initiative mark the institu-

tionalisation of neighbourhood relationships in-between the EU and Russia. The 

extension of this towards the three South Caucasus states mirrors the just men-

tioned hopes and disappointments. Furthermore, this both marks the 2008 Russo-

Georgian 5-Days War and, at the half-way of this timeframe, the 2014 Ukraine Cri-

sis as major reverberations in this neighbourhood. This volatile area ‘in-between’ 

the EU and Russia, the Middle East and Central Asia is an intriguing playing field of 

a variety of actors with often paradoxical agglomerations of interests and values 

projected through various means. Amongst others, these means include energy links 

and economic dependencies, passportisation and the stealth moving of fences, the 

support of de-facto states, and various modus operandi of militaries (bases, coop-

 
‘the victory of reason’. To this day, this line of thought finds some devotees, particularly in the neo-

realist and neoliberal traditions (see Mousseau 2019).  
7 This affective travel is best represented in relation to footnote one, e.g. Fukuyama’s (2018) new - 

and opposing - appraisal and interpretation of reality as marked by the politics of resentment - 

through the acclamation of mobilised and exploited identity politics as source and resource of chal-

lenging (liberal) order(s). 
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eration, missions, observations, peace-keeping) as well as the manipulation of public 

discourses via disinformation (Boyle 2016; Galeotti 2019; Toal & Merabishvili 

2019). Moreover, the South Caucasus states find themselves in the vicinity - or pe-

riphery - of at least two integration projects (EEU/EU) and potentially overlapping 

security architectures (NATO/CSTO) (Toal 2016; Buzogány 2019). Conflicting 

claims to territory and sovereignty mark not-so-frozen conflicts around Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia between Georgia and Russia and Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh 

between Armenia and Azerbaijan. The five days war in 2008 between Georgia and 

Russia and the highly volatile conflict around Artsakh/Nagorno-Karabakh, expres-

sively marked by cycles of violence, highlight the intensity of these identity politics 

where (political) belonging is translated through militarised foreign and security 

policies (Aydın 2011; Altunışık & Tanrisever 2018; Averre and Oskanian 2019). 

These outlined three anniversaries can be understood as social markers of 

history where the abovementioned hegemonic OS narratives were dislocated in a 

variety of circumstances. Defending a certain version of those events thus becomes 

a strategy of ontological security seeking, i.e. of recalibrating narrative landscapes to 

cope with the negatively felt disorientation - a critical juncture - ontological insecu-

rity brings with it.  

As such, this article argues that to uphold a positive self-identity, or (state) 

auto-biography, in form of positive narratives – seeking ontological security – is in-

tricately linked to memory politics (Mitzen 2006; Rumelili 2015a, 2015b, 2018; 

Mitzen and Larson 2017; Subotić 2018, 2019a, 2019b). However, to make sense of 

those dynamics it draws attention to the affective reproduction of memory and the 

construction and contestation of (event) related feeling rules highlighting how ‘the 

past’ is re-felt either in agony or in gloriousness. Thus, ‘Coming in from the Cold 

[War]’ (Ross 2006) fittingly represents - both literally and figuratively - this line of 

thought where illuminating the affective underpinnings of OS theory lets us under-
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stand the outlined memory dynamics as affective instances of seeking and uphold-

ing ontological security. 

 

2. Affective Ontological Security Seeking and Memory Politics 

To this effect, this article suggests to re-discover and re-interpret Gid-

dens’s (1991) work on OS theory to recalibrate our understanding of OSS through 

an affective lens. Subsequently, it posits that the need to uphold a positive self-

identity (auto-biography) - in form of positive narratives and positive self-affect - 

drives those affective memory politics where the need for creating or continuing 

this double positivity trumps physical security. This is denoted as affective ontologi-

cal security seeking8 in the following. 

In so arguing, this research conceives of those geographies of contested 

memories as boundaries of identities and emotions - demarcations of ‘good and 

evil’ (Lauritzen et al. 2011; Rumelili 2016; Koschut 2017a). This means that these 

narrated ontologies are interwoven with emotions, for example, fear, anxiety and 

hate, or friendship, trust and hope (Kinnvall 2016; Browning 2018a, 2018b; Kinn-

vall et al. 2018; Kinnvall & Mitzen 2018) either supporting or questioning and re-

jecting claims to ‘truthful’ history and ontological being throughout it.  

The volatile research field of OS studies has encountered several critical de-

bates over time: whereas the initial state-centred approach has given way to a multi-

faceted one embracing the multiplicity of identity/boundary discourses and the in-

 
8 ‘Affect’ was chosen here to denominate this cycle since Giddens speaks of ‘emotional and behav-

ioural ‘formulae’ which have come to be part of their everyday behaviour and thought’ (1991: 24) 

regulating this OSS. As such, these formulae are embedded, generalised emotional scripts or norms 

relatively automatically - subconsciously - applied. This meaning of ‘automatism’ of emotional re-

calibrations is carried by ‘affect’ as implicit (‘instinctive’) need within OSS and reflects the central 

role of emotions in the everyday (identity struggle discourses). However, these dynamics are subse-

quently not interpreted in terms of embodied affect here, but in terms of collective identity forma-

tion dynamics in line with Koschut and Wodak (see further on pages 11f.). 
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stability and fragility inherent to those ontics implicated with power and status dy-

namics9, ‘the inefficient causation of [OSS]’ (Mälksoo 2018) and the ‘too elastic 

definition of crisis in OS’ (Ejdus 2017, 2019) remain problematisations at the heart 

of OS theory’s epistemology and ontology (Chernobrov 2019; Steele & Homolar 

2019).  

What runs like a common thread through OS theory literature, further-

more, is that in a keen manner it has jumped towards the language of emotions10 - 

particularly anxiety as coined in Laing’s (1968, 1969, 1991) and later Giddens’s 

(1991) original works on OS - but has so far discredited or under-conceptualised 

their role within, where most understandings were limited to rather essentialist read-

ings of anxiety/fear as either ex-ante or ex-post condition of in/security struggles, 

or conflations within only paying lip service to ‘emotions’ (Crawford 2019).  

However, in Giddens’s initial definition, ontological in/security as the dis-

ruption of self-narratives11 is directly linked to emotions, explicitly shame as nega-

tive emotion: ‘In order to be able to ‘go on’ an agent has to be able to tell a rea-

sonably consistent story about where it came from and where it is going; it has to 

 
9 ‘[…] calls for a more open understanding that: (i) links ontological security to reflexivity and avoids 

collapsing together the concepts of self, identity and ontological security; (ii) avoids privileging secu-

ritization over desecuritisation as a means for generating ontological security; and (iii) opens out the 

concept beyond a narrow concern with questions of conflict and the conduct of violence more to-

wards the theorization of positive change.’ (Browning & Joenniemi 2016; also Croft & Vaughan-

Williams 2016) ‘Ontics’ are here understood as the abundance of all contested narrative construc-

tions and processes within the OS space – inherently unstable and requiring maintenance, especially 

during periods of crisis or transition (cf. Ejdus 2019). 
10 For example, Mälksoo's (2019) article draws on the language of emotions (‘doubts’ about the EU’s 

efficacy and ‘concerns’ about the EU’s resolution in face of rising populism), but leaves it at that. 

The same applies to Subotić’s (2013a) ‘a sense of routine, familiarity, and calm.’ However, one has to 

acknowledge, amongst others, the recent contributions by Browning (2018a&b) and Kinnvall (2016) 

embracing the intricate nature of emotions within ontological security phenomena.  
11 ‘A reasonably consistent story with bearing’ implies a multitude of narratives making up the ontic 

space -given that a story is normally made up of different single narratives casting different angles 

and details, e.g. an assemblage of various narratives within and across (ontological security) imagi-

naries. 
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have a certain bearing. When this is not the case, the agent experiences shame.’ 

(Giddens in Steele 2008: 1). 

What is more, for him these crises are not only challenges to those self-

understandings leading to shame, if successful, but to emotional disorientation. 

Most prominently, he mentions anxiety: 

‘[t]his cognitive and emotional disorientation – fragility - leads to ‘flooding 

in anxiety’12 (Giddens 1991:37). 

One should note that this emotional disorientation during and after crises 

is - in the words borrowed and adapted from Leek & Morozov (2018) - a disloca-

tion of emotions which were present before: in a turn to the negative. Insofar, criti-

cal junctures shall be understood as the dislocation of dominant emotions linked to 

OS narratives. 

But what is more, in contrast to the preoccupancy with ‘existential anxiety’, 

Giddens sketches more specific emotions as relevant against the backdrop of this 

anxiety: namely shame and guilt (Giddens 1991:65) - as well as trust, confidence and 

pride. In so doing, he also specifies the strategies with which these are provoked 

and felt13, namely humiliation and situations in which feelings of inadequacy are elic-

ited14. Moreover, if reality is understood through this affective lens, ‘social manage-

 
12 Giddens (1991:44) specifically differentiates between anxiety and fear: ‘Anxiety is essentially fear 

which has lost its object through unconsciously formed emotive tensions that express ‘internal dan-

gers’ rather than externalised threats. We should understand anxiety essentially as an unconsciously 

organised state of fear. Anxious feelings can to some degree be experienced consciously, but a per-

son who says ‘I feel anxious’ is normally also aware of what he or she is anxious about. This situation 

is specifically different from the ‘free-floating’ character of anxiety on the level of the unconscious.’ 
13 This is congruent with a definition of ‚mobilisation of emotions in discourse‘, e.g. the hereunder 

used terminology of emotionalisations.  
14 ‘[…B]ypassed shame links directly to feelings of ontological insecurity: it consists of repressed 

fears that the narrative of self-identity cannot withstand engulfing pressures on its coherence or so-

cial acceptability. Shame eats at the roots of trust more corrosively than guilt. […] Shame and trust 
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ment strategies/routines/mechanisms’ of anxiety or other emotions are open to in-

clude a litany of different emotionalisations15. Consequently - given the aforemen-

tioned affective conditions of OS(S) - in addition to up-holding just a positive self-

narrative there’s also a need of balancing (narrations of) emotions linked to this 

identity16.  
 

 

Figure 1. Two mutually constitutive Domains of affective OSS.  

 

Source: Author’s own visualisation of elaborated theoretical framework. 

 

Like for identity research, the vocabulary to denote is plentiful - affect, 

sentiment, attunement, and feeling, amongst others - referring to different concep-

 
are very closely bound up with one another, since an experience of shame may threaten or destroy 

trust’ (Giddens 1991:66). 
15 ‘Since anxiety, trust and everyday routines of social interaction are so closely bound up with one 

another, we can readily understand the rituals of day-to-day life as coping mechanisms. This state-

ment does not mean that such rituals should be interpreted in functional terms, as means of anxiety 

reduction (and therefore of social integration), but that they are bound up with how anxiety is social-

ly managed.’ (Giddens 1991: 46) 
16 Elemental to this understanding is to re-assess critical junctures - ontological insecurities - as re-

inspections and points of departure for recalibrations of emotions (and their representations). This is 

in line with Laing’s (1960, 1961, 1968) foundational thoughts on OS where expressed feelings are 

taken as explicit impressions of subjective experience. 
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tualizations of emotions17. What they all have in common, however, is that they 

tackle the ‘politics of anxiety’ (Eklundh et al. 2017) from varying angles. In this re-

gard, Koschut et al.’s (2017), Clément and Sangar’s (2018), and van Rythoven and 

Sucharov's (2019) edited volumes provide an excellent overview of the richness and 

diversity of this volatile field18.  

Relevant to this article’s approach, the emerging discourse-emotion nexus 

in IR seeks to systematically integrate emotions within discourse analysis and to 

highlight the power of language in conveying emotional meaning (Hutchinson 2010, 

2016; Solomon 2012, 2013, 2018; Edkins 2013; Ross 2013; Koschut 2014, 2017b, 

2017c, 2018, 2019; Åhäll & Gregory 2015; Fierke 2015; van Rythoven 2015, 2018; 

Bleiker & Hutchinson 2018). As such, emotion discourse refers to the assumption 

that discourses have affective content and that emotions can be studied via speech 

acts.  

Koschut (2014, 2017a,b,c, 2018, 2019), for example, highlights the rela-

tionship between emotion and culture by investigating the affective reproduction of 

culture in world politics. The most significant term coined by this contribution is 

 
17 Affect is broadly understood as ‘the bodily experience of emotion’ (Fierke 2014), or as the inner 

(embodied) disposition of emotions - as biological, physiological, instinctive process of appraisal 

(Åhäll 2018). ‘In other words, whereas emotion might capture the conscuous throught, subjective 

experiences and normative judgements […], affect refers to a completely different order of activity 

where affect can be understood as a ‚set of embodied practices‘ or as a form of ‚indirect and non-

reflective‘ thinking that never quite rises to the level of an emotion‘ (Thrift 2008: 175). 
18 In this ambition, Åhäll (2018) fits into a recent surge to make sense of emotions in IR engaged in 

highlighting the multiplicity and diversity in theoretically interpreting and methodologically grasping 

emotions (Crawford 2000; Crawford and Hutchinson 2016). Approaches vary according to the onto-

logical (emotions in/of the body, individual, collective, social discourse?), epistemological (emotions 

as rituals, practices, norms, (re-)actions within or in-between the micro or macro level?) and analyti-

cal (consequences of emotions on behaviour/empirical phenomena, rationality and instrumentality 

of emotions, bodily effects by and of emotions?) status of emotions in the chosen research, opening 

up a vast space of literature discussion those phenomena (Demertzis 2013; Reus-Smit 2014; Ekman 

and Davidson 2015; Mordka 2016; Boddice 2018; Prior & van Hoef 2018; Agathangelou 2019; 

Crawford 2019; Schick 2019). 
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the introduction of the complex of an ‘emotion culture’ which Koschut understands 

as a culture-specific complex of emotion vocabularies, feeling rules and beliefs 

about emotions and their appropriate expression that facilitates the cultural con-

struction of political communities and identity. These (political) communities imag-

ined through emotional representations draw our attention to the affective invest-

ments (Solomon 2013; Chatterje-Doody & Crilley 2019) sustaining and challenging 

those communities as foundations of belonging and alterity - of affective boundary 

drawings in general. Koschut terms them ‘emotio(nal) communities’ – ‘groups in 

which people adhere to the same norms of emotional expression and value – or de-

value – the same or related emotions’ (Rosenwein 2006:2). 

As such, affective investments correspond to the vocabulary Giddens 

(1991) uses when outlining the conditions for the in/stability of OS rationales, 

namely sufficient emotional commitment. Specifically, he understands trust, hope 

and courage as relevant commitments in this context, meaning that these emotional 

representations of OS narratives sustain those against challenges. In this regard, 

introducing affective investments as theoretical understanding of the emotional 

commitment to OS narratives draws on the same logic as denominating the outlined 

OSS logics ‚affective OSS‘, i.e. that ‘affect as an experience […] lies beyond the 

realm of discourse, yet nevertheless has an effect upon discourse‘ (Solomon 

2013:907). It thus underlines the ‘emotional and behavioural ‘formulae’ which have 

come to be part of their everyday behaviour and thought‘ (Giddens 1991:24) 

regulating this OSS. This meaning of ‘automatism’ of emotional re-calibrations is 

carried by ‘affect’ as implicit (‚instinctive‘) need within OSS and reflects the central 

role of emotional commitments in the everyday identity struggles.  

As such, emotion communities can also be considered as imagined com-

munities, and going back to Giddens’s interpretations of the role of emotions, as 

security communities where security would then be ontological security.  
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Koschut furthermore argues that ‘emotion norms – the expression of appropriate 

emotions in a given situation – stabilise a security community’.  

This emotional code of an emotional culture prescribes what is regarded as 

an appropriate emotional performance (and what is not) within a particular group, 

thereby reproducing its collective identity and power structure (Koschut 2017). Fre-

quent occurrences of emotional states linked to particular group identities build up 

associations of specific emotions with particular identities and lead to the display of 

relatively stable emotional profiles, such as an association of a national identity with 

pride or an identity as a member of a conflictual group with anger19. 

In this context, Koschut goes on to argue that emotional representations 

and emotionalisations are the discursive containers graspable in discourse, namely 

the attachment of emotional meaning to narratives and the mobilisation of emo-

tions in discourse as the practice, performance or ritual to give something an emo-

tional quality or to make an emotional display in discourse (Wodak and Schulz 

1986; Wodak and Meyer 2009; Wodak 2015; Koschut et al. 2017; Koschut 2017b, 

2017c; ). Consequently, affective dynamics are here understood in Koschut’s and 

Wodak’s discursive understanding.  

 

 

 

 
19 ‘It is argued that emotions provide a socio-psychological mechanism by which culture moves indi-

viduals to defend a nation-state, especially in times of war. By emotionally investing in the cultural 

structure of a nation-state, the individual aligns him/herself with a powerful cultural script, which 

then dominates over other available scripts.’ 

See also Fierke (2015): ‘[narratives] acquire emotional resonance within social, cultural and/or politi-

cal context. We are socialized to experience the emotions of fear, revulsion or horror that accompa-

ny memories of past wars, among others.’ This resonates with Giddens’s standpoint that identity re-

lations are constituted emotionally first and foremost and that the being comes into the world by ac-

knowledging trust relations. 
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3. Studying Affective Memory Politics 

According to Toal (2018:1) ‘affective geopolitics is the study of the power-

ful forces of emotion, the experience of being outraged, the desire to condemn, to 

abhor the behaviour of another state’ (see also Moïsi 2010 and Gökarıksel & Secor 

2018). As such, he is interested in the role of ‘shock events’ in international relations 

and how they disturb international order and how these events can, and have, de-

fined community and belonging. In this regard, Toal (2018) understands these affec-

tive geopolitics as amalgamation of ‘a leader’s affective dispositions’, ‘affective 

storylines’ and ‘state-sponsored mobilizations’ as well as ‘geopolitical culture’ and 

proposes to study them through a combination of thick description, critical dis-

course-emotion analysis, power structure analysis and survey research20.  

What this article lays out is an understanding of these affective geopolitics 

through readings of OS theory to substantiate what Toal (2018) calls ‘shock events’ 

as critical junctures related to felt ontological insecurities, and to shed light onto 

constructions of ‘the past’ through the dynamics of emotion communities within 

the logics of affective ontological security seeking.  

As outlined in the introduction, 2018/19’s particular triple anniversary and 

victimhood character for the three South Caucasus states provides a peculiar entry 

frame into the affective contestations of ‘the pasts’. The chosen comparative design 

allows exploring those contested affective memories from different discursive an-

gles and highlights the varying affective interpretations and consequences of those 

events. Accordingly, the timeframe under scrutiny was chosen to account for and 

trace the discursive dynamics since the last major anniversary marker in 2008/9 up 

until the most recent feasible present in 2018. This accounts for a one-year buffer to 

 
20 Nevertheless, this is a relatively thin definition and understanding of what these affective geopoli-

tics are and how they shape identity constellations given that he doesn’t delineate the co-constitutive 

relationships of those aspects/dimensions (Reeves 2011; Gökarıksel & Secor 2018; Laszczkowski & 

Reeves 2018). 
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consider a closed corpus at the time of writing this article. This timeframe allows, 

first, to discern larger trends in the presence, production and rejection of affective 

OS narratives, second, to identify and qualify these potential changes, variations and 

adaptions, and third, to map emotional landscapes and affect through various con-

texts or discursive categories. 

Here, what Toal (2018) calls ‘a leader’s affective dispositions’ serves as en-

try point to the presidential mnemonic processes - under scrutiny via a leadership 

trait analysis; what he calls ‘affective storylines’ is re-interpreted as assemblage of 

narrative and affective landscapes - under scrutiny via an emotion discourse analy-

sis; and what he calls ‘state-sponsored mobilizations’ is translated into presidential 

emotionalisations as the practice, performance or ritual to give something - here the 

remembrance of the past - an emotional quality or to make an emotional display - 

also under scrutiny via an emotion discourse analysis. 

Presidential speech acts as practice of affective storylines thus constitute 

and contest, tap into or reject emotion norms as function of upholding ontological 

security along self-gratification or other-rejection motives. 

In synthesis of the above, this work argues that one should focus on emo-

tional representations rather than on emotion itself, circumventing the otherwise in-

evitable epistemic and ontological pitfalls such as individual affective phenomenol-

ogy or personification of states to trace those OSS dynamics as argued by Koschut 

(2017b/c, 2018) or Wodak (2009). Therefore, the following methods were applied: 
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Table 1 - Overview of Methods 

What? How? How so? Of whom? 

Analytical Focus Method Instrumental Steps 
of Method 

Corpus Con-
struction 

- Cognitive drives for 
behaviour: need for af-
filiation, achievement, 
power, reward, risk21 
- temporal orientation 
of presidential dis-
courses: past, present, 
future  

Leadership Trait  
Analysis (LTA) 

through an 
automated 

cognitive lin-
guist analysis 

(ACLA) 

1. LIWC 2015 pro-
vides a dictionary cov-
ering about 4,500 
words and word stems 
from > 70 categories. 
2. Automated analysis 
of pre-given measure-
ment categories for 
cognitive drives and 
temporal orientations 
based on programme 
dictionary. 

Presidential 
Discourses in 
Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, 
Georgia from 
2008-2018a  
 

 

- Imaginaries of  
ontological security 
narratives and identity 
constructions and their 
emotional representa-
tions and respective 
emotionalisations 
 
 

Emotion  
Discourse  
Analysis 
 (EDA) 

Three-step inductive 
coding: 
1. sensitive exploratory 
reading of the text 
sample  
2. Structured coding 
and classification: 
emotion categories 
and locus (self/other), 
context, emotionalisa-
tions 
3. Refinement and 
specifications and 
cross-check 

aSample: all interviews, messages, speeches and statements of the respective heads of state (presi-
dents) as published on their official webpage (English version) as data entry points from 2008 to 
2018. Armenia: in total: 433; transcribed 9; translated 4; missing: 1 (2009), 2 (2017). Azer-
baijan: in total: 153; transcribed 11; translated 0; missing 1 (2010), 2 (2011), 2 (2013), 2 
(2015),1 (2016), 1 (2017). Georgia: in total: 515; transcribed 12; translated 4; missing: 0. 
Government tenure: Saakashvili 2008-2013 (in total 309); Margvelashvili 2013-2018 (in total: 
206). Based on http://www.president.am, https://en.president.az, 
http://www.saakashviliarchive.info, https://www.president.gov.ge. 
Source: author’s own elaboration on method and sample (see above).  

 
21

 Tausczik & Pennebaker 2010. 

http://www.president.am/
https://en.president.az/
http://www.saakashviliarchive.info/
https://www.president.gov.ge/
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Emotion discourse analysis is concerned with how actors - here the heads 

of state of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia - talk about emotions and how they 

employ emotion categories when talking about subjects, events, or social relations. 

Theoretically, such an understanding views emotions as socially constructed repre-

sentations of meaning that are linked to conceptions of identity and power 

(Koschut in Clément & Sangar 2018: 277ff.). While emotions are, indeed, fluid and 

shifting, EDA argues that they also display a high degree of attachment and entan-

glement resulting in relatively stable patterns of emotional meanings and webs of 

interconnections which can be traced and analysed (Koschut in Clément & Sangar 

2018: 297ff.). This approach was chosen because it suggests a remedy to the prob-

lem of the subjective ontology of emotions by shifting the analytical focus from 

their individual internal phenomenological perception and appraisal to their inter-

subjective articulation and communication in discourse so that one is able to study 

emotions as intersubjective representations (Capelos & Chrona 2018).  

Within this emotion discourse analysis, a special focus lies on the (onto-

logical security) narratives the presidents employ, that is, what stories they create 

and instrumentalise to interpret social reality in the context of specific social, his-

torical and cultural locations (Somers 1994: 606). Here, the strategic use of narra-

tives is considered as a strategy to promote a particular interpretation of a given is-

sue for understanding both the past and the present in a simplified, schematic, and 

linear fashion - as ‘cognitive molds’ (Subotić 2013b, 2016) representing the causal 

fabric of experience (Goffman 1974)22.  

 
22

 Like Subotić (2016), it seems fruitful to look at those narratives in a more intertextual manner via 
‘schematic narrative templates’ (Wertsch 2008) - narratives of general patterns across space and time, 
reflecting a single general story line - instead of focusing on specific narratives of individualities. 
They are particularly prone to an ‘instrumentalisation of narratives’: their (state) control, production, 
and consumption, here through the presidents as collective identity entrepreneurs (Subotić 2016; van 
Hoef 2018). 
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The Leadership Trait Analysis sheds light onto the cognitive drives for be-

haviour (need for affiliation, achievement, power, reward, risk) and the temporal 

orientation of the presidential discourses (past, present, future).  

These cognitive linguistic traits show how frequent specific motivations 

for behaviour were articulated in discourses and which temporal focus speeches 

had. This lets us discover both articulated underlying motivations and temporal ori-

entations in presidential reasonings. It distinguishes between the motivations for af-

filiation - the need of belonging to or identification with something (may it be an 

elite/ party/ country/ international alliance), for achievement - the need of signal-

ling success and wanting to ‘continue winning’, for power - the articulation of indi-

vidual/group power and the constitution of power hierarchies through speeches, 

for reward - to explicitly please the individual/group, and for risk - to exhibit the 

willingness to take risk for one’s goals.  

This serves to discern individual aspects and sets of discursive practices/ 

cognitive preferences of the scrutinized presidents as identity entrepreneurs to con-

textualize the EDA.  

This combination of methods as outlined in Table 1 reflects upon the 

manifold spatial and temporal avenues and interlinkages of markers and symbols of 

(ontological) insecurity and affective subjectivities (Solomon 2012, 2013) and the 

still experimental nature of exploring them.  

 

4. The Affective Memory Politics of the South Caucasus 2008-2018 

As outlined in the introduction, this article interrogates today’s contested 

mnemonic imaginaries in the presidential discourses of the South Caucasus on the 

occasion of the outlined three simultaneous biography-shaping events in 

2018/2019.  

The first part of the following analysis contextualises the contested nature 

of this triple anniversary’s remembrance by outlining the leaders’ affective disposi-
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tions through a leadership trait analysis with specific attention to the temporal focus 

of their presidential speech acts. As such, it is guided by the question of how the 

presidents represent their imaginaries stylistically in order to draw attention to their 

motivational cues and discursive temporalities. 

The second part of the following analysis traces the contested nature of 

this triple anniversary’s remembrance within the leaders’ affective storylines and 

mobilisations by interrogating the seven emblematic discursive categories relating to 

those anniversaries through an emotion discourse analysis.  

First, relating to the temporal character of anniversaries and the ontology 

of being 100 years after their independence from the Russian Empire and their 

formation as independent republics, it starts by asking ‘how is ‘the past’, or ’history’, 

conceived of and re-narrated - and how is ‘the state’, or ‘the sovereign’ imagined 

within this transitionary time?’.  

Second, relating to the ontology-unsettling change 30 years ago with the 

fall of the Berlin wall and the ‘end of the Cold War’ and thus the South Caucasus 

states’ independence from the SU but also the start of the secession wars around 

Nagorno-Karabakh, it interrogates the mnemonical re-construction of those times 

by looking at the discursive categories of ‘the Soviet Union’, ‘the break-up of the 

Soviet Union’, and ‘1989-1992’ as representations what is or is not remembered as 

ontologically instable timespan.  

Third, relating to the contextual foreign policy change for the South Cau-

casus states induced by the institutionalisation of the EU’s EaP as well as the 2008 

Russo-Georgian war 10 years ago and, at the half-way to today, the 2014 Ukraine 

Crisis, it inquires how both ‘2008/ Georgia’ and ‘2014/ Ukraine’ are remembered 

and refitted into present ontological discourses.  
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Fourth, relating to the adaptive nature of ontological security stability seek-

ing narratives and supporting emotional representations, it reflects upon the differ-

ent notions and meanings of ‘crises’ emerging from those preceding themes 

 
4.1. Leaders’ affective Dispositions: a Leadership Trait Analysis23 

The LTA as context for the following assemblage of narrative and affec-

tive landscapes has revealed distinct drive patterns within the discourses of the four 

presidents. Both the needs for affiliation and power rest on a high level for all 

presidents. The need for affiliation explicitly reflects the OS reverberations flowing 

through all those discourses as a baseline and represent the presidents’ coping and 

creativity in imagining relational identities. The high level of power drive present 

within those discourses reflects on the authoritarian tendencies of all those presi-

dents - or their imagination of how a consolidation of power within a limited elite 

serves their policies best. Interestingly, the drive to ‘achieve’ is constantly higher 

than the one for ‘reward’ - this could be interpreted as shallow populism where one 

rather showcases achievements as act of signal(ling) than to substantivise them in 

form of rewards towards the population/elite. Moreover, this reflects upon the 

exuberant narcissism - towards the individual self, the ruling elite and the ‘state’ as a 

national construct - shaping the discourses of Aliyev, Sargsyan and Saakashvili and 

only to a lesser extent that of Margvelashvili.  

In this regard, different motivational sets emerge within situations of crises 

and let us distinguish the quality of those. Around critical junctures, the willingness 

to signal ‘risk’ increases for all four presidents. However, cognitive OSS24 is differ-

ent after those junctures where either ‘affiliation’ or ‘power’ as motivational drives 

 
23 See Annex 1 for a graph and data overview. 
24 In contrast to affective OSS, cognitive OSS is concerned with the changes in cognitive reasoning 

to uphold a positive and constant self-image. As such, this is tightly related to Festinger's (1962) the-

ory of cognitive dissonance (Caverni et al. 1990; Sun 2006; Glöckner & Pachur 2012; Findlay & Tha-

gard 2014; Park et al. 2017; Gilmore & Rowling 2018). 
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peak. For example, the need for ‘affiliation’ increases after a crisis in Saakashvili’s 

case whereas ‘power’ emerges dominantly in Margvelashvili’s. Aliyev and Sargsyan 

both tend towards affiliation with a relatively high level of power underlying this. 

Interestingly, Sargsyan recently exhibits a tendency towards an increase in ‘power’ in 

addition to a heightened focus on achievements as a reaction towards critical junc-

tures. This lets us distinguish the quality of those crises in a sense that the affiliation 

drive rather speaks to identity recalibration crises whereas the power drive rather 

speaks to ruling system justification/legitimization crises25. 

What is more, all those discourses are caught in the present with more of a 

focus in the past than in the future. Not only does this reflect the confinement of 

those (identity) discourses in an everyday struggle of re-interpretation and contesta-

tion, but it highlights the potential for ‘the past’ to be drawn on and mobilized 

where the future is only a distant utopia.  

 
4.2. Leaders’ affective Storylines and Mobilisations: an Emotion Discourse Analysis26 

Affective OSS highlights that there are two underlying dynamics within 

what we understand as OSS. Upholding a positive self-understanding is split into 

two mutually constitutive but separate domains: one, the domain of narrative 

modulation strategies; two, the domain of affective re-calibrations. This work has 

argued that what we can observe as affective OSS is sustained and rejected through 

these intertwined collective identity dynamics. 

 
25 This is particularly obvious in Sargsyan’s case where one could identify his attempts to re-justify 

the ruling system through the increase in signalling achievements as an act of showcasing output-

legitimacy. Of course, it is difficult to discern identity crises from ruling system legitimization crises 

when looking at presidential discourses given that their (collective) identities overlap and a challenge 

to state ontics most often is intertwined with narratives about the legitimate rule within.  
26

 See Annex 2 for a data overview and coding illustrations. 
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What is striking in Sargsyan’s OS discourses is his engagement in memory 

politics in order to sustain Armenia’s OS. Particularly interesting is here that self-

victimisation is Sargsyan’s discursive strategy of choice. This could relate back to his 

construction of Armenia as (ontologically) superior where self-victimization is then 

a strong marker of frictions to those OS narratives.  

To pick and choose from the repertoire of moments in time in order to 

consolidate own OS narratives is a welcomed strategy by Aliyev. What becomes ob-

vious here are three themes along stressing own historic greatness and using narra-

tions of the past as justifications of current policies. Within these memory politics, 

first, the Azerbaijan-Nagorno-Karabakh togetherness is re-constructed by blocking 

any Armenian existence or experience there; second, Armenia/Turkey, Russia and 

the SU are remembered as the evil and the good respectively; and third, Aliyev’s 

general debate on and interpretation of history reveals intriguing insights into his 

understanding of Azerbaijan’s ontology and of global politics. Aliyev’s use of na-

tional memory is a stringent one: he only draws on memories supporting his vision 

of Azerbaijan’s OS narratives and blocks all accounts reciting otherwise. This 

blockage is absolute: there’s no defiance of those accounts in his discourse, but a 

complete absence insofar as these memories shall not even discursively exist.  

Saakashvili’s and Margvelashvili’s mnemonic discourses are different in 

referent object and qualities, but similar in discursive articulations. For both, falling 

back onto the past happens in the context of ontological crises such as 2008 and 

2014, where the temporal orientations of their speeches change relatively towards 

the past, decreasing both present and future orientations.  

The relative increase in the future and decrease in the past orientation at the 

end of Saakashvili’s tenure hint at two things: one, a relative conflict relief or less 

strained ontological security; two, ‘building a legacy’ through a positive future out-

look based on his achievements.  
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In turn, the increase in the temporal orientation towards the past around 

2014 could both represent a motivation and tendency to cope with the induced on-

tological insecurity through the Ukraine Crisis or as reflecting upon the achieve-

ments and failures of Margvelashvili’s predecessor.  

The contestation of and challenges to ontological security rationales have 

been traumatic for all three South Caucasus countries. Spread over seven emblem-

atic discursive categories relating to the discussed triple anniversary, the contesta-

tions of those identity signifiers highlight the makings and breakings of emotion 

communities as phenomenon of the dynamics of the affective geopolitics of the 

South Caucasus. Moreover, their contestation highlights the abundance of the 

rhetoric of memory politics embedded within affective OSS (Bernhard & Kubik 

2014; Gustafsson 2014; Resende & Budryte 2014; Mälksoo 2015, 2019; Nicolaïdis et 

al. 2015; Rumelili 2018; Subotić 2018, 2019; Donnelly & Steele 2019). 

 

History? 

History is imagined as source for offensive memory politics, as constant 

process of struggle and thus as source of pain and anger by all four presidents. 

Sargsyan imagines history as source of double agony - that is of genocide 

remembrance (1915/Ottoman Empire/Turkish genocide denial)27 and Azerbaijan’s 

 
27 ‘In his interview with Der Spiegel, speaking about the genocide which took place during World 

War I, Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan stated that ‘there can be no talk of genocide.’ 

Why cannot your neighboring country come to terms with its own past?  

- Mr. Erdogan once also said that the Turks couldn’t have possibly committed genocide and that 

Turkish history is “bright as the sun”. The Turks are opposed to the definition of the event as Gen-

ocide. But no matter how ferociously Turks oppose it, Ankara is not the one to decide on this issue. 

Now Erdogan is even threatening to expel thousands of Armenians, who reside in Turkey illegally. 

Unacceptable statements such as that one stir up in our nation the memories of the Genocide. Un-

fortunately, such statements articulated by the Turkish politicians come as no surprise to me. State-

ments like that one can be found in not so remote history – similar statements were voiced in Azer-
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fascism. As such, seeking OS translates into Sargsyan’s appeals to ‘redress the mis-

takes of the past’28 where ‘healing the past’ is a metaphor both for a reintegration of 

Artsakh into Armenia and for genocide recognition by Turkey. This is deeply em-

bedded within the mentioned self-victimization discourse. 

Aliyev and Saakashvili are united in their scepticism about Fukuyama’s end 

of history.  

‘History’29 is a volatile signifier in Aliyev’s discourses: it is both an interpre-

tation of a long tradition (of ontics) stretched over the - unconceivable - past and a 

pick-and-choose mechanism for specific instances favouring Aliyev’s OS narrative 

constructions. As such, the timelessness of national traditions and patriotism is 

deeply engrained in this understanding. Against this background, ‘the past’ is imag-

ined as something very positive, whereas ‘modern times’ are imagined as negative. 

This backwards-leaning tendency supports Aliyev’s critique of Western modernism 

as such and finds it utmost articulation in his outspoken scepticism about the iconic 

’End of History’ by Fukuyama. This scepticism about the ‘victory’ of liberal democ-

racy after the ‘defeat’ of the Soviet Union underlines two assumptions of Aliyev’s 

historicised world view: first, his fundamental critique of the Western liberal order 

 
baijan in 1988 and as a result dozens of Armenians became victims of the massacres conducted in 

Azerbaijani towns Sumgait and Baku.”’(Sargsyan, 05.04.2010). 
28 ‘It was not about getting the news because it was our calculated step. After the August putsch, 

Mutalibov was trying to tame the wave of nationalism which was becoming more extremist. On Au-

gust 30, 1991 Azerbaijan declared that Azerbaijani state of 1918-1920, which Nagorno-Karabakh had 

never been part of, was being reinstated. Under the circumstances we had to utilize our rights envis-

aged by the Constitution of the USSR and the Law on Secession from the Union. And we did: on 

September 2, the Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh declared independence.’ (Sargsyan, 2.9.2011). 
29 ‘I think that we all had great illusions, of course. At the current stage of development there is an 

increasing awareness of the fact that there is no single model, as you say, liberal-democratic. It does 

not exist even in the countries that claim to be its authors. And the events unfolding in the euro 

zone and the crisis show that without government intervention and regulation it will be very difficult 

to achieve sustained growth. I believe that the blame for the financial crisis lies mainly on the irre-

sponsibility of politicians who, in fact, climbed into the pockets of future generations and could not 

possibly imagine, and perhaps even on the contrary, what consequences this will lead to.’ (Aliyev, 

14.04.2013). 
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and its unwanted intrusions, and second, his positive re-evaluation of the SU and 

attached governance principles30. This feeds into his ritual of shaming potential 

practices of ‘forgetting history’ - and thus the ‘consequences of fascism’ - as acts of 

securitising memory.  

Fascism as the most gruesome experience of the 20th century is being 

brought up repeatedly in this context to construct Armenia as perpetrator of it, as 

historically evil other. This lesson from the past is part of the standard repertoire 

being mobilised around Armenia, together with the counter-narrative of Azeri love 

for Nagorno-Karabakh. ‘Forgetting’ history - and the lessons learned, e.g. what Ali-

yev narrates as Armenian fascism - is a cautious warning frame in Aliyev’s interpre-

tation of national memory. This becomes clear when Aliyev expresses worry about 

attempts to rewrite history31 - intentionally leaving what he means by that relatively 

open - in order to harm Azerbaijan and Russia32.  

 
30 ‘It was only revitalized with the ascent of President Heydar Aliyev to power in 1993, when Victory 

Day was declared a public holiday. It is a day off now. Thus historical justice has been restored. We 

have a very good attitude to our veterans. I must say that this year we will complete the program on 

the provision of all our veterans with cars. We also regularly allocate apartments, areas for recreation 

and cash rewards to them. They are the pride of our people, and we honor the memory of those 

killed. And we are convinced that the young generation should be brought up on the example of the 

selfless heroism and love of the homeland, so that the tradition of heroism and love of the 

Fatherland continues. Also, as you have pointed out, this is a historic moment that brings all nations 

of the former Soviet Union together. In principle, it should bring together all those who contributed 

to the victory over fascism.‘ (Aliyev, 29.04.2015). 
31 ‘We are very concerned about these attempts – first, to rewrite history and belittle the role of the 

Soviet army in the victory over fascism, as well as the attempts we are seeing in terms of the 

glorification of Nazi criminals, their followers and those who share their ideology. It probably 

seemed to us all some time ago that fascism was completely over with and that this evil mankind had 

not seen in its history is gone forever. Unfortunately, after some time, as a result of the efforts of 

certain circles and a propaganda campaign, we can see that a part of the younger generation around 

the world does not know the actual history. Constantly inculcated with distorted historical facts, they 

somewhat become susceptible to this virus. We see marches, torch processions and demonstrations 

of neo-fascists in many regions around the world. All this is of great concern. 
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This securitisation continues along the just outlined motives of critiquing 

the Western governance model(s) as inapt, as a challenge to regional and global sta-

bility. In so doing, his appeal to ‘learn from history’ in order to not ever be not sov-

ereign anymore could be read as implicit threat and critical engagement with post-

Cold War intellectual thought. 

For both Saakashvili and Margvelashvili, history is legitimising source of 

Georgia’s Europeanness and constant reminder of Russian offensive behaviour 

against Georgia. Where Saakashvili joins Aliyev in his pessimistic revaluation of Fu-

kuyama’s theory, he extends this to a more securitised vision of the present and fu-

ture where there was not only no end of history in sight but that tragedies were al-

ways possible. This highlights Saakashvili’s understanding of history as potentially 

repeating, as constant precarious struggle of seeking ontological security33. In this 

regard, Margvelashvili is in accord with Saakashvili’s historical cataclysms as hurdles 

to OS which are a recurring theme within his narrated ontological insecurities.  

 
We cherish our history and the heroism of all the peoples of the Soviet Union and other allied 

countries which put an end to this nightmare. It must live in the memory of generations. So I think 

that it is now the responsibility of politicians, the leaders of countries and influential public figures 

who revere the great feat of our fathers and grandfathers. […] I think that at this stage all public 

entities sharing the convictions I am talking about should coordinate their actions, should work hard 

in terms of informing the public, especially the younger people, about the historical truth and coun-

ter the glorification of fascism and the rewriting of history‘ (Aliyev, 29.04.2015) 
32 As such, the just described methods are applied by him to both reject the narrations of the past 

not in line with his interpretation, as well as to stabilise, defend and seal his vision of a consolidated 

past.  
33 ‘I am speaking at the UN and I think the main thing is that it's 20 years after the demise of the 

Soviet Union which Zbigniew Brzezinsky had lots of things to do with. He predicted it when no-

body ever believed it. He didn't predict the exact date but he predicted it correctly. And then it's of 

course the anniversary of 9/11 and every time pundits were wrong. Both times they said history is 

finished, that it's all over. You know, history is certainly not finished and things can get very tragic. 

And certainly we will consider these things. On one hand there is this thing of anniversaries. I mean 

things have gone reverse after that. You know Russia has become more revisionists - trying to re-

store some sphere of influence in the former Soviet Union. Terrorists have gone on attacks. But on 

the other hand the good news is that there is the Arab spring there is a wave of democratization. But 

it can go both ways among what was the former Soviet Empire.’ (Saakashvili, 26.07.2011) 
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The Soviet Union?  

The Soviet Union is imagined on a nostalgia scale from exuberant to non-

existent.  

Both Armenia and Azerbaijan state a discontinuity between ‘the Soviet’ 

and ‘Russia’, but instead argue in favour of identity continuity through nostalgia for 

the good old times. 

In Armenia Soviet Union nostalgia is excessively displayed, where it is re-

membered as experience of glorious peace.  

In Azerbaijan, Soviet Union nostalgia prevails as well where the SU’s posi-

tive cultural impact and the fact that Nagorno-Karabakh was designated under Az-

eri authority are cherished. Particularly the Azeri past of Nagorno-Karabakh in So-

viet times is repeatedly mobilized, singularized and contextualised with the Helsinki 

Final Act, in which Nagorno-Karabakh ‘was promised to Azerbaijan’ to treasure 

this specific narration of the past in favour of Azeri ontics. However, this is joined 

by trauma of the break-up chaos leading to a negation of those ontics.  

In Georgia, there’s no nostalgia present, but trauma based on the remem-

brance of gruel Soviet occupation and domination where both presidents see conti-

nuity between ‘the Soviet’ and ‘the Russian’ as harmful reality34. Where Saakashvili 

imagines the Soviet Union through its totalitarianism as opposite to his ideal of a 

 
34 ‘If I think about our Soviet past, I remember the emotions that Georgians had when they came 

here; the emotion that they were visiting a nation that has the same attitude towards unacceptance of 

Soviet occupation and Soviet rule of life. Of course, there could not be much political connections at 

that time, but the emotion that we cannot accept being forced out of our statehood and forced into 

this union was uniting at that time. Of course, after that we found each other, embraced each other 

and now I can say that our cooperation and our support to each other is extremely important. Geor-

gians are so thankful to you because your government, your president, your people support us so 

much on our way to European and Euro-Atlantic community. You are the ones that are talking in 

the name of values of freedom and statehood. You are not talking only for yourself, but also for 

countries like Georgia. I would like to thank every Lithuanian for doing this.’ (Margvelashvili, 

28.02.2018) 
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modern state, Margvelashvili underlines the trauma of Soviet dominance and occu-

pation ever since as fundamental ontological insecurity struggle.  

 

Break-up of the Soviet Union? 

The SU’s break-up is imagined according to its outlined antithetic revalua-

tions. 

Sargsyan portrays the break-up as painful, chaotic tragedy. 

Aliyev draws on the trauma of the break-up chaos as founding myth of the 

new Azerbaijan under Heydar Aliyev who mastered successfully the ensuing insecu-

rities.  

Both Saakashvili and Margvelashvili represent the break-up as traumatic 

pain but emphasise the contrasting joy and happiness of ensuing freedoms and sov-

ereignty. The metaphor of falling walls is employed here to mobilise positive emo-

tions around hope and unity since the SU’s break-up to represent the obsolescence 

of old structures to be replaced by new, efficient ones. In contrast to Saakashvili, 

however, Margvelashvili approaches what he frames as democratic consolidation 

through a less neoliberal lens, articulating the concerns of people over being left be-

hind and not benefitting enough where living conditions are still difficult. It is 

within this context that Margvelashvili implies Georgia’s fears of a new Cold War, 

but asserts that in reality this is already a given.  

 

1989-1992?  

‘1989-1992’ is imagined as tumultuous time of transformation, re-

orientation and seeking and acquiring ontological security during and after the 

break-up of the Soviet Union.  

In Armenia, these years are imagined as years of struggle and purification 

of the nation marked by Azeri inimicality.  
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In Azerbaijan, these years are signifiers of a triple ontological crisis (exis-

tence, military power and authority over Nagorno-Karabakh, spiritual re-

orientation) and feed into the funding myth of glorious leadership under the Aliyev 

family.  

In Saakashvili’s Georgia, these years are portrayed as a quest for purifica-

tion, modernisation and liberation from the Soviet Union.  

In Margvelashvili’s Georgia, 1989-1992 is re-imagined as actual start of the 

Russian occupation and attempted annexation of Georgia. In this regard, 

Margvelashvili asserts that ‘historical justice’ was always on Georgia’s side against 

Russia and that the ongoing occupation since 1990 - not 2008 - was to stop. More-

over, all ensuing bad experiences and developments of Georgia are linked to this 

period in time and justified through Russian malevolent behaviour since then.  

 

2008/Georgia?  

‘2008 and Georgia’ is as disputed as the imaginaries of the Soviet Union 

and its break-up between the four presidents.  

Sargsyan’s imaginaries showcase an intensive mixture of affective positiv-

ity/negativity. 2008 is signifier of a double crisis, but also signifier of a double re-

laxation. In this context, 2008 feeds into an imaginary of Armenia as a suffering vic-

tim (through the 5 Days War in Georgia and perceived EU/NATO advancements 

in the neighbourhood having led to this confrontation) and of Armenia as optimist 

and hopeful agenda setter for conflict resolutions (in Artsakh and normalization ef-

forts with Turkey). 

Aliyev’s interpretation of 2008 is one of Western normative imposition 

where Georgia’s Western orientation has led to critical instability in the neighbour-

hood.  
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Saakashvili sees 2008 as articulation of the cynical revisionist realpolitik by 

Russia which pursues ambitions of hegemonic reign like the SU. In this regard, 

2008 is portrayed as ‘verge of life and death’ of the Georgian nation, as all-

fractioning ontological insecurity35. However, it is also remembered through Geor-

gian resolve and Western support as counter-vision to what is labelled experience of 

existential angst. This existential angst of 2008 signifies a securitised ontological in-

security imaginary where Saakashvili posits ‘another 2008’ as ever-so-possible.  

Margvelashvili draws on Saakashvili’s representations of 2008 and repre-

sents 2008 as the critical wound at the origin of Georgian suffering: ‘the Russian 

trauma’. Interestingly, he requalifies 2008 also as critical juncture not only for Geor-

gia’s OS but for relations with Russia which are portrayed as strong bond before-

hand. This requalification of 2008 is also visible when he pessimistically identifies 

2008 as pre-set for 2014 and the beginning of the multiple failures of the West.  

Here, the trope of unity, sovereignty and stability draws on this asserted 

new Cold War reality to emphasise the importance of those qualities for Georgia’s 

(ontological) security. Margvelashvili depicts unity as the only, ultimate truth and 

links this to his discourse of sovereign choices to rally the domestic around the flag 

against international challenge(r)s. Moreover, he bridges this with the appeal to con-

solidate Georgia’s European democracy as expression of this ontology and mecha-

 
35

 ‘- In Ukraine, everybody knows about your friendship with the former Ukrainian President -Viktor 

Yushchenko. When was the last time you met him? 

- Last time - a couple of days ago in Krynica, during the Economic Forum. I shook the hand of 

Viktor Andreevich. Of course, we have a good relationship! As you know, he came to Georgia dur-

ing the 2008 Georgia-Russia conflict over South Ossetia. Our country needed support the most back 

then. After all, we were on the verge of life and death. An army of about 100 thousand soldiers came 

close to our capital, but we did not have enough weapons and soldiers to defend ourselves! And our 

main weapons were not the troops. The fact that thousands of people came out into the streets of 

Tbilisi and our friends arrived - five leaders of the former Soviet Union (as well as president of 

France) held hands near the Parliament... In short, the main thing was not the fact that Viktor 

Yushchenko was in Tbilisi at a difficult moment, but the fact that he represented Ukraine in Georgia 

at that time. Our country will remember it forever.’ (Saakashvili, 15.9.2011). 
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nism to find unity (preferences). In this regard, Margvelashvili narrates Georgia as 

having overcome the inner turmoil of the past to find this consensus. 

Remembering 2008 as a critical wound which has to be healed feeds into 

these dichotomous memory politics of before-and-after-2008: hopeful narratives 

about Georgia as peaceful and tranquil country support a vision that is was some-

how possible to go back to the better past before-2008 if Russia was as tranquil as 

Georgia.  

 

2014/Ukraine? 

‘2014 and Ukraine’ is imagined in surprising unison with regards to its na-

ture as critical juncture in and for the neighbourhood with regards to the ensuing 

security fragility. In contrast, it is imagined in complete oppositional terms with re-

gards to its assumed reasons for onset and consequences.  

Armenia and Azerbaijan agree that the Ukraine Crisis is a consequence of 

Western hegemonic norm imposition.  

Armenia depicts 2014 as a painful critical juncture which has made clear 

the East-West divide and the EU’s drive for normative hegemony in the 

neighbourhood. In this regard, Ukraine is characterized as defiant other. In contrast, 

satisfaction with EEU accession talks is voiced as an alternative.  

Azerbaijan’s temporal othering of a favoured Ukraine under Yanukovych 

pre-2014 and a disfavoured Ukraine post-2014 underlines its evaluation of the 

Ukraine Crisis as violently fragmenting the neighbourhood.  

In contrast to Armenia and Azerbaijan, Georgia identifies Russia’s annexa-

tion of Crimea as an act undermining and violating liberal norms and global order.  

Georgia’s Saakashvili, albeit not in power anymore at this point in time, 

construed Ukraine as ontologically similar to Georgia during his tenure. Moreover, 
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he saw Georgia as a role model for Ukraine and empathetically and fearfully pro-

jects the possibility of historic tragedies towards Ukraine.  

Georgia’s Margvelashvili initially articulates discourses of hope and opti-

mism in an amelioration of relations with Russia is in parallel to - and later gilded by 

- discourses of contempt and resentment. These are, falling back into line with Sa-

akashvili’s rationales, guided by an understanding of Russia as complete ontological 

opposite of Georgia from which different understandings of all essential political 

principles are derived.  

This change happens with the Ukraine Crisis which is immediately under-

stood as synonymous to the events and situation in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

Thus, the identification of Ukraine as experiencing the same ontological insecurity 

as Georgia instigated by the very same challenger lets those hopeful discourses col-

lapse into pessimistic visions where perceived similarity with Ukraine (and 

Moldova) foster Margvelashvili’s new narrations of Georgia as best in being able to 

understand, analyse, question and critique Russian (foreign) policies and propa-

ganda.  

2014 as critical juncture thus re-intensifies the uncertainty and insecurity of 

Margvelashvili’s OS narratives in relation to Russia, where he reverts to securitised 

arguments that meetings with Russia were only possible if they met on Georgia’s 

ontological self-definition terms36.  

 
36 ‘I think, in 2008, there was no understanding of the essence of the policy pursued by Russia in 

the international arena. At that time, there were attempts to ’explain’ somehow Moscow’s absurd ac-

tions on locating troops into Georgia. We all have paid a fee for the fact that neither then, nor now, 

no strong and firm response is given to the Russian policy. After all, it is a fact that Russia has de-

clared clearly and unambiguously: what is in the Russian slang called the ‚near abroad‘, in fact is a 

‘zone of privileged interests of the Russian Federation’. Apparently, it is meant that international law 

quasi does not apply to these states, these ’territories’. But, even if it does, so only in some strange, 

distorted format, in which international rules are formally in force, still, the final word goes to Russia 

and the Russian weaponry. This kind of attitude is fraught with problems not only in Russia’s rela-

tions with its neighbors. If we ‘develop’ such ‘logic’ on a global scale, we get destabilization not only 

on the border with Russia, but in any region of the world, where there is a strong state with nuclear 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

83 

 

 

 

 

The metaphorical equation of 2008 and 2014 as similar critical junctures 

thus securitises and politicises Russia’s OS contestations in the neighbourhood. It 

casts and shames Russia as challenging and re-drawing (b)orders and creating artifi-

cial states in the neighbourhood. ‘Artificial’ describes the different understandings 

of ontologies between Russia and the states experiencing its occupation - where 

Russia’s reading is framed as unfitting with the existing ontics, thus as creating fric-

tions in these OS narrative webs.  

This metaphor is emotionally and morally charged and draws on 

Margvelashvili’s memory politics: it includes narrations of the historical injustice of 

Russia’s OS contestations - framed as genocides - and seeks to dispose of them 

through assuming that the very historical justice will be on Ukraine’s and Georgia’s 

side eventually, which is represented through pain, anger, hate, and disgust but also 

anxiety, regret and remorse about the current insecurities.  

Moreover, this metaphor draws in - voicing disappointment - the failures 

of the West as preset for and continuity of these critical junctures and in so doing 

casts Ukraine and Georgia - but also all other EaP countries which are perceived as 

potentially having to experience Russian meddling - as a different emotion commu-

nity. This emotion community is one of empathetic understanding of the pain and 

 
capability and a theoretical possibility of treating its weaker neighbors in the same way, as Russia 

treats its neighbors. Unfortunately, the West failed to comprehend the absurdity and tragedy of what 

happened in 2008. As a result, in 2014 we got the ‘Ukrainian Front’; and Russia, having the ‘experi-

ence of 2008’, was much more organized and rapid, because the Russian leadership considered the 

aggressive style of action acceptable. I think that today the West’s fidelity to principles should be 

based exactly on this bitter experience. When I communicate with colleagues in the West, I always 

tell them: ‚the point is to be very honest with Russians and tell them directly: this is unacceptable to 

us!‘; and also, confirm that the West considers Georgia, Ukraine and other Russian neighbors, as 

equal and sovereign subjects of international law. This is the ‚mere truth‘ of international relations. 

This is to say that it is necessary to speak clearly with Russia. I think, the peaceful future can only be 

achieved through these relations for Russia, as well as for Georgia and other states.“ (Margvelashvili, 

3.10.2016) 
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sufferance attached to these ontological anxieties and a mirroring of the extensive 

feelings of hate and disgust towards Russia, and therefore in contrast to what is 

construed as more restrained emotional reactions of the West.  

Crises?  

Crises are imagined completely differently based on the abundance of just 

outlined affective imaginaries (of the past).  

For Armenia, regionally exclusive structures imposed by the EU/NATO, 

Artsakh/Azerbaijan, the domestic opposition, Turkey’s genocide denial, and the SU 

break-up are imagined as crises limiting the ability to go on and feel as before. 

Moreover, Sargsyan denounces the lecturing of smaller states by bigger ones as cri-

ses of status and prestige. Interestingly, a securitised looming global crisis is not 

only seen as threat, but also as opportunity for new security structures - excluding 

and being directed against Azerbaijan.  

For Azerbaijan, crises are identified in an Azeri ontological crisis on its 

own, the question of Nagorno-Karabakh, the opposition contesting domestic le-

gitimacy, the global economic crisis and local reverberations, ‘the West’ - and par-

ticularly the EP - critiquing Azerbaijan as well as the inaptness of Western govern-

ance models as challenge to regional and global security. As such, Aliyev engages 

highly critically in a deconstruction of post-Cold War modernist intellectual 

thought.  

For Georgia, crisis signifiers change between the two presidents under 

scrutiny for this timeframe. Saakashvili identifies the dialectical, entangled relation-

ship between Georgian and Russian ontologies as linchpin to all further security 

imaginaries. As such, strained ontics as repeated, ever-so-present threats to the sur-

vival of the self by Russia dominate his discourses. Moreover, he posits reverbera-

tions to global order given the imminent Russian collapse as upcoming crisis of a 

global power vacuum. In this regard, he supposes that if the US would be 

weak(ened), subsequently the EU, as implicit ally/vassal of the US, would be 
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weak(ened) too - leading to the instability of global order. Furthermore, relating to 

the EU and NATO, feelings of rejection and neglect invoked by those ontological 

anchors are portrayed as crisis of trust, similar to what he identifies as internal crises 

of the EU, namely lagging reforms and integration fatigue. Margvelashvili builds 

upon but also adapts Saakashvili’s crises imaginaries. He identifies Russia as all-

encompassing threat by expatiating on its aggression/occupation, its wrongful near 

abroad conceptions, its construction of NATO myths, and its EU undermining. 

Furthermore, he identifies crises in concentric OS circles: the domestic (Russian 

sympathies), Russia (where South Ossetia and Abkhazia are linking back to the do-

mestic), Ukraine (as empathetic critical juncture), and a broad category of the inter-

national (liberal order’s credibility and efficiency, EU/NATO’s fatigue/rejections). 

 

5. Reflections 

‘Cultural issues of identity and history have also been integral to the ascent 

and consolidation of populism in post-communist East Europe. The fact that East 

European trauma under communism is not adequately understood and appreciated 

in the West is the central grievance of these movements, and this feeds into new cy-

cles of victimization – this time the perceived oppression focuses on Western liberal 

ideals, such as ‘gender ideology’, feminism, LGBTQ rights, or even more dramati-

cally, Middle Eastern migration and refugee flows. The core of populist resentment 

is the issue of cultural imposition – and the deepest cultural imposition post-

communist Europe feels today is the imposition of the Western memory on their 

own pasts.’ (Subotic 2019b:1) 

What this article has laid out is an understanding of these affective geo-

politics - marked in the above quote by ‘trauma’, ‘grievance’, ‘victimization’, or ‘re-

sentment’ as emotional representations of what is construed as imposition of West-

ern memory - through readings of OS theory to substantiate what Toal (2018) calls 
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‘shock events’ as critical junctures interpreted as affective ontological insecurities, 

and to shed light onto constructions of ‘the past’ through the dynamics of emotion 

communities within the logics of affective ontological security seeking. This has 

highlighted the central role of affective markers of ontological insecurities in dis-

courses and how this has affected change and continuity in renegotiating remem-

brance by the presidents of the South Caucasus states. In so doing, it has drawn 

particular attention to the affective reproduction of memory and has shown how 

investing, subscribing, questioning or rejecting identity-positionalities is a patchwork 

process of discursive emotion norm contestations resulting in traumatic or nostalgic 

representations of the past.  

Here, an analysis of what Toal (2018) called the ‘leaders’ affective disposi-

tions’ of the four presidential discourses from 2008-2018 through a LTA showed 

the different discursive approaches to identity politics in general. An analysis of 

what he called ‘affective storylines’ and ‘state-sponsored mobilizations’ through an 

EDA showed the multiplicity of specific affective landscapes and discursive prac-

tices to create emotional representations within affective OSS logics.  

Spread over seven emblematic discursive categories relating to the dis-

cussed triple anniversaries, the contestations of those identity signifiers highlight the 

makings and breakings of emotion communities as phenomenon of the dynamics of 

the affective geopolitics of the South Caucasus. Moreover, their contestation high-

lights the abundance of the rhetoric of memory politics embedded within affective 

OSS. 

‘Defending memory’ as seeking ontological security is then achieved 

through articulating opposite emotions towards the same events: to redraw what is 

perceived as appropriate feeling (rule) towards the past. As such, trauma and nostal-

gia are affective re-interpretations of those insecurities as well as affective canvases 

to justify present and future politics. Affective investments as emotional commit-

ments to those re-interpretations vary in their salience and valence. The dissected 
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presidential discourses highlight the repertoire within affective storylines to imagine 

a canvas (emotional representations) and paint on it (emotionalisations) to (re-)seek 

ontological security.  

There, the affective difference between politicisation and securitisation 

gets qualified: discursive moves of politicization exploit the salience of (pre-existing) 

affective investments, discursive moves of securitization change the valence of (pre-

existing) affective investments.  

Particularly, the presidential discourses show another dimension of ‘how 

the nation continues to operate as a salient register’ (Antonsich et al. 2020), namely 

through its affective re-appraisal as ontological anchor. 

What this work has furthermore shown is that these dynamics are to be 

understood as way more than scaremongering and blaming, or hate and love, but as 

amalgamation of a situated variety of emotions and emotionalisations (Hor 2019).  

Particularly the role of pain and suffering - and subsequent anger - as additional 

markers of ontological insecurities and critical junctures as well as the delineation of 

a vast bi-valent variety of emotionalisations within affective OSS adds to the litera-

ture which has mostly zoomed in onto anxiety and fear as emotional representations 

of these insecurities as well as blaming and shaming as emotionalisations.  

These findings also speak to what Giddens called ‘colonisation of the fu-

ture’: the practice of system justification and political ordering. In turn, this often 

overlooked aspect of Giddens’s work is related to ‘risk reduction’ (that is, minimis-

ing the vulnerability to critical OS junctures) and memory politics: ‘People in all cul-

tures, including the most resolutely traditional, distinguish future, present and past, 

and weigh alternative courses of action in terms of likely future considerations. But 

as we saw in the previous chapter, where traditional modes of practice are domi-

nant, the past inserts a wide band of ‘authenticated practice’ into the future. Time is 

not empty, and a consistent ‘mode of being’ relates future to past. In addition, tradi-
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tion creates a sense of the firmness of things that typically mixes cognitive and 

moral elements. The world is as it is because it is as it should be.’ (Giddens 1991: 

48, 133f). 

As the above quote highlights, these struggles about the power of (affec-

tive) interpretation do not only take place within the South Caucasus countries, but 

are part and parcel of broader international contestations. These contestations not 

only encompass identity-positionalities, but attached emotion norms and adjoint 

emotion communities. The latter communities drift not only apart (between the 

South Caucasus countries), but also away (different anchors/poles of perceived ap-

propriate emotion norms internationally, e.g. here either the EU or Russia). In this 

regard, those emotion communities are imagined OS communities bound by empa-

thy and sympathy - to care for the self/other - or by the complete opposite of it - to 

deny the self/other those emotions when interpreting not only the past.  

As such, discussions about a potential revival of Cold War imaginaries 

should not be limited to tracing narratives, but should pay attention to the widening 

divergence in emotion (norms) attached to those re-interpretations (Creutziger & 

Reuber 2019). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

89 

 

 

 

 

References 

Academic Swiss Caucasus Net, European Network Remembrance and Solidarity & 

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 2016, Memory and Identity in Post-Soviet Space, 

https://iliauni.edu.ge/uploads/other/36/36751.pdf. 

Agadjanian, A, Jödicke, A & van der Zweerde, E 2017, Religion, Nation and Democracy 

in the South Caucasus, Routledge, London. 

Agathangelou, A 2019, ‘Sexual Affective Empires: Racialized Speculations and 

Wagers in the Affective IR Turn’, in E van Rythoven & M Sucharov (eds), 

Methodology and Emotion in International Relations: Parsing the Passions, Routledge, 

pp. 205-222.  

Åhäll, L 2018, ‘Affect as Methodology: Feminism and the Politics of Emotion’, In-

ternational Political Sociology, vol. 12, no. 01, pp. 36–52. 

Åhäll, L & Gregory, T 2015, Emotions, Politics and War, Taylor & Francis, London. 

Altunışık, MB & Tanrisever, OF 2018, The South Caucasus: Security, energy and 

Europeanization, Routledge, London. 

Aliyev, I 2013, ‘Ilham Aliyev was interviewed by ‘Russia-24’ television channel’, 

viewed 11 December 2018, https://en.president.az/articles/7811. 

Aliyev, I 2015, ‘Ilham Aliyev was interviewed by ‘Russia-24’ channel’, viewed 11 

December 2018, https://en.president.az/articles/14954. 

Antonsich, M, Skey, M, Sumartojo, S, Merriman, P, Stephens, AC, Tolia-Kelly, DP, 

Wilson, HF & Anderson, B 2020, ‘The spaces and politics of affective 

nationalism’, Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space, vol. 38, no. 04 , pp 

579-598.  

Averre, D & Oskanian, K 2019, Security, society and the state in the Caucasus, Routledge, 

London. 

Aydın, M 2011, Non-traditional security threats and regional cooperation in the southern 

caucasus, IOS Press, Amsterdam, Washington, D.C. 

https://en.president.az/articles/7811
https://en.president.az/articles/14954


Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

90 
 

 

 

 

Bassin, M, Glebov, S & Laruelle, M 2015, Between Europe and Asia: The Origins, 

Theories, and Legacies of Russian Eurasianism, University of Pittsburgh Press, 

Pittsburgh PA. 

Bernhard, MH & Kubik, J 2014, Twenty years after communism: The politics of memory and 

commemoration, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York. 

Besier, G & Stokłosa, K 2016, Neighbourhood Perceptions of the Ukraine Crisis : From the 

Soviet Union into Eurasia?, Taylor & Francis, London. 

Bleiker, R & Hutchinson, E 2018, ‘Methods and Methodologies for the Study of 

Emotions in World Politics’, in M Clément & E Sangar (eds), Researching 

Emotions in International Relations: Methodological Perspectives on the Emotional 

Turn, Springer International Publishing, Cham, pp. 325–342. 

Boddice, R 2018, The history of emotions, Manchester University Press, Manchester. 

Boyle, E 2016, ‘Borderization in Georgia: Sovereignty Materialized', Eurasia Border 

Review, vol. 7, no. 1, pp 1-18. 

Broers, L 2019, Armenia and Azerbaijan: Anatomy of a rivalry, Edinburgh University 

Press,Edinburgh. 

Browning, CS 2015, 'Nation Branding, National Self‐Esteem, and the Constitution 

of Subjectivity in Late Modernity’, Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 11, no. 02, pp. 

195–214. 

Browning, CS 2018a, ‘‘Je suis en terrasse’: Political Violence, Civilizational Politics, 

and the Everyday Courage to Be’, Political Psychology, vol. 39, no. 02, pp. 243–

261. 

Browning, CS 2018b, ‘Brexit, existential anxiety and ontological (in)security', Euro-

pean Security, vol. 27, no. 03, pp. 336–355. 

Browning, CS 2018c, ‘Geostrategies, geopolitics and ontological security in the Eas-

tern neighbourhood: The European Union and the ‘new Cold War’’, Political 

Geography, vol. 62, pp. 106–115. 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

91 

 

 

 

 

Browning, CS & Christou, G 2010, ‘The constitutive power of outsiders: The Eu-

ropean neighbourhood policy and the eastern dimension’, Political Geography, 

vol. 29, no. 02, pp. 109–118. 

Browning, CS & Joenniemi, P 2016, ‘Ontological security, self-articulation and the 

securitization of identity’, Cooperation and Conflict, vol. 52, no. 01, pp. 31–47. 

Bursulaia, G 2020, ‘The voices of silence: The case of Georgian history textbooks', 

Caucasus Survey, pp. 1–16. 

Buzogány, A 2019, ‘Europe, Russia, or both?: Popular perspectives on overlapping 

regionalism in the Southern Caucasus’, East European Politics, vol. 35, no. 01, 

pp. 93–109. 

Capelos, T & Chrona, S 2018, ‘The Map to the Heart: An Analysis of Political 

Affectivity in Turkey’, Politics and Governance, vol. 06, no. 04, pp. 144–

158. 

Caverni, J-P, Fabre, J-M & Gonzalez, M (eds) 1990, Cognitive biases, North-Holland, 

Amsterdam, New York. 

Chatterje-Doody, PN & Crilley, R 2019, ‘Making Sense of Emotions and Affective 

Investments in War: RT and the Syrian Conflict on YouTube’, Media and 

Communication, vol. 07, no. 03, p. 167-178. 

Chernobrov, D 2019, Public Perception of International Crises: Identity, Ontological Security 

and Self-Affirmation, Rowman & Littlefield International, London. 

Cheterian, V 2008, War and peace in the Caucasus: Russia's troubled frontier, Hurst & Co., 

London. 

Chikovani, N 2009, ‘Narrative of the United Caucasus: Political or Historical Pro-

ject? ’, Caucasus Journal of Social Sciences, vol. 02, no. 01, pp. 119–126. 

Clément, M & Sangar, E (eds) 2018, Researching Emotions in International Relations: 

Methodological Perspectives on the Emotional Turn, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

92 
 

 

 

 

Companjen, F, Marácz, LK & Versteegh, L 2010, Exploring the Caucasus in the 21st 

Century: Essays on Culture, History and Politics in a Dynamic Context, Amsterdam 

University Press, Amsterdam. 

Coppieters, B 2004, Europeanization and conflict resolution: Case studies from the European 

periphery, Academia Press, Gent. 

Crawford, A & Hutchinson, S 2016, ‘Mapping the Contours of ‘Everyday Security: 

Time, Space and Emotion’, British Journal of Criminology, vol. 56, no. 06, pp. 

1184–1202. 

Crawford, NC 2000, ‘The Passion of World Politics: Propositions on Emotion and 

Emotional Relationships’, International Security, vol. 24, no. 04, pp. 116–156. 

Crawford, NC 2019, ‘The power of emotions, the emotions of politics: What do we 

need to know about emotions to make sense of world politics?’, in E van 

Rythoven & M Sucharov (eds), Methodology and Emotion in International Relati-

ons, Routledge, London. 

Creutziger, C & Reuber, P 2019, ‘The Cold War as narrative? Old paradigms and 

new emotions’, ZOIS: Centre for East European and International Studies, 

viewed 14 October 2019, https://en.zois-berlin.de/publications/zois-

spotlight/the-cold-war-as-narrative-old-paradigms-and-new-emotions/. 

Croft, S & Vaughan-Williams, N 2016, ‘Fit for purpose? Fitting ontological security 

studies ‘into’ the discipline of International Relations: Towards a vernacular 

turn’, Cooperation and Conflict, vol. 52, no. 01, pp. 12–30. 

Dawisha, K & Parrott, B 1997, Conflict, cleavage, and change in Central Asia and the 

Caucasus, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

de Waal, T 2019, The Caucasus: An introduction, 2nd ed, Oxford University Press, 

New York. 

DeBardeleben, J (ed) 2008, The boundaries of EU enlargement: Finding a place for 

neighbours, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke. 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

93 

 

 

 

 

Demertzis, N 2013, Emotions in politics: The affect dimension in political tension, Palgrave 

Macmillan, Basingstoke. 

Edkins, J 2013, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, Cambridge University Press, Camb-

ridge. 

Ejdus, F 2017, ‘‘Not a heap of stones’: Material environments and ontological secu-

rity in international relations’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs, vol. 30, 

no. 01, pp. 23–43. 

Ejdus, F 2019, Crisis and Ontological Insecurity: Serbia's Anxiety over Kosovo's Secession, 

Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke. 

Eklundh, E, Zavnik, A & Guittet, E-P (eds) 2017, The politics of anxiety, Rowman & 

Littlefield International, London. 

Ekman, P & Davidson, RJ 2015, The nature of emotion: Fundamental questions, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford. 

Eldar, I, & Rauf, G 2007, ‘Confrontational collective memory in the Caucasus: how 

can the “curse of the past” be overcome?’, in The Caucasus & Globalization, 

vol. 04, no. 01, pp. 101–108. 

Fattah, K & Fierke, KM 2009, ‘A Clash of Emotions: The Politics of Humiliation 

and Political Violence in the Middle East', European Journal of International Re-

lations, vol. 15, no. 01, pp. 67–93. 

Festinger, L 1962, A theory of cognitive dissonance, Stanford University Press, Stanford. 

Fierke, KM 2014, 'Emotion and intentionality’, International Theory, vol. 06, no. 03, 

pp. 563–567. 

Fierke, KM 2015, ‘Emotions in IR: The ‘Dog That Did Not Bark’’, viewed 25 Au-

gust 2019, https://www.e-ir.info/2015/02/20/emotions-in-ir-the-dog-that-

did-not-bark/. 

https://www.e-ir.info/2015/02/20/emotions-in-ir-the-dog-that-did-not-bark/
https://www.e-ir.info/2015/02/20/emotions-in-ir-the-dog-that-did-not-bark/


Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

94 
 

 

 

 

Findlay, SD & Thagard, P 2014, ‘Emotional Change in International Negotiation: 

Analyzing the Camp David Accords Using Cognitive-Affective Maps’, Group 

Decision and Negotiation, vol. 23, no. 06, pp. 1281–1300. 

Fukuyama, F 2006, The end of history and the last man, Free Press, New York. 

Fukuyama, F 2018, Identity: The demand for dignity and the politics of resentment, Profile 

Books, London. 

Galeotti, M 2019, ‘Putin doesn’t want to kill liberalism, only optimism’, viewed 10 

July 2019, https://raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/kremlin/1340-putin-doesn-t-

want-to-kill-liberalism-only-optimism. 

Geukjian, O 2016, Ethnicity, Nationalism and Conflict in the South Caucasus, Routledge, 

London. 

Giddens, A 1991, Modernity and self-identity: Self and society in the late modern age, Polity 

Press, Cambridge. 

Gilmore, J & Rowling, C 2018, ‘A post-American world?: Assessing the cognitive 

and attitudinal impacts of challenges to American exceptionalism’, The Com-

munication Review, vol. 21, no. 01, pp. 46–65. 

Giragosian, R 2015, ‘Armenia’s Eurasian Choice: Is the EU Integration Still at Sta-

ke?’, viewed 03 September 2019, 

https://ge.boell.org/en/2015/04/02/armenias-eurasian-choice-eu-

integration-still-stake.  

Glöckner, A & Pachur, T 2012, ‘Cognitive models of risky choice: Parameter 

stability and predictive accuracy of prospect theory’, Cognition, vol. 123, no. 

01, pp. 21–32. 

Goffman, E 1974, Frame analysis: an essay on the organization of experience, Harper & 

Row, New York. 

Gökarıksel, B & Secor, AJ 2018, ‘Affective geopolitics: Anxiety, pain, and ethics in 

the encounter with Syrian refugees in Turkey’, Environment and Planning C: Po-

litics and Space, vol. 25, no. 02, pp. 1-19. 

https://raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/kremlin/1340-putin-doesn-t-want-to-kill-liberalism-only-optimism
https://raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/kremlin/1340-putin-doesn-t-want-to-kill-liberalism-only-optimism
https://ge.boell.org/en/2015/04/02/armenias-eurasian-choice-eu-integration-still-stake
https://ge.boell.org/en/2015/04/02/armenias-eurasian-choice-eu-integration-still-stake


Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

95 

 

 

 

 

Golunov, SV 2017, Russian and Chinese Influences in Shared Borderlands, PONARS 

Eurasia Policy Memo, no. 453. 

Grant, B 2009, The captive and the gift: Cultural histories of sovereignty in Russia and the 

Caucasus, Cornell University Press, Ithaca. 

Grigoryan, E & Margaryan, S 2018, ‘Memory Politics: The Post-Soviet Memory 

Landscape in Yerevan’, viewed 03 July 2019, 

https://caucasusedition.net/memory-politics-the-post-soviet-memory-

landscape-in-yerevan/.  

Gugushvili, A, Kabachnik, P & Kirvalidze, A 2017, ‘Collective memory and 

reputational politics of national heroes and villains’, Nationalities Papers, vol. 

45, no. 03, pp. 464–484. 

Gustafsson, K 2014, ‘Memory Politics and Ontological Security in Sino-Japanese 

Relations’, Asian Studies Review, vol. 38, no. 01, pp. 71–86. 

Hayoz, N & Dafflon, D 2014, ‘Introduction: Political Transformation and Social 

Change in the South Caucasus’, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, vol. 

14, no. 02, pp. 195–198. 

Heinrich Boell Foundation (Tbilisi Office - South Caucasus region), Ilia State Uni-

versity & Soviet Past Research Laboratory (SOVLAB) 2019, The South 

Caucasus Regional Conference on Memory Politics, Ilia State University. 

Hille, CML 2010, State building and conflict resolution in the Caucasus, Brill, Leiden. 

Hor, AJY 2019, ‘Emotions in-and-out of equilibrium: Tracing the everyday 

defensiveness of identity’, in E van Rythoven & M Sucharov (eds), 

Methodology and Emotion in International Relations, Routledge, London. 

Huseynova, I 2019, The Politics of Memory and Commemoration: Centennial Anniversary in 

the South Caucasus, MA Thesis, University of Tartu, 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/62d8/83f3ee56dd9302e18dc668f6bba315

cf4dcd.pdf. 

https://caucasusedition.net/memory-politics-the-post-soviet-memory-landscape-in-yerevan/
https://caucasusedition.net/memory-politics-the-post-soviet-memory-landscape-in-yerevan/


Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

96 
 

 

 

 

Hutchinson, E 2010, ‘Trauma and the Politics of Emotions: Constituting Identity, 

Security and Community after the Bali Bombing’, International Relations, vol. 

24, no. 01, pp. 65–86. 

Hutchinson, E 2016, Affective communities in world politics: Collective emotions after trauma, 

Cambridge University Press, New York. 

Kinnvall, C 2016, ‘Feeling ontologically (in)secure: States, traumas and the 

governing of gendered space’, Cooperation and Conflict, vol. 52, no. 01, pp. 90–

108. 

Kinnvall, C, Manners, I & Mitzen, J 2018, ‘Introduction to 2018 special issue of Eu-

ropean Security: ‘ontological (in)security in the European Union’’, European 

Security, vol. 27, no. 03, pp. 249–265. 

Kinnvall, C & Mitzen, J 2018, ‘Ontological security and conflict: The dynamics of 

crisis and the constitution of community’, Journal of International Relations and 

Development, vol. 21, no. 04, pp. 825–835. 

Kitaevich, EJ 2014, ‘History that splinters: Education reforms and memory politics 

in the Republic of Georgia’, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, vol. 14, 

no. 02, pp. 319–338. 

Koschut, S 2014, ‘Emotional (security) communities: The significance of emotion 

norms in inter-allied conflict management’, Review of International Studies, vol. 

40, no. 03, pp. 533–558. 

Koschut, S 2017a, ‘No sympathy for the devil: Emotions and the social constructi-

on of the democratic peace’, Cooperation and Conflict, vol. 53, no. 03, pp. 320-

338. 

Koschut, S 2017b, ‘The power of (emotion) words: On the importance of emotions 

for social constructivist discourse analysis in IR’, Journal of International Relati-

ons and Development, vol 21, pp. 495–522. 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

97 

 

 

 

 

Koschut, S 2017c, ‘The Structure of Feeling – Emotion Culture and National Self-

Sacrifice in World Politics’, Millennium - Journal of International Studies, vol. 45, 

no. 02, pp. 174–192. 

Koschut, S 2018, ‘Appropriately Upset?: A Methodological Framework for Tracing 

the Emotion Norms of the Transatlantic Security Community’, Politics and 

Governance, vol. 06, no. 04, pp. 125–134. 

Koschut, S 2019, ‘Communitarian emotions in IR: Constructing emotional worlds’, 

in E van Rythoven & M Sucharov (eds), Methodology and Emotion in Internatio-

nal Relations, Routledge, London, pp. 79-96. 

Koschut, S, Hall, TH, Wolf, R, Solomon, T, Hutchinson, E & Bleiker, R 2017, 

‘Discourse and Emotions in International Relations’, International Studies Re-

view, vol. 19, no. 03, pp. 481–508. 

Krastev, I & Holmes, S 2019, The Light that Failed: A Reckoning, Allen Lane, London. 

Kurilla, I 2009, Memory Wars in the Post-Soviet Space, PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo, 

no. 63. 

Laing, RD 1968, ‘Ontological Insecurity’, in KJ Gergen & C Gordon (eds), The self 

in social interaction, pp. 415–422. 

Laing, RD 1969, Self and others. 2nd ed, 2nd ed, Tavistock Publications, London. 

Laing, RD 1991, The divided self: An existential study in sanity and madness, 2nd ed, Vi-

king, Harmondsworth. 

Laszczkowski, M & Reeves, M 2018, Affective states: Entanglements, suspensions, 

suspicions, Berghahn Books, New York. 

Lauritzen, M, Beville, M & Sencindiver, SY 2011, Otherness: A Multilateral Perspective, 

Peter Lang, Frankfurt am Main. 

Leek, M & Morozov, V 2018, ‘Identity beyond othering: Crisis and the politics of 

decision in the EU’s involvement in Libya’, International Theory, vol. 10, no. 

01, pp. 122–152. 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

98 
 

 

 

 

Lim, J-H 2020, ‘Triple Victimhood: On the Mnemonic Confluence of the Holo-

caust, Stalinist Crime, and Colonial Genocide’, Journal of Genocide Research, pp. 

1–22. 

Mälksoo, M 2015, ‘‘Memory must be defended’: Beyond the politics of mnemonical 

security’, Security Dialogue, vol. 46, no. 03, pp. 221–237. 

Mälksoo, M 2018, ‘The Transitional Justice and Foreign Policy Nexus: The 

Inefficient Causation of State Ontological Security-Seeking’, International Stu-

dies Review, vol. 21, no. 03, pp. 373-397. 

Mälksoo, M 2019, ‘The normative threat of subtle subversion: The return of ‘Eas-

tern Europe’ as an ontological insecurity trope’, Cambridge Review of Internatio-

nal Affairs, vol. 32, no. 03, pp. 365–383. 

Margvelashvili, G 2016, ‘It is Necessary to Speak Very Clearly with Russia’, viewed 

10 December 2018, https://www.president.gov.ge/en-

US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/%E2%80%8Bgiorgi-margvelashvili-rusets-

dzalian-mkafiod-unda.aspx. 

Margvelashvili, G 2018, ‘Interview of Lithuanian Public Broadcaster with President 

Margvelashvili’, viewed 10 December 2018, 

https://www.president.gov.ge/en-

US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/saqartvelos-prezidentis-interviu-litvis-

sazogadoeb.aspx. 

Mitzen, J 2006, ‘Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Secu-

rity Dilemma’, European Journal of International Relations, vol. 12, no. 03, pp. 

341–370. 

Mitzen, J & Larson, K 2017, Ontological Security and Foreign Policy, viewed 20 October 

2019, 

http://politics.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0

001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-458. 

https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/%E2%80%8Bgiorgi-margvelashvili-rusets-dzalian-mkafiod-unda.aspx
https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/%E2%80%8Bgiorgi-margvelashvili-rusets-dzalian-mkafiod-unda.aspx
https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/%E2%80%8Bgiorgi-margvelashvili-rusets-dzalian-mkafiod-unda.aspx
https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/saqartvelos-prezidentis-interviu-litvis-sazogadoeb.aspx
https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/saqartvelos-prezidentis-interviu-litvis-sazogadoeb.aspx
https://www.president.gov.ge/en-US/pressamsakhuri/interviuebi/saqartvelos-prezidentis-interviu-litvis-sazogadoeb.aspx
http://politics.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-458
http://politics.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-458


Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

99 

 

 

 

 

Moïsi, D 2010, The geopolitics of emotion: How cultures of fear, humiliation, and hope are 

reshaping the world, Anchor Books, New York. 

Mordka, C 2016, ‘What are Emotions?: Structure and Function of Emotions’, Studia 

Humana, vol. 05, no. 03, pp. 29-44. 

Mousseau, M 2019, ‘The End of War: How a Robust Marketplace and Liberal 

Hegemony Are Leading to Perpetual World Peace’, International Security, vol. 

44, no. 01, pp. 160–196. 

Nabers, D 2015, A Poststructuralist Discourse Theory of Global Politics, Palgrave Macmil-

lan, New York. 

Nicolaïdis, K, Sèbe, B & Maas, G 2015, Echoes of empire: Memory, identity and colonial 

legacies, I.B. Tauris, London. 

Oskanian, K 2013, Fear, weakness and power in the post-Soviet South Caucasus: A theoretical 

and empirical analysis, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke. 

Park, SH, Kim, HJ & Park, YO 2017, ‘Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral Respon-

ses to Ingroup’s Devalued Social Status: A Field Study at a Public Universi-

ty’, Current Psychology, vol. 36, no. 01, pp. 22–38. 

Prior, A & van Hoef, Y 2018, ‘Interdisciplinary Approaches to Emotions in Politics 

and International Relations’, Politics and Governance, vol. 06, no. 04, pp. 48–

52. 

Rauf, G & Rena, K 2011, ‘Memory, emotions, and behavior of the masses in an 

ethnopolitical conflict: Nagorno-Karabakh’, The Caucasus & Globalization, 

vol. 05, no. 03-04, pp. 77-88. 

Rayfield, D 2012, Edge of empires: A history of Georgia, Reaktion Books, London. 

Reeves, M 2011, ‘Fixing the Border: On the Affective Life of the State in Southern 

Kyrgyzstan’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, vol. 29, no. 05, pp. 

905–923. 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

100 
 

 

 

 

Resende, ESA & Budryte, D 2014, Memory and trauma in international relations: Theories, 

cases, and debates, Routledge, London. 

Reus-Smit, C 2014, ‘Emotions and the social’, International Theory, vol. 06, no. 03, pp. 

568–574. 

Rich, PB 2013, Crisis in the Caucasus, Taylor and Francis, Hoboken. 

Richardson, PB 2010, Crisis in the Caucasus: Russia, Georgia and the West, Routledge, 

London. 

Rosenwein, BH 2006, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages, Cornell Univer-

sity Press, Ithaca, N.Y. 

Ross, AAG 2006, ‘Coming in from the Cold: Constructivism and Emotions’, Euro-

pean Journal of International Relations, vol. 12, no. 02, pp. 197–222. 

Ross, AAG 2013, 'Realism, emotion, and dynamic allegiances in global politics', In-

ternational Theory, vol. 05, no. 02, pp. 273–299. 

Rumelili, B 2015a, Conflict resolution and ontological security, Routledge, London. 

Rumelili, B 2015b, ‘Identity and desecuritisation: The pitfalls of conflating 

ontological and physical security’, Journal of International Relations and Develop-

ment, vol. 18, no. 01, pp. 52–74. 

Rumelili, B 2016, Conflict resolution and ontological security: Peace anxieties, Routledge, 

London. 

Rumelili, B 2018, ‘Breaking with Europe’s pasts: Memory, reconciliation, and 

ontological (In)security’, European Security, vol. 27, no. 03, pp. 280–295. 

Saakashvili, M 2011, The interview of the President of Georgia during the morning 

show of MSNBC - ‘Morning Joe’, 

http://www.saakashviliarchive.info/en/PressOffice/News/Interviews?p=6

798&i=1. 

Saakashvili, M 2011, Interview with Segodnya, 

http://www.saakashviliarchive.info/en/PressOffice/News/Interviews?p=6

800&i=1. 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

101 

 

 

 

 

Sargsyan, S 2010, Interview of the President of Armenia Serzh Sargsyan to the 

German Der Spiegel weekly, viewed 04 December 2018, 

http://www.president.am/en/interviews-and-press-

conferences/item/2010/04/05/news-47/. 

Sargsyan, S 2011, ‘Interview of President Serzh Sargsyan to Free Artsakh newspaper 

and the NKR State TV station, viewed 04 December 2018, 

http://www.president.am/en/interviews-and-press-

conferences/item/2011/09/02/news-72/. 

Scheve, C von 2014, Emotion and Social Structures: The Affective Foundations of Social Or-

der, Taylor & Francis, London. 

Scheve, C von & Salmella, M 2014, Collective Emotions, Oxford University Press, Ox-

ford. 

Schick, K 2019, ‘Emotions and the everyday: Ambivalence, power and resistance’, 

Journal of International Political Theory, vol. 15, no. 02, pp. 261–268. 

Shevel, O 2011, ‘The Politics of Memory in a Divided Society: A Comparison of 

Post-Franco Spain and Post-Soviet Ukraine’, Slavic Review, vol. 70, no. 01, 

pp. 137–164. 

Solomon, T 2012, ‘‘I wasn't angry, because I couldn't believe it was happening’: 

Affect and discourse in responses to 9/11’, Review of International Studies, vol. 

38, no. 04, pp. 907–928. 

Solomon, T 2013, ‘The affective underpinnings of soft power’, European Journal of 

International Relations, vol. 20, no. 03, pp. 720–741. 

Solomon, T 2018, ‘Ontological security, circulations of affect, and the Arab Spring’, 

Journal of International Relations and Development, vol. 21, no. 04, pp. 934–958. 

Somers, MR 1994, ‘The narrative constitution of identity: A relational and network 

approach’, Theory and Society, vol. 23, no. 05, pp. 605–649. 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

102 
 

 

 

 

Steele, BJ 2008, Ontological security in international relations: Self-identity and the IR state, 

Routledge, London. 

Steele, BJ & Homolar, A 2019, ‘Ontological insecurities and the politics of contem-

porary populism’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs, vol. 32, no. 03, pp. 

214–221. 

Subotić, J 2013, ‘Remembrance, Public Narratives, and Obstacles to Justice in the 

Western Balkans’, Studies in Social Justice, vol. 07, no. 02, p. 265. 

Subotić, J 2013, ‘Stories States Tell: Identity, Narrative, and Human Rights in the 

Balkans’, Slavic Review, vol. 72, no. 02, pp. 306–326. 

Subotić, J 2016, ‘Narrative, Ontological Security, and Foreign Policy Change‘, 

Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 12, no. 04, pp. 610–627. 

Subotić, J 2018, ‘Political memory, ontological security, and Holocaust 

remembrance in post-communist Europe’, European Security, vol. 27, no. 03, 

pp. 296–313. 

Subotić, J 2019a, ‘History, memory, and politics in post-communist Eastern Euro-

pe’, viewed 20 October 2019, https://www.cips-

cepi.ca/2019/09/19/history-memory-and-politics-in-post-communist-

eastern-europe/. 

Subotić, J 2019b, ‘Political memory after state death: The abandoned Yugoslav nati-

onal pavilion at Auschwitz’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs, vol. 32, 

no. 03, pp. 245–262. 

Subotic, J 2019c, Yellow star, red star: Holocaust remembrance after communism, Cornell 

University Press, Ithaca. 

Sun, R 2006, Cognition and multi-agent interaction: From cognitive modeling to social simulati-

on, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Suny, RG 2004, The revenge of the past: Nationalism, revolution, and the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, Stanford University Press, Stanford. 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

103 

 

 

 

 

Tausczik, YR & Pennebaker, JW 2010, ‘The Psychological Meaning of Words: 

LIWC and Computerized Text Analysis Methods’, Journal of Language and 

Social Psychology, vol. 29, no. 01, pp. 24–54. 

Thrift, N 2008, Non-Representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect, Taylor & Francis, 

London. 

Toal, G 2016, Near abroad: Putin, the west and the contest for russia's rimlands, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford. 

Toal, G 2018, ‘The Affective Geopolitics of the New Cold War’, Global 

Governance Institute, UCL, https://vimeo.com/267998695. 

Toal, G & Merabishvili, G 2019, ‘Borderization theatre: Geopolitical 

entrepreneurship on the South Ossetia boundary line, 2008–2018’, Caucasus 

Survey, vol. 07, no. 02, pp. 110–133. 

Torbakov, IB & Plokhy, S 2018, After empire: Nationalist imagination and symbolic politics 

in Russia and Eurasia in the twentieth and twenty-first century, ibidem-Verlag, Stutt-

gart. 

van Hoef, Y 2018, ‘Interpreting Affect Between State Leaders: Assessing the Politi-

cal Friendship Between Winston S. Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt’, in 

M Clément & E Sangar (eds), Researching Emotions in International Relations, 

Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 51–73. 

van Rythoven, E 2015, ‘Learning to feel, learning to fear?: Emotions, imaginaries, 

and limits in the politics of securitization’, Security Dialogue, vol. 46, no. 05, 

pp. 458–475. 

van Rythoven, E 2018, ‘Fear in the crowd or fear of the crowd? The dystopian poli-

tics of fear in international relations’, Critical Studies on Security, vol. 06, no. 

01, pp. 33–49. 

van Rythoven, E & Sucharov, M (eds) 2019, Methodology and Emotion in International 

Relations: Parsing the Passions, Routledge, New York. 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 21-112, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n2p51 

 

 

 

104 
 

 

 

 

Wertsch, JV 2008, ‘The Narrative Organization of Collective Memory’, Ethos, vol. 

36, no. 01, pp. 120–135. 

Wodak, R 2015, The politics of fear: What right-wing populist discourses mean, Sage, Los 

Angeles. 

Wodak, R & Meyer, M 2009, Methods of critical discourse analysis, 2nd. ed., Sage, Lon-

don. 

Wodak, R & Schulz, M 1986, The Language of Love and Guilt, John Benjamins Publis-

hing Company, Amsterdam. 

Yalçın-Heckmann, L 2016, ‘Remembering and Living on the Borderlands in the 

South Caucasus’, in T Bringa & H Toje (eds), Eurasian Borderlands: 

Spatializing Borders in the Aftermath of State Collapse, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 

133–158. 

Yemelianova, GM & Broers, L (eds) 2020, Routledge Handbook of the Caucasus, Rout-

ledge, New York. 

Ziemer, U 2018, ‘‘The waiting and not knowing can be agonizing’: Tracing the po-

wer of emotions in a prolonged conflict in the South Caucasus’, International 

Feminist Journal of Politics, vol. 20, no. 03, pp. 331–349. 

 



Susanne Szkola, Trauma or Nostalgia? ‘The Past’ as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 
the South Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

105 

 

 

 

 

Annex 1: Leaders’ affective Dispositions and temporal Focus in 

Discourse in the South Caucasus 2008-2018 

 

Armenia 
 

Figure 1: Sargsyan's individual Traits and Predispositions: Drives in Discourse 2008-2018 (ACLA) 

 
Source: own elaboration.  
 

Figure 2: Sargsyan's individual Traits and Predispositions: Temporal Focus of Discourse 2008-2018 

(ACLA) 

 

Source: own elaboration.  
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Azerbaijan 
 

Figure 3: Aliyev's individual Traits and Predispositions: Drives in Discourse 2008-2018 (ACLA) 

 
Source: own elaboration. 

 

Figure 4: Aliyev's individual Traits and Predispositions: Temporal Focus of Discourse 2008-2018 

(ACLA)  

 
Source: own elaboration. 
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Georgia  
(Saakashvili 2008-2013, Margvelashvili 2013-2018) 

Figure 5: Saakashvili's and Margvelashvili’s individual Traits and Predispositions: Drives in Discourse 

2008-2018 (ACLA) 

 
Source: own elaboration. 

Figure 6: Saakashvili's and Margvelashvili’s individual Traits and Predispositions: Temporal Focus of 

Discourse 2008-2018 (ACLA) 

 
Source: own elaboration. 
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Annex 2: Corpus Overview and Illustrations 

a. Code Sets Overview 

Table 1: Code Sets Overview for Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia (Saakashvili and Margvelashvili), 

2008-2018.  

Georgia 

Code Set Azerbaijan Armenia Margvelashvili Saakashvili 

Ukraine 14 4 87 15 

Crimea / / 29 / 

CSTO / 16 / / 

CIS 9 7 / / 

EEU / 36 2 / 

CU 2 14 / / 

Soviet 7 5 5 3 

China 3 7 20 / 

Iran 9 36 3 / 

2008 / 36 31 8 

West 6 5 27 1 

US 2 14 23 9 

EaP, ENP, DCFTA, 
AA / 19 18 4 

NATO / 8 50 4 
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Neighbourhood 7 5 14 14 

East-West 5 5 3 / 

Kosovo 1 3 1 / 

Turkey 44 86 16 3 

ontology 96 91 86 38 

other-ing 8 24 5 17 

enemy 6 5 1 14 

friend/ally 20 22 26 5 

threat 31 40 23 10 

security 27 38 9 2 

crisis 12 18 14 2 

foreign policy 37 7 36 5 

sovereignty/self-
determination 3 11 12 1 

conflict 8 12 11 / 

past, history, mem-
ory, tradition, always 37 84 62 20 

Nagorno-Karabakh 150 111 8 / 

South Ossetia, 
Abkhazia / 5 151 21 
domestic policy is-
sues, domestic 
groups 325 109 126 67 

emotions and emo-
tionalizations 360 296 165 65 
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EU topics 25 48 127 6 

Russia topics 76 60 219 47 

Russia as … 12 15 26 19 

  

genocide: 
51 

  

 

Armenia 
as…:172 

Azerbaijan 
as … :143 

  

Codings: 2653 
   

in sets: 4781 
   Note: ‘/’ means ‘no codings’ for these categories for the respective country  

Source: own sample (see page 16 in this article) 

 

b. Data Exploration and Interpretation: Example of Inductive Coding 

Context of the interview:  

A correspondent of Radio Liberty met with Georgian President Giorgi 

Margvelashvili to discuss the future of the country’s foreign policy and its relations 

with Russia, Ukraine and the West. The conversation took place after 

Margvelashvili’s meeting with Pope Francis on October 3rd, 2016. 
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1. Introduction 

This article argues that memorialization is a key tool for states in their pur-

suit of ontological security and fulfils what Catarina Kinnvall (2004) has identified in 

the remit of ontological security as a key need for comfort after trauma. This often 

functions through the use of narrative construction, which, as Jelena Subotic (2016) 

has traced, is largely about what ought to be: a normative story told about the state 

that carries “a desire for a particular social order and a particular set of social prac-

tices and policies” (2016, 612). I argue here that memorialization functions as one 

method states pursue to tell their own stories, to perform who they are and who 

they want to be by fixing identity through narrative. This becomes essential to state-

craft in the context of the ambiguities and contingent identities after a traumatic 

event. Indeed, several scholars have focused on the impact of narratives of histori-

cal memory on foreign policy, which is often seen as the way states project their 

identity into the world (Wang 2012; Gustafson 2014). Alexandria Innes and Brent 

Steele (2014, 20) have also emphasized the way in which states may use traumatic 

events to reconstitute the idea of the nation itself: “a particular trauma might be 

narrated in such a way in the collective memory as to be formative of the collective 

identity of a nation.”  

Drawing on the purported relationship between trauma and this desire to 

generate collective identity, this paper uses the framing of ontological security to ex-

amine burial as a mechanism of memorialization. I argue that states often turn to 

dead body management as a means of securing themselves and their identities. To 

do so, I make three related points in the following sections: first, that burial and re-

burial can function as a mechanism of governance by states seeking ontological se-

curity, which I detail in Section Two. In Section Three, I trace what this looks like 

in a general sense, using several brief examples of contestation over singular dead 

bodies. I note that what happens to the dead is often politically contested. Because 

of this, states seek to intervene in contested spaces to solidify their identities 

through the mechanism of dead body management. In Section Four, I focus spe-

cifically on what this mechanism looks like in cases of mass atrocity and genocide, 



Jessica Auchter, Burial, Reburial, and the Securing of Memory 
 

115 

 

using the case of Rwanda as an example. In this section, I seek to demonstrate how 

mass graves in Rwanda are inherently sites of contestation of memorial narratives, 

and that the project of ontological security in this case is top-down, often at the ex-

pense of survivors and their own conceptions of memory and memorialization. 

While much of my focus is on the post-atrocity context, what I aim to establish here 

is the existence of a larger politics through which states construct and revitalize their 

own identities, and thus my key argument is related to the ways in which managing 

dead bodies is a key part of maintenance of ontological security.  

 

 

2. Burying the Dead: Ontological Security and Memory Management 

Ontological security scholarship emphasizes the way that “states pursue 

their needs through social action, yet not to impress an external society so much as 

to satisfy their internal self-identity needs” (Steele 2008, 2). Jelena Subotic has traced 

the way in which this becomes apparent through the use of narratives, emphasizing 

how political actors manipulate shared cognitive frames to achieve a particular po-

litical purpose (2016, 611). Her focus is on states’ autobiographical narratives, some-

thing which gestures to how ontological security scholarship emphasizes the impor-

tance of the construction and fixing of state identity. In this section, I take this 

framing of ontological security and examine the connections between the state’s de-

sire for ontological security and the state’s involvement in burial and reburial of 

bodies. I acknowledge that not all burial is politicized, but rather argue that some 

cases of burying the dead are sufficiently public to form a mechanism through 

which states seek to solidify their identities. My main point in this section is to illus-

trate how ontological security helps us understand state identity construction 

through the management of the dead. 

Ontological security scholarship focuses on how actors solidify the identity 

of the self in the midst of a changing world (Mitzen 2006, 342). Brent Steele has 

emphasized the way in which this becomes most apparent in responding to crises: 

“when this sense of self-identity is dislocated an actor will seek to re-establish rou-
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tines that can, once again, consistently maintain self-identity” (Steele 2008, 3). Jelena 

Subotic also notes that “states need predictability and order; they thrive for routine 

and secure relationships with others” (2016, 614, see also Huysmans 1998; 

McSweeney 1999; Mitzen 2006). In other words, key to the idea of ontological secu-

rity is the desire for fixity, achieved through an iterative social process.  

Ontological security focuses on identity as a key factor. This follows on re-

cent work in the ontological security literature that examines the relationship be-

tween trauma and ontological security seeking (Kinnvall 2004). Indeed, as Innes and 

Steele (2014, 23) note: “national identity and collective memory can be built upon 

formative traumatic events, but the nature of that identity may be either questioned 

or re-appropriated and reinforced after an insecurity-inducing trauma.” Memory 

studies scholars have also drawn attention to the relationship between trauma and 

identity, noting the ways that trauma disrupts linear time and blurs traditional 

mechanisms of representation, including language (Nichanian 2003; Viebach 2019). 

Though much of this focus tends to be on the individual level of trauma (Prager 

2008), as ontological security scholars have noted (Mitzen 2006), we can allegorize 

from the psychology of the individual to the level of the state. Maria Malksoo 

(2009) similarly has noted that coming to terms with the past is reinforcement of 

one’s self-consciousness, following Theodor Adorno, emphasizing the identity-

based dimensions of ontological security at larger levels, such as the community or 

the state. Additionally, Duncan Bell has drawn attention to the way events, such as 

war and genocide, “generate serious challenges to communal self-understandings” 

(2006, 5). While the language of community can be broad, I focus explicitly on the 

way one type of political community (i.e. states) comes together through shared 

memories of a traumatic event, and the particular efforts of the state to narrate one 

specific understanding of the event in the midst of contested meanings and trauma’s 

disruptions to linear time. 

After a traumatic event or crisis, such as political violence, that poses a 

challenge to ontological security, the state often steps in to manage trauma via the 

mechanism of memorialization, primarily because of the threat posed to the cohe-
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sion and identity of the self (in this case the state) by the traumatic event. Emma 

Hutchison and Roland Bleiker note that political elites often seek to impose order 

as a way of dealing with trauma, which can perpetuate exclusion through the rein-

forcing of the identity of the community (Hutchison & Bleiker 2008, 386; see also 

Bell 2006, Edkins 2006). Such language draws on the identity basis for the forma-

tion of the primary political community: the state. Indeed, as Andreas Huyssen 

(2000) notes, though memory discourses are globalized, at their core they remain 

inextricably connected to specific groups, often states. Others have begun to illus-

trate the connections between memory and ontological security more explicitly 

(Gustafsson 2014). Indeed, Alexandria Innes and Brent Steele note that “insecurity 

develops in the ontological security-seeking process in a variety of ways, and trauma 

presents a radical form of that insecurity – a rupture of the consistent self through 

time and space” (2014, 15). While such insecurity calls into question the very iden-

tity of the self, Innes and Steele note that “trauma can also serve as a springboard to 

political contestation, creating space for a biographical narrative to be reaffirmed or 

rewritten through political action” (2014, 17; see also Steele 2008). 

Specifically, burial can act as a mechanism of establishing identity. Burial is 

a cultural practice which is heavily reliant on the relational bonds that bind families 

and communities. As Marina Kaneti and Mariana Prandini Assis note, “Because of 

their materiality and concreteness, dead bodies have the power to localize and give 

material meaning to a number of political claims and symbolic associations” (2016, 

298). While this focus is often on the individual closure provided to family members 

through burial, burial is often key to our conception of community bonds, and 

more broadly, to belonging within the state. For this reason, burying those, under-

stood to be outside of these communities, can be hotly contested. As an example, 

part of recent cultural genocide against the Turkic Uighur minority,1 the Chinese 

government has not only destroyed mosques in the Xinjiang region of China, it has 

 
1 For additional context, please see the Spetmber 2018 report by Human Rights Watch entitled 
“Eradicating Ideological Viruses”: China’s Campaign of Repression Against Xinjiang’s Muslims, 
available at https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicating-ideological-viruses/chinas-
campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs 
 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicating-ideological-viruses/chinas-campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicating-ideological-viruses/chinas-campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs
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also desecrated Uighur cemeteries under the auspices of “urban development”, 

though some Uighurs also report that China has set up “burial management cen-

tres” which carry out an agenda of cultural destruction through unburying bodies. 

As one Uighur, whose ancestors’ graves were demolished, noted: “This is all part of 

China’s campaign to effectively eradicate any evidence of who we are…That's why 

they're destroying all of these historical sites, these cemeteries, to disconnect us 

from our history, from our fathers and our ancestors” (Smith 2019). In other 

words, who is buried and where is not simply a private discussion, but one which 

sheds light on borders of political communities: burial is one arena that enforces 

who belongs (Auchter 2013). “Who we are,” and perhaps, who “we” are not, is a 

key facet of state identity, as scholars have demonstrated (Doty 1996; Weldes 1996; 

Campbell 1998; Neumann 1999), and burying bodies in particular ways or places or 

desecrating graves can be a powerful message by the state about who belongs.  

Ontological security framing extends this further and argues that such un-

derstandings of identity are themselves also practices of security, as I argue here. Af-

ter genocide, this is, perhaps, even more salient, as identity of the state is thrown 

into disarray, and national memorialization efforts are often twinned with grave 

management.2 Specifically, states engage in public grave management through bur-

ial, excavation, and reburial, as I illustrate more extensively in later sections, as a 

means of solidifying a particular identity drawn from an understanding of the past. 

Reburial was a common practice in the transition from the post-Soviet era, for ex-

ample, such as in Estonia where de-Sovietization often involved exhumation of 

gravesites of Soviet soldiers from monuments to military cemeteries to rewrite the 

memory of the past (Kattago 2009). Katherine Verdery (1999) has similarly de-

scribed how sovereignty coalesces around particular dead bodies and the use of ex-

 
2 For example, Young (1993) traces the way in which remnants of broken Jewish tombstones be-
came iconographic ways of enacting public memory in Poland, and also draws attention to the use of 
tombstone imagery in the granite shards at the Holocaust memorial at the former site of the Treb-
linka concentration camp. As another example, at the Kigali Genocide Memorial in Rwanda, interior 
rooms display skulls and bones in display cases, and the outdoor area contains large slabs in which 
hundreds of thousands of victims are interred. The dignity given to human remains is then key to the 
larger story told at the memorial site. 
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humation as a tool in the context of 1980s Eastern Europe. Her main argument is 

that dead bodies are used to express a state’s territorial claims, similar to my claim 

about how dead body management functions to construct and express identity. In 

short, there is widespread agreement that what is done to particular dead bodies can 

function as a form of crafting state identity in the midst of, or following, times of 

trauma and crisis which rupture previously held understandings. 

To sum up, ontological security helps us understand state identity con-

struction through the management of the dead. Precisely, states seek to impose lin-

ear narratives during moments of uncertainty and trauma. This is key to how they 

imagine themselves and construct notions of national or community identity. Man-

agement of graves, whether it be burial, reburial, or desecration, sends a powerful 

message about “who we are” and is key to the way states establish and reinforce 

their identities as political communities with particular sets of values and particular 

understandings of who belongs. These identities, as ontological security theorists 

note, are essential to states’ practices of security.  

 

 

3. Gravesites as Contested Spaces and State Management of the Dead 

Gravesites often raise larger questions about state management of collec-

tive memory. The significance of historical memory remains contested, and the de-

bates over what should be done with dead bodies, both single and mass graves, 

shed light on contestations over state identity itself. Various types of actors seek to 

intervene in public narration of particular dead bodies, as I will illustrate below. This 

section uses two vastly different recent cases of individual bodies to draw out the 

argument that the story of what happened to the dead and the dynamics, in which 

they come into the public eye, are contested by various groups. This contestation 

forms a threat to the ontological security of the state, which the state responds to by 

managing bodies, often through the mechanism of burial or reburial. Specifically, I 

consider some cases of state burials and exhumations to be instances of the state’s 

exercise of ontological security. First, I use recent debates over the exhumation of 
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Spanish dictator Francisco Franco to illustrate the relationship between the state 

and the question of dead body management. I argue that the state’s management of 

this case represents its desire to craft its identity, to shore up its values and to circu-

late a particular image of the nation in relation to its history. Second, I examine the 

debate over refugee burial in Germany to illustrate how what happens to particular 

bodies can be something contested between non-state actors and the state. Onto-

logical security seeking behaviour is a response to the trauma caused by the pres-

ence of particular bodies, but challenges to state authority can actually be challenges 

to state identity. 

In September 2019, Spain’s Supreme Court ruled that Francisco Franco’s 

body could be legally exhumed by the Spanish government. Franco, whose dictato-

rial regime was responsible for the deaths of approximately 200,000 people (Payne 

2012), had been buried in an underground basilica and monumental memorial 

which he had constructed. The Spanish government sought to excavate this grave as 

a means of atoning for the perpetration of atrocity under Franco. Prime Minister 

Pedro Sanchez noted that the exhumation was motivated by “the determination to 

compensate for the suffering of the victims” (Minder 2019). The exhumation was 

contested by Franco’s estate and descendants, and by right-wing party Vox, which 

labelled the plan to exhume Franco’s body a “profanation of graves” (Minder 2019). 

What is most interesting about this example is, first, that the debate over historical 

memory of political violence in Spain came to a head over one very singular dead 

body and its fate, and second, that the plan to exhume Franco’s body was character-

ized by the state as “a great victory of Spanish democracy,” (Minder 2019), in the 

words of Prime Minister Sanchez. In other words, Franco’s exhumation was situ-

ated within a larger logic of dead body management in which particular dead bodies 

in particular places are potentially dangerous symbols of something which the state 

does not want to symbolize, and that the success of Spanish democracy was directly 

connected to the management of this particular body. There is also a wider context, 

here, of the way in which Prime Minister Sanchez came to power on a platform, 

that would seek to reckon with Spanish history. In 2007, Spain passed a law to fi-
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nance the excavation of more than 2000 mass graves of Franco’s victims from the 

1930s Spanish Civil War era, but this policy was deprived of funding under Mariano 

Rajoy’s government. Sanchez, then, seeks to expand the focus on historical memory 

through attention not only to these mass graves, but also to Franco’s grave itself. In 

other words, dead body management is here envisioned as a kind of statecraft. 

To connect this back to the larger discussion of ontological security, the 

decision of the Spanish government to exhume Franco’s body, to be reburied in a 

private cemetery, is an attempt to construct, reinforce, and solidify the identity of 

the state by advancing a particular narrative of how Spain should relate to its past. 

In this case, Sanchez’s goal is to mark a distance between the state as it was under 

Franco and the modern Spanish state, the need for a “stable self”, that so many 

theorists of ontological security emphasize as a key component (Kinnvall & Mitzen 

2017). The significance, then, is in the way that states tell stories of themselves as a 

means to construct their identities as stable selves (Steele 2008; Subotic 2016). 

While states are often the key actors engaged in ontological security-

seeking behaviour, non-state groups may use burial sites or debates about human 

dignity of the dead to raise critiques about state identity and management. In 2015, 

groups of protesters, critical of the failure of the European Union to account for 

the refugee crisis and the rising anti-immigrant and anti-refugee sentiment across 

Europe, converged in Berlin. The protesters’ week of action art was entitled “Die 

Toten Kommen”: The Dead Are Coming. Their focus was on the deaths of refu-

gees crossing the Mediterranean to Europe. As detailed by von Bieberstein and 

Evren: 

“The group had invited the residents of Berlin to join them in giving a proper bur-

ial to the dead refugees of the European border regime, often laid to rest in un-

marked graves or simply crammed into morgues along the coasts and borders. ‘The 

Dead Are Coming’ began with the transport of the bodies of Syrian refugees who 

had died in the Mediterranean and were brought by the ZPS from Italy to Berlin to 

be given a proper funeral ceremony… According to news reporting of the initiative 

at the time it was first launched, ten grave sites had been opened, bodies had been 

exhumed, and hundreds of drowned dead were on their way to Berlin. According 
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to their own information, members of the group had collaborated with local au-

thorities and networks. They had inspected graves and cold storage houses, where 

they found corpses in garbage bags negligently stacked upon one another. They 

succeeded in identifying and determining relatives, and together with the consent 

and support of those relatives exhumed bodies that had been buried without any 

care or dignity” (2015, 454-6).  

What we see here is groups seeking to unbury the dead in an attempt to 

put into question the identity of the state: in this case specifically to critique its pol-

icy towards refugees. By articulating refugee dead as a contested issue, the protesters 

put into question the ability of the state to manage the crisis, but even more sub-

stantively for my analysis here, they put into question the very identity claims of the 

state as one which engages humanely with the vulnerable refugee figure. This not 

only demonstrates how dead bodies and the question of burial are contested, but 

also how burial can become an issue at the heart of how states build and structure 

their own identities, key to the framing of ontological security. There are also similar 

cases where family groups seek to materialize the bodies of the missing, such as the 

Madres de la Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, who demand the reappearance of the 

missing from the Dirty War, or where relatives of those who die from drug cartel 

violence in Mexico have taken up their own forensic examination of the dead 

(Schwartz-Marin & Cruz-Santiago 2016, 484). These acts challenge the state’s narra-

tive and its inability to protect people, and elucidate the everyday circumstances of 

political violence.  

To sum up, dead body management becomes significant in its reflection 

on the state’s functioning (Auchter 2016) and to go further, on its identity. Grave-

sites are contested spaces that are local, national, and transnational. In both the 

cases of the exhumation of Franco’s dead body and in the debate over refugee dead 

in the European Union, dead bodies act as potent political symbols. Managing and 

narrating these symbols, then becomes key to the identity construction of the state, 

as a means to manage the disruption these bodies, and the contestation over them, 

can cause. When it comes to mass graves, appropriate management is often envi-

sioned in very different ways by genocide survivors, national governments and in-
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ternational observers (Wagner 2008). What counts as giving dignity to the victims 

often wars with larger political narratives, as I explore in the next section.  

 

 

4. Reburial: Excavating Mass Graves and the Politics of Memorialization in 

Rwanda 

This section focuses on instances of genocide and mass atrocity and on the 

excavation of mass graves for the purposes of reburying the bodies, specifically in 

the case of the 1994 Rwandan genocide. I argue here that the burial of bodies after 

mass atrocity demonstrates how states secure identity through memorialization. In 

Rwanda, bodies were exhumed for the purposes of proper reburial and such re-

burial became a public exercise of memory that served to construct state identity in 

the face of the non-linearity of trauma. Because mass graves are sites where ques-

tions of human dignity come to the fore, they are also productive sites of examina-

tion of the role of the state and its management in memorialization as a form of 

governance, particularly considering their status as transnational memorial sites. It 

is, indeed, precisely because of their transnational nature that they become signifi-

cant sites for the reassertion of governance via statecraft. As a result, I seek to ex-

amine the processes by which burial and reburial become mechanisms of the state 

performing ontological security. Specifically, I argue that imposing structure and or-

ganization on the bodies through reburial is exemplary of the state’s desire to tell a 

particular memorial narrative that is inherently about constructing the nation, a key 

facet of identity construction identified by ontological security scholars as security-

seeking behaviour, though it is often done in the name of providing dignity to the 

dead. This is not to suggest that it cannot do both at the same time. Instead, we 

should acknowledge that memorial practices have their own associated politics and 

are not necessarily apolitical the way they often claim to be. Burying the dead can be 

a useful tool of statecraft to construct and reinforce particular identities, and graves 

can be key material sites at which historical memory is contested or delineated. In 

other words, the Rwandan case should be seen as exemplary of a larger context of 
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the politics of burial as a mechanism of governance and identity construction and 

management, where states bury or rebury bodies as a way to assert particular fea-

tures of identity, particularly in times of crisis or when they perceive that identity as 

under threat.  

Rwanda, as a case, fits the larger discussion of ontological security in ear-

lier parts of this paper in terms of the state’s need to construct identity: after the 

genocide, individuals, communities, and the new government had to reckon with 

the larger trauma of the genocide itself. More than ten percent of the country’s 

population had been killed (Cobban 2007). Because of the intimate nature of the 

killing and the large percentage of society that had been perpetrators, the Rwandan 

state had to deal with problems of social reconciliation, legal prosecution, economic 

instability, political rehabilitation, and international intervention. This trauma shat-

tered conventional notions of time (Viebach 2019). Though the material problem of 

what to do about a large number of bodies was an issue for state management in 

these early days after the genocide, as I have noted elsewhere (Auchter 2014). My 

focus here is on the time period a decade later, when the Rwandan state began a 

large-scale effort to memorialize the genocide, a key feature of reconstructing the 

very identity of the Rwandan state. Along with this came the policy of excavating 

these primary mass graves to create proper gravesites for the dead. 

I should note here that in the Rwandan case, there were often multiple 

burials, excavations, and reburials over time. Initial burials were often done at the 

sites of large-scale killing themselves, typically by the perpetrators, at times using 

heavy construction equipment (Korman 2015). Sometimes initial burials were done 

by the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) forces as they took over the country and felt 

the need to hastily bury bodies that they came across, and by returned survivors in 

the immediate months following the genocide, as they returned to their towns and 

villages, with bodies that had been left in situ where they had been killed. Some sur-

vivors, upon returning to their areas, exhumed bodies from graves and reburied 

them individually, typically on their own property (Jessee 2012). Though it is a bit 

imprecise, I adopt the term “primary graves” to refer to these. 
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Though at first, survivors organized ad hoc exhumations when they re-

turned to their former homes, this posed some difficulty because of the cost associ-

ated with exhumation and reburial, particularly given that most survivor returnees 

were quite poor (Korman 2015). The Catholic Church often provided funding and 

logistical assistance, as Remi Korman (2015, 205) notes. In the years immediately 

following the genocide, burials took place under the auspices of the church. If a vic-

tim was identified after the exhumation by the clothing worn, families often wanted 

to bury the remains on their own property (Korman 2015). Still, due to the cost and 

logistics, “temporary mass graves would become permanent because it was too 

much work to find and exhume loved ones who might be entangled in the compost 

of cadavers underground” (Off 2001, 243). 

In 1995 and 1996, a more substantive set of exhumations occurred, pri-

marily in Kigali and Kibuye, conducted by the non-governmental organization Phy-

sicians for Human Rights, working alongside the new Rwandan government. These 

primarily served the purpose of evidence gathering for the growing body of evi-

dence being used to support the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda’s in-

dictment (Jessee 2012; Koff 2005). The government characterized these exhuma-

tions in terms of assuaging the “spiritual violence experienced by many Rwandans 

as a result of having been unable to bury and mourn their missing loved ones ac-

cording to tradition” (Jessee 2013, unpaginated).  

Over time, however, as state institutions rebuilt themselves, the govern-

ment fully took over exhumations and reburials, focusing on the mass grave as a 

public space. The Ministry of Work and Social Affairs created the “emergency de-

cent burial programme,” the objective of which was “collective reburial of victims 

exhumed from primary mass graves” (Korman 2015, 205). I refer to these new 

gravesites as “secondary graves.”3 While it was first funded by the World Health 

Organization and UNICEF, in 1996, it became officially incorporated within the 

 
3
 This is complicated further by the fact that some of these secondary mass graves were also excavat-

ed and reburied, primarily for practical reasons such as they were not watertight. While significant, 
this is beyond the scope of my argument here, and thus I focus primarily on the state excavation of 
primary graves. 
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budget of the Genocide Memorial Commission within the Ministry of Culture 

(Korman 2015). In 2008, Rwanda passed a law that focused on genocide cemeteries 

and memorials: “memorial sites and cemeteries for victims of the genocide perpe-

trated against the Tutsi shall be in the public domain…remains of genocide victims 

which were formerly buried shall be transferred to genocide memorial sites and 

cemeteries as provided for by this Law” (as quoted in Korman 2015, 207). Indeed, 

the Rwandan government requires that all victims be reburied at a local state-funded 

genocide memorial (Jessee 2013 unpaginated). Burial, which started out as an indi-

vidual process and event, over time became part of the state’s mechanism for reas-

serting its identity. 

The official state policy of the Rwandan government, then, is that each 

genocide victim deserves a dignified burial. Concealing the location of graves from 

the genocide is a crime in Rwanda (Camino-Gonzalez 2019). This is why, even 

twenty-five years after the genocide, when new primary graves are discovered, the 

bodies are disinterred and then reburied at a central memorial site. In 2019, for ex-

ample, 84,437 new bodies were discovered in a neighbourhood, underneath the 

foundation of houses, disinterred, and then reburied at Nyanza genocide memorial 

(Camino-Gonzalez 2019). At the reburial ceremony, Justice Minister Johnston Bus-

ingye noted: “Commemorating the genocide against the Tutsi is every Rwandan’s 

responsibility—and so is giving them [the victims] a decent burial” (Camino-

Gonzalez 2019, unpaginated).  

However, as Remi Korman (2015, 206) notes, the meaning of “decent bur-

ial” has shifted and been re-interpreted over time. Early on this meant  

“bodies simply being placed in mass graves on top of plastic sheeting, sometimes 

still clothed and mixed in with the personal effects of the dead. With the improving 

economic situation of the early 2000s, this type of burial came to be seen as de-

grading. Some of the new exhumations of secondary mass graves can thus be ex-

plained by a desire to give a ‘proper’ decent burial, involving the washing of bones, 

the separation of bodies from other objects, and the placing of human remains in 

draped coffins…Lastly, this new interpretation of decent burial was accompanied 

from the mid-2000s onwards by an economic and administrative rationalization of 
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the treatment of bodies. This rationalization was first and foremost economic, ow-

ing to the cost of preserving and maintaining the cemeteries and memorials to the 

genocide. Genocide cemeteries were thus grouped with larger cemeteries and me-

morial sites…The most contentious matter in this respect concerned bodies being 

buried by surviving family members on their own land. Following numerous land 

reforms, in particular in the city of Kigali, large-scale expropriations and population 

movements have occurred since the end of the 1990s. This new situation has made 

keeping bodies on private land very difficult. These exhumation policies are often 

carried out in difficult circumstances. Such repeated exhumations are extremely 

painful for survivors. If the burial of a body is commonly considered as a moment 

of closure in the mourning process, what is one to make of the impact of a second, 

third, or even fourth official exhumation/reburial of this same body? These various 

policies of exhumation and reburial cut across one another, sometimes in quite 

contradictory ways, making the process of burial at a national level difficult to 

read” (Korman 2015, 206). 

While Korman’s point is that burial narratives at the national level are 

muddled and contradictory, I would argue, instead, that the multiple layers of ex-

humation and reburial offer significant insight into the Rwandan state’s attempts to 

construct, reinforce, and reiterate its ontological security relative to the memory of 

the genocide. As Laura Major notes, “for the RPF, the genocide corpse as a symbol 

and as a spectacle is an entrenched and constantly circulating tool of political power, 

and these collective memorial remains have important capital in this respect” (Major 

2015, 167). The repeated exhumations may seem contradictory, as Korman articu-

lates, but when viewed within the context of the “genocide corpse” as a key political 

symbol to be managed by the Rwandan government, the repetitive process of ex-

humation and burial makes sense. That is, it can be contextualized within the larger 

need of the Rwandan state to perform its identity relative to the genocide.  

When I last visited Rwanda in 2011, I stopped at the offices of IBUKA, 

the umbrella survivor’s organization, in Kigali. Outside, I saw people sitting on fab-

ric that was spread out across the ground, sorting small pieces of something into 

stacks. Behind that was large excavator equipment turning over the ground. I as-
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sumed something was being built. When I asked, I was told that this was the former 

site of a garbage collection area, that during the genocide had been used to dump 

bodies of the dead. The entire hillside had been covered with corpses that had, over 

time, been covered by dirt to form makeshift shallow mass graves. This was the site 

where many of the bodies of the victims, who had died at the ETO, had been 

placed. The construction project I had perceived was in fact an excavation project, 

to exhume the bodies, separate the fabric and other personal items from the bones, 

and to clean and organize the bones so that they could be buried in a mass grave. 

One interesting disjuncture in many of the mass graves in Rwanda is that they con-

tain both individual coffins, which may hold multiple sets of human remains each, 

and typically shelving that holds bones sorted by type: a shelf of skulls, a shelf of 

long leg bones. The coffins are usually from more recent additions. As noted above, 

the sorting and cleaning of bones has become a ritualized part of dignified burial, 

even as the wishes of some survivors for individual gravesites and for private burials 

on their own land have been disregarded (Jessee 2012; Korman 2015). 

This is not to say that all survivors want individual private burials. Indeed, 

many survivors have found comfort in the national forms of commemoration that 

have bolstered a strong sense of state identity. Some have suggested that, though 

mass burials were not part of Rwandan culture in the past, neither was genocide, ex-

traordinary events require changes in cultural frames regarding what is done with 

the dead, as Julia Viebach has noted (2015). Other survivors believe that the gov-

ernment effort to excavate primary mass graves and rebury bodies is undignified 

and legitimizes government power rather than honoring victims, as Erin Jessee has 

noted (2013). This disagreement demonstrates that survivors in Rwanda are not a 

monolithic category, and their understandings of dignity and memory are varied. 

Viebach has also noted that survivors may experience time differently than others, 

and that the process of care-taking at memorial sites generates a different type of 

trauma time than we see typically attributed to memorialization (Viebach 2019). In 

this sense, graves and memorials are contested spaces in Rwanda, even among sur-

vivors, who do not necessarily agree on what constitutes dignity. Yet, the significant 
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process, for my purposes here, is how the state seeks to simplify some of this con-

testation and tension as a means to generate state-level memorial and reburial proc-

esses. For the Rwandan state, genocide memory is something which itself resides at 

the level of the state, key to its understanding of its own security.4  

Laura Major notes the same thing with regards to her field work in 

Rwanda, emphasizing the way in which teams of largely Tutsi genocide survivors 

carry out the work of exhumation and sorting bones: “the human remains are un-

ravelled, with personal possessions, clothes, identity cards, bones, flesh and other 

soft tissues separated one from another. If a skeletal structure is recovered intact, it 

is disarticulated. Separate piles of collected bones and amassed soft flesh are cre-

ated. These exhumations therefore have a very particular outcome, regardless of 

their status when unearthed. Human remains that could bear the traces of individual 

identity are almost always rendered anonymous” (Major 2015, 165). She emphasizes 

the way in which these survivor-exhumers operate within a larger political context 

of tenuous economic and social security, making their allegiance to the RPF gov-

ernment a key way to ensure social and economic stability. She notes that, as a re-

sult, many survivors see the interment in central memorial sites as “an acceptable 

compromise in the absence of more traditional funerary rites and burial customs” 

(Major 2015, 167). The notion of what constitutes dignified burial is imposed from 

the top down, as part of the identity performance of the Rwandan state relative to 

the history of the genocide. Again, this is not to say that survivors may not in many 

cases support this type of memorialization, but rather that the reburial agenda is a 

state agenda, designed to reimpose a linear understanding of the historical event of 

genocide, rather than solely a communal mourning ritual. 

The Rwandan state, then, has a larger aim in the context of these reburials. 

As Korman (2015, 207) notes, “for the majority of survivors, the priority since 1994 

 
4
 I should clarify here that I am not making a normative judgement about the Rwandan government 

in this regard. Rather, all states engage in ontological security seeking behavior. This provides an in-
teresting case for what that looks like in a post-atrocity context. While there is room to critique the 
process in Rwanda, the creation of national memory and unity out of genocide is also a monumental 
and impressive task. 
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has been to identify individuals. Every survivor would like to find the body of every 

member of their family. For the state, the principal concern is the collective identifi-

cation of victims. Victims are thus identified purely as victims of the genocide, and 

for the state this anonymity is a reflection of the identity of the crime itself. Geno-

cide does not target individuals but rather a collective, and it is the latter which is 

identified as the victim”. The burial of victims, then, is part of the mechanism by 

which the state constructs the narrative of the genocide via its victims. State man-

agement of the exhumation process emphasizes the public nature of burial by in-

voking the exceptional circumstances of genocide. As a result, the state can secure 

its own identity with reference to the event. Out of the trauma, the rupture to state 

identity, ontological security can be performed by regulating genocide discourse, a 

part of which is the ability to define what constitutes human dignity and instructing 

the memorial site visitor to engage with victims as a class of persons more so than 

as individuals, as I have noted elsewhere (Auchter 2014). 

I want to return to the question posed in Korman’s (2015) lengthy quote 

above, about the impact of multiple exhumations of the same body. While one way 

the state regulates genocide discourse, as a mechanism of ontological security, is via 

the idea of a “dignified burial”, there is another narrative at play here, that invokes 

the importance of human remains as evidence of the genocide. Laura Major (2015, 

168) describes the reburial at Nyanza as exemplary of this: A mass grave was con-

structed in 1995 by the new post-genocide state to give the victims a dignified bur-

ial. Yet, the graves were not watertight. A government official at the ceremony to 

open the graves suggested the bodies were at risk of “disappearing” and that they 

needed to be properly buried again to remain as “proof of genocide.”5 The govern-

ment law about reburial emphasizes the significance of new secondary mass graves 

as memorial sites. These memorial sites function to perform a particular narrative 

 
5 There is an interesting dynamic here with regards to bodies-as-evidence, since this same argument 
is made about proof to justify the display of bodies at memorial sites such as Murambi, as I have 
noted elsewhere (Auchter 2014). While a full analysis of body display is outside the scope of this pro-
ject, given my focus on burial, the fact that the argument of evidence is mustered to justify multiple 
types of outcomes with regards to dead bodies does lend credence to my argument that this is a po-
litical narrative rather than one directly related to body dignity. 
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about the genocide, but perhaps more importantly, about the importance of evi-

dence to guard against genocide denial. The current Rwandan government under 

Kagame paints the threat of genocide denial as ever-present. While genocide denial 

is certainly an issue, both for Rwanda and more broadly, the need for the state to 

control the way memorial sites function and the way they commemorate the past 

should be interpreted in light of ontological security seeking behaviours, specifically 

to solidify state identity in the face of contestation. The evidentiary component of 

mass graves, then, acts as a reminder that the potential for ethnic division remains, 

and if this is the case, there is increased legitimacy to the authoritarian moves the 

government has made to control the media and limit dissent (see Sundaram 2016). 

To sum up, the Rwandan governments reburial programmes can be read 

in the context of ontological security seeking behaviour. Memory management 

emerges through exhumation and reburial of genocide victims as a means to con-

struct the identity of the Rwandan state in relation to a particular understanding of 

its past, by performing the role of memory-actor through the reburial process. 

When the state defines and manages human dignity, this may bring order to a soci-

ety fractured by genocide. At times this may be exclusionary, by coming at the ex-

pense of survivor perspectives, while at other times, it may be in line with the 

wishes of survivors. Memorialization in general may be a complex negotiation of 

multiple perspectives, holding inherent tensions within (Ibreck 2010). Regardless, 

we should consider memorial sites and processes of burial and reburial to be key 

meaning-making practices. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has suggested that burial and reburial are key mechanisms of 

governance utilized by states in seeking ontological security. In Section Two, I first 

traced how burial fits with the larger focus on national identity and memorialization 

in trauma governance in recent ontological security literature. Burying bodies can 

become public exercises that construct and reinforce state identity by delineating 
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notions of who belongs in the state and by emphasizing particular ways of engaging 

with the past. Examining multiple different cases in the rest of the paper allowed 

me to show how this logic manifests in in different ways, even while the constant is 

state involvement in managing the dead as a mechanism of ontological security con-

struction. In Section Three, I mobilized two disparate examples to illustrate how 

dead bodies and what happens to them can be politically contested. As a result of 

this contestation, states exert control over contested spaces by establishing a unitary 

narrative of the past through management of the dead that functions to solidify 

their identities. This has important implications for a variety of contexts, not least 

the post-genocide context, which I addressed in Section Four.  

I noted that in Rwanda, processes of burial and reburial illustrate the ways 

in which memory is key to the identity of the Rwandan state, and they function as 

ways for the state to fix its identity in the face of the disruption of the trauma of the 

genocide. This generates some complex implications for the role of survivors in 

memorialization, as at times they benefit from the comfort provided by the fixity of 

state identity, while other survivors may feel excluded by state-centric processes. 

While I limited my focus to Rwanda, there is room for additional research on what 

this ontological security seeking behaviour looks like and the alternative forms it 

may take in other cases, such as Bosnia or Cambodia. Lingering questions still re-

main about how ontological security seeking behaviour, largely regarded as norma-

tively positive by many scholars, may intersect with democratic decline when states 

mobilize control over the past in ways that are exclusionary. While it was beyond 

the scope of this paper to examine this, my focus on state control over memory 

raises questions about these dynamics that could be taken up in future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Transitional justice, as this paper posits, refers to legal as well as political 

efforts, whereby past crimes are investigated, suspects are tried and those with 

verified history of perpetration of crimes against humanity or other broader sets of 

crimes against the state and the citizenry are held accountable. In doing so, 

transitional justice mechanisms, whether implemented via restorative or retributive 

approaches, help make an important departure from the unwanted past and the 

transition into a fresh start serve as well as a necessary step to reach a relative 

success in addressing memory politics challenges. In that regard, transitional justice, 

according to this article, weighs more on whether the laws were aptly served or 

applied in post transitional periods, with respect to the case in contemporary 

Ethiopia (Teitel 2000). However, the article also recognizes the evolutionary growth 

in the study of transitional justice as it pertains to matters of advocacy related to 

conflict resolution and processes of democratization, among many others (Subotic 

2012). With regards to the topic of memory politics, this article also focuses on how 

successive Ethiopian political regimes portrayed their perceptions of what happened 

in the regimes they replaced, in similar ways with Stefan Troebst’s (2011) assertion, 

which refers to how some contemporary Eastern European regimes attempted to 

portray what happened in the prior communist regimes or other forms of 

governments, that preceded them. Indeed, regimes’ attempts either to justify or 

receive easy passes on current mistakes by citing old regimes’ weak points might not 

be that surprising; however, the fact that regimes in Ethiopia seemed to justify 

recent decisions made or lack thereof by comparing it with the failures of their 

predecessors seem common as well. 

Nevertheless, the issue of transitional justice and memory politics in 

Ethiopia still remain understudied. The trials and court rulings targeting former 

politicians and groups that had controlled political power during different eras and 

absence of important justice procedures in certain cases have, however, contributed 

in shaping different and at times tensely conflicting perceptions on such topics. 

Indeed, undealt with past traumatic experiences from the 1970s and 1980s - 
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especially with respect to what happened in the history of urban warfare from the 

era that is commonly known as ‘reign of terror’ - remain by in large understudied. 

Moreover, the ways in which the military regime known as Dergue (1974-1991) 

punished former government officials, that had served under Emperor Haile 

Selassie’s regime, and how such actions transpired, deserve in particular further 

research since much is not known on how these events might have affected the 

national politics of memory in general terms (Shifaw 2012). The lack of both dealing 

with past memory and proper implementation of transitional justice mechanisms 

have therefore caused unending debates and generational assignments, that need to 

be addressed further.  

This article hence argues that the fact that Ethiopia’s legal institutional 

capacities are weaker, political elites and regimes’ greater focus on punishing 

political ideologies than the crimes, and ethnicization of approaches to address past 

crimes have created gaps in the implementation of transitional justice mechanisms 

in Ethiopia. In doing so, it argues such causal assumptions are responsible for the 

failure of transitional justice mechanisms in bringing about a desired result, i.e. the 

need to break from the past with relative consensus on the solution rendered. Of 

course, targets of achieving wide consensus on most debates inevitably will be 

difficult. However, although justice mechanisms usually could fail to achieve all of 

their goals, relative successes should also be recognized (Olsen, Payne & Reiter 

2010). In the case of Ethiopia, however, the fact that the country has not succeeded 

in addressing such issues appropriately has resulted in lack of consensus as well as 

direction on the issue of addressing memory or whether the justice mechanisms 

achieved the desired results or not. The article utilizes historical analysis of critical 

events from what transpired in two consecutive political regimes (1974 – 2019) in 

the country. In doing so, it mainly uses method of qualitative process tracing.  

 

2. The Case of Ethiopia: Overview  

Ethiopia is the second most populous state in Africa. With history of civil 

wars, political instability and violence, and several regime changes, the 
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contemporary Ethiopian state has had several attempts at transitional justice efforts 

as well as attempts to address politics of memory. Nevertheless, the mechanisms in 

play seemed more political than justice driven (Allo 2012). Nevertheless, this is not 

to claim politics should not play a role in the application of justice in any way. 

Rather, transitional justice mechanisms are mostly shaped by political goals of 

regimes that aspire to address past wrongs. Sadly, when the political goals of the 

regime, that persecute past crimes give more emphasis to political expedience than 

to efforts in service of justice, transitional justice processes could risk becoming 

political tools (Leebaw 2008). In that regard, it could suffice to look at a brief recap 

of how transitions transpired in Ethiopia.  

When Emperor Haile Selassie I led monarchy was overthrown in 1974, 

soldiers that toppled the regime went on to establish a military socialist regime and 

enacted and implemented pseudo-communist policies under the leadership of 

Colonel Mengistu Hailemariam. When the military regime finally collapsed in 1991, 

ethnic rebel forces that established the EPRDF (Ethiopian People Revolutionary 

Democratic Front) seized political power thereby replacing the military era socialist 

policies with what they referred to as revolutionary democratic ideology, that also, 

in part, emerged from the rebels’ socialist roots from the era of military struggle 

(Vaughan 2011). Finally in 2018, when a once minority party dominated EPRDF 

(Ethiopian People’s Revolution Democratic Front) coalition responded to popular 

uprisings and protests that rocked the country for more than two years, a group of 

reformers led by current leader, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, slowly started to enact 

liberal policies while employing what the regime referred to as a new homegrown 

ideology of Medemer, an Amharic word that loosely translates into a coming together 

of forces. Although Medemer is said to be a homegrown ideology inspired by Prime 

Minister Ahmed’s personal ‘philosophy’ of governance, however, the ways in which 

new reformist incumbent elites tout the ideology makes it seem more of a neo-

liberal political economic governance ideology that promotes ideals of cooperation 

at home and abroad as new approach to everything Ethiopian politics.  
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These series of political transitions and the ways in which the events 

transpired, as described above, have caused major political ruptures. Regardless, the 

above brief history of two regime changes and a major political reform of 2018 

shows that Ethiopia’s successive regimes were provided with three different 

opportunities towards implementation of transitional justice mechanisms that could 

hold individuals, who perpetrated crimes against humanity accountable. Moreover, 

such regimes were also presented with opportunities to break from the past with a 

possible vision of reconciliation for the revival and consolidation of national unity 

by addressing issues of collective memory (Abbay 2004; Meckelburg 2015). Indeed, 

one way to enact policies that help a nation and its citizens to break from an 

unwanted past could be accomplished via a successful effort towards reaching a 

persuasive understanding of history and reaching consensus on issues of collective 

memory, by creating a path towards national reconciliation (Chapman 2009). It’s 

important to note, however, that transitional mechanisms might not be favored by 

all groups when they were utilized as a means for national reconciliation (Leebaw 

2008). Unfortunately, the fact that almost all political transitions in Ethiopia failed 

to find that common understanding towards a solution is contributing to ongoing 

debates along the lines of memory politics.  

Apart from either the lack of political commitment or institutional 

ineffectiveness that left historical inter-group disagreements unaddressed, from one 

regime change to the other and from the recent political reform that emerged in 

2018, Ethiopia’s contemporary history of transitional justice and the ways in which 

the mechanism are implemented raise more questions than answers. The practices 

show that, instead of a focus on persecuting past crimes by utilizing legal 

approaches that befit the country’s institutional capabilities regardless of their 

strength, a greater emphasis was placed on past ideology of suspects that served 

outgoing regimes. In addition, lack of research-based evidence to arrive at a 

consensus on historic group grievances and institutional inability to address issues 

of memory politics remain common challenges. Moreover, the fact that the country 

remains engulfed by a ticking time bomb of ever-severing ethnic relations with a 
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highly entrenched ethnocentric politics, that is emboldened by an ethnic federal 

arrangement, means most contemporary transitional justice trials have become 

increasingly divisive along ethnic lines. This has resulted in a growing fear that any 

justice acquired might not be well received by many different groups given high 

level ethnic polarization. 

 In addition, ethnic tensions, inter-ethnic competition for influence and 

infightings for political control have also exacerbated the debates on the topic of 

memory politics and is more politicized today than ever before. This is mainly 

because as interpretations and continuing analysis of transitional justice trials focus 

on the ethnic identity of suspect perpetrators as well as victims, the consequences 

have resulted in inter-group animosity and groups have grown to continually shield 

suspects of crimes against humanity (Adugna 2008). The overall societal 

understanding of transitional justice processes in the country was also low, 

regardless of their successes or failures. As a result, referring to courts as ‘kangaroo 

courts’ and the trials as ‘sham trials’ was common. Moreover, elites from groups like 

the Oromo of Ethiopia have continued to push narratives of political 

marginalization even further by disregarding efforts of past political regimes to 

address the issue of political inequality in the country (Pausewang 2009). As a result, 

in broader terms, such a reality has hampered inter-group tolerance and impeded 

further efforts towards reaching a consensus on the interpretation of the historic 

past of Ethiopia’s ethnic relations. Moreover, in particular terms, Ethiopia’s 

successive regimes’ expectations, from groups in charge of local and regional 

administrations to turn human rights violation suspects (even those accused of 

corruption) to the hands of law enforcement forces across different political eras, 

have become challenging. 

To comprehend why an emphasis on past ideology of human rights 

violators and the ethnocentric nature of persecution, looking into structural 

problems and institutional foundations of these challenges is essential. Thus, this 

article attempts to show how such structural or institutional reasons, together with 

entrenched ethnic politics, led to increasing debates on the mechanisms utilized or 
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under-utilized in the service of justice in the country. Furthermore, in two 

important ways, the ethnocentric nature of politics in the country has also made the 

issue of addressing challenges related to memory politics in the contemporary 

Ethiopian history a difficult one. Firstly, instead of pursuing debates, listening 

groups with perceived grievances and fomenting potential framework for future 

coexistence, successive regimes seem to have ignored the issue most likely fearing 

that some of the debates could alter the national mood and could serve as a recipe 

for violence.  

The critiques of justice mechanism usually come from groups that perceive 

justice trials as legal efforts targeting members of their group. Moreover, political 

elites from various groups in a large part also make analogies of past history with 

current events, which at times could also lead to crucial and mostly negative 

consequences in the realm of understanding memory politics as well. The fact that 

such analogies are also used mainly as organizing principles and narratives to garner 

political support for groups and individuals from one group or another means that 

transitional justice implementation efforts are increasingly scrutinized. Such 

critiques mostly disregard the positives from these institutional efforts as well. The 

positives from the Ethiopian experience could be that the political elites that came 

to power after the demise of the Dergue in 1991, had used the transitional justice 

processes as a way of signaling an attempt at democratization and good governance 

although the end results of such attempts remained a failure for quite some time 

(Sarkin 1999). Moreover, when it comes to the negative evaluation of the processes, 

different Ethiopian regimes’ efforts to better ethnic relations are also debunked as 

political strategies and disingenuous plots, mainly because such works lacked a clear 

strategy and focus towards promoting and researching causes related to memory 

politics, in addition to the failure to use indigenous or traditional methods of 

solving conflict and enmity that emerged as a result of it (Denbel 2013).  

 

So far, towards an effort to explain challenges to transitional justice 

practices, the article has presented causal explanations related to the structural 
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problems, concerns about ethnic relations and how the political elite managed those 

challenges as they are main factors impeding success of the process. However, to 

understand the rationale behind Ethiopia’s style of transitional justice, that punished 

ideologies and not crimes, it is critical to briefly assess the country’s contemporary 

history. Here, the concept of punishing ideologies is explained in detail below. It is 

also vital to keep in mind that punishment of ideologies pursued by one regime 

after another showed that the issue of memory politics was left intact due to 

overemphasized ideological battles blurring discussions of critical situations that 

might have helped define ways of addressing memory. To comprehend the 

Ethiopian case, a brief look into the historical evolution of the state is thus crucial. 

Ethiopia’s modern political era began in 1855 with the coming to power of 

Emperor Tewodros II who ended the unruly political period known as Zamana 

Mesafint an Amharic phrase for, ‘the Era of Princes’ (Marcus 2002). Although 

Ethiopia’s modern history was said to have been emerged since that era, the country 

was not modern in every sense of the term. With a primitive government structure, 

no clear separation between state and religion, and no constitutional framework 

whatsoever, opportunities for democratic governance was indeed unimaginable nor 

expected. More than three decades later, however, with the coming of Emperor 

Menelik II, the introduction of some modernization schemes started (Zewde 1991; 

Tibebu 1995; Marcus 2002). Moreover, Emperor Menelik’s popularity from the 

domestic political arena to international press (that had especially increased when 

the emperor led Ethiopia defeated colonial Italy’s aspirations of establishing a wider 

colonial empire in the Horn of Africa at the Battle of Adwa in 1896) aided his plan 

of the modernization scheme to continue uninterrupted. Nonetheless, tumultuous 

political transitions, that were evident before and after the advent of the country’s 

modern political period, continued unabated. After the death of the Emperor 

Menelik and the country witnessed successive eras of two younger rulers, i.e., Lij 

Iyasu and Empress Zewditu, the gradual ascendance to political power of Emperor 

Haile Selassie I happened. The prior two decades of political periods were engulfed 

by debates about succession plans. But with the coming of Emperor Haile Selassie 
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I, the country transitioned into a more stable political era and the country witnessed 

further attempts at modernization and the first constitution came in to existence in 

1931.  

With the constitution outlining the supreme status of Ethiopia’s monarchy 

and his majesty’s government and no attempt at making the government more 

representative, however, various political forces, mostly coming out of Addis Ababa 

University student groups, started to voice their major political concerns. 

Eventually, newly emerged movements calling for land reforms with famed slogan, 

‘land to the tiller’ dominated the political scene. As a solution, the Emperor’s regime 

promised some political reforms and attempted to introduce a stronger parliament 

and even floated the idea of a constitutional monarchy. However, subsequent 

student protests accompanied by series of soldiers’ mutinies complicated those 

efforts (Zewde 1991). Finally in 1974, a group of hundreds of soldiers that were 

organized by the military to undertake negotiations with the emperor and the 

nobility changed the prior agreed plans of the military and went on to depose the 

emperor, arrest the ruling elites and declared a revolution. The events in 1974 ended 

Ethiopia’s legendary Solomonic dynasty and the brutal military era began (Zewde 

1991; Tibebu 1995).  

With these group of soldiers establishing the Dergue (a Geez word meaning 

“committee”) which had constituted a collective rule, competition for political 

power among the elites becomes the new normal and unrest at the higher echelon 

of political power emerges as the hallmark of the new administration.  

 

3. Ethiopia’s First Opportunity to Address Transitional Justice and Memory 

Politics 

 
With Emperor Haile Selassie I’s regime now overthrown, key question 

would be what happened to the fate of hundreds of individuals from the imperial 

era that are now in the jails controlled by the new military regime. Indeed, the 

events that transpired following the political revolution opened the gates to one of 

the most notorious political era, known as Red Terror and White Terror, ideological 
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skirmishes and extreme violence that led to the murder of thousands of Ethiopians 

from all walks of life (Tareke 2009). And Ethiopia’s style of transitional justice 

practices seemed to have its key precedents as a result of these events. Such events 

eventually emerged as the most popular critical situations in the memory politics 

discourse in the Ethiopian state. Unfortunately, therefore, most efforts at 

transitional justice and efforts to deal with the issue of defending memory would 

become dependent on the structurally incompetent and highly political or ideology-

oriented justice system and government bureaucracy. Persecution of crimes against 

humanity or any kind, then, becomes ideologically influenced than being 

substantively about investigation of atrocities committed by individuals or groups. 

As Firew Tiba (2011) states,  

“The ideological battle of controlling the hearts and minds of the populace reached 

a new level when adversaries from both sides decided to physically eliminate each 

other’s key figures. The lexicons of White Terror and Red Terror, copycats from 

the brutal Russian and other revolutions, became the staples of Ethiopian 

‘revolutionaries’. To this date, many Ethiopian political parties – including the 

governing party – carry the word ‘revolutionary’ as part of their official names” (p. 

164).  

As the author’s argument shows, the ideological battles among many 

groups struggling to control the center of politics, which happened to be the urban 

areas, ensued. Nonetheless, as the purpose here is reviewing the transitional justice 

mechanisms in the wake of the revolutionary transition and how memory politics is 

dealt with (if any), it is important to reiterate the question of what had happened to 

the ruling elite from the previous imperial political period. After the military 

takeover of the country and darker months of assassinations of political elites and 

military generals had passed on, the fate of the imprisoned hundreds and especially 

sixty of the highest officials that had served the monarchy led to the birth of one of 

the darkest periods in the country’s history. Such an event also shaped the debates 

on the collective memory of the state for the times to come. As notable historian 

Bahru Zewde (1991) states,  



Yohannes Gedamu, Transitional Justice and Memory Politics in Contemporary Ethiopia 

 

149 

 

“The bloody October confrontation augured darker days. On 24 November (1974) 

the Dergue (the military regime) announced to a shocked national and international 

audience that it had shot its chairman, Aman Andom, and executed some sixty 

people it had held in detention, most of them dignitaries and high functionaries of 

the imperial regime” (p. 238). 

Such developments, indeed, put the country in more arduous path. As 

Girmachew Alemu Aneme (2006) explains on how the country’s future became the 

most challenging one, the Dergue “executed 60 officials of the former imperial 

government without a court hearing, This event marked the beginning of 17 years 

of state-sponsored terror and violence against the people of Ethiopia” (Aneme 

2016, p. 65). On one hand, the political transition that had replaced the monarchy 

emerged incompetent. Even though the regime remained in charge of the further 

politically tumultuous period until 1991, dictatorship became its defining character. 

As Bahru Zewde (1991) further explains regarding the incompetence of the elite in 

charge of the state past the revolution, the violent change “certainly did explode in 

the faces of both the regime and its opponents. How to handle, let alone direct, that 

explosion became one long process of adjustment and improvisation that ultimately 

delivered the country into the clutches of a totalitarian dictatorship” (p. 228).  

On the other hand, the fact that the political transition’s handling of the 

fate of political prisoners that were arrested as suspects of crimes from the previous 

regime and civilians jailed due to accusations of sympathizing with the ancient 

regime ended with the use of gun shots and murders indicated the worst was still 

yet to come. Even more so, the fact that the horrific news of murders of former 

regime officials took place within the confines of the national palace signaled that, 

instead of the use of proper mechanisms towards efforts at delivering transitional 

justice in Ethiopia, the military regime had just delivered the worst possible 

precedent, i.e. justice via the power of the gun.  

With the tens of highest officials now killed, the fate of other imprisoned 

officials and civilians from the imperial regime and how the military regime 

attempted to deliver justice was still worse. As an eye witness account written by 

Mekasha Getachew (1977) states that the political prisoners, 
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“…were subjected to innumerable indignities, including forced shaving of their 

heads, beatings, and floggings, and daily insults. After languishing in high-security 

detention camps for nearly a year, where they were treated as common criminals, 

they had to undergo the humiliation of being paraded in public each time they 

appeared before a Commission of Enquiry set up by the Dergue to investigate their 

share of responsibility for all the misdeeds committed in the country over the past 

thirty years. Since everything they said wrote pointed to the main culprit, Haile 

Selassie, and since the much publicized Commission of Enquiry to pin down any 

of those who appeared before it on any specific charge, let alone get a conviction, 

the whole exercise was a fiasco” (p. 16).  

Moreover, the bizarre and shocking actions taken by the regime, from 

killings at the top level that were instigated by competition for political power to the 

emergence of the most terrorizing events that led to urban violence motivated by 

ideological differences, all summed together led to the rise of new divisive political 

narratives and debates across ethnic lines. Both rebellions that had waged armed 

struggles against the state before the military overthrew the monarchy and rebel 

organizations that were established during the military era eventually embraced 

ethnicity as organizing principle. Political decisions made by previous monarchical 

regimes and ongoing decisions made by the military regime also went on to be 

criticized by these ethnic rebellions and ethnocentric arguments they promote. The 

murder of officials from Emperor Haile Selassie I’s regime as well as killings of 

elites that were members of military officials that took place on ideological grounds 

also continued to be interpreted based on what ethnic identities those murdered had 

embraced, especially in the scholarly discussions that happened after the Dergue itself 

was overthrown in 1991.  

Simply put, the country’s political discourse and debates, that transpired 

within such an arena, further evolved by including ethnicity, as the new epicenter of 

the political debacle across the Ethiopian state, alongside deeply entrenched 

ideological infightings. Ethnic rebellions continued armed struggle. The Dergue 

regime continued to fight the rebellions and created a popular narrative, which 

stated that these ethnic rebels are organized and fighting with the purpose of taking 
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over the Ethiopian state and then dismembering it along ethnic lines. The military 

regime that had aligned with the socialist camp during the cold war era had to also 

fight neighboring states supported by foreign powers. As a result, for seventeen 

years, Ethiopia would be engulfed by civil wars, war with neighboring state Somalia, 

and lost tens of thousands of citizens in senseless wars as well as urban violence 

incited by ideological infightings.  

Finally, in May 1991, ethnic rebels made progress towards the capital, and 

the military regime crumbled. The national army dispersed. After the military 

regime’s leader, Colonel Mengistu Hailemariam fled to Zimbabwe, the ethnic rebels 

immediately took over the capital and declared themselves in charge. Among the 

most formidable rebel groups, the Tigray Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF) emerged 

the strongest and went on to form a grand coalition known as Ethiopian People’s 

Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), a coalition of four ethnic political 

parties that would serve its creator, the TPLF, without any pre-conditions. With 

former ethnic rebels now in charge, ethnic politics becomes the characterizing 

feature of the new Ethiopian state. New federal arrangement established along 

ethnic and linguistic lines further emboldened ethnic divisions while creating a 

ticking time bomb situation for the fate of the country and its potential to taint 

ethnic relations. The new administration that replaced the military however, 

continued the legacy of its predecessor in terms of one critical issue, i.e., used 

political ideology of former elites in order to jail them. However, the transitional 

justice mechanisms used for trials of the imprisoned differed greatly. 

  

3.1 Transitional Justice in Post-1991 Ethiopia: EPRDF and Ethno-Nationalist State’s Missed 

Opportunities 

In May 1991, EPRDF (Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic 

Front), a political coalition and its leader, Mr. Meles Zenawi, arrived at the helm of 

the Ethiopian state and its Provisional Government. The coalition and its leader 

declared democratic aspirations and stated their development programs as matters 

of survival. What had become problematic though was that the causal explanations 
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that this article utilizes to explain the most common challenges concerning the 

country’s transitional justice practices, i.e., structural (legal-institutional) constraints 

as well as the difficulty in navigating the contours of ethnicity also emerged critical 

hinderances in post-1991 Ethiopia. Here, let’s first look at what these structural 

challenges were followed by how ethno-nationalism went on to taint both ethnic 

relations in general and the service of justice in particular.  

Although institutional unpreparedness by EPRDF’s regime - when it 

comes to managing effective trial of those accused of gross human rights violations 

from the Dergue’s military regime - could be blamed for lack of coherent strategy, 

other state induced structural problems were plenty as well. As Girmachew Alemu 

Amene (2006) states, “there are numerous problems involved in the effective 

investigation and prosecution of the violations at national level in the case of past 

human rights violations. The state apparatus creates some of these obstacles and 

others result from long-standing political, social and economic problems in society” 

(p. 71). Here, the question is how to outline those impediments made by the state as 

the author rightly explained. How the structural problems manifested shows that 

more than punishing the individuals that had committed the crimes, the regime 

sought ways by which the trial focuses on the ideology of the imprisoned. In doing 

so, the regime was able to show the public the destruction caused by the socialist 

military regime, as that seemed the most appropriate political move on the regime’s 

part.  

The way in which the Dergue military officials invoked the ‘feudal’ past of 

the monarchy in delegitimizing the past and use the process to signify the merits of 

their socialist ideology, the EPRDF regime seem to have the same pattern of 

punishing ideology more than the crimes committed by those in trial. How James 

Ogude (2000) eloquently attempts to describe the past is interesting. Ogude states 

that,  

“Socialist rhetoric is seen… as a guise to perpetuate the repressive feudal tendencies 

under a new cloak of proletarian internationalism. Old repressive tactics are invoked 

but under a new legitimating ideology. The deification of the rulers as omnipotent and 
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all knowing, and the sheer contempt for the people under the new regime, is a direct 

reproduction of the very same tendencies under the reign of Haile Selassie” (p. 88).  

Moreover, as over two-hundred crimes that the EPRDF regime charged 

the accused with and that were eventually confirmed by the Ethiopia’s High Court 

as crimes of genocide show, although the crimes were committed and punishment 

could be validated, the use of the term ‘genocide’ was debatable. From the court’s 

decision, one could also learn that a dissenting judge, while agreeing on the forms of 

the charges and the punishment sought by the prosecutors, had disagreed on 

whether the crimes committed could be attributed to the most accepted definitions 

of genocide (Tiba 2007). The fact that the regime stressed on the need of trials for 

genocide, despite the crimes committed were debatable when it comes to fitting the 

bills of genocidal crimes had thus raised many questions. It also become evident 

that the legal system that was supposed to be inclusive and just was used as a 

political tool to punish a political ideology more than that holding the accused 

accountable for the crimes they might have committed. The legal approaches used 

for management of transitional justice trials were also entirely the laws and legal 

traditions of Ethiopia’s justice system and no new approach was borrowed from the 

experience of other countries. The reliance in the country’s laws and legal system 

for transitional justice efforts, according to Jeremy Sarkin (1999) was that the 

Ethiopian law was chosen instead of international customary law on genocide 

because the former was considered more inclusive. 

One critical misstep for the EPRDF regime was also its inability or lack of 

interest to deal with the genocide discourse pushed by some groups like the Oromo 

of Ethiopia and address the issue of memory that usually comes from the Oromo 

group. Of course, there is never been a case where those who push the agenda were 

able to provide evidence supporting their claims. Even if there were some attempts 

(Hassan 2002; Dugo & Eisen 2018), arguments they presented are widely 

contentious. Regardless, the regime’s inability to take the issue as an agenda and 

finally attempt to study, solve and close the issue to rest - no matter how 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 139-166, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n1p139 

154 

 

challenging it could be - has unfortunately made claims of genocide no matter small 

or big to remain in the public discourse.  

Earlier, this piece mentioned that the unpreparedness of the EPRDF 

regime and the lack of interest to do so had also made the post-1991 trials of 

officials from the Dergue era, the most exhaustive, expensive and one of the longest 

in the world. Moreover, apart from the institutional deficiencies, it is also important 

to address how ethnic politics and ethno-nationalism played its part in the way 

Ethiopia’s style of transitional justice practices are scrutinized. After ethnic rebels 

toppled the military regime, established a provisional administration known as 

Transitional Government of Ethiopia, then designing a new institutional 

arrangement that transformed Ethiopia’s historic unitary form of government into a 

federal setting constituted along ethnic and linguistic classifications. The newly 

minted members of the ethnic federation, known as regional-states, would then be 

made the sole owners of the regional administrations they administer (Gedamu 

2017). By doing so, the EPRDF regime declared that ethnic groups, that had been 

oppressed by the previous feudal and socialist regimes, are now liberated. Thus, the 

new ideology of revolutionary democracy, which ironically draws itself from 

socialist roots, was praised as EPRDF’s guide in protecting ethnic groups’ rights. 

Unfortunately, Ethiopia’s diverse groups are also live spread out across the country. 

However, the fact that new members of the ethnic federation perceived citizens 

outside of their ethnic identity as settlers led to the development of native versus 

settler debate, that further severed ethnic relations in the country and that, also, 

aided detractors from different sides to draw issues of memory to further attack one 

another. Making matters worse, ethnic conflicts under ethnic federal Ethiopia 

further grew as a critical challenge to the idea of promotion of inter-group 

tolerance, let alone towards efforts to address issues related to collective memory 

(Kefale 2013). 

The promotion of group rights at the expense of individual rights and the 

inability as well as the lack of interest to enact policies that safeguard both interests 

led, indeed, to ethnic violence of highest proportions, displacement of groups and 
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individuals from one region to the other and human rights violations that would be 

perpetrated targeting one group or the other (Selassie 2003; Temesgen 2015; 

Gedamu 2017; Tronvoll 2018; Djigsa 2019). Furthermore, the revolutionary 

democracy ideology and the framework of ethnic federal arrangement also enabled 

some regional states to embark on the construction of martyrs statutes to 

commemorate those that they perceived were oppressed, persecuted and murdered 

by the old regimes and their political bases, that they argued were mostly Ethiopians 

from the Northern highlands, which made the Amhara people political targets.  

Key, among the memorial commemorative statues that were erected in 

Ethiopia’s largest region, Oromia National Regional State, is the Anoole statute that 

was built to show the crimes allegedly committed by Amhara led regimes and their 

Amhara leaders in the past. The statute, that shows a hand holding a cut breast, was 

meant to show that Amhara political elites had targeted ethnic Oromos that were 

opposed to such old regime’s (particularly Emperor Menelil II) expansionist policy 

and state in the 19th century. As a result, the ethnic Oromo administration of the 

regional state stressed that, in order to remember the suffering of past Oromo 

victims, the construction of the statute was justified (Tola 2017). The debates on the 

justification for and against the statute that mostly occur among the country’s two 

largest ethnic majorities, now signifies how EPRDF’s ethno-nationalist regime 

lacked the interest to address deteriorating ethnic relations. And most importantly, 

the issue signifies the fact that dealing with it in more appropriate ways was sadly 

relegated to the bottom of priorities for a political coalition, which was dominated 

by political elites from Tigray. Rather, it seemed as though by enabling ethnic 

groups implement ways of commemorating past victims without reaching a 

historical consensus based on evidences backed by independent research, the 

regime’s permissive actions implied that such outcomes were executed by design. 

Most Amharas argue that the Anoole statute is designed to inaccurately portray their 

group’s as well as the country’s history and the regime’s desire of dividing Ethiopia’s 

two largest groups (Amharas and Oromos) on fabricated history so that these 

groups would not unite to fight the divisive and corrupt policies that cemented 
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EPRDF’s authoritarian rule for more than twenty-seven years. To the contrary, 

ethnic Oromo elites and some of the public believe that such statute is “perceived 

as an emblem and outcome of the contemporary Ethiopia political system (ethno-

linguistics-based federalism)” (Tola 2017, p. 46). By justifying the significance of the 

statute in such a way, the Oromia regional state administration, indeed, prides its 

decision as a victory that was gained as a result of EPRDF’s post-1991 policies that 

championed rights of ethnic groups and its ability to defend memory of Oromo 

victims of the past.  

 

Figure 1. Anoole Statute. 

 

 Source:  Image taken from, Girma (2016). 

 

The Anole statute is not, however, the only attempt by a regional state 

administration built to commemorate memory. Indeed, many regions in the country 

had constructed martyrs’ commemorative museums that attempted to record, keep 

and defend memory. Such museums although fall short of envisaging what impact 

they will have in shaping collective memory of future generations. As Bridget 

Conley (2019) accurately states,  



Yohannes Gedamu, Transitional Justice and Memory Politics in Contemporary Ethiopia 

 

157 

 

“Memorializing violent history does not settle a question about the meaning of the 

past. It localizes, materializes and invokes this question for a new set of protagonists in 

the present. Memory is thus an endeavor to make meaning for a new community 

through reference to past events. To make meaning in the particular form of a 

museum, is to deploy techniques of assemblage for a visiting public in an institution 

designed to be permanent. Inherent in these museal traits are a constellation of 

tensions. There is the intended permanency of the structure for making meaning, and 

the reality that the visiting public changes over time and in relation to evolving 

concerns about the past and present. An exhibition juxtaposes elements (structure, 

texts, objects, photos, testimony) that do not seamlessly adhere to a unitary narrative 

arc. Tension also derives from the traumatic, or red, character of violence: unruly and 

unpredictable, it travels a different path from that of pedagogical goals that form the 

stated aims of any museum. In the end, the point of a museum is not to resolve these 

tensions, but to issue an invitation to pay attention to them” (p. 2). 

 

Therefore, as the article tries to explain so far and as the above author 

concurs, the ways in which regimes attempted to deal with critical situations like the 

‘red terror’ have not contributed to the management of both transitional justice 

implementations as well as the problems related to defending memory for once and 

for all. Hence, such traumatic experiences in the conscious of the public live on and 

remain challenges unaddressed at large.  

The discussions in this part of the article has attempted to present two 

issues with regards to Ethiopia’s anomalies in its transitional justice practices and 

they ways in which authorities attempted to deal with the issue of defending 

memory. Firstly, the country had suffered from institutional infectiveness when 

post transition attempts at transitional justice transpired. Secondly, the ways in 

which post political transitions had managed ethnic relations evolved could also be 

dubbed as divisive and anti-coexistence for the country’s diverse ethnic groups and 

thus, every effort to deal with memory seems to have been negatively influenced by 

the issue of tense ethnic relations.  
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Indeed, an authoritarian regime (for instance, in the case of Rwanda) could 

in one way or another use ethnic divisions to cement the dictatorship’s primary 

ambition, i.e., to stay in power at any cost at times by undermining the need to 

address past traumatic memories like those rape victims have suffered from 

(Mageza-Barthel 2012). The difference, however, is that while Rwanda’s regime 

used the possible fallout from degrading ethnic relations and sought to address it at 

least to the minimum by deconstructing ethnic identities and societal norms, the 

Ethiopian experience used it in ways that made matters worse than what they were. 

Nonetheless, one issue visibly looms large, and that is, the state’s inability or lack of 

desire to break from the past by making sure more of the internationally accepted 

ways of pursuing national reconciliation practices are instituted.  

As the regime was standing on shallow grounds as it struggled to keep 

itself in power however, EPRDF, which was mostly dominated by ethnic Tigrayan 

political party (Tigray Peoples Liberation Front), that was behind the creation of the 

coalition itself back in 1991, faced huge protests and a push for political reforms 

from below that started early in 2016. The coalition therefore was forced to enact 

reforms that led to the emergence of hope towards a democratic transition although 

that still remain open for interpretation and time is needed towards relatively 

complete assessment as the transitional process is ongoing. Nevertheless, the fact 

that EPRDF’s political reforms would be considered sweeping led to an assumption 

that the changes, that recently occurred in the country, could even be equated a 

regime change and the beginning of a new political transition. After such a 

transition, in November 2019, three of the parties that made the EPRDF coalition 

(except TPLF) formed the Prosperity Party (PP) along with five small regional 

political parties to establish a nationally unified party.  

 

3.2 Ethiopia’s post-2018 political reforms: Return of old challenges?  

Ironically, the post 2018 EPRDF led political reforms emerged as a result 

of the formation of strategic alliance formed by Amhara and Oromo political elites 

from the grand coalition (Gedamu 2018). However, the fact that the country is 
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engulfed in ethno-national political rivalry means that some of the expected positive 

outcomes of political moderation and national reconciliation continue to face 

extreme challenges due to the still entrenched ethnic federal arrangement that some 

of Ethiopia’s politically influential ethnic groups aspire to keep intact (Mamdani 

2019). Nonetheless, one major challenge that is still evident is that of the inability to 

address the gross violation of human rights that happened from the pre-2018 

political period as well as memory politics that stretches well past in to a century 

ago. 

In that regard, the Prosperity Party, under the leadership of the country’s 

current Prime Minister, Mr. Abiy Ahmed Ali, has faced a new challenge, which is 

the result of the making of the EPRDF coalition prevalent for more than two 

decades. For instance, Ethiopia’s former spy chief, Getachew Assefa, whom the 

government accused of extreme violations of human rights of the imprisoned that 

range from forced rape, tortures, and even making some of the jailed infertile 

remains free from persecutions given he was successfully sheltered by an ethnic 

group that he identified with. Because, for ethnic Tigrayans, that identify the former 

spy chief as the member of their group, he is still revered as a hero (Kahsay 2019), 

the fact that the spy chief remains popular among Tigrayan Ethiopians means that 

the regional state, that is in charge of administering the Tigrayan state, is opposed to 

handing over the individual that remains at large in a region, that is ignoring the 

federal government’s quest to arrest him (Wolde 2019). But this is not an isolated 

case to look into as there are plenty similar stories across the country. 

Yet again, the issue here raises a critical element that this article attempts 

to discuss in detail thus far, i.e., the structural challenges that are mostly presented 

in the form of institutional ineffectiveness as well as unpreparedness in the political 

regime’s part. Indeed, the fact that the federal government located in the capital, 

Addis Ababa, is unable to coordinate with a member of the federation, that is 

holding an individual suspected of extreme violations of human rights shows the 

institutional weakness of the administration’s justice apparatus and the state’s lack 

of capacity in upholding the rule of law within its jurisdiction.  
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However, the problems in the arena of institutional ineffectiveness 

coupled with the severing ethnic relations in the country mean that even after the 

2018 political changes, the displacement of peoples due to their ethnic backgrounds 

had made the country number one in the world in relation to the country’s size of 

internally displaced peoples (Keating 2019). For instance, hundreds of thousands of 

ethnic Gedeo were displaced from the Oromia regional state and many Amharas 

were subjected to similar experiences (Gedamu 2018; Gardner 2019). Until recently, 

regardless of how much the Prosperity Party led regime attempts to calm ethnic 

violence and implement ways in which some of these challenges (both institutional 

as well as ethnic rivalries) are addressed, the end seems never in sight. A notable 

effort by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed Ali’s administration to broker the long sought 

practice of national reconciliation by forming a National Reconciliation 

Commission, for instance, is yet to be effectively negotiated and start its task of 

addressing ethnic tensions and most importantly, instituting a transitional justice 

mechanism that leads to a major break from the animosity and intolerance of the 

past that is primarily also related with the issue of addressing issues in the arena of 

memory politics for once and for all. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The article has attempted to show Ethiopia’s style of the implementation 

of transitional justice mechanisms in three regime frameworks and how such 

ineffectiveness also adversely shaped conversations as well as political discourses in 

the realm of memory politics. As the patterns from the utilization of the 

mechanisms indicate however, structural problems, that are identified with the 

challenges of transitional justice practices in some of the established cases from 

Sub-Saharan African states are also prevalent in Ethiopia. The murders of officials 

from the monarchy in the hands of the military regime’s firing squad, the 

institutional unpreparedness and unwillingness to address its traumatic past by 

subsequent regimes by reaching evidence based consensuses, and the heavy use of 
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ethnicity and severing ethnic relations witnessed across the three different 

transitional periods indeed show the challenges are deep rooted.  

The most important solutions could emerge if the incumbent regime in 

power shows a genuine desire towards democratization, as that might open up 

unaddressed issues like the issue of addressing traumatic memory in one way or 

another. Regardless, democracy alone will not suffice. Hence, making sure proper 

transitional justice mechanisms are implemented to address past crimes, finding 

ways to also correct the ethnic federal arrangement in ways that safeguard both 

group and individual rights, and embarking on a full scale national reconciliation 

project that could provide proper avenues to address past crimes, trauma, and 

memory is critical. To reiterate what is stated above nevertheless, the most vital 

prerequisite becomes that the regime is ready to consider such options. For that to 

happen, the need for political solutions remain extremely essential so that both 

intertwined challenges of structural or institutional challenges as well as the tensions 

fueled by ethno-nationalist debates and puzzles are addressed. Moreover, such 

solutions would put the country in the path of the construction of more tolerant 

society, that could go beyond the debates over hate statutes, that are dividing ethnic 

groups than bringing them together. Furthermore, such practices could also open 

the door towards reaching a major consensus with regards to the need for 

independent and nationally commissioned research to document history of the 

country’s violent past and potentially use it for educational purposes targeting 

present and future generations.  
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Introduction 

During his presidential campaign, Barack Obama called for a military with-

drawal from Iraq, the end of torture, the indefinite detention of suspected terrorists, 

the closing of Guantanamo Bay, and the abolition of the use of the term ‘war on 

terror’ (Davis 2011, pp. 165-189). In his widely-read essay in Foreign Affairs, Barack 

Obama, then a presidential candidate, argued that “to renew American leadership in 

the world, we must first bring the Iraq war to a responsible end […] we cannot im-

pose a military solution on a civil war between Sunni and Shiite factions […] we 

must launch a comprehensive regional and international diplomatic initiative to help 

broker an end to the civil war in Iraq, prevent its spread, and limit the suffering of 

the Iraqi people” (Obama 2007, pp. 8-10). Consequently, the American public 

widely believed that President Obama intended to end the war on terror begun by 

the Bush administration after the attacks on September 11, 2001. Although Barack 

Obama’s campaign in 2008 did not explicitly advocate for drone strikes despite his 

critical opposition to the Bush administration’s war on terror, the graph below 

shows the drastic increase in the number of US drone strikes in Pakistan during the 

first term of the Obama administration (2009–2013):  

 

Figure 1. Number of US drone strikes in Pakistan. 

 

Source: The Bureau of Investigative Journalism (2019). 
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 The US government dramatically expanded the use of drones, as shown by 

the data on the number of strikes and the geographical scope of drone operations 

(Fisk & Ramos 2016). Notably, several investigative journalists estimated that “there 

were ten times more air strikes in the covert war on terror during President Barack 

Obama’s presidency than under his predecessor, George W. Bush” (Purkiss & Serle 

2017, p. 1). These strikes took place in Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia, and 

Pakistan (Birdsall 2018). Drone strikes are used for targeted killing, particularly 

through the use of precision strikes on suspected terrorists. The fact that the num-

ber of US counterterrorist drone strikes increased under the Obama administration 

defies the expectation that the administration wanted to end the war on terror.  

Hence, this paper addresses the following puzzle: why did the use of drone 

strikes proliferate during the first term of the Obama administration? Our response 

to that puzzle constitutes two key preliminary arguments. First, deploying theoreti-

cal insights from historical institutionalism, we argue that the Obama administra-

tion, despite its initial resistance to the existing counterterror agenda, found it ex-

tremely difficult to reverse the war on terror narrative and the institutions that 

emerged therefrom in US domestic and foreign politics. This continuation provided 

strong incentives to maintain militaristic approaches to counterterrorism, consider-

ing President Obama’s inclination to continue the use of military power against ter-

rorists. Second, upon realising the stickiness and institutional endurance of post-

9/11 security agencies, Obama’s opposition to war on terror-oriented policies moti-

vated the administration to wage a supposedly more morally justifiable and effective 

counterterror strategy.  

 This paper seeks to identify the conditions that facilitated the strong reliance 

on drone warfare, particularly by situating that strategy within the broader context 

of the continuation of the war on terror during Obama’s first term. This paper em-

phasizes the path-dependent role of post-9/11 state security institutions and the 

need for transforming a counterterror strategy that is more justifiable, at least from 

the perspective of the Obama administration. The first section reviews current de-

bates on drone warfare and situates our argument within the scholarly literatures in 



Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6(1) 2020: 167-201, DOI: 10.1285/i20398573v6n1p167 

170 

 

International Relations, US foreign policy, and security studies. The first discussion 

section reflects on how and why the war on terror continued during Obama’s first 

term as President and argues the path-dependent effects of a militaristic policy 

agenda that gained traction after the 9/11 attacks. This analysis provides the context 

for the main argument discussed in the second discussion section of this paper: 

Drone strikes increased because the Obama administration pursued a war on terror 

that was, from its perspective, more strategically effective and legally justifiable. On 

the other hand, the Obama administration’s expansion of the drone strikes program 

facilitated a global human rights crisis that killed thousands of lives. As such, Ken-

neth Roth of the Human Rights Watch (2017, p. 1) maintains that Obama has a 

“shaky legacy on human rights”, particularly because “for all his promises – and a 

Nobel Peace Prize – the Obama presidency delivered more hope than change”. 

Hence, this article underscores how militaristic and violent approaches to counter-

terrorism can generate a human rights crisis that all states must seek to avoid. In 

normative terms, every human being has an inherent and inviolable right to life that 

not even the US, as the most powerful state, should undermine for the sake of am-

biguously defined geostrategic interests or national security.  

 

1. Our state of knowledge: causes of reliance on drone warfare 

This section reflects on the academic debate about drone warfare and identi-

fies two distinctive strands of literature that explain why the Obama administration 

relied on drone strikes in counterterrorism. The first focuses on key political devel-

opments in the US’ war on terror. We maintain that the perceived failures of the 

Bush administration’s counterterror strategy motivated the Obama administration 

to maintain a militaristic policy stance to global terrorism, yet reforming such a pol-

icy agenda by making counterterrorism more strategically effective and legally justi-

fiable. In doing so, the Obama administration resorted to bolstering the drone pro-

gram in order to limit casualties in the US military, thereby making the war on terror 

more strategically effective, and offered political and legal justifications in ways that 

reframed the war on terror in a more legitimate way. The second strand of literature 
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stresses that the legal framework established under the Bush Doctrine was main-

tained by the Obama administration. This formed the core justification for the 

Obama administration’s increased use of drone strikes. This section highlights some 

of the shortcomings in current understandings of the increase of drone strikes un-

der Obama and explains where this paper contributes to the debate. 

Within the literature pertaining to political developments in the war on ter-

ror, Walsh (2018) notes that the two wars in Afghanistan and Iraq had become 

lengthy and costly campaigns that produced few concrete results in terms of pro-

tecting the US from the threat of terrorism. Concerns about the domestic political 

costs of military casualties and the (financial) strains of both state-building opera-

tions led Obama to move to a different strategy to combat terrorists (Walsh 2018). 

Targeted killings enabled the US to continue the fight against terrorists while lower-

ing the domestic political costs that this fight entailed. Kreuzer (2014) and Horowitz 

et al. (2016) furthermore point at a number of advantages of drones. First, Ameri-

can lives are not put at risk in operations because they are unmanned aircrafts. Sec-

ond, drones are cheaper than soldiers or other aircrafts. Third, drones can be used 

for long-term surveillance. They are therefore more capable of identifying individual 

targets than F-16s or Apache helicopters and thus more accurate (Kreuzer 2014; 

Horowitz et al. 2016). Kindervater (2016) argues that the merger of surveillance 

technique with lethal striking made drones more capable of attacking dynamic tar-

gets, where conventional weapons focus primarily on fixed sites. This is a tactical 

benefit when the targets are individual terrorists. Byman (2013) maintains that 

drones are effective in counterterrorism because they contribute to the weakening 

of the chain of command and operational effectiveness of terrorist organisations by 

killing its leaders. Fourth, drone operations require a smaller military logistical foot-

print, while simultaneously broadening the geographical scope of counterterrorist 

operations. Reduced military presence abroad limits the anti-American sentiments 

that may motivate terrorists (Horowitz et al. 2016). In addition, Shelby (2017) 

points out that the public is generally aware of the benefits of drones. They support 

the use of drone strikes more than other alternatives, even in cases where the payoff 
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for the use of force is minimal. Sauer and Schörnig (2012) concur with Shelby that 

public support therefore enables and encourages the increased use of drone strikes 

(Sauer & Schörnig 2012; Shelby 2017). This led the Obama administration to in-

creasingly rely on drones (Sauer & Schörnig 2012). In sum, the need to change im-

portant aspects the war on terror combined with the strategic advantages that 

armed drones offer, led to an increase in drone strikes. This was reinforced by a 

generally favourable public opinion.  

 The literature focused on the Bush Doctrine emphasises that the continua-

tion of the Bush administration’s legal reasoning under Obama is the main factor 

why drone strikes increased. Fisk and Ramos (2016) note that the Bush Doctrine, 

exemplified by the National Security Strategy 2002 and the Authorization for the 

Use of Military Force (AUMF), blurred the distinction between pre-emptive and 

preventive use of force (p. 5). The Bush administration argued that the US “must 

adapt the concept of imminent threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s 

adversaries” (Fish & Ramos 2016, p. 10). This claim was used to justify the invasion 

of Iraq in 2003. Moreover, as Birdsall notes, it was applied to targeting individual 

terrorists on foreign territory, claiming that some states were ‘unwilling or unable’ to 

aid the US in self-defence against the imminent threat of terrorism (2018, p. 255). 

Existing international law was perceived to constrain the US capabilities in effec-

tively repressing transnational terrorist networks like Al Qaeda. The Bush admini-

stration therefore claimed to be in ‘armed conflict’ with terrorism: Terrorists were 

treated as ‘unlawful combatants’ rather than criminals, denying them certain judicial 

protections while claiming they constitute imminent threats to national security. 

McDonald argues that the terror threat constituted a new type of war, particularly 

with its focus on non-state terror networks, “but waged, justified and defined pri-

marily according to rules devised for inter-state politics and war” (2017, p. 26). 

While the Obama administration was widely perceived (at least initially) to be less 

supportive of a strong militaristic stance against terror networks, President Obama 

nevertheless maintained that the US was in armed conflict with terrorism and main-

tained the importance of the role of militaristic responses (Fairhead 2016; McDon-
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ald 2017). It continued to invoke the concept of imminent threat as it was applied 

by the Bush administration to justify, among others, targeted killings. As Jason 

Ralph (2013, p. 46) notes, the administration consistently referred to the AUMF to 

justify its drone strikes. Harald Koh, a key legal advisor for the Obama administra-

tion, defended the administration’s use of drone strikes by arguing that “a state that 

is engaged in an armed conflict or in legitimate self-defence is not required to pro-

vide targets with legal process before the state may use lethal force” (Koh 2010, p. 

48). The continuation of key elements of the Bush Doctrine thus served to justify 

the Obama administration’s drone policies.  

The literature focused on strategic/political developments is compelling be-

cause it explains how drones served to perpetuate the war on terror while reducing 

the most contentious aspects of it. However, these scholars did not extensively fo-

cus on why the Obama administration continued the war on terrorism in the first 

place and the rationale for bolstering the drone program as a quintessential compo-

nent of Obama’s counterterror strategy. In contrast, the literature pertaining to the 

Bush Doctrine recognises that despite Obama’s objections to the war on terror, 

many of its core features persisted. This enabled and justified the administration’s 

drone policies. However, this literature offers no explanation as to why drone war-

fare became the quintessential military tactic of the Obama administration. This pa-

per combines the explanatory power of both strands of literature by considering the 

patterns of continuity in the war on terror from Bush to Obama while also uncover-

ing the justificatory premises that underpinned the Obama administration’s un-

precedented reliance on drone warfare. Furthermore, it considers which strategic 

and political changes motivated the Obama administration to increase its use of 

drones. 

 

2. Arguments and theory 

The core question that this paper seeks to address is this: why did the use of 

drone strikes increase during the first term of the Obama administration? We main-

tain two main arguments which are substantiated into two discussion sections. First, 
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the Obama administration found itself entrapped in the cobweb of post-9/11 secu-

rity institutions that constitute the Global war on terror. Although Obama’s presi-

dential campaign inspired widespread hope that a strong militaristic response to 

non-state terrorism may be abandoned, the Obama-led White House found it diffi-

cult to reverse the counterterror narrative which identified terrorism as an excep-

tional threat to the US national security (Regilme 2019, p. 159). Furthermore, the 

Bush administration promoted the view that strong leadership on terrorism in the 

post-9/11 era was characterised by a militaristic approach to national security. The 

Obama administration found it difficult to successfully challenge these post-9/11 

institutional structures and political expectations, as it did not want to risk being 

perceived as being weak on terrorism. Thereby, it continued to rely on a militaristic 

strategy against terrorism as it appears to be, at least for the Obama administration, 

an effective and legitimate response to the enduring threat of non-state terrorism. 

Second, the Obama administration invested in the drone warfare strategy in 

an effort to reduce public disapproval of the war on terror policies (by minimizing 

the risks to the lives of US ground forces operating abroad), while continuing the 

Bush administration’s militaristic approach to counterterrorism. The Obama ad-

ministration continued to use force against terrorists in order to be perceived as po-

litically determined to keep the US safe from terrorism. Simultaneously, the admini-

stration increasingly relied on drones to fight terrorists to reduce the most conten-

tious aspects of that war. Notably, a high number of collateral damages emerged 

from the conventional ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and Bush’s detention 

policies, which facilitated the horrific human rights abuses committed in Guan-

tanamo Bay. Through the increased reliance on drones, the Obama administration 

sought to minimise the collateral human rights abuses brought by the Bush admini-

stration’s war on terror while still seeking to reinforce his legitimacy through milita-

ristic counterterror policies.  
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2.1. Theoretical framework 

In building our empirical arguments, we deploy the theoretical perspectives 

from the literature on historical institutionalism, which underscores the ‘stickiness’ 

of previously chosen policy choices in order to explain the continuity of particular 

political outcomes. The analytical concepts from historical institutionalist literature 

provide insights on how the war on terror became institutionalised in US politics. 

This made it extremely difficult for Obama to dismiss the war on terror narrative. 

The administration’s increased reliance on drone strikes thus represents a reform 

initiative in US counterterrorism policy within the confines of the existing policy 

trajectory of post-9/11 US foreign policy strategy.  

In some cases, political institutions ‘lock in’ their position in social and po-

litical structures through self-reinforcing mechanisms. Institutional development 

begins at a critical moment in time, which historical institutionalists call a ‘critical 

juncture’ (Rixen & Viola 2016, p. 12). According to Rixen and Viola (2016), “critical 

junctures are exogenous decisions or events that interrupt long periods of stability 

and set institutions on one path of development rather than another”. We maintain 

that the 9/11 attacks constitute a critical juncture that enabled the Bush administra-

tion to drastically change US domestic- and foreign politics (Regilme 2018a, 2018b). 

The umbrella term used to label and justify this new political pathway became the 

‘war on terror’. The war on terror pertains to a broad overarching political narrative 

created in response to the 9/11 attacks, which facilitated the creation of a wide 

panoply of governmental institutions, rules, strategies, and discursive practices – all 

of which focus on state security. In a lot of ways, state security through the war on 

terror became a normative political order, whereby politicians and government 

leaders invoke militaristic responses and state violence as the quintessential policy 

response to the perceived threat of non-state terror groups. The war on terror ap-

proach claims that the 9/11 attacks constitute a new kind of adversary on the part 

of the US, and therefore the laws of war and international human rights law on 

armed conflict do not apply to the counterterror policies of the Bush administration 

(Ralph 2013). In practice, such an approach bolstered the discretionary powers of 
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the US government in using its military forces and coercive apparatus in its counter-

terror operations in ways that did not fully comply with treaty obligations on laws of 

war and armed conflict.  

Historical institutionalists use the term ‘policy feedback’ as the process 

through which social and political processes facilitate institutional continuity (Pier-

son & Skocpol 2002, p. 6). Policy feedback is a political development which is set in 

motion by the existence of a particular political institution. This development en-

trenches and reinforces the institution’s position in the political ecosystem. An ex-

ample of policy feedback in the case of the war on terror pertains to the creation of 

the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which was created through the invo-

cation of counterterror narratives and discourses, particularly by positing the impor-

tance of exceptionalist state security measures as necessary in repressing terror 

threats within the American homeland (Jackson 2011). The creation of the depart-

ment enlarged the budget of the federal security apparatus and introduced new ca-

reer opportunities. As such, thousands of jobs (directly or indirectly) became de-

pendent on the continuation of the DHS. This policy feedback did not only ensure 

the continuation of the department itself. The war on terror narratives and dis-

courses facilitated the continued legitimation of the existence of the DHS and many 

other post-9/11 security agencies. As the department continued to exist, so would 

its foundational narrative; policy feedback that resulted from war on terror policy 

entrenched the perceived necessary presence of post-9/11 state security institutions. 

Many critics have since pointed out that this narrative is misguided by demonstrat-

ing that terrorism is in reality a comparatively minimal security threat (Croft 2006; 

Lustick 2013; Bentley 2014). Nevertheless, policy feedback mechanisms made it dif-

ficult for the Obama administration to challenge the underlying assumptions on 

which major components of the US political system like the DHS functioned after 

the institutionalisation of the war on terror.  

Policy feedback entrenches institutions in political systems and facilitates in-

stitutional continuity. Historical institutionalists call this effect ‘path dependence’ 

(Pierson & Skocpol 2002, p. 6). Path dependence does not mean that institutions 
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remain the same irrespective of the changing political environment in which they 

are situated. Institutional change is possible in two ways. Either a new critical junc-

ture emerges which puts the political system on a very different pathway, or the ex-

isting institution changes gradually in ways that are ‘constrained by past trajectories’ 

(Thelen 1999, p. 387). While policy feedback constrains the scope conditions of po-

litical change, it could allow some incremental alterations. Thus, if policymakers en-

deavour to change institutions, they are constrained by existing institutional struc-

tures. Especially in the case of a particularly stable institution, policy makers are 

likely to define their goals and strategies in line with the prevailing institution rather 

than working against it (Jackson 2011).  

Over time, the war on terror became firmly established as an institution. 

Therefore, the scope of political possibilities and intended policy changes intended 

by the Obama administration had to consider (or at least refer to) the state security-

oriented discourses and pre-existing institutional apparatus that underpinned the 

War on terror: notably, that terrorism was an exceptionally immense threat to US 

national security; that the US continued to be in armed conflict with terrorist net-

works; and that military force was needed to counter the threat.  

 

3. Continuing the war on terror 

 This section answers the question: Why did the Obama administration con-

tinue to depend primarily on military force to undermine the threat from global ter-

ror networks? We discuss in this section that the Obama administration was trapped 

in the war on terror, which primarily emphasized non-state terrorism as an excep-

tional threat to national security and subsequently provided a militaristic policy 

agenda. Domestically, this meant a drastic expansion of the state security apparatus, 

the expansion of highly secretive intelligence services, and the increasing reliance on 

private contractors for state security services (Priest & Arkin 2011). In post-/11 

world politics, counterterrorism came to be defined as a war against terrorists using 

military force. This section first argues that the perception of the serious threat 

posed by terrorism was self-reinforcing and therefore difficult to reverse for the 
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Obama administration. In order to be perceived as politically determined to keep 

the US safe from terrorism, President Obama was inclined to continue to use mili-

tary force against terrorists.  

 

3.1. 9/11, the critical juncture 

To address public confusion, anxiety, and frustration, the Bush administra-

tion had to assure the public how the threat could be repressed by resorting to mili-

tary force (Krebs & Lobasz 2009). The declaration of the war on terror was not a 

natural or neutral response to the attacks, considering that a multitude of policy op-

tions were plausible and could have been implemented instead. Although unlikely, 

the administration could have stated that the attacks represented a backlash against 

globalisation and as a violent response to the US’ support of repressive regimes 

overseas. The attacks could have been labelled as ‘horrific crimes,’ as terrorist at-

tacks were often labelled before 9/11. That designation would have legitimised do-

mestic law enforcement operations as the appropriate response (Hodges 2011). In 

any case, the way the attacks were characterised determined how the US responded 

to it. The Bush administration labelled the attacks as ‘acts of war against our coun-

try’ and asserted that the US was at ‘war with terrorism’ (Bush 2001). This was not 

merely a metaphor. As Bentley notes: “The American response to 9/11 was con-

structed as a very specific form of conflict, where that form of conflict had signifi-

cant implications for the structure of what would happen next” (2014, p. 92). In 

foreign policy, the war on terror meant that the US was at war with terrorist net-

works of global reach, thereby invoking the possibilities of deploying the full force 

of the US military and expansive global intelligence operations to counter the per-

ceived threat of non-state terror networks. Notably, the war on terror implies some 

form of discretionary decision-making processes in determining non-state terror 

networks as the key targets for repression by the US military. This overarching yet 

ambiguous militaristic policy stance against loosely defined terror networks also fa-

cilitated various detention programmes such as the one in Guantanamo Bay and the 

two wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. It is now widely accepted that those policies 
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would simply not have been possible without the rhetorical discourses of the war 

on terror (Bentley 2014). The war on terror transformed many aspects of domestic 

US politics as well. The next section demonstrates how Bush’s depiction of the ter-

rorist threat within US borders justified the vast expansion of the security apparatus. 

Terrorism was not only portrayed as a foreign threat. At home, the War on terror 

meant increasing resolve against terrorism on all levels of governance and society. 

The war on terror narrative gained traction because the Bush administration 

framed the 9/11 attacks as a direct attack on America’s political order and its exis-

tential security as a democratic society (Lustick 2013). The administration capitalised 

on fear to rally broad national support for the drastic political changes in domestic- 

and foreign politics that it introduced. This is a phenomenon that Cramer and 

Thrall call ‘threat inflation’ (2009, p. 1). Threat inflation pertains to “the attempt by 

elites to create concern for a threat that goes beyond the scope and urgency that a 

disinterested analysis would justify” (Cramer & Thrall 2009). As Lustick (2006) 

points out, the chances of being killed by a terrorist attack in the US are very small. 

Nevertheless, the war on terror became such an all-encompassing narrative that 

“every national policy […] must be evaluated on the basis of whether or not they 

contribute to victory in that war” (Lustick 2006, p. 18). Political opponents did not 

only rally behind Bush’s policies but also adopted his rhetoric. Furthermore, virtu-

ally all reportage took up the discourse (Krebs & Lobasz 2009). The treatment of 

terrorism as an exceptional threat would continue even when many policies of the 

war on terror became heavily criticised. For the lasting impact of the war on terror 

narrative on US domestic- and foreign politics the 9/11 attacks were a critical junc-

ture for drastic institutional change. Exactly how did the institutionalisation of the 

war on terror occur? 

 

3.2. The war on terror in domestic politics 

 Even if the Obama administration wanted to abandon the militaristic re-

sponse to global terrorism and resorted instead to law enforcement-oriented policy 

strategy, it would have been difficult to overcome the enduring belief that terrorism 
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constituted an extraordinary threat to America’s national security – much less to 

substantially change the policies based on that premise. The expansion of the secu-

rity apparatus is a good example, as it demonstrates that inflated threat perceptions 

of terrorism were self-reinforcing. Inflated threat perceptions in turn justified the 

war on terror narrative as a self-evident discourse, including the policy framework it 

introduced to counter terrorism. The expansion of the security apparatus is a major 

reason why inflated threat perceptions of terrorism persisted throughout Obama’s 

first term. 

 The expansion of the state security apparatus included the drastic reforma-

tion of existing law enforcement institutions such as the FBI, which made counter-

terrorism its top priority after 9/11. These changes resulted from the vast expansion 

of the federal budget on security and the introduction of new legislation such as the 

PATRIOT-acts, which gave law enforcement institutions more operational free-

doms such as warrantless wiretapping (Lustick 2006). According to Lustick, these 

changes would not have been possible without the war on terror narrative as they 

required ‘dangerous suspensions of civil liberties’ (2013, p. 182). Moreover, the in-

telligence community dramatically expanded in response to the post-9/11 terror 

threats. As The Washington Post’s Priest and Arkin (2011) show, around 1.271 gov-

ernment agencies and 1.931 private firms are employed in intelligence gathering op-

erations, homeland security, and counterterrorism. Accordingly, almost a decade af-

ter the 9/11 terror attacks, nearly 900.000 individuals hold top-secret security clear-

ances, and various counterterror and intelligence operations were conducted in 

10.000 locations across the US Moreover, the institutionalisation of the war on ter-

ror narrative that legitimised the expansion of security apparatus also included the 

drastic increase in the number of terror cases produced by law enforcement agen-

cies. Inflated threat perceptions within law enforcement agencies created a tendency 

to treat any potential terrorism case seriously. This was famously expressed in the 

‘one-percent doctrine’, which maintained that “the US government should act with-

out respect to evidence of a threat, and only on the basis that it may be possible or 

even conceivable” (Lustick 2013, p. 182).  
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The war on terror discourses and policy strategies facilitated the drastic in-

crease in law enforcement operations against suspected terrorists all over the US 

The visibility of these operations reaffirmed the image that terrorism was an over-

whelming threat. It confirmed, for example, that the increased funding of the secu-

rity apparatus was warranted. However, according to Lustick (2013), from 2005 to 

2009 federal prosecutors refused to seek indictments for 67% of all proposed ter-

rorism cases. Terrorist threat perceptions were largely misguided considering the 

high number of failed lawsuits that came after the arrests. In reality the increase in 

terrorism cases reflected mostly an expansion of working capacity and operational 

freedom in the security apparatus instead of an increase in terrorism. Nevertheless, 

distorted threat perceptions encouraged politicians and the public to continuously 

support the expanded security apparatus. As such, over-productive law enforcement 

agencies reaffirmed the war on terror narrative. This made it difficult for policy 

makers to argue that expanded security apparatus was unnecessary. The policies that 

were justified by the war on terror narrative thus ended up serving as policy feed-

back for this narrative, which became increasingly difficult to dispute.  

The high government spending on domestic counterterrorism also attracted 

other non-state institutions and social actors to focus on counterterrorism as a key 

policy agenda. According to Lustick, this created a political environment in which 

“any government agency, company, think tank, professional association, or univer-

sity that has wanted more funding or more contracts was encouraged if not forced 

to exaggerate the scale of the terrorist threat and to exaggerate its capacity […] to 

help counter that threat” (2013, p. 185). Instead of working against it, actors in the 

political system redefined their interests in line with the dominant institutional or-

der. Consequently, a vast array of governmental institutions and private actors 

adopted the War on terror narrative and hundreds of thousands of jobs and careers 

became dependent on the continuation of the War on terror (Lustick 2006). The ef-

fect, as Jackson argues, was that “politicians, lobby groups or individuals who at-

tempt to contradict its central narratives and assumptions are likely to gain little 

purchase and may even risk their careers” (2011, p. 400). The war on terror’s trans-
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formative impact on the domestic political system made it difficult for the Obama 

administration to argue against the narrative that terrorism ought to be treated as an 

exceptional threat. Hence, the Obama succumbed to the path-dependent discursive 

and institutionalised militaristic practices it inherited from the Bush administration. 

 

3.3. The war on terror in foreign politics 

Whereas the war on terror led to the drastic expansion of the security appa-

ratus domestically, it was primarily defined as a military struggle in foreign policy. 

Militaristic approaches to counterterrorism redefined what it meant to be commit-

ted to advancing national security in the post-9/11 era. Furthermore, because many 

of these post-9/11 policy initiatives and state security agencies continued during 

Obama’s presidency, this would have made it difficult to de-militarise US foreign 

policy abroad even if the administration wanted to.  

The Authorization for the Use of Military Force (AUMF), one of the defin-

ing documents of the war on terror, stated that terrorist networks such as Al Qaeda 

and related organisations constitute an imminent threat to the US national security 

(Deeks 2016). Defining the 9/11 attacks as acts of war meant that the US could de-

ploy militaristic tactics against terrorists. The Bush administration’s declaration of 

war soon materialised into two major wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Similar to do-

mestic politics, inflated threat perceptions constituted the core justification for a 

completely different approach to counterterrorism, namely a global military opera-

tion against loosely defined terror groups. As such, the notion of ‘war’ (a physical, 

military struggle) became central to the expectation of how the US would counter 

terrorism in the post-9/11 era (Bentley 2014). In order to be perceived as an asser-

tive leader, Bush invoked the necessity of war and military firepower, which were 

legitimised by the war on terror narrative. Thus, Bentley notes, “strong leadership 

came to be equated with the ability to act as a war president” (2014, p. 101).  

Despite the detrimental consequences of the militaristic approach to human 

rights, the war on terror sets a new standard on what it meant to be committed to 

national security, at least from the perspective of the US security policy establish-
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ment. As inflated threat perceptions of terrorism persisted in American politics 

throughout Obama’s first term, the war continued to be regarded as necessary. 

Therefore, in order to be perceived as politically determined to keep the US safe 

from the threat of terrorism, Obama was inclined to continue to use the war on ter-

ror framework as a path-dependent basis for foreign policy, while ensuring that le-

gal and political justifications support his counterterror policy initiatives.  

President Obama’s efforts to make his new counterterror strategies more le-

gitimate and effective depended on the support and availability of existing post-

9/11 institutions and practices such as drone operations, the rapidly expanding state 

security apparatus, and an enduring domestic public support for a strong militaristic 

stance against global terror networks. For instance, the Pew Research Center re-

ported that the “the US public has consistently supported the use of drone strikes 

— and that support has been bipartisan”, at a time when the Obama administration 

has dramatically expanded his drone program (Drake 2013). Particularly, in a Febru-

ary 2013 survey, 56% of total number of American respondents approved the drone 

program (only 26% disapproved it). If Obama abandoned the narrative that the US 

was in a war, he potentially risked being perceived as weak in comparison to Bush 

and he could have undermined his political legitimacy and chances for re-election. 

Declaring the war unnecessary would likely be perceived as a denial of the global 

terror threat.  

The Obama administration found it difficult to immediately close Guan-

tanamo Bay. On his second day in office Obama signed an executive order to close 

Guantanamo (Klaidman 2012). Yet, closing the detention facility eventually proved 

to be very challenging. There could be several reasons for this, and one factor per-

tains to the idea that the war on terror narrative had created a new status for prison-

ers of that war. Terrorists detained in Guantanamo were not regular criminals, con-

sidering that they did not have constitutional protections and they were imprisoned 

without a trial (Bentley 2014). Nor were they prisoners of war. They were deemed 

‘unlawful enemy combatants’, a status created by the war on terror narrative. This 
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newly created status was used to justify torture and holding suspected terrorists in-

definitely.  

Closing Guantanamo meant that the prisoners held there would either be 

freed or transferred to civilian courts to be prosecuted as criminals instead of held 

as enemy combatants (Klaidman 2012). Freeing detainees was perceived as highly 

controversial as American military and intelligence personnel had taken big risks to 

capture terrorist suspects (Klaidman 2012). Many of them were widely believed to 

be a threat to the national security. On the other hand, in many cases, detainees 

could not be prosecuted in civilian courts as there was either insufficient evidence 

or the evidence was tainted by torture, which was problematic for legal prosecution. 

As many detainees could not be taken out of Guantanamo, Obama was inclined to 

continue the war narrative even though he objected to the policy: Without the war 

on terror policy frame, terrorists could not be discursively considered as enemy 

combatants. Thus, there were strong incentives to continue to use the framework of 

war as the basis of counterterrorism policy (Bentley 2014, p. 103). Even though the 

Obama administration stopped using the phrase ‘war on terror’, it essentially main-

tained the policy framework created by Bush. The continuation of war on terror 

policies thus functioned as policy feedback to reinforce the war on terror narrative. 

According to Bentley (2014, p. 96), this contradiction is noticeable in the 2010 Na-

tional Security Strategy: “While this explicitly states that the US is no longer fighting 

the ‘war on terror’, it then continues to discuss the response to terrorist activity as 

an act of warfare; the world is still portrayed as a battlefield”. 

To conclude, the Bush administration capitalised on the fears of terrorism 

after the attacks on 9/11 in order to justify continued reliance on a militaristic ap-

proach. The path-dependent and self-reinforcing effects of expanding post-9/11 se-

curity apparatus, enduring public support for military force, and widespread percep-

tion of the severe threat posed by global terror networks demonstrate the lasting 

impacts of the Bush administration’s war on terror. As such, the Obama administra-

tion was inclined to maintain the narrative and policy frameworks created by the 

previous administration. An important causal factor was that inflated threat percep-
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tions of terrorism were self-reinforcing. Domestically, the treatment of terrorism as 

an exceptional threat reaffirmed the view that terrorism should continue to be 

treated as such. At the international front, inflated threat perceptions continued to 

justify Bush’s war framework as a warranted response to the terrorist threat, even if 

some policies that were justified by this framework were strongly criticised. In order 

to be perceived as politically determined to keep the US safe from terrorism, 

Obama had to continue to project himself as a war president. The US therefore 

continued to use force against terrorists during Obama’s first term as president. 

 

4. The strong reliance on drone strikes 

This section focuses on the main research question: Why did the use of 

drone strikes increase during the first term of the Obama administration? Drone 

strikes increased because the Obama administration sought to provide a more com-

pelling justification for the use of military force against terrorism, without necessar-

ily abandoning the ‘war on terror’ policy frameworks and discourses he inherited 

from his predecessor. Historical institutionalism suggests that institutional change is 

possible either when a new critical juncture emerges, or existing institutions reform 

in ways that are substantially constrained by past trajectories. This section analyses 

how the reliance on drones was both the continuation of the war framework and 

the result of Obama’s attempt to change the most contentious aspects of that war. 

Hence, we discussed how the drone warfare program emerged as a product of stra-

tegic and political choices made by the Obama administration. The reliance on 

drone warfare became an appealing policy choice for the Obama administration be-

cause of two key reasons. First, by relying on drone strikes, the Obama administra-

tion could wage war against a more precisely defined terrorist enemy while signal-

ling an interest in self-constraint in that war, while also limiting the risks of deaths 

of US military forces on the ground. Second, the use of drones enabled the admini-

stration to present and pursue a purportedly justifiable mode of conducting the war 

on terror. While the administration maintained the same militaristic policy frame-

work as the previous administration, the Obama administration provided more sus-
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tained legal justifications in support of military force, despite its detrimental conse-

quences to human rights.  

 

4.1. Self-constraint in the war against terrorists 

 According to President Obama, some excessive policies that were justified 

by the war on terror narrative had alienated the Muslim world. Obama wanted to 

clarify that the US was not at war with Islam. Unless this perception was fundamen-

tally changed, the US would not be able to win the war against terrorism (Klaidman 

2012). Shortly after becoming president, Obama travelled to Cairo to deliver a 

much-anticipated speech, whereby he responded to misconceptions that Bush’s 

policies had created: “America is not, and never will be, at war with Islam” (Obama 

2009b). To Obama, one of the main errors of the previous administration had been 

the invasion of Iraq. The US had squandered the goodwill of the international 

community after 9/11 while fighting a disastrous war against the wrong enemy 

(Klaidman 2012). In response to the backlash emerging from detrimental costs of 

the global war on terror, Obama wanted to reduce the US military footprint and re-

focus war efforts on the perceived right enemy. This policy change was expressed in 

the National Security Strategy 2010: “this is not a global war against a tactic—

terrorism or a religion—Islam. We are at war with a specific network, Al Qaeda, 

and its terrorist affiliates” (TWH 2010, p. 20). President Obama had announced a 

troop withdrawal from Iraq in order to redirect efforts on Afghanistan, which he 

considered to be the real war on terrorism (McCrisken 2011). The troop increase in 

Afghanistan was announced within a limited timeframe. Troops would soon come 

home, but Obama argued it was crucial to increase military operations outside of 

the official warzones in order to paralyze Al-Qaeda operational capacities. In a 

speech at the West Point military academy, President Obama announced the im-

plementation of “a strategy recognising the fundamental connection between our 

war effort in Afghanistan and the extremist safe havens in Pakistan” (Obama 2009a, 

p. 6). The strategy was “narrowly defined as disrupting, dismantling, and defeating 

Al Qaeda and its extremist allies” (Obama 2009a, p. 7). 
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To fight a more effective war against the ‘real enemy’, the US government 

required a military force that could be easily deployed globally. As early as 2002, as a 

state senator in Illinois, Obama strongly opposed the Bush administration’s immi-

nent military invasion of Iraq, but entertained the idea that militaristic options may 

be necessary in some conflicts: “I don’t oppose all wars […] What I am opposed to 

is a dumb war” (Sunday Independent 2012, p. 5). During his early months of his 

administration, President Obama argued during his December 2009 acceptance 

speech for the Nobel Peace Prize the following: “There will be times when nations 

acting individually or in concert will find the use of force not only necessary but 

morally justified” (Sunday Independent 2012, p. 5). Consequently, that moralistic 

justification of military violence was invoked as US forces were deployed in Libya, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere. Obama wanted to undermine Al Qaeda and affili-

ated networks while limiting American military footprint, which he believed was 

important to reducing tensions in the Middle East. That objective, from the per-

spective of the Obama administration, could be achieved through a bolstered drone 

warfare program. As McCrisken notes: “During the first year of the Obama admini-

stration there were 51 reported uses of unmanned Predator drones against targets 

housing alleged terrorists in Pakistan alone, more than the 45 used during the entire 

presidency of George W. Bush. In 2010 this number more than doubled to 118” 

(2011, p. 793). As the US was bolstering the fight against Al Qaeda on the Afghan-

Pakistani border, affiliated organisation AQAP (Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula) 

was on the rise in Yemen (Klaidman 2012). In 2010, US intelligence officials also 

observed growing ties between AQAP and al-Shabab in Somalia. If Obama wanted 

to effectively undermine the Al Qaeda network, it became necessary to increase war 

efforts in Yemen and move military operations into Somalia. Obama avoided 

ground operations, as they risked forcing the US into another ground conflict. On 

the other hand, conventional airstrikes did not offer the precision Obama desired. 

As Klaidman (2012) notes, particularly in countries where the US was not officially 

at war, Obama wanted a surgical approach to the war on terror. His administration 

argued that drone operations are “exceptionally surgical and precise that they pluck 
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off terror suspects while not putting innocent men, women and children in danger” 

(Purkiss & Serle 2017, p. 4). US counterterrorism expert Brian Jenkins (2016) ex-

plained how Obama revamped the war on terror by bolstering pre-existing drone 

operations program and by consolidating executive power in order to manage effec-

tively the burgeoning post-9/11 security institutions that were inherited from the 

Bush administration:  

 

“Using drone strikes to kill terrorist commanders began with the previous 

administration, but became a major component of Obama’s counterterrorist 

efforts. The strikes enabled the United States to directly attack terrorist or-

ganizations without taking on counterinsurgency or nation-building mis-

sions. Drone strikes also remain directly under White House control. With 

advice from the intelligence community and military commanders, the 

president determines the target. As Obama has said, “I am pretty good at 

killing people”. 

 

As such, drones became the weapon of choice for the Obama administration. The 

presumed precision of these weapons was firmly in line with Obama’s determina-

tion to wage war on global terror networks while limiting the risks to the lives of US 

military agents. As investigative journalist Jeremy Scahill argues:  

 

“The use of private companies like Blackwater for sensitive operations such 

as drone strikes or other covert work undoubtedly comes with the benefit 

of plausible deniability that places an additional barrier in an already deeply 

flawed system of accountability. When things go wrong, it’s the contractors’ 

fault, not the government’s” (Boggs 2011, p. 119). 

 

Hence, the use of drone warfare, in cooperation with contracted private companies, 

allows the US federal government to escape from any form of culpability amidst the 

increasing number of civilian casualties that were killed by US drone strikes. Thus, 

by resorting to drone strikes, the Obama administration could minimise legal culpa-

bility in two ways: (1) limit the number of American lives being killed abroad by 

sending killer drones rather than American military agents that could have been de-



Tom de Groot, Salvador Santino F. Regilme Jr., Drone warfare and the Obama administration’s path-
dependent struggles on human rights and counterterrorism 

 

189 

 

ployed for on-the-ground operations abroad, and (2) outsource some drone opera-

tions programs to US private contractors for some form of plausible deniability for 

the collateral damages. By relying on drone warfare, the Obama administration 

hoped to demonstrate self-constraint in the use of American power, yet depended 

on the discursive and institutional structures that were inherited from its predeces-

sor.  

 

4.2. Emphasising the rule of law and human rights 

 Another issue with Bush’s war on terror policies was the perceived disregard 

of the US government’s human rights obligations and the rule of law, particularly 

when such counterterror operations have deployed abusive and morally despicable 

tactics such as torture and indefinite detention of terrorist suspects. It was difficult 

for Obama to close the detention centre in Guantanamo Bay. Nevertheless, the 

administration believed that these policies undermined US’ moral authority in the 

struggle against terrorism. As the National Security Strategy 2010 states: “some 

methods employed in pursuit of our security have compromised our fidelity to the 

values that we promote” (TWH 2010, p. 21). Furthermore, the administration ar-

gued that the policies had become a potent recruitment tool for Al Qaeda. Obama 

wanted to wage a war on terror that was not only more effective, but also more 

morally justifiable and conform the rule of law. The increased use of drone strikes 

was an important way in which the administration hoped to achieve this for a num-

ber of reasons.  

First, although Obama failed to close Guantanamo Bay, no new detainees 

were transferred therein during his tenure. As it became increasingly difficult to cap-

ture and detain terrorists, drone strikes were more often used to kill terrorist targets 

in the battlefield. That strategy does not necessarily suggest that the Obama admini-

stration explicitly made the decision to replace detention policies with lethal striking 

– although some have argued this (Mazzetti 2013). At least publicly, the Obama 

administration claimed to prefer capturing terrorist suspects over killing them 

(Klaidman 2012). However, as President Obama attempted to move away from re-
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lying on detention and interrogation of suspected terrorists, this “would foreclose 

important tactical avenues in the war on terror. The inability to detain terror sus-

pects was creating perverse incentives that favoured killing or releasing suspected 

terrorists over capturing them” (Klaidman 2012, p. 126). Therefore, the ambition to 

reduce one of the most controversial aspects of Bush’s war on terror facilitated an 

increase in drone strikes. Instead of expanding Bush’s controversial detention poli-

cies, the Obama administration launched covert drone operations that were ex-

pected to attract less domestic public outcry (in the US) than detaining Al Qaeda 

operatives. Although individual drone operations were covert and therefore not 

known to the public, the administration wanted to be transparent about the justifi-

cations for that policy. Rather than undermining the role of sophisticated legal justi-

fications for militaristic policy actions, as the Bush administration did, Obama 

wanted to send a clear signal that the rule of law stood at the centre of the new 

counterterrorism strategy (Klaidman 2012). Harold Koh, legal advisor to the State 

Department, became the public face of the drone program. Koh played an impor-

tant role in ensuring that the administration’s military actions conformed with the 

laws of war. Similar to Bush’s detention policies or the invasion of Iraq, drone 

strikes were legitimised through the promotion of the war on terror narrative and 

political discourses and the need for military force as the only effective response to 

global non-state terror networks. 

While the Obama administration’s drone program tried to limit human 

rights abuses brought by the Bush administration’s detention policies, drone attacks 

were framed to be a more precise way of conducting warfare. During his first term, 

President Obama emphasized why drone operations effectively curtailed the signifi-

cant threat of terrorism – the policy that eventually led to the dramatic increase of 

dead casualties because of drone strikes. At the start of his second term, faced with 

pressures to comply with the government’s human rights obligations, Obama 

vowed to use drone strikes when a specific threat was ‘continuing and imminent’, 

which was a much more nuanced transformation from the old policy of drone de-
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ployment in response to a supposedly significant threat (Spetalnick & Rampton 

2013, p. 4) 

The Obama administration stressed the accuracy of drone strikes and the 

thorough vetting procedure behind every targeted killing. Using the administration’s 

official term ‘targeted strikes’, the Obama-led White House argued that drone op-

erations aimed only at particular individuals who are usually described as ‘senior 

members’ of Al-Qaeda (Zenko 2012). Besides Herald Koh, John Brennan would 

also publicly advocate the use of drones. As former head of the CIA and former di-

rector of the DHS, Brennan had been involved in the war on terrorism from the 

beginning. Brennan argues that the Obama administration’s “counterterrorism ef-

forts outside of Afghanistan and Iraq are focused on those individuals who are a 

threat to the United States”, which was also echoed by US Attorney General Eric 

Holder, who maintained that drones “target specific senior operational leaders of Al 

Qaeda and associated forces” (Zenko 2012, pp. 12-13). At the American Society of 

International Law, Koh defended the use of force with drones by stating: “using 

such advanced technologies can ensure both that the best intelligence is available 

for planning operations, and that civilian casualties are minimised in carrying out 

such operations” (Koh 2010). This argument was repeated by Brennan in a speech 

at the Wilson Center in 2012 when he argued that:  

 

“Targeted strikes conform to the principles of distinction, the idea that 

only military objectives may be intentionally targeted and that civilians are 

protected from being intentionally targeted. With the unprecedented abil-

ity of remotely piloted aircraft to precisely target a military objective while 

minimizing collateral damage, one could argue that never before has there 

been a weapon that allows us to distinguish more effectively between an 

al-Qaida terrorist and innocent civilians” (Brennan 2012).  

 

Subsequently, Brennan concluded: “it is hard to imagine a tool that can better 

minimize the risk to civilians than remotely piloted aircraft” (Brennan 2012). Ac-

cording to Klaidman, Koh would often respond to criticisms from the human rights 

community by saying: “I would have preferred targeted killings to Hiroshima” 
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(2012, p. 203). These communications conveyed the message that instead of waging 

large-scale ground wars or treating terrorist suspects inhumanely at Guantanamo, 

the administration was interested in fighting a supposedly ‘cleaner’ war with discur-

sive pretension of concern for human rights and the rule of law. Because military 

operations outside of the official combat zones were so sensitive, an elaborate set of 

permissions was required to authorise targeted killings. In many instances, proposed 

operations would not even be taken up the chain to the president if there was a rea-

sonable chance that civilians would be killed (Klaidman 2012). Obama became so 

intimately involved with drone policy that “he personally signed off on each kill or 

capture operation conducted in Yemen and Somalia” (Klaidman, p. 205).  

 Drone warfare represented the enduring legacy of war on terror policies. 

While the US remained at war with terrorism, the Obama administration sought to 

implement incremental strategic changes in the way it deployed drone strikes and 

maintained the large state security apparatus he inherited from the Bush administra-

tion. Notably, drone operations, which Obama argued to be more accurate and dis-

criminatory in targeting terrorists, constituted one of the two other key pillars of his 

revamped war on terror: those two pillars included the reliance on the cooperation 

of foreign governments’ ground forces as well as the expansion of electronic sur-

veillance (Stern 2015, pp. 64-66). In contrast to his predecessor, who launched the 

war on terror without attempting to provide sustained legal justifications, Obama 

tried to situate counterterrorism within the bounds of allegedly consistent legal rea-

soning. That was the case when “he established new decision-making procedures 

within the executive, had new justifications for the legality of measures drawn up 

and, with the involvement of Congress, succeeded in creating a new statutory basis 

for existing practices” (Thimm 2018, p. 12). Building on the wide-ranging state se-

curity institutions that the Bush administration built in response to the 9/11 attacks, 

the Obama administration reinforced intensive vetting of targets of drone strikes in 

an effort to ensure the precision of such operations:  
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“It is the strangest of bureaucratic rituals: Every week or so, more than 100 

members of the government’s sprawling national security apparatus gather, 

by secure video teleconference, to pore over terrorist suspects’ biographies 

and recommend to the president who should be the next to die. This secret 

“nominations” process is an invention of the Obama administration, a grim 

debating society that vets the PowerPoint slides bearing the names, aliases 

and life stories of suspected members of Al Qaeda’s branch in Yemen or its 

allies in Somalia’s Shabab militia” (Becker & Shane 2012, pp. 56-57). 

 

Meanwhile, the use of drones enabled Obama to present himself as an effective war 

president. A clear example is the killing of Anwar Al-Awlaki, who was an American 

citizen who had become a prominent figure of AQAP in Yemen. As a propagandist, 

he had inspired among others the Christmas Day Bomber, who nearly managed to 

blow up an airplane above Detroit on 25 December 2009. The failed attack was a 

shocking reminder that the US remained under threat of terrorism. In response to 

the events, Obama invoked militaristic discursive rhetoric similar to Bush: “We are 

at war. We are at war against al Qaeda, a far-reaching network of violence and ha-

tred that attacked us on 9/11, that killed nearly 3,000 innocent people, and that is 

plotting to strike us again. And we will do whatever it takes to defeat them” 

(McCrisken 2011, p. 788). One and a half years later, a drone strike had killed Aw-

laki. Obama proudly announced: “The death of Awlaki is a major blow to Al 

Qaida’s most active operational affiliate”. Furthermore, he concluded: “The death 

of Awlaki marks another significant milestone in the broader effort to defeat Al 

Qaida and its affiliates” (Obama 2011). The drone war had allowed the administra-

tion to continue Bush’s war in a way that was sold as more constrained and morally 

acceptable.  

Despite such incremental institutional changes in the war on terror, the US 

government killed hundreds, if not thousands, of civilians through drone strikes. By 

his third year in office, Obama had killed more terrorist suspects than had even 

been detained in Guantanamo Bay (Klaidman 2012). Attempting to stop its reliance 

on the presence of US forces abroad and other contentious war policies of his 

predecessor, President Obama refocused his administration’s resources and political 
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capital on drone strikes, which essentially retained the enduring militaristic approach 

to US foreign policy abroad. Consequently, Obama’s war on terror has undermined 

the quality of democratic governance and respect for human rights. For instance, 

the Obama administration subverted transparency and accountability by discourag-

ing whistle-blowers and covering up information about the war on terror, thereby 

making it structurally difficult for investigative journalists to scrutinise the detrimen-

tal consequences of US military operations abroad (Greenwald 2013). That is par-

ticularly the case when the White House did not make any clear policy stance on 

many legislative initiatives that call for greater transparency in the conduct of drone 

operations. Even former policy advisers of the Obama administration expressed 

their disappointment in the failures of the war on terror, including former State De-

partment official (under Secretary Hillary Clinton’s leadership) and renowned Inter-

national Relations scholar Anne Marie Slaughter, who argued that:  

 

“The idea that this president would leave office having dramatically ex-

panded the use of drones - including [against] American citizens - without 

any public standards and no checks and balances [...] that there are no 

checks, and there is no international agreement; I would find that to be both 

terrible and ultimately will undermine a great deal of what this president will 

have done for good…I cannot believe this is what he wants to be his leg-

acy” (Greenwald 2013, p. 17). 

 

Conclusion 

This paper maintained two main arguments. The first argument addressed a 

critical gap in the literature on drone warfare by demonstrating that the Obama ad-

ministration was trapped in the war on terror policy framework, expansive post-

9/11 state security apparatus, as well as considerable and enduring US domestic 

public support for strong militaristic stance against terrorism. Indeed, historical in-

stitutionalist insights provided useful concepts to understand how the Obama ad-

ministration adopted counterterror narratives and policy paradigms in ways that 

made them purportedly more legitimate and strategically effective than the way they 

were used by the preceding administration.  
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Using historical institutionalist insights, we show how the Obama admini-

stration reduced the US military footprint and limited Bush’s detention policies by 

relying instead on drone strikes. Concurrently, the Obama-led White House seri-

ously considered the transnational nature of the terrorist enemy and decided to use 

force in a way that could be argued as purportedly more compliant with the gov-

ernment’s view of its human rights obligations and other legal considerations. At 

the same time, the use of drones enabled President Obama to convincingly present 

himself as a war president in a way that could further bolster his political legitimacy 

amidst an American public that is largely supportive of militaristic responses to 

global terrorism. 

 Our analysis contributes to scholarly and policy debates in various ways. 

First, we provide a theoretically grounded explanation for the politics of continuity 

and change in American foreign security policies, particularly on drone strikes. The 

overarching structures of post-9/11 security establishment severely weakened the 

optimism and moral ambitions that fuelled Obama’s presidential campaign, which 

once sought to undo the damages of the Bush administration’s war on terror. Sec-

ond, our analysis demonstrates the explanatory power of historical institutionalist 

insights in understanding contemporary puzzles in foreign policy analysis. While 

such insights are usually employed in comparative politics, scholars of International 

Relations and foreign policy analysis could benefit from deploying a historical-

institutionalist approach as one of the several toolkits in understanding two key 

processes: the interactions between broad institutional structures vis-à-vis the politi-

cal agency of particular actors and the patterns of continuity and change of policy 

paradigms over time. Most importantly, the US drone warfare programme has led 

to the death of civilians, and it is important that state responses should focus on 

addressing the structural causes of violence, including poverty and inequalities, 

rather than investing in militaristic approaches that undermine the right to life of 

individuals caught in the midst of war.  
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In the past decade, Europe has been suffering multiple and intersecting 

crises such as the economic downturn, the influx of refugees and immigrants and 

the exit of the United Kingdom from the European Union (EU) following the 

Brexit referendum. These crises have shed a light on some of the limitations of a 

purely economic union with little political and socio-cultural unity and have brought 

to the fore the question of who exactly is European?. However, it is not only the 

European Identity that is facing an upheaval but also the very notion of Europe. 

What is Europe? Is it a merely a geographical entity? Does it allude only to those 

that are within the economic union or is it a representation of certain values and 

cultures that have been birthed through a joint history of war and peace? Memory and 

Securitization in Contemporary Europe, puts these nuanced questions in stark relief.  

 The use of discourse as an instrument of securitization has become a top-

ic of increasing research interest, particularly in the area of Critical Security Studies. 

Discourse helps create the identity of those who are the consumers of this securiti-

zation. This book expands that notion and explores the relationship between 
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memory and security by highlighting how memory is used to shape the discourse on 

security. To this end, Strukov and Apryshchenko's edited volume analyzes the dom-

inant discourse in a diverse range of cases from Scottish referendum of independ-

ence to the Ukraine crisis looking mainly at speech acts. 

Several authors draw out how historical memory is invoked to securitize 

certain aspects of politics. In Chapter 2, for example, Victor Apryshchenko consid-

ers the three referenda that took place in 2014 - Crimean, Scottish and Catalan - to 

indicate and examine how history is instrumentalized to create identities. Ewen A. 

Cameron further explores this idea, in Chapter 3, demonstrating how collective 

memory of important historic events are alternately used in the Scottish referendum 

by both those who were pro-Scottish independence as well as those against. 

However, the book does not consider only the impact of historic memory 

on contemporary securitization but also analyses the creation of "new" memories as 

a part of the contemporary strategy of securitization that is visible in different parts 

of Europe. By examining the movies in the Best Foreign Language Film category of the 

2015 Oscars Vlad Strukov, in Chapter 6, illustrates the dual function of the films 

chosen: on the one hand, they help an American audience imagine a Europe that is 

a single albeit erratic cultural space, on the other hand, it demonstrates to the Euro-

pean audience the European Identity is divided and connected to a complex net-

work of individual and collective memories. Furthermore, he shows that both the 

selection of the movies and the choices made by the filmmakers reflect the con-

cerns of the time. 

Chapter 7, by Stephen Hutchings and Kenzie Burchell, considers the paral-

lels in the remembering/forgetting dichotomy that is a fundamental part of the 

workings of media and the contemporary security culture which instills fear of the 

unknown while striving to convey a "sense of control based on past threats". Ex-
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ploring the reporting of Lee Rigby’s murder by the BBC and the French news pro-

gram Journal de 20 heures the authors demonstrate how varying definitions of 

'terrorist' created by the media through the years, result in an inability to rely on the 

memory of who a 'terrorist' is. Moreover, the interconnected nature of our world 

means that security and securitization span multiple countries thus, different ap-

proaches to securitization are filtered through the media while dealing with a Eu-

rope that has conflicting views on its history and values. 

While the first part of this book mainly looks at the United Kingdom, the 

last few chapters consider Eastern Europe, with Chapter 8 acting almost as a bridge, 

with the exploration of memory and discourse in the securitization of climate 

change in both Russian and British media. The author argues that climate change 

being a relatively newly discussed issue with the first instances of this discourse 

formed only in 1988, thus discursive memory surrounding it is pretty short and it is 

precisely this lack of collective memory that has had an impact on its process of se-

curitization. Mykola Makhortykh, in Chapter 9, on the other hand examines the use 

of social media during the Ukrainian crisis noting that "historical memory featured 

as a factor in securitization and de-securitization on Twitter" (p.232). Finally, in the 

last chapter, the formation of the Eurasian Economic Union and its basis on 

memory and securitization is considered. The author notes that the choice of Rus-

sian as the official language of the union belies that the project is not simply an 

economic one but rather a political one with roots in its historical past.  

The book is cohesive and the chapters are structured in a way that in most 

cases one chapter almost leads into the other. There are however, a couple of mis-

steps. For instance in Chapter 4, commemorations are used as 'speech acts' that ac-

cording to the author, demonstrates a threat that needs to appear to be resolved in 

the collective memory so that in the present it is neutralised. This argumentation 
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seems to be a little weak as while commemorations can be considered to inform or 

reflect the wider discourse the monuments and art pieces discussed appear to be a 

product of rather than to shape the political, social and cultural situation of the 

time. And in Chapter 5, the researcher looks at memory and securitization in Belfast 

by using a semi-fictional essay to demonstrate the discourse surrounding the Trou-

bles. Although effective in illustrating the author's point, considering that all the 

other chapters followed similar methodological approaches, this chapter hits a 

slightly jarring note. 

Securitization theory forms an important part of Critical Security Studies 

and this book looks at the interesting aspect of memory as an instrument of securit-

ization. Furthermore, it gives a broad overview of some of the pressing security is-

sues in contemporary Europe such as climate change or the problems facing East 

Europe. Thus, it provides a useful framework for understanding some of the securi-

ty mechanisms for those students who are interested in broadening their under-

standing on the subject. 

 

  

Priya Sara Mathews 
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In “Memory Laws, Memory Wars – The Politics of the Past in Europe and Russia”, 

Nikolay Koposov explains that the general term “memory laws” encompasses a 

wide span of understandings, including but not limited to state symbols, museums 

and education policies, and commemorations. His book focuses on one type of 

memory laws: the “criminalizing statements” about past tragedies, especially the de-

nial of atrocities committed by the state. While the broad notion of memory laws 

dates back to the late 1940s and 1950s, criminalizing statements are an invention of 

the late 20th century, and first emerged in Germany in 1985 as a response to rising 

anti-Semitism in the country.  

Through a comparative historical analysis, Koposov explores to what extent 

Western and Eastern European countries as well as Russia distinguish in their ap-

proach to criminalize certain statements about the past, and argues that the states’ 

different political goals structure the way in which these laws are phrased. Western 

Europeans countries face their participation – to varying degrees – to the Holocaust 

and grapple with their own narratives of perpetrators to benefit culturally and eco-
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nomically from their admission of guilt. By contrast, in the issuing of memory laws, 

Eastern European countries not only struggle with their past during the Holocaust 

but also with their involvement with the Soviet Union. Since the 2000s, they have 

been attempting to use memory laws to distance themselves from Nazi and Soviet 

oppression and to potentially escape from Russia’s influence. Koposov demon-

strates that both Western and Eastern European countries manipulate historical 

consciousness through legislation to advance their interests and solidify their posi-

tion in the global sphere. The two models collide in Koposov’s case study of the 

Ukraine and its tenuous past with Russia.  

The book’s structure guides the reader eloquently from the broad discussion 

of the historical, philosophical, and legal foundation that constitute memory laws in 

Europe to in-depth case studies in Western and Eastern Europe, culminating in the 

application of the author’s main argument. Koposov warns of the steady increase of 

memory legislation, in particular the criminalization of statements, as history has 

become more and more politicized. The legislating of memory no longer serves the 

purpose of propagating the historical truthful facts – as its initial purpose was to 

counter Holocaust negations in Western Europe -, but rather it is utilized to ad-

vance domestic and foreign policy agendas. 

Koposov paints a clear differentiation between Western European memory 

laws and Eastern European memory laws (Chapters 2 and 3). Western Europe has 

(reluctantly) over time structured the Shoah as an universal evil, in which remem-

brance is tied to repentance, and – unlike the Eastern narrative – self-victimization 

is not key in creating memory laws. Eastern Europe, however, has developed two 

competing frameworks and narratives further complicating remembrances: one in 

the footsteps of Poland; and the other Western-like. The choice for which model, 

so Koposov, largely depends on the country’s relation to Russia –the former Soviet 
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Union –, as Eastern European memory laws not only account for the Holocaust 

like in Western European countries but also for the crimes committed by the 

Communist regime. The stronger the Soviet influence and presence in a specific 

country in the past, the greater the distance the country wishes to take from it now, 

like Poland, for instance. By implementing this model, mainstream narrative favors 

national self-victimization, an equalizing of Jewish and national sufferings; avoids 

any allusion to potential collaboration with the Nazis or the Communists; and puts 

Soviet crimes on the same level of crimes committed in the Holocaust. 

The novelty and excitement of his actual scholarly contribution is found in 

in the second half of the book devoted to modern Ukraine (Chapter 4), a case in 

point for its complex ties and history with Russia which have split the country es-

sentially in half. He illustrates a fascinating and intricate story of a country which is 

struggling to define a unifying historical narrative. Its attempts of accomplishing 

that through the Holodomor narrative, the man-made famine in the 1930s killing 

millions of people, do not seem to succeed. Memory laws are treated as sophisticat-

ed weaponry in the fight over Ukraine’s national memory. Parliamentary battles 

show the difficult relationship the government has with Russia, its former Soviet 

satellite mothership. Both narratives for and against Russia are frequently proposed 

by members of government and parliament, shifting back and forth between a 

decommunization effort and a neglecting of Ukraine’s fascist history.  

Russia’s impact on the country’s ideological conflicts becomes even more 

complex, when Koposov delves into Russia’s own history with memory laws (Chap-

ters 5 and 6). He details the different approaches to memory laws by presidents Bo-

ris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin, and demonstrates the many changes experienced by 

the country. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Russia has been dealing with its 

Communist past through a different approach to memory laws. This is where the 
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author’s title truly comes into play, as he illustrates all the elements that contribute 

to a memory war. Namely, Russia’s current celebration of Soviet culture, the mar-

ginal acknowledgement of Holocaust memory, and the limiting of Nazi-style crimes 

to Nazis - and not to the Fascist, for instance - in order to avoid any association of 

Russia with the memory of perpetrators. Russia is not just fighting this war with it-

self but also - in its obsession over Ukraine- against potential Western narratives 

flourishing in the ideologically split country.  

Invoking a lot of the key literature in the field, Koposov succeeds at pre-

senting a highly detailed overview of what the current legal situation in many key 

European countries looks like. Additionally, he offers a fascinating narrative of how 

the states’ current laws have developed since their common foundation in the Nu-

remburg trial judgements. He does so through the assessment of political conditions 

surrounding the legislative process, and through his portrayal of the biggest conten-

tions between the wording of those laws. Necessary on one hand, the overtly de-

scriptive nature of information presented sometimes appears redundant – especially 

the quoting of lengthy potential memory laws which then are not passed.  

Koposov’s categorization of memory laws which criminalize statements 

about the past, while new due to a definitive account of the historical process, is not 

novel in its contribution to the larger literature. The differentiation between Eastern 

and Western Holocaust and Communist narratives is well documented. Koposov, 

however, brings it all together in his book, adding to the academic debate by dis-

cussing also some underexplored European countries, for instance Western Balkan 

or Scandinavian countries.  

To conclude, Koposov’s book provides a foundational text in European 

memory laws, recalling known arguments and shedding new light on the power the-

se laws can have on a country’s self-consciousness and national identity, as well as 
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on its foreign policy in Eastern Europe. Memory laws serve dual goals: banning un-

true facts about history and creating more historical consciousness amongst the 

public. On paper this sounds innocuous. As Koposov shows, though, they are also 

being utilized to reshape historical narratives in individual countries as a means to 

whitewash the guilt of perpetrators and advance political goals. His book is timely 

as it offers an additional layer of understanding to policy making and national narra-

tive making, particularly in countries which have recently been experiencing a dem-

ocratic backsliding. 

  

 

Jennifer Ostojski 
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The 2008 economic crisis triggered socio-political upheaval, bringing forth 

widespread disillusion against the mainstream political classes. Populism promi-

nently entered the public vocabulary, and so-called populist forces have since been 

on the rise. In recent years, growing anti-EU rhetoric has attempted to normalise 

the idea of nation-states and to halt the European integration process. The differen-

tiation in the construction of memories and nation-building processes has deeply 

affected the overall unit of Europe, as its fractured reaction to the Covid19 pan-

demic has further shown. The representation of the past, for the traditional values it 

brings along, plays a crucial role in populist discourses.  

This relationship between memories of the past and populism is at the core 

of the collective volume European Memory in Populism: Representations of Self and Other, 

edited by Chiara De Cesari and Ayhan Kaya. They emphasise the intertwined role 

of memory and cultural heritage in the far-right populist discourse, and their signifi-

cance in the enduring construction of the nation. As the editors explain, the volume 
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critically examines the populist meaning of “Europeanism”, whereby European cul-

ture and heritage is problematically framed according to specific territorial bounda-

ries and thus associates Europeans with Christianity and, implicitly, whiteness. Con-

structed like this, European heritage erases the reality of multiculturalism as well as 

its colonial past.  

Remarkably, it might be the case of the acceptance of both a common 

European history and a common European culture, as De Cesari, Bosilkov and 

Piacentini present us. Drawing on an unusual grounded theory approach in political 

science and history, they interview the supporters of eight populist parties and find 

out an increasingly imagined construction of Europe.  

Gal Kirn’s contribution focuses on anti-totalitarian monuments in Ljubljana 

and Brussels. Moving from the similarities between these two cities, Kirn indicates a 

shift in the EU’s anti-totalitarian memory, omitting its anti-fascist legacy, in favour 

of its anti-communist legacy. Thus, we are in front of a new pan-European, revi-

sionist trend, namely one memorial for all the victims of totalitarianism. 

In Italy, Gabriele Proglio looks at how Matteo Salvini – leader of the Lega 

and then-deputy prime minister – has adopted the symbols and vocabulary of the 

colonialist propaganda into his anti-migrant populist rhetoric. Patterns as the de-

fence of national frontiers from non-Italian people and Salvini’s transformation as 

the “father of the nation”, can be better understood through the author’s two-

dimensional model: from the colonial legacies (the ghost) to the recognition of the 

self in a national imagined community (the mirror).  

Luiza Bialasiewicz’s and Lora Sariaslan’s chapter deals with the geopolitics 

of the ‘oriental rug’. By illustrating the shift of oriental rugs from being markers of 

status to fearful objects, the authors focus on how the emotions created by the pub-
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lic reactions on materials, frame the politics of resentment constructed in contem-

porary Europe against Islam. 

The volume also explores the religious side of populism. In his chapter on 

the Netherlands, Ernst van den Hemel examines the Party for Freedom’s tweets to 

map the party’s references to religious and cultural traditions and shows how social 

media construct a given heritage as well. Later on, Markus Balkenhol and Wayne 

Modest explore the links between the postcolonial melancholia, the right-wing 

populism and the narratives of caring for the nation. Susannah Eckersley follows a 

darker path of the European heritage, as she examines the firebombing of Dresden 

in 1945 by the Allies. Notably, Eckersley brings to light the manipulation taking 

place in the management of heritage and memory, both from a victim/perpetrator 

narrative and the politics of fear and pity. By identifying two axes - the appropria-

tion of the past and the appropriateness in the present - she creates an analytical 

framework that can be used to analyse similar phenomena elsewhere.  

The instrumentalisation of the past by the Finns Party through four core 

discourses represents the content of Tuuli Lahdesmaki’s chapter. Those are the nat-

uralisation of a nationalist Europe; the past in the meaning-making of the EU; Eu-

rope’s cultural-religious-moral entity; and the defence of Europe΄s liberal heritage 

against “Islamisation”.  

In Poland, as Ireneusz Pawel Karolewski argues, memory is a form of sym-

bolic power. The politics of “lustration” has covered an essential part of the politi-

cal discourse, stigmatising political opponents and creating a populist division in the 

Polish society between the “true people” and the “traitors”. 

Although European Memory is the main focus of the volume, it also goes be-

yond Europe’s conventional borders and covers Turkey and Israel. Ayhan Kaya and 

Ayse Tecmen’s discourse analysis of the Justice and Development Party (AKP)’s 
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statements on the past illustrate how populism, Islamism, and neo-Ottomanism 

have been instrumentalised in the party΄s political discourses. Likewise, Gonul Bo-

zoglu examines how the AKP attempted to replace Ataturk and the First Republic’s 

secularist memories with neo-Ottomanism’s Islamism through the case of the Pano-

rama 1453 Museum in Istanbul. Israel is another case in point to show how mem-

ory plays a crucial role in the state-formation process. Through a typical populist di-

chotomy, between “the people” (Askenazi Israelites of the diaspora) and “the el-

ites” (Jews of the Middle East), similarities can be found between Israel΄s repres-

sions against its non-European people: first the Jews of the Middle East and then 

the Palestinian people. 

Lastly, Ruth Wodak highlights the complex process from the construction 

of history to its share and general acceptance from the people’s majority, whereas 

Astrid Erll takes collective identity as a crucial characteristic of the constructed na-

ture of memories.  

To conclude, De Cesari and Kaya meritoriously highlight the interplay be-

tween populism and memory, and the ways the latter is (re)constructed, instrumen-

talised and exploited to the benefit of the former. The variety of disciplines through 

which these themes are explored interestingly enriches the volume and truly con-

tributes to the literature on populism. At the same time, the dominant qualitative 

approach allows the reader to delve deeply into the complex construction and pub-

lic acceptance of memories. Nevertheless, adding some quantitative analyses could 

have further strengthened this contribution by making it even more innovative. Al-

though a more coherent organisation of the chapters according to geographic, the-

matic or disciplinary clusters would make reading the book more straightforward, it 

nonetheless remains a crucial research study. Also, the absence of a chapter drawing 

a general conclusion of the collective volume is quite surprising and disappointing 
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in the end. The book shall certainly inspire additional analyses not only on the rest 

of Europe but also on non-European countries to shed further light on the com-

plexity of memory studies and their significance in the study of the rising populism 

trends. 

 

George Kordas 
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