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MEMORY MOBILIZATION 
AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY IN CÔTE 
D’IVOIRE: ANALYSING THE TRANSMISSION 

OF CONFLICT NARRATIVES AMONG 
IVOIRIAN YOUTH

LINE KUPPENS AND ARNIM LANGER*

Abstract
After violence ends, former conflict parties and their civilian supporters 
often disagree about the origins and causes of the conflict. Post-conflict 
states vary in how they deal with these competing accounts of the past, 
ranging from selective remembering to state-backed forgetting. How-
ever, conflict narratives that are excluded from the public sphere are not 
necessarily forgotten and may be passed on between generations within 
families, social networks, and communities. These unofficial and often 
biased accounts can threaten the stability of post-conflict societies when 
appropriated by political actors who seek to challenge hegemonic mem-
ory practices and/or the legitimacy of the state—a process that we define as 
memory mobilization. In this paper, we argue that memory mobilization 
is particularly likely to occur when (1) unofficial conflict narratives persist 
among certain groups and sections of society, and are transferred from 
one generation to the next; and (2) regime opponents and/or other polit-
ical actors have sufficient political and public space for contestation. To 
evaluate our argument, we examine these issues in the context of post-
conflict Côte d’Ivoire. Based on 905 secondary school student essays, 
we show that competing accounts are reproduced among young Ivoiri-
ans and that these could potentially threaten the country’s future stability, 
if misappropriated.

*Line Kuppens (l.kuppens@uva.nl) is Assistant Professor of Conflict Studies at the Depart-
ment of Geography, Planning and International Development Studies at Amsterdam Uni-
versity, the Netherlands, and visiting fellow at the Centre for Research on Peace and 
Development, Leuven University, Belgium. Arnim Langer (arnim.langer@kuleuven.be) is 
Full Professor of International Politics at Leuven University, Belgium, and Director of 
the Centre for Research on Peace and Development, Leuven University, Belgium. We are 
extremely grateful for the constructive and insightful comments and suggestions we received 
on earlier versions of this manuscript from the journal’s editors and three anonymous review-
ers. We would also like to thank all participating students, school principals and teachers for 
their collaboration in our research.
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404 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

Remembering and forgetting conflict is a burning issue at the very core 
of post-conflict politics and reconciliation. In the aftermath of internal 
armed conflict, former conflict parties and their civilian supporters dis-
agree about the origins and causes of violent conflict.1 Reconciling these 
conflict narratives is a daunting and potentially explosive challenge, which 
many post-conflict governments in sub-Saharan Africa circumvented by 
(selectively) limiting open debate in public fora. In Rwanda, for instance, 
the government has enforced a de-ethnicized, victim-centred memory that 
silences the memory of Hutus killed during the civil war and genocide in 
the 1990s.2 Which memories and narratives become publicly recognized 
and ‘officialized’, and which are marginalized, silenced or repressed is the 
result of a struggle between different groups and interests in society.

‘Unofficial’ memories are not necessarily forgotten however and may 
linger on within different social networks and communities. These mem-
ories can present an obstacle to post-conflict peacebuilding and conflict 
prevention.3 Crucially, political actors may appropriate competing ver-
sions of the past and mobilize them as political resources to criticize 
a public culture of silence and/or challenge an official memory years 
or even decades after the violence has ended—a process that we define 
as memory mobilization.4 Notably, previous studies have demonstrated 
how opposing memories of civil war in Mozambique5 and Zimbabwe,6 
as well as alternative narratives of the liberation struggles in Namibia7 
and Eritrea,8 resurfaced after years of official quiescence or selective
remembering.

1. Daniel Bar-Tal, Neta Oren and Rafi Nets-Zehngut, ‘Sociopsychological analysis of 
conflict-supporting narratives: A general framework’, Journal of Peace Research 51, 5 (2014), 
pp. 662–675; Marc H. Ross, ‘Psychocultural interpretations and dramas: Identity dynamics 
in ethnic conflict’, Political Psychology 22, 1 (2001), pp. 157–178.
2. David Mwambari, ‘Agaciro, vernacular memory, and the politics of memory in post-
genocide Rwanda’, African Affairs 120, 481 (2021), pp. 611–628; see also Elisabeth King, 
‘Memory controversies in post-genocide Rwanda: Implications for peacebuilding’, Genocide 
Studies and Prevention 5, 3 (2010), pp. 293–309; René Lemarchand, ‘The politics of mem-
ory’, in René Lemarchand (ed.), The dynamics of violence in Central Africa (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Pennsylvania, PA, 2012), pp. 99–108.
3. King, ‘Memory controversies in post-genocide Rwanda’.
4. Rezarta Bilali and Michael A. Ross, ‘Remembering intergroup conflict’ in Linda Tropp 
(ed.), The Oxford handbook of intergroup conflict (Oxford University Press, UK, 2012), pp. 
123–135.
5. Victor Igreja, ‘Memories as weapons: The politics of peace and silence in post-civil war 
Mozambique’, Journal of Southern African Studies 34, 3 (2008), pp. 539–556.
6. Lena Reim, “‘Gukurahundi continues”: Violence, memory, and Mthwakazi activism in 
Zimbabwe’, African Affairs 122, 486 (2023), pp. 95–117.
7. Lalli Metsola, ‘The struggle continues? The spectre of liberation, memory politics and 
“war veterans” in Namibia’, Development and Change 41, 4 (2010), pp. 589–613; see also 
Sabine Höhn, ‘International justice and reconciliation in Namibia: The ICC submission and 
public memory’, African Affairs 109, 436 (2010), pp. 471–488.
8. Bettina Conrad, ‘Out of the “memory hole”: Alternative narratives of the Eritrean 
revolution in the diaspora’, Africa Spectrum 41, 2 (2006), pp. 249–271.
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MEMORY MOBILIZATION AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY 405

The inherent memory struggles, or the competition between different 
social groups and communities over the legitimacy of each other’s histori-
cal account, points to the importance of the intergenerational transmission 
of memories of conflict, and their saliency over time. Indeed, whereas first-
hand recollections of conflict can evoke powerful feelings in individuals who 
experienced these events, younger generations who did not consciously 
or directly experience conflict may ‘master’ memories, but not ‘appropri-
ate’ them because of, for instance, socio-political changes that positively 
affected the life situation of their group.9 Alternatively, memories might 
not be transferred in the first place. To foster coexistence between for-
merly opposing groups, community members from Rwanda to Madagascar 
preferred to strategically forget the past, what Susanne Buckley-Zistel 
describes as ‘chosen amnesia’10 or Jennifer Cole as ‘directed forgetting’.11 
If memories are not generationally transferred and/or lack meaning in the 
present, memory mobilization is unlikely to gain ground even when the 
violent past could be invoked and passed on through non-verbal social 
practices and rituals, such as masking, taboos, and sacrifice.12

From the perspective of conflict recurrence, it is thus important to exam-
ine how younger generations remember conflict, if at all. So far, most 
studies on the issue in sub-Saharan Africa have concentrated principally 
on the reproduction and transfer of non-verbal practices, rituals,13 and 
trauma.14 In contrast, very little empirical research has examined the trans-
fer of conflict ‘narratives’ to younger generations in post-conflict societies.15 
In this paper, we address this crucial issue by analysing post-conflict Côte 
d’Ivoire. A decade after the post-electoral crisis, Côte d’Ivoire has yet to 

9. Charis Psaltis, ‘Collective memory, social representations of intercommunal relations, 
and conflict transformation in divided Cyprus’, Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychol-
ogy 22, 1 (2016), pp. 19–27; James V. Wertsch and Henry L. Roediger, ‘Collective memory: 
Conceptual foundations and theoretical approaches’, Memory 16, 3 (2008), pp. 318–326.
10. Susanne Buckley-Zistel, ‘Remembering to forget: Chosen amnesia as a strategy for local 
coexistence in post-genocide Rwanda’, Africa 76, 2 (2006), pp. 131–150.
11. Jennifer Cole, Forget colonialism? Sacrifice and the art of memory in Madagascar (University 
of California Press, Berkeley, CA, 2001).
12. Rosalind Shaw, ‘Afterword: Violence and the generation of memory’, in Nicholas Argenti 
and Katharina Schramm (eds), Remembering violence: Anthropological perspectives on intergen-
erational transmission (Berghahn Books, New York, NY, 2009), pp. 251–260; For examples, 
see e.g. Nicholas Argenti, The intestines of the state:Youth, violence, and belated histories in the 
Cameroon Grassfields (Chicago University Press, Chicago, IL, 2007); Cole, ‘Forget colonial-
ism?’; Victor Igreja, ‘Restorative justice and the role of magamba spirits in post-civil war 
Gorongosa, central Mozambique’, in Luc Huyse and Mark Salter (eds), Traditional justice 
and reconciliation after violent conflict (International IDEA, Stockholm, 2008), pp. 61–82.
13. Ibids.
14. Grace Kagoyire, Marianne Vysma and Annemiek Richters, ‘The ghosts of collective 
violence: Pathways of transmission between genocide-survivor mothers and their young adult 
children in Rwanda’, in Kim Wale, Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela and Jeffrey Prager (eds), Post-
Conflict Hauntings (Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2020), pp. 229–257.
15. For an exception, see Reim “‘Gukurahundi continues”’ who examined the memories of 
politically engaged youth.
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406 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

come to terms with its violent past and two opposing conflict narratives 
exist: one supported by the followers of ex-president Laurent Gbagbo, 
and another one propagated by the current president, Alassane Ouattara. 
These different groups largely continue to vehemently disagree with one 
another.16

This paper questions whether emerging generations, who were very 
young—or yet unborn—at the time of the 2002 civil war and 2010–2011 
post-electoral crisis reproduce these competing memories of conflict, and 
if so, how those memories were passed on. Based on 905 essays of lower 
and higher secondary school students—a critical period in the development 
of their identities17—in the cities of Abidjan, the epicentre of the post-
electoral crisis of 2010–2011, and Bouaké, the stronghold of the rebels 
during the country’s 2002 civil war, we interrogate three aspects in par-
ticular. First, we assess how younger generations interpret the causes of 
the Ivoirian conflict. Second, we analyse the extent to which their under-
standing of the causes of conflict resembles the dominant conflict narratives 
propagated at the time. Instead of focussing on the accuracy of these 
memories, we assess how far historical dividing lines are reproduced in stu-
dents’ accounts of the past. Third, we assess the processes through which 
intergenerational transmission has occurred, if at all.

After a brief description of our understanding of memories of conflict, we 
theorize about the transmission of conflict narratives and their potency to 
potentially destabilize a fragile peace. Section 4 provides a brief overview of 
Côte d’Ivoire’s conflict history. Section 5 then presents our research design 
and methodology. Section 6 forms the heart of the paper as it contains 
our empirical analysis of students’ memories of conflict. We conclude the 
paper with a discussion of the implications of our findings for post-conflict 
stability in Côte d’Ivoire.

Collective memory and past conflict

In the current paper, we use memory as a shorthand for collective mem-
ory, or the collectively shared social representations of the past, rather than 
first-hand recollections of experiences during conflict. Collective mem-
ory is an internal product of past experiences of any one group, generally 
aimed at legitimizing the group’s present existence and past actions.18 In 

16. Line Kuppens and Arnim Langer, ‘Reconciling before educating? Narratives of con-
flict and peace among teachers in Côte d’Ivoire’, International Journal of Intercultural Relations
76 (2020), pp. 37–51; Guilia Piccolino, ‘Peacebuilding and statebuilding in post-2011 Côte 
d’Ivoire: A victor’s peace?’, African Affairs 117, 468 (2018), pp. 485–508.
17. Larry J. Griffin, “‘Generations and collective memory” revisited: Race, region, and 
memory of civil rights’, American Sociological Review 69, 4 (2004), pp. 544–557.
18. Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson, and Michael Roper (eds), The politics of war 
memory and commemoration (Routledge, London, 2000); Bilali and Ross, ‘Remembering 
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MEMORY MOBILIZATION AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY 407

the context of violent conflict and its aftermath, collective memory is often 
characterized by the following three elements: (1) it explains the causes of 
conflict, clarifies the course of its development, and attributes responsibility 
and culpability; (2) it propagates a positive image of the in-group, usually 
at the expense of the out-group(s) whose actions are delegitimized; and 
(3) it decries victimhood.19 Even when group members personally experi-
enced the events, collective memory constitutes a lens through which group 
members—largely unconsciously—interpret historical and current events. 
To reduce any potential cognitive dissonance, events that delegitimize the 
in-group or differ from their narrative are usually elided from collective 
memory. Conflict parties therefore often claim the past in different and 
sometimes opposing ways. The Mandingo collective memory of the civil 
war in Liberia, for instance, differs significantly from the collective mem-
ory of the Loma.20 Similarly, the narrative of the Arab pastoralists in Darfur 
is diametrically opposed to that of the sedentary groups in the region.21 The 
divisive nature of these conflict narratives is further amplified by the con-
comitant negative attitudes, prejudices, and stereotypes about the ‘enemy’ 
that group members often developed as a result of the conflict.

Besides the product of past experiences, collective memory is shaped by 
present needs and future aspirations. In the words of Lalli Metsola: ‘The 
past is re-evaluated in the light of current conditions, on the one hand, and 
the present is experienced in the light of our understanding of the past, 
on the other’. The perceived relevance of collective memory in the present 
is shaped by present-day political functions for the group, as well as by 
current living conditions and feelings of (in)security.22 Ukoha Ukiwo dis-
cusses, for instance, how neo-Biafran movements successfully co-opted and 

intergroup conflict’; Laurent Licata, Olivier Klein and Raphael Gély, ‘Mémoire des conflits, 
conflits de mémoires: une approche psychosociale et philosophique du rôle de la mémoire 
collective dans les processus de réconciliation intergroupe’, Social science information 46, 4 
(2007), pp. 563–589; see also Christian K. Højbjerg, ‘Victims and heroes: Manding histori-
cal imagination in a conflict-ridden border region (Liberia-Guinea)’, in Jacqueline Knörr and 
Wilson Trajano Filho (eds), The powerful presence of the past (Brill, Leiden, 2011), pp. 272–293; 
Wolf Kansteiner, ‘Finding meaning in memory: A methodological critique of collective mem-
ory studies’, History and theory 41, 2 (2002), pp. 179–197; Wertsch and Roediger, ‘Collective 
memory’.
19. Daniel Bar-Tal and Gavriel Salomon, ‘Israeli-Jewish narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict: Evolvement, contents, functions and consequences’, in Robert I. Rotberg (ed.), 
Israeli and Palestinian narratives of conflict: History’s double helix (Indiana University Press, 
Bloomington, IN, 2006), pp. 19–46; Bilali and Ross, ‘Remembering intergroup conflict’.
20. Højbjerg, ‘Victims and heroes’.
21. Jon D. Unruh and Musa A. Abdul-Jalil, ‘Constituencies of conflict and opportunity: 
Land rights, narratives and collective action in Darfur’, Political Geography 42 (2014), pp. 
104–116.
22. Nicholas Argenti and Katarina Schramm (eds), Remembering violence: Anthropological 
perspectives on intergenerational transmission (Berghahn Books, New York, NY, 2009); see also 
Kansteiner, ‘Finding meaning in memory’; Metsola, ‘The struggle continues?’.
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408 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

(mis)appropriated the experience and memories of the 1967–1970 Nige-
rian Civil War in the wake of increased violence against the Igbo in the 
1990s and early 2000s.23 Similarly, latent interpretations of the violent past 
only came to the fore in Eritrea once the economy deteriorated.24

Collective memory is said to be transmitted horizontally or vertically.25 
Vertical transmission occurs when political leaders (re)produce narra-
tives using means such as textbooks, commemorative rituals and events, 
museums and monuments, or national media. In other words, vertical 
transmission is state-controlled and thus pertains to official memory. In 
South Africa, for example, white supremacist museums and monuments 
have been transformed and restructured after 1994, while new museums 
have been established to inform people about the injustices and horrors of 
the Apartheid regime and contribute towards reconciliation and the pro-
cess of reimaging the nation.26 Vertical transmission can have a profound 
impact. Research shows that youth in current-day Rwanda seem to have 
internalized the government’s selective memory recounted in school text-
books and national commemorations. This is less pronounced for young 
Rwandans living in Eastern Congo, who have not been exposed to this 
narrative.27

Unofficial memories are shared horizontally, that is through family, 
kinship, or other social networks (e.g. neighbours, victim organizations, 
cultural groups, etc.). Although this chain of horizontal transmission can 
be blocked (temporarily) or disrupted by actors within social networks out 
of fear for political repercussions, because of a sense of personal or commu-
nity shame, or simply because recollections are too painful,28 Lena Reim 
argues that unofficial memories of conflict nonetheless often linger within 
families and communities ‘not despite but because of’ state repression of 
memory (p. 97; emphasis added).29 Families, in particular, usually have 
a significant impact on young people’s understanding of the past.30 The 
intergenerational transmission of conflict histories that takes place within 

23. Ukoha Ukiwo, ‘Violence, identity mobilization and the reimagining of Biafra’, Africa 
Development 34, 1 (2009), pp. 9–30.
24. Conrad, ‘Out of the “memory hole”’.
25. Licata, Klein, and Gély, ‘Mémoire des conflits, conflits de mémoires’.
26. Crain Soudien, ‘Memory and critical education: Approaches in the District Six 
Museum’, Africa Education Review 3, 1 (2006), pp. 1–12; Crain Soudien, ‘Emerging dis-
courses around identity in new South African museum exhibitions’, Interventions 10, 2 (2008), 
pp. 207–221.
27. Denise Bentrovato, ‘Rwanda, twenty years on. Assessing the RPF’s legacy through the 
views of the Great Lakes Region’s new generation’, Cahiers d’Études africaines 55, 218 (2015), 
pp. 231–254.
28. Argenti and Schramm, ‘Remembering violence’.
29. Reim, “‘Gukurahundi Continues”’.
30. Daniel Bar-Tal, Aurel H. Diamond and Maytel Nasie, ‘Political 
socialization of young children in intractable conflicts: Conception and evi-
dence’, International Journal of Behavioural Development 41, 3 (2017),
pp. 415–425; Catherine M. Reidy, Laura K. Taylor, Christine E. Merrilees, Dean Ajduković, 
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MEMORY MOBILIZATION AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY 409

families may, however, contain important historical inaccuracies and/or 
could be devoid from the necessary political and social contextualization. 
Indeed, parents can share ‘private’ experiences detached from the wider 
social context, or share memories through commemorative practices.31 
Unofficial remembrances in Rwanda commemorating the victims of the 
Rwanda Patriotic Army (RPA), for instance, allow the memory of the RPA’s 
victims (in the Democratic Republic of Congo) to be passed on to younger 
generations.32 Still, unofficial commemorative practices can be explicitly 
activist in nature. In Zimbabwe, Ndebele pressure groups use reburials and 
exhumations to ‘unbury’ memories of post-independence ‘Gukurahundi’ 
violence in Matabeleland.33

Theorizing the relationship between intergenerational transmission of memories 
of conflict and conflict recurrence

The existing literature suggests that in countries emerging from violent 
conflict ‘unofficial’ conflict narratives may persist alongside official or state-
propagated narratives and may possibly become an obstacle or even a threat 
to long-term stability and peacebuilding. However, under what conditions 
these unofficial and usually dissenting narratives risk rekindling tensions 
and possibly lead to renewed violence remains insufficiently understood 
and theorized. In this paper, we argue that for this to happen unofficial 
narratives or memories of past conflicts need to be ‘mobilized’ by politi-
cal actors. This mobilization implies that unofficial historical accounts of 
past conflicts are being transferred or ‘promoted’ from the private and/or 
communal sphere to the political realm.34 Political actors may use the 
mobilization of these unofficial memories of past conflict as a strategy to 
contest state-propagated selective remembering or forgetting, to acquire 
and/or mobilize support among a specific group or section of society and/or 
to challenge the legitimacy of the post-conflict regime. In case a state 
responds in a transformative and reconciliatory way to non-state actors’ 

Dinka Č. Biruški and E. Mark Cummings, ‘The political socialization of youth in a 
post-conflict community’, International Journal of Intercultural Relations 45 (2015), pp. 11–23.
31. Elizabeth Jelin and Susana G. Kaufman, ‘Layers of memories: Twenty years after in 
Argentina’, in Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson and Michael Roper (eds), The politics 
of war memory and commemoration (Routledge, London, 2000), pp. 89–110.
32. Mwambari, ‘Agaciro, vernacular memory, and the politics of memory in post-genocide 
Rwanda’.
33. Shari Eppel, ‘How shall we talk of Bhalagwe? Remembering the Gukurahundi era in 
Matabeleland, Zimbabwe’, in Kim Wale, Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela and Jeffrey Prager (eds), 
Post-Conflict hauntings: Transforming memories of historical trauma (Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 
2020), pp. 259–284; see also Reim, “‘Gukurahundi Continues”’.
34. See also Francis L.F. Lee and Joseph Man Chan, ‘Collective memory mobilization 
and Tiananmen commemoration in Hong Kong’, Media, Culture & Society 38, 7 (2016), 
pp. 997–1014, who use the concept of memory mobilization in the context of reporting on 
Tiananmen in Hong Kong.
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410 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

memory mobilization, post-conflict stability may not be directly threat-
ened. Yet, failure to constructively deal and engage with these processes of 
contestation is likely to further fuel memory mobilization and may in turn 
sharpen and/or rekindle conflict divisions. In extremis, this could threaten 
a country’s social and political stability.

To elaborate on this argument, we contend that unofficial conflict narra-
tives need to persist alongside or at least in the shadow of official narratives 
or state-propagated historical accounts. This requires that these alternative 
historical narratives and accounts are passed on from one generation to 
the next. Reference to and (selective) recollection of past violence may be 
effectively used by political actors in order to mobilize support among indi-
viduals and groups who have directly experienced and suffered from this 
past violence. Yet, this mobilization strategy may be less likely to work for 
post-conflict generations in case no intergenerational transmission of con-
flict memories has taken place. Indeed, without such transmission, memory 
mobilization may not speak to younger generations who have no, or only 
very fragmented, knowledge of the causes of conflict and the hardships suf-
fered by their kin. In case unofficial narratives and memories of past conflict 
do persist alongside state-propagated narratives and are being transferred 
from one generation to the next, these alternative historical accounts may 
retain their potency as an interpretative lens and possible mobilizing agent. 
This is all the more likely when group-based inequalities and divisions 
(which are often an important factor in the emergence of violent conflicts) 
persist and group identities remain salient.35 In contrast, when youth from 
across all groups are reasonably satisfied with their living conditions and 
perceive the underlying reasons for past violence as less important and per-
tinent, alternative historical accounts may lose their mobilization potential 
and may even fade over time.

We further argue that memory mobilization also requires a degree of 
public space and political openness. Strong authoritarian regimes often 
attempt to control knowledge production and information dissemination 
by limiting or closing down public space for dissenting (political) voices 
and interests. In these contexts, the mobilization of alternative and espe-
cially dissenting conflict narratives are usually actively inhibited and/or 
repressed.36 While state repression may complicate the chain of horizontal 
transmission, few repressive regimes are able to break this chain completely 
and definitively. Repressive regimes are however often quite successful 

35. See also Rezarta Bilali and Johanna R. Vollhardt, ‘Victim and perpetrator groups’ 
divergent perspectives on collective violence: Implications for intergroup relations’, Political 
Psychology 40, 1 (2019), pp. 75–108.
36. David Lewis, John Heathershaw and Nick Megoran, ‘Illiberal peace? Authoritarian 
modes of conflict management’, Cooperation and Conflict 53, 4 (2018), pp. 486–506.
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MEMORY MOBILIZATION AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY 411

for long periods of time in preventing regime opponents and other polit-
ical actors from articulating, voicing and/or propagating alternative and 
dissenting historical accounts in the public sphere.

In brief, we posit that non-state memory mobilization may threaten the 
stability of post-conflict societies when two sets of conditions are present. 
First, unofficial or alternative conflict narratives persist among certain 
groups and sections of society alongside official or state-propagated nar-
ratives, and these conflict narratives continue to be successfully transferred 
from one generation to the next while sustaining resonance among younger 
generations. Second, regime opponents and/or other political actors have 
sufficient political and public space to challenge hegemonic memory prac-
tices and state-propagated historical narratives and accounts. To evaluate 
our argument, we examine the horizontal transmission and saliency of con-
flict narratives among youth in post-conflict Côte d’Ivoire, where despite 
a climate of victor’s justice, political dissent is tolerated.37 To do so, we 
analyse secondary school students’ interpretations of the causes and con-
sequences of the 2002 civil war and 2010 post-electoral crisis. To fully 
understand their accounts, we briefly review the conflict origins and main 
grievances in Côte d’Ivoire.

Conflict and peacebuilding in Côte d’Ivoire

In the early decades after independence (1960s–1970s), Côte d’Ivoire 
thrived. The largely southern-based plantation economy flourished, attract-
ing migrant workers from both the north of the country and neighbouring 
states. To assuage ethno-regional tensions, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, the 
country’s first president, utilized ethnic quota, patronage, and clien-
telism.38 Ethno-regional tensions first emerged in late 1970s when eco-
nomic recession strained the so-called Houphouët compromise.39 Tensions 
rapidly increased after the death of Houphouët-Boigny in 1993. In the 
subsequent bid for power that opposed Henri Konan Bédié, the presi-
dent of the national assembly and leader of the ruling ‘Parti démocratique 
de Côte d’Ivoire’ (PDCI), and Alassane Ouattara, a former party mem-
ber and then prime minister, Côte d’Ivoire soon became the scene of 
nativist struggles. Having defected from the PDCI, Ouattara led the newly 
established ‘Rassemblement des républicains’ (RDR). Because of its strong 

37. Since 2013, Côte d’Ivoire has been rated partly free by the Freedom House Index. While 
media, civil society and political opposition parties can operate relatively freely in between 
elections, electoral periods themselves are characterized by important setbacks.
38. Arnim Langer, Côte d’Ivoire’s elusive quest for peace (Centre for Development Studies, 
University of Bath Working Paper 11, Bath, 2010).
39. Francis Akindès, ‘La Côte d’Ivoire depuis 1993: la réinvention risquée d’une nation’, 
in Francis Akindès (ed.), Côte d’Ivoire: la reinvention de soi dans la violence (Codesria, Dakar, 
2011), pp. 3–38.
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appeal among northerners, Muslims and migrants, the RDR constituted a 
significant electoral threat to the principally southern-based PDCI.40

To disqualify his main rival, Bédié exploited the politics of ‘Ivoir-
ité’: a xenophobic concept limiting citizenship to those considered 
‘autochthonous’ (‘Ivoiriens de souche’), i.e. Ivoirians who could claim 
‘pure’ ancestral origins. It became de facto shorthand for Ivoirians of south-
ern, Christian descent. By contrast, indigenous groups of northern origin, 
often referred to as ‘Dioula’ and erroneously regarded as homogenously 
Muslim, were considered second-class citizens (‘Ivoiriens de circonstance’) 
because of their perceived foreign ancestry.41 The politics of ‘Ivoirité’ also 
prompted a revision of the electoral code.42 According to the 1994 revision, 
presidential candidates needed to have all parents and grandparents be 
Ivoirian by birth. Feeding rumours about Ouattara’s alleged Burkinabé ori-
gins, Bédié succeeded in disqualifying Ouattara’s presidential candidacy.43 
Later, ‘Ivoirité’ was also invoked to change the laws on land tenure, reserv-
ing land ownership to ‘pure’ Ivoirian citizens. A contentious issue already, 
it encouraged ‘autochthons’ to reclaim ancestral lands often cultivated by 
‘allogènes’ (i.e. non-indigenous groups, mainly West African immigrants 
and their descendants but also Ivoirians from other regions) who had 
responded to Houphouët-Boigny’s open-door immigration policy.44

In 1999, General Robert Guéï ousted Bédié, but the coup did little 
to alter ethnonationalism. Soon afterwards, Guéï lost the 2000 election 
to Laurent Gbagbo, leader of the ‘Front populaire ivoirien’ (FPI); in 
these elections, Ouattara was again barred from participating. Like Bédié, 
Gbagbo continued to promote policies that excluded ‘northerners’, count-
ing on ‘autochthonous’ groups (and in particular the Bété, Gouro, and 
Guéré) for his core support.45 Distinctively, Gbagbo never invoked ‘Ivoir-
ité’ as such. The ethnic coalition supporting Gbagbo, moreover, was much 
more diverse than that of Bédié, whose support was largely limited to his 

40. Karel Arnaut, Social mobility in times of crisis: Militant youth and the politics of impersonation 
in Côte d’Ivoire (2002–2011) (MICROCON, Brighton, 2012).
41. Richard Banégas, ‘Côte d’Ivoire: Patriotism, ethnonationalism and other African modes 
of self-writing’, African Affairs 105, 421 (2006), pp. 535–552; Thomas J. Bassett, “‘Nord 
musulman et Sud chrétien”: les moules médiatiques de la crise ivoirienne’, Afrique con-
temporaine 206, 2 (2003), pp. 13–27; Ruth Marshall-Fratani, ‘The war of “who is who”: 
autochthony, nationalism, and citizenship in the Ivoirian crisis’, African studies review 9, 43 
(2006); Marie Miran-Guyon, ‘Islam in and out: cosmopolitan patriotism and xenophobia 
among Muslims in Côte d’Ivoire’, Africa 86, 3 (2016), pp. 447–471; Konstanze N’Gues-
san, ‘Côte d’Ivoire: Pentecostalism, politics, and performances of the past’, Nova Religio: The 
Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions 18, 3 (2014), pp. 80–100.
42. Langer, ‘Côte d’Ivoire’s elusive quest for peace’.
43. Akindès, ‘La Côte d’Ivoire depuis 1993’; Bassett, “‘Nord musulman et Sud chrétien”’.
44. Faith I. Okpotor, ‘Narratives of electoral violence: Evidence from Côte d’Ivoire and 
Nigeria’, The Journal of the Middle East and Africa 11, 4 (2020), pp. 431–450.
45. Thomas J. Bassett, ‘Winning coalition, sore loser: Côte d’Ivoire’s 2010 presidential 
elections’, African Affairs 110, 440 (2011), pp. 469–479.
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own ethnic group, the Baoulé. Indeed, Gbagbo campaigned on an anti-
colonial discourse that also appealed to other sections of the population, 
including for instance Protestants and Pentecostals,46 as well as urban 
youth.47

To denounce the persistent and deepening political exclusion and cul-
tural alienation of ‘northerners’, a civil war was launched in September 
2002. The rebel forces managed to occupy the country’s northern, central, 
and western regions for nearly a decade. To Gbagbo, however, the rebellion 
was a foreign intervention supported by Burkina Faso, and part of a wider 
neo-colonial intervention led by France. As such, he portrayed the civil war 
as a struggle to ensure a ‘second’ or ‘true’ independence from France.48 
Until this day, many former Gbagbo supporters consider Gbagbo a heroic 
anti-colonial combatant who was framed by France.49

In 2007, the Ouagadougou peace agreement paved the way for peace 
through the establishment of a government of national reconciliation, 
charged with the organization of new presidential elections that included, 
for the first time, Ouattara as a presidential candidate. It was only in late 
2010, however, that actual elections occurred. These elections resulted in 
an electoral run-off between Gbagbo, running on a ticket of ‘La majorité 
présidentielle’ (LMP, a coalition centred on the FPI), and Ouattara, rep-
resenting the ‘Rassemblement des houphouëtistes pour la démocratie et la 
paix’ (RHDP)—a coalition of Ouattara’s RDR, former rebels and, notably, 
Bédié’s PDCI.50 According to the official results, Ouattara won with 
54 percent of the vote. Yet, Gbagbo contested Ouattara’s widely accepted 
victory, claiming that the results had been rigged. Members of his party 
even prevented the Independent Electoral Commission from announcing 
the results, and three days later the Constitutional Council, presided by an 
ally of Gbagbo, declared Gbagbo as winner.51 Violence took the streets until 
Gbagbo was removed from power in April 2011. Later, he was indicted 
by the International Criminal Court (ICC) on charges of crimes against 
humanity.52

Once in power, Ouattara introduced his economic agenda (‘l’émergence 
à l’horizon 2020’), which strived for a booming economy by 2020. As a 
result, significant progress was made at the macro-economic level, with 

46. N’Guessan, ‘Côte d’Ivoire: Pentecostalism, politics, and performances of the past’.
47. Arnaut, ‘Social mobility in times of crisis’.
48. Till Förster, ‘Insurgent nationalism: Political imagination and rupture in Côte d’Ivoire’, 
Africa Spectrum 48, 3 (2013), pp. 3–31.
49. Guilia Piccolino, ‘Local peacebuilding in a victor’s peace: Why local peace fails without 
national reconciliation’, International Peacekeeping 26, 3 (2019), pp. 354–379; Line Kuppens 
and Arnim Langer, ‘Reconciling before educating? Narratives of conflict and peace among 
teachers in Côte d’Ivoire’, International Journal of Intercultural Relations 76 (2020), pp. 37–51.
50. Bassett, ‘Winning coalition, sore loser’.
51. Ibid.
52. In 2019, Gbagbo was acquitted on the basis of insufficient evidence demonstrating his 
complicity.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/afraf/article/122/488/403/7265357 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 15 D
ecem

ber 2023



414 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

massive infrastructural investments and GDP growth rates of 8 percent and 
above. For most people, however, livelihoods remained precarious.53 At the 
socio-political level, Ouattara’s policies failed to successfully address the 
legacies of conflict, particularly the issue of land rights, the restructuring 
of the army, and advancing reconciliation and social cohesion.54

In October 2020, Ouattara was re-elected amidst tension and skirmishes. 
Most opposition parties, including Bédié’s PDCI, boycotted the elections 
amid accusations of the unconstitutionality of the sitting president’s third 
term. These electoral conditions, Richard Banégas and Camille Popineau 
argue, were evidence of the frailty of the peace-building process in the coun-
try, and revealed the intensifying authoritarian turn of the post-conflict 
regime.55

Research design and data

To examine how post-conflict youth in Côte d’Ivoire represent and remem-
ber the 2002 civil war and 2010–2011 post-electoral crisis, if at all, we 
collected a large number of essays from secondary school students in the 
cities of Abidjan and Bouaké between October and December 2017.56 A 
similar research strategy has been used in other conflict-affected contexts.57 
To contact students for participation, five secondary schools were randomly 
selected in each city based on an existing sample of secondary schools strat-
ified by neighbourhood, size, and type of school (public/private). Through 
stratification, we ensured the inclusion of a variety of schools across dif-
ferent neighbourhoods.58 Class sizes varied from 29 students (Abidjan, 
Cocody) to 58 (Abidjan, Yopougon). Generally, class sizes were larger in 
Abidjan than in Bouaké. In each school, we subsequently selected one 
class of pupils enrolled in the last year of the lower cycle of secondary edu-
cation (‘la troisième’, hereafter 3ème; expected school-age of 16) and one 
in the last year of the upper cycle of secondary education (‘la terminale’, 

53. Akindès, “‘On ne mange pas les ponts et le goudron”’.
54. Giulia Piccolino, ‘Rhétorique de la cohésion sociale et paradoxes de la “paix par le bas” 
en Côte d’Ivoire’, Politique africaine 4, 148 (2017), pp. 49–68; see also Akindès, “‘On ne 
mange pas les ponts et le goudron”’; Alana Tiemessen, ‘The International Criminal Court 
and the politics of prosecutions’, The International Journal of Human Rights 18, 4–5 (2014), 
pp. 444–461.
55. Richard Banégas and Camille Popineau, ‘The 2020 Ivorian election and the ‘third-term’ 
debate: A crisis of “Korocracy”?’, African Affairs 120, 480 (2021), pp. 461–477.
56. The study was authorized by the Ivorian ministry of education and all decentralized 
services of education involved.
57. Merethe Skårås and Anders Breidlid, ‘Teaching the violent past in secondary schools in 
newly independent South Sudan’, Education as change 20, 3 (2016), pp. 98–118; Bentrovato, 
‘Rwanda, twenty years on’. Note that students in the first study wrote the essay at home after 
having interviewed their caregivers.
58. In Abidjan, the selected schools were located in Abobo, Yopougon, Cocody, Marcory 
and Adjamé. In Bouaké, school locations included Dar-es-Salam, Kennedy, Belleville, and 
the centre (2 schools).
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MEMORY MOBILIZATION AND POSTCONFLICT STABILITY 415

Table 1 Student background characteristics (n = 905).

Mean (SD)

Age 17.01 (2.53)
Duration of essay writing 37 min. (10)

Share (%) Share (%)

Sexa City of residence
 Female 49.3%  Abidjan 53%
 Male 50.7%  Bouaké 47%
Year of education Region of birtha

 ‘La troisième’ (3ème) 49.7%  Abidjan 54.8%
 ‘La terminale’ (Tale) 50.3%  Vallée du Bandama 21.5%
Ethno-linguistic groupa  Yamoussoukro 5.4%
 Akan 32.6%  Savanes 2.7%
 Krou 5.9%  Montagnes 2.4%
 Mandé Nord 28.3%  Other regions (9) 10.6%
 Mandé Sud 4.6%  Abroad 2.6%
 Gur 5.1%  Experiences during conflict
 Other 23.5%  Fleeing home 45.7%
Religiona  Loss of family property 18.1%
 Christian 41.9%  Loss of family/friends 37.8%
 Muslim 58.1%  Family injured 14%

 Personal injury 4%

aPercentages exclude missing responses (sex: 11; religion: 39; ethnic group: 85; region: 58).

hereafter Tale; expected school-age of 18). Because two selected schools in 
Abidjan only catered for one level of education (3ème/Tale), two additional 
schools were selected in that city. Participating students wrote their essay 
in French, the language of instruction, during one teaching hour.59 Their 
teachers, although present, did not intervene or assist in any way during 
the exercise and at no point had access to the essays.

The students reflected on two questions: (1) What do you know about 
the conflicts that took place in Côte d’Ivoire since 2000? and (2) How did 
you learn about the history of conflict and with whom did you talk about 
it?60 In addition to the essay questions, the form included a short survey 
to collect some background characteristics (excluding any identifying data, 
see Table 1 for a summary).

59. All quotes have been translated from French to English by the first author. With the 
exception of grammar and spelling corrections, translations remain truthful to the original 
meaning.
60. The essay included two additional questions, which are not examined here.
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416 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

All students consented to participate, although some refrained from 
responding to the open questions.61 In total, 905 students took part, com-
pleting the essay questions in 37 minutes on average. Essays varied from 
single sentence responses (min. word count of 51 words) to more elabo-
rated responses (max. word count of 659, compared to an average word 
count of 263). The learners were, on average, 17 years old. About 60% 
of the student sample identified as Akan (32.6 percent) or Mandé Nord 
(28.3 percent). Consistent with the country’s past immigration policies, 
close to one in four students (23.5 percent) did not identify as one of the 
five major ethno-linguistic groups in the country (i.e. Akan, Krou, Mandé 
Nord, Mandé Sud or Gur), but was nonetheless born in Côte d’Ivoire (with 
the exception of 22 students).62 In terms of religion, there were more stu-
dents who practiced Islam compared to Christianity—nationally, Muslims 
constitute the largest religious group too.63

Beside background characteristics, we also asked students about the ways 
in which they had been affected, if at all, by past conflicts. The results 
showed that 414 students (45.7 percent) had to flee their house, and164 
students lost family property (18.1 percent). Furthermore, at least 342 
students (37.8 percent) lost a family member or friend during the conflict, 
whereas family members of 127 students (14 percent) got wounded. 36 stu-
dents were wounded themselves (4 percent). Considering that the death toll 
of the post-electoral crisis was relatively low (an estimated 3,000 deaths), 
the reported impact is clearly high. Whereas the students could have a broad 
understanding of their family network, it is important to situate these shares 
within the lived realities of Abidjan and Bouaké. While Abidjan was the 
main scene of the 2010–2011 post-electoral violence, Bouaké was a crucial 
site of conflict during the civil war. Furthermore, an independent quan-
titative survey collected in 2016 by the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative 
(HHI) among 12–26 years-old youngsters across Côte d’Ivoire shows that 
perceived victimization, at least as a result of the post-electoral violence, 
is considerably higher among youth in the region of Abidjan (35 percent) 
compared to the national average (23 percent).64

Alongside victimhood, the urban bias could affect students’ interpreta-
tions and representations of the violent past. Students living in rural areas 
may have different experiences of the conflict. Conflicts over ancestral land 
titles, for instance, could figure more prominently. Out-group sentiment, 

61. Because of their age, we also shared parental consent letters and obtained school-level 
consent.
62. Bassett, “‘Nord musulman et Sud chrétien”’.
63. For a discussion of the distribution of religious groups in Côte d’Ivoire, see ibid.
64. Patrick Vinck, Phuong N. Pham and Mychelle Balthazard, Now the kids are safe: 
Population-based survey on peace and education in Côte d’Ivoire (UNICEF, Harvard Human-
itarian Initiative, Harvard University, 2016).
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moreover, could also be more pronounced because of fewer experiences 
of out-group contact. Besides the urban-rural divide, it is important to 
acknowledge that the shared interpretations of out-of-school youth could 
differ significantly from the current accounts. To assess generalizability, we 
will therefore compare our findings with the HHI data where possible.

To analyse the data, both researchers coded the data using the soft-
ware programme NVivo (intercoder reliability of 95 percent). The coding 
scheme was developed a priori to identify (1) what memories students 
have of the violent conflicts in Côte d’Ivoire, if any, (2) to what extent 
those memories are characterized by the three characteristics of collec-
tive memory, and, lastly, (3) how they were reproduced and passed on 
between generations. To analyse the characteristics of collective mem-
ory, we focused on perceptions of the main causes of the Ivoirian con-
flicts (including land, ethnicity, identity, and citizenship),65 in- and 
out-group representations, and in-group victimization.66 To examine hori-
zontal transmission, we established nodes for caregivers, family members,
and peers.

Knowledge of Côte d’Ivoire’s history of conflict among emerging generations

The essays show that nearly all students had at least some knowledge 
of their country’s recent history of conflict. This is evidenced by their 
references to the specific time periods during which the civil war and post-
electoral crisis took place. Instead of writing about the 2002 civil war or 
2010–2011 post-electoral crisis, however, 49 students wrote about Côte 
d’Ivoire’s experiences during colonization—a topic taught in school, in con-
trast to the country’s recent history of violent disintegration and ethnic 
strife. Whereas we cannot conclude that these students have no knowledge 
about their country’s recent history of conflict, it could suggest that some 
social networks could prefer ‘directed forgetting’67 or ‘chosen amnesia’.68

Among those essays that ‘remember’, we discern two types of essays: (1) 
those that recall exclusively, or predominantly, the consequences and hor-
rors of the country’s recent conflicts, and (2) those that offer reflections on 
the perceived causes of conflict. Among the former (338 essays), students 
wrote about killings and displacement, rape, destruction of infrastructure, 
unemployment, interruption of schooling and high living costs:

65. Okpotor, ‘Narratives of electoral violence’; see also Kuppens and Langer, ‘Reconciling 
before educating?’.
66. Bar-Tal and Salomon, ‘Israeli-Jewish narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict’; Højb-
jerg, ‘Victims and heroes’; Licata, Klein and Gély, ‘Mémoire des conflits, conflits de 
mémoires’.
67. Cole, ‘Forget colonialism?’.
68. Buckley-Zistel, ‘Remembering to forget’.
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Food was very expensive. The cost of one ball of ‘attiéké’ [an Ivoirian 
staple] for instance, went up from 100FCFA to 1000FCFA.69

They also described the horrors of conflict, including, among others, the 
so-called ‘article 125’ operations (40 essays), whereby people were burned 
alive using ‘25FCFA matches and 100FCFA petrol.’70 Notably, 13 stu-
dents used the term ‘World War’ when writing about their country’s past, 
which could illustrate the enormous impact of the violence they witnessed. 
Besides describing its violent impact, many students in this category shared 
private memories of the past conflicts:

One day we left for school, I was in my first year of primary school, and 
we saw military men, who chased us home. Once home, around 10 a.m., 
we heard planes flying over that were dropping bombs. We lived close to 
the French army back then.71

These students did not connect the history of conflict to political power 
struggles. Notably, one student wrote: ‘What this conflict is based on, I 
don’t know, many don’t know. But everybody knows the consequences of 
this disaster.’72 Her account may not be representative for all her peers, 
however.

Among the second category, students (499 essays) often described the 
2002 civil war as ‘a history of rebellion’73 or ‘an uprising against the pres-
ident in power’,74 and the post-electoral crisis as a ‘disagreement’75 or 
a ‘misunderstanding’76 between political parties, or more often, between 
presidential candidates. Unsurprisingly, there was disagreement among 
students about the ‘real’ winner of the 2010 elections (see Table 2). 

Before further analysing these essays, three important observations must 
be made. First, a majority of the essays focused on the post-electoral cri-
sis; memories of the 2002 rebellion were much fewer. Second, many essays 
were quite reductive in nature, limiting conflict to their outbreak event. 
Out of 499 essays that echoed collective memories of violence, 277 did 
nonetheless provide more details. Third, and relatedly, among those more 
elaborated essays, a majority (68 percent) was written by students in their 
final year of education (Tale). When analysing HHI data, similar patterns 

69. Male student, 19 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Adjamé, Abidjan.
70. Female student, 16 years, 3ème, Christian Akan, Adjamé, Abidjan.
71. Female student, 19 years, Tale, Muslim Akan, Bouaké suburbs.
72. Female student, 16 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Yopougon, Abidjan.
73. Male student, 14 years, 3ème, Christian Akan, Koumassi, Abidjan.
74. Male student, 17 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Cocody, Abidjan.
75. Female student, 21 years, Tale, Muslim Mandé Nord, Bouaké centre.
76. Male student, 20 years, Tale, Muslim Mandé Nord, Bouaké suburbs.
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emerged. Only 15 percent of 12–26 years olds in Côte d’Ivoire consid-
ered their own knowledge of the civil war as (very) good, compared to 45 
percent with respect to the post-electoral crisis. The share of young men 
and women with a good knowledge of the violent past was greater among 
the age group of 18–26 years old (respectively 45 percent and 59 percent 
for the civil war and the post-electoral crisis), than among the age group 
of 12–17 years old (respectively 12 percent and 27 percent). Importantly, 
there were only minor differences between youth according to their level of 
education (including out-of-school youth), whereas knowledge of the post-
electoral crisis was much greater among students in the region of Abidjan 
compared to other regions (the largest difference was a 17 percent gap 
between Abidjan and the Eastern region).77

Unpacking competing conflict memories

To assess the potency of former conflict narratives, we analyse the essays 
that went beyond succinct recollections of the core of conflict (277). We 
consecutively look at three aspects of collective memory, i.e. (1) students’ 
perceived causes of conflict and attributed blame, (2) the images of the 
in- and out-group they espouse, and (3) in-group victimization.78 Table 3 
shows selected excerpts of these categories. 

Concerning the perceived causes of conflict, first, many students referred 
to ‘Ivoirité’. On the one hand, it was invoked to question the nationality 
of Ouattara, describing him as ‘the newly elected president that did not 
have the Ivorian nationality’,79 the ‘current president who is by no means 
Ivoirian’,80 or as the defender of Burkinabé:

Today there are more Burkinabé than true Ivorians (…) Alassane came 
to power for the Burkinabé, not for the Ivorians.81

On the other hand, students explained how politicians instrumentalized 
‘Ivoirité’ to disqualify Ouattara in the elections or described how the politics 
of ‘Ivoirité’ turned Ivorians from northern descent into ‘strangers in their 
own country.’82 These were the students, moreover, who did not merely 
remember the post-electoral crisis of 2010–2011, but the 2002 civil war as 
well:

77. Vinck, Pham, and Balthazard, Now the kids are safe.
78. Bar-Tal and Salomon, ‘Israeli-Jewish narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict’.
79. Female student, 19 years, Tale, Muslim Mandé Nord, Bouaké suburbs.
80. Male student, 15 years, 3ème, Christian Akan, Koumassi, Abidjan.
81. Male student, 14 years, 3ème, Christian Mandé Sud, Yopougon, Abidjan.
82. Female student, 20 years, Tale, Muslim, Bouaké centre.
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The crisis of 2002 originated from the fact of non-development of certain 
regions of the country, engendering dissatisfaction among the residents 
of those regions pushed to take up arms to be heard.83

Other accounts reproduced the anti-neo-colonial rhetoric of Gbagbo, 
denouncing the role of France in Ivoirian politics (see Table 3). Whereas 
these interpretations and representations indicate that conflict narratives 
remain alive, more than 100 students attributed blame to politicians in gen-
eral, whose ‘lust for power’ is believed to be at the origin of Côte d’Ivoire’s 
tumultuous past:

…the abuse of power by our leaders, who say they participate in the devel-
opment (cf. of the country) but only enrich their own bank account while 
knowing that the population lives in precarious conditions.84

One student even spoke of ‘the leviathans of the RDR and the FPI’,85 
referring to Hobbes’ absolute sovereign.

Second, political affiliation, rather than ethnic or religious affiliation, best 
indicated in- and outgroup identities, with essays often celebrating one 
political leader, and/or deriding another. Laurent Gbagbo, for instance, 
was either described as the president ‘that is and will always remain the best 
president of Côte d’Ivoire’86 or as ‘a criminal’.87 Similarly, Ouattara was 
described as ‘a trusted man’88 by some, and a ‘foreigner taking benefit of 
the richness of our people’89 by others. Political affiliation is, however, inex-
tricably linked to ethnic and religious group belonging.90 Students noted 
animosity between the ‘Dioula’, on the one hand, and the Bété, Gouro and 
Guéré on the other, but also between the Akan and the latter groups:

As Akan (the Baoulé ethnic group is part of the Akan family), we are hated 
by the other ethnic groups (Bété, Dida, Gouro, …) supposedly because 
president Henri Konan Bédié told his members to follow the RDR and 
created the RHDP. They insult us, whether on social media, at school, 
even in the bus.91

83. Male student, 20 years, Tale, Christian Krou, Adjamé, Abidjan.
84. Male student, 16 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Koumassi, Abidjan.
85. Male student, 17 years, Tale, Muslim Mandé Nord, Bouaké centre.
86. Female student, 19 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Yopougon, Abidjan.
87. Female student, 13 years, 3ème, Muslim Mandé Sud, Bouaké centre.
88. Male student, 16 years, 3ème, Muslim Mandé Nord, Abobo, Abidjan.
89. Male student, 19 years, Tale, Christian ‘Other’, from Yopougon, Abidjan.
90. Bassett, ‘Winning coalition, sore loser’.
91. Female student, 17 years, Tale, Christian Akan, Cocody, Abidjan. For background, it 
is useful to recount that Bédié shifted alliances in 2010 by supporting Ouattara’s winning 
coalition (RHDP), despite his role in the promotion of Ivoirité. More recently (2020), Bédié 
again withdrew his support.
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Similarly, religious fault lines were expressed: ‘The Christians are fed up 
with our president Alassane Dramane Ouattara.’92

In-group victimization, finally, was not pronounced. Whereas many 
students recounted personal suffering, these recollections were generally 
disconnected from group belonging. Exceptionally, one student wrote:

My parents told me about their suffering when the conflict broke out 
and what they felt. They felt excluded, abandoned because they were 
denigrated by so many other ethnic groups, as well as by law enforcement. 
(They felt) indignant, but they couldn’t react.93

When strongly felt, victimhood can nevertheless provide a fertile ground 
for memory mobilization. One student explained:

Imagine that those students who lost relatives and properties during the 
conflict have a desire for revenge and are called upon to become the 
president of the country tomorrow.94

Inter-generational transmission of collective memory

Finally, we turn to the reproduction and intergenerational transmission of 
collective memory. Focussing on horizontal transmission through social 
networks, the role of parents/caregivers seemed most decisive (see Table 4). 
While most parents shared private memories—that is, recollections discon-
nected from the political context—other memories did contain political 
undertones:

I learned about the history at home with my parents. They explained me 
that they voted for Gbagbo, not ADO (i.e., Alassane Dramane Ouattara). 
The poor Gbagbo was mistreated.’95

Besides parents, students often mentioned discussing their country’s vio-
lent past with other family members, such as siblings, aunts and uncles, as 
well as grandparents (109 essays). Beyond their family environment, stu-
dents at times expressed reluctance to talk about the history of conflict or 
were advised by their parents not to do so:

When I try to talk about my candidate, or should I say the candidate of 
my parents, Gbagbo, I am afraid to get beaten, so I don’t dare to talk 
about it outside.96

92. Female student, 14 years, 3ème, Muslim, Abobo, Abidjan.
93. Male student, 19 years, Tale, Muslim Gur, Bouaké centre.
94. Male student, 20 years, Tale, Muslim Gur, Adjamé, Abidjan.
95. Male student, 14 years, 3ème, Christian Krou, Koumassi, Abidjan.
96. Female student, 14 years, 3ème, Christian Akan, Cocody, Abidjan.
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My mum told me not to talk about it with anyone because you cannot 
know who is who, so I avoid speaking about it.97

There were, nevertheless, many students who did have such conversa-
tions with peers. What is more, according to HHI data, talking about the 
violent past is slightly more prevalent among friends than among family. 
Illustratively, 48 and 55 percent of Ivoirians between 12 and 26 years old 
have already discussed past conflicts with parents and friends respectively.98

Besides family networks and peers, there were students who referred to 
the media as their source of information. Notably, they recounted follow-
ing the post-electoral crisis via radio (e.g. radio RFI, BBC, ONUCI), tv 
(including RTI, France24, Africa24), newspapers and/or social media.

Lastly, while there are no vertical mechanisms for acquiring knowledge 
about Côte d’Ivoire’s past conflicts in place, students also shared that they 
acquired some knowledge about their country’s violent past at school, often 
mentioning the courses of human rights and citizenship education and 
history-geography. The official curriculum does effectively include the gen-
eral study of the consequences of violent conflict, as well as the study of 
several traditional conflicts and conflict resolution mechanisms. Yet, the 
curriculum does not deal with the causes and origins of Côte d’Ivoire’s 
2002 civil war and its post-electoral crisis in 2010–2011. Notably, another 
student added in this respect: ‘when I say at school, it is not in a note-
book or textbook, rather examples that my teacher told me.’99 Although 
teachers are expected to implement the official curriculum, teachers have 
been found to mediate the curriculum, choosing what they teach and how, 
expressing their personal views in class or interpreting social reality.100

Discussion and conclusion

This article examined whether and, if so, in what ways, youth in post-
conflict Côte d’Ivoire reproduce competing memories of conflict. We 
argued in this respect that unofficial memories of conflict, when transferred 
within social networks, may constitute a fertile ground for political actors to 
mobilize individuals and groups to challenge hegemonic memory practices 
and official historical accounts, and, by extension, the state itself. However, 
such memory mobilization is only likely to be effective in situations where 
past suffering and blame strike a chord among post-conflict generations. 
This may, for instance, be the case when group-based grievances have not 

97. Female student, 17 years, Tale, Christian Krou, Yopougon, Abidjan.
98. Vinck, Pham, and Balthazard, Now the Kids Are Safe.
99. Female student, 19 years, Tale, Muslim Mandé Nord, Bouaké centre.
100. Kuppens and Langer, ‘Reconciling before educating?’; see also Skårås and Breidlid, 
‘Teaching the violent past in secondary schools in newly independent South Sudan’.
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been (sufficiently) addressed. Voicing political dissent, moreover, needs to 
be tolerated. While such memory mobilization could kickstart a process 
of reconciliation in non-authoritarian post-conflict states, propagating dis-
senting memories in the political realm could also rekindle tensions and, in 
extremis, violence among former conflict parties and their supporters.

905 essays collected in 2017 among secondary school students in Côte 
d’Ivoire who were very young—or yet unborn—during the 2002 civil war 
and 2010–2011 post-electoral crisis prove that opposing memories of vio-
lence have been passed on via social networks to a significant share of 
Ivoirians youngsters. Unsurprisingly, students’ knowledge of the past was 
mainly informed by what they had heard from family members and peers. 
Teachers also shaped students’ interpretations and representations of the 
violent past despite the void in the curriculum concerning Côte d’Ivoire’s 
civil war and post-electoral crisis—this concurs with earlier research con-
ducted among secondary school teachers in Côte d’Ivoire.101 Collective 
memories of conflict were however not only transmitted, but also based 
on direct experiences. This was particularly the case for memories of the 
post-electoral crisis.

Collective memories of conflict were especially present among older 
students. On one end of the political spectrum, students leaned towards 
the narrative in support of Ouattara. They described how the xenopho-
bic politics of ‘Ivoirité’ discriminated against northerners, and was used 
to exclude Ouattara from the presidential elections. On the other end of 
the spectrum, students emphasized the role of France in the ousting of 
Gbagbo in 2010–2011. We also exposed a third narrative that centred 
around politicians’ ‘lust for power’. While it is unlikely to become offi-
cial while yesteryear’s political elites are still in power, this is a powerful 
interpretative lens for countering the divisive ethno-regional and nationalist 
narratives and concomitant negative attitudes, prejudices, and stereotypes 
about the ‘other’ that political elites have espoused in recent decades.

Our empirical investigation of younger generations’ memories of the past 
adds an important bottom-up perspective to the literature on post-war Côte 
d’Ivoire that has largely focused on the role of political elites, international 
actors, and former conflict parties in the reconciliation process. It illus-
trates how youth’s interpretation of historical and current events is shaped 
by an interplay of micro- and macro-level processes, which, in turn, sig-
nificantly shape the relationships between political leaders and emerging 
generations. Beyond the specific case, our study also adds an important 
political dimension to the study of the intergenerational transmission of 

101. Line Kuppens and Arnim Langer, ‘To address or not to address the violent past in the 
classroom? That is the question in Côte d’Ivoire’, Journal of Peace Education 13, 2 (2016), pp. 
153–171.
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memories of conflict. Much of this literature remains geared towards pri-
vate memories, trauma and socio-emotional healing, and mostly leaves out 
the collective and politically-laden dimensions of blame attribution, in- and 
out-group representations, and victimhood.

The relation between memory transmission and mobilization, on the one 
hand, and post-war stability on the other nevertheless remains insufficiently 
understood and yet to be investigated systematically from a comparative 
perspective. In this respect, it is important to note that Côte d’Ivoire is 
substantially different from other post-conflict societies where remember-
ing and forgetting conflict is a burning issue. Notwithstanding a climate of 
victor’s justice, the government did not push a selective reading of the past, 
as has been the case in Rwanda and Zimbabwe for example. Neither does it 
actively repress voicing of dissenting memories, as evidenced by the plural 
media landscape and teachers’ apparent freedom to address the past in the 
classroom. These and other characteristics could be of interest for pursuing 
a comparative study of hegemonic memory practices and their contestation 
in the aftermath of violent conflict.
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