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A friend once told me that every time she is asked to remove her water bottle from her bag before going through airport security, her mind returns to the memory of that September day when, as a child watching cartoons, the broadcast was interrupted to announce that a plane had apparently hit a skyscraper in New York. The memory of 9/11, shared by billions around the world, is evoked because, in the wake of the Al-Qaeda attacks, governments introduced laws that dramatically increased airport security, including restrictions on liquids and other potentially dangerous items. 
This is just one example of how deeply law and (collective) memory are intertwined. In this case, the link between post-9/11 security laws and the memory triggered at the airport is indirect, even unintentional. But in Intersections of Law and Memory, Mirosław Michał Sadowski shows that law also actively shapes how social groups remember and relate to the past. This occurs, for example, through memory laws that officially regulate the interpretation of historical events, such as the criminalisation of Holocaust denial in many countries. In turn, collective memory can influence the creation and application of law: prevailing interpretations of past injustices, such as those related to colonialism or state violence, can prompt legal reforms, the establishment of truth commissions, or changes in institutional practices. As Sadowski demonstrates, the relationship between law and memory is far more complex than it might first appear. The need for a coherent and comprehensive framework to make sense of these dynamics is compelling. Intersections of Law and Memory provides just that. More than this, it puts the framework to work in the analysis of diverse examples from Brazil, France, Iraq, Japan, Poland, Portugal, and Rwanda. 
Sadowski’s central contribution is not to advance a single, overarching argument about how law shapes collective memory or how collective memory informs the law (despite the title mentioning only ‘memory’, Sadowski explicitly focuses on group and social perceptions of the past). Several important points are raised in the book in response to these questions, leading him to conclude that both positive and negative effects of law on collective memory depend not just on the legal mechanism used but also on political and cultural factors. Rather, the book’s primary aim is to meticulously develop, justify, and test a theoretical and conceptual framework for analysing the relationship between law and collective memory.
Its starting point is the broadly accepted premise that law is a powerful technology for preserving memory and constructing narratives of the past. A burgeoning body of literature has demonstrated how this operates in specific contexts (e.g., in courts of law in transitional justice settings or through the enactment of memory laws in Europe). What remains less explored is the range of ways in which law weaves together our collective understandings of the past, present, and future beyond the mechanisms typically discussed in the literature. While existing scholarship has largely focused on transitional justice settings or legal tools such as criminal trials and memory laws, Sadowski demonstrates that the relationship between law and collective memory extends well beyond moments of regime transitions. He also shows that a broader array of legal institutions, often overlooked, participate in shaping collective memory.
This approach represents an advance on earlier comparative studies, which, though rich in contextual insight, did not prioritise analytical coherence (see Uladzislau Belavusau and Aleksandra Gliszczyńska-Grabias (eds), Law and Memory: Towards Legal Governance of History (Cambridge: CUP, 2017)). Sadowski’s work provides the conceptual scaffolding needed to compare and understand the similarities and differences across disparate case studies. However, the book’s greatest strength – its focus on building a robust analytical framework – may also, for some readers, appear as a minor limitation. The absence of a bold, contestable central thesis may leave readers without a clear ‘aha’ moment. While the insights offered are consistently sharp, a more pronounced authorial voice articulating the ultimate stakes or payoff of the framework could have made the book’s significant contribution even more resonant.
The book is exceptionally well-researched and organised, demonstrating an erudite engagement with the literature. It presents its case with remarkable analytical precision, even if occasionally at the expense of some verbosity. In terms of methodology, Sadowski adopts a law and humanities approach, justified by the fact that this multidisciplinary perspective allows him to reconcile a range of other approaches, including socio-legal, dogmatic, legal theory, critical legal theory, law and culture, law and literature, and comparative law. While this may seem a lot, the study remains highly accessible thanks to its coherent structure; it is divided into three parts, with each chapter and section building logically upon the previous ones. This methodical progression allows the reader to follow the construction of the book’s intellectual architecture from foundation to application, showcasing a tremendous grasp of the material and resulting in nuanced, convincing assessments of several legal institutions of memory across space and time.
After a prologue in which the book’s themes are introduced through a brief but insightful analysis of memory laws in France, the first part of the book is dedicated to establishing a solid theoretical foundation. It traces the conceptual roots of the law and memory nexus through three disciplines. Sadowski begins with sociology, drawing on Maurice Halbwachs’ foundational work on collective memory and enriching it with subsequent scholarship that has developed and adapted the concept to the contemporary global context. He also introduces the concepts of collective forgetting, collective trauma-memory, and the social ‘carriers’ of memory. From there, he turns to philosophy, reviewing the thought of four French thinkers: Émile Durkheim, Henri Bergson, Emmanuel Levinas, and Michel Foucault. Their work on law and memory is used to explore how law’s rituals function as carriers of collective memories in secular society (Durkheim); how memory escapes simple individual/collective binaries (Bergson); how a diachronic concept of ethics links law and memory (Levinas); and how power relations shape what becomes official memory and unofficial counter-memory (Foucault). The final theoretical pillar is law itself, with a chapter devoted to the influence and intersections of human rights law, international law, and transitional justice on collective memory. Sadowski concludes that the ways in which law and collective memory affect and constitute each other operate similarly in both transitional and non-transitional contexts. This multi-layered theoretical scaffolding ensures the subsequent analysis is both deep and robust.
In the second part, Sadowski constructs the book’s central conceptual and analytical framework. At its heart is the concept of ‘legal institutions of memory’, namely those legal bodies and mechanisms that most directly attempt to influence social perceptions of the past. He usefully categorises these institutions based on the intensity of their impact on memory. Sadowski identifies six types: two ‘soft’, such as reparations or international tribunals; two ‘medium’, such as lustration and truth commissions; and two ‘hard’, such as memory laws that regulate historical truth or policies of legal amnesia like amnesty laws. This typology is particularly convincing, as it demonstrates that even when ‘hard’ measures are contested, as in the critique of memory laws by the intellectuals of the Appel de Blois, the law’s influence remains pervasive and unavoidable through a range of ‘soft’ and ‘medium’ channels. This section also delves into the complexities of ‘memory politics’, namely the instrumental exercise of power to influence social perceptions of the past for political ends. It also introduces a novel conceptualisation of a ‘right to memory’, which Sadowski presents as internally diverse and requiring careful balancing. This right encompasses both a right to evoke memory (based on the right to remember historical events and to ensure that victims are remembered) and a right to disremember (comprising a right to forget and move beyond past conflict, as well as a right be forgotten, understood as the right not to be indefinitely defined by past actions).
[bookmark: _Hlk201914070]The framework is then put to the test in the book’s final part, which applies it to a rich array of case studies. Crucially, Sadowski’s comparative approach does not seek to produce sweeping generalisations. Instead, it uses the framework to illuminate how legal institutions of memory operate in practice, acknowledging that their function and efficacy remain deeply embedded within specific socio-political and cultural contexts. The analysis is structured according to the previously established typology. For ‘soft’ institutions, Sadowski examines reparations in Japan and Poland, as well as the role of international tribunals through the case law of the European Court of Human Rights. For ‘medium’ institutions, he analyses lustration laws in post-communist Poland and post-Ba’athist Iraq, alongside the truth commission in Brazil. Finally, for ‘hard’ institutions, he dissects the politics of legal amnesia in post-dictatorship Portugal and the explicit use of memory legislation in Rwanda and Poland. Through this meticulous application, Sadowski demonstrates the utility and suitability of his framework for making sense of the complex and varied intersections of law and memory across the globe. While he shows that, in practice, these institutions often differed from the ideal types set out in the framework, they all operated as top-down instruments of memory politics, which, to varying degrees, succeeded in shaping social perceptions of the past. 
Of course, a study of such scope and detail inevitably invites questions about what lies beyond its specific focus. Some limitations are explicitly acknowledged in the introduction (pp. 8–9), where Sadowski states that his analysis does not address history, memory studies, the Holocaust, Paul Ricoeur, Canada, or colonialism. There are, however, other aspects of the relationship between law and collective memory that have been left out. These absences are not so much flaws as they are consequences of the author’s deliberate and disciplined choice to prioritise the construction of a robust analytical framework. Nonetheless, they point to possible avenues for future research that can build upon Sadowski’s work.
First, despite the book’s stated interest in the mutual intersections of law and collective memory, its primary focus is on one side of the relationship: the mechanisms and institutions through which law acts as a carrier and shaper of social perceptions of the past. The reverse dynamic (how collective memory influences, informs, and constructs law) receives less systematic attention. Yet, just as law, through its ritual force, is a powerful instrument in the creation of collective memory, it is also reliant on specific discourses of the collective past, with collective memory playing an important role in driving processes of law-making. Sadowski’s analysis provides groundwork for such an inquiry, and his book would be fruitfully read alongside a study like Matt Howard’s Law’s Memories (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2023), which emphasises memory as a resource for law and a contributor to legal meaning-making. Furthermore, Sadowski’s framework concentrates on the direct influence of his defined ‘legal institutions of memory’. This leaves space to explore the more indirect, yet equally important, ways that legal frameworks shape collective memory by granting or restricting access to historical information through instruments such as archival laws, copyright, defamation law, and data protection rules.
Second, the book largely brackets the critical-normative questions that animate the field. Sadowski’s primary aim is to build a framework for analysis, not to pass judgement. As a result, pressing questions remain in the background: Should law be used to regulate memory, and if so, to what extent? Which legal forms, whether civil, criminal, administrative, or others, are most appropriate or effective? The book illustrates that law can both safeguard collective memory and distort perceptions of the past for instrumental political purposes. A future project could more directly confront the perils of this relationship, questioning the gravitational pull that law exerts over collective memory and addressing more explicitly what is irrevocably lost when messy, organic social memory is filtered through formal legal processes. By providing the essential analytical tools, Sadowski’s work invites this conversation, but also makes it possible to pursue it with greater clarity and rigour.
To conclude, Intersections of Law and Memory is a must-read for anyone interested in the intricate relations between law, memory, politics, and culture. Sadowski convincingly identifies and analyses the multiple ways in which law and its institutions participate in the process by which history is written and social memory is constructed. While leaving room for future inquiries, Sadowski’s book provides an indispensable analytical framework for understanding these dynamics. The conceptualisation of ‘legal institutions of memory’ offers scholars and, potentially, policymakers vital tools for a deeper comprehension of legal processes involving social perceptions of the past. In doing so, this exceptionally well-researched book not only enriches our understanding but also fosters a crucial awareness for future instances where law is used as a technology of memory.
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