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Abstract
In International Relations (IR) scholarship, there is a growing body of research on the connections between
emotions, stigma, andnormviolations. It is oftenpresumed that for stigma imposition to be successful, norm
violators should feel shame. We argue instead that the emotional dynamics that inform the management of
stigma are more complex and involve overlooked emotions such as anxiety, sadness, and hopelessness. We
substantiate this by analysing the successful stigmatisation of anti-war voices in Azerbaijan during the 2020
Karabakh war. While the vast majority of the Azerbaijani population supported the war, a small minority
contested its legitimacy and the related emotional obligation to express hatred against Armenians. However,
these anti-war voices became stigmatised as ‘traitors to the homeland’, and were ultimately pushed to self-
silence. We contribute to the growing IR scholarship on emotions and stigma in two ways. First, we show
how successful stigmatisation of norm violators may involve emotional dynamics that go beyond shame.
Second, we discuss the power of emotion norms of hatred, which, especially in times of war, can push ‘ordi-
nary people’ to pro-actively and vehemently stigmatise norm-violators. In conclusion, we elaborate on the
potential future implications of stigma on peacebuilding activities between Armenia and Azerbaijan.
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Introduction
On the 27th of September 2020 Azerbaijan launched a military offensive to retake control of
Karabakh, de jure Azerbaijani land that had been de facto controlled by Armenian separatist forces
since the First Karabakh war of 1988–1994. This sparked the beginning of the Second Karabakh
War. It became evident that the vast majority of the Azerbaijani population passionately supported
the war.1 The loss of Karabakh in the early 90’s, with the consequent human suffering, was a trau-
matic event for Azerbaijani society as a whole.2 Capitalising on this traumatic and humiliating loss,

1The Baku-based Social Research Center (SRC) conducted in early October 2020 a survey on the topic. Results show that
94–95% of the population supported the war. While there may be issues of social desirability bias for surveys conducted in
authoritarian countries, the results align with our own impressions as researchers. ‘II Qaraba ̆g müharibəsi” ictimai rəydə’,
Social Research Center, available at: {https://stm.az/az/news/560/ii-qarabag-muharibesi-ictimai-reyde} accessed 27 May 2024.

2See: Nika Musavi, ‘The psychological consequences of the Karabakh wars in Azerbaijan: The womanly face of
trauma’, Heinrich-B ̈oll-Stiftung, available at: {https://ge.boell.org/en/2024/05/10/psychological-consequences-karabakh-wars-
azerbaijan-womanly-face-trauma} accessed 21 June 2024; See also: Larissa Sotieva, ‘Collectivewounds: Societal trauma and the
Karabakh conflict’, Independent Peace Associates, available at: {https://indiepeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/societal-
trauma-karabakh_ENGLISH.pdf} accessed 21 June 2024.

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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the government(s) in Azerbaijan over the years institutionalised an ethno-nationalist view of the
conflict3 based on hatred against the Armenian enemy.4 Hence, societal support for the 2020 war
became tightly tied to expressions of nationalist pride and hatred for Armenians.5 To be a ‘proper’
Azerbaijani citizen implied supporting the country’s war effort.

Nonetheless, alternative anti-war narratives, that contested the war and rejected hatred against
Armenians, were raised by a minority of individuals and political activists. These anti-war voices
faced daunting societal backlash, becoming stigmatised as ‘traitors to the homeland’, ‘Armenian-
lovers’ or just ‘Armenians’.6 All these labels denied the Azerbaijani identity of the anti-war voices,
languishing the legitimacy of their claims and objectifying them as outcasts in society. While state
institutions—including the State Security Service—did occasionally interrogate and exercise psy-
chological pressure against anti-war voices, it was mostly society en masse that stigmatised the
activists.

By the end of the Second Karabakh conflict on the 10th of November 2020, which resulted in
an Azerbaijani victory and a Russian-brokered ceasefire agreement, anti-war voices had already
been successfully marginalised: they self-silenced or cancelled themselves from social media. The
stigma, being libelled ‘traitors to the homeland’, proved effective also in the long-run. Indeed, most
activists stopped expressing their anti-war views in the years that followed, including when the
conflict between Azerbaijan and Karabakh Armenians was revamped in 2023.

The case of the stigmatisation of anti-war voices in Azerbaijan during the 2020 Karabakh War
is interesting for Area Studies scholarship on the South Caucasus, but also for the International
Relations (IR) scholarship on emotions, stigma and norms.These three concepts relate to each other
in at least two fundamental manners. First, norms can refer not only to international legal provi-
sions, such as the norm of territorial integrity, but also to emotion norms that regulate the emotions
that are appropriate to feel and display in specific situations.7 People who adhere to the same emo-
tion norms form emotional communities8 and can stigmatise, discipline, or shame both in- and
out-group norm violators. Empirically, stigmatisation and shaming have been analysed as com-
pliance mechanisms against states that violate international norms,9 states that potentially adopt

3Philip Gamaghelyan and Sevil Huseynova 2024, ‘Challenges to building a viable alternative to ethnonationalism in the
Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict setting’, Caucasus Survey (2024), 1–29, p. 3.

4Naira Sahakyan, ‘The rhetorical face of enmity: The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and the dehumanization of Armenians in
the speeches of Ilham Aliyev’, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies (2022), 23 (4): 863–82.

5See: Ilkin Huseynli, ‘Morality and the Azerbaijani attitude toward Armenians’, Baku Research Institute, available at:
{https://bakuresearchinstitute.org/en/morality-and-the-azerbaijani-attitude-toward-armenians/} accessed 24 June 2025; See
also: Kevork Oskanian, ‘Stereotypes and hatred drive the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict’, Eurasianet, available at: {https://
eurasianet.org/perspectives-stereotypes-and-hatred-drive-the-nagorno-karabakh-conflict} accessed 21 June 2024.

6See: Arzu Geybullayeva, ‘The face of a traitor’, Osservatorio Balcani Caucaso Transeuropa, available at: {https://www.
balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Azerbaijan/The-face-of-a-traitor-206679} accessed 21/06/2024; See also: Thomas Rowley,
“‘Prepare to be marginalised”: interview with Azerbaijani anti-war activist’, Open Democracy, available at: {https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/odr/prepare-to-be-marginalised-interview-with-azerbaijani-anti-war-activist/} accessed 21 June
2024.

7See: Halima Akhrif and Simon Koschut, ‘Emotion and norms in international shaming practices’, in: Phil Orchard
and Antje Wiener (eds), Contesting the World: Norm Research in Theory and Practice (Cambridge University Press, 2024),
pp. 101–14.

8See, e.g., Simon Koschut, ‘Emotional (security) communities: the significance of emotion norms in inter-allied conflict
management’, Review of International Studies, 40 (2014), p. 533; Seda Gürkan, ‘Emotions in parliamentary diplomacy: debat-
ing the Armenian genocide in the European Parliament’, Global Affairs, 7:2 (2021), pp. 103–22; Seda Gürkan, ‘Constructing an
‘Emotional Community’ in Times of Crisis: The EU’s Response to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine in 2022’, Journal of European
Integration 46:5 (2024), pp. 635–59; Simon Koschut, ‘Feeling European? The EU as an emotional community’, Journal of
European Integration, 46:5 (2024), pp. 597–13.

9See, e.g., Ayşe Zarakol, ‘Whatmade themodernworld hang together: socialisation or stigmatisation?’, InternationalTheory,
6 (2014), pp. 311–32; Rebecca Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations: Transgressive identities, norms,
and order in international society’, International Organization, 68 (2014), pp. 143–76; Valentina Carraro,ThomasConzelmann,
and Hortense Jongen, ‘Fears of peers? Explaining peer and public shaming in global governance’, Cooperation and Conflict,
54:3 (2019), pp. 335–55; Xymena Kurowska and Anatoly Reshetnikov, ‘Trickstery: pluralising stigma in international society’,
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weapons of mass destruction10, as well as country representatives and individuals that transgress
in-group emotion norms.11 Second, emotions are relevant to the stigmatised, as they are pushed
to feel shame and need to engage in stigma management, for example, by accepting the stigma,
rejecting it, or counter stigmatising.12

Yet, in IR scholarship on emotions, stigma, and norms, the emotional dynamics that play out
during stigma management are still to be comprehensively understood. Scholars have called to
‘explore more the conceptual linkages and connections’ between emotions and stigma.13 While
there is growing research on how stigmatised groups or states manage stigma,14 the emotional
reactions that influence stigma management remain understudied.15 In particular, the emotional
dynamics that make stigma successful are ‘under-researched’.16

This gap in the literature on the emotional dynamics underlying the effectiveness of stigma is
partly due to methodological reasons. IR scholars tend to analyse emotional expressions by study-
ing existing statements shared by relevant political-diplomatic actors. For example, AdrianRogstad
(2022a) analysed Russia’s stigmamanagement, linked to its annexation of Crimea in 2014, through
a study of statements shared by Russian president Vladimir Putin and the Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.17 Although this methodology is valid, we underscore that relying on existing offi-
cial statements by relevant political actors, instead of conducting ex-novo interviews with them,
can lead to the under-detection of emotions which are carefully concealed in official statements.

However, more importantly, part of the gap in the literature also emanates from the assumption
that stigmatisation is effective only insofar as it generates shame in the stigmatised. Shame is by no
means the only emotion considered by IR scholars to capture the effectiveness of stigma.18 However,

European Journal of International Relations, 27:1 (2021), pp. 232–57; Adrian Rogstad, ‘When stigmatisation fails: Russia and
aggression in Ukraine’, Journal of Global Security Studies, 7 (2022), pp. 1–19; Adrian Rogstad, ‘Stigma dynamics: Russia and the
crisis of liberal ordering’,Global Studies Quarterly, 0 (2022), pp. 1–11;Michal Hatuel-Radoshitzky andAmal Jamal, ‘Theorising
state stigmatisation: A comparative perspective on southAfrica and Israel’, International Relations, 36 (2022), pp. 214–36; Anna
Plunkett and Tansey Oisin, ‘Norm waverers and norm enforcement: ASEAN, Myanmar, and the anti-coup norm’, Review of
International Studies (2024), pp. 1–19.

10See, e.g., Nina Tannenwald, ‘Stigmatizing the bomb: Origins of the nuclear taboo’, International Security, 29 (2005),
pp. 5–49; Patricia Shamai, ‘Name and shame: Unravelling the stigmatisation of weapons of mass destruction’, Contemporary
Security Policy, 36 (2015), pp. 104–12; Tom Sauer and Mathias Reveraert, ‘The potential stigmatizing effect of the treaty on
the prohibition of nuclear weapons’, The Nonproliferation Review, 25 (2018), pp. 437–55; Michal Smetana, Nuclear Deviance
Stigma Politics and the Rules of the Nonproliferation Game (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020); Aniruddha Saha, ‘Nuclear stigma and
deviance in global governance: A new research agenda’, International Studies Quarterly, 66 (2022).

11See, e.g., Koschut, ‘Emotional (security) communities’; Naomi Head, ‘Contesting emotional governance—empathy under
fire in the Israeli public sphere during Operation Protective Edge’, in Simon Koschut (eds), The Power of Emotions in World
Politics (Routledge, 2020), pp. 113–29; Simon Koschut, ‘Reintegrative shaming in international relations: NATO’s military
intervention in Libya’, Journal of International Relations and Development, 25 (2022), pp. 497–522; Cesare Figari Barberis and
Leonardo Zanatta, ‘Distinguishing ontological security from security of identity: The case of Russian “relokanty” in Tbilisi
in the aftermath of the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine’, ASIAC—Studies on Central Asia and the Caucasus, (1) (2024),
pp. 161–79;Mustafa Gokcan Kosen andMelike Akkaraca Kose, ‘When hostility is a norm in international relations: Emotional
deviants and internal enemies in populist media discourse’, Cooperation and Conflict, (2025).

12Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations’.
13Rogstad, ‘When stigmatisation fails’, p. 1. See also: Adrian Rogstad, Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Simon Koschut, ‘Stigma in

world politics: Introduction to the special issue’ (Unpublished work, to be published in Global Quarterly Studies, presented at
EWIS 2024 in Istanbul).

14See, e.g., Zarakol, ‘What made the modern world hang together’; Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international
relations’; Xymena Kurowska and Anatoly Reshetnikov, ‘Trickstery’; Rogstad, ‘When stigmatisation fails; Rogstad, ‘Stigma
dynamics’; Hatuel-Radoshitzky and Jamal, ‘Theorising state stigmatisation’.

15As an exception, see: Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations’.
16Adrian Rogstad, ‘When stigmatisation fails’, p. 1.
17Ibid.
18See, e.g., Simon Koschut, ‘The power of (emotion) words: On the importance of emotions for social constructivist dis-

course analysis in IR’, Journal of International Relations and Development, 21 (2018), pp. 495–522; Katy E Pearce, ‘Managing
the visibility of dissent: Stigma, social media, and family relationships among Azerbaijani activists’, Convergence, 0:0 (2024);
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there is always a presumption that shame is triggered for stigmatisation to be effective and to push
norm violators back to compliance. Just as an example, Claudia Junghyun Kim (2024a) mentions
how stigmatisation causes ‘shame and humiliation’, so that counter-stigmatizing entails states not
treating stigma as a ‘shameful marker of deviance’.19

We argue that this presumption of successful stigma requiring the stigmatised to feel shame can
constrain our understanding of the wider range of emotional dynamics occurring during stigma
management. In particular, we may overlook which emotions, beyond shame, are most relevant
for successful stigmatisation during internationally disruptive events such as wars and violations of
international norms. We argue that understanding these emotional dynamics in light of the effec-
tiveness of stigma is fundamentally important for IR scholarship, as respect for and enforcement
of internationally relevant norms depend on these emotional dynamics. Groups or states violat-
ing these (emotion) norms will fall back into compliance only insofar as shaming and stigma have
emotional tolls on them.

By analysing the societal stigmatisation of anti-war voices in Azerbaijan during the 2020
Karabakh war, we contribute to the IR debate on the connection between stigma, emotions, and
norms in two ways. First, through in-depth interviews with 43 Azerbaijani anti-war voices, we pay
greater attention to the emotional dynamics of the stigmatised, which ultimately informed their
stigma management. In particular, we investigated which emotions were more conducive to self-
silencing and marginalisation. Beyond shame, we explored whether often-overlooked emotions,
such as anxiety, sadness, and hopelessness, are relevant in explaining the successfulness of stigma.
Second, we discuss the emotional obligation of hatred as a specific emotion norm, which, during
conflicts, warrants the stigmatisation of voices opposed to hatred and war. In particular, we dis-
cuss how hatred norms can push ordinary people to stigmatise norm violators vehemently. The
case of Azerbaijan is exemplificative of this, as the national emotional obligation of hatred against
Armenians was enforced during the 2020 Karabakh war through the stigmatisation of anti-war
voices as ‘traitors to the homeland’.

The article’s structure is as follows. We first discuss the scholarship on emotions, stigma, and
norms, and their relevant interconnections. We then provide the context of Armenian-Azerbaijani
conflict and enmity, which also exemplifies the existence of an emotional obligation of hatred.
This is continued by introducing the research design and methods used for the empirical analy-
sis based on interviews with 43 anti-war Azerbaijanis. Afterwards, we discuss the stigmatisation
process against anti-war voices during the 2020 Karabakh War, as well as the emotional dynamics,
beyond shame, at the heart of their stigmamanagement. Finally, we discuss how the successfulness
of stigma inAzerbaijanmay have implications for future peacebuilding activities betweenArmenia
and Azerbaijan.

Theoretical background
Emotions, norms & hatred
The state-of-the-art literature on IR presupposes that emotions are socially constituted, con-
structed, and shared.20 This implies that individuals ignore, negotiate, and validate emotional
meaning in a social context.21 Emotions also serve a normative role. In particular, emotion norms,
the shared feeling rules that underpin collective group identities, determinewhich emotions should
be expressed by in-group members in a certain situation and which emotions are to be valued.22

Claudia Junghyun Kim, ‘Status hierarchies and stigma shifting in international relations’, International Organization, (2024a),
pp. 1–33.

19Junghyun Kim, ‘Status hierarchies and stigma’, pp. 4 and 9.
20Jonathan Mercer, ‘Feeling like a state: Social emotion and identity’, International Theory, 6:3 (2014), pp. 515–35.
21Neta Crawford, ‘Institutionalizing passion in world politics: Fear and empathy’, International Theory, 6:3 (2014),

pp. 535–57.
22Koschut, ‘Feeling European?’.
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Therefore, IR norms are not solely international legal provisions, such as the norm of territorial
integrity, but also rules on how to feel in particular situations. To use the distinction made by
Gürkan (2021), norms can be ‘emotional’, in the sense that their violation triggers emotions, while
‘emotion norms’ regulate the appropriateness and value of emotions in a social in-group.23

This connection between emotion(al) norms and in-group membership shows how emotions
and identity play a mutually constitutive role as they define who we are and what we feel.24 We care
emotionally about things because they are connected not only to our personal values, concerns,
narratives, and stories, but also to our identity. Feeling certain emotions can become a shared expe-
rience among people belonging to collective identities. In this sense, groups can become emotional
communities, a type of community with shared emotions, values, and identities.25 Adherence to
emotion(al) norms determines who is ‘us’ and who is ‘them’, who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ of the com-
munity. Individuals who care about an emotional community’s identity are expected to respect the
community’s (emotion) norms. In particular, Karl Gustafsson and Todd Hall (2021) discuss how
community members may be required to follow emotional obligations, a specific emotion norm
concerning obligations to (not) feel certain emotions in a given situation.26 For example, Naomi
Head (2020) analyses how Israeli public and state institutions normatively ‘outlawed’ the emotion of
empathy towards Palestinians during Operation Protective Edge in 2014.27 Mustafa Gokcan Kosen
and Melike Akkaraca Kose (2025) discuss how pro-government media in Turkey constructed an
emotion norm of hostility towards Greece during tense relations between the two countries in
2022.28

In the context of our research, we focused on the emotional obligation of hatred. Specifically, the
emotional obligation of (intergroup) hatred against Armenians, which became particularly height-
ened during the 2020 Karabakh War. Hatred is an interesting emotion to study during times of
conflict, as it merges with inter-group dynamics that lead to essentialised andManichean attitudes.
Intergroup hatred is an extreme emotion directed at a particular group which ‘fundamentally and
all-inclusively’ vilifies the group and its members.29 In the Manichean fashion, the hating group
appraises the hated group as all-inclusively and inherently diabolical. Malevolent nature and mali-
cious intent are considered fixed and innate characteristics of the group, which will never change:
the enemy group does not just behave badly; it is inherently bad.30 In terms of action tendencies,
the hating group can desire to harm, humiliate or even kill the hated group for the sake of causing
harm. Therefore, harm is not necessarily done instrumentally; it is harm for harm’s sake.31 Given
that the group is appraised as inherently diabolic, hatred can even be pleasurable, as it is morally
justified to harm, if not eliminate, an inherently evil enemy.32 By postulating that the enemy group
is diabolic and taking action against it, the hating group adopts a narrative of righteousness which
increases its self-perceived positive value.33

23Gürkan, ‘Emotions in parliamentary diplomacy’, p. 152, emphasis added/emphasis in original.
24Mercer, ‘Feeling like a state’.
25Barbara Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Cornell University Press, 2006).
26Karl Gustafsson and ToddHall, ‘The politics of emotions in international relations:Who gets to feel what, whose emotions

matter, and the “history problem” in Sino-Japanese relations’, International Studies Quarterly (2021), p. 974.
27Naomi Head, ‘Contesting emotional governance’.
28Mustafa Gokcan Kosen and Melike Akkaraca Kose, ‘When hostility is a norm in International Relations’.
29Eran Halperin, ‘Intergroup hatred in intractable conflicts—The ultimate barrier to peace’, pp. 36, in Eran Halperin (eds),

Emotions in Conflict: Inhibitors and Facilitators of Peace Making (Routledge, 2016), pp. 34–49; See also: Robert Sternberg, ‘A
duplex theory of hate: Development and application to terrorism, massacres and genocide’, Review of General Psychology, 7
(2003), pp. 299–328.

30Agneta Fischer, Eran Halperin, Daphna Canetti and Alba Jasini, ‘Why we hate’, Emotion Review, 10 (2018), pp. 309–20.
31Ibid; See also: EranHalperin, ‘Group-based hatred in intractable conflict in Israel’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 52 (2008),

713–36.
32Fred Alford, ‘Hate’, in Yannis Stavrakakis (eds), Routledge Handbook of Psychoanalytic Political Theory, (Routledge, 2019),

pp. 261–71.
33Massimo Recalcati, Sull’ Odio (Mondadori, 2004).
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Community members can reinforce the emotional obligation of hatred through disciplinary
mechanisms including shaming and stigma. This is particularly true during wartime, when the
national public is expected to unite and comply with the community’s emotion norms. Given the
extreme nature of intergroup hatred, violation of this emotion norm by in-group members may
lead to the vehement stigmatisation of the violators. The emotional dynamics of the stigmatised—
whether they feel shame, fear, pride, etc.—influence how they react to this disciplining effort. To
further discuss this process, we turn to a theoretical discussion of stigma, with a particular focus
on stigma management and shame.

Stigma & shame
In state-of-art literature, the term stigma was initially conceptualised by Erving Goffman as a
deeply discrediting attribute imposed on those in-group members who contest ‘natural’, ‘normal’
or ‘commonsensical behaviours’.34 In this sense, stigma is presumed to be a normative social act
since it is undertaken against the transgressors of the social norm.35 When this social norm is vio-
lated, stigma will usually include elements like labelling and stereotyping the transgressors, which
results in social separation between the ‘normals’ and the transgressors, status loss and discrimi-
nation.36 This can be exemplified when transgressive individuals and groups are seen as traitors
to the community during times of war and therefore deserve censure, punishment, and even
banishment.37

The stigmatised group must then engage in stigma management and decide how to react to it.
In the original elaboration of stigma management, that of Adler-Nissen (2014), the stigmatised
may accept the stigma, and thus correct and/or apologise for one’s transgressive conduct; reject the
stigma, and thus accept the categories of deviance, but deny being different from the norm abiders;
or counter-stigmatise, and thus reverse stigma as a source of pride by affirmatively self-identifying
with the stigmatised group.38 Additionally, according to Adrian Rogstad (2022a), the stigmatised
group may also engage in stigma evasion, a situation where the stigmatised group accepts that
they have done something socially discreditable but tries to evade stigma by contesting its public
understanding or minimising the seriousness of the socially discreditable act.39 Aniruddha Saha
(2022) added that norm violators may engage in stigma redaction, by which they only occasionally
engage in corrective conduct to prevent their identities from being cemented as deviants.40 Finally,
Claudia JunghyunKim (2024a) discusses the possibility of stigma shifting, by which the stigmatised
engage in distinction-seeking behaviour vis-à-vis hierarchically ‘lesser’ groups, thus also allowing
themselves to take on the role of stigmatisers.41

Emotions are essential for stigma management. According to mental health practitioners and
sociologists Bruce Link, Lawrence Yang, Jo Phelan, and Pamela Collins (2004), stigmatised groups
usually experience negative emotions such as embarrassment, shame, fear, alienation, or anger.42
Shame, in particular, is sometimes argued to be a central emotion that distinguishes feelings of
stigma from other similar concepts, such as marginalisation or discrimination.43

34Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (Penguin Books, 1963).
35Mark Stafford and Richard Scott, ‘Stigma deviance and social control: some conceptual issues”, p. 81, in Stephen Ainlay,

Gaylene Becker and Lerita Coleman (eds), The Dilemma of Difference (Plenum,1986).
36Bruce Link, and Phelan, ‘Conceptualizing Stigma’, Annual Review Of Sociology, 27(2001).
37Vivienne Jabri, Discourses on Violence: Conflict Analysis Reconsidered (Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 108.
38Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations’.
39Rogstad, ‘Stigma dynamics’.
40Saha, ‘Nuclear stigma and deviance’.
41Junghyun Kim, ‘Status hierarchies and stigma’.
42Link, Yang, Phelan and Collins, ‘Measuring mental illness stigma’.
43Norbert Elias and John Scotson, The Established and the Outsiders (Sage, 1994); Thomas Scheff, ‘Shame in the labelling

of mental illness’, in Paul Gilbert and Bernice Andrews (eds), Shame: Interpersonal Behaviour, Psychopathology, and Culture
(Oxford University Press, 1998).
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Indeed, IR scholarship has mostly focused on the emotion of shame to explain stigmatising
reactions. It is presumed that stigmatisers try to evoke shame in the stigmatised, which ultimately
leads to acceptance of the stigma and corrective behaviour. For example, Rebecca Adler Nissan
(2014) writes how stigmatisation helps clarify the ‘boundaries of acceptable behaviour and identity
and the consequences of nonconformity, that is, shame, exclusion, or other forms of punishment’.44
Simon Koschut (2022) mentions how in IR scholarship there tends to be a ‘general understanding’
that ‘logically links shaming to stigmatisation’.45 Finally, Claudia Junghyun Kim (2024b) discusses
Japan’s reaction to international shaming and stigma, triggered by the country’s violation of norms
regarding its colonial and wartime past. In particular, she argues that ‘some aspects of shame’ have
led to Japan’s willingness to apologise, while other aspects of shame, perceived as threatening to
its morality, have led to Japan’s defensive behaviour.46 Overall, in IR scholarship, the successfulness
of stigma seems to be linked to whether shame is indeed solicited in the stigmatised. There may
be different nuances of shame in stigma management based on its effects on identity and status;
however, shame is nonetheless considered central to the success of stigma.

It is not difficult to understand why shame has received relatively more attention than other
emotions in scholarships on stigma and shaming. Shame indicates an ‘internalization of the soci-
ety’s judgement’ for violating a certain norm.47 It is caused by public exposure to wrongdoing48 and
therefore implies a fundamental failure of the self to live up to values and norms that are shared
with others.49 Shame is typically associated with being hierarchically lower ranking, and thus with
feelings of powerlessness.50 Intuitively, stigmatisation is an exemplary case of such ‘societal judge-
ment’ against norm violators. When successful, it can lead the stigmatised, particularly those of
lower ranks, to feelings of shame and powerlessness. Ultimately, this brings about marginalisation
and compliance.

We now briefly summarise the connections between emotions, stigma, and norms during con-
flict. The emotional obligation of hatred can be particularly relevant during times of war, when
society is expected to unite and emotionally support the state’s war effort. The national public, in
the form of an emotional community, can be required to express feelings of hatred against the
enemy and support wars aimed at destroying it. Community members who violate this norm of
hatred may trigger extreme reactions such as shaming, threats, and stigmatisation. The ultimate
aim of societal stigmatisation is to push back into conformity, silence, or marginalise norm viola-
tors. In IR scholarship, it is generally presumed that successful stigmatisation involves feeling some
form of shame. However, we argue that this presumption may overlook other emotions relevant to
the stigma management process, such as anxiety, sadness, and hopelessness. The stigmatisation of
anti-war voices in Azerbaijan during the 2020 Karabakh War serves to exemplify such overlooked
emotional dynamics.

Context of the Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict over Karabakh
To understand this case, we first need to briefly discuss themodern origins of the Karabakh conflict
at a time when Armenia and Azerbaijan were still Soviet Republics within the Soviet Union and
Nagorno-Karabakh (NK)was anArmenian-majorityAutonomousOblast (AO)withinAzerbaijan.

44Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations’.
45Koschut, ‘Reintegrative shaming in international relations’.
46Claudia Junghyun Kim, ‘The Rhetoric of norm evasion and its social psychological underpinnings: The case of colonial

redress’, Review of International Studies, 2024b, pp. 20.
47Jelena Suboti ́c and Ayşe Zarakol, ‘Hierarchies, emotions, andmemory in international relations’, p. 101, in Simon Koschut

(eds), The Power of Emotions in World Politics (Routledge 2020), pp. 100–112.
48Richard Smith, Matthew Webster, Gerrod Parrott, and Heidi Eyre, ‘The role of public exposure in moral and nonmoral

shame and guilt’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83:1 (2002), pp. 138–59.
49Julien Deonna, Raffaele Rodogno, and Fabrice Teroni, In defence of shame: The faces of an emotion (Oxford University

Press, 2012).
50Alessandro Salice and Mikko Salmela, ‘What are emotional mechanisms?’, Emotions and Society, 4:1 (2022), pp. 49–68.
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8 Cesare Figari Barberis and Mirkamran Huseynli

Theconflict unfolded in the late 80’s, with rising nationalist demands inArmenia and theArmenian
population ofNK itself, who demandedMoscow re-assign theAO to theArmenian SSR.These irre-
dentist dynamics gradually led to localised inter-communal violence, and ultimately to a full-scale
war between the twonewly independent republics ofArmenia andAzerbaijan.The result of the first
Karabakh war (1988–1994) was the traumatic loss of a huge swathe of territory for Azerbaijanis,
which extended not only to former NK but also to seven adjacent Azerbaijani territories. The new
status quo saw Armenia de facto controlling approximately 16% of Azerbaijan’s de jure territory.
The human toll is difficult to estimate, but on the Azerbaijani side, approximately 16,000 dead and
750,000–850,000 displaced people.51

Capitalising on this traumatic and humiliating defeat, the Azerbaijani governments institu-
tionalised an idea of national identity along the lines of victimhood, suffering at the hands of
aggressor Armenians, loss of territory, and a deep-rooted yearning to restore territorial integrity.52
Armenians become depicted as the national ‘enemy’,53 the demonic ‘other’ of a ethno-nationalist
interpretation of the conflict.54 These national narratives were incorporated into and reproduced
by the state media, school curricula, cultural productions, national commemorations, and official
government discourses.55 For example, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev consistently utilised
hateful and dehumanising rhetoric against Armenians. In his speeches Armenians are depicted as
provocative liars, as well as threatening ‘savages’, ‘jackals’ and ‘dogs to be chased’.56 History school
textbooks convey to students images of Armenians as ‘eternal enemies’ capable of ‘unreasonable
bloodthirstiness’,57 thus assuring the perpetuation of inter-ethnic hatred in the newer generations.58
As an example, a grade-5 history school textbooks, when discussing the first Karabakh war and
massacres committed by Armenians, describes ‘Armenianness’ as standing ‘above all bestiality and
cruelty’.59

These narratives were successfully spread and enforced among the population, partly thanks
to the country’s illiberal and authoritarian politics,60 which systematically repressed alternative

51For an overview of the first Karabakhwar, see, e.g.,: Stuart J. Kaufman,ModernHatreds:The Symbolic Politics of EthnicWar
(Cornell University Press, 2001); Thomas de Waal, Black Garden: Armenian and Azerbaijan through Peace and War (New York
University Press, 2003), pp. 284–86; Ohannes Geukjian, Ethnicity, Nationalism and Conflict in the South Caucasus: Nagorno-
Karabakh and the Legacy of Soviet Nationalities Policy (Routledge, 2012); Emil Souleimanov, Understanding Ethnopolitical
Conflict: Karabakh, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia Wars Reconsidered (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Laurence Broers, Armenia
and Azerbaijan: Anatomy of a Rivalry (Edinburgh University Press, 2019); Ilkin Huseynli , ‘Exodus by Choice: Voluntariness
in Ethnic Migration Sagas’, Caucasus Survey, (2025), pp. 1–20.

52See, e.g., Bahruz Samadov, ‘The memory of the second Karabakh war and the future of the national lack in Azerbaijan’,
Caucasus Analytical Digest, 133 (2023), pp. 9–13; Ayça Ergun, ‘Citizenship, national identity, and nation-building in
Azerbaijan: Between the legacy of the past and the spirit of independence’, Nationalities Papers, 50:4 (2022), pp. 813–30.

53IlhamAbbasov, ‘Thehistory ofAzerbaijan: Deconstructing the “age-old friendship” and the deadly “feud”myths’, in Sergey
Rumyantsev (ed), The South Caucasus and Turkey: History Lessons of the 20th Century (Heinrich Boll Foundation, 2012).

54Gamaghelyan and Huseynova, ‘Challenges to building a viable alternative to ethnonationalism’, p. 3.
55See, e.g., Uri Rosenberg, ‘Was the prehistoric man an Azeri nationalist?: Mobilized prehistory and nation-building in

Azerbaijan’, Central Asian Survey, 43:2 (2024), pp. 196–214; Leon Aslanov and Togrul Abbasov, ‘Conceiving Armenian-
Azerbaijani relations through the lens of cinema: From Perestroika until the present day’, Caucasus Edition: Journal of Conflict
Transformation, 5:2 (2022), pp. 96–128.

56Sahakyan, ‘The rhetorical face of enmity’.
57Jafar Akhundov, “‘Azerbaijani genocide” memory politics and national history in schools’, in Sergey Rumyantsev (ed.),

Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe: Infested With History (Routledge, 2025), pp. 141–42.
58Ilham Abbasov and Sergey Rumyantsev, ‘Ways to perpetuate the past: Analyzing the images of “others” in Azerbaijani

history textbooks’, in Lubo ̌s Veselý (ed), Contemporary History Textbooks in the South Caucasus (Association for International
Affairs, 2012), pp. 33–56; Flora Ghazaryan and Mirkamran Huseynli, ‘Armenian and Azerbaijani history textbooks: Time for
a change’, Caucasus Edition: Journal of Conflict Transformation (2022).

59Yaqub Mahmudlu, Hafiz Cabbarov, and Leyla Hüseynova, Azərbaycan Tarixi 5, Ümumi təhsil müəssisələrin 5-ci sinifləri
üçün Azərbaycan tarixi fənni üzrə, pp. 186–87.

60For an overview of Azerbaijan’s increasingly illiberal and authoritarian politics, see, e.g.,: Audrey Altstadt, Frustrated
Democracy in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan (Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2017); Altay Goyushov, and Ilkin Huseynli, ‘Halted
Democracy: Government Hijacking of the New Opposition in Azerbaijan’, in Olaf Leiße (eds), Politik und Gesellschaft
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narratives about Armenian-Azerbaijani good neighbourly relations.61 The incapacity, if not the
reluctance, of the Armenian and Azerbaijani political establishments to solve territorial disputes
peacefully and diplomatically worsened these enemy images domestically.62 Ultimately, an emo-
tional obligation of hatred against Armenians was developed and institutionalised by the state.63
The Azerbaijani nation, qua emotional community, became bound by this emotion norm, thus
tying the Azerbaijani identity to hatred against Armenians. Community members violating this
norm deserved repression, stigmatisation, and marginalisation.

These emotional dynamics became particularly heightened in September 2020, when
Azerbaijan launched a military offensive to retake possession of Karabakh. Azerbaijani society
passionately supported the war effort, and began to fiercely stigmatise as ‘traitors to the home-
land’ those few anti-war voices that contested the obligation of hatred against Armenians and the
legitimacy of war.

Data & methodology
Methodologically, we drew upon 43 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with Azerbaijani anti-
war voices. The interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling. Given that the most vocal
of activists expressed their anti-war positions on social media such as Twitter and Facebook, the
first interviewees were contacted through social media. To avoid selecting only the most vocal
anti-war voices, the first interviewees were asked to confidentially suggest to us other individuals
with anti-war positions within their social circles. Through this snowball sampling technique, we
also interviewed people with anti-war positions who did not express their views online and would
therefore have gone undetected through recruitment based solely on social media posts. Thus, our
sample reflects both openly vocal and concealed anti-war positions.

The interviews were conducted between November 2021 and March 2024; however, most inter-
views were conducted in 2022. While almost all interviews were conducted in private settings, two
were conducted in group settings at the discretion of the participants. In terms of language, 13
interviews were conducted in Azerbaijani and 30 in English. Moreover, 5 interviewees were inter-
viewed twice to enhance our comprehension of certain emotional facets of their experiences. The
average duration of the interviews was approximately 45 min. In terms of location, 12 interviews
were conducted online and 31 were conducted in person in Azerbaijan. Almost all the in-person
interviews in Azerbaijan were conducted in alleged ‘safe spaces’ for activists and civil society.
Indeed, many interviewees belonged to Azerbaijani civil society and were thus politically active.
Our interviewees politically and ideologically categorised themselves as classic liberals, leftists, and
feminists. These three political groupings had further internal divisions, but stood out as meaning-
ful political/ideological self-categorisations. Others expressed no particular political or ideological

im Kaukasus: Eine unruhige Region zwischen Tradition und Transformation (Springer, 2019), pp. 27–51; Najmin Kamilsoy,
‘Unintended transformation? Organizational responses to regulative crackdown on civil society in Azerbaijan’, Southeast
European and Black Sea Studies (2023), pp. 1–20; Cesare Figari Barberis, ‘The Baku Research Institute (BRI): An indepen-
dent think tank in Azerbaijan’, in Peter Marton, Gry Thomasen, Csaba Békés, and Andás Rácz (eds), The Palgrave Handbook
of Non-State Actors in East-West Relations (Palgrave Macmillan, 2024).

61See, e.g., Joshua Kucera, ‘Akram Aylisli’s Lonely Battle for Reconciliation’, preface in Akram Aylisli, Farewell, Aylis: a Non-
Traditional Novel in Three Works (Academic Studies Press, 2018).

62Gamaghelyan and Huseynova, ‘Challenges to building a viable alternative to ethnonationalism’.
63For an interesting analysis of post-conflict emotions in Azerbaijan—beyond hatred—see, e.g., Rauf Garagozov, ‘Do woes

unite foes? Interplay of narratives, memory, emotions and attitudes in the Karabakh conflict’,Dynamics of Asymmetric Conflict,
5 (2012), pp. 116–35; Rauf Garagozov, ‘Painful collective memory: Measuring collective memory affect in the Karabakh
conflict’, Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 22:1 (2016); Scott Radnitz, ‘Historical narratives and post-conflict
reconciliation: An experiment in Azerbaijan’, Conflict Management and Peace Science, 35 (2018), pp. 154–74; Scott Radnitz,
‘Reinterpreting the enemy: Geopolitical beliefs and the attribution of blame in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict’, Political
Geography, 70 (2019), pp. 64–73; Aurora Ganz, ‘Emotions and securitisation: A new materialist discourse analysis’, European
Journal of International Relations, 30:2 (2024), pp. 280–305.
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10 Cesare Figari Barberis and Mirkamran Huseynli

affiliation. Overall, we balanced our sample to have at least 10 anti-war interviewees from each of
these political/ideological groupings, as well as 10 politically non-affiliated anti-war voices.

In terms of gender, the sample is composed of 14 females, 27 males and 2 non-binary persons.
The age of the interviewees varied from 18 to 60 years, with the majority of interviewees in the
20–35 age group. In terms of education, many interviewees qualified as educated, holding at least
a bachelor’s degree. However, this varied with age and not all interviewees had higher education.

The anonymised interviewee table is displayed in the Appendix. However, the latter was
purposefully kept essential to protect the identity of our interviewees. This is important in
authoritarian settings, such as Azerbaijan, where state repression always looms in the background.

The first author designed and conducted the semi-structured interviews. The second author
contributed with knowledge of Azerbaijani’s contemporary history, as well as contextual and
analytical insights from his lived experience and insiders’ perspectives in the region. Owing to
confidentiality, the second author had access only to anonymised and selected extracts from the
interviews.

Given thatmany of our interviewees estimated the total number of anti-war voices to be 300, our
sample would have credible grounds to claim representativeness of Azerbaijan’s anti-war positions.
This figure of 300 is a rough estimate of the interviewees. However, this cannot be confirmed with
certainty. As a caveat, this estimated figure of 300 includes only radical anti-war positions—those
who opposed the war based on humanitarian and political/ideological reasons. For example, an
Armenophobe mother who is against the war because she fears her son(s) being drafted, would
not be included in this estimated 300 figure.

Potential caveats to the research may be the interviewees’ social desirability bias on the one
hand, and a male heteronormative proclivity in hiding certain emotions—like shame and fear—on
the other hand. Finally, interviews were conducted one to three years after the 2020 Karabakh War,
so emotions had to be recollected. The language in which the interviews were conducted may have
also had an impact; however, overall, we noticed no substantial differences between the interviews
conducted in Azerbaijani and those conducted in English.

Empirics
War, counter-narratives, and societal stigmatisation
During the 2020 Karabakh War, a small minority of individuals articulated alternative anti-war
and reconciliatory narratives, especially on social media. The earliest dissenting voices arose from
a group of 17Azerbaijani leftists condemning thewar, with an anti-warmanifesto signed and circu-
lated at its onset. This was followed by another anti-war stance in early October drafted and signed
by a politically diverse group of Armenian and Azerbaijani civil society individuals. However,
anti-war activism (mostly online due to Covid restrictions) was by no means limited to these two
statements. Taken together, these loosely aligned and heterogeneous dissenting voices were tagged
as the ‘No-War Movement’.64 Even if the anti-war voices were ideologically very heterogeneous,
encompassing classic liberal, leftist, and feminist stances, they all advanced counternarratives based
on two commonpoints: first, the rejection of the emotional obligation of hatred against Armenians;
and second, the rejection of violence and war as an action tendency to solve the Karabakh territo-
rial dispute.65 To illustrate this, we can read a relevant extract of the leftist No-Warmanifesto, which
captures the two common points of the whole ideologically heterogeneous No-War movement.

64However, not all interviewees liked the term ‘movement’, as it conveys an idea of organized action which was absent.
While they were united in their counter-hegemonic narratives, they were not structurally organized. Nonetheless, the term
‘movement’ was widely used during and after the war.

65For a more detailed analysis of the political/ideological positions and reasons for opposing the war, see: Ilkin Huseynli,
‘A complaint about potential Ziyali’, Baku Research Institute, available at: {https://bakuresearchinstitute.org/en/a-complaint-
about-potential-ziyali/} accessed 26 June 2025; see also: Cesare Figari Barberis and Mirkamran Huseynli (forthcoming), ‘The
Breakup of Civil Society in Post-War Azerbaijan’, Studies on Central Asia and the Caucasus.
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Logo of the leftist anti-war manifesto, which became the de facto logo of the whole (heterogeneous) No-War movement

“Our enemy though is not a random Armenian, whom we have never met in our lives and
possibly never will… We strongly condemn every move taken to prolong the conflict and
deepen hatred between the two peoples. We want to look back and take the steps necessary
to rebuild the trust between our societies and the youth. We reject every nationalist and state-
of-war narratives that exclude any possibility of us living together again on this soil. We call
for peacebuilding and solidarity initiatives. We believe that there is an alternative way out of
this stalemate through mutual respect, peaceful attitude, and cooperation”.66

As a consequence of breaking the community’s norms of hatred, anti-war voices faced societal
stigma, insults, and threats. This came not so much from state institutions but from society en
masse. According to our interviewees, it was ‘ordinary people’ who by far engaged most in stigma-
tisation. The heaviest stigma labels were said to be traitors to the homeland (vətən xaini), lovers of
Armenians (ermənipərəst) or simply Armenians (erməni). These labels either denied their identity
qua Azerbaijanis (being ‘Armenians’), or posed them as internal enemies of the nation (‘traitors
to the homeland’). They were pushed into feeling shame for violating the community’s emotion
norms, thereby becoming national outcasts.

Stigmatisation was accompanied by insults and threats, including death threats. According to
our interviewees, women and LGBTQ+ individuals bear the brunt of this situation. This is likely
connected to the harsh prevalence of patriarchal and homophobic norms in Azerbaijani society.67
For example, one particularly heavy gendered threat received on social media read: ‘Hey bastard, I
heard that your name is among thosewho signed the peace statement. I fuck the honour of you bastards
made of Armenian material. May the [war] martyrs fuck your dead relatives in the afterlife’.68

Ordinary people also launched a campaign of naming and shaming on social media, including
apps such as Telegram and WhatsApp, by sharing the names of those who signed the September
and October anti-war statements. This campaign also included photos of signatories to make them
more publicly recognisable.The circulating screenshots and photos were normally accompanied by

66‘Anti-war Statement of Azerbaijani Leftist youth’, available at: {https://lefteast.org/anti-war-statement-of-azerbaijani-
leftist-youth/} accessed 23 June 2024. (Emphasis added by the authors).

67Katy E. Pearce, Dana Donohoe, Kristen Barta, and Jessica Vitak, ‘The influence of social media discussion on son prefer-
ence in Azerbaijan: Reinforcing norms, bargaining with patriarchy, space for dissent’, International Journal of Communication
16 (2022).

68Interviewee xxx.
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stigma—like ‘traitors to the homeland’. Some of our interviewees also recounted how even friends
and acquaintances, after seeing the screenshots, asked them if their names were indeed on the list.
For example, in the words of one interviewee: ‘Some people texted me on Messenger, and cursed my
mother and they called me a “traitor to the homeland”. A friend of mine even shared on Facebook one
of those screenshots and tagged me: “Hey Malik [pseudonym], is this you?” I replied to him “Yeah, it’s
me”. He didn’t curse me … but told me I should feel ashamed’.69

Another example is a message, shared with us by our interviewees, that listed the names of sig-
natories of the anti-war statements and called for their death: ‘[Listed names of signatories, omitted],
the dishonourable people in this list say that our fight is with our government, not with the Armenians.
Such signatories during war time, such dishonourable people, must be killed through shooting as pun-
ishment’. In the latter example, we have a case of naming and shaming accompanied by stigma
(‘dishonourables’), which in war times warrants extreme punishment.

Moreover, the signatories of the October anti-war statement were also targeted because the
list of signatories contained a certain ‘Anna Hakobyan’, which was (intentionally) associated with
the homonymous wife of Armenian prime minister Nikol Pashinyan. Thus, they were accused
of siding with the Armenian government and against Azerbaijan, an act of unforgivable treason.
Although the SeptemberNo-Warmanifesto is still available online, theOctober anti-war statement
was retrieved after an excessive amount of societal backlash and stigma.

Interestingly, according to our interviewees, repressive state institutions played a minor role.
However, a few interviewees faced state pressure, particularly from secret security services (DTX).
For example, one interviewee was called DTX andwas given an appointment at their headquarters.
He recalled how, once he entered the room, the DTX agents printed pictures of his anti-war state-
ments on Facebook. The agents told him to be ashamed of his behaviour, that he was an ‘Armenian
traitor’, and that it was disrespectful towards the martyrs who died at war to write such anti-war
statements. The interviewee was also asked to cancel these Facebook posts; otherwise, he would
face unspecified consequences.70

However, aside from a few threats from secret security services, almost none of the interviewees
received pressure or repression directly from the state. It was ordinary people who stigmatised the
articulators of these alternative narratives. By calling them ‘traitors to the homeland’, ‘Armenians’,
‘dishonourables’ etc., they aimed at shaming and delegitimising both their alternative narratives
and them personally as bearers of those alternative narratives. Society itself became a proactive
enforcer of the violated emotional obligation of hatred.

Emotional dynamics of the stigmatised
Beyond the stigmatisation process per se, we can also discuss the emotional dynamics of the stig-
matised. Which emotions play the biggest role in ultimately pushing alternative voices toward
self-silence and self-censorship? For example, is shame, as the IR theory on stigma suggests, the
most relevant emotion, or should other emotions, such as anxiety, sadness and hopelessness, also be
considered? In our case, confronted with societal stigma, our interviewees underwent two diver-
gent experiences of stigma management: a minority openly rejected the stigma, while most were
emotionally overwhelmed and downheartedly accepted it.

Starting with those who rejected stigma, they expressed a sense of determination in their devo-
tion to principled alternative narratives. Some even expressed a sense of pleasure and pride in
challenging the nationalist hateful norms and the ‘mass’ of stigmatisers. Fear was welcomed as
a challenge. This is best exemplified in the words of one interviewee: ‘I take pride and pleasure in
changing people, both because they change and because it is me who changes them. I do not care about
peer pressure, because I think they are idiots … I do not fear social exclusion because I am already

69Interviewee xxxvii.
70Interviewee vii.
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a social outcast. I love social media because it allows a loser [myself] to become famous’.71 In this
sense, the interviewee already felt like a social outcast, so perhaps the exclusionary power of the
stigma was less emotionally burdensome. Likewise, two other interviewees claimed that they felt
no real psychological pressure or anxiety due to societal backlash. They dismissed the stigmatisers
as idiots, uneducated people, ‘zombies’ and ‘trolls’. Thus, it was not worthwhile feeling shame or
anxiety because of such valueless people. Indeed, some interviewees openly mentioned how they
took pleasure arguing with other people, as this allowed them to win the debates. One intervie-
wee also mixed his rejection of stigma with gendered language. In his own words ‘I actually enjoy
fighting with them online (the stigmatisers). I feminise their hysteria’.72

However, most interviewees accepted the stigma and expressed various forms of emotional dis-
comfort akin to shame. Many identified the expression ‘traitor to the homeland’ (vətən xaini) as
the most psychologically heavy label. The issue was not just being libelled a traitor, but the fact
that the entire Azerbaijani nation was mobilised against them and called them traitors. They came
to perceive themselves as a marginalised micro-minority against society as a whole. Some out-
right expressed feeling ‘excluded by the nation’. A couple of interviewees mentioned that even their
parents called them ‘traitors to the homeland’, which was very psychologically straining for them.
The stigma was so overwhelming that a few interviewees admitted to questioning their values and
principled positions. For example, in the words of one interviewee: ‘If you are alone, you may start
questioning your own ideas… Sometimes I did feel like a criminal or indeed a traitor’.73 This cautioned
many interviewees to either refrain from engaging online in the Azerbaijani language by posting
only in English, or to simply deactivate their social media accounts to disappear from public atten-
tion. Exemplary of this are the words of one interviewee: ‘I did not express my opinion openly to the
Azerbaijani audience, but on Twitter I was openly making statements in English against the war. I did
not write in Azerbaijani because there was toomuch hatred, but I support and admire the courage and
patience of the people writing in Azerbaijani. It was important to create an alternative discourse. It
was not somuch about “fear” forme, I simply don’t like to bemarginalised’.74 Interestingly, in both the
Azerbaijani and English interviews, interviewees tended to avoid using the word shame and pre-
ferred describing their emotional state with similar terms, such as embarrassment, discomfort, or a
feeling of marginalisation.75 We do not want to dismiss the relevance of shame in stigma manage-
ment but suggest instead that in practice, interviewees may describe emotions akin to shame with
a variety of expressions. Indeed, interviewees expressing embarrassment, discomfort, or marginal-
isation also expressed a feeling of powerlessness, which, according to theory, is normally associated
with shame.76

The emotion of anxiety was also expressed by many of our interviewees and played an impor-
tant role in stigmamanagement.Women and LGBTQ+ interviewees tended to admit more openly
and discuss the intensity of psychological strain caused by societal stigma. This contrast with
male interviewees arguably stems from the absence of heteronormative proclivity for woman to
conceal emotions in Azerbaijani culture. Notwithstanding these differences between male and
female/LBGTQ + interviewees, most interviewees admitted some form of anxiety caused by soci-
etal stigmatisation. Anxiety was said to be ‘paralysing’, as it hindered their capacity to concentrate
and to react to the backlash.This also led some interviewees to feel ‘lonely’ since theywere left alone
in the fight against society and its emotion norms. For instance, in the words of one female inter-
viewee: ‘I started getting backlash, and this created a lot of anxiety in me. I started getting mocked
and stigmatised. I was super anxious, and couldn’t concentrate on anything. I was always thinking
about the mocking and stigma… I felt lonely, sad. I wasn’t happy, I thought there was no purpose in

71Interviewee iv.
72Interviewee xiii.
73Interviewee xxi.
74Interviewee xii.
75The expression ‘feeling of marginalisation’ is not technically an emotion, but a broader affective state.
76Alessandro Salice and Mikko Salmela, ‘What are emotional mechanisms?’, Emotions and Society, 4:1 (2022), pp. 49–68.
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life’.77 Similarly, another interviewee expressed how societal stigma created great stress and anxiety
in him, which was worsened by the feeling of being powerless: ‘I cried. I was so anxious, it was
overwhelming. Online I was called a “traitor to the homeland”. I had bad nightmares, I was shaking.
But I could do nothing’.78 One of the few ‘cures’ to this anxiety, and related feeling of loneliness,
became mutual psychological support among the stigmatised anti-war voices. Indeed, many inter-
viewees reported that private social media group chats played a very important role in alleviating
their sense of anxiety, as they felt that they were not completely alone in this fight after all.

Most interviewees expressed some form of fear. In particular, many mentioned fear of conse-
quences for family members. For example, if they had relatives working in some state-connected
institution or firm, they feared that because of them their relatives would lose their job. Therefore,
they worried that the state might punish them indirectly by having their relatives face conse-
quences. This, in turn, puts pressure on them from family members. In addition, women and
LGBTQ+ interviewees tended to fear and take threats more seriously than heterosexual men. In
particular, the threats of being physically attacked on the streets or raped. These gendered threats
were psychologically heavy and induced fear. Exemplary are the words of one female interviewee:
‘The worst part of all of this was the gender related insults and threats. This has a tense psychologi-
cal effect on me, it created fear, I was afraid that if I went to the streets I would be attacked. I was
lynched on Facebook’.79 Overall, also the emotion of fear played a role in limiting or silencing the
articulation of alternative anti-war, conciliatory narratives. While not as paralysing as anxiety, fear
pushed some interviewees to self-silence and self-censor, or at least to be cautious about what they
expressed online.

However, the emotions described as by far the most paralysing, often discussed in combination,
were hopelessness and sadness. The backlash and stigma pushed many interviewees to self-silence
because the sheer number of attacks made them lose faith in the people and the possibility of pos-
itive change. Thus, they plunged into a state of depression and despair. A few interviewees even
mentioned having gone to therapy after the war because of depression and hopelessness. A cou-
ple of interviewees also mentioned ‘apathy’ towards Azerbaijan and the people as a consequence
of the backlash. They saw no point in ‘fighting’ anymore. In many cases, the sense of despair per-
sisted after the war. Indeed, sadness and hopelessness were associated with long-term self-silencing
and self-censorship. If shame, anxiety, and fear were surely relevant to explain the paralysing effect
of stigma in the short term—namely, during the 2020 Karabakh War—sadness and hopelessness
played the most relevant role both in the short and long term. These emotional states can well be
captured through the words of one interviewee: ‘I am tired of being harassed, stigmatised, insulted,
and losing friends at such a young age… They share personal information of yours, like photos, videos
and messages… Nobody gives a fuck about us. We are left to die. If my family was not here, I would
leave immediately and go abroad. I am just tired of fighting. We only live once, and I don’t want
to become a sacrificial animal’.80 Although not all interviewees used these extreme words, most
of them nonetheless expressed some form of hopelessness or sadness. For example, one intervie-
wee explicitly tied these emotional states to his decrease in political activism: ‘I am less “activist”
than I used to be. Because I feel frustrated and disappointed. Because I have been an activist for
5 years, but nothing changed. Things actually got worse. So at a certain point I started asking myself
“what’s the point of this?” If everything goes worse anyway, what’s the meaning of this?’.81 Indeed,
many of the interviewees expressed a general sense of ‘defeat’. They had no more energy to fight,
because they simply ‘had lost’ against the authoritarian state and the nationalist norms of society.
They had tried to propose alternative reconciliatory narratives, to oppose the norm of hatred, but
‘ethno-nationalism’ had triumphed. There was no hope. By now, the people had been completely

77Interviewee xxxix.
78Interviewee vii.
79Interviewee xxxi.
80Interviewee xxxxi.
81Interviewee xii.
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‘zombified’, and the authoritarian government would have become even more authoritarian. We
can summarise this widely shared sense of defeat, sadness and hopelessness through the words
of one interviewee: ‘So that’s why I’m even more pessimistic now: we lost to nationalism. Feminists,
liberals, socialists, we all lost to nationalism’.82

Conclusion
In conclusion, our analysis on the successfulmarginalisation of anti-war narratives during the 2020
Karabakh war reveals complex emotional stigma dynamics that go beyond just the emotion of
shame. Society en masse stigmatised as ‘traitors to the homeland’ the anti-war voices who violated
the national community’s emotional obligation of hatred against Armenians. In terms of stigma
management, most of our anti-war interviewees accepted the stigma, ultimately leading to self-
silence and self-censorship. Interestingly, only a handful of interviewees mentioned feeling pride
for their principled position, leading them to reject the stigma and call their offenders ‘idiots’ or
‘trolls’. However, this successful stigmatisation cannot be explained solely by the presence of shame
or a lack of pride. While most IR scholarship on stigma focuses on shame to understand the effec-
tiveness (or lack thereof) of stigma,83 our case reveals that more complex emotional dynamics may
occur. Indeed, our interviewees expressed a greater variety of emotions, along with being stig-
matised: shame (or akin to it), anxiety, fear, hopelessness and sadness. The emotions of fear and
shame undeniably played an important role in pushing some interviewees toward self-silence and
self-censorship. We also noticed gender differences in the emotional dynamics of stigmatised indi-
viduals. In particular, fear seems to have been especially psychologically heavy for women and
LGBTQ+ interviewees.This seems to be related to the combination of stigma and gendered threats,
from which men were spared.

However, the most daunting and paralysing emotions have been said to be anxiety, hopeless-
ness and sadness. In particular, hopelessness and sadness seem to have been the emotions that were
most impairing in the long-term. They were also associated with self-censorship in the years fol-
lowing the 2020 war. The quasi-totality of interviewees mentioned, in some form or the other,
having lost hope, the desire to fight, and purpose. Some described this feeling as ‘apathy’ or ‘defeat’.
Although not everyone expressed emotions akin to shame, almost everyone expressed hopeless-
ness and sadness. Interestingly, this was also true for interviewees who (allegedly) rejected the
stigma.

Thus, the successfulness of stigmatisation should not be solely attributed to the (non) trigger-
ing of shame in stigmatised individuals. We argue, instead, that it is important for the growing
IR scholarship on stigma and emotions also to consider the possibility of a more complex variety
of emotional dynamics behind stigma management. In line with the call to explore the ‘under-
researched’ topic of whatmakes stigma successful,84 we believe that paying attention to the complex
emotional dynamics of the stigmatised can help scholars better understand when stigma imposi-
tion is effective. In particular, the paralysing long-term effects of hopelessness and sadness. We do
not downplay the centrality of shame in stigma management. However, the successful marginal-
isation of anti-war voices in Azerbaijan shows that, at least in certain instances, the emotional
dynamics of stigma go beyond shame. Indeed, contrary to what is often theoretically assumed,
not all our interviewees expressed emotions akin to shame, but almost all mentioned sadness
and hopelessness as a result of stigma. Exploring these complex emotional dynamics was possi-
ble only through semi-structured interviews with the stigmatised, which sometimes required a

82Interviewee i.
83See, e.g., Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations’; Koschut, ‘Reintegrative shaming in international

relations’; Junghyun Kim, ‘Status hierarchies and stigma’; Junghyun Kim, ‘The rhetoric of norm evasion’.
84Rogstad, ‘When Stigmatisation Fails’, p. 1. See also: Adrian Rogstad, Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Simon Koschut, ‘Stigma

in world politics: Introduction to the special issue’ (Unpublished work, to be published in Global Quarterly Studies, presented
at EWIS 2024 in Istanbul).
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second interview.Therefore, we invite researchers to consider interviews a valid method to explore
stigma imposition and management during internationally relevant events.

These results may also have implications for conflict-transformation efforts in other conflict
cases, especially for track-two diplomacy between civil societies. Breaking national enmity or
hatred norms, as well as proposing alternative reconciliatory narratives, may prove to be a par-
ticularly daunting task for peacebuilders facing societal stigma. Aside from feeling shame, fear,
and anxiety in the short-term, the emotions of hopelessness and sadness may prove to be the most
paralysing in the long run for peacebuilders who are unable to reject stigma.

Discussion
The power of hatred norms
Through the incorporation and reproduction of ethno-nationalist narratives by statemedia, school
curricula, cultural productions, national commemorations, and official government discourse,
an emotional obligation of hatred against Armenians was made hegemonic in Azerbaijan. This
prompted society—ordinary people—to passionately support the 2020 war but also vehemently
stigmatise anti-war voices who violated this emotion norm.

Although beyond the purpose of this research, we speculate that the reasons for such en masse
and vehement stigmatisation could be linked to the emotional power of hatred norms. As dis-
cussed in the theory, when there is intergroup hatred, the enemy is typically appraised as inherently
diabolic. Malicious intent is a fixed and innate characteristic; therefore, there is no possibility of
change or redemption.85 Thismakes it intolerable and shameful for communitymembers to violate
the hatred norm and express reconciliatory emotions, such as compassion or empathy, towards
the enemy. Thus, while hatred is directed against the enemy out-group, unspeakable anger may
be directed against in-group violators of the hatred norm. It can be argued that the stigmatising
public not only gains a sense of righteous pleasure from hating the diabolical enemy86 but also
from stigmatising the community members who violate the norm of hatred. This feeling of righ-
teous pleasure may push ordinary people to pro-actively stigmatise and enforce the community’s
emotional norms.

We believe that in the presence of a normof hatred in intergroup conflicts, it could be interesting
for future research to pay attention to this emotionally pleasurable aspect of stigmatisation. This
may help understand other cases where ordinary people passionately engage in the stigmatisation
of norm violators.

The future of anti-war voices in Azerbaijan
As for Azerbaijan, alternative conflict narratives remain marginalised and repressed.87 After the
war, also the state began adopting the ‘traitor to homeland’ stigma label to silence the remaining
anti-war dissenters. This became prominent during the ‘Know the traitors!’ campaign, launched
in 2022 by the ruling party and media, targeting pro-peace voices.88 Thus, while stigmatisation

85See, e.g., Fischer, Halperin, Canetti and Jasini, ‘Why we hate’; Halperin, ‘Group-based hatred in intractable conflict in
Israel’; Sternberg, ‘A duplex theory of hate’; Recalcati, Sull’ Odio’.

86Alford, ‘Hate’.
87See: Cesare Figari Barberis andAhmadMammadli, ‘The emergence of democraticmovements and their systematic repres-

sion inAzerbaijan’, in EleonoraTafuroAmbrosetti andMattiaMassoletti (eds), ‘Azerbaijan: Entering anOld “NewEra”?’, Italian
Institute for International Political Studies (ISPI), available at: {https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/azerbaijan-entering-
an-old-new-era-162663} accessed 4 December 2024.

88See: ‘Smear campaign launched against Azerbaijani “traitors”’, Eurasianet, available at [https://eurasianet.org/smear-
campaign-launched-against-azerbaijani-traitors], retrieved 23 July 2024; see also: “‘Know who the traitors are”: Azerbaijanis
speaking out against the Karabakh war are being targeted on social media’, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, available
at: {https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-traitors-nagorno-karabakh-social-media-campaign/32047849.html} accessed 23 July
2024.
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was performed mainly by society itself during the 2020 Karabakh war, the regime began a stigma
campaign against anti-war voices in the years that followed.89 In particular, during the summers of
2023–2024, state propaganda targeted anti-war activists by calling them ‘traitors to the homeland’
who were ‘working for Armenians’.90 Moreover, the government began arresting people engaged in
peacebuilding activities or just in independent dialogues with the Armenians.91 This signalled an
escalation from stigmatising the few remaining vocal anti-war voices to an upfront coercive repres-
sion. Ideologically, feminist groups are among the only remaining critical voices in Azerbaijan
that propose anti-war and reconciliatory narratives about Azerbaijani-Armenian relations.92 Most
other anti-war voices have either been marginalised by successful societal stigmatisation or, later,
by sheer government repression.

Video Abstract. To view the online video abstract, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525000191.
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Appendix: Interviewee table

Interviewee Interview Year Gender

i 2021 M

ii 2021 M

iii 2021 M

iv 2021 M

v 2021 M

vi 2021 M

vii 2021 NB

viii 2022 M

ix 2022 M

x 2022 M

xi 2022 M

xii 2022 M

xiii 2022 M

(Continued)

89See: Veronika Pfeilschifter and Cesare Figari Barberis, ‘State dominance and its discontents among Azerbaijani youth’,
Center for East European and International Studies (ZOIS), available at {https://www.zois-berlin.de/en/publications/zois-
spotlight/state-dominance-and-its-discontents-among-azerbaijani-youth} 4 December 2024.

90See Youtube video (english version): ‘Bahruz Samadov worked for the Armenians—Investigation’, Baku TV International,
available at: {https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j9lHJk9UshY} 04 December 2024.

91See: Yousef Bardouka, ‘When advocating for peace becomes treason—the arrest of Bahruz Samadov’, OC Media, available
at: {https://oc-media.org/features/when-advocating-for-peace-becomes-treason-the-arrest-of-bahruz-samadov/} accessed 4
December 2024.

92In particular, the Azerbaijani ‘Feminist Peace Collective’ is among the most vocal critics of the government, and consis-
tently proposes alternative reconciliatory narratives about Azerbaijani-Armenian relations.Website available at: {https://www.
feministpeacecollective.com/en/haqq%C4%B1m%C4%B1zda} accessed 4 December 2024.
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(Continued.)

Interviewee Interview Year Gender

xiv 2022 NB

xv 2022 M

xvi 2022 F

xvii 2022 M

xviii 2022 F

xix 2022 F

xx 2022 M

xxi 2022 F

xxii 2022 M

xxiii 2022 M

xxiv 2022 M

xxv 2022 M

xxvi 2022 M

xxvii 2022 M

xxviii 2022 F

xxix 2022 F

xxx 2022 F

xxxi 2022 F

xxxii 2022 F

xxxiii 2022 F

xxxiv 2023 M

xxxv 2023 M

xxxvi 2023 M

xxxvii 2023 M

xxxviii 2023 F

xxxix 2023 F

xxxx 2023 F

xxxxi 2023 F

xxxxii 2023 M

xxxxiii 2024 M
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