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Introduction

In post-conflict societies, confronting past violence extends beyond legal accountability and
institutional reform to include the ways in which violence is remembered, narrated, and
recognised.! Over the last two decades, there has been growing scholarly recognition of what
is often described as a “memory boom™? reflected in the expansion of memorial practices
responding to mass violence and human rights abuses.” Within transitional justice, this
development forms part of a broader politics of memory through which societies engage with
past violence while establishing new political and social orders. Memorialisation has
increasingly become integrated into these processes alongside truth commissions, criminal
prosecutions, reparations, and institutional reform.* Beyond their symbolic function, memorial
practices provide sites through which societies interpret past violence, recognise victims, and
negotiate collective futures.’

This growing recognition is reflected in the 2019 African Union Transitional Justice Policy,
which identifies memorialisation as a distinct pillar of transitional justice and supports
initiatives such as the African Union Human Rights Memorial.® Mr Fabian Salvioli, the former
Special Rapporteur on the Promotion of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees of Non-
Recurrence, further reinforced this work in 2020 by formally recognising memorialisation as
the fifth pillar of transitional justice.’

Despite this growing recognition, memorialisation has often lagged behind other transitional
justice interventions. While many post-conflict societies have established mechanisms to
address past violence, efforts to create meaningful and inclusive commemorative practices
have frequently remained limited. In countries such as Kenya, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and
Uganda, transitional justice initiatives have addressed aspects of past violence, yet
memorialisation has largely been sidelined or insufficiently developed. 3 As a result, where
violations are inadequately acknowledged or memorialised, feelings of injustice and moral
tension may persist beyond the formal conclusion of transitional processes.

! Ereshnee Naidu, ‘Memorialization in Post-Conflict Societies in Africa: Potentials and Challenges’ in Bix Gabriel (ed),
Strengthening Memory, Justice, and Human Rights in Brazil and the Southern Hemisphere (Brazilian Ministry of Justice
Amnesty Commission and International Coalition of Sites of Conscience 2015), 11.

2 Jay Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: Reflections on the “Memory Boom” in Contemporary Historical Studies’ (2001)
10(3) Canadian Military History, 59.

3Mina Rauschenbach, Julia Viebach and Stephan Parmentier, ‘Introduction’ in Mina Rauschenbach, Julia Viebach and Stephan
Parmentier (eds), Localising Memory in Transitional Justice: The Dynamics and Informal Practices of Memorialisation after
Mass Violence and Dictatorship (Routledge 2024) 1, 2.

4 UN Human Rights Council, Memorialization Processes in the Context of Serious Violations of Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law: The Fifth Pillar of Transitional Justice, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion
of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees of Non-Recurrence (45th sess, 14 September—2 October 2020, UN Doc
A/HRC/45/45) 5 [21].

5 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (University of Chicago Press 1992) 38; Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and
History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’ (1989) 26 Representations 7, 12—-13.

¢ African Union, African Union Transitional Justice Policy (African Union 2019) 14-15.

7 UN Human Rights Council, Memorialization Processes in the Context of Serious Violations of Human Rights and
International Humanitarian Law: The Fifth Pillar of Transitional Justice, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion
of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Guarantees of Non-Recurrence (45th sess, 14 September—2 October 2020, UN Doc
A/HRC/45/45) 5 [21].

8 Tim Murithi, ‘Celebrating the End of Apartheid’ in Guy Elcheroth and Neloufer de Mel (eds), In the Shadow of Transitional
Justice: Cross-National Perspectives on the Transformative Potential of Remembrance (Routledge 2022) 21, 21.



These challenges raise broader questions about how post-conflict societies produce, negotiate,
and contest memory. Understanding these dynamics requires examining collective memory as
a social process through which societies construct and give meaning to interpretations of the
past. Collective memory is not a neutral record of historical events but a socially constructed
process shaped by contemporary contexts and ongoing struggles over meaning.’ This process
materialises through memorial practices, including monuments, museums, commemorative
rituals, archives, and digital platforms, which shape how past violence is interpreted, preserved,
and transmitted over time.

This paper argues that memorialisation shapes collective memory through three interconnected
processes: 1) selecting and framing narratives, 2) institutionalising remembrance, and 3)
constant contestation of meaning by different actors. These processes are deeply political,
shaping recognition, legitimacy, and power distribution within post-conflict societies.'® While
memorialisation can support acknowledgement, dignity, and reconciliation, it may also exclude
certain voices, entrench dominant narratives, and limit the transformative potential of justice.!!
Drawing on collective memory theory, transitional justice scholarship, and digital memory
studies, this paper examines memorialisation as an active political process through which
societies remember, interpret, and respond to past violence.

Memorialisation as a Mechanism of Collective Memory Construction

Memorialisation shapes collective memory by structuring how societies interpret, organise, and
represent past violence in public life.!? It operates through a range of commemorative forms,
including rituals, monuments, official holidays, images, and symbolic practices that shape
public understanding of the past.!> As Maurice Halbwachs argues, collective memory is not a
simple retrieval of fixed facts but a reconstructive process shaped by social frameworks and
present concerns. ' Building on this insight, Elizabeth Jelin conceptualises memorialisation as
a selective process through which societies construct partial accounts of violence, emphasising
certain narratives while marginalising or excluding others.!> This selectivity contributes to the
formation of symbolic boundaries, shaping the collective understanding of belonging,
responsibility, and moral recognition in the aftermath of violence.'®

In transitional justice contexts, memorialisation intersects with institutional practices of
documentation and preservation. Courts, truth commissions, reparations programmes, and
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official archives record violations and recognise harm while also shaping authoritative
narratives of the past.!” As Martha Minow observes, such mechanisms do more than establish
factual records; they influence how societies interpret violence and understand its significance
within broader historical narratives.'® Individual experiences are thereby documented and may
become embedded in educational, legal, and archival institutions, reinforcing particular
interpretations of history.!® However, documentation alone does not guarantee lasting social
recognition or collective engagement. Without broader public engagement and recognition,
records may remain overlooked or disconnected from wider social understandings of the past.°
Memorialisation contributes to this process by providing public and symbolic forms through
which documented histories become visible, acquire shared meaning, and remain present in
collective memory.>!

Memorialisation also mediates between private suffering and public acknowledgement.
Through monuments, rituals, naming practices, museums, and commemorative events,
experiences of violence are translated into publicly recognisable forms that can be shared,
revisited, and debated.?? This process is not merely descriptive but constitutive, shaping how
social groups organise and communicate memories.”> However, translating lived experiences
into public representations may simplify complex experiences of trauma or privilege particular
interpretations over others.?*

The structuring role of memorialisation is further shaped by spatial organisation. The
placement of monuments, commemorative sites, or renamed spaces creates a geography of
remembrance that shapes how people encounter violence in everyday life.”® Spatial
arrangements shape which histories remain visible, how remembrance is incorporated into
public environments, and how memory becomes associated with particular locations. Through
their material presence, these sites provide enduring points of reference for public engagement
with the past.¢

Jan Assmann’s distinction between communicative and cultural memory helps explain the
temporal dimension of memorialisation. Communicative memory is rooted in lived experience
and everyday interaction, whereas cultural memory is sustained through durable forms,
including texts, rituals, archives, and monuments.?” Memorialisation contributes to the
preservation of selected memories beyond the lifespans of direct witnesses, enabling later
generations to engage with events they did not personally experience. 2® These processes can
sustain the historical and moral significance of past violence across generations, although the
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meanings attached to commemorative representations remain subject to changing social and
political contexts. Memorialisation should therefore be understood not as a fixed record of the
past, but as an ongoing process through which selected memories are preserved, negotiated,
reinterpreted, and transmitted across generations.?’

The Politics of Memorialisation and Narrative Contestation

Memorialisation is also a site of political struggle. Decisions about what to memorialise, how
to represent the past, and whose experiences to prioritise are shaped by relations of power rather
than neutral reflection. ** The ability to occupy public space through memorial forms reflects
unequal access to institutional recognition, cultural legitimacy and socio-political influence.!
As a result, memorialisation becomes a field in which competing actors seek to define the
meaning of past violence and its relevance for the present.

Within transitional justice, memorials and commemorative initiatives have traditionally been
understood as forms of symbolic reparation intended to preserve the memory of human rights
abuses and contribute to reconciliation.’> While this reparative role remains significant,
focusing solely on restorative outcomes risks overlooking their broader political function.*’
Rather than operating only as symbolic additions to justice processes, memorials may become
arenas through which political meaning is negotiated, public legitimacy is established, and
competing interpretations of the past are contested. ** Memorialisation thus extends beyond
remembrance to encompass wider struggles over accountability, historical interpretation, and
the construction of public narratives.>

The political character of memorialisation becomes particularly visible when different actors
compete to shape public understandings of violence. Victims, state institutions, activists, civil
society groups, and political elites may advance competing interpretations of responsibility,
suffering, and legitimacy, reflecting the contested nature of memory.*® As Barahona de Brito
highlights, these “memory groups” play an important role in shaping how narratives of violence
circulate, gain legitimacy, and become institutionalised within transitional justice processes.
However, such actors do not participate from equal positions of influence. Access to
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institutional authority and political resources often determines which interpretations dominate
public memory. 3’

These dynamics shape decisions about the design, placement, and dedication of memorial sites,
which often emerge through political negotiation, particularly during periods of transition.>®
These commemorative forms may seek to stabilise contested histories by presenting coherent
interpretations of past violence, while excluding alternative perspectives.®” In some contexts,
memorials function as instruments of nation-building through which states consolidate shared
national narratives and link remembrance to broader political projects.

As Ereshnee Naidu argues, memorials can reshape the past into public narratives that support
particular political agendas. By embedding selected interpretations of history in public space,
memorialisation helps construct national identity and reinforce political legitimacy.*’ Rather
than merely preserving memory, memorials may institutionalise a preferred moral framework
through which future generations encounter the past. Accordingly, memorialisation not only
reflects existing political orders but also helps reproduce them by linking contemporary
legitimacy to particular interpretations of historical violence.*!

Digital Memorialisation and the Changing Forms of Collective Memory

The rise of digital technologies has transformed memorialisation by shifting it into networked
spaces.*? Rather than anchoring memory to fixed sites, it increasingly circulates across time
and space through the movement of people, media, and narratives.*’ Digital platforms intensify
this process by making memory persistently accessible, searchable, and capable of continual
reactivation,* thereby reshaping how collective memory is constructed and sustained.*’ Unlike
traditional memorial forms, which often stabilise memory in a specific location or narrative,

digital memorialisation enables more fluid, interactive engagement with the past.*®

Digital memorialisation also reconfigures the boundaries between official and lived memory.
Digital memorials combine institutional archiving with personal acts of remembrance,
integrating text, images, video, audio, and hyperlinks into layered representations of the past.*’
As digital archives evolve through user engagement and technological processes, remembrance
becomes an ongoing practice of interpretation rather than the preservation of a fixed historical
record.*®
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These developments expand opportunities for participation and alter the distribution of
memorial authority. Digital memorials let survivors, diaspora communities, and wider publics
contribute directly to producing and circulating memory.* In doing so, they challenge the
dominance of elite-controlled narratives and create opportunities for individuals excluded from
official commemorative processes to make their experiences publicly visible.>* Authority over
memory therefore becomes less concentrated within formal institutions and increasingly
dispersed across networked publics, where competing interpretations can circulate beyond
formal gatekeeping structures.

However, these possibilities do not necessarily produce more inclusive forms of remembrance.
Access to digital technologies remains uneven and shaped by broader social inequalities.”!
Moreover, the capacity to preserve large quantities of information does not automatically
generate meaningful engagement with the past.>? Digital preservation can create an illusion of
remembering, where the availability of archived material substitutes for critical reflection and

interpretation.?

At the same time, digital memorials may also contribute to fragmentation of collective memory.
The coexistence of multiple, unverified, or competing narratives may weaken shared
understandings of the past, producing more individualised and dispersed forms of
remembrance. ** While this plurality creates opportunities for previously marginalised voices
to enter public memory, it may also intensify contestation and make collective interpretations
less stable.>’

Digital memorials therefore do not replace earlier forms of remembrance but transform the
conditions under which memory is produced, shared, and contested. They expand participation,
facilitate the circulation of memory across social and geographic boundaries, and create new
possibilities for recognition. At the same time, inequalities, competing narratives, and unequal
forms of visibility still shape them. Digital memory should therefore be understood not as an
inherently democratising development but as a contested socio-political process through which
the past is continually negotiated.>®

Conclusion

In post-conflict societies, memorialisation plays a far greater role than simply preserving traces
of the past. It shapes how societies interpret violence, whose experiences are publicly
recognised, and how they negotiate the relationship between memory, justice, and political
legitimacy. As this paper has shown, collective memory is not a neutral or fixed record of
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historical events, but a social and political process produced through commemorative practices,
institutional narratives, and ongoing struggles over meaning.

Memorialisation contributes to this process by selecting narratives, institutionalising
remembrance, and negotiating competing interpretations of the past. In doing so, it shapes
which histories become visible, which remain marginalised, and how societies understand
responsibility, recognition, and belonging. While memorial practices may support
acknowledgement, dignity, and reconciliation, they may also reinforce existing inequalities by
privileging particular narratives and forms of authority.

Digital technologies have further transformed these dynamics by expanding the sites,
participants, and modes of remembrance. Digital memorials blur boundaries between official
and lived memory, creating new opportunities for participation while simultaneously
generating new forms of inequality, fragmentation, and contestation. Rather than resolving
struggles over memory, they relocate them within networked environments where competing
interpretations can circulate across wider audiences.

Memorialisation should therefore be understood as an ongoing process through which societies
construct, negotiate, and contest understandings of past violence. Whether embodied in
physical memorials or digital spaces, remembrance remains closely connected to broader
questions of recognition, authority, justice, and the political significance of the past.
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