


Number of attendees: 18

Description of attendees/representation in room: This book launch for the book ‘Civil

Society Narratives of Violence and Shaping of the Transitional Justice Agenda in Zimbabwe’

book launch for Dr Chenai Matshaka who has written the book based off of her PhD

research. The event was held at the Future Africa Campus in Conference Room 1.

Introduction:

On 12 September 2022 the Centre for Mediation in Africa (CMA) launched a book titled

‘Civil Society Narratives of Violence and Shaping of the Transitional Justice Agenda in

Zimbabwe’ authored by CMA researcher Dr Chenai Matshaka. The book launch was attended

by members of the CMA team, students from the department of Political Sciences, as well as

other departments at the University of Pretoria, and postdoctoral research fellows from the

University of Johannesburg.

The launch was chaired by Professor Cori Wielenga, the Director at the CMA who began the

event by introducing the panellists and emphasising the importance of the discussion on

transitional justice on the African continent. Professor Tim Murithi, Head of the

Peacebuilding Interventions Programme at the Institution for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR)

delivered the keynote address in which he focused on the potential for regional transitional

justice processes that would aid in dealing with conflicts on the continent that continue to

transcend borders. Professor Everisto Benyera, Professor in African Politics at the University

of South Africa (UNISA) discussed the post-colonial state and the challenges it presents for

transitional justice on the continent. The launch concluded with an engagement with the

author led by Professor Wielenga and further engagement with guests attending the launch.

Launch Proceedings

In his keynote, Professor Murithi speaks of the regional dimensions of transitional justice and

highlights three pillars that are key to achieving reconciliation in the region: leader to leader,

government to government, and people to people dialogue. Highlighting the rise of regional

conflicts including violent extremism, illicit trade, intercommunal rivalry, and xenophobia in

the region, Professor Murithi calls for genuine processes to deal with regional tensions and to

allow for reconciliation. These regional conflicts create interdependence and cascade across



borders this is why a regional reconciliation approach to address these issues in a

cross-border manner is critical.

Further, Prof. Murithi highlights the importance of the African Standby Force in ensuring

peace and stability on the continent, however this cannot be sustained without an effective

regional reconciliation process which addresses deep divisions in society. While Professor

Murithi indicates that the African Union Transitional Justice Policy (AUTJP) will be

important for the peacebuilding on the continent he argues that reconciliation at the regional

level will be key to its success. There is a need to continue to encourage existing structures

such as SADC and ECOWAS to be more effective in addressing regional conflicts and

reconciling member states by pursuing a Pan-African Policy adherence Professor Murithi

concludes.

Following the keynote, Professor Benyera in his presentation describes transitional justice as

the ‘mourn of the weak’ arguing that powerful states especially in the Global North that are

implicated in mass atrocities rarely face justice, while those in the Global South are usually

forced to account. Moreover, he points to the problematic assumption that political transitions

are positive and lead to justice. Professor Benyera argues that transitions can lead to

‘transitional injustice’ lending transitional societies in worse off conditions than they are

transitioning from as he argues has been the case of Zimbabwe. He gives the analogy “selling

the fridge to buy a cooler box”. Prof Benyera indicates that the problem is that transitional

justice mechanisms in Zimbabwe do not consider the state as a perpetrator and beneficiary of

the injustices. Professor Benyera also reflects on the post-colonial Zimbabwean state, a

colonial construct that is characterised by a paradigm war, a paradigm of difference, a

paradigm of the survival of the fittest and the will to power. He explains that the Zimbabwean

state is a product of war and injustice and it is stuck in the Chimurenga mode-a state of

perpetual war. This results in recurrent conflict where everything is fought for, and not

discussed, Benyera argues.

This has created a gap between the state and people. This is where civil society organisations

come in to fill in the gaps. It is here that Dr Matshaka’s book makes a contribution. If the

state was effective, civil society would not be needed.

The book launch ended with a question-and-answer segment in which Professor Wielenga

engaged Dr Matshaka on why she selected civil society narratives of violence as a focus for

her book as well as her perceptions for the future of transitional justice in Zimbabwe. Dr

Matshaka spoke of her experiences as a researcher in civil society in Zimbabwe and how the

questions she had about the work led to the book. Dr Matshaka highlights the need for the



narratives of violence to be driven by communities affected by violence rather than a donor

led agenda that leads to transitional justice processes that do not resolve conflicts or lead to

reconciliation.

Dr Matshaka noted that grassroots will be key to bringing transitional justice in Zimbabwe

and there is a need to create opportunities for communities affected by violence and coercion

to tell their stories and determine what satisfactory justice would mean to them.

From the audience panellists responded to questions on reconciliation and collective

responsibility for the Gukurahundi violence against the Ndebele people of Zimbabwe by the

state. Professor Benyera emphasised how the ethnic constructs were designed by the colonial

state and used in postcolonial Zimbabwe by the state in its quest for power and this does not

represent the relations between citizens on the ground.

The panel also responded to questions on the perceived role and potential of the AUTJP to

deal with transitional justice concerns in South Sudan and other parts of the continent.

Professor Murithi highlighted the importance of the 1992 peace processes on the continent.

There must be a link between peace, transitional justice and mediation. I want to add that the

AU will not cater to transitional justice in South Sudan. The real forces behind the AU are the

states. It is working for donors to the states.

The launch wrapped up with encouragement from Professor Murithi for academics to

continue to engage the processes and institutions of peace on the continent. He noted “We

must make a meaningful contribution by engaging with the people. All people in this room

have agency and power to make a difference”.

Conclusion:

Professor Wielenga closed the proceedings of the day by reflecting on the discussion

concerning the regional dimension of transitional justice and the three pillars that were

highlighted by Professor Murithi: Leader to Leader; government to government and people to

people. Moreover, she reflects on Professor Benyera’s presentation about how the state in

Zimbabwe was a colonial construct that has perpetuated many wrongs resulting in

“transitional injustice”. Professor Wielenga then reflects on how Dr Matshaka’s book

demonstrates how civil society can fill in the gaps between the state and the people and the

importance of ensuring that the people are central to the process.


