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Background 

The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and Centro de Investigación y 
Docencia Económicas (CIDE) hosted a meeting entitled “Broadening Constituencies for 
Transitional Justice + Elevating the Focus on Historical Grievance: Step One” in Mexico City, 
Mexico, December 4 and 5, 2015. Supported by the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs and 
Oak Foundation, the meeting brought together 30 leading experts on transitional justice (TJ), 
as well as representatives from development agencies and foreign ministries, to discuss 
strategies for addressing shortfalls in the international community’s approach to TJ. The 
meeting was grounded in the recognition that the way in which countries deal with violent 
episodes from their past can emerge as a driver of future conflict and undermine development 
and democratization. 

The meeting’s objectives were threefold: (1) to explore the gaps that currently exist in 
addressing historical memory and other nonlegalistic aspects of TJ in post-conflict and 
transitional contexts; (2) to understand the barriers and opportunities for increasing the focus 
and funding for TJ efforts; and (3) to create specific plans for elevating TJ within diplomatic, 
defense, and development agencies with the ultimate goal of better, more effective 
coordination around these issues. Over the course of the meeting, six panels were held 
featuring academics and practitioners from the Global North and Global South to share 
lessons learned from a variety of contexts and disciplines. The following Executive Summary 
highlights the main findings and recommendations from the meeting for elevating TJ and 
broadening constituencies for justice. 

State of Play 

The TJ field has come a long way since its inception over two decades ago. Institutional and 
individual technical expertise has been built up internationally, regionally, and locally, and a 
robust academic literature (primarily using case studies) has emerged examining the role of TJ 



2 | SHANNON N. GREEN 

 

in fostering accountability, peace, and reconciliation. Countries have experimented with a 
variety of TJ mechanisms, learning lessons and adapting approaches from other countries that 
have transitioned from periods of conflict, repression, or atrocity. International norms have 
begun to solidify, in large part due to the efforts of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion of 
truth, justice, reparation, and guarantees of nonrecurrence. And the new global agenda for 
sustainable development embraced “justice for all” as one of its many goals, although it is not 
clear whether and how TJ factors into that agenda. 

Yet, the diverse group of participants at this meeting shared a sense that support for TJ is not 
as robust or consistent as it should be. Within policymaking and donor communities, there 
remains a lack of understanding about the full range of TJ tools and doubts about the 
contributions that TJ can make to pressing national security and development objectives. 
Expertise and responsibility for TJ are often spread out amongst different government 
departments and agencies, leading to problems of coordination and prioritization. Few 
country strategies treat TJ as a priority or integrate TJ work into other complementary efforts. 

Donor funding for TJ, when provided, goes disproportionately to criminal justice initiatives, 
with little funding available for civil society initiatives. For example, in Cambodia, from 2000 
to 2012, 91 percent of donor funding for TJ went to the Extraordinary Chambers of the Court of 
Cambodia. Only 9 percent was allocated to civil society organizations working on truth, 
memory, victim support, or other elements of TJ.1 This lopsided approach to TJ has resulted in 
missed opportunities to utilize a wider range of TJ tools to rebuild trust between the state and 
society and between factions within society. It has also, at times, sidelined victims, survivors, 
and other vulnerable groups who should be at the center of any TJ process. 

Participants expressed concern that available empirical data on the impact of TJ has been 
mixed. The variety of mechanisms—from lustrations to memorialization, from reparations to 
truth and reconciliation commissions, from amnesties to prosecutions—and what mix works 
best under what conditions is not well understood. Furthermore, the data correlating TJ 
processes with durable improvements to democracy, human rights, peace, stability, 
development, prosperity, and the like are incomplete and considered unreliable by some 
experts. Nevertheless, this data is at times utilized in mainstream policy discourse to promote 
options that do not have a strong empirical basis for success. Other participants lamented that 
the focus on demonstrating the contribution of TJ to long-term effects misses the point—that 
truth and accountability have intrinsic value to society and victims and should be promoted as 
such. 

Finally, meeting contributors raised important questions about whether the focus of TJ should 
only be on historical grievances or also encompass contemporary grievances. Even the 
terminology “transitional justice” implies that there must be a transition from a state of 
conflict, authoritarian rule, genocide, etc. in order to apply the principles and tools that the 
field has to offer. Many participants noted that TJ is relevant in periods of ongoing abuse and 
violence, as impunity for historical abuses is often linked to present violence. In such 

                                                 
1 Paige Arthur and Christalla Yakinthou, “Funding Transitional Justice: A Guide for Supporting Civil Society 
Engagement,” Public Action Research, 2015, 1–24, http://fundingtj.org/wp-content/uploads/PAR_Funding-TJ-
2015.pdf. 

http://fundingtj.org/wp-content/uploads/PAR_Funding-TJ-2015.pdf
http://fundingtj.org/wp-content/uploads/PAR_Funding-TJ-2015.pdf
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circumstances, TJ can help shed light on violations and promote a culture of respect for 
human rights and democracy. 

Lessons from Case Studies 

The case study presentations—both of countries that have embraced TJ processes and those 
that have not—illuminated opportunities and obstacles for elevating the focus on TJ. A central 
lesson from Tunisia and Argentina was the importance of building broad and diverse 
constituencies. In Tunisia, civil society raised awareness and generated support by conducting 
trainings, seminars, and conferences for wide swaths of society, including those who 
eventually played important roles in the transitional government. In Argentina, TJ advocates 
mobilized nontraditional actors in the TJ process, including corporations and all three 
branches of government. 

All of the case studies reinforced the notion that transitions can take place over many years, 
even decades, and are not linear processes. In Argentina, Mexico, and Kenya, there have been 
many steps forward and backward. In these situations, it is important for TJ supporters to find 
ways to advance truth and justice, even incrementally, using existing avenues. It is also crucial 
to keep in mind that interventions can be phased in over time. For example, a country could 
start with truth telling, which flows to reparations, while building cases against individuals 
who committed war crimes and crimes against humanity. 

Finally, the presentations underscored the importance of framing TJ in ways that resonate 
with the public and with victims. The multimedia Skylight presentation on Guatemala 
demonstrated the power of using media and storytelling in the fight against impunity. By 
allowing people to bear witness to crimes against humanity, as well as hear directly from 
victims in an accessible medium, documentary films and other forms of media can help build 
support and broaden constituencies for TJ. Another expert pointed out that TJ in Latin 
America has always been deeply embedded in political struggles. Even as the field seeks to 
professionalize and ground its efforts in data, it is important to stay in touch with the roots of 
the TJ movement, which is inherently about fighting impunity, securing human rights, and 
restoring dignity to victims. 

Recommendations 

Building the policy case: To raise the profile of the full range of TJ tools and build broad 
constituencies for justice, proponents and practitioners must continue to educate policy and 
funding decisionmakers about when and how to choose criminal accountability versus truth-
telling, historical memory work, memorialization, and other processes, and advocate for a 
more balanced investment across both restorative and retributive justice tools. Furthermore, 
they must demonstrate that TJ processes contribute concretely to the priority goals of 
policymakers in development, diplomatic, and defense circles. Participants recommended that 
the TJ community develop an evidence base to validate the relevance of TJ and historical 
grievances to policy priorities. In particular, TJ should be linked to atrocity prevention, 
peacebuilding, and closing space for civil society, issues at the top of donors’ policy agendas. 
Another participant underlined the importance of crafting case studies that represent success 
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stories for TJ. Donors are not likely to support TJ unless there is a more compelling and 
consistent narrative about the positive impact that TJ can have on stability, security, and 
development. 

Creating flexible funding mechanisms: Participants noted that major investments in ad hoc 
tribunals are tapering off. Rather than letting those funds disappear or diminish, donors 
should consider establishing sustained and flexible TJ funding, such as a “Justice Fund” that is 
not dependent on one organization or centralized in a single bureau. These funds need to be 
flexible in order to mobilize when there are major breakthrough (e.g., when the government 
changed in Sri Lanka) and respond when actors crucial for TJ (e.g., lawyers and judges) are 
under threat. Finally, participants agreed that additional investments need to be made in civil 
society from the beginning of a transitional justice process and in nontraditional approaches, 
such as art, memorials, film, and media. 

Broadening constituencies for justice: Meeting contributors emphasized the importance of 
building bridges between the TJ field and communities focused on atrocity prevention, rule of 
law, peacebuilding, corruption and accountability, and closing space for civil society. Another 
recommendation was to broaden TJ constituencies by including women and making gender a 
focal point of TJ processes. As demonstrated by the case studies, constituency building must 
also incorporate nontraditional actors in society, including corporations, law makers, artists, 
and marginalized groups. In addition, participants offered creative approaches for elevating 
TJ, such as reaching out to journalists to raise their awareness and understanding of TJ and get 
additional media coverage. Several participants cautioned that before trying to “sell” TJ, 
advocates need to listen to what other communities need and care about and appeal to them 
on the basis of their concerns and mandates. 

Developing consensus around international principles: Just as the international 
community has developed norms and standards in other contexts requiring international 
engagement—such as elections monitoring—approaches to acknowledging historical memory, 
ensuring individual accountability, and promoting justice, broadly defined, should be 
improved and enhanced. Attendees endorsed the idea of creating a designated secretariat or 
working group to convene the main TJ stakeholders and build consensus around international 
principles. CSIS is well-positioned to coordinate this effort, in partnership with universities, 
nongovernmental organizations, and supportive governments. 

Investing in strategic communications: Participants expressed concern that the technically 
complex nature of TJ and even the terminology serves to discourage or alienate potential 
supporters, who are not really clear about the meaning and whether TJ concepts apply outside 
of a formal transition. One recommendation was to frame TJ as a fight against impunity, 
which connects more fluidly with anticorruption, rule of law, and atrocity prevention 
agendas. Research, including public opinion surveys and focus groups, is essential to crafting 
strategic communications campaigns that will resonate with the population and 
decisionmakers of a given country. Storytelling via documentaries is another critical 
component of a strategy to build public awareness and diversify constituencies for justice. 

Utilizing international mechanisms: The TJ community should make better use of the United 
Nations’ system and mechanisms, including the Human Rights Council, Universal Periodic 
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Review, special advisers on the prevention of genocide and on the responsibility to protect, 
and the infrastructure created by Security Council resolutions on Women, Peace and Security 
to elevate TJ issues within these related UN initiatives. TJ mechanisms and techniques can 
contribute to efforts within these domains to promote human rights, integrate women into 
peacebuilding and post-conflict processes, and prevent genocide and other atrocities. Meeting 
participants also recommended that TJ supporters seek to influence national level 
conversations on Sustainable Development Goal targets and indicators. Given the complexity 
of the process, advocates for TJ are more likely to have traction at the national level. 
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