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Identity and conflict shape each other. This is evident in the historical trajectory
of the Horn of Africa (HoA) – notably in the conflicts in the Gambella region,
between Ethiopia and Eritrea, in Somalia and Tigray – as well as of Libya during
and after the long autocratic rule of Muammar Gaddafi.1 The nexus between
identity and conflict dynamics hampers peace efforts. That is why mainstreaming
transitional justice into mediation and reconciliation processes is an opportunity
to increase peace prospects.2 Transitional justice consists of various measures and
structures intended to mitigate and ultimately overcome perceived wrongs and
past injustices, and dialogue in this context offers different identity formations a
platform for redress. 3
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Ethnic identity is weaved into the political landscape of the HoA.4 The region’s
history attests to how dominant groups turn their ethnic identity into an instrument
of legitimation of their power and exclusion of others’ rights. Instances include
Somalia’s crisis, where the Somalis suffered repression under Siyad Barre’s military
regime; and Uganda, where the Acholi ethnic group is marginalised through
displacements under Yoweri Museveni’s rule.5 Ethnic identities also overlap across
states in the HoA. The Gambella region, for instance, hosts ethnic groups spanning
across Ethiopia and South Sudan. This has bred conflicts in the area for decades.
As a result, power contestation in the region is often cloaked with ethnic conflicts.6
Broadly speaking, ethnicity in conflicts is a recurrence within, between and among
the countries in the HoA and their peoples.7
There is a similar trend in Libya, although violent conflicts there have not been
as recurrent as in the HoA.8 The intersection of tribal identity and conflict,
reinvigorated by the 2011 ouster of Gaddafi, partly explains the absence of social
cohesion in Libya ever since. Just as in the HoA, a narrative of “us” and “them” has
often become dominant among Libyan warring factions. It has taken the form
of neighbourhood, clan and tribal affiliations, which have become central to the
framing and formation of armed groups. Some of these groups have attained a
degree of prominence that hinder actions by state institutions.9
An inescapable notion which identity communicates is that there is a “us” and
there are “others”, a default grouping as defined by the parties involved. Conflict
research has proved that conflicts have a formative impact on the notion of
“us” and “others” as inherently competitive.10 How “us” and “others” are defined,
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categorised and perceived shapes a narrative of mutual exclusion that becomes
self-sustaining over time. This is a channel through which grievances are piled up
and passed on. For this very reason, such perceived wrongs are the entry point for
transitional justice to be mainstreamed into conflict mediation and resolution.11
In this regard, South Sudan, while still an ongoing process, is a case in point.12
President Salva Kiir is a Dinka, while opposition leader Riek Machar is a Nuer, two
ethnic groups with a history of rivalry and grievances which has fuelled internal
violence. Dialogue addressing those grievances has proved critical to consolidating
the peace process.13 Although ethnic identity was not the major theme, the
dialogue offered a platform through which aggrieved parties could be heard
and perceived wrongs be addressed. International institutions like the European
Union supported South Sudan in this regard.14 There are other instances, such as
Gambia, that highlight the (limited) success of transitional justice in which the EU
contributed to the Peacebuilding Fund (PBF) that aided transitional justice.15
These instances show that mainstreaming transitional justice in mediation efforts
through dialogues contribute to defusing and mitigating the conflict’s complexity
and continuity. Belligerents are offered an opportunity to redress perceived
wrongs and past injustices. In addition, the narrative of mutual exclusion that
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different identity groups pass on to younger generations, which play a key role
in achieving and managing sustainable peace, can be reversed. Therefore,
transitional justice is an area the EU should zoom in on. The EU may therefore
enhance its peacebuilding efforts in HoA and Libya by mainstreaming transitional
justice into its conflict management approach. Overall, this further justifies the
implementation of Action 22 (b), the commitment to develop and implement
an EU Policy on Transitional Justice which was outlined in the EU Action Plan on
Human Rights and Democracy 2015–2019.16
In conclusion, the works of Graybill and Lanegran, Little and Maddison, BuckleyZistel et al., Gready and Robbins, and Roman David highlight the depth of gaps
concerning the conceptualisation and implementation of transitional justice.17
However, their works also demonstrate how the choice between retribution and
reconciliation is for the society in question and what external actors can do is to
facilitate relevant actors towards that choice-making as a worthy step to silence
the guns. What dialogue therefore offers is a step-forward towards reconciliation
which is rather restorative. Among other things, however, stakeholder inclusion
with a co-constructed expectation through a reflective process is proposed to
enhance legitimacy and accountability in this regard.18 Furthermore, the process
should not stop at reconciliation. Rather, transformation of the conflictual social
relations should be the end game.
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