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Collective memory of a social group defines its past, explains the present and prescribes the future. Thereby it constructs the group identity that each individual in the group associates with. The collective memory functions mainly through narratives that construct comprehensive story from the origin of the group until the present days. However, the narratives are socially constructed and thereby also malleable where some events are underlined and some forgotten. Therefore to understand identity of a social group there is needed to analyse social group’s perception of its past. Nations are one of the largest and the most common social group in current international affairs. Every nation has similarly to other social groups their collective memory that defines the nation’s identity by constructing a commonly shared understanding the national past. The national memory functions through national master narrative that is defined as well as internalised by the national elite. School system is one of the institutions that is used to socialise new generations and to internalise the values and principles of existing generations. Therefore the following analysis of the national master narratives is based on the history textbooks used in the schools to identify the master narrative of a nation. The analysis is made in the post-imperial space where the national master narrative of a dominating nation is compared with the national master narrative of a dominated nation to identify the potential of identity conflicts in this space.  

Collective memory and identity in the context of nation-state

French sociologist and philosopher Maurice Halbwachs in his work Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (1925) claims that people’s memory works only in the context of social framework, which is the main source for people to ’determine and retrieve their recollections’ (Halbwachs, 1992). He does not see any possibility to analyse individual’s memory without the social one and therefore he claims that collective memory dominates over the individual one and even more the individual memory gets the meaning only from the collective memory (Halbwachs, 1992). Also Jan-Werner Müller claims that memory is crucial object in social theory because all consciousness is mediated through memory (Müller, 2002). Therefore collective memory is one of the most important channels for the analysis of collective units and their perceptions and understandings.

James Booth claims that memory is the crucial source for individual’s identity by unifying individual’s life through the time and presenting its continuity (Booth, 2008). Memory is offering a source to reflect who the individual is and how the person fits to defined identity. Therefore memory has central role for individual to identify oneself. Friedrich Kratochwil concludes that similarly to the individual level also on the group level memory is combining past, present and future to define group’s identity. Therefore for the understanding of group’s identity it is crucial to comprehend how the group perceives its past (Kratochwil, 2006). National identity as one of collective identities is defined by national collective memory (Smith A. D., 1999). National memory combines representations of ‘the “spirit”, the “psyche”, of a society, a tribe, a nation’ (Gedi & Elam, 1996). According to Pierre Nora it is ‘a network of symbols, values, rites, and local traditions provides the cohesive cement of a society.’ (Assmann A. , Transformations between History and Memor, 2008). He also adds that it is a process of reproducing the past in the present acting on nation and makes nation to act (Berliner, 2005). It is also important to add that this national memory is institutionalised and internalised by state. Thus, national collective memory is commonly shared memories by the members of the nation that are institutionalised by the state and defining where the nation comes from and what it is and thereby provides cohesion for the nation and prescribes its actions. Subsequently, national collective memory defines national identity that includes national continuing characteristics and commonly shared values, its perceived strengths and weaknesses, as well therefore its hopes and fears. It also includes national reputation and its conditions for existence, as well as institutions and traditions, which are valued (Kelman, 1999). Thus, national memory is ‘a social framework through which nationally conscious individuals can organise their memory’ (Müller, 2002). 

Everyday shared collective memory is not durable and therefore it does not have crucial impact on the national collective memory therefore it is important to define additional concept – cultural memory. Jan Assmann defines two types of collective memory: shared communicative memory and mediated cultural memory. He claims that in comparison with communicative memory cultural memory is distanced from everyday life therefore transcendent and it has its fixed points. ‘These fixed points are fateful events of the past, whose memory is maintained through cultural formation (texts, rites, monuments) and institutional communication (recitation, practice, observance)’ (Assmann J. J., 1995). Communicative social memory can be transferred to the more durable cultural memory by institutionalisation of memory. Cultural memory that is an institutionalised mediated memory has function of transfer the main set of cultural tools of the society and thereby it is more open for manipulations. Therefore being objectivised and institutionalised cultural memory is transformed from generations to generations, including ‘everyday and specialized knowledge, the art and even the language itself, as well as skills and customs’ (Jedlowski, 2001). However, J. Assmann underlines that the concrete meaning to them is given in every particular society. Carole Crumely argues that memory is transferring information from individuals to the groups and from generation to generation. She stresses that memory facilitates to transfer ‘behaviours and attitudes to others in various contexts but especially through emotional and practical ties’ (Crumely, 2002). Therefore cultural memory can be analysed as constantly changing social knowledge that carries values and attitudes from previous generations to the new ones. At the same time each generation is living in new environment and the knowledge from the earlier generations will be accommodated to new environment as well new milieu attributes different meanings to the existing knowledge. 

National memory is the set of different traditions, experiences and practices relevant for the being a society by transferring the shared understandings and set of values not only among the group members but also through different generations. National memory carries the memories of the national past and preserves national traditions, customs, and values. Anthony Smith argues that those elements give meaning for nation to exist in present as a state and defining its national identity (Smith A. D., 1999). Also national memory maintains and transfers the cultural and political meanings, in other words identity markers that define the nation. It is the basis for the function of the memory to unify the nation in a solidary and coherent group and define the boundaries with others. National memory as any other collective ones has character of inheritance that makes it work as the cement of society (Booth, 2008), (Kratochwil, 2006). Therefore national memory is ‘passed from generation to generation, transmigrating across multiple historical contexts’ (Bell, 2003). Therefore national memory is transferred from generation to generation, tough the meanings are reconsidered and redefined by each generation and the substance of the national memory is influenced by the present context, the individuals have to adopt its main values and meanings to identify with the national group.  A. Assmann claims:

‘Each "we" is constructed through shared practices and discourses that mark certain boundaries and define the principles of inclusion and exclusion. To be part of a collective group such as the nation one has to share and adopt the group's history, which exceeds the boundaries of one's individual life span.’ (Assmann A. , Transformations between History and Memor, 2008)

Therefore national memory is adopted by learning and it forms national identity, which requires internalisation of national memory (Assmann A. , Transformations between History and Memor, 2008). For this purpose national memory should be institutionalised and it defines certain symbols, narratives and commemoration activities that help to set the group (us) apart from the others (them) (Hálfdanarson, 2000).

In this context cultural memory can be defined as political memory, which is collective memory that is functioning according to the needs and demands of power relations. A. Assmann’s says that political memory is a top-down memory and it is contrary to the communicative social memory ‘explicit, homogenous, and institutionalized’ (Assmann A. , Transformations between History and Memor, 2008). Paloma Aguilar and Carsten Humlebæk add that homogenous political memory always serves some certain political aims (Aguilar & Humlebæk, 2002). Therefore analysing political memory the scholars focus on the questions: who makes whom to memorise what, and why (Burke, 1989). Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam claim that the political memory reflects societal needs and therefore it is important to analyse how those needs are defined. They are pessimistic about the equal access of all social memories to the contest of the best and most accurate memory but they assume that the more powerful social groups take the dominating position and start to speak on the behalf of the society and therefore also having power to form the social memories according their understandings. Thus, the political and social elite become the memory agent to form it according to their interests (Gedi & Elam, 1996). The political elites are using social institutions to internalise and cultivate the memories that have their political aims. As mentioned already above the individuals perceive and interpret the surrounding world based on the stereotypes and framework formed by the collective memory. Therefore they take over the framework formed by the dominant groups of the society and through the socialisation process they accept it as undisputable principles. 

Focusing on the nation and national memory then the national collective memory binds a nation to one solidary social group that is institutionalised as a state and shares common identity. Therefore, national identity can be seen as a particular form of political memory (Assmann A. , Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit. Erinnerungskultur und Geschichtspolitik, 2006). In a nation-state national memory is defined by national elite and it is a crucial tool for the nation-building by defining national identity markers. Nations are projected in the history and the modern nations are seen as final result of long historical process. Ernest Renan connected the past and present in his definition of nation by saying that on the one hand, nation lives together because of its ‘rich legacy of memories’ and on the other hand, those people share the desire to continue live together to maintain this heritage (Renan, 1996). Nation is constructed through the history where ‘the past and present are linked in one collective group ... it is a two-dimensional group, operating simultaneously in the past and the present’. However, the nation is rather a belief that the people share than a result of historical research (Hálfdanarson, 2000). Nationwide shared memory is the source of national identity construction and thereby border-drawing between national self and others. Thus, the national memory has crucial function in the construction of the beliefs and perception that form national identity, which is institutionalised by a nation-state. 

On the other hand, the relations between memory and identity are not only one-sided. John R. Gillis claims that memory and identity are mutually constitutive objects, not only memory is defining identity but also identity defines memory. Memory as identity is nothing entrenched but as identity so memory is subjective representation and construction of reality and people revises memory to suit better in their identities (Gillis, 1994). It is good to observe this mutually constitutive nexus in the context of nation-state. On the one hand, national memory is defining the national identity but on the other hand, national memory is interpreted through the national cause (Hálfdanarson, 2000). In other words, national memory gives meaning for a nation, defining its past existence, how the nation is related to the surrounding world today and also prescribing its future developments. On the other hand, those memories that are used for national identification are influenced by the current nationalism ideology aiming at the strengthening national identity. Therefore national remembering is not a spontaneous process that occurs itself but it is evoked and forged according the present needs of national elite. Thus, national memory and national identity are mutually constitutive phenomena. 

National memory as political memory

Renan claims that the memories of the past heritage of a nation are defined in present (Renan, 1996). Memory works as interaction between forgetting and remembering to form commonly shared framework of the past (Todorov, 2001). National memory is constructed through shared discourses and it can be defined as intersubjective understanding of the national past. ‘National memory ... is constituted by different, often opposing, memories that, in spite of their rivalries, construct common denominators that overcome on the symbolic level real social and political differences to create an imagined community’ (Confino, 1997). It means that every nation defines itself what they remember and what they forget and it defines what the nation is (Renan, 1996). Therefore national memory can be defined as the concept of nation-state ideology, which is virtually unquestioned and it is normal to protect it (Bloom, 1990). National memory as ideology aims at legitimisation of state institutions, symbolising of national cohesion and socialisation of its population as members of the nation (Misztal, 2003).

Similarly to the individual memory the collective one is also malleable. Like individual is reconsidering own past depending on the life developments, the collective memory is also reviewed constantly depending on current events and political needs (Kratochwil, 2006). Therefore national memory is a form of political memory where the remembering and forgetting are motivated by the political aims where it helps strengthen the national identity (Wilson, 2005). ‘States have created or fortified national sentiments through national school systems, military service, national health service, symbolic actions, and the eradication of regional cultures, inculcating the idea that all their citizens have something in common’ (Hálfdanarson, 2000). This kind of use of national memory is common practice in the nation-building process. The aim of the nation-building is to mobilise the masses and to gain their loyalty for the state actions. Loyalty of citizens is achieved through the use of national memory to provide legitimacy for the state policies domestically and internationally (Müller, 2002), (Bloom, 1990). National memory is legitimising existing state institutions, their historical roles and representation. It provides a concrete framework for this legitimisation, which is structured by coherent and comprehensive national master narratives, portraying present situation as the only feasible outcome of the past developments. 

Political elite plays crucial role in the construction of national narratives (White, 1981) because they possess power resource (Brown, 2008) necessary for it and it also legitimises their position in the society (Smith R. M., 2003). Power does not only construct but also defines the interpretation of the history narratives (Trouillot, 1995). Therefore the interpretation of facts and evidences in the national narratives is an exercise of power by the national elite (Munslow, 1997). It makes the national elite the main agent of construction of national narratives. However, it is important to underline that redefining of the national memory is a cumulative process and therefore also national narratives are not only constructed by the national elite but the elite have to take into account the earlier set of meanings, which are transmitted by the national memory. Therefore national elite is also influenced by those meanings and they can redefine and construct them only in their own context (Deighton, 2002). 

In the case of successful nation-building the nationally conscious individuals accept without disputing certain “historical truths” that are collected in the national memory (nation-state ideology) and presented by national narratives. Therefore national elite can frame different policies to give it desired meaning that the individuals would indisputably accept it (Olick & Levy, Collective Memory and Cultural Constraint: Holocaust Myth and Rationality in German Politics, 1997). Thereby the legitimacy for the political actions is secured. On the other hand, forming this legitimacy, national elite is also strengthening the dominating national narratives, internalising beliefs and understandings carried on by national memory and thereby also fortifying national identity. Therefore the nation-state uses its institutions to internalise the national memory that enhances the national identity. National elite is aiming at internalisation of certain values, understandings and perceptions into national subconscious that makes the people to believe in them as undisputable truth; in other words to make them part of nation-state ideology. 

National memory functions through national history narratives that carry on the memories of the national group that reproduce the national identity and provides explanations for the past events and connections with present and also provides prescriptions for the future (Smith R. M., 2003). Narrative is an intrinsic social phenomenon in all societies that aims to translate knowing into telling (White, 1981). Master narrative of national history contributes to the nation-building by narrating a story, which depicts the nations as a unified group moving through history, even in the case if it does not fully correspond to the reality (Zerubavel, 1995). Therefore narrative constructs a subjective image of continuity of the nation through one comprehensive connected story of past, instead of showing it as random and separate events (Tamm & Halla, 2008). Martin Heisler adds that these narratives ‘narrate origins; and, more important, they mark the path the collectivity [nation] has traveled in history to become what it is now, or what it seems to stand for to many or most of its members’ (Heisler, 2008). National master narratives connects the past events to one single story, national memory as social framework gives specific meaning for them that is adopted by the members of the nation and thereby enables them to identify themselves with the national group. National narrative provides an overview of the past of a collective, national ‘us’ thereby defining its character and identity. Thereby national identity and national narratives become inseparable because narratives construct the identity by defining the differences and boundaries between national group and others (Bennington, 2003). Therefore national narrative can be defined as backbone of national memory that is adopted by all individuals who are nationally conscious.

National master narrative presents nation as unified unit with its destiny and interests through the entire history (Hálfdanarson, 2000). The destinies of nations can vary but there are some general characters common for the national narratives. The self-image constructed by the national narrative is positive and heroic (Walzer, 1994). William Bloom claims that national prestige is the strongest force that strengthens the national identity and thereby it enables to mobilise the masses (Bloom, 1990). Therefore also the positive self-image in the national narrative is crucial. However, in the past there have been periods and events that conflict with the positive self-image. In this case the narrative is forgetting the events and forming national identity around the point of silence that makes the nation a ‘collection of people who have resolved to stay silent about the same thing’ (Ashuri, 2005). Other option is that the narrative personalises the past crimes, thereby purifying the anonymous nation from the negative image (Bryant, 2000). In addition, negative pages of the past can be also justified by necessity or presenting the historical developments as the only possible solution. Thereby the ideal image of the nation will stay unmolested and it can be the source for national prestige that increases the state loyalty.

On the other hand, national identity construction is a relational process where self needs also other that is the mirror-image to self. The substance of the other is constructed in the way that other is something that self is not (Neumann, 1998). Therefore the other is depicted in the national narrative through the negative image as much self is positive. Jakob Tanner claims that these kinds of narratives were important especially in the 19th century when the nation was united towards other as enemy (Tanner, 2001). Jeffrey Olick claims that in current world those unifying narratives are more often challenged by the multiculturalism that provides alternative narratives and therefore nation-states continue offering those narratives more cautiously (Olick, The politics of regret: on collective memory and historial responsibility, 2007). However, nationalising states (Brubaker, 1995) that are building up their nation-state often choose the above-described national narrative because it helps to strengthen the newly established national identity and form loyalty towards the state. A newly established state does not have a long history to narrate but the history of nation can be created as a story that dates back to the ancient times (Spinner-Halev, 2008). It narrates about the ancient origins of the nation that has heroically fought against external suppressors, who often are the negative, significant others, to implement the nation’s historical duty to live freely and to be sovereign (Hálfdanarson, 2000). The suppressed violence in the past can often lead to the victimisation of the nation (Minow, 1998) that is highlighted in the national narrative. Victimisation is also considered more strengthening of national identity than glorifying past narratives (Ingimundarson, 2007). On the other hand, victimisation can in many cases become a ground for national hostility towards the significant other and have impact in present relations with this nation (Williams, 2000).  

National memory in the international relations context

National memory that defines national identity has also importance in the international relations studies. Identity is relatively new study object in the international relations study. Constructivist school focuses on the identity formation and its role on the international system. It assumes that in the international relations understandings and perceptions internalised by social agents construct the social reality and makes the actors to act towards others based on those meanings. Iver B. Neumann defines the significance of the study of identities in international relations, saying that ‘identity formation has been foremost among the common concerns of social theory for years and years’ and therefore it is a natural development that also international relations study focus more on this issue (Neumann, 1998). Neumann claims that self and other is the key for state identification and international relations studies should focus on this relational pair by analysing how this border is built between self and other and what is the meaning of the other because it is as crucial as identity itself. Neumann argues that the study field of international relations scholars in identity formation should be the question – how do the social borders ‘come into existence and are maintained’? (Neumann, 1998).

Alexander Wendt proposes a model, which explains identity formation in international relations. He claims that the system of international relations is socially constructed and the rules, norms and understandings in this system are intersubjective (Wendt, 1995). Intersubjective understandings are social knowledge that ‘persists beyond the lives of individual social actors, embedded in social routines and practices as they are reproduced by interpreters who participate in their production and workings’ (Adler, 2005). Also national collective memory can be defined as an intersubjective understanding of national past that prescribes to the nation how to act in the present and future and how to relate toward ‘others’. Wendt focuses on the collective meaning among states in international relations, saying that ‘[s]tates act differently towards enemies than they do towards friends because enemies are threatening and friends are not’ (Wendt, 1995). Therefore images mediated by the national memory matter in international relations. Robert Jervise claims that actors behave according to that how they perceive and understand surrounding world therefore several misunderstandings and misperceptions can occur (Jervise, 1989). In other words, interaction between states has always impact of the previous experiences that construct perceptions of current relations and beliefs, which play significant role in construction of the framework of the relations defining their identities. Jervis claims that the image of a country can be alter only partly and it is dependent on the past, e.g. ‘[a] nation that has always coveted a part of its neighbor’s territory will find it difficult to convince others that it has renounced this desire’ (Jervise, 1989). Those images are used in the foreign policy decision-making very often to predict the other states behaviour and those images are reluctant to change (Buffet & Heuser, 1998). Therefore national memory has crucial role also in the international relations.

National collective memories on the international level can be important source for the identity conflicts. Jeffrey Seul claims that intergroup comparison causes competition between groups and each group wants to enhance their identity (Seul, 1999). Putting it in the context of international relations and nation-building the comparison between the states can be defined as the process how states try to enhance their national prestige that is one of the important factor to strengthen national identity and also improve its international position. Therefore other nation-states become the relational others and national identity construction includes those comparative relations with the others. National memory provides general framework for this process and it also determines the image of the other that is constructed (Liu & Hilton, 2005).

Among nation-states incompatible interests is often the reason for the conflict but Seul claims that this conflict will not occur when there is not an identity competition between those nations (Seul, 1999). In opposite case, Henri Tajfel and John Turner consider that when another external group is preventing or trying to impede a social group positive self-image the conflict occurs and even in the case when there are not incompatible interests (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). It 'creates a situation where almost any reinforcement of the definition of self ... automatically implies a negation of the other’s constitutive narrative of self, and thus, is perceived as a hostile act' (Ehin & Berg, 2009). Therefore national memory can become an important source of the international identity conflict therefore it has strategic nature in the politics (Hamilakis & Labanyi, 2008). In other words, history and culture can motivate conflict with others as well as solidarity inside the nation and thereby to enhance national identity (Liu & Hilton, 2005), (Smith A. D., 1999). 

Bloom argues that successful nation-building helps to mobilise masses in relation to international environment. Bloom calls this tendency the national identity dynamic. The national identity dynamics would be triggered via symbols, which consist of national identity and therefore national memory has a central role in this process. By demonstrating that the national identity is threatened or would be enhanced through a policy masses would be mobilised to support it. Bloom claims that the most influencing element for the national identity dynamics is national prestige – ‘an increase in prestige is synonymous with any circumstances that enhance national identity; a decrease in prestige is any circumstance that devalues national identity’ (Bloom, 1990). It is also related to the identity conflicts because the national prestige is connected with the positive self-image and different images and interpretations on international level lead to the protection of its positive self-image and thereby also national prestige. Therefore it is connected with hostility towards the other and it is defined as the national interest (He, 2007). Thereby it is made to legitimise the foreign policy that elite has chosen to follow.

National elites construct different national narratives for their aims to legitimise their policies therefore also in different countries different narratives about the same events exist and it can lead to the international conflicts (He, 2007). However, it is important to underline that this process is duplex and using national identity in the foreign policy the national elite can manipulate or trigger the national collective dynamic but the latter can influence in the same way to the state decisions. National elite usually starts those national history quarrels and new accents are introduced in the national master narrative but by successful internalisation process national elite is not able to control the process (He, 2007). Thus, on the one hand national identity is an important foreign policy resource that can be manipulated by the government and on the other hand foreign policy can be a tool for strengthening national identity (Bloom, 1990). Therefore national elite is forming different narratives that can cause international identity conflicts or construct hostile relations with the other. It is possible to define three different types of those narratives (He, 2007):

Self-glorifying narrative 

Self-whitewashing narrative 

Other-maligning narrative 

Those different types of narratives are also related to the relational process of identity construction that was described above where the self is projected as positive and the other as negative. Therefore each nation uses these narratives for construction their national master narrative. As much by nations those narratives are different and often contradicting by their character then it is also ground for the international conflicts or at least hostility towards other nation (Jacobsen, 1993). Therefore it is important to analyse how much those narratives are used in national master narrative and thereby to assess the potential of international identity conflict. 

My main focus of the master narrative analysis is post-imperial space. This space has high potential for the international identity conflict. Nations, which have been together for decades or even longer in one political unit, becoming independent started active political identity formation. Nations lived in one political unit share lot of common memories about the past; however by the dissolution of the empire those memories can differ significantly from one country to other to form new identities (Hamilakis & Labanyi, 2008). The history of nations are reviewed in the context of dissolution of the empire because the former centre has influenced on the history narratives of the colonised nations as well by presenting the dominant nation as more powerful than the conquered ones thereby their conquest as a natural process (Buettner, 2006). In other words, dominant nation has used asymmetric power relations to assimilate the dominated nations and submitted itself to the dominant history narrative (Feichtinger, 2003). Therefore by the dissolution of the empire also different interpretations of history occur. The common past is not possible to be denied but it is seen by dominated nations as the awkward and undesired past and the future is projected based on the pre-imperial past (Hawley, 1996). Thereby the new states will challenge the former history narrative and they will introduce new heroes and enemies, giving different interpretation of common past. The dissolution of empire will change the ‘us’ and ‘they’ relations and usually this process leaves exclusively linear opposition between colonisers and colonised (Feichtinger, 2003). Thereby the dominant nation becomes the significant other that the new nations use for their identity construction. National master narrative is constructed in the way that the significant other is the main negative character of the story and it represents repressions and totally opposite characters of positive self-image, therefore the only option for the nation is to liberate itself from the national suppression and to establish independent state (Hálfdanarson, 2000), (Mannová, 2003). On the other hand, the dominant nation’s history narrative is totally opposite and they see their role as a positive character (Ustinova, 2007). Thus, national memory on the one hand strengthens the national identity but on the other hand, it constructs strong borders between former countrymen and today’s neighbours (Kocot, 2007). Therefore the potential for the identity conflict in the post-imperial space should be very high because both parties (dominant nation and ex-colonised nations) challenge their history narratives and therefore also impede the construction of positive self-image. 

In the case of former continental empire like Russia it is also important to underline the impact of the space. It is particularly important issue in the post-imperial relations because controversy is determined in the collective memories of former centre and periphery. Sławomir Kapralski defines the time and space nexus as ‘chronotope’ that 

‘means real but symbol-laden and often mythologized place in which events important for the construction of a group’s identity either actually happened according to the group’s vision of the “viable past” or are symbolically represented by—for example—monuments, the very arrangement of space, and its social functions.’ (Kapralski, 2001)

He continues by saying that when different communities turn a territory a chronotope of their identities then it leads to the conflict between those communities (Kapralski, 2001). I claim that if the centre tries to continue the old identity based on the imperial history narrative, which has centripetal function, then it leads immediately to the conflict with the former colonies because they have constructed their identity, which lies on the national narrative that has centrifugal function. Therefore two antagonistic narratives lead to the identity conflict.

To conclude, national memory in the international relations context has important role in international identity conflicts. National memory defines framework for the national identity and it functions through national history narratives, which include not only the story of the national past but also constructs images of self and other that form peoples beliefs about the surrounding world and other nations. Those beliefs play crucial role in the international politics and therefore they are also manipulated by the national elites. National narratives can be often contradicting and it may lead to the identity conflicts between the nations, especially in the post-imperial space. 

Comparative analysis of master narratives

In my research I was interested in defining the potential of the identity conflicts based on the national memory in the post-imperial space. My analysis of collective memory based international identity conflict focused on the analysis of national master narratives that are the main tools for the functioning of the national memory. National history narrative is internalised through different mediating channels in the society. I have focused on the education because it is the key channel of socialisation of societal values, beliefs and norms. Also national history narratives are internalised through this socialisation (De Cillia, Reisigl, & Wodak., 1999). Since the foundation of the nation-states, they have used the school system and the school textbooks as instrument for national socialisation by internalising certain understandings and beliefs that persist for a lifetime of the individuals. Therefore the preparation of the curricula and textbooks can be seen also as an ideological process (Podeh, 2000). However, the offered history narrative works as transparent framework that individuals do not acknowledge and the narratives from the textbook is taken as objective truth because they ‘are impersonal and sound objective, therefore putting ideas and beliefs above the criticism’ (Olson, 1989). Therefore the school history textbooks are important source to define the state national history master narrative and my research focuses on the analysis of those school textbooks.

Those master narratives construct the unconscious memory and I try to deconstruct this memory to understand what those antagonistic elements are that construct people’s understanding about themselves and the surrounding world. In my research I assess the potential of identity conflict by the following elements: 

Nation’s narrative of origin – it shows how nation understands its origin and who this nation is and how it has developed from ancient times to current nation state. Incompatible narratives of origin of nations lead to the identity conflict. Therefore the main study questions are: What is the origin of the nation? What are the main elements emphasised by the narrative of origin?

Identity markers, Chronotope of identity – identity markers are the particular elements, which are underlined and thereby they construct the understanding that it defines the nation. In addition, through the past the territorial extent of the nation has changed and it will be assessed which territories are shown by the narratives as nation’s natural territories or as its historical homeland. Opposing identity markers and overlapping chronotope lead to the identity conflict. Therefore the main study questions are: what are the key elements that combine this nation together through the history? How the historical homeland and its borders are defined in the master narrative? How the historical homeland is placed on the bigger map? How the maps used in the textbooks construct the borders of the homeland and its regional location?

Character of narrative – it shows how the nation includes or excludes the other from the national past. It will be assessed in the terms of assimilative or dissimilative character of the narrative. The mutual use of assimilative and dissimilative narratives leads to the identity conflict. Therefore the main study question is: In what extent does the national master narrative uses the assimilative and dissimilative statements?

Images of self and other – they show how national narratives deal with the complex issues from the past and how the images of self and other are constructed in the history discourse, in other words it constructs the stereotypes of self and other. It will be assessed in the categories of self-glorifying (glorifying or victimising), self-whitewashing (personalising or justifying), other-maligning narratives (threatening or shifting responsibility). The strong negative image of the other constructs hostile relations towards this nation and thereby identity based conflicts. Therefore the main study questions are: how the self is described by the master narrative, assessed on the scale positive, negative, and neutral? In what extent are used glorifying, victimising, justifying and personalising elements about self in the master narrative? How the self is presented in the textbook images? How the other is described by the master narrative, assessed on the scale positive, negative, and neutral? In what extent are used other-maligning elements? How the other is presented in the textbook images?

Commonly shared history – each narrative has explaining and assessing function, both play crucial role to give understanding what happened in the past and how it should be judged. Strongly contradicting interpretations of the commonly shared history lead to the identity conflict. Therefore the main study questions are: What are the most important events in the national history? What is their meaning in the history narrative? Is the significant other related to these events? Which role does the significant other play in those events? How is it related to the image of the significant other?

Considering those elements of the potential of identity conflict and placing it in the framework of post-imperial space I will test following hypotheses:

The national master narratives in former dominant country and dominated countries are strongly mutually antagonistic:

narratives of origin support contradicting characters and roles that construct mutual incompatibility;  

narrative of the dominant nation has assimilative character towards the dominated nations, narratives of dominated nations has dissimilative character towards the dominating nation;

interpretations of the key events have opposing character in the national master narratives;

denials of other nation’s history key events exist in the master narratives.

Antagonistic master narratives deny the key elements of ‘other’ identity:

main identity markers are opposing and thereby create mutual denials of those identity markers;

chronotope of the identity is overlapping – the chronotope of former dominant nation includes the territories of former dominated nations, though the latter strongly reject it;

image of dominant nation is presented as negative and threatening by the dominated nations and their self-image is victimised;

self-image of dominant nation is heroic and glorifying and it aims to whitewash its negative images of the past events.

In my analysis of national master narratives I focused on national history textbooks that are approved by the national ministries of education. This confirmation shows that it includes the accepted understanding of the national history. I have chosen for the analysis of national history narratives school history textbooks of national history. In Russia national history is taught in the school program in the 6th-9th grades, in Ukraine it is taught in the 7th-11th grades. I combined quantitative and qualitative analysis of the textbooks. Quantitative analysis focused on the clearly measurable elements: volume of certain events presented in the books, character of the narratives (assimilative or dissimilative), usage of different narrative elements by representing self and other. Qualitative analysis focused on the less clearly identifiable elements like narrative of origin, and assessments of key events. The results of quantitative analysis are incorporated into the qualitative analysis to form a comprehensive understanding of the master narratives.

My research aimed to define the potential of the international identity conflicts between Ukraine and Russia to map the main incompatibilities that affect the Ukrainian-Russian bilateral relations. Hereby I present the summary of my comparative analysis.

Narratives of origin

Ukrainian and Russian narratives of origin have strong incompatibility. Although there are some similar aspects in the Ukrainian and Russian narratives of origin there is also an additional very strong disagreement of the national origin. Ukrainian and Russian narratives of origin both have assimilative character in the beginning, though Ukrainian one changes to dissimilative by the formation of the Eastern Slavs state, which is defined as the Ukrainian first statehood and the starting point for the Ukrainian nation. The explanation of the succession of Kievan Rus is totally contradicting in Ukrainian and Russian master narratives – Ukrainian one claims that Ukrainians became the successor of this old civilisation and Russians were changed by the surrounding nations. Russian master narrative claims that Russian statehood carries on the old Kievan Rus tradition and Ukrainians and Belorussians were influenced by the Western nations and therefore alienated from the old tradition. These mutually denying explanations of the national origins establish strong incompatibility between two nations. In addition, national unity and national independence have conflicting meaning in two master narratives. When Russian understanding of national unity is related to the maintenance of control over its territories then Ukrainian one is related to the national survival and end the division of the nation under different external powers. Therefore it is also strongly related to the national independence, which is possible only when the national unity is achieved. Russian understanding of the national independence is related to the defensive position that also requires national unity but it is not aiming establishment of the national statehood. Therefore different historical experiences have constructed different roles that the nations consider having and fulfilling. Thus, the hypothesis 1.a. has found confirmation in my analysis and the narratives of origin support contradicting characters and roles that lead to identity conflict between the nations.  

Identity markers and Chronotope

Ukrainian and Russian main identity markers that are defined by the national master narratives are not so strongly contradicting. However, there is also some incompatibility of the identity markers. Both master narratives underline the military dimension of the nation, though Russian dimension is related more to the great power status and Ukrainian one with the braveness of Ukrainian soldiers (Cossacks). Also some controversy is related to the socio-economic identity markers that define Russians as progressive industrial nation, Ukrainian one marks Ukrainians who used to be an agricultural nation that has transformed to a significant industrial nation as well. Therefore the initial point of this identity marker is different but the importance for current society is relatively similar. More conflicting identity markers are related to the political and cultural identity markers. Russian political identity marker underlines the strong centralised state that is contradicting Ukrainian understanding of the political system, which is based more on democracy and equality in the shape of Cossacks’ democracy. The biggest clash between the identity markers is the Ukrainian culture that according to Russian understanding is a transformed Russian culture and a firm part of Russian own civilisation. Ukrainian master narrative underlines the difference of its language and culture and cultural belonging to Europe and thereby contradicting with Russian approach. In addition, Ukrainian master narrative underlines earlier Russian policies that have tried to harm significantly Ukrainian cultural identity markers. Thereby the strong incompatibility is also included into the key identity markers. Therefore also my hypothesis 2.a. has found mainly confirmation and Russian and Ukrainian key identity markers are conflicting and partly denying each other. In addition, the chronotope of two nations is overlapping and thereby also strengthens potential for the identity conflict. Ukrainian master narrative defines Ukrainian lands as the historical homeland for Slavic people and Ukrainians as their direct descendants. However, due to the historical developments the tribes separated from each other and formed new nations. Therefore Ukrainian lands are the historical homeland for Ukrainians. Russian master narrative does not differentiate the Ukrainian lands from the Russian ones and therefore Ukrainians lands are defined by Russian master narratives as Russian historical homeland. It gives the explanation that Ukrainians and Russians should be historically together. In addition, Ukrainian master narrative tries to show that Ukraine is a European nation but Russian one underlines its belonging to the specific Russian civilisation. Therefore the hypothesis 2.b. has also found confirmation. 

Character of narrative

Above-presented indicators give good understanding of the character of the national master narratives. Russian master narrative is dominantly inclusive and it does not draw borders between Ukrainians and Russians. Russian master narrative only slightly mentions that Ukrainians deviated from the old traditions and thereby it constructs understanding that Ukrainians are a natural and key part of Russian national past. Russian master narrative underlines specific historical common past with Ukrainians that elevates Ukrainians to the special status as brotherhood nation. Therefore Russian master narrative is strongly assimilative towards Ukrainians. Ukrainian master narrative is dominantly dissimilative towards Russia and Russians. However, it is not as strongly dissimilative as Russian one is assimilative. Ukrainian master narrative constructs understanding that Ukrainians are different nation with different culture and traditions and that the brotherhood with Russia has made Ukrainians more suffer than brought national benefit. The hypothesis 1.b. found also confirmation because Russian master narrative continues usage of character of former imperial master narrative that has centrifugal and assimilative character and Ukrainian one has centripetal and dissimilative character. These clearly opposing characters have again high potential for the international identity conflict.

Image of self and significant other

Self-image of a nation is dominantly positive and emphasises moments which show the positive characters and roles of the nation. Therefore Ukrainian and Russian self-images are dominantly positive. Both underline more glorifying than victimising elements. Although it is important to mention that Ukrainian master narrative includes significantly higher victimising elements than Russian one. The share of glorifying elements is similar in both cases. National master narratives also have to deal with negative self-image. Partly it is dealt by oblivion or being silent on some historical events but partly it is also mentioned in the master narrative. Russian master narrative uses more personalising elements making its national leader responsible for national failures or atrocities. Thereby the national master narrative constructs understanding that Russians have suffered even more than other nations who used to live in the Russian empire. Ukrainian master narrative deals less with negative self-image that covers 1/10 of the self-image elements in the national master narrative. Ukrainian master narrative uses less personalising elements but it uses more justification that show either the national failures were the only possible outcome or the violence or atrocities were justified. Russian master narrative uses those elements slightly more than Ukrainian master narrative does. Therefore the structure of Ukrainian and Russian self-images presented in the national master narratives has similarities and differences. Ukrainian master narrative victimises more its national past than Russian one does and therefore Russian master narrative deals more with the dark pages of its national past by personalising those moments. Russians are definitely significant others for Ukrainians according to the national master narrative. The share of Ukrainian positive self-image is mirror to the Russian negative image in the Ukrainian master narrative. Russian positive image is presented very briefly and rather as a temporary phenomenon. Russian negative image mainly expresses the threat and exploitation that Ukrainians have experienced through their history from Russia or Russians. Ukrainians are relatively significant in Russian master narrative but they are not presented as significant others and the Russian master narrative has a patronising attitude towards Ukrainians, presenting them as younger brothers. Therefore the self and other images in the Ukrainian and Russian master narratives have also high potential for the international identity conflict. Ukrainian master narrative construct strong negative and threatening image of Russia and Russians that creates hostility towards Russians. On the other hand, the negative image of Russia/Russians undermines Russian positive self-image that is the main ground for the identity conflict. Although Ukrainian master narrative has significant part of victimising self-image the glorifying is still dominating and therefore the hypothesis 2.c. found partly confirmation. At the same time the hypothesis 2.d. found full confirmation.

Commonly shared history

Ukrainian and Russian master narratives have very big share of historical key moments, though the explanations and understandings of the key moments are mainly opposing. The main controversy starts already with the narrative of origin and the explanation of the national roots of both nations. In this perspective both national master narratives also include mutual denials. The second strong contradiction is related to the Cossack Hetmanate and the unification or conquest of Ukrainian lands that culminates with the clearly opposing explanations for the policies by Ivan Mazepa. The newest history starting with the national awakening movement from the 19th century until present days the national master narratives have mainly opposing understandings. Russian master narratives try to show the Ukrainian separatism as rather exceptional movement and that majority of Ukrainians supported the union with Russians. Ukrainian master narrative has the opposing approach that shows the separatism from Russia as the only national movement and the pro-Russians social groups as rather exceptional forces. There are few partly similar meanings of the historical key events that are perceived in the same way in Russia and Ukraine, e.g. Ukrainisation policy, World War 2 (except the resistance to the Soviet regime). Therefore my hypothesis 1.c. and 1.d. have both found confirmation and the shared key historical moments have mainly opposing character and there are also some mutual denials. Thus, the big share of commonly shared historical key moments and their strong opposing understanding creates high potential for the international identity conflict between Ukraine and Russia. 

Conclusions

International identity conflict is comprehensive framework for the international conflicts and it is escalated or deescalated by national elites. The post-imperial space has high potential for the identity conflicts because the shared past of the nations is often differently perceived and it causes strong misunderstandings that can be presented as the attack against national identity. Especially the potential of those conflicts is high in the post-imperial space where the former centre continues broadly the usage of the earlier imperial narratives that tries to assimilate also former colonised nations as natural part of the national past. The former colonised nations construct strong dissimilative narrative that tries to eliminate the former centre from their national past and thereby it also challenge the national memory and thereby also national identity of the former centre. Analysing the national master narratives I concluded that this situation is clearly visible in the former Russian empire that is presented in the Russian master narrative as continuing statehood from the Kievan Rus and Muscovy to the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. This master narrative is challenged by the Ukrainian master narrative that constructs understanding that Kievan Rus is the starting point of Ukrainian statehood and Russia forming in the North its new statehood became an aggressive imperialist state that has interrupted Ukrainian historical development by denying its independent existence. All analysed indicators show that Ukrainian and Russian history master narratives include high potential for the international identity conflict. The narrative of origin is highly conflicting, also character of narrative, self-images and history interpretations are strongly opposing ones that give a strong ground for the identity conflict. National identity markers are a little less conflicting but also there are controversies. However, it is important to admit that the potential of identity conflict transforms to an international conflict in the case when the political elite escalates the potential and uses the incompatibility actively in political discourse. Unfortunately this tendency is growing in current politics in the former Russian space.
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