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T
he nation state 
is back, or, 
more accurate-
ly, it was never 
gone� It is strik-
ing that the end 
of the Cold War 

did not lead to the world flourishing while 
liberalist ideas, which Francis Fukuyama 
had so prominently declared victorious at 
last, determined politics around the globe� 
The end of the “Soviet Empire” led to new 
nationalist struggles that seem to have de-
termined the first two decades of the 21st 
century� With challenging and challenged 
ideas for national independence in all parts 
of the world, nationalism is again having a 
strong impact on political decisions and 
is stimulating the rise of nationalist pop-
ulism and right-wing parties alike�

Nevertheless, every nation state is 
based on the idea of a nation that is, as 
Ernest Renan formulated it, created by a 
shared past and the consensus of the pres-
ent� It is the root of each nation state, but 
it can also divide the latter and force them 
into secession� Therefore, the nation and 
its formulation are important topics to 
study from different angles and within 
different academic disciplines� The rise of 
nationalism is without any doubt a glob-
al phenomenon, and the present issue of 
Global Humanities therefore takes a clos-
er look at the formation of nationhood 
and the symbols and figures involved and 
offers a broader view on the history and 
actuality of the nation and the states that 

refer to this idea to legitimize their own 
existence� Considering that the history 
of nationalism is not over and will not be 
over in the near future, the articles in this 
volume will hopefully help to further the 
ways nationalism impacts our daily lives 
and also stimulate new research on rel-
evant aspects related to the formation of 
nation states and their creation of nation-
al narratives to remember in the future� 

Bodø, Norway and Palermo, Italy
June 2021

Frank Jacob and Francesco Mangiapane

Editorial
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Abstract. The Gallipoli Campaign was often considered a sideshow of the Great War, but 
it played an important role in creating the myth of Mustafa Kemal, who should become the 
leader of Turkish nationalism after the First World War ended� The Turkish nation was cre-
ated by war and Kemal, later Atatürk (Father of the Turks) was the decisive figure within the 
process� His fame might have originated by defending the Ottoman Empire against foreign 
invasion, but his political power was based on the victories during the war of independence� 
The present article traces the rise of Mustafa Kemal, the genesis of Turkish nationalism in 
the first third of the 20th century and the role the Gallipoli campaign played for it�

Keywords: Gallipoli, Mustafa Kemal, Turkish nationalism, First World War�

Photo © Australian War memorial P01141.001. The Commander Mustafa Kemal 
Bey (Ataturk) (Fourth From Left) With Officers And Staff Of The Anafarta 

Group, Of Which He Was Given Command 1915-08, Gallipoli, Suvla Bay Area. 

Frank Jacob

Gallipoli
The Rise of Mustafa Kemal, and the Martial 
Creation of the Turkish Nation

Although the main focus of research 
related to the centennial of the First World 
War is still directed on the campaigns in 
Europe, in particular the Western Front, 
“the Gallipoli operations are the most fa-
mous and well-remembered today” (Ul-
richsen 2014: 75)�1 The memory of the 

1 For extensive discussions of the campaign, see Haythornthwaite (1991), Carlyon (2003), Hart (2014), Erickson 
(2015a, 2015b), Liddle (2015), Moorehead (2015 [1958]) and Jacob (2020a)�

events related to the Gallipoli campaign 
(Macleod 2015) has played an important 
role in Britain, as well as in Australia, 
where discussions about the reasons for 
its failure and the ANZAC (Australian 
and New Zealand Army Corps) myth, re-
spectively, were at the center of commem-
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orative events (Hopkins-Weise 2007; Pri-
or 2015)� However, the victory at Gallipoli 
was as important for the Turkish memory 
as the defeat and shared suffering were 
for the Australian identity (Jacob 2019)� 
Ulrichsen emphasizes the role Gallipo-
li-related memories have played for the 
Australian and Turkish nations since 
the end of the First World War, as this 
military campaign “has come to symbol-
ise the rise of a national consciousness 
in both countries, and the memory and 
bravery of those who took part contin-
ue to reverberate a century on” (2014: 
75)� However, Gallipoli as a symbol lost 
its power with the end of the Ottoman 
Empire� Although the Ottoman victory 
at the Dardanelles established the myth 
of Mustafa Kemal, the later Atatürk, who 
led the troops of the Ottoman Empire 
into the attack against foreign invaders, 
the post-war political leader of independ-
ent Turkey would reshape the semiotics 
related to his own role during the First 
World War and the following war of in-
dependence� Instead of referring to his 
early military success as an awakening 
point of Turkish nationalism, he would 
change the semiotics to focus stronger on 
his own role as the leading man of a new 
era� The following article will address 
how Atatürk reshaped Ottoman nation-
alism into Turkish nationalism, by shift-
ing the focus from Gallipoli towards the 
more important legacy of the war of inde-
pendence and his own role during these 
years� The article will also show how this 
Atatürkian shift is currently contested by 
Neo-Ottomanism and a return to pre-Re-
publican narratives and semiotics�

After the Battle for the Gallipoli Pen-
insula, Kemal himself had become a 
symbol of the resistance of the Ottoman 
Empire against Western invasion, some-
thing the Ottoman military leadership 
had intended by its participation in the 
First World War on the side of Germa-
ny� With their decision to join the war on 
the German side in 1914, the Ottoman 

2 For example, for a discussion of Chinese nationalism in relation to the First World War and Japanese imperial-
ism, see Jacob (2020b)� 

leadership had originally intended to 
save the empire from partition and co-
lonial rule, but the war would trigger its 
further decline and fall (Aksakal 2008: 
2)� The Young Turks and their attempts 
to reform the empire had already stim-
ulated a Turkish nationalism before the 
First World War (Feroz 1969; Findley 
2010: 201-205), but the Balkan Wars had 
weakened the empire, and their defeat in 
1918 initially limited the chances for the 
Turkish national struggle, although the 
nation would be forged in wars continu-
ing until 1922 (Findley 2010: 219-226)� 
The rise of the Turkish nation from the 
ashes, to use a metaphorical expression, 
was related to another rise, namely that 
of Mustafa Kemal, a military officer who 
would begin to determine and decide the 
future of an independent Turkey in the 
aftermath of the First World War� His 
success was based on the victory at Gal-
lipoli as well, because Kemal, who would 
become known as Atatürk, “Father of 
the Turks,” was not only remembered 
as the defender of the Turkish nation in 
the post-war period, but also as someone 
who in 1915 had already defeated the im-
perialist attempt of the Entente to con-
quer the soil that would later belong to 
the Turkish nation� Kemal’s rise to power 
was consequently related to his military 
successes that laid the foundation for his 
political reshaping of Turkey from 1922� 

The present article therefore intends 
to follow the history of the building of the 
Turkish nation state, to emphasize how 
the role of Atatürk was reshaped and re-
defined� The commemoration of Kemal’s 
military victories at Gallipoli and be-
tween 1918 and 1922, when he defended 
the new nation against foreign invaders 
stimulated an anti-imperialist national-
ism, which was quite common in coloni-
al and semi-colonial regions of the world 
in the interwar period�2 However, Kemal 
went further than just building an inde-
pendent nation, he inscribed himself as 
a semiotic figure within the national nar-
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rative� To achieve this, Kemal would not 
only use a nationalist language, which, 
according to Umiker-Sebeok (1977: 122) 
is not the only way to establish a semiotic 
system, but used his own image to em-
phasize his role for all Turkish people to 
be seen� Kemalism became part of a se-
miotic system in Turkey in which he pro-
vided what  Umberto Eco referred to as a 
form communicative process: “When the 
destination [of a communicative process] 
is a human being … we are … witnessing 
a process of signification—provided that 
the signal is not merely a stimulus but 
arouses an iinterpretive response in the 
addressee� This process is made possi-
ble by the existence of a code� (Eco 1979: 
8) Remembering the birth of the Turk-
ish nation meant remembering Kemal, 
whose statue would be seen in all parts 
of Turkey to define a new set of semiotics 
for the national narrative that went be-
yond language and image alone (Barthes 
1977: 9), i�e� to provide a possibility for 
the popular understanding of what the 
Turkish nation was supposed to be based 
on: Kemal Atatürk� The new semiotic 
instrumentalization of his own past and 
its broad visualization was consequently 
supposed to establish meaning (Genosko 
2016: 1� Also see Kristeva 1971: 1)

1. Kemals’s Rise after Gallipoli 
Before further elaborating on Kemal’s 

nationalist interpretation of Ottoman 
and Turkish history, a short description 
of his career and achievements seems to 
be in order here� Born in Thessaloniki in 
1880/81 as Mustafa Kemal, he undertook 
a military career that would eventually 
also change the way people referred to 
him� He achieved the rank of brigadier 
in the Ottoman Army by 1916, and he 
was thereafter referred to as Mustafa Ke-
mal Pasha� After 1921, when his victory 
against the Greek Army at the Sakarya 
River turned him into a national hero 
and defender of Turkey, he was called 
Gazi, which could be translated either 
as “conquering hero” or “champion of 
Islam�” In 1934, once he had established 
and secured the independent nation state 

of modern Turkey, the national assem-
bly chose to award him with the name 
“Atatürk” and would thereby forever in-
scribe his history into that of the Turkish 
nation (Zürcher 2012: 130)� This rise to 
power was made possible by Kemal’s mil-
itary successes, and until the end of the 
First World War, his career was a pure-
ly military one� While Kemal had been 
trained according to Western standards 
during his time at military schools and 
the academy for future members of the 
general staff in Constantinople (today’s 
Istanbul), he shared the idea of Turkish 
independence early on and therefore 
joined the Young Turks in 1908 and par-
ticipated in their “revolution” during the 
same year (Hanioğlu 2001; Der Matos-
sian 2014; Lévy-Aksu & Georgeon 2017)� 

Sultan Abdülhamid II had intend-
ed to modernize his empire by estab-
lishing institutions that would provide 
Western-oriented education, but this 
also stimulated “the emergence of an en-
lightened intelligentsia within the ranks 
of the civil and military bureaucracy that 
adopted the principles of the French 
Revolution” (Dincsahin 2015: 9)� With 
an enlightened military elite, the sultan 
had also created his own enemies, who 
would demand political reforms to turn 
the Ottoman Empire into a constitutional 
monarchy to prevent its further decline� 
This was also a secular movement, as the 
Young Turks “despised Abdülhamid II’s 
personal piety” and “blamed his attach-
ment to Islam for his autocratic conserv-
atism” (Reynolds 2011: 83), although they 
shared the same enemy as the Muslim 
forces of the empire, namely Western 
imperialism� The Young Turks were con-
sequently not a homogenous movement 
but divided into different factions, with 
the Committee of Union and Progress 
(CUP), the one Kemal had been a part of 
as well, being one of the more progres-
sive forces (Dincsahin 2015: 9)�

The “revolution” of 1908 had shown 
that the diversity of the Young Turks 
movement would cause problems, espe-
cially since “non-Muslim communities 
sought opportunities to establish self-rule 
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in their own nation-states rather than re-
maining subjects of the Sultan” (ibid�)� 
Kemal nevertheless continued his mili-
tary life for the next few years and in 1911 
organized guerilla warfare against Italy 
in Tripolitania before serving during the 
Balkan Wars� He continued to be active 
and influential in the CUP, although he 
was not one of its political leaders� Dur-
ing the July Crisis, Kemal, at that time a 
lieutenant colonel, served as the Ottoman 
military attaché in Sofia for the Balkan 
states, namely Bulgaria, Montenegro, 
and Serbia (Tetik 2007)� While he was 
negotiating with Bulgarian authorities to 
join the war on the side of Germany and 
the Ottoman Empire, Kemal realized that 
he would prefer an assignment of com-
bat duty instead, and in November 1914, 
when war had officially been declared, he 
approached Enver Pasha with the request 
to be transferred� His anti-German posi-
tion, as he had criticized the German mil-
itary mission in the Ottoman Empire be-
fore, as well as his activities with regard to 
the CUP prevented such an assignment 
at that time� However, in January 1915, 
as the war had continued and demanded 
capable officers, “Mustafa Kemal finally 
left Sofia to take command of an Otto-
man division that as yet existed only on 
paper” (Hanioğlu 2011: 73)� In February 
1915, Kemal was in Thrace to recruit and 
train his division, but a British attack, 
passing through the Dardanelles with a 
fleet, alarmed the military leadership and 
commanded him to head for Gallipoli� 
Hanioğlu has emphasized how the war 
created a window of opportunity for Ke-
mal, whose rise was now made possible, 
and although “[s]eated at an embassy 
desk scarcely one month before, he now 
found himself in the midst of one of the 
greatest battles of modern times� At last 
he would have the chance to command 
an offensive operation within the context 
of a defensive campaign and win thereby 
a place in history” (ibid�: 74)�

3 Liman von Sanders to Carl Mühlmann, Munich, January 30, 1927, German Federal Archives, Military Archives 
(BArch MArch), RH61/1088�

It was the victory at Gallipoli and Ke-
mal’s role in defending the landing zones 
against the Allied troops – he had taken 
the initiative and attacked the latter ones 
without waiting for a German approv-
al – that proved that the Ottoman Army 
was not inferior, as many war planners in 
London had anticipated� In addition, the 
Ottoman military victory laid the ground 
for Kemal’s reputation as a successful de-
fender of national interests (McMeekin 
2012: 38)� When the “British withdrew 
their entire expeditionary force in January 
1916, Gallipoli had become synonymous 
with Allied humiliation and Turkish tri-
umph” (ibid�), and Kemal’s rise to power 
began, although the German commander 
of the defending troops, Otto Liman von 
Sanders, would later complain that the 
Turkish officer’s role during the Gallipo-
li campaign had been overemphasized�3 
Regardless of such a critical view by a 
former German commanding officer af-
ter the First World War, the Turkish na-
tion-building process centered around 
“two key victories: Gallipoli and the Turk-
ish War of Independence of 1919-22, 
which culminated in the republic’s rec-
ognition in the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne” 
(Macleod 2015: 155)� Both of them were 
relevant for Mustafa Kemal, who, howev-
er, would due to political necessities rath-
er emphasize the latter, which made out of 
the Ottoman defender of the Dardanelles 
the hero and “father” of Turkish inde-
pence� The defeat in the Balkan Wars had 
already made the Young Turks demand 
“a new spirit and enthusiasm” (Beşikçi 
2014: 555) for the army, and men like Ke-
mal had tried to strengthen their political 
influence as well� However, the Ottoman 
Army was suffering from several prob-
lems, including insufficient logistics and 
diseases (Ozdemir 2008: 28-31, 48)� All 
in all, the Ottoman Army was neverthe-
less able to mobilize around 3,000,000 
men during the First World War (Turkish 
Military Archives, Ankara, BDH, Folder 
62/File 309A/Index 005, cited in Beşikçi 
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2014: 558), and the experience of the war 
was shared by many men who would lat-
er support Kemal’s claim for independent 
power under his leadership�

Regardless of their large number, 
Beşikçi described several problems the 
Ottoman Army was weakened by: 

First of all, there was the problem of lack of 
standardization among regions regarding re-
cruitment� […] Secondly, although at the be-
ginning a short war was generally expected, 
the Ottoman state began to have difficulty in 
sustaining a large-scale and permanent mo-
bilization as the war continued� And, third-
ly, resistance to conscription in the forms of 
draft-evasion and desertion became a major 
problem especially in the second half of the 
war� (2014: 558)

The victory at Gallipoli was conse-
quently an outstanding experience, as 
it showed that the Ottoman Army was 
capable of winning battles if led by com-
manders like Kemal, who consequently 
became a kind of figurehead of Turkish 
nationalism during the First World War, 
since other military leaders, like Ismail 
Enver Pasha, had failed to secure victo-
ries, e�g� in the Caucasus region� For the 
“foundation myth [of the Turkish nation], 
the War of Independence is by far the 
more important, but the memory of Gal-
lipoli is nonetheless interesting and the 
link between the two is Mustafa Kemal” 
(Macleod 2015: 155)� Kemal was therefore 
the central figure, and and after playing a 
role in the pivotal moments of Gallipoli 
and the War of Independence “he then 
went on to lead the Turkish national 
movement which fought to overthrow 
the stipulations of the Treaty of Sèvres, 
end the Ottoman sultanate, and estab-
lish sovereign, secular, and democratic 
government in Turkey” (ibid�)� For the 
establishment of the independent Turk-
ish nation, the defense of a multi-na-
tional empire, however, seemed to have 
been rather unsuitable and Kemal would 
later rather rely on an Anatolian-based 
Turkish nationalism to forge the new se-
miotic system that would center around 
his own person as the decisive national 
leader� Therefore the “nationalist histo-

riography inaugurated by the republican 
regime in the 1930s” tended to not over-
emphasize the impact of Gallipoli as an 
important moment that triggered Turk-
ish nationalism, but rather “present[ed] 
the emergence of Turkish nationalism as 
a process of ‘awakening,’ belated yet inev-
itable,” (Özkirimli 2011: 90), it was also 
inevitable that Kemal’s role as the central 
figure remained an important aspect of 
Turkish nationalism in the decades to 
come, because it would serve as the base 
for an exclusively Anatolian-Turkish na-
tionalism that needed to be separated 
from its Ottoman past� When it emerged 
from the War of Independence in 1922, 
as Ugur Ümit Üngör correctly highlight-
ed, “[m]entally, the young nation state 
was still blank and needed a memory� 
The continuous process of defining and 
fine-tuning a national identity entailed a 
parallel process for a national memory” 
(2011: 218)� It was Kemal who provided 
an integrative nationalist figure, the “Fa-
ther of the Turks,” whose transition into 
Atatürk reached back to the last rearing 
up of the Ottoman Empire when fighting 
the Allied invasion forces at the Darda-
nelles and on the Gallipoli Peninsula, but 
at the same time provided a new direc-
tion for the establishment of a semiotic 
system, in which this victory should play 
a rather marginalized role� 

During the battles for independence, 
Kemal “galvanized the simple Turkish 
soldier with a new courage� They were 
ready to follow him to hell” (Armstrong 
1972: 80)� This would be part of the 
foundational myth of modern Turkey, as 
without Gallipoli there would have been 
no opportunity for Kemal to rise� Regard-
less of this interrelation between the mil-
itary officer and the establishment of the 
modern Turkish nation state, “the creator 
of modern Turkey, has been one of the 
most controversial personalities of the 
Muslim world in the twentieth century� 
Some admire him while others despise 
him� In some quarters he is considered 
a role model for Muslim leaders and in 
others, the enemy of Islam” (Sohail 2005: 
133)� Kemal’s military success was initial-
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ly not rewarded when the sultan acknowl-
edged the achievements of the 27th and 
57th regiments and decorated soldiers 
and officers in April 1916� Nor was he 
mentioned in official publications about 
the successful Ottoman defense of the 
Dardanelles (Macleod 2015: 157), which 
also seems to highlight that the depiction 
of his decisive role was rather related to 
later post-war narratives, which in a way 
overemphasized it to fit the new semiotic 
system of a Kemal that towered all Turk-
ish citizens like a national father figure� 
The sign of Gallipoli, as Peirce defined it, 
was consequently interpreted from a ret-
rospective point of  view (Peirce 1998, vol� 
2: 478) The government was interested in 
documenting an important victory, not a 
single officer� One sent “writers and jour-
nalists Ağaoğlu Ahmed, Ali Canip, Celal 
Sahir, Enis Behiç, Hakkı Süha, Hamdul-
lah Suphi, Hıfzı Tevfik, Muhittin, Orhan 
Seyfi, Selahattin, Mehmed Emin, Yusuf 
Razi, Ömer Seyfettin, İbrahim Alaeddin, 
and Müfit Ratip; the musician Ahmed 
Yekta; and the painters İbrahim Çallı and 
Nazmi Ziya” (ibid�: 158) to the battlefield 
in July 1915, just six months after the Al-
lied troops had been evacuated from the 
peninsula� It is therefore worth noting, as 
MacLeod emphasizes, that “Kemal’s role 
at Gallipoli became significantly more ac-
claimed after he attained power� Prior to 
that, it was the humble soldier who was 
primarily celebrated for his heroism at 
Gallipoli” (2015: 155)� This is important, 
as the victory at Gallipoli was later more 
heavily emphasized to construct a line 
of Turkish nationalism that began with 
a victory against invading foreign forces, 
a victory that had been made possible by 
the man who would also unite Turkey 
during its fight for national sovereignty 
between 1918 and 1922, and it was thus 
an essential element of the War of Inde-
pendence as well� Although Kemal was 
mentioned as a hero in some Ottoman 
reports about Gallipoli, his role would be 
more and more central in later narratives, 
although the focus tremendously shifted 
away from Gallipoli towards the battles 
related to the Turkish War of Independ-

ence� A tradition of nationalist defense 
was eventually invented (Hobsbawm & 
Ranger 1983) to match the necessities of 
Kemal’s later rule as Atatürk� 

In some ways, Kemal’s life story was 
nevertheless very typical of a military of-
ficer who was part of the Young Turks 
movement (Zürcher 2012: 130), but his 
experience of the First World War in gen-
eral, and the Gallipoli campaign in par-
ticular, as well as the War of Independ-
ence, also provided him with a chance to 
create an “imagined community” (An-
derson 1983) for all Turkish soldiers that 
naturally centered around Kemal, whose 
experiences were shared by the soldiers, 
and whose national program would nat-
urally exploit references to this shared 
past� Kemal could, with regard to the mil-
itary, and especially the new elites related 
to it, refer to a shared semiotic system 
based on the experiences of the battles 
and wars that had led towards independ-
ence� The Turkish nation could be built 
due to the struggle against foreign occu-
pation, which is why, as Andrew Mango 
outlined, “[t]he emergence of a fully in-
dependent, stable Turkish national state 
within the community of civilised na-
tions was a fortunate, if unintended, con-
sequence of the policies of the victors of 
the [First World] War” (2010: 3)� 

2. The War of Independence and 
Turkish Nationalism 
After the armistice in 1918, the Otto-

man Empire was occupied by the Allied 
powers, whose political representatives 
had already discussed plans on how to 
divide it among themselves� The fear that 
caused the Ottoman leaders to join the 
alliance with Germany in the first place 
would now, four years later, become a 
reality� In this situation, Kemal began to 
rise up as a prominent figure and even-
tually the leading man of the nationalist 
liberation movement (Kuva-i Milliye), as 
he “managed to pull together a coalition 
of diverse constituencies, which, despite 
profound differences of opinion and alle-
giance, were unified in their opposition to 
the foreign takeover of Anatolia” (Kezer 
2015: 4)� Considering the new situation 



15

Frank Jacob gaLLipoLi

and the end of the Ottoman Empire, 
Kemal attempted to establish a modern 
nation state of Turkey, based on a more 
homogenous Turkish nation—exclus-
ing any minorities from power—instead 
of returning to the status quo ante� As a 
Young Turk, he had demanded reforms, 
but now he would long for a clear discon-
tinuum, i�e� a new start (ibid�: 5)� 

Although the state, due to the necessi-
ties of military mobilization, had begun 
to centralize its power in the war years 
(Besikçi 2012: 1), there had been side 
effects, namely “new alliances between 
the state and the Anatolian Muslim pop-
ulation” (ibid�: 2) as well as more state 
control on the local level� The wartime 
mobilization, as Besikçi emphasizes, 
consequently “achieved certain objec-
tives and played a major role in reshap-
ing Anatolia’s social infrastructure in the 
years immediately preceding the Turkish 
National Struggle of 1919-1922” (ibid�: 
314)� Kemal could consequently base his 
efforts to secure a new and modern Turk-
ish nation state on some aspects that had 
already been developed during the war� 
He could also channel a strong sense of 
nationalism, which had been directed to-
ward minorities within Turkey, namely 
the Armenian population, who would be-
come the victims of genocide during the 
war (Akçam 2013; Suny 2017; Morris & 
Ze’evi 2019), but Kemal would now use 
and direct these nationalist sentiments 
against external enemies� 

In May 1919, Kemal was appointed 
as the new inspector of the Ninth Army 
at Samsun, and he was supposed to help 
the British occupation forces to suppress 
banditry in the Black Sea region� Regard-
less of his appointment, Kemal began to 
forge an alliance for national resistance 
with other army officers, namely Kâzım 
Karabekir and Ali Fuat (Cebesoy)� Be-
tween June and September, several meet-
ings and congresses in Amasya, Erzu-
rum, and Sivas led to the formation of 
a Turkish nationalist principle and the 
alliance that was supposed to defend it 
against the foreign invaders� A Nation-
al Pact (Misak-ı Milli) was ratified in the 

soon-to-be new capital, Ankara, and the 
government by the sultan Mehmet VI 
was declared illegitimate, while Kemal 
and his supporters claimed to represent 
the Turkish nation� Constantinople was 
therefore sacked again by British occu-
pation forces, who would rule the city by 
martial law (McMeekin 2012: 41)� Due 
to these events, “outraged parliamen-
tary deputies fled to Ankara to convene 
the Turkish Grand National Assembly 
(Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi) on 23 
April 1920, promptly electing Kemal its 
president” (ibid�)� The Grand National 
Assembly acted as the new government 
of Turkey so that, politically, the sepa-
ration from the Ottoman past had been 
completed, but the peace treaty of Sèvres 
in May 1920 had severe territorial con-
sequences for the new nation, as Greece 
received almost all of Thrace and was au-
thorized to gain the Izmir region, to be 
confirmed by a subsequent plebiscite� 
Eastern Turkey was supposed to be di-
vided between Armenia and Kurdistan, 
while Italy and France would receive oc-
cupational zones between Antalya and 
Afyon and in Cilicia, respectively (ibid�)� 
These terms would limit Turkey’s na-
tional integrity and sovereignty for years, 
and the accord stimulated a nationalist 
reaction as it was considered to be a dic-
tatorial and anti-Turkish treaty, especially 
since it favored former minorities� Mc-
Meekin’s evaluation of the treaty’s impact 
highlights the nationalist responses that 
played into Kemal’s hands: “Sèvres was 
the best possible recruiting poster for 
Kemal’s nationalist army, which, from 
its base in Ankara, began a multifront 
war against now-independent Armenia 
in the Caucasus, the Greeks advancing 
inland from Izmir and Bursa, (in theory) 
the Italian and French troops to the south 
and southeast, and even the British, re-
sponsible for defending the Straits and 
the capital” (2012: 41)� 

The war that would follow between 
1918 and 1922 was one in which Turkey 
had to fight alone against all, and the task 
seemed doomed, considering that no 
support could be expected from any other 
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power with an interest in the region, espe-
cially since Russia faced its own civil war 
in the aftermath of the Russian Revolu-
tion� Since Kemal and the Soviet Russian 
government were under pressure, they at 
least agreed on a pragmatic alliance, for-
mally established by the Treaty of Kars in 
October 1921� Territorial claims were ex-
changed and granted� Kemal could there-
by pacify his eastern front, and without 
the threat of a two-front war, he could fo-
cus on his main enemy, the Greek forces� 
Initial Turkish successes were countered 
by a Greek offensive, leading to the deci-
sive battle between the two armies at the 
Sakarya River, in which 90,000 Turks 
would make a stand against 100,000 
Greeks� What started as a possible battle 
of annihilation, as a Turkish defeat would 
have left the capital Ankara, around 50 
miles away, open to an attack by the en-
emy, would, regardless of the Greeks’ su-
periority in firepower, become a victory 
that would even intensify the image of 
Kemal as a nationalist hero who not only 
had defended the Ottoman Empire at 
Gallipoli, but also the Turkish nation at 
the Sakarya River: “The victory at Sakarya 
heralded Turkey’s national revival�” (ibid�: 
42)� The British authorities were willing 
to revise the Treaty of Sèvres in favor of 
Turkey in March 1922, granting them the 
Aegean region, although Thrace was sup-
posed to remain Greek� Kemal realized 
that the full extent of the Turkish nation 
could not only be secured by peace and 
opted for, in a kind of Bismarckian sense, 
“blood and iron” to solve the current is-
sues of the post-war order� In June 1922, 
the attack on Greece began, and Izmir 
was finally taken back in September� The 
Turkish forces were eventually also suc-
cessful in regaining eastern Thrace, and 
the British had to accept these realities, 
while David Lloyd George, the “master-
mind of Sèvres,” resigned in October, 
“never to return to public office” (ibid�)�

The Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 would 
eventually secure the new Republic of 
Turkey territorially, and not only had the 
nation thereby “won its independence 
under arms, which gave its new Repub-

lican government the international pres-
tige and legitimacy” (ibid�: 43), but Kemal 
had also laid the ground for his dominant 
role within the new nation state in the 
years until his death� As its first presi-
dent, he would turn his military success 
into political power and influence, mak-
ing him the main winner of the Turkish 
War of Independence (Zürcher 2012: 131)� 
He would use this power to strengthen 
his position even further when conflicts 
with his former allies erupted once the 
foreign enemies had been defeated� In 
November 1924, Kazim Karabekir, Rauf 
Orbay, Ali Fuad Cebesoy, and Refet Bele, 
who had been important during the War 
of Independence as well, founded an op-
position party in 1924, but Kemal used 
emergency laws to counter the menace 
to his uncontested position as the first 
man of the Turkish nation state� Until 
1926, “all of the former leaders of the in-
dependence struggle had been purged in 
a spectacular political trial in which they 
were accused of involvement in a plot to 
assassinate the President” (ibid�: 132), 
and Kemal was free to continue his polit-
ical course as he alone saw fit� 

Vogel referred to the following period 
as one of Kemal’s “transformative lead-
ership” (2011: 513) as the latter began to 
secularize and modernize Turkey in the 
years that followed the establishment 
of the new nation state (Hanioğlu 2011: 
160-61)� Kemal, as Vogel further high-
lights, “took an ancient empire that was 
being dismembered, firmed up some of 
the remaining borders, and built new in-
stitutions to remake Turkey into a mod-
ern, Western-style and Western oriented 
nation” (2011: 513)� Hanioğlu in this re-
gard argues that Kemal’s “new ideology, 
unsurprisingly, was a modified, scientif-
ically sanctioned version of Turkish na-
tionalism” (2011: 161)� Kemal intended, 
as the new political leader of Turkey, to 
replace the religious bonds of his citizens 
with nationalist ones “through a radical 
reinterpretation of Islam from a Turk-
ish nationalist perspective” (ibid�: 132)� 
He needed to give his people a new na-
tional narrative, which also means a new 
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semiotic system that would be centered 
around himself, and when he spoke for 
more than 36 hours during the six days 
of the first Republican People’s Party’s 
congress in October 1927, he intended to 
create the narrative for Turkish national-
ism and to further center the power with-
in the new nation state in his own hands� 
In his lectures, he reinterpreted the previ-
ous year and ensured that he alone would 
be remembered as the savior of Turkey 
(ibid�), and this overemphasis also stim-
ulated later reinterpretations and myths 
about his role at Gallipoli (Macleod 2015: 
159)� The history of Turkey as an inde-
pendent nation was consequently a se-
mantic construction by Atatürk himself, 
whose words, ipse dixit, described what 
should later be understood as the history 
of the Turkish War of Independence and 
the genesis of the modern Turkish state� 
Stories about this campaign would now 
be more like a vaticinium ex eventu, as 
Kemal’s eventual success stimulated the 
overemphasis of his role in the military 
campaign to defend the Dardanelles as 
well� Kemalism would consequently be-
come a “prime example of a personality 
cult manufactured by the state” (Zürcher 
2012: 132), creating a semi-religious per-
son-bound nationalist narrative� 

That Kemal at the same time based 
his nationalist narrative on moderniza-
tion and secularization was also a neces-
sity in regards to his own self-representa-
tion, as the beliefs related to Sunni Islam 
prohibited the glorification and depic-
tion of bodies, e�g� as statues� Although 
it caused possible problems with such 
religious traditions, statues of Kemal 
would be erected in many cities, especial-
ly in central spaces� Kemalist nationalism 
was consequently in some regards even 
anti-Islamic, as the messages represent-
ed by the personal cult of the military 
hero and political leader of Turkey went 
against existent religious rules (ibid�: 132-
3)� Later, Atatürk became a central ele-
ment of Turkish nationalism, as he 

has been depicted over and over again in a lim-
ited number of well-defined roles� The reper-
toire of visualisation seems to be limited in two 

senses: the number of roles in which Atatürk 
is depicted and the freedom of artistic expres-
sion� Only four different roles can be clearly 
identified (military hero, teacher, father and 
emblem of modernity), and the vast majority 
of the paintings and statues, and even of the 
poses taken up by actors in the Atatürk films, 
go back to photographs that can be easily iden-
tified� There seems to be a strong reluctance 
to allow for artistic licence when depicting the 
leader� (Ibid�: 136)� 

These different interpretations and 
images already show that it was hard to 
clearly identify Kemal/Atatürk, and the 
narrative seemed to offer a variety of ways 
to attach him to one’s own wishes and ide-
as� Kemal seems to have supported this 
“flexibility” of his own image, considering 
that his own reports about the Gallipoli 
campaign were not published before the 
early 1940s (Macleod 2015: 160)� The 
commemoration of the events of 1915/16 
played a less important role in the nation-
alist agenda after 1922, but it was part of 
Kemal’s personal story and therefore of 
some interest, although the memory of the 
First World War and the last years of the 
Ottoman Empire obviously did not arouse 
too much attention in the early years of 
the republic, and as Macleod emphasized, 
when “it was remembered, it was increas-
ingly known for the role of Mustafa Kemal 
as well as for the devotion of the country’s 
ordinary soldiers” (2015: 161)� 

It is interesting to note here, too, that 
the legend of the Turkish president in re-
lation to his military service at Gallipoli 
was later prominently supported, e�g� 
when Winston Churchill called Kemal a 
“man of destiny” (ibid�: 162)� The cam-
paign would especially be remembered 
by British veterans and other visitors who 
would travel to Turkey for trips to the 
Gallipoli Peninsula, but there were also 
visitors from other countries who would, 
during a cruise through the Mediterra-
nean Sea, use the opportunity to visit the 
famous battlefields (ibid�: 165)� Official 
commemorations had nevertheless come 
to a halt in the interwar years, as Kemal 
focused on the War of Independence as 
a source for and focus of the new nation-
al narrative� It is therefore quite ironic 
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that he expressed the following thoughts 
about national history in 1931: “[W]riting 
history is just as important as making 
history: if the writers are not faithful to 
the makers, then the immutable truth 
will be altered in ways that can confound 
mankind” (quoted in Kezer 2015: 1)� Nev-
ertheless, Kemal’s nationalist approach 
was successful, and as Atatürk, the “Fa-
ther of the Turks,” he would remain an 
essential part of the country’s national 
identity for decades� 

3. Atatürk’s Turkish Nationalism 
and the Commemoration of Gal-
lipoli
Once in power, Atatürk “spent the lat-

ter part of his life secularizing and West-
ernizing state and society” (Navaro-Yas-
hin 2002: 189) as it not only served the 
necessities to build up a strong and mod-
ernized nation state but also to secure his 
own image as some kind of enlightened 
leader, or national educator� For these 
purposes, “he organized a major transfor-
mation from a polity governed by Islamic 
law to one that strictly separated affairs of 
religion and state” (ibid�) and, due to his 
achievements, was well remembered for 
the remaining decades of the 20th centu-
ry� With regard to “so many other charis-
matic leaders in recent world history, … [it 
is] the very length of his symbolism, its all 
but unanimously positive nature, and its 
near universality, both in his own coun-
try and world wide” (Weiker 1982: 1), that 
make Kemal Atatürk a powerful symbol 
of 20th century Turkish nationalism, al-
though his political agenda was quite an 
internationalist one at the same time� 

The unity between the man and the 
nation was not only emblematized by the 
many statutes but also by his mausoleum 
(the Anıtkabir), which “is more than just 
the final resting place of Atatürk’s body 
but also a national stage set and a rep-
resentation of the hopes and ideals of the 
Republic of Turkey” (Wilson 2009: 225)� 
With regard to the visualization of Turk-
ish nationalism and thereby a semiotic 
systematization of his image, Atatürk 
became a central aspect of the existent 
sign system of the nationalist narrative, 

both on the textual and the visual level� 
While sayings by him became winged ex-
pressions and were often cited, his face 
would be extremely prominent in the 
public sphere of Turkey where statues 
were errected in many cities and in cen-
tral places� The “Father of the Turks” was 
made omnipresent� You could see or read 
Atatürk almost everywhere� More impor-
tantly, the “Kemalist elite that followed 
Ataturk envisaged a militantly secular, 
ethnically homogeneous republic ready 
to join the Western world� It banished 
Islam from school curricula, glorified 
Turkish history, and ‘purified’ the Turk-
ish language in order to foster national 
pride and unity” (Çandar 2000: 89)� The 
course of secular Turkey would be con-
tinued in the following decades (Macle-
od 2015: 60-62) until the 1980s, with 
Atatürk remaining “still far and away the 
most central single symbolic focus of his 
nation” (Weiker 1982: 1)� 

Since the 1990s, Turkey has begun to 
remember Gallipoli more thoroughly, as 
it helped to stimulate friendly internation-
al relations with the former Allied pow-
ers, probably Australia first and foremost� 
The references to the campaign, however, 
also changed in their wording, and na-
tionalist pride was no longer focused only 
on Atatürk but also on the victory of a bat-
tle that had laid the foundations for his 
rise in later years (Macleod 2015: 175-187)� 
The images of Atatürk at the same time 
were diversified once more and his prom-
inence increased even more (Özyürek 
2004: 374), leading to some kind of om-
nipresence of the national hero, who in a 
way linked the history of the last roar of 
the Ottoman Empire with the nationalist 
rise of a new and strong Turkish nation 
state� However, there was also a change 
with regard to the role of Islam from the 
1990s, as “the state stresse[d] the public 
role of Islam to ensure social harmony 
and to serve as an ultimate source of le-
gitimization just as it did in Ottoman 
times” (Yavuz 2003: 79)� This “neo-Otto-
man turn” (Aydıntaşbaş 2019) was even 
strengthened after Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
determined the political fate of Turkey, 
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although Atatürk’s personality cult re-
mained strong in the early 2000s (Ök-
ten 2007; Özyürek 2006)� Consequently, 
Kemalism was one side of a dichotomic 
Turkish identity, and those who represent 
the secular part of it “suggest that Kemal-
ism is the Turkish equivalent of the en-
lightenment; a guiding philosophy which 
brought Turks out of their dark age and 
onto the road to modernity” (Ciddi 2009)� 

The idea of a Western-oriented mod-
ernization has nevertheless been criti-
cized as a form of intellectual concept 
that provided no clear definition for the 
Kemalist agenda and its predecessors, 
but was rather a tool to connect Turkey 
to a capitalist world system in which its 
national position should be as strong as 
possible� Somay argues with regard to 
this problem that

The hypothesis that “modernisation,” “West-
ernisation,” “Europeanisation” and “develop-
ment” (economic or otherwise) were all used 
as euphemistic signifiers for the advancement 
of capitalism, also indicates that they have lit-
tle to do with their root concepts “modern,” 
“Western,” “European” and “developed�” Since 
all these terms entered Oriental cultural struc-
tures and intellectual life as external factors, 
conceptualised, defined and put into circula-
tion by either colonial or patronising Europe-
an powers, the Oriental cultures that are sup-
posed to modernise, Westernise, Europeanise 
or “develop” had little say in what they were 
supposed to mean� (2014: 9)

Modernization meant different things 
for different people in different times, 
but the diverse ideas were in a way united 
with regard to the idea of a strong Turkish 
nation by the central authority of Kemal 
after 1922� Nevertheless, the system was 
only held together by his commemora-
tion and dominance, as different people 
continued to want different things when 
they talked about modernization� While 
“[e]verybody wanted some of them, but 
never all of them, and combinations and 
permutations (depending on the priori-
ties) that emerged were almost as varied 
as there were people” (ibid�), Kemal’s au-
thority provided the link for different in-
terests and channeled them in the same 

direction for a long period of time� For a 
long time, his mausoleum would repre-
sent the idea of the Turkish nation like 
no other building or space in Turkey� “An 
essential component of nationalist pro-
jects that seek to institute a new sense 
of nationhood and define a new nation-
al subject is the construction of national 
space” (Çinar 2005: 99), and so, along 
with the mausoleum, other Atatürk me-
morials also played an important role to 
create a sense of national belonging, a 
sense of being part of the nation that had 
been created by the “Father of the Turks” 
himself� Çinar highlighted in this regard 
that “nationhood is not only about the 
collective imagination of a national com-
munity, but also about the imagination of 
national space” (ibid�)� 

Atatürk was consequently an impor-
tant factor of the Turkish nation from 
1922, one that was also considered an-
ti-imperialist in any sense of the word� In 
his early military career, he had opposed 
the German military mission, whose of-
ficers ran the Ottoman Army and were 
very influential (Grüßhaber 2018: 26-
102), and the Gallipoli-related operations 
were “a prime example of combined arms 
warfare� The battle proved an instructive 
experience for all combat parties involved� 
This was especially the case for the more 
than 3000 German soldiers that saw ac-
tion during the campaign” (ibid�: 79)/ 
However, “members of the German mis-
sion not only advised the Ottomans but 
actually took over field commands dur-
ing the First World War” (Zürcher 2012: 
130), something Kemal had not only crit-
icized but maybe even considered when 
he turned out to be relatively reluctant 
to commemorate his own involvement 
in this important Ottoman victory� As 
mentioned earlier, German officers, like 
Otto Liman von Sanders, still considered 
Gallipoli to be a German victory (Prigge 
1916), and reports about Kemal in Nazi 
Germany actually depicted a much more 
positive image of the strong Turkish lead-
er� In the category “men of the month,” 
the Zeitschrift für Politik (Journal for Pol-
itics) published a feature that compared 
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Kemal’s role for Turkey with that of Hit-
ler for Germany: 

The “sick man” [Turkey] has become healthy 
today, healthier than ever and takes the posi-
tion in the political power play of Europe that 
is his due to his geopolitical situation deter-
mined by barren and harsh Anatolia, by a man 
who equals—if not even surpasses—this land-
scape in harshness and spartan unpretentious-
ness! (Heberlein 1937: 168)

Since Atatürk did not run a democratic 
state after 1923 but rather an autocratic de-
mocracy in which an opposition was not 
free to express criticism, the parallels made 
Hitler even feel some kind of admiration 
for the Turkish statesman (Ihrig 2014: 
109-110)� “Atatürk and his New Turkey 
were understood [by National Socialists] 
not only as ‘one of us’ in the Third Reich, 
but also as forerunners of the new kind of 
völkisch modernity” (ibid�: 148), and criti-
cisms of an overemphasis of Kemal’s role 
at Gallipoli eventually disappeared� 

The centennial would resemble the 
climax of interest in the campaign, as it 
had been developed in Turkey over the 
years, yet it came at a time when Atatürk’s 
legacy had been contested by a new form 
of Turkish nationalism (Uyar 2016: 165)� 
The history of the defense of the Gallipo-
li Peninsula had eventually “earned its 
prominent position in Turkish history 
only after a lengthy and arduous journey, 
having long remained solely of interest 
to Turkish military officers and a small 
group of enthusiasts” (ibid�)� For many 
years, there had only been local com-
memorative events, and the attention the 
battlefields received by Australian and 
British tourists had not been matched by 
Turkish visitors� The Ottoman leadership 
around Enver Pasha had already tried to 
use the victory of Gallipoli for political 
purposes, but after the War of Independ-
ence, Kemal would not pay too much at-
tention to this issue when “[t]he glory and 
sacrifices of the Gallipoli war dead and the 
campaign’s veterans faded in the glow of 
the newly established Turkish Republic” 
(ibid�: 168)� In later years, however, the 
myth of Gallipoli was transformed, and 
sparked the new interest of people beyond 

the military ranks, who were interested in 
“a new form [of myth] in which ‘Turkish’ 
soldiers replaced the more multinational 
Ottoman or Anatolian troops and Atatürk 
became the commander who led them to 
victory� Gallipoli, unlike other campaigns, 
became the first defence of the mother-
land, although it carried no more signifi-
cance than that” (ibid�: 170)� The Gallipo-
li myth was consequently transformed 
agaon, “Turkified,” so to speak, to match 
the new national narrative, and the events 
of the campaign were said to match the 
overtowering image of Atatürk as the first 
man of the new and strong nation of mod-
ern Turkey� The now “official” Gallipoli 
myth was fully developed in the 1960s, 
and only military historians would pro-
vide different evaluations of something 
that had already been interpreted within 
the public space of national memory� 

In the early 1950s, a debate about the 
insufficient commemoration of the events 
in 1915/16 also finally led to a broader rec-
ognition of Gallipoli’s role, and demands 
for proper memorials to the fallen sol-
diers were made� It would, however, not 
be until 21 August 1960 that the Darda-
nelles Martyrs’ Memorial (Çanakkale Şe-
hitler Abidesi) was finished and would 
address from then on the “sacrifice, vic-
tory and national pride” (ibid�: 173) of the 
Turkish nation under Kemal’s leadership 
in relation to the last roar and victory of 
the Ottoman Empire� Further monu-
ments would follow, and the area would 
eventually be turned into a national park, 
although the interest of the government 
in Gallipoli decreased for a while� 

Conclusion
The rise of Turkish nationalism since 

the 2000s, however, again revived the 
interest in Gallipoli, although it tends to 
reinterpret the semiotic system again� It 
is no longer Kemal, who is so important� 
The unity of the Turkish soldiers, resist-
ing foreign powers, seem to be more cen-
tral now, especially since this narrative 
also fits a government, whose represent-
atives rather want to see themselves re-
viving Ottoman great power policy, than 
to commemorate a secular Kemalism in 
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Turky today� Gallipoli, as well as Kemal 
Atatürk, are consequently signs within 
the system of Turkish nationalism that 
are currently redefined again� What the 
final outcome of this reprogramming of 
the semiotic system of the nation will 
look like in the end, is hard to be  fore-
told� However, these signs had been re-
defined before and they will play a role in 
the future, although it is not exactly clear 
how this role will look like� 

In 2011 the Turkish foreign minister, 
Dr Ahmet Davutoğlu, had declared that 
“[w]e are going to introduce the year of 
2015 to the whole world� We will do so 
not as the anniversary of a genocide as 
some people have claimed and slandered, 
but as the anniversary of the glorious re-
sistance of a nation, the anniversary of 
the resistance at Çanakkale” (cited in 
Macleod 2015: 154)� The remembrance 
of Gallipoli, as well as the commemora-
tion of Atatürk today, however, is prob-
lematic� First of all, both, the battle and 
the political leader, as semiotic elements 
of the Turkish nation, are connected to 
the history of the Ottoman Empire’s par-
ticipation in the First World War and the 
Armenian genocide� Secondly, the new 
religiously determined nationalism of Er-
doğan is rather reluctant to acknowledge 
the success of Atatürk, who secularized 
Turkey and tried to modernize it accord-
ing to more Western standards� 

The commemoration of Atatürk and 
his role during the Gallipoli campaign 
are consequently being reconsidered and 
reframed at the moment, and are being 
related to a different form of nationalism 
that has been quite strong since the be-
ginning of the 21st century and which is 
directed toward tradition and religious 
values rather than enlightenment and 
modernization� Since the political cli-
mate between Ankara and the EU has 
worsened due to conflicts in the region 
that created a “Neo-Ottomanist” expan-
sionism by the Turkish government 
and which were directed toward politi-
cal enemies, ethnic minorities, and for-
eign states, where Turkish migrants in 
the diaspora are drawn into the political 

struggles at home, the future of Turkish 
nationalism and the role Atatürk will play 
within it are currently being renegotiat-
ed� Time will eventually show which ele-
ments will be important for the reshaped 
nation of Turkey in the 21st century, but 
it is not yet clear which role the rise and 
impact of Kemal as well as the commem-
oration of Gallipoli are going to play�
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Violence in Republika Srpska’s 
National Narrative
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1. Introduction
The semiotics of collective memories 

are more often than not conveyed by cir-
culating signs that contribute to mold 
Nora’s sites of memory (French, 2012)� 
As such, they can either be used to unite 
a given population around shared mem-
ories of the past that structure the group 
or to stir divisions and conflicts among 
two or more distinct groups, with polar-
ising collective memories being one of 

the fault lines� The cultural and social 
functions of those representations, signs 
and symbols of a collective past, wheth-
er violent or not, also shape the histori-
cal narrative of this past and therefore 
hold an eminently political value (De 
Zalia, Moeschberger, 2014, 1)� This value 
proves to be even higher when it comes 
to a divided and violent past, as the semi-
otic, narrative and representation mech-
anisms once used to stir conflicts might 
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later become tools for unification among 
a formerly warring population or might 
remain divisive in order to perpetuate the 
wartime dissensions� 

When it comes to “symbols that bide 
and divide,” the case of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina is worthy of study� In the 1990s, 
Western and sometimes local historiogra-
phy and common knowledge usually con-
sidered the Western Balkans as a space of 
unresolved disputes, inherently belliger-
ent peoples and therefore inevitable wars 
(Kaplan, 2005)� This essentialist reading 
eludes the long-, middle- and short-term 
structural causes for the upsurge of high-
scale violence that characterized the war 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 1992 
and 1995, among which were authori-
tarian and populist power, a corporate, 
corrupt and mafia state, and the instru-
mentalization of ethnic nationalism by 
those same leaders (Lukić, 2004; Ramet, 
2009)� It also fails to account for how this 
violence has been explained, represented 
and signified within post-war Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and how the specificities of 
the last conflict have endured in order to 
forge the polarised national narratives of 
the three constitutive peoples, Bosnian 
Muslims, Croats and Serbs� 

This issue will constitute the core of 
this article, with a special focus on Re-
publika Srpska, which is the predom-
inantly Bosnian Serb-populated and 
Serb-governed federated entity of post-
war Bosnia and Herzegovina, for which 
the reason is twofold� Firstly, while the 
three warring sides have to be held ac-
countable for the atrocities of the war, 
the concentration of armaments, troops 
and material and financial supplies pro-
vided by the government in Belgrade 
strongly favored the army of Republi-
ka Srpska during the conflict and led to 
unparalleled manifestations of violence 
from its part, such as the siege of Sara-
jevo, the campaigns in Central and East-
ern Bosnia between 1992 and 1993, and 
the fall of Goražde, Zepa and Srebrenica 
in the summer of 1995� The non-Serb 
historiography stresses how these bru-
tal onslaughts resulted in the majority 

of the ethnic cleansing, forced displace-
ment, mass murders and destructions 
that paved the war� Some scholars state 
that the entity was born from a criminal 
and genocidal endeavor (Gow, 2003), a 
reading also defended by predominantly 
Bosnian Muslim leaders to advocate for 
the dissolution of Republika Srpska� As 
a matter of fact, violence has surrounded 
Bosnian-Serb statehood since the procla-
mation of the entity on 9 January 1992, 
and semiotics of conflict, and more par-
ticularly semiotics of violence, have re-
mained particularly vivid in the last two 
decades of peace following the Dayton 
Peace Agreement in November 1995�  

How they have remained that vivid is 
the second reason why Republika Srps-
ka proves a valid case study for one in-
terested in the semiotics of violence in a 
post-war polity and which will be more 
particularly the core of this article� The 
study of the reactivation of divisive pasts 
in post-communist Europe, which can be 
seen through memory politics and quar-
rels over historiographic interpretations, 
have in the past decades been brought to 
scholars’ attention (Mink and Bonnard, 
2010; Mink, 2007)� The state’s interven-
tion in the field of interpreting histor-
ical facts leads to the apparition of new 
strategies of historicization (Mink and 
Bonnard, 2010, 21) that are the common 
point among various institutional reali-
ties of reactivating the past� Those strate-
gies rely on “representations of historical 
facts internalized through formal (for ex-
ample at school) or informal (for example 
in family) socialization which have a po-
tential for collective mobilization, neces-
sary for political influence” (Mink, 2007, 
17)� With them appear new uses and new 
entrepreneurs of history, but also new 
configurations for the position of his-
torians who can become, among other 
things, the artisans and users of a sym-
bolic past designed to form the collective 
references of national history� Post-war 
Bosnia and Herzegovina has not been 
a stranger to the phenomenon, as the 
exhaustive work of Cecile Jouhanneau 
shows: the necessity to deal with the past 
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faces the contradictory injunctions of 
formal arrangements sought by interna-
tional authorities and the real objectives 
of local authorities (Jouhanneau, 2019)� 

In the case of Republika Srpska, the 
complex history of violence it experienced 
during the war is an integral part of his-
toriography politics in times of peace� It 
has been mobilized by successive gov-
ernments to back up claims for extend-
ed statehood, to widen the divide with 
the central government in Sarajevo, and 
to stress the specific national identity of 
the Serbs of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
comparison to their fellow constitutive 
peoples� Driven by a combined political 
and scientific engineering, signs, sym-
bols and representations of violence in 
Republika Srpska fall directly into the cat-
egory of those with the double function 
of uniting one group against another� The 
semiotics of violence, to be understood 
as the symbols and signs of both physi-
cal and rhetorical violence inflicted by or 
upon the Serbs of Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na throughout the defined frame of their 
national history, have to be thought of as a 
signifier within the historiographic narra-
tive produced in Republika Srpska� They 
provide a convenient means to analyze 
the fabrication and maintenance of a Bos-
nian-Serb identity territorially anchored 
in Republika Srpska as the historiography 
erects them as inherent expressions of 
nationhood (Elgenius, 2005, 302)� This 
semiotics of violence must therefore, but 
not exclusively, be studied as a mirror of 
the nation and references of a complex 
notion of community� However, the con-
tribution this article intends to make is 
not limited to accounting for expressions 
of the nation in the semiotics of violence 
that pave Republika Srpska’s national nar-
rative and reflecting on the construction 
of post-war Bosnian-Serb nationalism� It 
also, and mostly, seeks to interrogate how 
the historians of Republika Srpska have 
become entrepreneurs of historicising 
strategies by taking up semiotics of vio-
lence and turning them into a founding 
characteristic of the national narrative� 

For the article to capture the mecha-
nisms through which the dominant his-
toriography has, over time, integrated 
violence as a semiotic, cultural and his-
torical phenomenon within Bosnian-Serb 
national narrative, it will be based on the 
analysis of a corpus of historiographic 
works examined during research stays in 
Banja Luka and selected based on the fol-
lowing three criteria: the relevance of the 
topic in relation to the last war, the histo-
ry of Republika Srpska and the Serb peo-
ple; the academic position of its writer(s) 
in Republika Srpska (academic staff em-
ployed permanently or partially by a Re-
publika Srpska university); and the date 
of publication (post-1995)� These sourc-
es will be completed by the collection of 
press archives gathered at the Nation-
al Library of Republika Srpska in Banja 
Luka, as well as materials from interna-
tional organizations involved in wartime 
and post-conflict Bosnia and Herzego-
vina� Finally, it will rely on a prosopo-
graphic study of historians of Republika 
Srpska in order to identify the common 
characteristics of a group of historical ac-
tors based on systematic observation of 
careers and political involvement� 

The demonstration is organized in 
three points� First, the proclamation and 
the state-building of Republika Srpska oc-
curred in a highly turbulent paradigm of 
mass violence that historians have inte-
grated and made consistent with a longi-
tudinal history of violence, suffering and 
victimhood of the Serbs that is presented 
as a defining characteristic of the nation� 
Second, the very specific context in which 
historiography is produced in the entity 
tends to turn historians into producers of 
the dominant national narrative, and as a 
matter of fact to blur the divide between 
science and politics� And third, as nation-
al history occupies a growing place in the 
contemporary public debate, semiotics of 
violence become usable tools, dedicated 
to supporting historicising strategies and 
a political agenda of reclaiming state-
hood, as the 2016 constitutional crisis 
around the celebration of the National 
Day of Republika Srpska proves�  
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2. A History of Violence: Its Se-
miotics as a Founding Paradigm 
in the National Narrative of Re-
publika Srpska 
On 21 December 1991, Radovan 

Karadžić declared in front of the new-
ly founded Assembly of the Serb Peo-
ple of Bosnia and Herzegovina that the 
goals Serbs pursued could be achieved in 
peace and that war would not bring any-
thing that could not be done peacefully� 
In 1992, however, the Serb Republic of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina proclaimed uni-
laterally that it had gone too far down the 
warpath� At the sixteenth session of the 
Assembly, both Karadžić, then President 
of Republika Srpska, and General Ratko 
Mladić, Chief Commander of the Repub-
lika Srpska Army, disclosed the war goals 
and the military plans to be carried out� 
Karadžić enunciated six “strategic objec-
tives” for the Serbian people of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina: 

1� Drawing state borders between Republika 
Srpska and the rest of BiH 

2� Drawing a corridor between Semberija and 
Krajina in order to connect RS and RSK 
(Plan Most) 

3� Drawing another corridor in the Drina Val-
ley in order to connect the territories held 
by RS along the border with Serbia (Plan 
Drina) 

4� Establishing the border of RS via the Una 
and Neretva rivers 

5� Partitioning Sarajevo between Serbs and 
Muslims 

6� Providing RS with access to the sea 
(Karadzić, in Donia, 2012)� 

Given the territorial imbrication of 
the constitutive peoples in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the opština were not, by an 
overwhelming majority, populated by a 
Serb majority� Therefore, the question 
of non-Serbs in Republika Srpska was 
raised very quickly by the authorities af-
ter the proclamation of the aspiring state� 
This issue was presented, in the words 
of the deputy, as twofold: first, it was ab-
solutely necessary to prevent non-Serbs 
from settling in the territories claimed by 
Republika Srpska and, at the same time, 
to discourage the non-Serbs who had al-
ready settled from staying� In December 

1991, even before the war began, a dep-
uty expressed the concerns raised by the 
presence of the Muslim population in the 
region of Krajina in front of the National 
Assembly (Kuprešanin in Donia, 2012, 
161)� According to him, the presence of 
200-300,000 Muslims in the area did 
not sit well with Bosnian-Serb plans and 
might even be detrimental to them, espe-
cially in terms of housing once other Bos-
nian Serbs came to settle in those lands� 
This question found itself at the heart of 
the debates for the rest of the war and was 
an object of discord between the civilian 
government and military command� 

The resort to ethnic cleansing, through 
the systematic displacement and/or mass 
murder of non-Serb populations, aimed, 
as Marie-Janine Calic puts it, to “break 
military resistance by the Bosniak pop-
ulation and secure what they called the 
vital ‘corridor of life’” (Calic, 2009, 126), 
but also, as a result, to change the ethnic 
structure of administrative units where a 
majority of Serbs had not lived prior to 
the war� When comparing the figures, it 
is quite clear that the ethnic balance re-
versed in originally mixed areas, such as 
Foča, where Bosniaks and Croats, who 
used to comprise 51 percent of the pop-
ulation in 1991, were almost all gone by 
the end of 1992 (Calic, 2009, 125-127)� 
The same goes for opštinas like Zvornik, 
Bratunac, Ključ and Sanski Most, that is, 
zones of strategic interest that happened 
to be populated by a significant number 
of non-Serbs before the war� The Sre-
brenica massacre of 10-11 July 1995 was 
the climax of this strategy when more 
than 30,000 persons from the Srebreni-
ca-Žepa “safe havens” were forced to flee 
and between 6,500 and 8,800 men were 
slaughtered after the VRS (Vojska Repub-
like Srpske, the Army of Republika Srpska) 
conquered the zone (Calic, 2009, 129)� 

This incredibly brutal and multifacet-
ed violence was not the sole fact of the 
Serb military and paramilitary but was 
rather a structural aspect of the war in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (United Nations 
Security Council, 1994)� Nevertheless, 
even though not unique, it must be con-
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sidered as an indissociable element of the 
process of the constitution, nationaliza-
tion and statization of Republika Srpska 
and, more particularly, not only in times 
of war but also in times of peace� There-
fore, it is worth focusing on the semiotic 
mechanisms surrounding the issue of 
the last war, its mass violence and atroci-
ties, and one of its outcomes, that is, the 
recognition of Republika Srpska as a fed-
erated entity of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
by the Dayton Peace Agreement� 

These mechanisms mostly rely on the 
narrative of the “war for the defense of 
the homeland�” They come to signify that 
the upsurge of violence committed by the 
Republika Srpska Army and connected 
or disconnected paramilitaries during 
the war was imperative and legitimate� 
They are particularly visible in the his-
toriographic production concerning the 
war� Indeed, the narrative on the Serbs 
fighting for the “defense of the home-
land” during the Bosnian war holds a par-
ticularly federative potential and grants it 
a key place in writing the “national nov-
el�” The strategy of labeling and concep-
tualizing the Bosnian war as such condi-
tioned both the dominant historiography 
and the political discourses related to the 
conflict� The use of the term “homeland” 
to describe the Bosnian-Serb war goals 
reveals much of what its historians want 
to transmit: fighting this war was, on the 
Bosnian-Serb side, lawful and just� 

For instance, in Istorija Republike 
Srpske, Čedomir Antić and Nenad Kec-
manović (2016) make a point of the sup-
pression by the SRBiH Assembly (Nation-
al Assembly of the Republic of Serbia) of 
the right for opštine to exert their consti-
tutional right to secession and instead 
established the Council for the Equality 
of the Peoples� Therefore, the creation 
of the Assembly of the Serbian People of 
BiH is depicted as a legitimate response 
to the process towards independence 
impulsed against the will of the Bos-
nian-Serb representatives and of the Bos-
nian-Serbs as a constitutive people (Antić 
and Kecmanović, 2016, 306)� Hence, the 
outbreak of the war could not be read, in 

that perspective, as a manifestation of 
Serb and Serbian irredentism, but rather 
as an act to defend Yugoslavia, torn apart 
by the Bosniaks’ and Croats’ undue and 
unilateral will for independence� In the 
book, no mention is made of the other 
violent actions led by SDS (Serb Demo-
cratic Party) activists in towns other than 
Sarajevo, for instance Mostar, Goražde 
and Bosanski Brod, where they were the 
first ones to fuel the tensions (Ramet, 
2006, 427)� Second of all, high-scale op-
erations of ethnic cleansing were com-
mitted by Serbian paramilitaries against 
non-Serb populations throughout the en-
tire war without necessarily responding 
to previous aggression, as was the case 
for Bijelina, for instance (International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugo-
slavia, 1997)� The foundational meaning 
of this truncated narrative is to deny that 
the Republika Srpska government and 
Belgrade had prepared for war since the 
very first steps taken by the SRBiH As-
sembly towards independence (Antić and 
Kecmanović, 2016, 335)� According to the 
historians, the reason for being of the 
“war for defending the homeland” lies in 
the fact that Serbs could not accept the 
dissolution of their state, which had had 
a detrimental impact on them, and sim-
ply responded to that� 

 Indeed, the thesis of the “war for de-
fending the homeland” cannot sustain 
itself if historians do not present the un-
folding of the events as spontaneous and 
uncontrollable, since the defensive aspect 
would then be undermined� In that re-
gard, the historiography shows the role of 
Yugoslavia as a political actor and that of 
the JNA (Yugoslav People’s Army) as a mil-
itary one as something remote, punctual 
and not structured� It is unclear wheth-
er this “homeland” describes Bosnia or 
Yugoslavia; however, the historiography 
rejects the intervention of the Yugoslav 
military forces along with the VRS and 
adheres to the version corroborated by 
the authorities of both governments, that 
is, the JNA never intervened on Bosnian 
soil after its withdrawal in April 1992� 
Subsequently, the “war for defending the 
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homeland” also relies on the labeling of 
the conflict as an intra-state one, a civil 
war allegedly led without backup, at least 
on the Bosnian-Serb side, from exoge-
nous military forces� This historiographic 
dimension proves crucial for understand-
ing how the Serbian and Bosnian-Serb 
dominant historiographies reject claims 
of irredentism coming from local and in-
ternational historians as well as officials� 

The military interventions of Croatia 
to support the HVO (Croatian Defence 
Council) that destabilized the front and 
made the VRS lose ground are then ve-
hemently denounced as aggressions and 
parts of a broader strategy to harm Re-
publika Srpska and the Serbs as a whole 
(Spaić, 2008; Velimirović, 2012)� The 
book published by the Republika Srpska 
Bureau for relations with the ICTY (Inter-
national Criminal Tribunal for the former 
Yugoslavia) in 2008 on the “Aggression 
led by the Republic of Croatia on the terri-
tory of Republika Srpska” reports that the 
Croatian military campaign consisted of 
an “occupation of the territory of Republi-
ka Srpska” and provoked an exodus of its 
population and a breach of its sovereignty 
(Velimirović, 2012, 27)� The NATO bomb-
ings of Bosnian-Serb positions during 
the summer of 1995 are depicted in the 
same light as the Croatian deployment of 
troops: as an unfair targeting of the Serbs 
in a context of civil war for a conflict in 
which all parties should be held equally 
responsible� The historiography denies 
that the Serbs led a high-scale campaign 
of ethnic cleansing as part of the territori-
al and political war goals and “the vision 
of perpetrators that had been imposed on 
them” (Kojić, 2017, 234)� Under the guise 
of narrating in a new light, different from 
the academic and political readings that 
are dominant in the international arenas, 
some voluntary omissions, mitigations, 
minimizations, and sometimes histori-
cal distortions are at work� The dominant 
national narrative in Republika Srpska 
knowingly excludes central historical 
elements related to the war and its un-
folding, for instance, by alluding that the 
Serbian paramilitaries such as those of 

Šešelj or Arkan formed spontaneously to 
defend Serbian land and people instead 
of having responded to Belgrade’s orders 
(Vukusić, 2019, 256-272), or to the fact 
that the JNA paved the way for the forma-
tion of the VRS by leaving Bosnian-Serb 
staff, weapons (including heavy artillery) 
and ammunitions behind in the wake of 
its withdrawal (Gow, 2003)� 

The narrative of the past war must be 
integrated into a broader one about the 
historical sufferings of the Serbs that has 
become a topos in the literature� The his-
toriography describes them as targeted 
victims who were attacked precisely be-
cause of what they fought for or what they 
were by essence: Serbs� The post-socialist 
period marked the end of the institution-
ally-imposed silence about the extent and 
the scale of the crimes committed by the 
Independent State of Croatia against the 
Serbs and the calling into question of the 
institutional narrative backed by two re-
ports unveiled by the regime, one from 
Tito himself and one from the “State 
Commission for establishing the crimes 
of the occupying forces and their support-
ers” (Sindbæk, 2012, 52)� Globally speak-
ing, the historiography, as shared by the 
communist regimes, consisted of depict-
ing the war as a struggle between two dis-
tinct factions: the Partisans on one side 
and their opponents on the other, terms 
encompassing the Axis, the Ustaša and 
the Četniks as well, to the great displeas-
ure of the next generations of Serbian 
historians (Sindbæk, 2012, 41)� Putting 
Četniks and Ustaša on the same scale 
and not acknowledging the anti-Serb na-
ture of the NDH (Independent State of 
Croatia) regime and the persecutions that 
resulted from it has been read in post-so-
cialist Serb historiography as supplemen-
tary proof of the absence of emphasis on 
the suffering of Serbs throughout his-
tory� The socialist policy of not directly 
confronting the reality of the facts led to 
the use, from the perspective of nation-
alistic mobilization, of distorted figures 
and historical manipulations at the dawn 
of Yugoslavia’s dissolution by Serbian 
intellectuals and politicians� Indeed, it 
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helped fuel the narrative according to 
which Socialist Yugoslavia had discrim-
inated against the Serbs and built itself 
against them from the start, as well as the 
narrative regarding the potential risks, if 
Serbia’s ruling elites did not awaken, of 
seeing the emerging Croatian politicians 
striving for independence and achieving 
the irredentist project of a Greater Croa-
tia (Krestić, 1983, 375-431; Krestić, 1998)� 
As a matter of fact, those maneuvres 
endured, and the sensitivity of the issue 
makes it a very useful historiographic 
subject to insert into the national narra-
tive, especially into one in the making, as 
in Republika Srpska� 

The common thesis is that, once 
again, the suffering of the Serbs is over-
looked and even denied, and a unitary 
country has been rebuilt without solving 
those pending issues and punishing the 
criminals who committed crimes against 
the Serbs� In many works, a compari-
son between Jasenovac and Srebrenica 
appears, followed by the argument that 
one cannot ask the Serbs to recognize the 
genocide in Srebrenica without recogniz-
ing the genocide against the Serbs under 
the NDH, since its severity resulted in 
between 100,000 and 300,000 victims, 
of whom approximately 50,000 died in 
Jasenovac (Ramet, 2006; Pavlovic, 2008)� 
This parallelism aims to defend the the-
sis according to which the suffering of the 
Serbs is equal to or even worse, in terms 
of time and quantity, than any other na-
tional group in former Yugoslavia, but is 
not worth the same in the eyes of other 
constitutive peoples and the international 
community� The document Report about 
Case Srebrenica provides the best example 
of the claims by the dominant historiog-
raphy that violence, sorrow and suffering 
punctuated the history of Serbs in BiH 
and that it has been voluntarily obfuscated� 

The account was not stricto sensu a 
scientific text, however� From the start, it 
undoubtedly carried a historiographic in-
tention as well as a political value� It was 
commissioned by the government to the 
Republika Srpska Bureau for relations 
with the ICTY in order to comply with 

the demands of the HR and other inter-
national actors urging Republika Srps-
ka to shed light on the events following 
the capture of Srebrenica by the VRS� Its 
publication in 2004 provoked huge tur-
moil within Bosnian and international 
circles� Castigated by the ICTY as “one of 
the worst examples of revisionism in re-
lation to the mass executions of Bosnian 
Muslims committed in Srebrenica in July 
1995” and by the HR as “tendentious, 
preposterous and inflammatory,” the 
main argument of the report, apart from 
the fact that the actions conducted by the 
VRS were perfectly appropriate in a con-
text of war, was to insist on how Srebren-
ica and its surroundings became through 
time a locus terribilis for the Serbs, and that 
the crimes committed against them in 
the area in WWII and at the beginning of 
the Bosnian war (especially in Bratunac) 
partly justified the firmness of the VRS in 
July 1995 (Bureau for relations with the 
ICTY, 2002)� The introduction of the re-
ports therefore states that “the goal of this 
report is to present the whole truth about 
crimes committed in the Srebrenica re-
gion regardless of the nationality of the 
perpetrators of the crimes and the time 
when they were committed” (Bureau for 
relations with the ICTY, 2002, 5), imply-
ing that emphasis would also be placed 
on the Serb victims in the area during the 
war� The report begins with the enuncia-
tion of five postulates: 

 
[T]he events in Srebrenica can not be consid-
ered as detached from the crimes committed 
in the rest of the territory of BiH; events con-
nected to Srebrenica can not be cut off from 
events around the Srebrenica-Bratunac re-
gion; the events of Srebrenica can not be cut 
off from what happened between 92-95; the 
events in Srebrenica can not be seen as spe-
cific to a nationality, particularly in relation to 
the crimes committed by the so-called “BiH 
army” and possible crimes committed by the 
VRS; truth about the above-mentioned events 
is important in the process of reconciliation 
and peace, because it can not be done without 
justice; the perpetrators of crimes committed 
against Serbs between 92-5 can still go freely, 
while the RS holds information about crimes 
and perpetrators and gave them to the UN 
General Assembly and Security Council� (Bu-
reau for relations with the ICTY, 2002, 5) 
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 The rest of the report unfolds as a 
tribute to the “depressive history of Serbs 
in Srebrenica,” detailing how Serbs from 
Bratunac and Srebrenica had faced at-
tempts to exterminate them carried out 
during WWII by the SS Handžar legion, 
composed of Bosniaks, and how the de-
mographics testified to the extent reached 
by the process, pointing out that, before 
WWII, Serbs represented 50,6% of the 
population in Srebrenica, compared to 
35,6% in 1991 (Bureau for relations with 
the ICTY, 2002, 12)� Arguing that this his-
torical fact had been disregarded by those 
who pressure Republika Srpska to shed 
light on the 1995 massacre, the report 
also points out the lack of consideration 
for the Serbs who found shelter in the 
area after fleeing the Bosniak-controlled 
territory and that they still lived in ter-
rible conditions without drinking water, 
home repairs, basic sanitary infrastruc-
tures or economic prospects (Republic 
Statistical Office of the Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia, 2002, 9)� The construction 
of a victimhood discourse together with a 
structural denial and permissiveness for 
the exactions committed characterized 
the content of the report throughout� 

The Report about Case Srebrenica hence 
participated in the making of a “suffer-
ing history” whose narration represents 
a common denominator of a Serb iden-
tity among the Republika Srpska popu-
lation that overlooks the very recent and 
artificial creation of the entity (Benbassa, 
2007)� Violence is therefore not only sig-
nified in the national narrative but aes-
theticized and magnified, so those who 
suffered from it as well as, by extension, 
those who inflicted it as justified retribu-
tion became pantheonized as national 
heroes� This pattern in the Bosnian Serb 
national narrative is not circumscribed to 
an historiographic issue, but also has to 
do with contemporary Republika Srpska 
politics as it was used to fuel nationalist 
rhetoric against the central government 
in Sarajevo, the unicity of the Bosnian 
states and the other constitutive peoples� 
It was favored and fuelled by the condi-
tions of historiographic production and 

the historicising strategy implemented 
by Republika Srpska governments since 
Dayton, which puts historians into the 
position of creators of the national nar-
rative� 

3. Historians, Historicizing 
Strategies and the Production 
of the Semiotics of Violence
The production of the national narra-

tive by historians stems from a policy of 
research administration and attribution 
of funding that favored topics related to 
the history of Republika Srpska, the histo-
ry of the Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and the history of violence as a founding 
paradigm for their quest for statehood� A 
typology of the means of historiograph-
ic production reveals that they depend 
mostly on direct government financing 
through channels that are not only those 
of the Ministry of Education� The histori-
ographic production from the main uni-
versities of Republika Srpska, namely the 
University of Banja Luka and the Univer-
sity of East Sarajevo, proves interesting 
when examining the trajectories of their 
most visible scholars� Indeed, in contem-
porary history in particular, the “national 
history” of Republika Srpska became one 
of the shared themes among their respec-
tive research interests� Subsequently, 
many of the history or philosophy faculty 
members’ focus was on topics related to 
the medieval, modern and contemporary 
political, social or cultural history of the 
Serbs either in BiH as a whole or in local-
ities that nowadays constitute parts of the 
Republika Srpska territory� Publications 
of the faculties reveal the predominance 
of national history with a focus on the 
struggle for achieving statehood in the re-
search interests of the faculty, with works 
like Young Republic of Srpska (BiH) at 
the beginning of the 21st century, Science 
and education: essential factors of Serbi-
an spirituality, One hundred and twenty 
years since the beginning of the struggle 
of the Serbian people in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina for church-school self-govern-
ment (1896-2016), and the rise of Serbs 
in Herzegovina and Bosnia (1875-1878)� 
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This proves that in the academic cir-
cles of Republika Srpska universities, the 
elaboration of the entity’s national history 
is continuing apace� To this must be add-
ed the historiographic production stem-
ming from institutional orders, plethoric 
in comparison to the overall publications 
in the field of history� Most of the time, 
those books inscribe themselves in a com-
memorative context related to the history 
of Serbs, of the polity or of its institutions� 
For instance, the book 25 Years of the Na-
tional Assembly of Republika Srpska was 
commissioned by the institution in 2016 
to three historians: Bojan Stojnić, also the 
director of the National Archives, Veri-
ca M� Stošić and Goran Đuran� In their 
advertising for the book, which took the 
shape of a feuilleton published in the lo-
cal newspaper Glas Sprske, the authors 
described the historical foundations of 
the Republika Srpska and its National As-
sembly as a century old, fluctuating in the 
wake of “Serbian rebellions in the Otto-
man Empire and under the Austro-Hun-
garian occupation, with great engage-
ment of the political and social leadership 
of the Serbian people” (Stojnić, Stošić & 
Đuran, 2016)� In the book, the National 
Assembly of Republika Srpska is placed 
in a long tradition of self-determination 
and searches for national autonomy, de-
fined as “categorical historical impera-
tives�” The proclamation of the National 
Assembly of Republika Srpska resulted 
then from this long process, and the insti-
tution was considered as “the guarantor 
of the Serbian national interest and an ex-
pression of the general will of the Serbian 
people” (Stojnić, Stošić & Đuran, 2016, 7)� 

Another case of historiographic work 
commissioned by the government can 
be found in the Istorija Republika Srpske. 
Funded directly by the Presidency of Re-
publika Srpska and resulting from a com-
mon involvement and close collaboration 
between the authors and staff from var-
ious institutions of Republika Srpska in 
order to provide archival and other types 
of resources, the book was quickly trans-
lated into English in order to reach an 
international audience, especially among 

the diaspora communities� It obeyed the 
same logics as those that were behind 
the publication of the anniversary book 
on the National Assembly, since it was 
depicted by the authors during the pro-
motional campaign as a “testimony of 
the struggle of the Serbian people for the 
creation of Republika Srpska and a kind 
of historical view of the movement in this 
area�” Again, the description of the work 
stresses the historical depth that backed 
the justification for the existence of Re-
publika Srpska as a territory and supports 
the national narrative about Republika 
Srpska as a result of a history of violence� 

The government can also rely on its 
own institutions to produce historio-
graphic texts� Among them is the work of 
the Republican Institute for Researching 
War, War Crimes and Missing Persons� 
This institute, with which we have been 
able to conduct interviews, observations 
and archival consultations, depends on 
the Ministry of Justice, even though it 
has a mostly research-centered vocation� 
The institute has been granted its own 
publishing house in order to enable the 
broader diffusion of its research� Gather-
ing legal scholars, sociologists, archaeol-
ogists and historians, these researchers 
collaborate on various projects that aim to 
shed light on war-related historical events 
that have directly impacted the Serbs ei-
ther in Republika Srpska when focusing 
on the past war or in Bosnia and the broad-
er area when focusing on WWII and the 
NDH ruling� Among their publications 
are Aggression led by Croatia in Republika 
Srpska: The Occupation of Mrkonjic Grad 
(Sept 95-Feb 96), Women Victims of War 
in Republika Srpska (1992-1995), Political 
Anatomy of One Judgement on the Hague 
trial of Radovan Karadžić, and War Crimes 
Committed against Serbs in the Municipal-
ity of Visoko (Velimirović, 2012; Vranješ 
& Miodragović, 2016)� The institute also 
publishes books close to its own research 
thematic and whose historiographic line 
fits in with it as well, that is, the interpre-
tation of the war in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina as a civil war in which the Serbs were 
depicted unfairly as the perpetrators� 
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For instance, the book Undercover 
Operation at Tuzla’s Kapija Square by Il-
ija Branković denies any involvement by 
the Bosnian-Serb military in a bombing 
targeting civilians in Tuzla in 1994 and 
instead accuses the army of BiH (Brank-
ović, 2016)� While the author is a retired 
General of the VRS who never, during his 
active career, held any research position, 
the institute nevertheless published and 
promoted the book at the same level as 
its own� Also, as a governmental organ 
of Republika Srpska, it was able to sign 
a Protocol of Cooperation with Radio 
Television Republike Srpske in order 
to “work together to build a culture of 
memory through media reporting and 
certain documentary content of RTRS on 
the topic of the past defensive-homeland 
war, and with the professional capacities 
of the Republic Centre … train the RTRS 
staff on how and in what way to trans-
fer certain content, as well as marking 
important historical dates regarding the 
suffering of the Serbian people” (RTRS, 
2009)� Therefore, this means of produc-
ing historiographic knowledge, because 
of its proximity with the government, 
can benefit from multiple opportunities 
of diffusion through other governmental 
channels and thus, as the institutional 
commands, from a larger audience not 
restricted to the scientific circles� 

Despite their variety, all these initi-
atives have some common points not 
only in their making but also, and more 
particularly, in their expected outcomes: 
they benefit from funds invested by the 
authorities in order to achieve, in the 
long-run, the narration of the Republika 
Srpska national story, thus conferring the 
entity with some historical depth� This 
way, a dominant and state-approved his-
toriography will come to help legitimize 
the existence of Republika Srpska as a ter-
ritorial and political outcome of the histo-
ry of Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina� It 
underlines an extreme porosity between 
scientific production and politics in the 
first place, including by the governmen-
tal political discourses taking up the most 
salient patterns of the historiography� 

The porosity between academia and 
politics proves much more visible when 
focusing again on the trajectories of the 
people who produce this dominant his-
toriographic knowledge� This system 
lies on two types of actors, who might 
be referred to as “historians involved in 
politics” and “politicians involved in his-
toriography�” Coming back to the cases 
of Nenad Kecmanović and Čedomir An-
tić, the authors of Istorja Republike Srps-
ka, their biographies directly insert them 
into the first group� Kecmanović, a Bos-
nian-Serb, got involved in politics in the 
early 1990s, following the authorization 
to hold free and fair elections in BiH� 
Contrary to most Bosnian-Serb intellectu-
als and scholars from Sarajevo, he did not 
rally the emerging SDS and rather chose 
to serve as the main candidate of the 
SRSJ in BiH, even though he had been 
offered the position of President of the 
new political formation� Multi-positioned 
in his academic career, since he taught at 
Belgrade University and at the same time 
in Banja Luka and East Sarajevo after the 
war, he has also experienced a political 
career in parallel� He served as a Senator 
in the Republika Srpska Parliament from 
1996 and was reinstalled to this office in 
2009 by the President, Milorad Dodik� 
Then, even though he did not confirm or 
deny it during a meeting with Kecmano-
vić in Belgrade, it is quite likely that, at 
the time of appointing two historians to 
carry out the monographs on Republika 
Srpska’s history, Dodik found it suitable 
to pick someone whose political line he 
could agree with� Kecmanović has also 
been very vocal about his lack of belief in 
the survival of Bosnia and Herzegovina as 
a unitary country, to the point of entitling 
his newest book, in which he relates the 
allegedly structurally conflicting dynam-
ics that have weakened Bosnia and Her-
zegovina since Dayton, Nemoguća država 
(meaning, “the impossible country”)� 

The members in the category of “poli-
ticians involved in historiography,” though 
less numerous, undeniably participate in 
the elaboration of an official history� Since 
these are already public characters, the 
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impact and outreach of their books sur-
pass those of scholars in the public de-
bate� Among them, the case of Slobodan 
Nagradić deserves to be focused on� Born 
in 1957 in Gradiška, he oscillated through-
out his career between politics, high pub-
lic service and academia� He served as an 
advisor to the Minister for Human Rights 
and Refugees in the Government of Re-
publika Srpska, after which he served for 
almost a decade as Vice-President and 
President of the Progressive Democratic 
Party (PDP), and today he is the Director 
of the Institute for the Protection of Cul-
tural, Historical and Natural Heritage of 
Republika Srpska (Nagradić, 2016)� Af-
ter running unsuccessfully for President 
(2006) and Deputy at the Republika Srp-
ska National Assembly (2010), he left the 
party for good and, from his office at the 
Institute, became very prolific when it 
comes to book-writing� His book Bosna vs 
Srpska points out the antagonistic nature 
of the relations between the central state 
and the entity without any possibility for 
compatibility regarding Republika Srps-
ka’s complete political fulfillment within a 
failed state (Nagradić, 2015)� Given that he 
has acted for most of his career in the deci-
sion making-circles of the government of 
Republika Srpska, it seems very likely that 
his evolution had been conditioned, not 
to say favored, by his support of the domi-
nant historiographic patterns that punctu-
ate scientific production in the entity� 

4. Historicizing Strategy and the 
Case of the Referendum on 9 January
The political signification held by the 

semiotics of violence in the Republika 
Srpska national narrative, reinforced by 
the conditions of historiographic produc-
tion in the entity, was notably translated 
into the controversy about the National 
Day of Republika Srpska, which ended 
up in the most important constitutional 
crisis post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina 
had had to face� As Susanne Citron states 
in the Le mythe national, “what we take for 
[our] history is the result of a writing of 
the past by elites in the service or support 
of different powers” (Citron, 2017, 207)� 

This apologetic historiography of the state 
underlies the national imaginary and is 
much more political than scientific� In 
Republika Srpska, this phenomenon is all 
the more visible as the scientific commu-
nity is totally locked by these purveyors of 
official history, and a critical approach of 
the discipline is still not present enough� 
The official history serves to spread the 
sense of national belonging necessary to 
the government project, but also to make 
it legitimate in intellectual terms� It par-
ticipates all the same in building a com-
munity of references, a space of common 
Serbian references in the territory of Re-
publika Srpska, the transmission and so-
lidification of an identity conceived by the 
elites� When it comes to the entity’s vio-
lent past, the semiotics of violence have 
been integrated within the historicis-
ing strategy in order to fuel the political 
rhetoric and perpetuate symbols of unity 
among the Serbs and disunity between 
them and the other constitutive peoples 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina�

On 25 November 2015, the BiH Con-
stitutional Court ruled that the Law on 
Holidays of Republika Srpska was not in 
conformity with Article I(2) of the Consti-
tution of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Con-
stitutional Court of Bosnian and Herze-
govina, 2015)� In other words, the Court 
ruled that the National Day of Republika 
Srpska, marked on 9 January, does not fit 
the constitutional principle of non-dis-
crimination on a religious and/or na-
tional basis since it excluded the entity’s 
non-Serb population from the celebra-
tion� A review of the constitutionality of 
the Law on Holidays had been requested 
by Bakir Izetbegović in 2013, then a Bos-
nian Muslim member of the BiH govern-
ment, who called out the National Day of 
Republika Srpska as a celebration of the 
Declaration Proclaiming the Republic of 
the Serb People of Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na of 1992, which proclaimed “territorial 
demarcation between them and political 
communities of other peoples of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina” (Glas Sprske, 2013)�

Here, the symbols that bide and di-
vide are at work in what turned out to be 
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a memory crisis at the same time, with 
collective group memory weaponized to 
harm the memory and commemorations 
of another (Assman, 2006, 20) and a 
constitutional crisis with the government 
of Republika Srpska run by SNSD (Alli-
ance of Independent Social Democrats) 
leader Milorad Dodik declaring the or-
ganization of a referendum for Republi-
ka Srpska citizens to vote on the validity 
of the Constitutional Court’s decision� In 
this case, two competing narratives faced 
each other, as the Bosnian-Muslim nar-
rative of the war of 1992-1995 has been 
reciprocally shaped by the same mech-
anisms as the Bosnian-Serb one� While 
the Bosnian-Muslim leaders considered 
the celebration of 9 January as the cele-
bration of the irredentist and genocidal 
project carried out by Republika Srpska 
leaders of the time, their Republika Srp-
ska counterparts undermined the legiti-
macy of celebrating Bosnian independ-
ence, on 1 March, as a symbol of denying 
the Bosnian-Serb right to self-determi-
nation� Igor Radojičić, then the Serb rep-
resentative at the tripartite BiH Presi-
dency, depicted Independence Day as 
“perceived by the Serbian people in this 
country as a symbol of the majorization 
of two peoples above the third” (Politika, 
2014)� According to him, “Republika Srp-
ska will never agree to celebrate 1 March 
because a referendum on the secession 
of BH from the then SFRY was held that 
day, which was the prelude to the bloody 
war” (Politika, 2014)� In fact, Republika 
Srpska officials used the same argumen-
tation as Izetbegović in his complaint to 
the Constitutional Court to contest the 
celebration, based on the statements that 
it should not be imposed as a binding 
holiday in the whole country because it 
is accepted differently by the constitutive 
peoples and that it is the date of the Fed-
eration of BiH, which will never be ac-
cepted in Republika Srpska�

The public and political indignation 
raised by the Constitutional Court’s judg-
ment among the Republika Srpska’s Serb 
citizens and their leadership reveal how 
the semiotics of violence served their role 

in the national narrative� The violence 
depicted as being a century long by the 
dominant historiography had been sig-
nified as indissociable from a quest for 
statehood that climaxed with the past war� 
Consequently, 9 January falls into this se-
miotic dynamic within the Bosnian-Serb 
collective memory, and the declaration of 
its unconstitutionality gave an opportuni-
ty to the Republika Srpska political lead-
ers to put this collective memory at the 
service of politics, and more particularly 
at the service of making a stance against 
the central government in Sarajevo� Ben-
efiting from a seemingly sacred union 
between the nationalist parties on this 
issue, Dodik had repeatedly promised a 
referendum to assess whether or not 9 
January would remain the National Day 
of Republika Srpska (Politika, 2016)� In 
April 2015, the National Assembly of Re-
publika Srpska voted for a Declaration, in 
prevision of the ruling, that “expresses its 
full will and readiness to use all legal and 
political means in order to defend legiti-
mate interests and to preserve the identi-
ty of Republika Srpska confirmed by the 
General Framework Agreement for Peace 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina” (National As-
sembly of Republika Srpska, 2015)�

After months of confrontation and 
heated debates between Banja Luka and 
Sarajevo, on 15 July 2016, the National 
Assembly of Republika Srpska crossed 
the Rubicon� With an absolute majority 
of the present representatives (64 out of 
83), a “Decision on calling a referendum” 
to assess the binding character of the 
Decision of the Bosnian Constitutional 
Court on the territory of Republika Srp-
ska was adopted (National Assembly of 
Republika Srpska, 2016)� Without any 
surprise and with no major obstacle able 
to prevent the government from carrying 
out its objective, the referendum took 
place, as planned, on 25 September� The 
turnout was minimal, barely enough to 
validate the results according to the Law 
on Referendums and Popular initiatives� 
In total, 55% of Republika Srpska voters 
went to the polls, but 99,81% of them an-
swered positively to the question “Do you 
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agree that 9 January should be marked 
and celebrated as the National Day of Re-
publika Srpska?” Parts of the media that 
were supportive of Dodik and the SNSD 
relayed messages from officials that 25 
September embodied the day when de-
mocracy rose in Republika Srpska and 
when the Serbs stood up for their nation-
al interests (Glas Srpske, 2016)�

The calls for participation in the ref-
erendum, if they only mobilized those in 
Republika Srpska who were already in-
clined towards ethnonationalist discours-
es, showed how the narrative of violence 
and conflict being historically linked to 
achieving statehood has shaped collective 
representations on the necessity to fight 
for Republika Srpska’s integrity when 
threatened� Referenda, because they tes-
tified to the ability of local autonomist or 
secessionist leaders to mobilize the popu-
lation of the territory they intended to gov-
ern, had provided them with significant 
political leverage� Republika Srpska was 
no exception in that regard, and this shows 
the power of a shared national narrative 
when it comes to political mobilization� 

5. Conclusion
The semiotics of violence have been 

intermingled with the Bosnian-Serb na-
tional narrative to a deep point, so deep 
that they still influence the perceptions 
and representations of Republika Srps-
ka’s contemporary politics, as shown by 
the example of the National Day referen-
dum� They have been shaped within the 
national narrative as a deep expression of 
nationhood and as indissociable from the 
quest for statehood pursued by the Serbs 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina before and 
after Dayton� Systemic upsurges of war 
crimes, mass deaths and ethnic cleansing 
are, according to the dominant historiog-
raphy that shaped the national narrative, 
more fights in the century-long strug-
gle for self-determination, freedom and 
statehood, in which violence paradox-
ically becomes an incidental part of the 
struggle when committed by the Serbs 
but a founding paradigm when commit-
ted against them� 

It is worth reflecting on how the se-
miotics of violence meet the semiotics 
of nationhood and statehood in the na-
tional narrative of Republika Srpska� The 
semiotics of violence play a great part 
in presenting a symbolic version of the 
Bosnian-Serb identity� Apart from histo-
riography and the making of the nation-
al narrative, the convergence between 
semiotics of violence and semiotics of 
nationhood is manifested elsewhere in 
the public space� Popular celebrations 
and commemorations constitute another 
field in which the overlapping of the se-
miotics of violence and nationhood can 
be observed, and they participate in the 
same logics of the historicising strategy 
depicted throughout the article� Every 
year on 12 May, the authorities, regard-
less of the political party in power, still 
commemorate the Day of the VRS, even 
though it has been incorporated among 
the joint armed forces of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina� Negationism does not hold 
back commemorative ceremonies, which 
unfold every year as high-scale denials 
of any wrongdoing that could have been 
committed by the VRS and its leaders� 
The Dan Vojske Republike Srpske there-
fore attests that both the intellectual and 
political elites of Republika Srpska have 
embraced and assumed on their behalf 
the main historiographic lines as con-
veyed in Republika Srpska: the war of 
1992-1995 as a war to defend the home-
land and Republika Srpska’s aborted his-
torical progression towards statehood� 
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Udi Lebel

Israel’s Failure to Produce 
a National War Memorial Site
Fragmented National Memory in an Inclusive 
Semiotic Sphere

1. Israeli Commemoration of 
its Fallen Soldiers: Bottom-Up, 
Spontaneous and Communal
A leaflet issued by the ‘Golan’ Region-

al Council in northern Israel listing tour-
ist attractions in the area also included an 
article proposing a tour entitled “Post war 
road marks�” The article opened with the 
following paragraph: “It is impossible to 
tour the Golan region without encounter-
ing memorial monuments every step of 

the way… that integrate almost naturally 
with the extraordinary landscape and na-
ture of the Golan” (Eretz HaGolan 2013: 
32)� This is not a unique proposition� 
Nearly every touristic book or instruction 
leaflet about Israel, whether intended for 
tourists or students, families or individ-
uals, includes tours of memorial monu-
ments� Israel holds a world record for the 
commemoration of its soldiers� In 2013, 
2,900 memorial monuments and sites 

Interdisciplinary Center (IDC), Herzliya, Israel
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were counted throughout the country, 
meaning an average of one monument 
for eight fallen soldiers, while in Europe 
the parallel ratio is one monument per 
10,000 fallen soldiers (Aharoni 2013)� 
This statistic does not include monu-
ments not embedded in the landscape 
but rather those built within institutions 
and organizations in memory of their 
students and workers (such as in schools, 
universities, youth movements, sports 
associations and workplaces), nor does 
it include physical commemorations that 
are not monuments (such as the nam-
ing of clubs, synagogues, schools, town 
squares and streets after fallen soldiers 
or military operations)� Commemora-
tion is an integral part of the pronounced 
identity of every Israeli community: every 
settlement, city, regional council or youth 
movement commemorates its members 
who have fallen during their military ser-
vice, and this commemoration serves as 
testimony to the community’s contribu-
tion to national security� 

This notwithstanding, it is interesting 
to note that no common national com-
memoration site exists for all fallen sol-
diers of Israel and its wars� Of the total 
number of memorial monuments, 47% 
were established by bereaved families, 
5�5% by military units, 1�7% by NGOs to 
commemorate underground organiza-
tions that operated before the establish-
ment of the State, 22% by municipalities 
in memory of their residents who have 
fallen during the various wars, and the 
rest by other initiatives (Aharoni 2013)� 
The State of Israel has never built a na-
tional war memorial� The majority of 
commemoration practices were created 
“bottom-up,” following civilian or mili-
tary initiatives (memorial monuments 
established by army units and divisions)� 
Although a large number of these mon-
uments are maintained through in-
stitutional funding and support, they 
were built thanks to voluntary, extra-in-
stitutional funding� This facilitated an 
interesting process by which all these 
commemoration initiatives were part of 
what is known in semiotics as “the lan-

guage of nationhood” (Keane 2003) – a 
language that envelopes wars, sacrifice, 
casualties, loss and suffering under a 
cloak of collective allocation of meaning� 
In parallel, however, we can also identify 
differences between such initiatives, not 
in their national semiotics but in their 
myths and battle stories that are based 
on the relative weight of their contribu-
tion to the national project and language 
as depicted by their initiating communi-
ties� In fact, this process can be seen as 
a “democratization of commemoration,” 
which in itself enabled the reproduc-
tion of a national language� The emerg-
ing competition between these distinct 
memory groups and communities is 
aimed at determining who holds more 
seniority and therefore more rights over 
the national language� This form of de-
mocracy serves to reinforce, rather than 
undermine, national semiotics� 

No form of organized national com-
memoration was established following 
Israel’s War of Independence in 1948� 
In 1959 the State founded the ‘Public 
Council for Commemorating Soldiers’ at 
the Ministry of Defense, whose members 
included bereaved parents and public fig-
ures� Dr� Ziva Shamir, the Council’s his-
torian, noted that only a small number of 
memorial monuments were initiated by 
the Council and that most of its activities 
were characterized by what she referred 
to as a “non-intervention policy” con-
sisting of the adoption of a “democrat-
ic commemoration pattern” which has 
characterized the State of Israel since its 
establishment� Hence, the Council only 
decided whether to support commemora-
tion initiatives and coordinated between 
them (Shamir 1996: 16)� 

Effective collective memory from the 
standpoint of the national-military estab-
lishment is one that relies on the de-po-
liticizing discourse� Commemoration 
taking place within this discourse gives 
meaning and productiveness to bereave-
ment and sacrifice while expropriating 
memory from daily life and transform-
ing it into something “holy” and separate 



43

Udi Lebel and Zeev Drori israeL’s FaiLure to produce a nationaL War...

from daily disagreements and rifts (Her-
moni and Lebel 2012)� 

Allegedly, forms of commemoration 
that are nearly entirely “bottom-up,” as 
opposed to those carried out by the es-
tablishment, could be expected to lead to 
the politicization of Israel’s bereavement 
and memorial discourse, as different 
groups have different ways of perceiving 
battles and wars� Veterans of various un-
derground organizations from the pre-
State era are convinced that their actions 
are responsible for the establishment of 
the State of Israel, while other organiza-
tions only hindered the national effort� 
Likewise, specific military divisions per-
ceive themselves as responsible for vic-
tory while marking other divisions who 
fought alongside them as having hin-
dered the war effort� 

In parallel to these initiatives, Israel’s 
political right, led by former leaders of 
revisionist underground organizations 
– the Etzel and Lehi –, was not part of 
the political leadership at the time and 
was likewise removed from the collective 
memory� The names of their fallen war-
riors, most of whom fought against the 
British, were not a part of the national 
pantheon� However, they fought this by 
erecting their own monuments, build-
ing their own museums, publishing 
their own books of commemoration, and 
holding a range of independent memo-
rial ceremonies, through independent 
funding, where they were able to present 
their narrative regarding Zionist history, 
which according to them would not have 
led to the establishment of the State of Is-
rael had they not operated underground 
movements who battled the British co-
lonialists and chased them from the 
land� This historical epos was complete-
ly absent from history books studied at 
schools, which were written exclusively 
by the ruling socialist party until the revi-
sionist movement came to power toward 
the 1980s (Lebel 2013: 190)� These two 
movements are in fact “counter semiotic 
movements” (Solik 2014), the first hav-
ing referred to Israel’s War of Independ-
ence for years as “the war of restoration,” 

illustrating their view of David Ben Gu-
rion as the “restorer” of the State, while 
the revisionist movements aimed to pro-
mote (culturally, but also formally and 
legally) the term “the war of liberation,” 
emphasizing the approach by which the 
underground organizations brought 
about an act of liberation: the liberation 
of the land from the Mandate of the Brit-
ish colonialists (Lebel 2009)� 

This type of confrontation is relatively 
marginal in Israeli memorial discourse, 
precisely because of the State’s “non-in-
terference” policy� Thus, each individual 
“memorial community” (Welzer 2008: 
291) has a monument built through com-
munal initiatives, and so, on the national 
Memorial Day, each community turns to 
its “own” memorial monument, thereby 
creating its unique narrative� An exam-
ple of this phenomenon can be seen in 
the case of parents of soldiers killed in 
a training accident� While on Memorial 
Day some of them attend the memori-
al monument of the division in which 
their son has served, so as to pay tribute 
to his memory in a “traditional” national 
ceremony, others prefer to visit a unique 
monument built by parents of the sol-
diers who died in that accident, where 
they attend a ceremony characterized by 
victimological attributes and the point-
ing of accusing fingers toward the State� 
Due to the extent of options and level of 
fragmentation, memory and commem-
oration discourse are publicly perceived 
as apolitical and consensual, with no 
confrontations between members of 
different memory communities, in the 
absence of a common monument� In-
stead, there is a mosaic of memory, a cor-
poration of monuments� As mentioned 
above, while there may be different ver-
sions of the past, the semiotic language is 
relatively uniform, and even when there 
are differences, they do not lead to crisis 
because the different semiotic communi-
ties are not obligated to stand side by side 
and on the same stage in national days 
of remembrance� Hence, fragmentation 
is what enables remembrance days to 
proceed without conflicts, because differ-
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ent communities create inclusive stages 
for their unique languages� Had all of 
these been required to mix together on 
the same stage or fill the same space, it 
would have led to a crisis, or, in Bowden’s 
words, would have led to reaching “the 
limits of containment” (Bowden 1993)� 

And although the State provides finan-
cial support for these communal monu-
ments, it does not attempt to create a 
common language between them� This 
condition of the State can be explained by 
three central reasons� The first is the fact 
that a national, hegemonic, all-controlling 
Zionist language had been adopted by 
everyone from the start, the only com-
petition remaining being who is more 
committed to it than others� Second, the 
existence of an allegedly spontaneous ad-
vantage for groups who identify with the 
narrative promoted by State authorities 
makes it superfluous to create something 
formal when versions supported by the 
State spontaneously take the lead� And 
third, even when narratives of commemo-
ration languages which may be perceived 
as counter-hegemonic are promoted, the 
very fact that they have their own separate 
commemoration space further enables a 
public sphere that is devoid of clashes 
and conflicts, resulting in a semblance 
of quiet solidarity and consensus� Thus, 
contrary to most areas of public life that 
the State of Israel has nationalized during 
its formative years, the area of war me-
morial monuments has from the outset 
been perceived as one that should remain 
within the realm of civil society, operat-
ed and initiated by NGOs and voluntary 
initiatives, thereby preventing memorial 
disputes or confrontations� 

2. Methods and Aims
This paper will examine a unique in-

itiative in Israel: the establishment of an 
Israeli National War Memorial� This is 
an interesting initiative, both because it 
was considered after years in which Isra-
el was devoid of any official national war 
memorial, and also because it was initiat-
ed at a time in which Israeli society began 
developing post-modern and post-heroic 
attributes: privatization, individuation, 

globalization, fragmentation and even 
post-nationalism� In terms of the com-
memoration discourse, it evolved “from 
domination to competition” (Lebel 2015)� 
The attempt to establish, for the very first 
time, a “top-down” national memorializa-
tion at this time was a significant test of Is-
rael’s solidarity and society’s ability to up-
hold an agreed commemoration discourse 
and narrative� The multitude of tensions, 
disputes and conflicts raised since the 
project’s initiation illustrate the sociolog-
ical tensions characteristic of Israel’s ar-
my-society relationship, tensions which 
ultimately prevented the implementation 
of the national memorial initiative� This 
paper will examine whether this national-
ization attempt did in fact lead to a de-po-
liticization and formation of a solidary and 
consensual memory arena or, alternative-
ly, if it evoked tensions and rifts that rein-
force the magnitude of politicization�

The paper will illustrate the various 
confrontations and disputes raised in the 
attempts to develop the Mount Eithan in-
itiative as an official national war memo-
rial site by analyzing the Mount Eithan 
archives (MEA), which include many 
files, protocols, expert opinions and cor-
respondence that took place during the 
historical periods in which the initiative 
was being developed� In addition, we 
shall offer an analysis of the discourse 
about Mount Eithan as found in the Knes-
set archive in Jerusalem, the Ministry of 
Defense archives and through interviews 
conducted by the authors with senior 
officials involved in the project� Using 
discourse analysis combined with a pos-
itivistic analysis, as is acceptable in his-
toric political discourse studies (Wodak 
2001), we shall extricate the main barri-
ers to reaching a common agreement for 
a united, solidary national war memorial 
and will attempt to reach conclusions re-
garding the existence of war memoriali-
zation in present times as well as Israeli 
society’s collective memory� In doing so, 
this study implements the accepted tools 
toward identifying competing narratives 
in the study of collective memory (Good-
son and Choi 2008)�
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3. The Mount Eithan War Memori-
al Initiative
In 1974, public figures, architects and 

bereaved families presented the idea of 
establishing a National War Memorial to 
Shimon Peres, Israel’s Minister of De-
fense at the time� They protested that the 
scattered nature of the Israeli commem-
oration of fallen soldiers was counterpro-
ductive to the existence of ceremonies 
attended by all government ministers, 
forcing national leaders to attend dif-
ferent monuments and resulting in cer-
tain monuments remaining without any 
government representation on Memori-
al Day� The establishment of a national 
monument commemorating all wars and 
all fallen soldiers would prevent this sit-
uation� Peres expressed his support for 
the idea of a central memorial site that 
“would express Israeli heroism… and will 
serve as a central monument for com-
memorating our sons” (Peres 1974) and 
its establishment at Mount Eithan�

Mount Eithan is one of the Jerusalem 
Mountains, reaching a height of 788 me-
ters above sea level� It is a historical spot 
in which archeological remains have been 
found of a population that lived there 
6,000 years ago� Until Israel’s War of In-
dependence, there was a Palestinian vil-
lage called Hirbat Luz on the mountain, 
whose inhabitants fled following the war� 
During the first years of the State the site 
was used for absorbing new immigrants 
from Yemen, but the harsh weather 
conditions eventually led to their reset-
tlement� The idea was that the establish-
ment of the Mount Eithan memorial site 
would complete the “Israeli memorial 
triangle,” topographically located on the 
mountains surrounding Jerusalem� Had 
the project been implemented, it would 
have been possible to take an aerial pho-
tograph of three memorial sites that form 
the three vertexes of an isosceles triangle 
on the mountains of Jerusalem and there-
by semiotically would have presented a 
central element of Israeli identity� The tri-
angle was supposed to be marked by the 
following spots: “Yad Vashem” – the Hol-
ocaust memorial center situated on the 

Mount of Remembrance in Jerusalem; 
Israel’s national cemetery on Mount Her-
zl, where prime ministers and presidents 
are buried; and the National War Memo-
rial site, which was planned, as afore-
said, to be established on Mount Eithan, 
giving the “memorial triangle” its heroic 
military side� The military identity of the 
Israeli nation would consequently have 
been inscribed into its nationhood, as the 
State of Israel was born out of a sense of 
“defense�” Minister of Defense Peres con-
firmed that the site would extend over 
30,000 square meters and be surrounded 
by a 4,600 square meter national park� 

After Peres approved the initiative 
in 1974, some initial steps were taken 
toward the project’s initiation, most of 
which involved the establishment of 
committees asked to form the project’s 
pedagogical and architectural conceptu-
alization� In 1977 the Likud Party won 
Israel’s general elections and Menachem 
Begin was elected Prime Minister� Be-
gin, who was informed of the initiative, 
approved it and decided that it would be 
established during his office� He trans-
ferred the handling of the project to the 
Ministerial Committee on Symbols and 
Ceremonies, and on 29 December 1982, 
the Committee declared “the establish-
ment of Mount Eithan,” referring to it 
as “The National Center for Heroism 
and Commemoration�” According to the 
Committee’s decision, historical docu-
ments began to be written to serve as the 
theoretical foundation for the establish-
ment of the site and to stress its semiot-
ic meaning for the nation, as until that 
time Israel did not have an official, cen-
tral memorial site, nor an official military 
history for that matter, and a conceptual 
foundation had to be developed to define 
which events and which military opera-
tions would be included in the commem-
oration destined to take place there�

However, a number of transforma-
tional events took place during Men-
achem Begin’s term as Prime Minister, 
namely the war in Lebanon and the re-
sulting financial crisis, meaning the gov-
ernment was unable to fund the project, 
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and it was essentially put on hold� Only in 
1991 did Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir 
complete the inclusion of the “Mount Ei-
than Law” in Israel’s book of laws, along-
side the State’s financial commitment to 
fund the project� The work commenced, 
but again the government was replaced 
when, in 1992, the Labor Party leader 
Yitzhak Rabin was elected Prime Minis-
ter� The Rabin administration continued 
to support the project even after Rabin’s 
assassination, as when Shimon Peres 
served as Prime Minister, he continued 
to fund the host of committees that acted 
to promote the project, including histo-
rians, sociologists, educators, architects 
and former army officials all working to 
form the site’s conceptual and esthetic 
foundation� Even after a further political 
upheaval resulting in the Likud return-
ing to power with Benjamin Netanyahu 
as Prime Minister in 1996, support for 
the initiative continued, and a special 
Ministerial Committee was appointed 
for its implementation� On 27 January 
1998, the Knesset voted in favor of the 
government decision: “The Knesset once 
again adopts the decisions made by the 
four previous Israeli government admin-
istrations, that the Commemoration and 
resistance center would be established at 
Mount Eithan, opposite Yad Vashem and 
Mount Herzl�” In 2001 Mount Eithan’s 
management presented, for the first 
time, a proper plan for its establishment, 
with a proposed budget of US$ 100 mil-
lion� The government, then headed by 
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, committed 
to grant the required funds, and in 2002 
the cornerstone for the project was laid by 
Sharon in a ceremony attended by many 
officials� It was then decided that the site 
would be called ‘Mount Eithan Museum: 
The Israeli National War Memorial�’ At 
that stage, neither the Prime Minister 
nor the public were aware of the fact, in 
addition to the millions of dollars already 
invested, countless disputes, unsolvable 
disagreements, and huge tensions sur-
rounding the formation of the initiative, 
that representatives of the various mem-
ory communities, including bereaved 

families, academics and representatives 
of the existing commemoration organ-
izations, had for years been unable to 
reach agreements as to the concept of the 
commemoration to take place at the site 
and, moreover, that behind the scenes, 
the heads of civil and military commem-
oration organizations had been assert-
ing their extensive influence to convince 
senior politicians to stop the planned in-
itiative that was threatening them both 
financially and conceptually� This multi-
tude of tensions and pressures eventually 
resulted in the cancellation of the initia-
tive in a way that we believe encompasses 
the “politics of Israeli memory�” 

4. Right vs. Left: Historical-Polit-
ical Confrontations
Before the establishment of the State of 

Israel, during the British Mandate in the 
region, a number of Jewish underground 
resistance organizations were operative, 
the largest being the “Hagana” that op-
erated under the auspices of David Ben 
Gurion, later the leader of the Labor Party 
(“Mapai”) and Israel’s first Prime Minister 
and at the time the head of the represent-
ative Zionist organizations� The Hagana 
attracted mainly youths from Kibbutzim 
belonging to the “Kibbutz Hameuhad” 
movement, while its daughter organiza-
tion – the “Palmach” – mostly attracted 
youths from Kibbutzim belonging to the 
“Kibbutz Haarzi” movement and report-
ed to the leadership of the “Mapam” Par-
ty� These two underground movements, 
operating on behalf of the two Jewish 
socialist parties, were perceived as “legit-
imate” underground movements, focus-
ing mostly on fighting against the Arabs 
and not on opposing the British rule� In 
parallel, on the right side of the politi-
cal map, underground movements were 
identified with what is referred to in Zi-
onist-nationalist history as “the revision-
ist ideology,” later to be followed by the 
“Herut” Party that formed the opposition 
to the socialist parties� These revisionist 
underground movements – the “Etzel” 
and “Lehi” – were committed to anti-co-
lonialism and therefore acted against the 
British rule� Members of these under-
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ground movements were considered by 
the Zionist leadership as “dissidents” for 
not following the authority of the elect-
ed institutions (which collaborated with 
the British) and for acting on behalf of 
opposing political groups, leading to the 
perception of their acts as illegitimate�

For many years following the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel, the Labor 
Party headed the country, and in an act 
intended to use the collective memory to 
its benefit, its leaders opted not to recog-
nize “Etzel” and “Lehi” soldiers, injured 
and fallen, while those of the “Hagan” 
and “Palmach” were very much recog-
nized, and they and their families were 
thus granted financial and symbolic ben-
efits (Lebel 2013)� Israeli legislation led by 
the Labor Party did not allow funding for 
the rehabilitation of families of revisionist 
underground movements and prevent-
ed them from being eligible for military 
tombstones at the cemeteries� The pur-
pose of this exclusion was to ensure that 
new immigrants and Israeli youths con-
tinued to perceive the Israeli political pan-
theon as being comprised of only socialist 
parties, holding exclusive legitimacy for 
governance� Of course, the establishment 
of commemoration sites for revisionists 
was not prevented, but these were large-
ly ignored by the State� Only after the 
political transformation of 1977, when 
Menachem Begin, a former “Etzel” com-
mander, became Prime Minister, was this 
situation remedied� Fallen warriors from 
the revisionist underground movement 
gained national recognition, military 
tombstones were placed on their graves, 
national symbols were added to their me-
morial monuments (national flag, army 
emblem), and government officials at-
tended these sites on Memorial Day� 

Due to the unique nature of Israe-
li commemoration, it has never before 
been examined whether the historical 
opposition of the political left to rec-
ognize the contribution of right-wing 
movements to the establishment of the 
State have in fact been abated, mostly be-
cause each community tended to focus 
on its “own” memorial monuments� The 

Mount Eithan project was the first oppor-
tunity in which the ability to establish a 
national war memorial commemorating 
the pre-State era had been put to the test, 
requiring common agreement by all po-
litical movements in Israel� 

The most extreme opposition and ten-
sion centered around “the Resurrection 
Pavilion” – a wing within Mount Eithan 
that was supposed to be dedicated to the 
pre-State efforts prior to the establishment 
of the State and the Israel Defense Forc-
es (IDF)� The group of experts appoint-
ed to plan the concept of the Pavilion, 
representatives of the various museums 
commemorating the underground move-
ments and museums that had operated 
independently since the establishment of 
the State, fell almost instantly into past 
disagreements, as if 50 years had not 
elapsed since the events in question� 

The first confrontation took place 
over the question of the framing of the 
revisionist underground movements� 
“Hagana” and “Palmach” veterans in the 
group viewed themselves as “gatekeepers” 
whose role was to prevent the distortion 
of what they perceived as “historical fact,” 
demanding that the Mount Eithan guide 
books refer to members of the revisionist 
underground movements as “dissidents” 
and that it should be clearly stated that 
“These people refused to accept national 
order and did the unthinkable: established 
their own militias, and in fact acted as the-
orists, undermining the national efforts” 
(Resurrection Pavilion 1)� Conversely, the 
veterans of the revisionist movements 
demanded that the museum present 
their fallen warriors alongside those of 
the “Hagana,” claiming that the question 
should not be political and should be de-
void of any subjective-retroactive judg-
ment: who contributed to the resurrection 
of the State? Who fought? Who sacrificed? 

As expressed by one of their members: 
“We discussed the resurrection pavilion� 
By all means, the resurrection pavilion 
should teach that we all contributed to 
the resurrection of the State� Were we 
loyal to the authority of the official Zion-
ist leadership? Does it matter? The main 
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thing is the contribution to resurrection” 
(Resurrection Pavilion 13)�

5. The Begin Era: An Opportunity 
for Rehabilitation
A further disagreement concerned 

the commencement of commemoration, 
defining the historical period covered by 
the Resurrection Pavilion� This question 
is deeply rooted in the history of the State 
of Israel� Since the establishment of the 
State, the socialist establishment has 
preached that 29 November 1947 should 
be the official date on which the War of 
Independence began, the reason being 
that, prior to this date, the revisionist un-
derground movements fought against 
the British rule, a confrontation which 
the socialist establishment wished to ex-
clude from the history books and from 
the Israeli consciousness� Here, too, the 
“Hagana” representatives demanded that 
the Pavilion cover the War of Independ-
ence commencing on 29 November 1947 
since, to their understanding, all events 
that occurred before that not only were 
not a part of the war effort but were even 
detrimental to its success� Conversely, 
“Etzel” veterans claimed that “Etzel’s 
struggle against the British was a war of 
liberation against a foreign rule, and not, 
as has been written… terrorism against 
the British” (Avinoam 1994)� Their social-
ist counterparts responded to this letter as 
follows: “Their offenses against the Brit-
ish are a stain on the Zionist movement, 
and there was no reason to commemorate 
them or include them in Israel’s story of 
resurrection� At the most it could be men-
tioned as part of Jewish acts of fascism 
that went on at the time” (Resurrection 
Pavilion, Authors’ Interview 2016)�

But disagreements were not limited to 
defining the period of commemoration� 
Questions were also raised regarding the 
scope of the contribution of each under-
ground movement, with veterans of the 
“Hagana,” the largest of the pre-State un-
derground movements, emphasizing the 
balance of power between the organiza-
tions, while “Etzel” and “Lehi” veterans 
opposed the idea of presenting the size 
of the forces, alleging that it is quality 

and not quantity that determines the true 
contribution of their acts (Frank 1994)� 

Due to the parties’ inability to settle 
their differences on this matter, there 
was never a single document express-
ing the full agreement of all members 
of the Resurrection Pavilion committee, 
and many of them wrote to the Minis-
ter of Defense or to the Prime Minister 
declaring their wish to withdraw their 
participation in the committee due to 
unbridgeable disagreements� 

6. Conservatism vs. Post-Modernism
In 1992, when Yitzhak Rabin went into 

office as Prime Minister, Israel suddenly 
had a leftist government that signed the 
Oslo Accords (1993) and aspired to end 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict� Contrary 
to previous governments, this adminis-
tration included extensive representa-
tion of parties having neo-liberal, dovish, 
cosmopolitical and even post-nationalist 
positions� For instance, the Ministers of 
Education in that government were Shu-
lamit Aloni and, later, Yossi Sarid from 
the leftist “Meretz” Party, who believed in 
human rights, social activism and an an-
ti-militaristic critical pedagogy� This gov-
ernment, upon entering office, appointed 
new members to the Mount Eithan work 
teams, i�e� people identified with its gen-
eral worldview on peace, neo-liberalism 
and secularism� This, of course, led to 
further unsolvable disagreements�

6.1. Nationalism: Essentialist Truth 
or Social Construct?
To illustrate the extent of the commit-

ment of the Mount Eithan initiative to the 
nationalist idea as perceived in conserva-
tive Zionist thought, it is worthwhile to 
note that since the establishment of the 
Zionist movement in the late 19th centu-
ry, its founders have perceived it as a con-
tinuation of biblical Jewish history� Zion-
ist ideologists viewed the terms “people” 
and “nation” as objective and essential 
concepts which need to be empowered 
and disseminated through Zionist work� 
The new government established in 
1992 included, as aforesaid, members 
that held critical views toward the nation-
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alist idea in its republican form� This was 
expressed, for instance, in Shimon Pe-
res’ book The New Middle East, published 
during that period� In his book, Peres il-
lustrates his vision of Israel as a nation 
that would be above nationalism, with a 
place for “all citizens of the world” (Peres 
1994: 171)� Many of those appointed by 
the government that Peres was a part of 
expressed their rage and clear opposition 
to the idea that Mount Eithan would serve 
as a nation-building instrument, as had 
been the general direction of the commit-
tees since their formation in 1982� 

Back in 1982, when the then right-
wing government drafted the goals of 
the Mount Eithan initiative, it was stat-
ed that: “The period to be covered by the 
national center will include the people of 
Israel’s wars in the land of Israel since 
the time of Yehoshua Bin-Nun [biblical 
leader of the Israelites after Moses] to the 
beginning of the resurrection in present 
times” by creating “a historical continu-
um from biblical times and the heroism 
of the Maccabees” (Ideological Commit-
tee 1982)� Prof� Mordechai Gichon, one 
of the founders of military intelligence 
in the IDF and among Israel’s senior re-
searchers of military history and arche-
ology, was appointed head of the team 
responsible for carrying out these goals� 
Gichon requested that Mount Eithan be 
called the ‘National Center for Israel’s 
Wars’ and that a special pavilion illus-
trate the continuum of military history 
from biblical times to present times� To 
this end, he planned a number of wings, 
covering the wars of Israel in ancient 
times, in the times of the second temple, 
etc�, marking 27 military wars since the 
occupation of Jericho through to the be-
ginning of the modern period, all to be 
illustrated and commemorated at Mount 
Eithan� Furthermore, it was decided that 
the biblical story would be mentioned in 
a number of points on Mount Eithan, 
emphasizing the message that “[t]he land 
of Israel is the homeland of the Jewish 
people, and the Jewish people have re-
mained faithful to their land” (Ibid�)� The 
team also selected a number of events 

from the biblical period of judges and 
kings, the Hasmonean period and the 
Bar Kokhba revolt, all examples of nation-
alist wars, chosen for their “historical im-
portance and heroic message,” the pur-
pose of which would be to illustrate the 
connection between “the warriors of our 
times and past stories” and to frame “the 
consciousness journey of the Jewish war-
rior” (Museum Conceptualization 1994)� 

Naturally, committee members ap-
pointed by the Rabin-Peres administra-
tion could not accept this type of con-
ceptualization, perceived by them to be a 
nationalistic indoctrination� For instance, 
Prof� Irad Malkin, a historian who was 
asked to join the committee, wrote that 
Prof� Gichon’s propositions were a part 
of a “political manifest that consists of an 
outdated rhetoric and historical lie” and 
that “there is no historical presence and 
no historical continuity of combat from 
biblical times to present day” (Ibid�)� A 
similar position was expressed by Asa 
Kasher, a professor of philosophy, who 
during the Peres administration was 
asked to author the Israel Defense Forc-
es’ Code of Ethics, a code that ignited 
substantial anger from traditionalists for 
being a universalist-cosmopolitical code 
that defined Israel as a democratic and 
not a Jewish State, and did not include 
the value of “the love of Zion�” Moreover, 
Kasher had previously been one of the 
ideologists of a movement that supported 
the selective refusal of military service in 
Lebanon and was identified with Israel’s 
extreme left (Hauser 1997)� He too was 
invited to join the Mount Eithan commit-
tee, where he stated that “[t]he relation-
ship between the Jewish people and the 
land of Israel cannot be an underlying 
principle of the museum” (Meeting of 
the Academic Consulting Committee, 17 
August 1994, Mount Eithan File)� Kasher 
was joined in his position by writer Amos 
Oz, one of the leaders of the peace move-
ment and among the first opponents of 
war since 1982, who stated that “under 
no circumstances should a war be pre-
sented as if motivated by the memory of 
the Bible or the Holocaust” (Oz 1994)� 

israeL’s FaiLure to produce a nationaL War...Udi Lebel and Zeev Drori israeL’s FaiLure to produce a nationaL War...



50

 

6.2. War or Peace?
A further disagreement between the 

representatives of “the Oslo government” 
and those of the previous administration 
regarded the basic goals of Mount Eithan� 
The new members of the “site’s treas-
ures” team demanded that it be commit-
ted to a new purpose: “Presenting peace 
as a central goal of the Israeli people and 
the IDF, and demonstrating the hope that 
each war will be the last” (Publicity Leaflet 
1994)� Contrary to the original idea that 
the site would only demonstrate the val-
ues of combat and the memory of wars, 
they wished to teach that the ultimate 
purpose of sacrifice and fighting is peace� 
In line with this belief, the museum team 
decided that one of the wings to be built 
would be called “the Peace Gallery,” pre-
senting the various peace accords and ar-
mistice agreements signed by Israel and 
its neighbors, as well as historical quotes 
and sayings by Israel’s political and mil-
itary leaders in favor of peace� Semiotics 
researcher Dalia Gavrieli-Nuri referred to 
the peace discourse in Israeli society as 
an “oppressive discourse” (Gavrieli-Nuri 
2010)� It is identified with the Israeli left, 
and in the relevant era even parts of the 
Zionist left tended to avoid it (as a dis-
course, not a political aspiration)� During 
this period, many on Israel’s left began 
to perceive the Oslo peace accords signed 
between Israel and the PLO as having 
had no likelihood to lead to actual peace 
due to the PLO’s steadfast commitment 
to terrorism� In the context of Mount Ei-
than, many on the Israeli left attempted 
to diminish the “achievement” of the 
peace accords, while the political right 
demanded that victims of the ongoing 
conflict with the Palestinians be recog-
nized as “Oslo casualties,” thereby not 
only refusing to acknowledge the accords 
as a peace agreement but also presenting 
Israel’s leadership that signed them as 
victimizers responsible for the death of 
thousands� There were, of course, many 
representatives of the left who continued 
to perceive the Oslo Accords as peace 
agreements and who insisted that “The 
Peace Gallery” should be established as 

originally planned – both for the sake of 
historical precision as well as for the pur-
pose of promoting the discourse of peace 
in which they strongly believed� Sup-
porters of this idea wished to “[c]onvince 
critics that to justify the development of 
a strong IDF and the various military op-
erations since the establishment of the 
State, we need to achieve peace and se-
curity� The soldiers did not fight for the 
sake of fighting … the main goal and aspi-
ration is peace” (The Peace Gallery 2012)�

The representatives of the new admin-
istration believed that the establishment 
of Mount Eithan as a war museum was in 
contrast to the spirit of the Oslo Accords 
as it preserved militaristic values instead 
of replacing them with values of peace� 
They believed that this would lead to a 
situation in which instead of educating 
the young generation about peace, visit-
ing the site would educate them to love 
war and refuse to perceive it as a prob-
lem, thereby thwarting future peace ac-
cords� They demanded that at the end of 
the tour, in each pavilion dedicated to one 
of Israel’s wars, a way would be found to 
“[e]xpress the hope that this would be 
the last war,” emphasizing the “[h]eavy 
price of war and our continuous strive 
for peace, despite its price” (Ibid�)� Right-
wing members of the museum team as 
well as from the political arena argued in 
opposition to what they viewed as 

[a] distortion of the entire Israeli mil-
itary history … we have never fought for 
peace, we fought for our existence� We 
have never sent soldiers to battle and 
risked their lives for peace … it is a ma-
nipulation to present peace as a national 
aspiration worth dying for, and this actu-
ally happened during that period, when 
Palestinian terrorists murdered Jewish 
soldiers and civilians� We could not have 
agreed to this level of distortion� (The 
Peace Gallery 2012) 

6.3. War: An Epos of Heroism or Vic-
timhood?
A related issue involved the focus of 

the site on heroism and presenting fight-
ing as the foundation of Israeli heroiza-
tion� Some of the new members of the 
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various committees were not pleased 
with the connection between heroism 
and militarism and raised a number of 
proposals intended to “illustrate a differ-
ent face of the war experience, one that 
does not require heroization” (Museum 
Concept, April 1994)� Thus, for instance, 
these members demanded that the site 
also present the war experience while 
explaining “the misgivings and fears of 
a soldier in battle” (Ibid�) or the psycho-
logical effects of fighting – clear post-he-
roic representations� In this context, it 
is interesting to note that letters were 
received from bereaved parents whose 
sons did not fall in battle or military op-
erations (hence, there is no heroic story 
behind their death), who are the major-
ity of fallen soldiers (Lebel 2014)� These 
parents not only requested that the site 
should not focus on heroism but that it 
refrain from mentioning the circum-
stances of soldiers’ deaths� They asked 
that the site establish a policy of “equality 
among the fallen,” as “the very mention 
of their sons would provide support to 
the bereaved families” (Bereaved Parents, 
Correspondences, March 1994)� 

Representatives of anti-militaristic po-
litical groups expressed their clear oppo-
sition to the site’s focus on values of her-
oism and sacrifice� At the beginning of 
the 1980s, Israel began to be exposed to a 
culture of globalization, post-modernism 
and post-nationalism� This was expressed 
during the first Lebanon war (1982) 
when a number of new concepts were 
introduced into Israeli society: groups 
of bereaved parents protesting against 
continued war, soldiers and officers es-
tablishing military refusal movements, 
and most of all, the individual – whether 
a parent to a soldier, a bereaved parent or 
himself a soldier or fallen soldier – be-
came the center of public discourse� 

This trend, consisting of the victimiza-
tion of army-society relationships, is part 
of a political culture in which the soldier 
began to be perceived as a child whose 
parents must protect him from the army 
that may send him to his death, lead-
ing to the establishment of social move-

ments of parents to soldiers and mostly 
bereaved parents who now defined the 
death of soldiers as a social problem and 
cause for moral panic (Lebel and Roch-
lin 2009)� This, in turn, led to a growing 
tendency for the army to adopt post-he-
roic doctrines characterized by “casualty 
sensitivity�” It is a “discourse of trauma” 
that is centered on the victimization not 
of the collective, but the individual; not of 
the hero, but the victim� 

As stated above, Mount Eithan was 
intended to serve as Israel’s ultimate he-
roic site� Opposite Mount Herzl, where 
the nation’s civil leaders are buried, and 
Yad Vashem, representing the period of 
the Jewish people’s victimization, its ide-
ologists wished to establish Mount Ei-
than as a place of collective heroism in 
its republican sense� A place where the 
commemoration of soldiers would have 
a collective rather than a personal nature 
while praising the heroism of their ulti-
mate sacrifice� The semiotics of the place 
would thereby create a sense of commu-
nity, a sense representing the Israeli na-
tionhood� These two ideological attrib-
utes were criticized and opposed, leading 
to harsh confrontations involving percep-
tions of critical pedagogy intending to 
civilize society and opposing the militari-
zation of culture� Referring to such posi-
tions, Knesset member and army general 
(reserves) Ori Orr said: 

For the Jewish people in the State of Israel it is 
much easier to commemorate the Jew as vic-
tim� We have yet to find the way to commem-
orate the warrior Jew fighting for the resurrec-
tion of his land … we need to delve into the 
depth of the idea of the Jew that has fought and 
is still fighting for resurrection, and I fear… 
that still our conscience, after two thousand 
years of exile, has not given us the ability to 
stand and truly want to commemorate resur-
rection as it deserves to be commemorated … 
it cannot be that there is a “Yad Vasahem” mu-
seum to commemorate the Jew as victim but 
there is no museum or site to commemorate 
our resurrection since the onset of the Zionist 
movement until today� (Orr 1998)

He also opposed the connection be-
tween focusing on the ethos of heroism 
and accusing the initiative of excess mil-
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itarism: “We are not militaristic� Does 
the Jew hate war? … the Jew… recites a 
prayer for peace every single day … the 
consciousness and sacrifice have made 
victory possible… so that all our ill-wish-
ers shall know that they will not be victo-
rious over us … the project… will be… a 
memorial for that heroism” (Ibid�)�

6.4. Focusing on the Individual or 
on Society?
A further aspect of the disputes over 

the concept of Mount Eithan related to 
the question of whether the site should 
focus on society or the individual� These 
disputes were expressed in all discus-
sions regarding the site’s goals� Those in 
favor of focusing on the individual saw it 
mainly as a soldiers’ memorial site, while 
those who preached for a more social fo-
cus did not view personal commemora-
tion as being part of the site’s goals and 
instead opted for a social memorial site 
that would give national meaning to the 
wars fought by Israel� 

During the Menachem Begin admin-
istration, the two primary goals of the 
initiative were praise for the heroism in 
Israel’s military history and teaching vis-
itors of Israel’s various wars and military 
confrontations� Commemoration of the 
fallen was relegated to third place and 
sometimes even lower than that (Minis-
terial Committee on Symbols and Cere-
monies 1982)� Since the beginning of the 
1990s, official bereavement organiza-
tions have been formed (Yad Labanim – 
representing bereaved parents – and the 
IDF Widows and Orphans Organization) 
to ensure that the principal goal of Mount 
Eithan would be the commemoration of 
fallen soldiers� And in fact, in 1994, dur-
ing the Peres administration, the primary 
goal of the initiative was defined as fol-
lows: “To commemorate all the soldiers 
that have fallen in military operations or 
during their military or national service” 
(Goals and Purposes 1994)� One of the 
supporters of dedicating the site to the 
personal commemoration of the fallen 
was Prof� Asa Kasher, himself a bereaved 
father� Loyal to his views of opposing 
the transformation of the initiative into 

a national instrument per se, he stated 
that the site should be dedicated to the 
personal commemoration of the fallen 
soldiers, believing that this was the most 
effective strategy for “coping with forget-
ting and the erasure of memory … em-
phasizing the individual rather than the 
general level (Drori and Lebel 2005: 79)� 

Opposed to this approach were mem-
bers of the Steering Committee, who 
reminded everyone that the original 
purpose of the initiative was not to be a 
memorial for fallen soldiers that would 
improve the wellbeing of their families 
but the formation of a social ethos, in-
volving the development of a discourse 
on collective issues such as the meaning 
and discourse of sacrifice� Moshe Netzer, 
who chaired the Mount Eithan commem-
oration committee at the time, stated that 
as a bereaved father, it is enough for him 
that his son’s name is “displayed in other 
memorial sites” and that he believes that 
the uniqueness of Mount Eithan requires 
it to be “an official, national commemora-
tion site that will give a wider, more gen-
eral meaning to my son’s death” (Netzer 
1998)� Others mentioned that the Mount 
Eithan initiative was envisioned “because 
there are so many memorial monuments 
built by families, which are focused on 
the fallen, but there is no central, national 
place that focuses on society” (Bereaved 
Parents, Correspondences 1998)� 

Yet it appears that the individual ethos 
gained momentum among many of the 
decision-makers of the time� Even Reuven 
Rivlin, at the time a Knesset member on 
behalf of the Likud Party, who was among 
the strongest proponents in the Knesset 
for funding Mount Eithan, argued that 

the collective ceremonies and big words have 
been replaced by individual acquaintance and 
intimacy … young Israelis today are much 
more interested in the personal story of a pilot 
whose plane was bombed in the Suez canal, a 
tank crewman from in the Golan during the 
Yom Kippur War, a warrior from the Golani 
brigade who died in the Beaufort during the 
first war in Lebanon, or a navy commando 
man who died on the Lebanese shore…� The 
identification with the fallen, that amorphous 
concept… is much more difficult for today’s 
youth to grasp� (Rivlin 1998)
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For this reason he proposed that the Mount Ei-
than concept be updated so as “to relate to the 
Israeli’s of the mid 1990’s … with the personal 
stories of the fallen … this is how the Israelis of 
the 1990’s identify with the big national ethos, 
with the memory of the fallen…� Commemo-
ration in the 1990’s is breaking down the big 
words into personal details … and this is the 
importance of Mount Eithan” (Ibid�)� 

7. Historical Truth or National 
Myth?
In Israeli historical-sociological re-

search, the 1990s are considered form-
ative years for “historical revisionism�” 
Schools of thought referred to as “new 
sociology” or “new history” began stud-
ying Israel’s military past without hesi-
tating to challenge “sacred cows” while 
shattering many myths (Shapira 1995)� 
More and more studies published during 
those years presented theories that con-
tradicted past perceptions regarding the 
Israeli army, exposing operational fail-
ures, corruption, the abuse of prisoners, 
the expulsion of Palestinians, and more 
(Morris 1995)� This atmosphere perme-
ated the discussions of the Mount Eithan 
committees, especially in light of the de-
mands made by military commemora-
tion and heritage organizations, fearing 
‘new’ versions of history that would un-
dermine their own� 

Dr� Elad Peled, a Major General in the 
IDF reserves and a member of the team 
discussing the historical approaches of 
the Mount Eithan initiative, expressed 
his opinion that “[t]hings should not be 
whitewashed, even if they are difficult 
… a few generations from now the truth 
will be exposed and if it would become 
apparent that this type of museum has 
whitewashed history, they would not be-
lieve even the truthful things� We need 
to present the entire range of opinions, 
and the public will be the judge” (Peled 
1994)� Writer Amos Oz joined this po-
sition by saying that we must not lend a 
hand to “transforming the museum into 
an instrument of propaganda” (Oz 1994)� 
Even the agreement of many of the team 
members that the IDF’s history division 
would make the final decision in case of 

disagreements and disputes – clearly a 
conservative approach – did not palliate 
the old commemoration organizations, if 
only because until then no “official mili-
tary history” had been written in Israel, 
and the army’s history division had never 
exposed its research to the public� 

Using a range of strategies including 
discrete meetings with Prime Minis-
ters, Ministers of Defense and Knesset 
members, the publication of newspa-
per articles, and furious appearances in 
front of the Mount Eithan work teams, 
leaders of the military commemoration 
organizations worked to prove that the 
project was unnecessary� Heading these 
attempts were the leaders of various 
military commemoration organizations, 
including the Yad La-Shiryon memorial 
site for fallen soldiers from the armored 
corps, the Ammunition Hill national 
memorial site, the Paratroopers Herit-
age Association, the Association of the 
Intelligence Corps Community, the Air-
force Museum, the Givati Brigade Muse-
um, the Artillery Corps Association, the 
Engineering Corps Association, and the 
Communication Corps Association� All 
of these organizations were headed by 
retired Generals or current or past sen-
ior officials in the Ministry of Defense, 
who not only feared the loss of visitors 
who would prefer to visit Mount Eithan 
but also losing the foundation of their 
own versions of national consciousness 
and historical truth� Israeli military his-
tory is laden with many events, the ne-
cessities of which are under continuous 
dispute between various military corps 
or divisions� The members of the Mount 
Eithan Steering Committee decided that 
it would be “a site of open dialogue that 
will encourage research on security relat-
ed topics while presenting a pluralistic 
variety of opinions and attitudes towards 
the historical materials” (Presentations 
1995)� When this goal was revealed to the 
heads of the commemoration organiza-
tions, this only served to accelerate their 
opposition to the project, as up to that 
time the controversial archives of battles 
had not been exposed to the public and 
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no official institution acted to encourage 
this type of military research� 

8. A Hierarchy of Heroism
A further issue that caused the heads 

of the commemoration organizations to 
perceive Mount Eithan as a threat was the 
influence of its future establishment of 
the “hierarchy of bereavement” or “hier-
archy of Israeli heroism” within the pub-
lic consciousness� The commemoration 
organizations represented military corps 
and divisions that are associated with Is-
rael’s political and financial elites, a fact 
that had helped them to obtain budg-
ets and gain increased visibility for the 
commanders and fallen soldiers of the 
corps commemorated by them� The es-
tablishment of Mount Eithan could have 
disrupted this trend� As explained by 
Shevach Weiss, the Knesset Chairperson 
at the time, in a Knesset discussion on 
the opposition of the commemoration or-
ganizations toward the project, “the estab-
lishment of equality among the dead and 
equality among the bereaved families is 
a central concern … there are more pres-
tigious corps … there are centers of com-
memoration for various groups that may 
be considered elitist, maybe they also had 
an easier time raising the money� Here we 
are concerned maybe with the common 
people” (Weiss 1997)� He was joined by 
reserve army General Ori Orr who stated 
in the same discussion that “8000 IDF 
soldiers who died since the establishment 
of the State have no memorial site� Why? 
Because they were not part of the stronger 
corps like the Air Force, Armored Corps, 
Paratroopers, and others” (Orr 1998b)�

Silvan Shalom, Knesset member and 
deputy Minister of Defense at the time, 
told the Knesset members after the project 
was canceled that its cancellation was not 
a result of anti-militarist, anti-chauvinist, 
or anti-nationalist opposition, but rather 
the opposition of those who were alleged-
ly the ideological partners for cultural mil-
itarism in Israel: “The greatest opposition 
to Mount Eithan did not come from the 
Ministry of Finance but from all those oth-
er commemoration sites scattered across 
the country … they acted and sent letters 

and did everything to prevent the project 
from happening” (Shalom 1998)�

9. Abandonment of the Mount Ei-
than Initiative and the establish-
ment of a “National Memorial 
Hall for Israel’s Fallen”
Initially, the Mount Eithan initiative 

was presented as a reflection of the na-
tional Israeli-Zionist consensus� On one 
of the occasions in which the Knesset 
once again voted for a legislative bill to 
fund the initiative, Ori Orr presented the 
decision as one that expressed “[t]he na-
tional agreement, the consensus on the 
importance of Mount Eithan�” The ap-
proval of the bill was received by a round 
of applause from the Knesset Plenum 
balcony (Knesset Meeting 171, January 
27, 1998)� However, and as illustrated 
above, even if there had been a national 
consensus on the importance of Mount 
Eithan, there was none concerning its 
conceptualization, a fact that ultimately 
led to its cancellation� 

On 9 September 1997, the govern-
ment of Israel decided to cancel the 
Mount Eithan project� Minister of Fi-
nance Yaakov Neeman explained that “[a]
ll of the basic work done is being kept 
and will be maintained in a format that 
would facilitate its use at any time in fu-
ture” (Neeman 1998)� This was the first 
but not the last time that the government 
of Israel declared the cancellation of the 
initiative� In later years, various govern-
ment administrations attempted to res-
urrect the project� One of the project’s 
managers explained why it was canceled: 

It’s true that the cancellation of the initiative 
can be attributed to financial reasons or others, 
but in practice – it was a ‘political swamp’ – a 
no-win situation� Any decision by any govern-
ment would have ignited the fury of parties 
that no one wants to be perceived as their en-
emy: bereaved families or decorated warriors, 
commemoration organizations of army corps 
or decorated generals� So everyone preferred 
not to decide, not on the conceptual level and 
not on the matter of the identity of the com-
memorated, or any other areas, leading in 
practice to the cancellation of the project� No 
one predicted the outrage and struggles that 
this initiative would lead to� All of a sudden 
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the entire world of commemoration and me-
morials became a world of conflict, politics, 
disputes … who needs it? Maybe the idea was 
good, but it caused the exact opposite� (Man-
agement 2015) 

His words correspond with those of Is-
raeli poet Haim Guri, who had expressed 
his opinion of the project three years pre-
viously� Guri believed that the initiative 
was a “social and political minefield,” ex-
plaining that “[r]egarding such concepts 
as ‘the release of Jerusalem,’ ‘the release 
of the territories,’ ‘the occupied territo-
ries’… who has the authority to rule what 
is right and what is wrong? … how can we 
prevent the transformation of a place that 
should represent consent, into a place 
that is entirely disputed [especially when] 
everyone is entitled for representation?” 
(Drori and Lebel 2005: 5)�

In April 2012 the government of Is-
rael approved the establishment of a 
“National Memorial Hall,” budgeted at 
NIS 40 million� This was a return to the 
Mount Eithan idea, albeit a somewhat 
more modest one� This time the initia-
tive was supposed to be limited to com-
memorating all fallen soldiers without 
dealing with historical contexts, values, 
or narratives about the past� The Ministry 
of Defense had already selected the archi-
tects to design the project and stated that 
the works were about to begin� However, 
immediately following the publication of 
the press release reporting the project’s 
initiation, families of civilians killed in 
terror attacks appealed to the Supreme 
Court, alleging that as the Ministry of 
Defense was the initiator of the project, 
clearly those who would be commemo-
rated by it would be soldiers, not civilians 
murdered by terrorists� In parallel, many 
social organizations protested that while 
Israel’s welfare policy was crumbling, 
there was no justification to invest funds 
in unnecessary military monuments� 

The initiative was delayed for an in-
definite period of time� Eventually, in 
2018, next to Mount Herzl in Jerusalem, 
as a replacement to the Mount Eithan 
project, without much prior warning or 

planning, the government inaugurated a 
“National Memorial Hall for Israel’s Fall-
en” – a structure made of thousands of 
bricks, each engraved with the name of 
a fallen soldier and their date of death� 
This “semiotic reduction” (Popova, 2004; 
Rahman and Mahdi, 2014; Dimitriadis, 
2017) of memory consists of avoiding any 
feature which may create disagreements 
and lead to disputes� Had the texts also 
included the name of the battle or war, 
this would have led to disputes, as each 
community allocates different names to 
specific wars and battles� Even including 
the place of death would have led to a po-
lemic – would it be Judea and Samaria? 
The Western Bank? The occupied ter-
ritories? Therefore, in view of all these 
possible semiotic, rhetoric, and linguistic 
struggles – which are nothing but a cap-
sule that contained not only the politics 
of Israeli memory but also the fragmenta-
tion of Israeli society –, decision-makers 
ultimately chose to abandon the Mount 
Eithan initiative, replacing it with a site 
that tells no story and therefore cannot 
serve as a place of memorialization or 
commemoration for Israeli society, only 
as a collection of bricks engraved with 
names and dates� As such, it is desolate 
and devoid of narrative, rhetoric, and 
semiotic values for Israel’s public space� 
Although it was intended to “whitewash” 
memory struggles, in reality it white-
washes memory itself so that it is finally 
completely concealed�

10. Concluding Reflections
This paper followed an initiative that 

began in 1974 when the government of 
Israel launched the Mount Eithan initia-
tive: a plan for the construction of a na-
tional-military memorial site, following 
years in which communities, organiza-
tions, towns, and military brigades had 
engaged in independent spontaneous 
channels for creating collective memory 
and commemorating their fallen soldiers� 
Although these initiatives always main-
tained a “national language,” this was 
done within exclusive spaces that enabled 
the creation of semiotic autonomy (Joslyn 
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1998; Raudsepp and Ventsel 2020) and 
discursive sovereignty (Scott 1996)� 

Contrary to bottom-up initiatives by 
communities, NGOs, towns, or military 
brigades commemorating their fallen, the 
proposed site aimed to create a uniform 
narrative of Israel’s military history, com-
plete with cultural content and museums 
depicting Israel’s wars and commemo-
rating its fallen through a representative 
national center for education purposes, 
diplomacy, ceremonies, and commemo-
ration� In discourse research, such a chal-
lenge entails what Merrel (2014) referred 
to, following the semiotics of Charles S� 
Pierce (1994), as “an all-inclusive semi-
otic sphere�” The failure of the initiative 
and the way in which politicians worked 
to create an alternative commemoration 
space can serve to illustrate the semiotics 
and rhetoric of nationhood in the com-
munal and fragmental era of the State of 
Israel, and maybe even beyond it�

Hannah Arendt pointed to the etymo-
logical link between “author” and “au-
thority (Arendt 1977: 91-141), and Roland 
Barthes declared the “death of the author” 
and the birth of the reader – or a transi-
tion of power from the writer of the text to 
its interpreter (Barthes, 1977)� The pres-
ent study could have pointed to (Israeli) 
society refusing to accept the authority 
who would write its national story, but 
this would not be completely true� The 
Israeli language of memory does not lack 
authority and therefore is not devoid of its 
story� However, both its authority and its 
story are communal� Community semiot-
ics links individuals with national semi-
otics� The ultimate failure of the Mount 
Eithan project lies in the belief that this 
mediation between the individual and the 
nation can be discarded� The nation is 
able – and in fact this ultimately occurred 
– to create a bureaucratic index of names 
and dates� Beyond that, it does not have 
the legitimacy to form a language, narra-
tive, discourse, or memory� This would be 
done for it, or on its behalf, by the com-
munity, by each individual and their own 
epistemic community (Lebel and Orkibi 
2019)� In fact, the failure of the Mount 

Eithan initiative serves as testimony that 
the nation state needs national discourse 
communities in order to maintain and 
preserve itself through crises and chal-
lenges not only on the symbolic but also 
the political and civil levels� 
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For Baisakhi Chakraborti, a routine 
bus journey from her departmental of-
fice at a North American University in 
November 2018 turned into “nothing 
short of a nightmare”�1 Oblivious to her 
surroundings and with the deceptive as-
surance that the school bus was a safe 

1 The subject’s original name has been changed to protect her privacy� This excerpt is from a conversation I had 
with her on 10 January 2019� Names of all social media users have been changed for privacy reasons�

space, she was in the middle of an ani-
mated conversation with her colleagues 
about the current state of Indian politics 
when she was rudely interrupted� This 
was before the recently concluded Lok 
Sabha elections in May 2019 when Nar-
endra Modi was re-elected as the Prime 
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Minister of India for another 5-year term� 
Baisakhi had referred to the rise of Hin-
du vigilantism when she was belligerent-
ly interrupted by a group of young men, 
presumably from the same university� 
They accused her of spreading lies and 
misinformation about her country� Soon 
after, she got off the bus, too scared to en-
gage with this unexpected burst of vitriol� 
This was only the beginning of targetted 
social media attacks�

In another incident that took place on 
a different scale, on 23 April 2018, an In-
dian journalist, Rana Ayyub, found her-
self trapped in a targeted viral social me-
dia hate campaign� Ayyub, who had been 
targeted many times before for her Mus-
lim identity and her often critical con-
demnations of India’s government, was 
not unfamiliar with the online ecosystem 
of hate campaigns� However, this time 
she became the victim of “an online lynch 
mob” (Chatterjee 2018)� This targeted, 
online blitzkrieg was prompted by a com-
munally charged fake tweet in her name 
from a Twitter handle posing as the offi-
cial account of Republic TV (a prominent 
right-wing media channel in India)� Soon 
after, a pornographic video with her face 
morphed on it was relentlessly circulated 
on social media platforms like Facebook 
and Twitter alongside the personal details 
of her address and phone number� More 
recently, on 3 July 2020, in the aftermath 
of another violent encounter between 
militants and security personnel in Kash-
mir’s Sopore region, Ayyub spoke out 
against the unlawful killing of a 65-year-
old man, Bashir Ahmed Khan� She was 
again inundated with hate messages 
online; a Twitter account called ‘Hindu 
Rashtra’ (Hindu Nation) reminded her 
of Gauri Lankesh—a journalist who was 
shot dead in 2017 (Taskin 2020)�

2 Some of the accounts appeared to be generated by generic online bots�
3 By ‘traditional representations of manliness’, I am specifically alluding to socialized as well as culturally idealized 
representations of heteronormative masculinities, such as personality traits that refer to initiative, risk-taking, and 
physical prowess, among other things (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Reeser 2011)�
4 This article mainly provides a study of masculinities as a heuristic to understand the online architecture� For 
security reasons, the names of personal profiles have been changed� 

1. Methodology
From October 2018 to the months 

leading up to the general election from 11 
April 2019 to 23 May 2019, I performed 
a close reading of both official and per-
sonal Twitter accounts� I first singled out 
the Twitter accounts that had specifically 
participated in disseminating the initial 
false tweet and the pornographic video 
ascribed to Rana Ayyub in 2018� I first 
traced the DailyO news report, which had 
shared Rana Ayyub’s tweet, to find the 
troll accounts� Some of these accounts 
appeared to be defunct or bot accounts� 
However, this search rendered a perva-
sive online digital ecosystem where I 
repeatedly noticed similar online behav-
ioral patterns� Out of the first hundred ac-
counts that came up with the initial tweet, 
ninety-two of them belonged or appeared 
to belong to men�2 While Baisakhi’s virtual 
abusers were more toned down in terms 
of their abusive rhetoric, the comments 
on Rana Ayyub’s profile on every tweet 
reflected a persistent toxic culture of on-
line vitriol� Several investigative media 
reports further confirm that global digital 
trolls overwhelmingly turn out to be men 
(Gudipaty 2017; Megarry 2014)� An ex-
amination of these Twitter accounts and 
their general online behavioral patterns 
revealed an over-reliance on images and 
text that can be attributed to traditional 
representations of ‘manliness�’3 Due to 
the frequent nature of their occurrence 
and similar replicative patterns, I have 
parsed these traits to launch an analysis 
of masculinities in the Indian digital eco-
system� By way of evidence, I draw from 
a multi-disciplinary corpus, moving from 
an investigative account by the journalist 
Swati Chaturvedi (2016) to official BJP 
social media campaigns and to scanning 
Twitter for a close reading of accounts4 
that regularly participate in trolling�
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Following the available scholarship on 
Hindutva masculinities (Banerjee, 2005; 
Chakraborty 2011; Vijayan 2019), my 
work primarily locates Hindutva mascu-
linities in the contemporary Indian dig-
ital ecosystem, attending to its semiotic 
dissemination in both real and virtual 
spaces� In the first section, I trace the par-
ticular constituents of Modi’s hyper-mas-
culine figuration, evident from his con-
stant social media use� I note how he has 
emerged as the perfect embodiment of 
a traditional ideal of Hindu masculinity, 
highlighting how his digitally mediated 
masculine persona results from careful 
semiotic branding� I then unpack the na-
ture of its processual rendering by both 
individual and collective economies by 
considering the role of pre-planned affect 
and semiotics in the dissemination of the 
Modi masculinity brand� It is necessary 
to note here that I have used masculini-
ties mainly as a heuristic to observe dom-
inant practices in the digital ecosystem� 
More specifically, I note how digitally 
mediated masculinities are produced 
through a pre-planned affective deploy-
ment, further enabling the construction 
of a vigilante public culture� 

2. Vigilante Nation and Hindutva 
Masculinity
While the above two incidents appear 

to be isolated cases with varying degrees 
of harassment, they only provide a mi-
croscopic glance of what seems to be 
a seamless continuum in Indian digi-
tal space, regardless of the specificity of 
the geographical location� Additionally, 
contemporary Indian public spaces (so-
cial, political, real, virtual) are inundated 
by visual codes and semiotic cues that 
demonstrate solid allegiance to Hindu 
iconography� From pictures of Ram and 
Hanuman to the ubiquitous usage of the 
color saffron and repeated exhortations to 

5 The issue related to the Sabarimala Temple in Kerala rendered visible the entrenched patriarchy of Hindu reli-
gious laws which restrict the entry of women into temples� In September 2018, the Supreme Court lifted the ban 
on the entry of menstruating women to the temple, citing the practice as illegal and unconstitutional� This sparked 
nationwide protests against the verdict by millions of devotees of the Sabarimala deity who saw the Supreme Court 
verdict as a violation of their religious beliefs (Babu 2019)�

a revisionist history delineating a mythi-
cal Hindu past, images and texts actively 
abound in the public imagination, affec-
tively generating Hindutva and, in turn, 
the Hindu Rashtra (Hindu nation) as the 
default logic and end-goal of contempo-
rary governance� Though Hindutva is by 
no means synonymous with Hinduism, 
right-wing leaders and their followers 
(both local and global) have ensured that 
they appear as a singular, uniform entity 
(Banaji 2018)� From the Sabarimala Tem-
ple issue of 20185 to cow-vigilantes lynch-
ing Muslim butchers on the suspicion 
that they were trading beef, to the recent-
ly resolved Babri Masjid issue (November 
2019), where the Supreme Court per-
mitted a Hindu temple to be built on the 
same site as the previously demolished 
mosque—there is a repeated adherence 
to Hindutva as the governing logic, right 
down to the granular details at every level�

It is important to note here that Hin-
dutva is not a monolithic cultural con-
struct (Banerjee 2005); it has undergone 
several mutations according to its cul-
tural context’s specificity� Though some 
organizations are depicted as key ancil-
laries of the Hindu right like the Rashtri-
ya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the Vish-
wa Hindu Parishad (VHP), and current 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP), there are some 
tactical, ideological differences between 
them; however, all these organizations 
present a formidable meeting ground 
of Brahmanical patriarchy with virulent 
nationalism� Excessive militarization is 
the sine qua non of these nationalist or-
ganizations, situating violence and the 
masculinist logic of decisive leadership 
as the structure of Hindutva nationalism� 
Initially mobilized by Vinayak Savarkar 
in the 1920s, Hindutva is a religious-po-
litical ideology that identifies the creation 
of a Hindu nation as its ultimate goal (Ba-
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nerjee 2005)� This logic is emboldened 
by technological affordances,made acces-
sible in neoliberal India, which further 
promote the politics of hurt and religious 
divides against Muslim minorities  cul-
tivating a pervasive atmosphere of hate 
(Appadurai 2019)�  The politics of hate is 
then affectively translated as aspirational 
in contemporary India�

In my consideration of contempo-
rary Hindutva masculinity, I highlight 
the diffuse processes of networked ex-
change which translate Hindutva into a 
“mediating discourse by its own right” 
(Reddy 2011), consistently presenting it-
self as the bedrock of Narendra Modi’s 
projected narrative of a Hindu Rashtra� 
In the following sections, I draw atten-
tion to both personalized and collective 
official, state-sanctioned social media 
transactions and the circulation of semi-
otic codes that enable the production of a 
vigilante public culture in real and virtu-
al spaces� The group of young men who 
interrupted Baisakhi and the online mob 
who trolled Rana Ayyub belong to these 
“vigilante publics” (Banaji 2018)—gener-
ating a consensus for a majoritarian Hin-
dutva discourse, mobilized by the present 
BJP and its cultural ideologue, the RSS�

3. “Modi Hai Toh Mumkin Hai”: So-
cial Media Transactions and Af-
fordances
Detailed scholarly ethnographic ac-

counts show how mediated images, 
texts, and audiovisual content have been 
historically deployed by the BJP and RSS 
since their inception to enable a nation-
alist Hindu project by culturally indoctri-
nating everyday consumers in their polit-
ical agenda� Central to this dissemination 
is the idea of a composite Hindu identity 
that fosters modes of belonging and rec-
ognition of a primordial grand narrative 
of secure Hindu supremacy� Scholars 

6 Narendra Modi conducts a monthly broadcast called ‘Mann Ki Baat’ (roughly translated as ‘Voice from the Heart’) 
through All India Radio� Since television is not available all over India, radio was selected for maximum outreach� 
Through this program, Modi conveys his ideas directly to the general population�
7 I use the phrase ‘neoliberal India’ to hint at the growing disparity between the rich and poor in India� BJP came 
into power with the agenda of ‘development’ which they hoped to achieve through more foreign investment and 
neoliberal economic policies—which essentially meant more privatization and access to global markets through 

have focused on the visual landscape 
(Brosius 2005), the internet (Lal 2014; 
Jaffrelot and Therwath 2012; Udupa 
2018; Sinha 2017), and traditional media 
artifacts like state-sponsored television 
channels (Rajagopal 1994)� 

The 2014 Lok Sabha elections saw 
an unprecedented use of social media 
campaigning through which voters were 
mobilized to support Narendra Modi, 
the prime ministerial candidate� Modi is 
known for his active participation on var-
ious social media platforms� His engage-
ment on Twitter in the form of personal-
ized political broadcasting, endorsement, 
and self-promotion has become central 
to the management of his public persona 
(Govil and Baishya 2018)� This persona is 
carefully calibrated to promote a visually 
inclusive space through the dissemina-
tion of personalized messages in the form 
of the monthly program ‘Mann Ki Baat’6 
(Voice to the Heart), which is first deliv-
ered on the radio and then shared across 
various digital platforms� Unlike previ-
ous Indian leaders, Modi does not con-
duct press conferences—in doing so, he 
has effectively deregulated mainstream 
media and unequivocally endorsed alter-
nate digital channels of communication� 
Modi’s usage of technology, social media, 
and popular culture is integral to the pro-
cessual rendering of his public image as 
deeply personal (Rai 2019)�

Much of the semiotics of this social 
media branding is focused on projecting 
his image as decisive and unflinching, in-
flected with a brash aspirational machis-
mo� Modi framed himself as the deliverer 
from Congress party’s corruption through 
the projection of the Swaach Bharat (Clean 
India) campaign, announcing himself as 
the ultimate mascot of development or 
vikas for neoliberal India (Srivastava 2015; 
Jaffrelot 2015)�7 The theatrical semiotics 
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of his political campaign on social media 
engendered a brand of populist politics, 
uniformly integrating disparate public 
cultures underlined by class caste intona-
tions into a singular ideological construc-
tion� This discursive branding of him as 
an ideal leader is initiated through an in-
novative mix of Hindutva protectionism 
and developmental rhetoric�

Through popular sloganeering and 
simplistic rabble-rousing messaging like 
“India First” and “Make in India,”8 Modi 
has dominated public discourse as the 
ultimate embodiment of a leader who 
stands for a bold national character, dar-
ing to deliver the country from parasitic 
elite figures that cling illegitimately to 
power (Sinha 2017)� While Modi’s 2014 
electoral victory capitalized on the an-
ti-incumbency wave against Congress, 
which was the ruling party before 2014, 
in 2019 the rallying cry was “Congress 
mukt Bharat” (Congress-free India) and 
the popular ‘chowkidar’ (watchman) cam-
paign� The Congress party failed to secure 
10% of the seats (55) in the Lok Sabha, 
leaving the present government without 
an official opposition party� The BJP alone 
won 303 seats and 353 seats in total with 
the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)�

Complementing the developmental 
rhetoric of 2014 with increased empha-
sis on national security, the BJP’s 2019 
election campaign mobilized muscular 
Hindu nationalism as its key ancillary� I 
want to draw attention to the semiotics 
of popular electoral campaign rhetoric, 
publicly visible through Modi’s and the 
BJP’s official social media accounts: a 
case in point would be the much-publi-
cized ‘chowkidar’ campaign�

Modi announced the ‘chowkidar’ cam-
paign for the upcoming Lok Sabha elec-
tions on his official Twitter account on 16 
March 2019� He followed this announce-
ment with a four-minute video clip, which 
immediately started trending on Twitter� 
Featuring Indian citizens from all walks 
of life—from peasants to corporate pro-

‘minimum government, maximum governance’ (a popular election slogan)�
8 Both of these slogans render visible the explicitly nationalistic imperative of the current administration�

fessionals and women dancers in tradi-
tional, regional attire—, everyone was 
seamlessly interpellated to the lyrical ca-
dence of ‘main bhi chowkidar hoon’ (‘I too 
am a watchman’)� Immediately following 
this campaign’s launch, Indian social me-
dia resonated with renewed fervor, with 
BJP supporters and ministers adding 
the prefix ‘chowkidar’ to their social me-
dia handles� While mapping the Twitter-
sphere at this point, I noticed most of the 
social media accounts who had actively 
participated in the trolling of Rana Ayyub, 
on several accounts, had also added the 
prefix ‘chowkidar’ to their handles�

This campaign can be regarded as 
a demonstrative example of Narendra 
Modi’s reliance on social media� A closer 
inspection of the signs and symbols per-
taining to this campaign and other pop-
ular campaigns undertaken by the BJP 
during the last five years, from Modi’s 
father-daughter selfie campaign to ‘Modi 
hai toh mumkin hai’ (‘It is only possible 
with Modi’), reveals a persistent invoca-
tion of desirable Hindu masculinity� This 
is visible through the consistent patterns 
deployed in the semiotics of the official 
political messaging in the ‘chowkidar’ 
campaign: repeated calls to militarize 
and collectively organize to protect the 
nation and capitulate to Modi’s vision� A 
snippet from the video of this campaign 
featured Modi on a tank dressed in army 
clothes� This image was relentlessly cir-
culated across all social media platforms� 
Gesturing to conflated discourses of pro-
tectionism and patriotism, as articulated 
through the figure of the watchman—
someone who stands guard— a particu-
lar brand of Hindu masculinity was dis-
cursively injected into the national public 
sphere� This construction is twofold: the 
watchman is virtuous/patriotic and ag-
gressive/militaristic—with Modi as the 
perfect embodiment of both these qual-
ities� Widespread, digitally mediated cir-
culation further enables an idealized rep-
resentation of Hindu masculinity, which 
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is then affectively cast as aspirational� In 
the following sections, I track popular in-
stantiations of the semiotics of this dis-
cursive deployment vis-à-vis official BJP 
social media accounts and personalized 
responses to them�

4. Key Regulators of Hindu Mas-
culinities and its Affective De-
ployment
While seemingly abstract and expan-

sive in scope (what is masculinity?), the 
term becomes more recognizable when 
analyzed for its iterations or performances 
(Butler 1988)� The appearance of mascu-
linities then becomes familiar when seen 
in the light of its manifestations through 
speech (verbal as well as non-verbal acts), 
embodied behavioral patterns, gestures, 
and seemingly projected dominance 
against its perceived antithesis, feminin-
ity (Srivastava 2015)� Its hegemony is fur-
ther emboldened through various chan-
nels such as the state and its mechanisms, 
laws and regulations, family, popular 
culture, and media� Among these, media 
and its various ramifications remain the 
most formidable and prolific site for the 
transmission and circulation of global 
and local ideas of masculinities (Athique 
2012)� This was clearly visible in the Lok 
Sabha elections in 2014 and 2019� 

A 2019 study by the University of Ox-
ford identified India among 70 nations 
where the government has deployed 
“cyber troops” for social media manip-
ulation� This study identified Indian cy-
ber troops as “medium-capacity,” which 
means they are full-time employees hired 
to control public online information 
(Sirur 2019)� Indian investigative reports 
have noted that Modi has a team of “150 
paid social media influencers hired by PR 
companies, according to an insider who 
is photographed with the prime minister 
at various times” (Ninan 2019)� These 
influencers run Facebook pages and 
WhatsApp groups, which relentlessly 
spread fake news, doctored videos, pho-
toshopped images, and paid news�

Investigative journalist Swati 
Chaturvedi’s 2016 book I Am a Troll 
puts forward a revelatory account of the 

organized social media presence be-
hind the enduring success of the BJP� 
Chaturvedi notes that the overwhelming 
majority of these social media influenc-
ers, who could be defined as committed 
Modi Bhakts, are men hailing from most-
ly semi-urban, lower-middle-class back-
grounds (2016: 81)� Neoliberal consump-
tion, with its easy access to affordable 
smartphones and internet connections, 
has fostered a “distinctly middle-class 
discourse which has gained prominence 
since the urban middle-class constitutes 
a major group of Internet users in India” 
(Udupa 2018)� These influencers gener-
ate specific iterations of digital Hindu 
masculinities to write the nation into be-
ing through a combination of affect and 
publicly endorsed religious, socio-politi-
cal discourse� Pre-planned affect is thus 
retooled through increased digital con-
sumption to foreground an “affectively 
charged ideal of communicative immedi-
acy” (Govil and Baishya, 2018)�

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) famously 
described affect as something that exists 
“beyond subjectivity” existing at the pre-
subjective level, free from discourse or 
language (Reeser 2017)� Susanna Paas-
onen’s (2019) work on networked affect 
studies the capacity of bodies to affect 
and be affected by one another, stating 
that affect cuts across and joins together 
bodies human and nonhuman, organic 
and machine, material and conceptual, 
of flesh and of thought� The collective af-
fective economy of networked affect are 
always in transition, moving in between 
bodies (both material and virtual)� This is 
key to the semiotics of the affective de-
ployment of masculinities by social me-
dia influencers and ‘cyber-troops�’

Chaturvedi further reveals that among 
the Twitter handles followed by Modi, 26 
accounts “routinely sexually harass, make 
death threats and abuse politicians from 
other parties and journalists with special 
attention given to women, minorities and 
Dalits” (2016: 6)� All these handles pro-
fess religious and/or national sentiments, 
ranging from ‘proud Hindu’ or other vari-
ations like ‘garvit hindu’ to ‘desh bhakt’ (lit-
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erally, ‘devoted to the nation’) and ‘Bharat 
mata ki jai’ (‘long live Mother India’)�9 
They also identify themselves as ‘blessed 
to be followed by the prime minister of 
India�’ Far from distancing himself from 
these people, Modi legitimized their troll-
ing activities by inviting them to a selec-
tive meet-and-greet under the banner of 
‘Digital Sampark,’ held at his official resi-
dence on 1 July 2015 (The Quint 2015)�

As is evident from the online trolling 
of Rana Ayyub, women who openly criti-
cize Modi and the BJP’s exhortation of a 
Hindu Rashtra are subjected to violent or-
ganized trolling by Hindutva proponents� 
Repeated sexualized trolling in the form 
of rape threats and online doxing results 
in many women closing their accounts 
and choosing to stay away from any kind 
of social media engagement� Mohan 
(2015) identifies these influencers as In-
ternet Hindus: bloggers and tweeters who 
are fierce supporters of Hindu national-
ism, people who cohere in digital spaces 
to generate opinions passed off as pithy 
truisms� Their activities include sharing 
memes, posts, and videos in support of 
Modi, consistently ridiculing Rahul Gan-
dhi, sharing posts calling for the protec-
tion of cows and banning burkhas for 
‘security’ reasons, and sharing the false 
propaganda of love jihad�10 The sheer 
force and gravity of the consistent mes-
saging and its related semiotics produce 
truths out of unverified, misrepresented, 
incomplete data points that take on the 
semblance of factual certitude� 

People who dare to question these 
facts are routinely denounced as ‘sicku-
lar,’ ‘libtards’ or ‘presstitutes’ (derogatory 
terms directed at liberal-left journalists)�11 
Special hashtags targeting journalists 
deemed anti-Modi are created every day� 
Thousands of tweets are then rapidly sent 
out in quick progression by these cyber 
troops—each of whom has thousands of 

9 These handles visibly demonstrate love and devotion for the nation and are meant to be read as signposts for their 
ideological allegiance to the creation of a Hindu nation�
10 ‘Love jihad’ is a term that has come to be pejoratively associated with Muslims since 2014� It refers to the act 
of feigning love for non-Muslim women by Muslim men with the agenda of converting them to the Islamic faith�
11 Chaturvedi also points out that not every one of these trolls believed in Modi—some were also doing it for money�

followers� Sometimes tweets are generat-
ed through active bots, thereby amassing 
online consumers as a cognate around 
politically charged keywords� 

In the following section, I examine 
the semiotics of the affectively modulat-
ed processes engaged in the transmis-
sion of masculinities through the repeat-
ed sharing of crudely composed memes, 
social media bios, and virulent hashtags� 
I also circle back to the opening inci-
dents to highlight how bodies (virtual 
or physical) are transformed after com-
ing into contact with the premeditated 
affective intensities, like the ‘chowkidar’ 
campaign deployed by the current BJP 
government in India�

5. Anatomy of Official ‘Internet 
Hindus’
For a closer study, I singled out Twit-

ter accounts from Modi’s list of followers 
who, at first glance, did not appear to be 
profiles of public personalities� Most of 
these accounts mention that they are be-
ing followed by Narendra Modi and the 
BJP President, Amit Shah� For instance, 
I came across an account named Rajiv 
Sharma—his Twitter bio described him 
as an RSS follower, graphic designer, 
student, social media strategist, cricket 
enthusiast, and ‘blessed to be followed 
by PM Modi and Amit Shah’—with over 
37,000 followers� His profile picture, pre-
sumably his portrait, revealed a strapping 
youth, flexing muscles in a tight shirt and 
Ray-Ban sunglasses� From direct Islamo-
phobic content to shared images of rows 
of muscular men wielding sticks, his 
newsfeed revealed a dominance of an ex-
clusively male homosocial space� Under 
his tweets, the comment threads indicat-
ed a frequent male readership, while he 
retweeted images shared by other men 
with common hashtags as captions� All 
these accounts were collectively engaged 



68

 

in the dissemination of socio-cultural 
idioms that have previously been weap-
onized and imbued with an exclusive 
Hindu consciousness by the BJP and 
their cultural ideologue, the RSS� 

It becomes evident that through con-
certed, carefully calibrated messaging, 
these groups of social media influencers 
are aspiring for a performative transaction 
between them and other netizens by imbu-
ing them with selectively designed infor-
mation� They simultaneously bind them 
to a uniform affective register through re-
peated direct and oblique gestures to con-
ventional codes of masculine performanc-
es, such as muscularity and virility� While 
virility as a character trait was not directly 
visible, Hindu-centric social media influ-
encers are mostly engaged in disseminat-
ing propaganda that police and relegate 
sexuality to the private sector—some of 
these profiles did have family pictures 
depicting happy conjugal relationships� I 
also noticed that tweets and retweets are 
shared with captions and hashtags that 
have direct allusions to Narendra Modi as 
a ‘strongman’ leader through cues such as 
’56-inch chest’12 and ‘mard’ (man)—all of 
which are suggestive of a ‘strong mascu-
linity’ at the descriptive level�

One of the accounts named ‘Hindu 
Rashtra’ (literally ‘Hindu nation’), whose 
Twitter bio states that he is the social me-
dia manager of the official BJP4INDIA ac-
count, shared repeated images of Modi—
sometimes on a tanker in the olive green 
khaki jawan uniform, sometimes in a 
militaristic pose holding a stretched bow 
and arrow, as identified in popular images 
of Ram� In the aftermath of the Pulwama 
incident in February 2019,12 there was 
consistent usage of the hashtag Modihai-
tohmumkinhai (‘It is only possible with 
Modi’) with catchy captions stating that 
Modi has given a fitting reply to Pakistan 
after he carried out the Balakot attack on 

12 On 14 February 2019, a military convoy of Indian security personnel was attacked by a suicide bomber in the 
Pulwama region of Jammu and Kashmir� 
13 While by no means exhaustive, I identified a common pattern in the Twitter handles that appeared to be most 
virulent, i�e� the ones who were actively engaged in social media trolling� They also repeatedly changed the names of 
their Twitter handles, but each version signaled an active display of toxic machismo� Most of it was explicitly visible 
through the names of the handles themselves�

Pakistan� This again underscored his pro-
jected digitally mediated militaristic, mas-
culine, ‘decision-making’ capacity� These 
tweets were generated simultaneously by 
other official BJP Twitter accounts and 
hired ‘cyber troops�’

Considering these accounts of 
state-sanctioned narratives, both official-
ly as mediated through official govern-
ment accounts and individually through 
accounts of recognized trolls followed 
by the Prime Minister, it is instructive 
to ask how these collective economies 
(state-sanctioned messaging) affectively 
cast individual performances (like the 
men Baisakhi encountered on the bus 
and the ones who participated in the 
online trolling of Rana Ayyub) embed 
within a shared ecosystem, where ideals 
of aggressive, muscular manliness are 
solidified and Hindu masculinity emerg-
es as its most aspirational articulation� 
What are the commonalities that emerge 
from these transactions?

6. Individual Economy of Troll-
ing and Its Affect
A survey of the Twitter accounts as-

sociated with the trolling of Rana Ayyub 
revealed repeated markers inflected with 
mood, diction, and speech traditionally 
associated with cultural definitions of 
hegemonic masculinities� Some of the 
Twitter handles went by names like ‘al-
phacharlie,’ ‘mard,’ and ‘Gujaratichokro’13 
(varying linguistic degrees of direct ref-
erence to the word ‘man’) with expen-
sive cars and motorbikes as display pic-
tures� The hashtag mard (Hindi word for 
man) appeared very frequently on their 
newsfeeds, followed by images depict-
ing strength (in terms of lifting weights 
or other kinds of muscular performanc-
es) and virility through captions and 
comment threads that could be directly 
linked to the erotics of desiring women� 
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I noticed many images where users are 
seen in the company of celebrity Bolly-
wood heroines like Aishwarya Rai and 
Katrina Kaif; as if proximity to celebrities 
amplified their aspirationality� Some of 
these accounts disappeared over the six-
month window (May-November 2018) of 
my research, presumably owing to accu-
sations of trolling against these handles� 
One of the tweeters had previously ap-
peared on the radar for tweeting, “Barkha 
Dutt is WHORE of #India” (Centre for So-
cial Research 2016)� In addition to tweets 
with aggressive slurs and abuse directed 
at women journalists like Nidhi Razdan, 
Rana Ayyub, and Barkha Dutt, who are 
recognized faces of the opposition, they 
also shared regular tweets praising Nar-
endra Modi’s leadership�14

Two noticeable commonalities that 
are directly visible in this online ecosys-
tem were the repeated invocation of Hin-
du gods and Hindu religious signifiers, 
especially the figures of Ram and Hanu-
man, and the depiction of Muslim men 
as primitive, bestial misogynistic figures� 
Several critical works (Anand, 2007; 
Bannerjee, 2005) have elaborated on the 
connection of Ram with an idealized rep-
resentation of Hindu masculinity; while 
the Muslim man has always been seen as 
the “ravisher and active force compelling 
a response from the passive and supine 
Hindu” (Bahri 2004)� One of the Twitter 
accounts went by the name of ‘mandir 
wahi banayenge’15 (will build the temple 
here) with a cover photo of Modi’s face 
conflated with the faces of Ram and Ha-
numan—both widely recognized Hindu 
deities� Bahri (2004) also notes that the 
mythological figure of Ram is connect-
ed to a deep-seated, colonial fantasy of a 
utopian time when the Hindu nation was 
at the helm as a marker of progress and 
good governance� Hindu Gods and rele-
gious signifiers are actively disseminated, 
serving as a cultural shorthand to activate 

14 Chaturvedi too was systematically targeted over a period of six months in a vicious online campaign that insisted 
she had had a sexual relationship with a politician�
15 A reference to Ayodha as the mythical birthplace of the Hindu deity Ram and the demand to build a Hindu 
temple on that land�

the pre-existing mythology of the Hindu 
nation that has always been associated 
with the RSS and, in turn, the BJP� A Feb-
ruary 2020 article in the Guardian report-
ed that the RSS, founded 94 years ago 
with clear fascist inclinations, filled with 
men besotted by Mussolini’s fascism, is 
the present day holding company propel-
ling BJP’s mobilization of Hindutva pol-
itics (Subramanian 2020)� Modi’s social 
media public persona endorses religious 
signifiers, borrowed from a pre-existing 
cultural repository, comprising signs and 
signifiers endorsed by the RSS  with the 
goal of  generating consensus for a brand 
of Hindu masculinity that is now imbued 
with the affective charge of aspiration-
ality; this can be directly linked to Brad-
bury’s (1978) theorizations on the science 
behind semiotics: “The transference of 
culture in time can, in large measure, 
be described as the conservation of sign 
systems serving as a control on behavior�” 
The semiotics of online and offline Hin-
du nationalism in contemporary India 
are predicated on the successful transfer-
ence of these religiously imbued signifi-
ers to create an overpowering identity of 
the ideal Hindu man that is always seen 
in opposition to the Muslim man�

In terms of the visible, anti-Muslim 
content, there is a direct exhortation to a 
sense of fearmongering� Tweets dispens-
ing misinformation such as exaggerated 
numbers of the rapid growth of the Mus-
lim population and fake news, suggesting 
that they are instigating riots in different 
parts of India, are constantly circulated� 
One of the accounts, ‘Alpha Charlie’, who 
consistently participated in this messag-
ing, shared statuses like, “If you see a co-
bra and M [short form for Muslims] kid, 
you know whom to kill first�” Dibyesh 
Anand notes that the “inimical figure 
used to mobilize the Hindu nationalist 
identity is a stereotyped Muslim mascu-
linity” (Anand 2007)� Efforts to compen-
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sate for the hypermasculinity of this fig-
urative ‘other’ are predicated on the drive 
to re-masculinize or over-masculinize the 
Hindu male body by constantly weap-
onizing the Muslim body as something 
that must be defeated for the safety of the 
nation� Some of the other Twitter bios of 
accounts that participated in this messag-
ing had descriptions like, ‘let’s unite to es-
tablish a Hindu nation,’ ‘proud nationalist 
works from Canada, patriot, die-hard 56 
inch Modi supporter’, and ‘non-secular, a 
supporter of Hindu nation, no blocking 
policy�’ These descriptions reveal that ‘in-
ternet Hindus’ are not just specific to the 
Indian geopolitical space but are spread 
across all quarters of the world� Ther-
wath’s (2012) incisive study on diasporic 
Hindu nationalism reveals that Hindu na-
tionalist organizations like the RSS have 
transferred the bulk of their online activ-
ities to North America, where the Indian 
diasporic population is over 3�2 million, 
revealing the development of new strate-
gies of discretion to evade the gaze of au-
thorities back in India� Therefore, it is not 
surprising that several of the virulent pro-
files I encountered that engaged in troll-
ing against Rana Ayyub and Chaturvedi 
indicate a diasporic origin—they share 
images and posts in real-time from for-
eign locations outside India� They also 
have allied handles that are strategically 
deployed to escape detection� The relative 
anonymity dispensed by digital platforms 
enables these toxic engagements�

How, then, do these trolls produce em-
bodied, cultural experiences through on-
line iterations of gendered performanc-
es? More specifically, how do digitally 
mediated texts generate a kind of ‘affec-
tive masculinity’ that cannot be defined 
but exists in the pre-subjective? If mascu-
linities are produced in the specificity of 
class-caste locations, affect too operates 
within that discursive register—an up-
per-caste Bengali Hindu male, residing 
in America, removed from the violence 
of the political conflict in Kashmir, will 
arguably not react to a digitally circulated 
image-text in the same way as someone 
residing closer to the physical geopoliti-

cal location� The semiotics of the person-
al and collective affective economies of 
networked media need to be considered 
together to measure its capacity to pro-
duce guided embodied reactions that can 
transcend the mediated contours of the 
virtual to affect the materiality of lived ex-
perience in real spaces� 

This is explicitly visible in the opening 
scenario, where the life of a diasporic im-
migrant, Baisakhi, is affected in the bus’s 
physical space by a group of young men, 
who have been influenced by BJP’s polit-
ical messaging� Online cultures of toxic 
machismo digitally networked through 
internet access to local public cultures 
are thus reflected in offline actualities of 
embodied space� Spreadable data, there-
fore, interpellate both viewer and creator 
in a constructed network�

The circulated image-texts shared on 
Twitter deliver a message that is deeply 
felt and personalized, provoking a re-
sponse from the viewer� The image-text’s 
affective force is rooted in the fleeting 
immediacy of the moment when one 
sees/reads it� Despite the spatial differ-
ence, due to geopolitical positioning, 
there is a degree of commonality in this 
initial affective viewing� Judith Butler 
(2015) notes that “norms impress them-
selves upon us, and that impression 
opens up an affective register�” Through 
the repeated deployment of images and 
texts that are semantically housed within 
discursive presentations of traditional, 
Hindu masculinity/ies, generated affec-
tive masculinity/ies come to be housed 
within a Hindu cultural imaginary� It is 
important to clarify here that masculinity 
is always conceived in the plural, even if 
they appear to be monolithic in terms of 
their capacity to exercise hegemony over 
other kinds of non-normative masculin-
ities (Connell and Messerschmit 2005)� 
Multiple iterations of Hindu masculinity 
are therefore digitally transmitted� Com-
bined, they contribute to a kind of affec-
tive Hindu masculinity, which can be read 
in Srivastava’s (2015) words as ‘Modi 
masculinity�’ Digitally mediated images 
and texts available for free consumption 
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thus cater to a brand that can travel both 
spatially and temporally, existing in “a 
temporal sink, a hole in time as we con-
ceive of it and narrativize it” (Massumi 
2002)� Through the composition and 
dissemination of pre-planned images, 
texts, or audiovisual records, it is a spe-
cific kind of affect that is deployed—one 
that has been conceived and narrativized 
before the real time of the act of viewing� 

7. Modi Masculinity as Circulat-
ed Affect
The semiotics of Modi masculinity as 

an affect are directly imbricated in the 
neoliberal condition of global moderni-
ty with thriving free markets� A spirit of 
consumption governs everyday activities; 
active social media consumption is also 
symptomatic of this global modernity� 
Guided by nationalistic ideas, the semiot-
ics of “Modi-masculinity’s peculiar char-
acteristic lies in its judicious presentation 
of Indian manhood as both deeply na-
tional (and hence territorialized) as well 
as global (and de-territorialized)” (Srivas-
tava 2015)� Directed at both local and di-
asporic audiences, ‘Modi masculinity’ 
as a brand affectively travels to enable a 
Hindu cultural consciousness� Motivated 
by an air of desirability, Modi masculinity 
thus becomes aspirational, and in turn, 
Hindu religious identity becomes aspira-
tional� From his public speeches, where 
he quotes Sanskrit verses in his saffron 
attire, Modi wears his religiosity on his 
sleeve, and is quick to turn any opportu-
nity into an endorsement of Hindu val-
ues� All the pre-planned affects that are 
strategically deployed by the BJP’s social 
media influencers contribute to the con-
stitution of Modi masculinity, which also 
becomes an idealized representation of 
Hindu masculinity� Unsurprisingly, im-
ages depicting him as reincarnations of 
Ram are actively circulated�

Drawing from traditional concepts 
of familial masculinity such as strength 

16 Sonia Gandhi took over as the party leader of the Indian National Congress in 1998 and currently serves on 
the advisory board of the party after administering control to her son, Rahul Gandhi� She is regarded as the most 
influential voice in the party�

and protectionism, Modi masculinity is 
predicated on a perceived narrative of 
strong, bold leadership, which takes the 
form of model masculinity the consumer 
automatically aspires to emulate� Media 
discourses surrounding Narendra Modi 
attend to the perpetuation of this image, 
projecting him as a strong-willed, effi-
cient, dynamic leader capable of writing 
a new history of dynamic progress and 
growth� His masculine, decisive im-
age—“that of an inflexible man of action” 
(Jaffrelot 2015)—is further mediated by 
his political opponent, Rahul Gandhi, 
who is presented as weak, inefficient, and 
incapable� Gandhi’s inability to develop 
decisive arguments and business models 
is seen as the perfect contrast to Modi’s 
dynamic, powerful masculinity� 

A preliminary examination of Indian 
digital media also reveals a proliferation 
of memes that allude to Rahul Gandhi’s 
failed masculinity. Given the epithet ‘pap-
pu’—a term that directly refers to his 
‘weak’ masculinity—, hashtags surround-
ing Gandhi regularly trend in real-time, 
further amplifying Modi masculinity� 
Some of the popular memes depict Modi 
and Gandhi in a wrestling match where 
Modi emerges as the clear winner� One 
particular meme, shared by a user calling 
himself ‘Gujarati Chhokro’ (‘lad from Gu-
jarat’), trended with the hashtag ‘mard ko 
dard hoga’ (‘men will feel pain’)� In this 
meme, Rahul Gandhi’s face is superim-
posed on a muscular body� He struggles 
to lift a clay vessel when Modi appears, 
whose face is superimposed on a frail 
body� He lifts the vessel with ease, glee-
fully walking away as the focus pans to 
the dejected face of a disappointed Gan-
dhi� In another meme, Rahul Gandhi’s 
face accompanies the hashtag ‘Pappu is a 
duffer’ with a limerick, ‘Amul is the taste 
of India, Pappu is the waste of India�’ 
There are various memes where Gandhi 
is shown hiding behind his mother, So-
nia Gandhi,16 an accomplished politician 
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herself, once again drawing reference to 
his ‘failed masculinity�’ All these images 
reside in a pre-constructed simulacrum, 
which, to echo Baudrillard (1994), exists 
as a pure simulacrum, sealing creator 
and consumer within a fantastical projec-
tion directly imbued with meaning-mak-
ing codes that can be retroactively traced 
back to cultural scripts of traditional man-
liness� Alongside Roland Barthes’s con-
viction to treat “collective representations 
as sign systems” (Barthes 1972), any at-
tempt to demystify the semiotics of these 
visual scripts must also take into account 
the specific role this affective charge plays 
in the greater scheme of things�

Affect then opens up a “discursive reg-
ister of norms that is more forceful than 
it might appear without affect” (Reeser 
2017)� A man might be affected after con-
suming such images and then attempt 
to make sense of that affect through feel-
ings that translate into physical actions� 
For example, when de-territorialized, 
non-resident Indian males living else-
where, like the group of men Baisakhi 
encountered in the opening context, reg-
ularly consume nationalist images and 
texts circulating through WhatsApp mes-
sages, Facebook posts, or Tweets, they 
simultaneously become integrated with-
in a generated national consciousness� 
These images then serve the purpose 
of affectively mooring them to a sense of 
national belonging and participation by 
constructing a vigilante public sphere 
where any subscriber can become an 
equal participant� Circulated affect then 
takes the form of feeling and emotion, 
which is demonstrated through various 
levels of interactions both in the real and 
the virtual space� In Baisakhi’s case, this 
prior affective rendering found expres-
sion in the real, physical space of the uni-
versity bus, where she was interrupted 
by a group of angry men� Similarly, Rana 
Ayyub was virtually lynched by an online 
mob who had been similarly affectively 
indoctrinated by trending hashtags and 

17 Chaturvedi notes that some of the trolls she interviewed cannot speak fluently in English but engage in social 
media exchanges in English� Engagement in English is seen as an aspirational quality� 

the strategic deployment of pre-planned 
data both at macro and micro levels� In 
this context, it is necessary to consider 
the limits of this digitally mediated con-
structed vigilante public sphere� 

Most cyber-theorists have acknowl-
edged that the ‘virtual’ and the ‘real’ are 
not exclusive categories (Nakamura 2013); 
virtual, digital communities are built from 
offline interactions between real, full-bod-
ied people located in different geopolitical 
spaces� Therefore, it would be reductive 
to assume that masculine performanc-
es in digital media are interchangeably 
linked to masculine performances in the 
real world� While there are both predicta-
ble and visible links between the two, the 
physical male body operates with differ-
ent degrees of freedom in the ‘real’ world� 
For instance, the individuals who monitor 
dissent, acting as ‘vigilante publics’ like 
the trolls outlined by Chaturvedi, build a 
hyper-masculine online persona to appear 
aspirational to other digital consumers, 
also, perhaps, putatively compensating 
for a lack of something in the real world�17 
Material practices in digitally mediated 
environments operate through a constel-
lation of hierarchical networks; as Marvin 
states, “the focus of communication is 
shifted from the instrument to the drama 
in which existing groups perpetually ne-
gotiate power, authority, representation, 
and knowledge” (Marvin 1988)� Class 
caste regional vectors are more fluidly 
mediated in the digital platform, enabling 
the production of traveling masculinities, 
where users are free to occupy different 
subject positions that can appear impos-
sible within the physicality of bounded 
regionalities in India, since class caste 
status is an important, immutable signi-
fier of physical embodiment� Therefore, 
these traveling masculinities are produced 
within an interconnected transnational 
homosocial digital space that has already 
been charged by the pre-planned affective 
deployment of Modi masculinity� With 
respect to individual economies, each 
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user can be identified as discrete named 
entities occupying distinct digital spaces; 
however, their individual gendered perfor-
mances coalesce together to form a great-
er collective� This collective dynamically 
participates in the project of nation-build-
ing engendering an “imagined commu-
nity” (Anderson 2006), which performs 
the task of producing the BJP’s goal of a 
Hindu nation for mass consumption�

8. Conclusion
While digital media does offer enor-

mous potential in terms of the produc-
tion of different masculine subjectivities 
that can exercise hegemony over other 
variants through its intrinsic fluidity, in 
the context of the present political land-
scape, traveling masculinities are pro-
duced within a classed matrix�18 Both 
ground-level majoritarian Hindu poli-
tics and their vocal supporters on digital 
media inform and strengthen the other 
existing in a mutually symbiotic rela-
tionship� In another article document-
ing the rise of cow vigilantism through 
WhatsApp messaging, Rahul Mukherjee 
(2020) highlights the consumption prac-
tices of cow vigilantes, pointing to the 
commoditization of religious practices 
through new media affordances, which 
is tightly braided with a consumerist 
performance of manliness: “Such perfor-
mances involve riding fancy motorbikes, 
donning sleek sunglasses in pitch-dark 
night, incorporating the latest hip-hop 
music in entrapment videos, and inscrib-
ing a vande mataram tattoo” (Mukherjee 
2020)� The Twitter landscape also reveals 
similar semiotics; personal profiles en-
gaged in Hindutva messaging appear to 
be continually performing an inscription 
of aspirational manliness that is simulta-
neously religious and modern, effortless-
ly imbued in technological literacy that 
allows for the easy tweeting, retweeting, 
creation, and dissemination of mashups 

18 Most hetero-cisgendered Indian men who populate digital media, across different geopolitical spaces, also have 
access to some form of material wealth� This figure is mainly located within the socio-cultural matrix of an up-
per-caste Hindu� All other masculine performances are therefore constructed in relation to the upper-caste, heter-
osexual Hindu man�

and memes� The bios on their Twitter 
accounts sometimes mention they are 
government employees who are not of-
ficially affiliated with any political party� 
As Mukherjee points out, it also speaks 
to a culture of leisurely consumption, 
using the time outside work to indulge 
in the “high-tech consumption of smart-
phones and the most recent software 
apps to receive and forward the message 
of Hindutva” (Mukherjee 2020)� The 
continuous proliferation of these social 
media transactions cast the online digital 
ecosystem into a dominantly heteronor-
mative masculine space� Non-normative 
representations of masculinities are ei-
ther side-lined through active forms of 
censorship or given visibility through 
the mediated gaze of the heterosexual 
subject, who inadvertently portrays these 
performances as caricatures that should 
be ridiculed and repressed (Shah 2015)�

The digital homosocial space that 
emerges out of these affective subjective 
transactions is thus exclusively based 
on performing masculine roles that can 
be reverted to essentialist descriptors of 
strength and machismo grounded in a 
Hindu-centric discourse� This perfor-
mance hinges on an enactment where 
dissenting voices are routinely harassed, 
as in the cases of Chaturvedi, Rana Ayyub, 
and Baisakhi� Binary essentialized rep-
resentations of gendered identities are 
privileged, and toxic hypermasculine 
performances are exalted and expand-
ed in sync with the “muscular national-
ism” (Bannerjee 2005) endorsed by Hin-
du-centric right-wing groups� Through a 
planned affective rendering, Modi’s mas-
culine figuration emerges as the ultimate 
aspirational articulation of contemporary 
Hindu masculinity�

This article has demonstrated how 
digital media’s power is effectively har-
nessed to produce a masculinist Hindu 
nation for mass consumption� Going be-
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yond the suggestion that digital media is 
a key component of the present adminis-
tration’s infrastructure, I have illustrated 
how the dissemination of digitally net-
worked pre-planned images, texts, and 
memes produce a uniform idea of Modi 
masculinity that affectively stitch togeth-
er disparate registers of class, regions, 
and religion into a uniform articulation 
of Hindutva as the ultimate goal and 
structuring structure of Hindu Rashtra, 
leaving Muslim voices, dissenting figures 
who do not subscribe to this imperative, 
vulnerable to relentless trolling� I have 
also shown how this affective rendering 
transcends the virtual to have direct cor-
poreal ramifications in physical spaces, 
as the opening incident suggests� The 
connection between the digitally mediat-
ed affective inscription of an aspirational 
Hindu masculinity as a response to the 
projected ‘dangerous masculinity’ of the 
Muslim man fortified through trolling 
and general behavioral patterns by pur-
veyors and consumers— is key to under-
standing the vigilante nature of  contem-
porary online Indian ecosystem�

No conflict of interest was reported 
while writing this article�
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The nation is a powerful idea that cre-
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to their different national identities. 
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