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Africa has endured the debilitating effects of cyclical 
violent conflict for several decades. Despite the existen-
ce of well-intentioned policy frameworks and the use of 
significant resources to stabilise countries, conflicts in 
the region have remained resistant to resolution. Africa’s 
crises demonstrate that conflicts have a tendency to spill 
across borders, affecting communities in more than one 
country. These cases challenge reductionist understan-
dings of traditional interstate and intra-state wars across 
the continent. The regional nature of conflicts means 
that the notion of ‘civil war’ is anachronistic, with increa-
singly limited descriptive utility. 

This paper argues that unless concrete efforts are 
geared towards dealing with the past and promoting re-
gional reconciliation in Africa, the consolidation of peace 
and security will remain an elusive quest. More specifi-
cally, if state resources were deployed in equal measure 
to lay the foundations for regional reconciliation, this 
would ultimately be a more effective way to stabilise 
countries and improve relations with their neighbours. In 
fact, the pursuit of regional reconciliation could contri-
bute towards the fulfilment of the incomplete project of 
decolonisation across Africa. 

Tim Murithi is extraordinary professor of African Studies, at the 
Centre for African and Gender Studies, University of the Free State, 
and also head of the Peacebuilding Interventions Programme at the 
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation in Cape Town, South Africa. 
He was the 2016 Claude Ake Visiting Professor at the Nordic Africa 
Institute (NAI) and Department of Peace and Conflict Research, 
Uppsala University. 
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Foreword

The Claude Ake Visiting Chair programme was set up in 2003 in memory of 
Professor Claude Ake, a distinguished scholar, philosopher, teacher and hu-
manist, who died tragically in 1996. Professor Ake was a scholar who com-
bined a profound commitment to scholarship with a strong advocacy for 

social justice. The Visiting Chair programme, under the auspices of the Department 
of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University of Uppsala and the Nordic Africa 
Institute, provides an opportunity to invite senior African scholars who do research on 
issues of war, peace, conflict resolution, human rights, democracy and development on 
the African continent. During his or her tenure, each visitor delivers a public lecture – 
the Claude Ake Memorial Lecture.

The 2016 holder of the Claude Ake Visiting Chair, Dr Tim Murithi – Extraordi-
nary Professor of African Studies at the University of the Free State and Head of the 
Peacebuilding Interventions Programme at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation 
in Cape Town, South Africa – delivered the 2016 Claude Ake Memorial Lecture, entit-
led ‘Regional Reconciliation in Africa: The Elusive Dimension of Peace and Security’. 
The theme of conflict reconciliation connects to Ake’s scholarship and social activism 
in many respects: his preoccupation with the quest for sustainable peace and deve-
lopment in Africa remains one of his legacies. Ake’s political thought on the state and 
the challenge of political integration is useful for understanding the trends, patterns 
and dynamics of violent conflicts in post-colonial Africa. The perspective that African 
conflicts are often related to the crisis of the state – a notion that is gaining currency 
among scholars – bears a close resemblance to Ake’s own thoughts on the nature and 
character of the state in Africa. Also, his works on ‘democracy and development in 
Africa’ and on the ‘feasibility of democracy in Africa’ are relevant and can be used in the 
construction of improved frameworks for a regional approach to conflict management, 
mediation and reconciliation. 

As Professor Murithi’s lecture points out, ‘African crises demonstrate that conflicts 
have a tendency to spill across borders, affecting communities in more than one coun-
try.’ In Africa today, there are many examples of conflicts that started in one specific 
area, but later engulfed the entire region. The complexity of the regional dimension of 
conflicts, which is now greater than ever in Africa, is a key motivation for enhanced 
cooperation and coordination among states on the continent. In addition, national 
governments have limited capacity to address violent conflicts that have a cross-border 
dimension. This has further facilitated the adoption of a ‘regionalist approach’ by states 
in the international system. 

The participation of regional organisations in the establishment and maintenance 
of peace and security is not a recent development. Chapter VIII of the Charter of the 
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United Nations contains relevant provisions on roles for ‘regional arrangements or 
agencies dealing with such matters relating to the maintenance of international peace 
and security’. Such regional arrangements and agencies are to complement the UN 
Security Council, which has primary responsibility for maintaining international peace 
and security, and ‘no enforcement action shall be taken under regional arrangements 
or by regional agencies without the authorization of the Security Council, with the 
exception of measures against any enemy state’. In addition, regional arrangements 
and agencies are expected to have adequate capacity to undertake such action, which 
of course should be ‘either on the initiative of the states concerned or by reference from 
the Security Council’. 

Although regional organisations have often acted as first responders during peace-
keeping missions, before intervention by UN forces, the use of regional reconciliation 
as an approach to address the challenge of violent conflict and insecurity in Africa is still 
evolving. This is the thrust of Murithi’s paper, which argues that increasingly intra-state 
conflicts are ‘resourced and executed’ on an inter-state and regional basis. Murithi’s 
‘theory of regional reconciliation’ takes due cognisance of the growing commitment of 
African states to a regional approach to conflict resolution, and the ‘growing number 
of regional and sub-regional organisations on the continent’. However, Murithi argues 
that the absence of a coordinated approach to reconciliation at the regional level is a 
major obstacle to ‘promoting and sustaining regional peace, justice and reconciliation’. 
While a regional reconciliation strategy can benefit from the growing commitment to 
regional integration in Africa generally, and in particular to a regional collective secu-
rity system, a strong political will is required to address some of the challenges on the 
path to improved regional reconciliation and sustainable peace. 

Finally, it is in order to thank the University of Uppsala, the Nordic Africa Institute 
and indeed the Swedish government for supporting the establishment of the Claude 
Ake Visiting Chair, which has provided the opportunity to engage in discourse on 
regional reconciliation in Africa. The establishment of a Visiting Chair in honour of 
Professor Claude Ake demonstrates a unique commitment to international coopera-
tion between Sweden and the African continent.

Uppsala, Sweden, December 2018

Victor Adetula
Head of Research, the Nordic Africa Institute
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Introduction

Africa has endured the debilitating effects of cyclical violent conflict for se-
veral decades. Despite the existence of well-intentioned policy frameworks 
and the use of significant resources to stabilise countries, conflicts in the 
region have remained resistant to resolution. Africa’s crises demonstrate that 

conflicts have a tendency to spill across borders, affecting communities in more than 
one country (Dress, 2015, p. 132). These cases challenge reductionist understandings 
of traditional interstate and intra-state wars across the continent. The regional nature 
of conflicts means that the notion of ‘civil war’ is anachronistic, with increasingly li-
mited descriptive utility. This paper seeks to assess the extent to which intra-state con-
flicts, more often than not, have an interstate and a regional dimension in the way that 
they are resourced and executed. Consequently, the paper further argues that efforts to 
address them should also take on a regional dimension. Specifically, the paper invokes 
the notion of regional reconciliation as the missing element in addressing elusive ef-
forts to consolidate peace and security in Africa. 

The first section of the paper interrogates the notion of regional conflict systems, 
and strategies deployed to confront them and stabilise regions. In addition, the theore-
tical component of the paper proposes that the notion of regional reconciliation needs 
to be further developed in order to advance our understanding of how to frame and 
achieve sustainable peace and security in Africa.1 Currently, theoretical frameworks on 
regional reconciliation are under-developed, and there is a dearth of conceptual work 
relating to this theme. Consequently, this paper outlines some of the elements that 
need to be addressed in a theory of regional reconciliation. A comprehensive elabora-
tion of such a theoretical framework is beyond the scope of this paper. The study briefly 
engages with conceptual issues drawn from the traditions of international relations, 
peace studies, African studies, sovereignty, citizenship and regionalism. Specifically, 
the theoretical framework demonstrates how and why regional reconciliation can be 
thought of as an elusive dimension in sustaining peace and security in Africa. 

The second section of the paper briefly assesses case studies of conflict systems 
located across Africa, with a focus on the Great Lakes and the Horn of Africa regions. 
The paper argues that regional conflict systems are notoriously difficult to stabilise, 
because state actors have not adopted coordinated regional strategies to promote and 
consolidate peace (Ramsbotham, 2012). Wallensteen (2012) argues that ‘regional pea-
cebuilding’ should begin to inform our approach in advancing peace and security. 
Consequently, the paper interrogates how these regionalised conflicts need to be sta-
bilised, managed and addressed through a regional approach, with a specific focus on 
reconciliation processes. Despite concerns such as lack of resources and capacity, failure 

1 This paper draws upon and further develops ideas discussed in Murithi & McClain Opiyo (2014, 
April).
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to adopt a regional approach will continue to postpone the long sought after goal of 
sustainable peace and security in Africa.

The third section of the paper examines the challenges of achieving regional re-
conciliation in practice. The constraints imposed by a persistent tendency to seek re-
course to state sovereignty are criticised for their short-sightedness and self-defeating 
posture. In addition, the framework provides a theoretical foundation for how we can 
understand regional reconciliation as an intermediate and necessary phase of regional 
integration. The paper concludes with a brief assessment of the limitations of imple-
menting regional reconciliation, and strategies that could be pursued to carry out the 
process. 

Objectives of the paper

The paper addresses the following research questions:

1. To what extent do intra-state conflicts have an interstate or regional dimension 
in the way that they are resourced and executed, with particular reference to 
the Horn of Africa? 

2. Do these regionalised conflicts require a regional approach to stabilise, manage 
and address them?

3. What are the elements of a theory of regional reconciliation, and how does the 
theory relate to the broader theme of peace and security in Africa?

4. Can the notion of regional reconciliation serve as a useful theoretical and con-
ceptual framework for understanding what will be required to frame efforts to 
ensure consolidated peace in the context of regionalised conflicts?

5. What are the challenges to achieving regional reconciliation in practice, with 
specific reference to the infrastructure required to implement the necessary 
interventions?

6. To what extent can we understand regional reconciliation as an intermediate 
phase of regional integration?
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Barlonyo, Uganda, November 2016. In remembrance 
of the 2004 massacre in Barlonyo, surviving residents 
perform a re-enactment of what happened when the 
Lord’s Resistance Army attacked their village and 
murdered hundreds of people in less than three hours. 
Photo: Roberto Maldeno, Flickr.

Peace and security in 
Africa are unsustainable 
without effective  
regional reconciliation 
processes.
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part 1:  
Theoretical and Conceptual Issues

Part 1 outlines a contextual analysis of regional conflict systems. Subsequently, it pro-
poses and develops solutions to this challenge.

Contextualising reconciliation

The key argument of this paper is that peace and security in Africa are unsustaina-
ble without effective regional reconciliation processes (Murithi, 2009, pp.136–159). 
However, before making this argument it is necessary to outline the broad elements 
of the idea of reconciliation, which remains contested and is not subject to simplistic 
categorisations, due to its multi-disciplinary and multi-level nature. Concretely, recon-
ciliation seeks to address deep divisions within societies, which are generated by the 
violation or exploitation of communities by domestic and foreign state and non-state 
actors. This understanding of reconciliation falls within the rubric of the United Na-
tions (UN) definition of peacebuilding as ‘a range of measures targeted to reduce the 
risk of lapsing or relapsing into conflict’ and laying ‘the foundations for sustainable 
peace and development’ (UN, 2017 ).

The principles of reconciliation 

In broad terms, the principles that inform reconciliation include pursuing:

1. Truth recovery: determining the truth relating to past violations;
2. Justice: administering accountability for past violations through restorative 

and retributive-criminal justice;
3. Reparations: pursuing redress for the victims of past violations;
4. Restoration of human dignity: reversing the dehumanising aspects of past vi-

olations;
5. Re-establishing relationships based on human equality and human freedom: 

mapping a pathway towards healing deep divisions, premised on the acknow-
ledgment of a shared humanity.

The processes of reconciliation

Reconciliation is a future-oriented process, even though it seeks to remedy the viola-
tions of the past. It is predicated on the construction of a new future for victims, per-
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petrators and the wider community. Consequently, reconciliation seeks to contribute 
towards the formation of equal, inclusive and fair societies. Reconciliation processes 
can also work on multiple levels, including interpersonal, communal and national. 
Furthermore, multiple actors can bring about reconciliation processes, including indi-
viduals, societies and states.

In terms of processes that promote reconciliation, given its contested nature a 
broad range of approaches and mechanisms can be used to remedy past violations. 
In brief, truth recovery institutions have to be based on open and genuine dialogue 
between victims and perpetrators. Contemporary manifestations of this include tr-
uth commissions, commissions of inquiry or judicial processes. In terms of pursuing 
justice, this depends on whether the objective is to pursue criminal accountability, 
which would require national, regional or international courts to prosecute the alle-
ged perpetrators. Restorative justice institutions seek to recover the truth and use this 
to advance a process of reparation, restitution and redemption between the victims 
and perpetrators. This can include institutions designed to promote reparation and 
restitution for the harm victims endured. In addition, it is necessary to establish new 
institutions, and empower existing ones, that drive processes to restore human dignity, 
and reverse the dehumanising effects of the historical violations that victims endured; 
these can include national reconciliation bodies. Ultimately, it is necessary to reassure 
victims, perpetrators and society more broadly that their institutions will not be used 
to oppress, subjugate or exploit them ever again. Consequently, it is also necessary to 
establish institutions that will advance the principle of human equality and freedom. 
Specifically, constitutional processes need to establish institutions of governance that 
respect the integrity and equality of all human beings, and guarantee equality before 
the law and protection from harm and violation through security institutions.

Concretely, in terms of understanding processes of political, social and economic 
reconciliation, in effect parties involved in reconciliation processes need to: 

1. Recognise their interdependence as a prerequisite for consolidating peace; 
2. Engage in genuine dialogue about questions that have caused deep divisions 

in the past; 
3. Embrace an inclusive and democratic attitude to creating spaces where they can 

disagree; and 
4. Work jointly to implement processes to address the legacies of socio-economic 

exploitation and injustices, including gender-based violence.2

Regional conflict systems: a contextual analysis 

This section examines to what extent intra-state conflicts have an interstate or regional 
dimension in the way that they are resourced and executed. In particular, it analyses 

2 Du Toit (2013, pp. 88-91).
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regionalised conflicts and why these conflict systems need a regional approach to stabi-
lise, manage and address them. This section draws on international relations literature, 
in particular conflict analysis and peace studies.

As discussed above, despite the significant amount of resources deployed to stabi-
lise countries, conflicts in Africa have resisted resolution. Increasingly, conflicts have 
a tendency to spill across borders, affecting communities in more than one country 
(Dress, 2005, p. 132). In fact, since the end of the cold war, intra-state conflicts have 
increasingly replaced traditional interstate wars. However, these intra-state conflicts 
more often than not have an interstate or regional dimension, as they include more 
than one state as either the primary or secondary actor. These regional conflict systems 
are notoriously difficult to stabilise, as the state actors implicated do not adopt coordi-
nated regional strategies to promote and consolidate peace (Wallensteen, 2012, p. 3).

The dynamics of regional conflict systems

Contemporary conflict dynamics defy simple explanations and are not confined neatly 
into reductionist categories. These conflicts are often complex, messy and increasing-
ly have cross-border dimensions. International relations analysts define regionalism 
“in terms of patterns and networks of interdependence” and the extent to which that 
interdependence can impose costs on insiders and outsiders (Hurrell, 1995, p. 44). 
The networks of interdependence replicate themselves in the majority of conflicts that 
affect the African continent. Studies show that more than half of violent conflicts in 
Africa are linked to conflicts in neighbouring states (Maina & Razia, 2012, p. 20). 
Conflicts do not stop at borders but spill over, and these linkages are evident in a range 
of “interconnected political, socio-economic and cultural factors” (ibid.). Specifically, 
“transnational conflicts that form mutually reinforcing linkages with each other across 
state borders,” suggest that these regional linkages are so strong and interdependent 
that a change in dynamics in one conflict often affects neighbouring ones (Hurrell, 
1995, p.3). Specifically, networks of interdependence are evident in cross-border supp-
ly routes for arms, illicit trade and human trafficking. In some instances, ethnically 
similar groups living in different countries serve as networks for this illicit trade, which 
contributes in fuelling conflicts.

Case studies from across the continent have provided insights into the regionalisa-
tion of violent conflict, and how this can generate new disputes and inflame existing 
tensions. For instance, the Rwandan genocide, often viewed in isolation, was a contri-
buting and exacerbating factor in conflicts and violence in eastern Democratic Re-
public of the Congo (DRC) (Zounmenou & Kok, 2012, p. 31). Similarly, the conflict 
system generated by the conflict between North and South Sudan has had a spillover 
effect into northern Uganda and Kenya. Protracted political tension in Zimbabwe 
has led to refugee flows into neighbouring countries and has implications for regional 
stability. In West Africa, instability and conflict in Côte d’Ivoire has drawn in militias 
from neighbouring countries in the Mano River region, notably from Liberia. These 
external militias have formed military alliances with ethnically based Ivorian factions 
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and precipitated regional insecurity, which casualty-prone UN peacekeeping forces in 
the region have not been able to contain (Hurrell, 1995, p. 21). It is possible to cite 
other examples from across Africa and around the world to illustrate how “seeming-
ly unrelated conflicts become interconnected through alliances, enmity and oppor-
tunism” (Wallensteen, 2012, p. 3). The regionalisation of violent conflict therefore 
calls for a coordinated regional approach to reconciliation, if these countries and their 
communities are to be stabilised and given the opportunity to forge a new future for 
their societies.

The cyclical nature of conflict points to the critical need to move beyond the tem-
porary stalemates, ceasefires, peacekeeping deployments and military operations that 
are so common in this era, towards a regional policy informed by intentionally con-
fronting underlying grievances that have fuelled decades of animosity and violence on 
the continent. Yet we seek national solutions or inward looking state-centric solutions 
to problems that require us to adopt a more expansive regional perspective. 

As an illustration, in April 2012 former members of the DRC national army 
(FARDC) mutinied and subsequently established the M23 armed militia group. In 
November 2012, the M23 occupied Goma, the capital of North Kivu province in the 
eastern DRC. In March 2013, the UN Security Council authorised the deployment 
of a Force Intervention Brigade (FIB), which sought to neutralise the M23. The FIB 
included troops from South Africa, Tanzania and Malawi, and ultimately suppressed 
the M23 when Rwanda withdrew its support for the militia. However, given that its le-
adership managed to flee into exile, the M23 could morph into spin-off militia groups. 
In a decade or so from now, we could still be having to address subsequent versions of 
the M23 militia the Great Lakes region. This would indicate a failure to have addressed 
the underlying causes of conflict in the region, which require us to ask difficult policy 
questions. 

This reality of cross-border violations and the need for cross-border redress is also 
evident in other countries across the African continent. A crisis in Uganda, in which 
the armed rebel militia Lord’s Resistance Army regionalised conflict, spread into the 
Central African Republic (CAR) and South Sudan. The situation in the CAR, after 
the DRC, has perhaps generated the most significant instability, and drew South Afri-
ca into a military altercation with the Séléka armed militia. On 15 December 2013, 
South Sudan descended into violent crisis, and the potential for regionalised crisis 
cannot yet be discounted.

In the 1990s the Mano River Union conflict system flared up and consumed the 
region, drawing in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea and subsequently Côte d’Ivoire. The 
situation in the Darfur region of Sudan, escalated as a confrontation between the Suda-
nese state and armed militia drawn from the Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa ethnic groups 
based in the region. This conflict drew in fighting forces fromChad, Libya and South 
Sudan. In turn, the crisis in Chad has spilled over and drawn in a number of countries 
including Libya. In North Africa, the situation in Libya is increasingly assuming a 
regional dimension, with militant Islamist group ISIS already operating across the 
Sahel. In Mali, the Ansar Dine, an off-shoot of militant Islamist group al-Qaeda in the 
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Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), has illustrated that extremism is already operating across 
borders. The situation in Egypt and the militant posture of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
a religious sectarian pressure group, which has regional support, suggests that this may 
become another theatre for regional actors to engage in with the potential for even 
deeper crisis and an escalation of the conflict. 

Responding to regional conflict systems: the case for regional reconciliation

These regionalised conflicts systems suggest that traditional ways of understanding 
conflict have become anachronistic and no longer relate to the reality on the ground. 
More specifically, challenged by the fact that conflicts, atrocities and violations straddle 
borders, we have to determine how reconciliation can also take place across borders. 
Concretely, the question is whether we can scale up national reconciliation to begin to 
talk about regional reconciliation. It becomes clear that we are talking about processes 
for which we do not have precedents in Africa, and consequently it is necessary to un-
dertake a theoretical interrogation of this notion of regional reconciliation. 

A theory of regional reconciliation

Given that the persistence of regional conflict systems has become a feature at the heart 
of Africa’s peace and security challenge, it would be useful to theoretically interroga-
te why it is necessary to adopt a regional approach to reconciliation. At the heart of 
reconciliation is a commitment to justice and an acknowledgement of the equality of 
victims who have suffered human rights violations, in situations in which peace has 
imploded and levels of insecurity persist (Murithi, 2009, pp. 136-159). The challenges 
of extending operationalising these processes across borders is an issue that has not 
received sufficient attention. An evident challenge is that since conflicts, atrocities and 
violations straddle borders, how can reconciliation can take place across borders? Tra-
ditionally, the emphasis has been on attempting to achieve peace and security without 
interrogating how the cross-border nature of conflicts undermines efforts to stabilise 
countries. In particular, the focus in the literature, and also in the work of peace prac-
titioners, has been to promote inward-looking national processes for peace and recon-
ciliation, without a cross-border framework. The central idea of this paper is that we 
cannot consolidate national peace and reconciliation processes without a cross-border 
framework. In other words, how can we scale up national reconciliation to include 
and complement regional reconciliation processes, which are a necessary dimension 
in sustaining peace and security in Africa? Consequently, this research ventures into 
new analytical territory, in terms of illustrating the necessary link between regional 
reconciliation and sustaining peace and security in Africa. The issue of how regional 
reconciliation processes can be driven at leadership, governmental and civil society 
levels is an issue that requires additional theoretical research, but is briefly discussed 
later in this section.
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Theorising regional reconciliation 

The literature on regional conflict systems discussed above contributes to our under-
standing of what might be required in compiling the elements of a theory of regional 
reconciliation. Such a theoretical endeavour draws on insights from peace studies, con-
flict resolution research, critical security studies, reconciliation theory and internatio-
nal relations (IR), with a particular focus on regionalism. 

The field of IR emerged to address the central concern of identifying conditions 
for promoting peace and mitigating conflict.3 Consequently, IR has borrowed heavily 
from classical peace studies literature, which can be traced back to the nineteenth 
century (see Lentz, 1955; and Banks, 1990, pp. 51-70). Efforts to translate theoretical 
suppositions of peace studies into the practical realm of global and regional politics 
with the articulation of, for example, the UN’s 1992 Agenda for Peace (Boutros-Ghali, 
1992), have attempted to frame the challenges of stabilising societies in policy-relevant 
language. In particular, the Agenda for Peace enumerates the processes of peacema-
king, preventive diplomacy, peacekeeping and peacebuilding in an attempt to capture 
the complexity of stabilising societies and consolidating in-country peace and security. 
Over time, the boundaries between these processes have become increasingly blurred 
and diffuse, particularly when one considers conflicts through a regional lens rather 
than a national one. To further complicate matters, Brown (1996) in his seminal text 
The International Dimensions of Internal Conflict assessed the regional and global di-
mensions of local conflict. Brown’s work, among others, provides us with a way to 
frame the nature of regional conflict systems, which are particularly resistant to the 
traditional approaches to peacemaking, peacekeeping and peacebuilding enumerated 
in the Agenda for Peace. 

Critical theoretical approaches to peace and security studies, within the rubric of 
international relations, have created an opening for alternative perspectives that seek 
to advance the emancipatory power of knowledge generation. Critical theory is con-
cerned with addressing the persistence of oppression, exploitation and violence, and 
enumerating the conditions required to achieve human freedom, which are necessary 
to sustain peace.4 For example, Krause & Williams (1992), in their pioneering volume 
Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases, for example, have sought to broaden the 
parameters of traditional security studies and provide a platform for alternative app-
roaches to address the security challenge in war-affected countries and regions. This is 
a useful entry point through which to frame the issue of regionalised insecurity, which 
reinforces the case for articulating the foundations of a theoretical framework of regi-
onal reconciliation.

On the issue of regionalism, Fawcett & Hurrell (1995) have postulated a theoreti-
cal framework for exploring the emerging dynamics created by regionalisation in world 

3 For a range of discussions on this issue, see Wright (1942); Morgenthau (1985, p. 3); and Boulding 
(2000).

4 For a background discussion of critical theory, see Horkheimer (1972); Wiggershaus (1994); and 
Habermas (1987).
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politics. Söderbaum (2016, pp. 218-219), in his seminal book Rethinking Regionalism, 
encourages us to adopt “a societal understanding of regional space”, as well as recogni-
sing that “regions are political and social projects.” Akokpari (2008, p. 100) has explo-
red the challenges of revitalising pan-Africanism and dilemmas of regional integration 
in Africa as they relate to response to conflict. He notes that “attempts at providing 
regional responses to conflicts often tend to undermine unity among countries” and 
further argues, “conflicts can undermine integration if regional responses are not care-
fully crafted or managed” (p. 101).

As noted above, reconciliation remains an essentially contested concept, given the 
multiple dimensions through which it can be operationalised by multiple actors on 
different levels. Assefa (2001) describes a spectrum of conflict-handling mechanisms, 
which span conflict suppression, management and resolution. He further discusses 
the range of political, legal and societal approaches to resolving conflict, including 
arbitration, negotiation, mediation, and reconciliation. This formulation enables us to 
understand how reconciliation relates to the processes of peacemaking, peacekeeping 
and peacebuilding, as enumerated in the Agenda for Peace. Assefa ultimately argues 
that reconciliation processes are among the most complex of these processes, to the 
extent that they require a high level of mutual participation between former enemies in 
deeply divided societies. Lederach (1997) provides a useful typology of reconciliation 
process and disaggregates them at the national, communal and interpersonal level. This 
research introduces the term ‘regional reconciliation’, which has not been sufficiently 
theorised in the literature or applied in policy and decision-making processes (AU, 
2009). The theory of regional reconciliation should strive to fuse the insights genera-
ted by these traditionally separate theoretical approaches, relating to regional conflict 
systems, critical peace and security studies, and reconciliation theory. A key aim of 
the new theoretical framework will be to develop a fusion between these theoretical 
approaches, to develop a theory of regional reconciliation that goes beyond traditional 
notions of national reconciliation, which are still being pursued in situations in which 
cross-border violations are a common occurrence. Consequently, the theory of regio-
nal reconciliation is an innovative contribution to knowledge relating to the multiple 
dimensions of peace and security in Africa.

Regional reconciliation: the elusive dimension of peace and security

Theoretically, based on the discussion above, regional reconciliation would require im-
plementing processes of truth recovery, accountability and redress, including gender 
justice, and institutional reform across borders. From a theoretical perspective, when 
we apply a regional lens to reconciliation, it becomes evident that war-affected states 
and communities in close proximity to one another would need to recognise their 
regional interdependence. Furthermore, these states and communities would need to 
engage in a genuine regional dialogue to identify the issues that have caused deep 
divisions and generated violence in the past. As with processes for promoting reconci-
liation nationally or locally, regional reconciliation would require the creation of spaces 
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to develop inclusive narratives on the past and shared visions for the future. The ‘crea-
tion of theses spaces’ is at the heart of the project of regional reconciliation. However, 
this would mean it would be necessary to interrogate how the logic of dominion and 
aggression of the past continues to haunt present experiences and realities in countries 
across Africa. This would require us to interrogate the existence of the state in Africa 
and also to question the colonial logic of control, dominion and aggression that con-
trol implanted across the continent, before assessing how it could inform processes of 
reconciliation across the continent.

Decolonisation and regional reconciliation

The crisis of state malformation in Africa

To historicise the origins of the crisis of states in Africa, we have to locate the narrative 
in the forces of colonisation, which left a statist imprint that persists to this day. The 
imposition of the nation state presaged its subsequent malformation and failure to 
deliver public goods, which are expected of state constructs (Davidson, 1992). Speci-
fically, African nation states were, and remain, programmed with the colonial logic of 
control, dominion, dehumanisation, subjugation, oppression, exploitation and mani-
pulation. Colonialism sought and achieved dominion over the political, economic and 
social spheres of conquered African societies. The colonial project sought to replace the 
cultural, educational, political and economic systems of target countries with a logic 
imposed by the foreign conquering power (Fanon, 1961).

Through dominion over cultural, educational, political and economic spheres the 
colonial logic of empire would create false replicas of its own image. This colonial 
logic still persists in the way the post-colonial African state interacts with its citizens 
and also how it interacts with other states on the continent. To heal the pan-African 
body politic it will be necessary to decolonise its culture, society, economy and politics. 
More specifically, it will not be possible to achieve sustainable peace in Africa without 
remedying the effects of this colonial project and, in particular, the artificial grafting 
of the nation state on to the continental landscape (Anderson, 1991). Specifically, this 
means dismantling the state structures that this colonial logic left behind in Africa. 
This requires problematising the imposed notion of sovereignty, with a view to recon-
figuring political community beyond the false construct of the nation state in Africa. 
Before addressing the issues of sovereignty and citizenship, let us first interrogate the 
issue of decolonisation.

Decolonisation as a pathway to reconciliation 

If the objective of reconciliation is to address past violations to create a new society, 
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then decolonisation is a necessary pathway towards achieving this outcome in Africa. 
Decolonisation is concerned with remedying and eradicating the effects of the per-
sistence of the colonial logic of dominion, dehumanisation and exploitation within 
African societies. Reconciliation seeks to address the deep divisions within societies 
that the violation or exploitation of communities by other actors, including external 
colonial empires, has generated. Consequently, there is a natural synergy between ef-
forts to promote decolonisation and efforts to pursue reconciliation. Africa’s historical 
experiences suggest that it will not be possible to achieve redress for the historical vio-
lations that its peoples have endured without remedying and eradicating the effects of 
the exploitation and dehumanisation of colonialism.

Decolonisation is an intermediate pathway towards a future-oriented reconcilia-
tion, which requires addressing the consequences and effects of slavery and colonialism 
as a pre-requisite to laying the foundations for confronting past and present violations. 
In effect, it is necessary to heal the pan-African body politic by decolonising its culture, 
society, economy and politics.

Decolonisation and its discontents

Some view decolonisation as a threatening project, particularly those whose politics 
and ideology draw on the traditions of former colonial powers. For some the idea of 
decolonisation evokes the potential for violence. This sentiment is based on their ex-
perience of the decolonisation processes that unfolded in Africa in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. A number of liberation movements in Africa fought wars of independen-
ce, notably in Algeria against the French, in Kenya against the British, in what is now 
Zimbabwe against the Rhodesian government, and in South Africa against the apar-
theid regime. Consequently, resuscitating the decolonisation project evokes memories 
of these violent periods in the continent's history. 

However, fulfilling the incomplete project of decolonisation does not have to be a 
violent undertaking. Using the framework for pursuing reconciliation described above, 
it is possible to avoid the threat of violence, which remains with latent potential. More 
specifically, applying the principles of reconciliation and implementing its processes 
through a broad array of institutions, at interpersonal, communal and national levels, 
could lay the foundations to achieve and fulfil the decolonisation project in Africa.

National reconciliation as the continuation of the decolonisation project

How do we implement the decolonisation process to create the necessary pathway to 
reconciliation? In terms of reconciliation in Africa, how do we envisage the road ahead 
using this framework or prism of decolonisation? National reconciliation within indi-
vidual African states cannot be achieved without completing the total decolonisation 
of the pan-African body politic. By extension, interpersonal, gendered and communal 
reconciliation cannot be achieved without decolonising interpersonal, gendered and 
communal relationships. In effect, interpersonal, gendered, communal and national 
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reconciliation in Africa can only be achieved by decolonisation of the power relations-
hips that manifest themselves at these different levels of society. Consequently, the 
project of national reconciliation in Africa is underpinned by the process of decoloni-
sing society, the economy and politics, which remain infused with the colonial logic of 
aggression, exploitation, dominion and power over the other. In terms of its societies, 
economies and politics, the colonial logic of power and dominion is hardwired into 
the African continent's operating system. It is necessary to continue with the incom-
plete project of replacing this operating system with a new one based on a new logic 
of human equality and freedom, which are the principles that underpin reconciliation. 
In this regard, national reconciliation in Africa is predicated on achieving and fulfilling 
the incomplete project of decolonisation. The important innovation here is the con-
vergence between the pursuit of reconciliation and fulfilment of the incomplete project 
of decolonisation.

Regional reconciliation as the fulfilment of the decolonisation project

One of the fundamental consequences of colonisation was the imposition of artificial 
borders throughout the African continent. If we accept the premise that the pursuit of 
national reconciliation is linked to achieving the incomplete project of decolonisation, 
then a central task of the project is the progressive disruption and gradual dismantling 
of the artificial borders that continue to afflict the continent as open wounds and sores 
that need to be healed.

The dismantling of Africa's artificial colonial borders is aligned to the project of de-
colonising the continent, which as we have seen above is a pathway to national reconci-
liation. By dismantling Africa's artificial borders through the project of decolonisation 
and linking this to the initiative to pursue national reconciliation, both processes will 
also contribute to creating the conditions for pursuing regional reconciliation, across 
the illusory barriers imposed by colonialism. Specifically, regional reconciliation seeks 
to establish cross-border or trans-boundary processes of redress and accountability. 
Consequently, regional reconciliation can be understood as being necessary for the 
fulfilment of the project of the decolonisation of the African continent.

Sovereignty and regional reconciliation

Regional reconciliation will require implementing processes of truth recovery, accoun-
tability and redress across borders as preliminary processes. The practicalities of how we 
achieve regional reconciliation are challenging but not insurmountable. The reluctance 
of nation states to devolve their sovereignty and adopt processes that might seeming-
ly be outside of their sphere of authority and control through the establishment of 
cross-border institutions is a primary obstacle to implementing regional reconciliation. 
Nevertheless, the issue of sovereignty will need to be interrogated if progress is to be 
made in implementing the policy of regional reconciliation. The imposition of the idea 
of sovereignty in Africa has confined and compressed ethnic groups into an artificial 
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construct that was alien to the continent before the colonial era This imposed illusory 
sovereign state has led to a pressure cooker effect, in which increasing internal tensions 
have fostered cutthroat contestation to capture the state for the benefit of one’s own 
ethnic grouping. In Africa, the worst consequences of this pressure cooker effect were 
witnessed in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, as well as unresolved conflicts in the eas-
tern DRC, Burundi, South Sudan, Somalia, Darfur, CAR, Mali, and historically in 
conflicts in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Mozambique and Angola. This effect of contested 
sovereignty is also evident in forgotten conflicts in the Casamance region of Senegal, 
the Caprivi Strip in Angola and secessionist tensions in the Comoros. Consequently, 
to address this pressure cooker effect it is necessary to adopt a regionalised approach to 
finding solutions to these crisis situations.

Nation states in Africa also use sovereignty to harbour perpetrators of human rights 
violations from neighbouring countries. This is ultimately self-destructive because it can 
undermine relationships between countries and governments. The Rwandan govern-
ment views with suspicion the remnants of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation 
of Rwanda (FDLR) and the Interahamwe militia, who are militia that fought against 
the RPF-led forces which eventually captured the Rwandan state following the tragedy 
of the Rwandan genocide. The remnants of these forces are still operating in the eas-
tern DRC, because they might be fomenting insecurity in Rwanda’s borderlands, with 
a view to orchestrating incursions in the future. In February 2016, a “UN Panel also 
accused the Rwandan military of training hundreds of Burundian refugees,) including 
children, with the goal of ousting Burundian President Pierre Nkurunziza” (ibid.). 
Following the 2015–16 crisis in Burundi, the government in the capital Bujumbura 
accused Rwanda of providing sanctuary to actors who were involved in the aborted 
coup of May 2016 (Al Jazeera, 2016, June 11). Rwandan Foreign Minister Louise 
Mushikiwabo vigorously denied these allegations, leaving a degree of uncertainty in 
the air as to the actual situation. Consequently, this has fuelled tensions between Bu-
rundi and Rwanda, with implications for the eastern DRC. The relationship between 
the three countries cannot be restored unless there is a willingness to acknowledge the 
interdependent nature of their security and stability as a first step towards establishing 
a regional reconciliation framework. 

Consequently, the strict application of notions sovereignty hinders achieving re-
gional reconciliation. Articulating a compelling case for a policy of regional reconci-
liation is premised on making a robust critique of state-centric approaches to dealing 
with the past and ensuring redress and accountability. Through the establishment of 
cross-border reconciliation initiatives, Africa could usher in an era of post-sovereignty 
and closer political integration. 

Citizenship and regional reconciliation

Citizenship relates to the rights of individuals and the obligations which they are re-
sponsible for in a defined political community (Bereketeab, 2012, p. 27). Efforts to 
pursue regional reconciliation will have an effect on how citizenship is conceptualised 
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and achieved in Africa. This is because it will be necessary to establish cross-border 
institutions mandated with the authority to operate beyond the traditional confines 
of state sovereignty. The imposition of the nation state in Africa has also rendered citi-
zenship a source of division, exclusion and exploitation, which further reproduces and 
reinforces the debilitating effects of the colonial logic that was artificially imposed on 
the African continent. Nzongola-Ntalaja (2007) argues:

how citizenship is defined by the state and by exclusivist political groupings has 
had disastrous consequences not only for people whom representatives of authen-
tic inhabitants of a given territory seek to exclude as outsiders, but also for inno-
cent, ‘sons and daughters of the soil’ who are caught up in the resulting political 
turmoil. (p. 69) 

In effect, the nation state with its exclusivist self-definition marginalises individuals 
and groups who may belong to the same ethnic community based on cultural and 
social links.

Given the requirements of regional reconciliation, adhering to the strict boun-
daries of nation states would undermine the state-centric proscription of citizenship. 
Consequently, regional reconciliation would contribute towards the de-territorialisa-
tion of citizenship, as cross-border processes of political and socio-economic exchange 
reduced the saliency of traditional exclusivist state-centric political configurations. 

As Bereketeab (2012) argues, “the conception of… citizenship would most proba-
bly facilitate the perception of regional integration, since it transcends the local as well 
as the national” (2012, p. 29). Grassroots regional reconciliation would progressively 
contribute towards the forging of a common regional identity, particularly through cul-
tural and social interaction and exchange. It would contribute towards the emergence 
of a common regional notion of citizenship, based on the principles of pan-Africanism. 
In effect, the fissures created by the state could be transcended by forging a regional or 
pan-African citizenship. This should be encouraged. As Bereketeab observes, “types of 
citizenship proliferate continuously, [so] that it is possible to identify dual citizenship 
and transnational citizenship, corporate citizenship and global citizenship” (Bereke-
teab, 2012, p. 30). If it is effectively managed, the overlap of identities between Africa’s 
neighbouring countries, could become a focal point for forging regional reconciliation 
and cross-border integration, rather than fostering exclusion and division.

Regionalism and reconciliation

Despite growing acknowledgment of regional conflicts, regional reconciliation has not 
been the norm. As argued above, regions have to find collective solutions to the con-
flicts contained in their spheres of influence through a new policy framework of regio-
nal political reconciliation. When we apply a regional lens to reconciliation, it becomes 
evident that war-affected states and communities in close proximity to one another 
need to recognise their regional interdependence. Mengisteab (2012, p.16) further 
argues, “another critical potential benefit of regional integration is the mitigation of 
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direct and proxy interstate conflicts by reducing domestic state-identity conflicts.” 
More specifically, these states and communities need to engage in a genuine regional 
dialogue to identify the issues that have caused deep divisions and generated violence 
in the past. Mengisteab argues that “an integration mechanism has the potential to 
become an effective mechanism for domestic peace and nation-building” (p. 15). On 
this basis, the processes for promoting regional reconciliation in a way that ensures 
an interface with national and local processes, would require the creation of spaces to 
develop inclusive narratives on the past and shared visions for the future. The creation 
of these spaces would foster the further of evolution of regionalism. 

This emerging regionalism could become further entrenched through the gradual 
emergence of a common regional identity, which would be further reinforced by ac-
tivities such as cross-border trade, trans-boundary agrarian programmes, and collabo-
ration on the development of services such as access to water, electricity and the deve-
lopment of infrastructure. The development of common markets and establishment of 
cross-border links through road and air transport would further lead to greater regional 
travel, migration and cultural exchange. Ultimately, to complement the emergence of 
a pan-African citizenship and post-sovereignty era, the political institutions required 
to accelerate “regional political integration will include a regional parliament, a regi-
onal commission or authority, a regional president, common regional security forces, 
common regional defence and common foreign policy” (Bereketeab, 2012, p. 41). At 
its recent Annual Summit of Heads of State and Government, convened in Kigali, the 
African Union (AU) issued an AU passport to presidents, ministers and ambassadors. 
This illustrates that parallel processes are unfolding on the continent that are already de-
signed to reconceptualise the political community in Africa (Murithi, 2005). However, 
it is clear that these institutions are currently at various levels of development, both 
within the AU as well as within the regional economic communities (RECs), which are 
distributed across all of Africa’s regions. To further reinforce the reconceptualisation of 
the political community that the AU is driving through the issuing of AU passports, 
there is a compelling case for the AU and the RECs to adopt regional reconciliation as 
their stated policy of consolidating the elusive quest for peace and security in Africa.

The three pillars of regional reconciliation

A final theoretical consideration that needs to be considered are the levels of engage-
ment that can be used in the process of cross-border efforts to address deep divisions. 
Regional reconciliation requires three pillars to work, namely:

1. Leader-to-leader dialogue and problem-solving;
2. Government-to-government joint policy development and implementation; 

and
3. People-to-people professional, academic, social and entrepreneurial exchange.
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Sustained dialogue at the leadership level is the most crucial of these pillars, due to the 
centrality that leaders play either as warlords or peacemakers. Leaders need to convene 
difficult conversations with their counterparts, some of whom they are actively fighting 
against one another, either overtly through military support of armed militias stationed 
in their respective countries, or covertly through surreptitious intelligence subterfuge. 

Building on the policy- and decision-making guidance provided by leaders, go-
vernments need to work out the practical modalities of implementing a regional re-
conciliation policy with specific concrete interventions. More specifically, governments 
should identify the resources that they will use to support the implementation of these 
processes, including supporting leader-to-leader dialogues and facilitating access for 
people-to-people interactions, as required, without influencing the content and outco-
me of the people-to-people processes. 

People-to-people exchanges are already a common feature of the regional reconci-
liation landscape and are happening around the world. The can be convened by civic, 
academic, business and cultural leaders without state approval, although they can be-
nefit from the support of governments. Consequently, people-to-people processes are 
the most flexible of the three pillars to convene and implement.
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Goma, North Kivu Province, DR Congo, July 2017. 
A ceremony for the destruction of weapons col-
lected from Congolese and foreign armed groups. 
Photo: Myriam Asmani, Monusco.

Efforts to address  
conflicts on a regional 
basis can be traced to 
the early 1990s.
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part 2:  
Case Studies of Regional Efforts to 
Promote Peace and Security

In Part 2 of this paper, the section assesses the preponderance of cross-border violations 
that illustrate the necessity for regionalised interventions. Efforts to address conflicts 
on a regional basis can be traced to the early 1990s, when debilitating and brutal con-
flicts afflicted the Mano River Union, which drew in a number of countries, including 
Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea. A history of authoritarian rule, misgovernance and 
misappropriation of state resources, created a situation in which the incendiary ele-
ments of violent conflict were rampant. In addition, the Mano River Union experience 
illustrated that conflicts did not respect territorial borders, and generally spilled over 
into neighbouring countries, creating a regionalised conflict dynamic. An in-depth 
analysis of the Mano River Union experience as an example of historical attempts 
to prompt a version of regional reconciliation is beyond the scope of these sections. 
However, an analysis of the region can form the basis of further research on whether 
there have indeed been interventions that civil society, governmental or intergovern-
mental actors have undertaken that would in hindsight fall under the rubric of regional 
reconciliation initiatives.

The Great Lakes region and challenges of regional reconciliation

This section assesses the Great Lakes region of Africa and examines how the regio-
nal conflict system of one of the most volatile regions of Africa has resisted efforts 
to address it through state-centric approaches. In particular, it explores the symbiosis 
that exists between Burundi, the DRC and Rwanda in terms of trigger and sustaining 
factors of conflict. The section illustrates the need to apply a regional reconciliation 
framework to assess how a coordinated approach to consolidating and sustaining peace 
and security in the region can guide future interventions.

Efforts to adopt a regional approach to peace in the Great Lakes region

There have been a number of strategic collaborative efforts to secure regional peace. 
In February 2013, 10 African countries – Angola, Burundi, the CAR, Republic of 
Congo, DRC, Rwanda, South Africa, South Sudan, Uganda and Tanzania – signed 
the UN-brokered Peace, Security and Cooperation Framework for the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo and the Region, which aimed to stabilise the DRC and surroun-
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ding region (UN, 2013). The idea behind this regional initiative was ostensibly to end 
decades of conflict in the Great Lakes region. This framework, however, only provides 
limited guidance on strategies to forge regional stability. In particular, the framework 
limits the commitment to furthering the agenda of reconciliation, tolerance and demo-
cratisation to the DRC. The framework acknowledges the linkages between regional 
actors and conflict in the DRC, and renews regional and international commitments 
to facilitating the administration of justice and strengthening regional cooperation and 
economic integration (UN, 2013, pp. 2-3). However, it is short on specifics about how 
to achieve this. Specifically, this approach neglects the need to acknowledge the need 
for an approach that seeks to promote regional reconciliation, rather than limiting the 
effort exclusively to the DRC.

The limitations of the UN cooperation framework for the DRC

The main flaw of this approach is to look at the DRC as the ‘problem child’ and 
in isolation from the peacebuilding and reconciliation dynamics in Rwanda, Burun-
di and Uganda, as was demonstrated in the previous section. More specifically, the 
state-centric approach the UN cooperation framework adopted does not sufficiently 
acknowledge the cross-border nature of violations and the diffuse location of perpetra-
tors in the region. In recognition of the need for a regional approach, in 2016 the UN 
Independent Investigation on Burundi (UNIIB) expressed alarm about the potential 
threat to peace and security in the Great Lakes region (OHCHR, 2016, p.3). There are 
strong historical ties between Burundi, Rwanda and the DRC that go back to a time 
before the three nations were colonised by Belgium. The colonial logic of dominion, 
control and aggression is still evident in Burundi’s politics. Consequently, undertaking 
the decolonisation of this logic is a prerequisite for consolidating peace and security in 
the region. In addition, the UN framework needs to be reconceptualised by reframing 
the issue in terms of the need to address the regionalised conflict system in the Great 
Lakes region, given the mutual harbouring of armed militias and existence of co-eth-
nic support across borders. Failure to rethink the peace and security intervention in 
these terms will lead to an incomplete framework for intervention. Concretely, this can 
only be done through a leader-to-leader regional reconciliation framework, which will 
involve presidents Paul Kagame, Pierre Nkurunziza, Joseph Kabila, Yoweri Museveni 
and John Magfuli in a common political dialogue, as a first step towards establishing a 
framework and process of regional reconciliation.

Regional reconciliation and the extremist challenge: the Horn 
of Africa

The Horn of Africa region – together with the Great Lakes region – is one of the most 
volatile on the continent. There are very few precedents for regional reconciliation 
processes across Africa and in the Horn of Africa in particular. For example, if nothing 
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is done in Somalia to promote people-to-people regional reconciliation with societal 
counterparts in Kenya, then can we expect further attacks in Kenya? The same ques-
tion arises in terms of leader-to-leader and government-to-government interactions in 
the cases of Somalia and South Sudan.

The regionalised conflict system in the Horn has defied all manner of state-driven 
and self-interested interventions. This section argues that a net result of this failure 
to lay the foundations for sustainable peace and security in the Horn has been a pre-
cipitous deterioration of the situation on the ground and the emergence of nihilistic 
extremist forces, such as al-Shabaab, which could corrode efforts to advance regional 
integration and economic development in the region. The section applies the regional 
reconciliation framework to interrogate how a coordinated approach to consolidating 
and sustaining peace and security in the region could guide future interventions. 

The link between reconciliation initiatives in Somalia and Kenya

Perhaps one of the most critical examples of the need for regional approaches to recon-
ciliation is the situation in Somalia. Following the collapse of the regime of President 
Siad Barre, centrifugal forces fragmented Somalia’s central sovereign structure and the 
state in effect disintegrated. A series of peace agreements ensued. However, following 
failed UN interventions in the early 1990s, backed strongly by the US – which led to 
the death of US foreign troops epitomised in the fictionalised Hollywood film Black 
Hawk Down – the international community took a lukewarm approach to further 
engagement in Somalia.

The current African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) has singularly failed to 
stabilise and consolidate peace in the country. Despite the existence of a government 
that has nominal support within the country, the Somali crisis continues unabated. 
Furthermore, the crisis has spilled over into Ethiopia and Uganda, drawn Eritrea into 
the conflict system, and generated maritime insecurity and piracy in Indian Ocean.

Throughout the crisis, neighbouring countries have intervened, ostensibly to 
address their own self-defined national interests. Ethiopia undertook military opera-
tions in Somalia, and the current peacekeeping intervention by the AU includes troops 
from Uganda, Kenya and Burundi as troop-contributing countries.

Fast forward to October 2013 and a surreal and vicious attack by armed militia 
killing unarmed civilians in the commercial Westgate Mall, in Nairobi, Kenya. This 
militia was allegedly directed by al-Shabaab movement, which is fighting AU troops in 
Somalia. Indications are, however, that the militiamen were not from Somalia alone, 
but were in fact drawn from an international array of countries, including the United 
Kingdom (UK) and Norway. Following the attack, and assuming that the indications 
that this was conducted by al-Shabaab, the question becomes whether Kenyan and 
international victims can find a basis for redress?

One can also turn the question around and inquire whether innocent citizens in 
Somalia, who may have been negatively affected – as collateral damage – by the history 
of military incursions by neighbouring countries, are also entitled to some form of re-
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dress? Given the new reality that we are in, it does not matter what happens internally 
in Kenya in terms of reconciliation: if nothing is done in Somalia to promote recon-
ciliation, then we can expect further attacks along the lines of what happened at the 
Westgate Mall. Subsequently, in April 2015 al-Shabaab militiamen, also originating 
from Somalia, killed 147 students and staff at Garissa University College in Kenya, 
near the border with Somalia.

Today military operations continue in Somalia to root out and eliminate al-Sha-
baab, with US drone assistance. But this will only get the region so far. Even if all 
al-Shabaab militiamen are eliminated, another group might simply adopt the extremist 
views they harbour. The battle then becomes a permanent and a violent one if the mi-
litary option is used to the exclusion of all others. 

It seems that promoting genuine reconciliation in Somalia and linking this to 
reconciliation processes in Kenya, not least because Kenya has a sizeable number of 
Kenyan citizens of Somali heritage, is ultimately a more effective and sustainable app-
roach to reducing the war and strife generated by the Somali conflict system. 

Given that Kenya is on its own journey of national reconciliation, in the aftermath 
of post-election violence in 2007–08, and now with the added dimension of the West-
gate and Garissa attacks, there is an increased prospect for further ethnic polarisation 
and the targeting of Kenyan citizens of Somali heritage. So there is a need to also im-
plement cross-border reconciliation between Kenya and Somalia.

The 2013 South Sudan crisis: a regional conflict?

The violent conflict in South Sudan, which escalated in December 2013, plunged 
the young country into a debilitating and brutal crisis. It began as a dispute between 
members of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army, notably the incumbent 
President Salva Kirr, and his deputy, former vice-president Riek Machar. The conflict 
immediately drew in Uganda, which deployed troops to South Sudan to shore up 
Kirr’s government. Machar in turn received diplomatic, political and military sup-
port from the government of Sudan. In addition, the South Sudanese government was 
transporting arms through logistical routes in Kenya, given a long-term relationship 
between the South Sudanese and Kenyan elites (Oakford, 2014, August 26). Similar-
ly, Ethiopia, which shares a border with South Sudan, has economic interests in the 
country and consequently wanted to see an outcome that would be to its advantage. In 
effect, the South Sudan conflict immediately took on regional dimensions. Yet efforts 
to address the conflict have restricted the South Sudan government and regional actors 
like the Inter-governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) to seeking to achieve 
national reconciliation. It is necessary to apply the prism of regional reconciliation to 
the South Sudan case if the desire is to achieve peace and security in the country in the 
long term.

Former Ethiopian foreign minister Seyoum Mesfin and Kenyan envoy Lazaro Sum-
beiywo led the mediation process, as part of the third-party intervention team. In Au-
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gust 2015, the South Sudan Peace Agreement was ultimately signed, even though from 
shortly thereafter it was periodically violated by both sides. For all intents and purpo-
ses, the peace agreement will continue to be implemented in this imperfect condition 
of continuing incidents of sporadic violence. This suggests that unless a genuine and 
urgent commitment is undertaken to implement all three pillars of regional reconcili-
ation – namely, the leader-to-leader, government-to-government and people-to-people 
dimensions – then the South Sudan Peace Agreement is unlikely to succeed. The ability 
of the South Sudan government to implement the peace agreement will be contingent 
on leader-to-leader regional reconciliation processes, which will begin with political 
dialogues between Kirr, Machar, Museveni, Omar al-Bashir of Sudan, Hailemariam 
Desalgn of Ethiopia and Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya. In addition, given the dispersal 
of the South Sudanese diaspora into Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda and around the world, 
there is significant scope for them to convene people-to-people regional reconciliation 
processes, with a view to improving relations with neighbouring countries in the Horn. 
A regional reconciliation process that drew in all of the protagonists, antagonists and 
stakeholders involved in the South Sudan crisis could in fact serve as a platform for a 
genuine and sustained dialogue, which could begin to address the malignant and cor-
roded relationships that persist in the Horn of Africa region.

Examples of people-to-people regional reconciliation

The Karamoja Cluster Project works across the Kenyan-Ugandan borders to promote 
people-to-people regional reconciliation and peacebuilding.5 This cross-border initiati-
ve brings together the Karamoja communities of eastern Uganda and western Kenya, 
which have endured cyclical violence related to livestock theft and violent conflict 
over limited scarce resources and access to land. Concretely, this initiative establis-
hes people-to-people dialogue platforms to address key concerns and raise pertinent 
issues. In addition, the initiative convenes educational and training programmes to 
raise awareness among members of the Karamoja community about how to promote 
effective strategies to protect the livelihoods of all members. In addition, women-led 
peacebuilding initiatives drive the people-to-people regional reconciliation initiative, 
to increase the focus on how violent conflicts and destruction of the social fabric of 
societies affects the women of the Karamoja Cluster Project differently to their male 
counterparts. The cross-border initiative also convenes cross-border cultural and sports 
activities to increase people-to-people interaction among the Karamoja. This form of 
interaction creates new and innovative opportunities to engage in dialogue and deepen 
understanding between communities that have traditionally only engaged with each 
other through violent conflict. The Karamoja Cluster Project should more appropria-
tely be understood as a work in progress rather than a fait accompli in terms of its ef-
forts to promote people-to-people regional reconciliation across borders. The initiative, 

5 https://www.facebook.com/Karamoja-Cluster-Project-243837105768152/
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however, demonstrates that regional reconciliation is in fact already taking place, and 
the insights drawn from the Karamoja Cluster Project can be replicated in other regi-
ons bordering of the Horn of Africa. This people-to-people initiative also demonstrates 
that higher-level and elite-driven regional reconciliation processes can draw insights 
from the manner in which former enemies can come together in the spirit of addres-
sing common concerns and developing joint solutions to enhance the livelihoods of 
citizens of the Horn (Karamoja Cluster Project, 2015). 

People-to-people regional reconciliation between Ethiopia and Eritrea

In light of the historical tensions between the governments of Ethiopia and Eritrea, 
there have been no open leader-to-leader or government-to-government initiatives that 
have entrenched a framework of regional reconciliation (Cliffe, 2004). However, at the 
cultural level people-to-people exchanges have been transpiring between Ethiopians 
and Eritreans in an informal manner. For example, cultural exchanges in terms of the 
exchange of music between Addis Ababa and Asmara contribute in a small way towards 
people-to-people interaction, which could cascade and be further amplified into go-
vernment-to-government exchanges, which could at some point down the line lay the 
foundations for leader-to-leader dialogue.
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El Fasher, North Darfur, May 2014. Members of Sarafi 
drama group perform a show at the conference room 
at the UNAMID headquarters at the launch of the 
Darfur Internal Dialogue and Consultation (DIDC) 
created to promote healing and reconciliation.  
Photo: Albert Gonzalez Farran, UNAMID.

There is a convergence 
between the need for 
regional reconciliation 
and ongoing efforts to 
promote regional socio- 
economic development.
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part 3:  
Analysis and Normative Proposals

This section of the paper draws together some of the most relevant and insightful 
findings from the previous sections to map out an agenda for implementing regional 
reconciliation.

Framing regional reconciliation

Since conflicts, atrocities and violations may take place across borders, we have to de-
termine how reconciliation can also take place across borders. Then it becomes clear 
that we are talking about processes for which we do not have any precedent at the level 
of Africa’s international relations and in particular pan-African transitional justice and 
reconciliation processes.

This would require implementing processes of truth recovery, accountability and 
redress across borders as preliminary processes in pursuit of regional reconciliation. 
The practicalities of how we implement regional reconciliation are challenging, but not 
impossible to institute. The reluctance of nation states to devolve their sovereignty and 
adopt processes that might seem to be outside of their sphere of authority and control, 
by establishing cross-border institutions, will be the primary obstacle to implementing 
regional reconciliation. Articulating a compelling case for a policy of regional recon-
ciliation exposes the limitations of retaining a state-centric approach towards dealing 
with the past and ensuring redress and accountability.

When we apply a regional lens to reconciliation, this requires war-affected states 
and communities in close proximity to each other to recognise their regional interde-
pendence. Furthermore, these states and communities need to engage in genuine regi-
onal dialogue, based on a democratic attitude, to identify the issues that have caused 
deep divisions and generated violence in the past. Ultimately, states and communities 
need to actively work in a collaborative manner to address legacies of socio-economic 
exploitation. As in processes for promoting reconciliation nationally or locally, regional 
reconciliation mechanisms require the creation of spaces to develop inclusive narrati-
ves about the past and shared visions for the future. There is a need to move beyond 
transitional justice and reconciliation processes, which have been largely state-led and 
restricted to national borders. Consequently, despite growing acknowledgment of re-
gional conflicts, regional reconciliation has not been the norm. Regions have to find 
collective solutions to the conflicts contained in their sphere of influence through a 
new policy framework of regional political reconciliation.
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Gender and regional reconciliation

There is also a gender dimension to the issue of cross-border redress. What happens 
when perpetrators of gender-based violations cross borders to seek sanctuary in neig-
hbouring countries? It therefore becomes necessary to establish a process of gender 
justice, notably redress and accountability, across the borders of nation-states. What 
sort of mechanisms or infrastructure can achieve this? Failure to think outside imagi-
nary state constructs will keep the African continent trapped in a self-imposed prison 
of ineffectiveness in promoting reconciliation.

Trauma and psycho-social support for regional reconciliation processes

Regional reconciliation has to be predicated on a commitment to provide a compre-
hensive and coordinated trauma and psycho-social support system to address the emo-
tional consequences of violent conflict. In particular, victims who may have crossed 
borders and have lost family members in the course of displacement will need trauma 
support. The establishment of trauma support groups across borders should be integra-
ted into an overall regional strategy. 

International illustrations of cross-border redress

In April 2012, witnessed the conclusion of the trial and the sentencing of Charles Tay-
lor, former warlord president of Liberia, who was in command when atrocities were 
committed in Sierra Leone. He was prosecuted at the Special Court for Sierra Leone, 
which was established in Sierra Leone and then relocated in The Hague. The tribunal 
convicted Taylor of having violated the rights of Sierra Leoneans. The limits of interna-
tional criminal justice are exposed in the fact that the actual victims on the ground in 
Sierra Leone, are yet to receive tangible reparations or judicial dividends from Taylor’s 
prosecution. As with the examples of international criminal justice, more recently the 
ruling against Hissénè Habré the former dictator of Chad for war crimes, the genuine 
reparations or redress for past injustice do not seem to affect victims in a tangible man-
ner that transforms their lives and experiences. The judicial dividends are limited when 
far-removed prosecutions are conducted against a small number of perpetrators who 
were most responsible for war crimes, and targeted at an even smaller group of victims. 
Cross-border reconciliation in the case of Sierra Leonean victims who were subject to 
violations by Liberian perpetrators remains a distant aspiration.

While he was prime minister of the UK, Tony Blair apologised for the Irish potato 
famine of the nineteenth century. An apology along these lines is not sufficient to pro-
mote reconciliation, but it acknowledges the truth of the past, which lays the foundations 
for some form of restitution, which can enable reconciliation. The UK–Ireland rapp-
rochement provides an example of a cross-border initiative to heal a fraught historical 
relationship. Subsequently, Blair issued a statement in which he expressed “sorrow, regret 
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and apology” for his role in contributing to the illegal US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
under the administration of George W. Bush, which has precipitated a catastrophe of 
epic proportions (Mason, 2016). The invasion also spawned the dreaded extremist group 
ISIS, which has conducted terrorist acts in Europe, notably France, Belgium and the UK.

The Japanese government has paid reparations to Korean ‘comfort women’ who 
were abducted during the Second World War and used as sex slaves by Japanese troops 
for the duration of the war (Tolbert, 2016). In the 1990s, women’s groups in Korea 
put pressure on the Japanese government to recompense former comfort women and 
prosecute perpetrators who were still alive. In 2001, the Japanese government com-
pensated three former comfort women and acknowledged its “moral responsibility” for 
the suffering the women endured. The Asian Women’s Fund is a regional reparation 
mechanism to redress the injustices faced by women at the hands of the Japanese mili-
tary regime during the Second World War (Tolbert, 2016). 

Germany has paid reparations to Israel for atrocities committed by the Nazi regime 
against Jewish people (Sagi, 1986). US companies have been compelled by courts to 
pay reparations to victims in South Africa for their complicit engagement and collabo-
ration with the apartheid government in perpetuating crimes against humanity against 
so-called “non-whites” during that era (Ephraim, 2012).

These initiatives indicate two important facts: firstly, that redress across borders 
and from a regional perspective is possible; and secondly, that there is no statute of 
limitations on redress initiatives for the violations visited on victims of atrocities. This 
has implications for the gender-based violence endured by women in the eastern DRC, 
for example. Similarly, in the long term this will also have implications for cross-border 
violations in a number of current African conflicts and for the violations suffered by 
victims of drone attacks in Somalia, Yemen, Pakistan and Afghanistan.

Insights from regional security initiatives

While there is a growing recognition of the value of regional interventions, the idea 
of promoting ‘reconciliation’ across borders remains uncharted territory for states and 
intergovernmental organisations. Regional mechanisms also tend to place an emphasis 
on security interventions – such as conflict management and peacekeeping – that me-
rely address the symptoms, rather than deeper causes of Africa’s conflicts. These app-
roaches overlook the structural origins of conflict that manifest themselves so violently 
across borders (Ramsbotham, 2012, p. 6). Consequently, cross-border and joint peace 
and security operations focus resources on military operations, such as those of the 
South Sudan and the Great Lakes region in pursuit of the Lord’s Resistance Army or 
the counter-insurgency operations against al-Shabaab. If state resources were deployed 
in equal measure to lay the foundations for regional reconciliation, this would be a 
more effective way to stabilise countries and improve relations with their neighbours. 
Military operations are only a temporary, stop-gap measure to containing violence and 
are ultimately doomed to fail, unless concrete efforts are geared towards dealing with 
the past and promoting regional reconciliation in Africa.
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The military and intelligence sectors are also struggling to introduce a regional 
security and intelligence approach. The proposed African Standby Force remains an as-
piration as AU member states have not assigned the necessary resources to the structure 
(Radebe, 2013). It is self-evident that the sharing of critical intelligence information is 
vital for a comprehensive approach to solving some of the regionalised conflicts. This 
is due to the fact that the majority of African armed forces are limited in their ability 
to project power over the vast distances occupied by their borders. Specifically, such an 
approach could contribute towards addressing human and drug trafficking, as well as 
poaching and the illicit trade in natural resources. In addition, the AU has mooted the 
idea of a “joint air defence” system to secure the continent’s skies (ibid.).

If military generals are busy looking for regional approaches to security, it is ne-
cessary for peace practitioners and diplomats to look into regional reconciliation stra-
tegies. We cannot afford to continue along the same path and expect different results. 
It goes without saying that regional coordination is a necessity not a luxury when it 
comes to regional reconciliation. African governments and intergovernmental organi-
sations are increasingly recognising this reality.

Infrastructures for regional reconciliation

This section analyses what might function as the most effective vehicles for implemen-
ting regional reconciliation. In particular, the section assesses pre-existing efforts to 
promote cross-border interventions and examine which mechanisms or institutions 
were used to achieve the intended outcomes. The section assesses the viability of ex-
isting institutions such as the AU and RECs to serve as the promoters, consolidators 
and guarantors of regional reconciliation. In addition, the diaspora could play a role 
in actively participating in and supporting regional reconciliation initiatives. Typically, 
informal regional reconciliation processes could complement more formal processes, 
and ideally they should proceed without the sanction and imprimatur of the affected 
states. In practice, state actors would want to be informed of potential informal regi-
onal reconciliation processes due to their claim of sovereignty over their territory. The 
section assesses the issue of predictable resources to sustain regional interventions over 
prolonged periods. It also proposes normative suggestions as to prospective institutio-
nal frameworks, such as regional reconciliation commissions to implement regional 
reconciliation. 

Regional reconciliation cannot proceed without the establishment of carefully 
constructed and coordinated infrastructure for promoting peace. We can make the dis-
tinction between formal and informal mechanisms for promoting regional reconciliation. 

Formal regional reconciliation processes and mechanisms

The state would facilitate formal regional reconciliation processes. Typically, state in-
stitutions would be used in promoting regional reconciliation across borders. These 
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institutions would derive their legitimacy, and hence formality, from the authority 
of the sovereign states that constitute them. Intergovernmental bodies, such as the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), East African Community or 
other regional bodies like the AU could also facilitate formal regional reconciliation 
processes. These institutions would derive their legitimacy, and hence formality, from 
the authority of the sovereign states that constituted them.

Informal regional reconciliation processes and mechanisms

Informal regional reconciliation processes would operate outside state structures. This 
would include civil society interventions in regional reconciliation. In addition, the 
diaspora could also play a role in actively participating and supporting regional recon-
ciliation initiatives. Typically, informal regional reconciliation processes can comple-
ment more formal processes, and ideally they should proceed without the sanction and 
authorisation of the affected states, due to their desire to maintain their control of of 
sovereignty over their territory.

There might be an argument made that reconciliation cannot proceed through 
regional mechanisms, without the presence of national mechanisms. However, it 
might insteade useful to interrogate how regional mechanisms could enhance national 
mechanisms. Regional institutions are necessary to oversee regional or cross-border 
reconciliation processes. This is predicated on the realisation of regional interdepen-
dence, the need for regional dialogue and pursuit of regional socio-economic justice. 
Regional mechanisms can function as catalysts of national reconciliation by reinforcing 
the sense of interdependence and their capacity to facilitate regional dialogue. Regional 
reconciliation infrastructures also promote shared economic interests as a means of 
creating wealth and eliminating poverty.

There are a number of regional mechanisms that promote peace, security and eco-
nomic development, notably those of the UN, AU, Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR), 
IGAD and Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). However, they 
do not have definitive policies on how to promote regional reconciliation. Most regi-
onal organisations like the AU, ICGLR, SADC, EAC and the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa already have mandates to promote regional socio-econo-
mic development. Some institutional structures have already created a platform for 
this approach, notably the African Economic Community, which was subsumed into 
the AU and the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), which is now 
an AU agency. The Southern African Customs Union also falls into this category and 
fulfils this same objective of enhancing socio-economic development, with the objec-
tive of promoting closer community between the peoples of Southern Africa. So there 
is a convergence between the need for regional reconciliation and ongoing efforts to 
promote regional socio-economic development.

The issue of whether regional reconciliation mechanisms should be stand-alone 
institutions or if they can be constituted through already existing regional economic 
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communities, such as ECOWAS or the EAC, is an issue that requires further policy 
analysis. For example, would it be necessary to establish separate regional reconcilia-
tion commissions for the Great Lakes, Horn of Africa and Southern Africa?

Or could these be ‘housed’ within the ICGLR, IGAD or SADC respectively?
Similarly, civil society organisations need to coordinate their activities to more 

effectively support regional reconciliation initiatives. Where intergovernmental initi-
atives are lacking, civil society organisations could nevertheless pursue cross-border 
regional reconciliation initiatives. For example, given the novelty that will be associated 
with the notion of regional gender reconciliation, these processes are unlikely to receive 
the attention and resources that they deserve. This may require informal processes and 
non-governmental organisations to take the initiative and put in place processes to 
promote redress for victims of gender-based violence across borders. This would then 
require an appropriate infrastructure, such as civil society organising itself through a 
decentralised regional network to advance work on regional reconciliation. 

Functions of the infrastructures for regional reconciliation

Infrastructures for regional reconciliation would have a range of activities including: 

1. Designing and articulating policy frameworks to guide regional reconciliation 
processes;

2. Deploying the necessary resources to ensure the effective implementation of 
interventions;

3. Monitoring progress in implementing regional reconciliation initiatives; and
4. Coordinating media and communications relating to regional reconciliation, 

for example, using social media to target youth stakeholders.

It is therefore necessary to build the capacity of regional reconciliation mechanisms to 
enable them to support cross-border reconciliation, as well as enhance national recon-
ciliation processes.

Regional reconciliation as an intermediate phase in regional 
integration

Logically, regional integration cannot proceed without efforts to engage with historical 
injustices that may have originated or been perpetuated across borders. There are cur-
rently very few mechanisms that address the specific issue of cross-border violations. 
For example, the Special Tribunal for Sierra Leone prosecuted former president Charles 
Taylor, of Liberia, for crimes that he committed in Sierra Leone. Regional integration 
has predominantly been framed in largely economic and top-down political terms. The 
development of the notion of regional reconciliation enables us to begin to view it as 
an intermediate phase in consolidating regional integration. If regional reconciliation is 
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implemented in a progressive and cascading manner it can contribute towards regional 
integration. In the absence of a genuine belief in the benign intentions of neighbouring 
countries then it becomes difficult to achieve regional integration. This is currently the 
situation that bedevils Africa’s sub-regions. Consequently, the processes and mechanisms 
that are designed and adopted to implement regional reconciliation will undoubtedly 
play a catalytic role in promoting regional integration. Regional integration requires a 
high degree of coordination and harmonisation of policy agendas, which the three pillars 
of regional reconciliation can contribute to. More specifically, leadership, government 
cooperation and citizen buy-in are equally the core ingredients of regional integration.

Globalisation: pathways to global reconciliation

The implementation of regional reconciliation is within the reach of continents such 
as Africa and regions such as the Balkans and Middle East. In fact, the understanding 
developed in this paper suggests that a number of crisis situations cannot be resolved 
without adopting a regional reconciliation framework, notably the Syrian crisis, which 
has multiple actors and secondary actors. The Israeli–Palestinian, Jammu-Kashmir–
India–Pakistan, Greece-Cyprus–Turkey, North Korea–South Korea crises also requi-
re regional reconciliation interventions. The Ukraine–Crimea–Russia, Yemen–Saudi 
Arabia, South China Sea crises have also acquired regional dimensions. Consequently, 
there is scope for reframing these crises in terms of outcomes that could be achieved 
through regional reconciliation. 

The notion of global reconciliation would then be the cumulative outcome of the 
implementation of these regional reconciliation initiatives around the world. Given 
the amount of time required to advance regional reconciliation globally, this suggests 
that global reconciliation remains a distant, but not impossible, aspiration. To some, 
this might appear to be idealistic, yet the cold war and the South African apartheid re-
gime came to an end after decades of seemingly intractable intransigence of the parties 
and actors concerned. So, global reconciliation is not a pipe dream, but an outcome 
that can be assiduously worked towards. After all, it is precisely the task of researchers 
and analysts to think the unthinkable, to postulate that which seems the elusive dimen-
sion of global peace and security.

Constraints and limitations on implementing regional reconci-
liation

There will obviously be limits to regional reconciliation, given that it challenges tradi-
tionally entrenched notions of sovereignty and citizenship. For example, border restric-
tions will enable perpetrators to evade justice by seeking sanctuary in other countries, 
as is the case with former perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide. Similarly, victims 
at the Timor-Leste Truth and Reconciliation Commission felt that they were denied 
justice because they could not seek redress from their perpetrators who were hiding 
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in Indonesia. Historically, Liberian perpetrators of atrocities during the Sierra Leone 
conflict sought refuge behind the false barrier of sovereignty, but they were ultimately 
brought to justice through the country’s Special Tribunal.

Strategies for implementing regional reconciliation in Africa

This paper has argued for the need to move beyond reconciliation processes that have 
been largely state led and restricted to national borders, towards a more regional fra-
ming of these processes. The paper has outlined a compelling case for a theory and 
policy of regional reconciliation, based on exposing the limitations of retaining a sta-
te-centric approach to dealing with the past and ensuring redress and accountability. 
Furthermore, the paper has noted that nation states that would be reluctant to devolve 
their sovereignty, and adopt processes that might seem to be outside of their sphere of 
authority and control through the establishment of cross-border institutions, will be a 
primary obstacle to implementing regional reconciliation.

Regional reconciliation in Africa: the way forward

This paper has argued and demonstrated that despite growing acknowledgment of 
regional conflicts, regional reconciliation has not been the norm. According to Wal-
lensteen, “the lack of a regional framework indicates the absence of shared thinking” 
(Wallensteen, 2012, p. 5). Fostering regional reconciliation requires a more innovative 
approach that deals with a region in its entirety. (p. 4) It requires identifying new ways 
to facilitate synergy between regional, national and local processes of reconciliation. It 
requires national policies to support regional frameworks and regional frameworks to 
support the development of national policies (Kimani, 2012, p.27).

In terms of the way forwards, regions have to find collective solutions to the 
conflicts contained in their spheres of influence through a new policy framework of 
regional political reconciliation. Concretely, African governments need to adopt pe-
ople-to-people and government-to-government regional reconciliation processes as a 
strategic objective of their foreign policy. Government institutions with reconciliation 
mandates could integrate a regional approach into their work. For example: the Burun-
di Truth and Reconciliation Commission; the Rwanda National Unity and Reconcili-
ation Commission; the proposed South Sudan Truth and Reconciliation Commission; 
the Kenya National Cohesion and Integration Commission; the Zimbabwe National 
Peace and Reconciliation Commission; and the Uganda Justice, Law and Order Sector.

Furthermore, governments should mandate regional institutions to function as the 
infrastructure for regional reconciliation. This in turn requires allocating the necessary 
resources and personnel to further develop and implement regional reconciliation. For 
example, governments and intergovernmental organisations can designate and appoint 
advisors on trauma and reconciliation for all regional sub-bodies, who will generate 
policy initiatives to implement on the ground.
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In terms of monitoring and evaluating the impact of their interventions, govern-
ments, intergovernmental and civil society actors could conduct baseline studies to 
map their implementation of regional reconciliation initiatives, which would also 
contribute towards avoiding duplication of activities. Concretely, notions of regional 
reconciliation can already be mainstreamed into Africa’s education curricula. Speci-
fically, these mainstreaming initiatives could be achieved if ministries of education 
were to adopt and integrate peace, gender, trauma and reconciliation studies into the 
curricula at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels of education. Politically, this 
would require national and regional parliaments to adopt legislation that encouraged 
cross-border media interaction on reconciliation issues.

Concretely, governments, intergovernmental and civil society organisations could 
implement the three pillars of regional reconciliation within Africa’s regions to launch 
the process of regional stabilisation and integration. Specifically, governments and in-
tergovernmental organisations can support and strengthen cultural exchanges in order 
to enhance people-to-people interaction, as a strategy to enhance regional reconcilia-
tion in Africa. For example, institutions could develop specific programmes for youth 
within regional reconciliation processes, such as cross-border radio programmes to st-
rengthen the prospect for dialogue and relationship building.

At the continental level, the AU Commission could ensure its draft Transitional 
Justice Policy Framework incorporates a focus on regional reconciliation. As an imme-
diate intervention, the AU could also extend access and use of the recently launched 
AU passports to African citizens and adopt policies that genuinely promote the free 
movement of people between regions, to encourage regional economic development 
and the growth of cross-border entrepreneurship and business development.

Similarly, international development partners could contribute to regional recon-
ciliation by ensuring that the notion of regional reconciliation is adopted by governme-
nts and intergovernmental organisations as a key pillar of peace agreements to reflect 
the interdependence of countries. 

Academia and civil society could also contribute towards this endeavour by resear-
ching, generating and sharing knowledge, as well as developing education courses and 
training programmes on regional reconciliation. The insights this research generated 
could be used to build and enhance the capacity of local leadership structures to facili-
tate cross-border reconciliation. In addition, shared knowledge could help cultural and 
religious leaders to spearhead regional reconciliation processes.
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Valerie Amos, Under-Secretary-General for 
Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief 
Coordinator, has her temperature checked on 
arrival to Juba, South Sudan. February 2015.
Photo: Isaac Billy, UN Photo.
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Conclusion 

While there is growing recognition of the value of regional interventions, 
the idea of promoting reconciliation across borders remains uncharted 
territory for states and intergovernmental organisations alike. Histo-
rically, interventions to promote reconciliation have been overly state 

focused and unable to address the cross-border dimensions of conflict in Africa. Sta-
te-centric security interventions – such as conflict management and peace enforcement 
operations – have merely addressed the symptoms rather than the deeper causes of 
Africa’s conflicts. Even more self-defeating, cross-border and joint peace and security 
operations focus resources on military operations, such as those pursuing Boko Ha-
ram, al-Shabaab, or the South Sudan conflict system. These state-centric and over-mi-
litarised approaches overlook the structural origins of conflict that manifest themselves 
so violently across borders (Ramsbotham, 2012, p.6). Military operations are only a 
temporary, stop-gap measure for containing violence and are ultimately doomed to 
fail. Ultimately, reconciliation processes that address past violations as a pre-requisite 
for laying the foundations of future coexistence are necessary for stability. Consequ-
ently, interventions have only had a limited impact and failed to address the broad 
dimensions of regionalised conflict systems. 

This paper argues that unless concrete efforts are geared towards dealing with the 
past and promoting regional reconciliation in Africa, the consolidation of peace and 
security will remain an elusive quest. More specifically, if state resources were deployed 
in equal measure to lay the foundations for regional reconciliation, this would ultima-
tely be a more effective way to stabilise countries and improve relations with their 
neighbours. In fact, the pursuit of regional reconciliation could contribute towards the 
fulfilment of the incomplete project of decolonisation across Africa.

Even though Africa has a growing number of regional and sub-regional organisa-
tions, the absence of a coordinated approach to reconciliation, and lack of resources 
and capacity mean that these mechanisms remain incapable of promoting and sus-
taining regional peace, justice and reconciliation. If our intention has been to ensure 
regional stability, the model we have been using has not succeeded. Researchers, policy 
analysts and decision makers have been unable to see the bigger picture. It is therefore 
time to rethink our state-centric approach and increasingly work across borders. Spe-
cifically, we need to move beyond transitional justice and reconciliation processes that 
have been largely state led and restricted to national borders. Clearly, there is further 
scope for academic research on this nascent notion of regional reconciliation and the 
strategies to achieve it. It is necessary to pursue policy coherence on the issues discussed 
in this paper to provide concrete modalities for governments, intergovernmental and 
civil society organisations to use in implementing regional reconciliation processes, 
which remain the elusive dimension of peace and security in Africa. 
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Africa has endured the debilitating effects of cyclical 
violent conflict for several decades. Despite the existen-
ce of well-intentioned policy frameworks and the use of 
significant resources to stabilise countries, conflicts in 
the region have remained resistant to resolution. Africa’s 
crises demonstrate that conflicts have a tendency to spill 
across borders, affecting communities in more than one 
country. These cases challenge reductionist understan-
dings of traditional interstate and intra-state wars across 
the continent. The regional nature of conflicts means 
that the notion of ‘civil war’ is anachronistic, with increa-
singly limited descriptive utility. 

This paper argues that unless concrete efforts are 
geared towards dealing with the past and promoting re-
gional reconciliation in Africa, the consolidation of peace 
and security will remain an elusive quest. More specifi-
cally, if state resources were deployed in equal measure 
to lay the foundations for regional reconciliation, this 
would ultimately be a more effective way to stabilise 
countries and improve relations with their neighbours. In 
fact, the pursuit of regional reconciliation could contri-
bute towards the fulfilment of the incomplete project of 
decolonisation across Africa. 
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