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I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

Africa is a continent with a very rich history of traditions, characterized by a wide 
variety of genres. Its oral traditions convey the various cultures and values, including 
Africa’s diversity in languages, customs, religions, tribes, and arts. Africa also has long 
history of civilization which have contributed vastly to shared heritages, from the 
Pharaonic, Kush, Punt-lands, Carthage and the ancient civilization of Mali, to the 
pyramids (the oldest stone building in history), temples and castles. All of these have 
helped shape the identity of Africans as an intangible asset, which, if well harnessed, 
has a great potential to foster economic growth, sustainable development and 
peace on the continent. The entry into force of the African Continental Free Trade 
Agreement (AfCFTA) on January 1, 2021 now presents even more opportunities for 
Africans to build on their collective heritage and identity. Among several advantages, 
the promise of free movement of Africa’s citizens provides timely opportunities for 
sharing cuisines, celebrations, customs and practices. 

In terms of sustaining peace, Africa has several inclusive and participatory forms of 
local governance systems, which despite being weakened in the colonial era, still 
play a big role in promoting social cohesion through shared values. These traditional 
governance systems, along with their built-in conflict prevention, management 
and resolution mechanisms, can go a long way in sustaining peace. Indigenous 
mechanisms such as the Bashingantahe in Burundi and the Palava (Peace) Huts 
in Liberia have generations of wisdom in resolving local conflicts and ensuring 
communal welfare. Integrating such mechanisms into formal structures can reinforce 
local ties, shared ideals and intertwined futures. Strengthening their role in formal 
peacemaking efforts and incorporating them as building blocks for infrastructures 
of peace can help ensure the longevity of proposed solutions for sustained peace. 
In addition to preserving their cultural significance, formally integrating traditional 
mechanisms into national systems of justice, governance and conflict prevention 
can have a positive impact in tailoring formal structures to meet the needs of local 
communities. Traditional mechanisms can also have a role in understanding conflict 
drivers, sustaining peace and building community resilience. In addition to remaining 
on the ground as integral part of communities, they usually have good knowledge of 
local conflict actors and the strategies they use to destabilize communities. 

The peaceful and prosperous “Africa we want” can only become a reality if African 
history, traditional mechanisms and oral traditions are preserved and passed along 
over generations. This rich heritage and wisdom can foster peace when young people 
are taught the importance and relevance of African unity and identity through 
cultural heritage education. Moreover, the legitimacy and authority of traditional 
mechanisms can be preserved and enriched when these structures make space 
for young generations and the new ideas and perspectives they bring. Traditional 
mechanisms can rebuild trust and respect when they go beyond patriarchal 
systems of elders and chiefs as decision makers but instead adopt a participatory 
approach where women are key and authoritative stakeholders in communal affairs. 
African cultural institutions can play an important role in reinforcing these values 
by supporting peace education, enhancing opportunities for life-long learning and 
preserving cultural heritage. These institutions must be empowered and supported 
to inculcate the breadth of Africa’s rich intangible cultural heritage to children and 
youth. They can ensure sustainable peace and sustainable development of the whole 
by moving away from narrow local scopes to include a continental views, focusing 
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on similarities, celebrating differences and emphasizing the shared nature of African 
values and challenges. 

It is towards this end that the African Union Summit declared “Arts, Culture and 
Heritage: Building the Africa We Want”1 as the theme for the year 2021. Anchored on 
Aspiration 5 of Agenda 2063, the theme envisions an Africa with a strong cultural 
identity, common heritage, with shared values and ethics. It calls for an African 
cultural renaissance which inculcates the spirit of Pan Africanism, tapping into 
Africa’s rich heritage and culture to ensure that they contribute to Africa’s growth 
and transformation. The 2021 Africa Dialogue Series’ theme: “Cultural identity and 
ownership: reshaping mindsets” amplifies the African Union’s message. It seeks to 
examine how strengthening the culture, tradition and heritage can contribute to 
Africa’s sustained peace and development by nurturing a “Culture of Peace”2  in the 
minds of its societies. 

Within this general theme, a high-level conversation of academic experts took place 
on the sub-theme entitled, “Sustainable peace for development: factoring in history”. 
This recorded conversation was broadcast on the website of the Office of the Special 
Adviser on Africa as of May 4, 2021. The discussion, among other things, built upon 
the “Pan-African Forum for a Culture of Peace, Biennale of Luanda”3, which was 
held in partnership with UNESCO and the African Union in September 2019, and 
discussed progress in the implementation of the “Action Plan for a Culture of Peace 
in Africa”4, adopted in Luanda (Angola) during the Pan-African Forum “Sources and 
resources for a Culture of Peace”, held in March 2013. 

II. OBJECTIVES 

Building on the above-mentioned high-level discussion, the overall objective of this 
session is to create a global platform for critical debate and exchange of views of 
African historians, academics and and key AU and UN system stakeholders, among 
others. 

The specific objectives are:

 ■ To generate proposals on how African societies and their States can foster 
inclusive, tolerant, and peaceful societies based on equity, prosperity and 

1 34th AU Summit strives to leverage and valorise African Arts, Culture and Heritage | African Union

2 Culture of Peace in Africa (unesco.org)

3 Biennale of Luanda: Pan-African Forum for the Culture of Peace | Diversity of Cultural Expressions 
(unesco.org)

4 Action Plan for a Culture of Peace in Africa Eng-Brochure-Africa-nov15.pdf (unesco.org)

https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20210126/34th-au-summit-strives-leverage-and-valorise-african-arts-culture-and
https://en.unesco.org/priorityafrica/cultureofpeace
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/events/biennale-luanda-pan-african-forum-culture-peace
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/events/biennale-luanda-pan-african-forum-culture-peace
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/AFR/pdf/Eng-Brochure-Africa-nov15.pdf


social justice for all, by embracing, harnessing and preserving their rich 
culture, diverse heritage and reimagined traditional mechanisms.  

 ■ To advocate for greater conceptual clarity, increased understanding and 
systemic inclusion of traditional/indigenous peacemakers and governance 
mechanisms into national and international efforts and mandates for 
conflict prevention, resolution and management across Africa. 

III. KEY QUESTIONS

 ■ What is the impact of conflict and instability on Africa’s culture and 
heritage and how can we leverage this rich culture to resolve and prevent 
conflict? 

 ■ How can we leverage history and traditional and/or indigenous mechanisms 
to understand local conflict drivers, build long term capacities of traditional 
peacemakers and in the process, strengthen existing mechanisms to build 
community resilience? 

 ■ How can African governments harness the trust, respect and convening 
power of traditional structures and institutions as conduits to mitigate 
national, continental and global threats to peace and development such 
as climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic and extremist ideologies? 

 ■ In light of the desecration of significant cultural heritage sites in times 
of conflict and natural disasters, as has been witnessed in several African 
countries in recent years, what can be done at the national, continental, 
and global levels to help protect these national cultural heritage sites and 
artifacts? 

 ■ How to effectively address the issue of the restitution of African cultural 
properties and heritage illicitly stolen and trafficked from the continent?

 ■ What support mechanisms can African governments draw on to 
incorporate African culture, heritage and peace education into formal 
school curriculums and informal cultural exchange among communities?

More information at: 
www.un.org/osaa/ads2021


