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The term “ t r a n s i t io n a l j u s t i c e ” rose to prominence  after  1995,  when the United  States  Institute  of Peace  (USIP)  published  its  three-volume  series  

Transitional  Justice  (Kritz,  ed).  In the decades  since,  and  corresponding  to the end of the Cold  War and  defea t of the Soviet  Union,  the field  appeared  to 

flourish.  Scholars  produced  hundreds  of dissertations  and  monographs  exploring  its  core concepts,  ethical  dilemmas,  and  paradigmatic  cases.  

Institutional  entrepreneurs  established  well- funded  centers  in the epic enters  of global  commerce  and  knowledge.  Activists  and  lawyers  across  the erstwhile  

West operationalized  its  frameworks  across  dozens  of political  and  constitutional  transitions,  generating  what  some described  as  a “ j u s t i c e c a s c a d e . ” 

This  expansion,  however, was  predicated  on a number  of conceptual  blind  spots.  Transitional  justice  and  its  “ e n t r e p r e n e u r s ” (Madlingozi)  rarely achieved  

self -consciousness  about  its  own presuppositions  as  a field,  most  especially  the end for which  its  vari ous “ m e c h a n is m s ” were presumed  to be means.  

During  the 1990s  and  early  2000s,  that  end was  largely  taken  for granted:  transitional  justice  operated  within  a historiography  which  assumed  that  history  

would either  bend,  or could  be made  to bend,  toward the goal  of increasing  respect  for human  rights,  pluralism,  openness,  and  tolerance.  Wherever these  

terms  predominated,  there was  little  need for the field  to define  its  core concepts  with precision  or rigor,  for the meanings  of both “ t r a n s i t io n ” and  “ j u s t i c e ” 

were largely  secured  in advance  by a broadly  liberal  and  cosmopolitan  teleology— one that  occluded  the structural  historical  conditions  of inequity,  for 

example,  and  marginalized  alternative  models  and  intellectual  traditions  of justice.   

Beginning  at  least  in the mid -2010s,  however, this  teleology began  to come into question.  Many established  democracies  have  since  witnessed  the rise  of 

what  Marlene Laruelle  (2020)  defines  as  illiberalism:  a thin  but  coherent  ideology  that  positions  itself  as  a permanent  backlash  against  liberalism  and  

embraces  exercises  of sovereign  power in the name  of majoritarian  nationalism  and  cultural  homogeneity.  On these  terms,  “ t r a n s i t io n ” need not culminate  

in liberal  consolidation,  and  “ j u s t i c e ” need not be tethered to cosmopolitan  norms.  

One question  that  presents  itself  at  this  juncture  is  what  becomes  of transitional  justice  when its  animating  teleology dissolves  and  its  blind  spots  no 

longer  occlude  radical  alternatives.  Another, counterintuitively,  is  how a certain  illiberalism  might  have  been internal  to transitional  justice  from the 

outset.  

Transitional  justice,  after  all,  has  often authorized  departures  from ordinary  liberal  legal  norms  in the name  of political  necessity.  As a field,  it has  tolerated  

retroactive  criminalization  and  creative  reinterpretations  of legality,  embraced  exceptional  or hybrid  tribunals  detached  from ordinary  constitutional  courts,  

justified  lustration  policies  that  restrict  political  participation  without individualized  criminal  conviction,  relied  on expansive  executive  discretion  in  

negotiating  amnesties,  endorsed  truth commissions  that  trade  procedural  guarantees  for narrative  authority,  and  sometimes  has  subordinated  due 

process,  equal  protection,  and  the presumption  of innocence  to the imperatives  of semblances  of historical  reckoning  and  collective  transformation . 

Do these  departures  from liberal  legal  norms  represent  temporary,  prudential  suspensions  in service  of liberal  restoration?  Or do they reveal  a  deeper 

affinity  between transitional  justice  and  forms  of sovereign  exceptionalism  more commonly  associated  with illiberal  politics?  If i t ’ s true that  transitional  

justice  embraced  the suspension  of liberal  legal  norms  as  a means  to the end of its  own liberal  and  cosmopolitan  ends,  how then do we understand  its  

relation  to the exercises  of sovereign  power we witness  today,  which  suspend  those same  norms  for very different  ends?  To what  extent, if  at  all,  might  the 

f ie ld ’ s self -confidence  in its  own liberal  goals  have  obscured  the ways  in which  it normalized  some of the same  extra- legal  “ m e c h a n is m s ” that  illiberal  

regimes  have  since  appropriated  for their  own goals?  To what  extent, if  at  all,  might  the illiberalism  of our present  oblige  us  to rethink  transitional  justice  

itself?  And might  alternative  conceptions  of time and  justice  that  are neither  liberal  nor illibera l yet be discerned  in a moment of rising  illiberalism?  

The workshop,  “ T r a n s i t io n a l Justice  in  Illiberal  T im e s ” hosted  by the Leuphana  Institute  for Advanced  Studies  (LIAS),  Leuphana  University  in  Luneburg,  

Germany  on 28  and  29  April  2026  seeks  to excavate  this  predicament  through  provocations  by and  discussion s  amongst  invited  scholars  and  practitioners  

from across  a number  of settings  in which  late  20th  century  experiments  with technologies  of transitional  justice  have  surfaced  the questions  raised  

above.    
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Outline of the Programme 

The workshop opens with an introduction by Heidi Grunebaum and Adam Sitze in which the conceptual proposition of 

the gathering is unpacked: The field of Transitional Justice might offer itself as a politico-legal repertoire for 

contemporary transitions of illiberal regimes. This will be followed by an open discussion in response to the introduction 

as well as to Adam Sitze’s pre-circulated texts. A sound installation “Murmurs, or the Scar of Nature” by former 

commissioner of the Colombian truth commission, Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar will further open questions that will be 

explored during the workshop. On Wednesday 29 April, we will reprise key workshop themes of temporality, violence, 

restitution, law and the senses through a talk or presentation by one of the workshop participants followed by roundtable 

discussions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Presenters: 

Brendan Ciarán Browne, Trinity College, Belfast 
Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar, University of the Andes, Bogotá 
Ini Dele-Adedeji, University of Leicester/ LIAS 

Heidi Grunebaum, CHR, Cape Town/LIAS 
Arthur Muliro, SID, Rome 

Adam Sitze, Amherst College, Amherst/MA 

Jelena Subotic, Georgia State University, Atlanta 
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Tuesday, 28 April 2026 

 

1:30 – 2:00 pm Arrival and Listening to the Sound Installation 
“Murmurs, or the Scar of Nature” 
Sound Installation by Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar 
Venue: Kunstraum (C25) 

 

2:00 – 2:30 pm Introduction 

Moderated by: Adam Sitze & Heidi Grunebaum 

Venue: Kunstraum (C25) 

 

2:30 – 3:15 pm  Listening to the Trouble with Transitional Justice  
Discussion of the Sound Installation with Heidi Grunebaum 
Venue: Kunstraum (C25) 

 

3:15 – 3:30 pm 

 

Break  

3:30 – 5:30 pm  Panel I: Propositions on Transitional Justice in Illiberal Times 

Discussion led by Adam Sitze 

Venue: Kunstraum (C25) 

 

8:00 pm Reception 

Venue: Kunstraum (C25) 
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Wednesday, 29 April 2026 

 

9:30 – 11:30 am Panel II: On the Duration of Violence 

Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar, University of the Andes, Bogotá  

Violence as Continuum: On the Rainforest’s Elusive Testimony  

Ini Dele-Adedeji, LIAS, Leuphana University Lüneburg 

Neither Victims Nor Perpetrators: Transitional Justice and the Collapse of Categories 

Venue: C40.704 

 

11:30 am – 12:00 pm Break 

 

12:00 – 1:30 pm 

 

Panel III: On Time 

Arthur Muliro, SID, Rome 

On the Burden of History and the Foreclosure of Futures 

Venue: C40.704 

 
 

1:30 – 2:30 pm  Lunch Break 
Venue: Klippo (C40) 

 
 

2:30 – 4:00 pm Panel IV: (In)justice and the Force of “Peace-making” 

Brendan Cierán Browne, Trinity College, Belfast 

Transitional (in)justice and Enforcing the 'peace' on Palestine 

Venue: C40. 704 

 
 

4:00 – 4:30 pm Break 

 
 

4:30 – 6:00 pm Panel V: On Restitution 

Jelena Subotic, Georgia State University, Atlanta 

Global Politics of Restitution in Illiberal Times 

Venue: C40.704  

 

6:00 – 6:30 pm 

 

Break 

6:30 – 7:30 pm  Concluding Reflections,  

Moderated by: Adam Sitze and Heidi Grunebaum 

Venue: C40.704 
 

8:00 pm  

 

Conference Dinner 

Venue: Mälzer Brewery and Restaurant 
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Book of Abstracts 

 

“Murmurs, or the Scar of Nature” 

Sound Installation by Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar 

 

Listening to the Trouble with Transitional Justice 

Discussion with Heidi Grunebaum 

 

Heidi Grunebaum 

CHR, Cape Town / LIAS, Leuphana University Lüneburg  

Heidi Grunebaum is former director of the Centre for Humanities Research (CHR), University of the Western Cape where she works 

on the afterlives of state violence, genocide and forced displacement, with a focus on Apartheid, the Shoah and the Nakba, and on 

the relationship between the senses, the arts and political imagination. She is a current Senior Fellow at the Leuphana Institute 

for Advanced Studies (LIAS) at Leuphana University, Lüneburg. She is author of Memorialising the Past: Everyday Life in South 

Africa after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2011), co-editor of Uncontained: Opening the Community Art Project Archive 

(2012) and of Athlone in Mind (2017), among others. Her poetry chap-book Book of the Missing appeared with Praxis Magazine 

(Lagos, 2019). She made two award-winning documentary films with Mark J. Kaplan, The Village Under the Forest (2013) on the 

Palestine Nakba, and The Return (2024), a post-Apartheid perspective on German memory struggles and the politics of the present. 

She is currently working on a collection of essays on the problem of partition and Jewish world-making after Zionism. 

 

 

Panel I: Propositions on Transitional Justice in Illiberal Times  

Chair: Adam Sitze 

 

Adam Sitze 

Amherst College, Amherst/MA 

Adam Sitze is the John E. Kirkpatrick 1951 Professor in Law, Jurisprudence and Social Thought at Amherst College. His writings on 

academic freedom have appeared in The Yale Journal of Law and the Humanities, The Massachusetts Review, Law, Culture, and 

the Humanities, Inside Higher Ed, Times Higher Education, and The Chronicle of Higher Education. His book, The Scholar’s Two 

Bodies: A Political Theory of Academic Freedom, is forthcoming from MIT Press in the spring of 2027. He is also author of The 

Impossible Machine: A Genealogy of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (University of Michigan Press, 2013), 

editor of Carlo Galli’s Political Spaces and Global War (University of Minnesota Press, 2010) and Janus’s Gaze: Essays on Carl 

Schmitt (Duke University Press, 2015), co-editor of Biopolitics: A Reader (Duke University Press, 2013) and co-translator of two 

books by the Italian philosopher Adriana Cavarero: Thou Shalt Not Kill (Fordham University Press, 2015) and Inclinations: Critique 

of Rectitude (Stanford University Press, 2016). He has held fellowships from the Mellon Foundation, the ACLS/SSRC/NEH, the 

MacArthur Foundation, the Leslie Humanities Center (Dartmouth College), and the Institute for Human Sciences (Vienna, Austria).  
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Panel II: On the Duration of Violence 

Violence as Continuum: On the Rainforest's Elusive Testimony 

Alejandro Castillejo-Cuellar  

University of the Andes, Bogotá 

 

For indigenous spiritual authorities in Colombia, other conceptions of "nature's pain", beyond its legal appropriation in the form of 

the "rights of nature", are central to reflecting on the human and non-human bonds broken by war and other forms of state and 

non-state violence. For them, human beings are not the only locus of suffering. In fact, when looking at pain from the perspective 

of the rainforest, as rhetorical as it sounds, it would be a history about the continuities of harm beyond the temporal-spatial 

confines of TJ. In this context, the forest is subjected to historical forms of appropriation. Thinking about the dialectics between 

ruptures (with certain forms of violence) and the continuities of other modalities  in post-conflict settings such as Colombia, Perú 

or Guatemala, involves broadening the concept of ‘harm’, not only be-yond epistemologies centred on human suffering but also 

recognising that violence is a systemic process unfolding over long periods of time, where "historically situated layers of 

devastation" coexist. The idea of a "grieving tree", for example, represents these continuous layers, on a small and yet complex 

scale. Wider conceptions of violence and time redefine and question the underlying assumptions and narrative models of 

Transitional Justice and the social imagination of the future. Speaking of ‘nature as a subject of pain’ and the (in)audible 

testimonies of the forest additionally opens up the possibility of consolidating the need of a critical studies programme of political 

transitions.  

 

Alejandro Castillejo Cuéllar is a Colombian anthropologist and sound explorer. Between 2020-2022 he was Commissioner of 

Colombia’s Truth Commission and chief-editor of the Commission's Testimonial Volume of the Final Report When Birds Did Not 

Sing: Stories of Colombia's Armed Conflict (2022). His academic-sonic work, around the effects/affects that violence has had on 

human and more-than-human experience, led him to exploring other “languages” of expression: sonic, visual, and corporeal ways 

of speaking about the fractures, absences, and silences of war. He has been granted by the Congress of the Republic of Colombia 

the Medal of the Congress, one of the highest distinctions of the Land, the Gernika Award for Peace and Reconciliation Prize in the 

Vasque Country, Spain; two-times recipient of Colombia's  prestigious Ángel Escobar Foundation Social Sciences Award 

(2010/2023), the Guillermo Hoyos Award by the Latin American Council of Social Science (CLACSO, Buenos Aires) and the Stanley 

Diamond Memorial Award in the Social Sciences from the New School for Social Research, New York, 2006. He is currently finishing 

his book Looking after the Traces of the Body: Ethnographic Essays and Sonic Fragments on Violence and the Politics of the 

(in)Audible in Colombia. He is Professor of Anthropology at the Universidad de los Andes, Colombia. 

 

 

Neither Victim Nor Perpetrator: Transitional Justice and the Collapse of Categories 

Ini Dele-Adedeji 

University of Leicester / LIAS, Leuphana University Lüneburg 

 

In Northern Nigeria, many individuals, particularly those abducted by Boko Haram, occupy ambiguous positions. Some were coerced 

into participating in violence, blurring the line between victimhood and culpability. This complexity has made it difficult for the 

Nigerian state to design coherent and inclusive post-conflict responses to address the aftermath of the Boko Haram insurgency. 

Drawing on Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the “state of exception,” this paper explores how the Nigerian government has responded 

to this uncertainty. It focuses on military-controlled internment camps that house people from formerly Boko Haram–controlled 

areas. In these camps, individuals are detained without trial, their rights suspended, and their freedom of movement severely 

restricted. The state justifies this approach by citing the difficulty of determining who may have been complicit in insurgent 

activities. 
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The paper argues that these camps represent a form of “necropolitics,” where the state exerts power over life and death by placing 

certain populations in conditions of legal and social limbo. These spaces resemble extrajudicial detention regimes, raising serious 

ethical and legal concerns. Ultimately, this paper calls for a rethinking of transitional justice models to better account for complex 

identities and lived realities in post-conflict societies. 

 

Ini Dele-Adedeji is a political scientist whose work examines conflict, governance, and everyday socio-political life in West Africa. 

He holds a PhD in Politics and International Studies from the School of Oriental & African Studies, University of London (SOAS), 

where his award-shortlisted doctoral research offered a ground-level analysis of Boko Haram’s mobilisation and its intersections 

with welfare, religiosity, and state failure. His research career comprises extensive fieldwork across Nigeria, Niger, and Kenya. He 

has held academic and research appointments at the Universities of Edinburgh, York, Durham, and Leicester. His publications 

appear in leading journals, and he regularly provides expert commentary for international media outlets including the BBC, Al 

Jazeera, Monocle, and The Conversation. 

 

 

Panel III: On Time 

On the Burden of History and the Foreclosure of Futures 

Arthur Muliro 

SID, Rome 

 

Unresolved historical injuries such as colonial legacies, political violence, and systemic exclusion continue to shape societies long 

after the events themselves. Left unaddressed, these traumas restrict the political and imaginative space needed to build inclusive 

futures. Drawing on theories of collective trauma, historical memory, and political temporality, the presentation explores how 

traumatic pasts become embedded in institutions, identities, and intergroup relations, narrowing possibilities for shared progress. 

Reflecting on experiences in affected communities, it examines how societies often construct defensive futures shaped by past 

harm and considers the conditions under which they might move beyond this foreclosure toward more inclusive futures grounded 

in shared belonging. 

 

Arthur Muliro is Deputy Managing Director of the Society for International Development (SID) in Rome where he leads SID’s Futures 

Programme. Muliro works closely with diverse development stakeholders to develop future-oriented public interest scenarios 

focused on the challenges of institutional transition and transformation. He has successfully overseen large-scale public interest 

scenario projects in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania and regionally in East Africa as well as in the Middle East and Latin America.  

  



12                                                                                                          Transitional Justice in Illiberal Times, Leuphana University Lüneburg 2026 

Panel IV: (In)justice and the Force of “Peace-making” 

Transitional (In)justice and Enforcing the 'peace' on Palestine 

Brendan Cierán Browne 

Trinity College, Belfast 

 

Pressed into service against the backdrop of enduring settler colonial erasure, at this current moment reaching its genocidal zenith, 

in Palestine, transitional justice operates as a mode of liberal containment and serves to stymie, contain and marginalise legitimate 

modes of Palestinian anti-colonial struggle. As a useful form of liberal "damage limitation", much like other forms of 

'peacebuilding', transitional justice acts as a form of 'conflict management', or 'counterinsurgency', promoting the cursory 

consideration of a select number of dislocated and fragmented 'justice' issues in isolation, devoid of meaningful, and practical 

discussions on structural reform and accountability, including land-back. The select engagement in 'truth recovery', limited 

appeals to international criminal justice, and the promotion of institutional reforms (based on Palestinian concession) - all core 

tenants of the liberal transitional justice 'toolkit' - have failed to advance in any meaningful way the pursuit of an anti-colonial 

and liberated Palestine. Crucially, and against the backdrop of an increasing weaponisation of the language of 'peace', the 

burgeoning development (and cocooning) of transitional justice within the Israeli academy, deserves far greater scrutiny. The aim 

of this intervention is therefore to consider the many ways that the language and praxis of transitional justice has aided the Israeli 

settler colonial project rather than play a role in disrupting and agitating for a decolonial Palestine. Whereas before - most notably 

in the conclusion to my 2023 book on the same topic - I called for a radicalisation of the praxis; in the shadow of ongoing Genocide 

the need to actively disassociate from the language of transitional justice and to more honestly discuss the role that such forms 

of liberal intellectualisation play when it comes to facilitating colonial erasure, cannot be more pressing.      

 

Brendan Ciarán Browne is Associate Professor of Conflict Resolution and fellow of Trinity College Dublin. He currently holds the 

position of Visiting Fellow (non-resident) at the University of the Westen Cape, Centre for Humanities Research under the auspices 

of the Charlotte Maxeke-Mary Robinson Research Chair. His work is focused on conflict, resistance and the violence of liberal peace, 

with a geographical focus on the North of Ireland and Palestine. He has previously held academic positions in Palestine, including 

as Principal Co-Investigator on an international AHRC-DfID funded project entitled: 'The Palestinian Bedouin at Risk of Forced 

Displacement: IHL vulnerabilities, ICC possibilities' and as Professor of Transitional Justice and International Law at the Al Quds 

University, Occupied Jerusalem. He has 4 books, including: Refugees and Forced Displacement in Northern Ireland’s Troubles: 

Untold Journeys, & Transitional (in)Justice & Enforcing the Peace on Palestine (nominated for the 2023 Middle East Monitor 

Palestine book award). His op-eds can be read in the Irish Times, the New Statesman, the Globe Post, The Journal, and Middle East 

Monitor, and he is a frequent political and conflict analyst for global media outlets. His full body of work can be reviewed here: 

www.brendancbrowne.com.  

 

 

  

http://www.brendancbrowne.com/
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Panel V: On Restitution 

Global Politics of Restitution in Illiberal Times 

Jelena Subotic 

Georgia State University, Atlanta 

 

Restitution – understood here narrowly as the restoration of something stolen to its proper owner – has been a key element of the 

liberal transitional justice paradigm. In addition to developing a series of judicial and para-judicial mechanisms (trials, truth 

commissions), the transitional justice paradigm also includes so-called reparative measures. These can be financial reparations, 

or in-kind restitutions, or, minimally, acknowledgments of harms done. My presentation will focus on a narrow slice of this vast 

issue – restitution of cultural property extracted by colonial administrations to origin communities. Specifically, I want to discuss 

the competing moralities at play here. Of course, origin communities deserve restitution. But the larger, and often uncomfortable 

question is, who constitutes an origin community? Also, how do we adjudicate often illiberal claims for restitution and repatriation 

of cultural property rooted in ethic nationalism from more liberal, but also profoundly Eurocentric claims of retention, couched in 

the language of cultural universalism. I will illustrate some of these problems with the cases of the restitution of Benin Bronzes 

from various European countries to Nigeria, and the controversial aspects of this repatriation. Who in Nigeria should these objects 

be returned to when there was no Nigeria at the time of colonial ex-traction? Which subgroup within Nigeria should claim these 

objects as theirs? What do with do with the claim that the pre-colonial Kingdom of Benin, where these objects were created, also 

sold slaves, as a group of descendants of slaves in the United States claims. Do these objects then belong to them and should not 

be sent back to Nigeria? I want to use this complex case to tease out the difficult questions brought on by the changing norms and 

practices of restitution. 

 

Jelena Subotic is a distinguished university professor in the Department of Political Science at Georgia State University in Atlanta, 

USA. She writes broadly about international relations theory, memory politics, cultural heritage, state identity, and the politics of 

the Western Balkans. Her latest book, The Art of Status: Looted Treasures and the Global Politics of Restitution, was published by 

Oxford University Press in 2025. The book examines the relationship between looted art and international status, by focusing on 

the debates about acquisition and restitution of the Parthenon Marbles, Benin Bronzes, and a never before writ-ten about collection 

of Nazi-looted art housed in the National Museum of Serbia. Her other books include: Yellow Star, Red Star: Holocaust Remembrance 

after Communism (Cornell University Press, 2019), which won the 2020 Joseph Rothschild Prize in Nationalism and Ethnic Studies, 

the 2020 American Political Science Association European Politics and Society Book Prize, and the 2020 Robert L. Jervis and Paul 

W. Schroeder Prize for the Best Book in International History and Politics (American Political Science Association); and Hijacked 

Justice: Dealing with the Past in the Balkans (Cornell University Press, 2009). She is also the author of more than fifty scholarly 

articles and book chapters.  
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