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When nations are confronted with crisis, political leaders not only respond to events but also
shape how those events are interpreted. Through public statements, they construct meaning
during periods of uncertainty, justify political action, and help societies make sense of crisis.
While scholarship has emphasized nationalism and religion as frameworks for meaning making
in such moments, this thesis argues that morality is equally significant..

Drawing on the theory of ontological security, which refers to a sense of stability in how societies
understand themselves, this book examines how political leaders use national, religious, and
moral discourse to make sense of crises. It focuses on two major European cases: the Dutch
response to the downing of Flight MH17 in 2014 and the Belgian response to the Brussels
terrorist attacks in 2016. Based on longitudinal content analysis and extensive interviews with
political leaders and senior advisers, the book traces both the public narratives surrounding these
crises and the political processes through which they were constructed.

The analysis shows that moralist discourse was used most consistently and most frequently to
give meaning to these crises. Nationalist discourse was employed more selectively, depending on
the audience and context, while religious discourse played little structural role and was sometimes
deliberately avoided. The book further demonstrates that interpretations of crisis are shaped
through highly concentrated and improvised decision-making processes that reflect ingrained
understandings of national identity. By revealing how meaning is constructed in moments of
crisis, this book offers new insights into political legitimacy, national identity, and crisis
governance.
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