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Abstract
This article describes a multi-year participatory action research (PAR) study with
young women and girls who were formerly associated with armed groups in Sierra
Leone, Liberia, and northern Uganda and had children of their own during the
conﬂict and with young mothers considered by their community to be especially
vulnerable. Following a review of the literature on empowerment and human
rights, the authors use examples from the PAR study to explore how empowerment and human rights relate in the context of reintegration of the most
vulnerable members of society. In this context, the realization of rights and
empowerment are inextricably linked as part of an iterative process. However,
empowerment has been a necessary starting point for this population to experience improvements in their ability to lead digniﬁed lives and have their rights
respected. Implications for child protection and reintegration programmes are
discussed.
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This article explores current understandings of empowerment and human
rights and the interplay between these two concepts. Drawing on stories that
have emerged from a multi-year participatory action research (PAR) study
with young women and girls who were formerly associated with armed
groups in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and northern Uganda and had children of
their own during the conflict and with young mothers considered by their
community to be especially vulnerable, the authors put forward suggestions
about how empowerment can happen and the way that the human rights of
the most vulnerable in society can be realized.
In the literature on human rights-based approaches (RBAs) to development, emergency, and transition programmes, empowerment is often
described as an outcome of using an RBA. Yet through working with extremely vulnerable ‘girl mothers’,1 we have seen that, although RBAs and
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Throughout this article, we refer to ‘girl mothers’ and ‘young mothers’. We use the term
‘girl mother’ to refer to individuals who either became pregnant or had a child before the
age of 18. At the point of joining the PAR, some of these ‘girl mothers’ were over the age of
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empowerment are inter-related, their relationship is more complicated than
one being a process and the other being an outcome of that process. Indeed,
in some instances, it seems as though processes that nurture empowerment
are necessary for a human rights-based approach to be meaningful and for
rights to be realized. In other instances, it appears that for some girl mothers,
engaging with one another and with community members as rights holders
is part of that very process of empowerment. We argue that neither empowerment nor RBA should be treated solely as processes or outcomes, but
rather they should be seen as mutually constitutive, iterative processes
towards achieving both empowerment and rights.
This article begins with a literature review of empowerment and human
rights theories, and then moves into an illustration of how these concepts
have been operationalized in the PAR Study with Girl Mothers and their
Children in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and northern Uganda. These examples,
while being context-specific, shed light on processes that may happen in
other contexts where the target population is an extremely marginalized and
vulnerable group. We conclude by suggesting the ways in which these
context-specific findings may be more generalizable to other vulnerable
populations in countries newly adopting international human rights norms.
Theories of Empowerment and Human Rights
Although the terms ‘empowerment’ and ‘human rights’, or ‘rights-based
approach’, are familiar to those working in emergency and transition settings, there is no general consensus about what these terms mean and how
they relate to one another. This section reviews the literature on empowerment and human rights and particularly explores the areas in which there
appears to be interplay between these ideas.
Empowerment
Empowerment has taken an increasingly central role in development and
humanitarian organizations since the 1980s (Luttrell et al., 2007).
Empowerment theory was brought to development practice through the
work of Freire and through the feminist critique of Women in Development.
The 1995 Beijing Platform for Action further encouraged the focus on
empowerment, and specifically included the perspectives of youth and girls,
identifying that they often experienced even lower status than women or
boys (Worthen, 1994). Within the development context, empowerment has
been conceptualized as a process, an outcome, or some combination of the
two. Although there remains little consensus about what empowerment
means, development agencies, governments, inter-governmental organizations like the World Bank, and others now agree that empowerment is
18, and thus we also refer to ‘young mothers’, which is a broader term that encompasses
individuals between the ages of 15– 30.
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good. Empowerment, as Parpart et al. (2002: 3) have argued, has ‘become a
“motherhood” term, comfortable and unquestionable, something very different institutions and practices seem to be able to agree on’.
Many definitions of empowerment focus on participation in decisionmaking. For example, Bystydzienski (1992) describes empowerment as a
process through which a person who is oppressed gains control over her life.
The World Bank defines empowerment as ‘increasing the capacity of individuals and groups to make choices and to transform these choices into
desired actions and outcomes’ (Alsop and Norton, 2005: 4). The UK
Department for International Development defines empowerment as ‘individual’s acquiring the power to think and act freely, exercise choice, and
to fulfil their potential as full and equal members of society’ (Smyth,
2007: 584).
Rowlands argues that empowerment goes beyond this, writing that
empowerment ‘must also include processes that lead people to perceive themselves as able and entitled to make decisions . . . ’ including, ‘undoing negative
social constructions, so that people come to see themselves as having the
capacity and the right to act and influence decisions’ (1997: 14, italics in
original). Rowlands agrees with Kabeer who said that ‘such power cannot be
given; it has to be self-generated’ (Kabeer, 1994: 229). For Rowlands, at the
core of the process of empowerment is a psychological process of change,
including the ‘development of self-confidence and self-esteem, and a sense of
agency, of being an individual who can interact with her surroundings and
cause things to happen’ (1997: 111, 113). ‘Dignity’, meaning ‘self-respect,
self-esteem, and a sense of being not only worthy of respect from others, but
of having a right to that respect’, is also essential to Rowlands’ notion of
empowerment (1997: 113, 129 – 130).
Although some people view empowerment as an aim in and of itself,
others view empowerment as being of instrumental value for increasing the
effectiveness of development aid, improving governance, and contributing
towards economic growth (Alsop, 2005: vii). Those who write about the
instrumental use of empowerment recognize its ‘intrinsic’ value. Although
acknowledging the importance of empowerment for individuals, YuvalDavis also argues that ‘empowerment of the oppressed, whether one fights
for it for one’s own – individual or group – sake, or that of others, cannot
by itself be the goal for feminist and other anti-oppression politics’ (1994:
193). For Yuval-Davis, social change that is the product of empowerment is
essential.
Many who write about empowerment write of the kind of power that is
enacted in empowerment as ‘power within’. Although we agree with Kabeer
that empowerment cannot be ‘given’ by one party to another, we disagree
that empowerment is strictly ‘self-generated’. Instead, we believe that
empowerment, like power, is interpersonal and inter-relational. If, as
Foucault (1980) argues, power is expressed in interactions, empowerment, as
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well, happens in interactions. It does not emerge from within a person
without context. Empowerment can emerge as a property of a conversation
or an interaction. Thus while empowerment shapes an experience from
‘within’, it is still deeply relational.
Weingarten and Cobb (1995) propose that ‘discursive practices’ can be
empowering. Their notion of empowerment hinges on recognition: a sense of
empowerment can be generated through ‘one person experiencing another
person as accepting and elaborating what she has to say’ (1995: 259). The
act of accepting and amplifying another person’s meaning can occur through
conversation, or, as will be described later in the case of the PAR, through
collective actions, such as putting on a drama.
The achievement of this initial psychosocial state where a person sees
herself as worthy of dignity and respect cannot be considered in isolation
from the experience of being part of a collective. Rowlands identifies this
aspect of empowerment as ‘collective empowerment’, which she asserts is
intertwined with personal empowerment in a circular manner: ‘participation
in the group may feed the process of personal empowerment and vice versa’
(1997: 115). The examples given later in this article illustrate the importance
of this sense of oneself within a community allowing participants to, as
Rowlands writes, ‘achieve a more extensive impact than each could have had
alone’ (1997:15).
Thus, we propose that empowerment is an iterative, relational process
through which a person gains self-respect and grows to see herself as worthy
of dignity and respect by others. A person increases her sense of agency –
meaning she becomes aware of herself as one who is able and entitled to
make decisions, increases her capacity to make those decisions, and gains an
ability to influence the circumstances of her life. The change that happens
during this process is not just intrapersonal, but social, producing a shift in
power relations within a family, community, or other group. This process
does not always happen steadily; rather, a person may experience great
improvements along with setbacks.
Human Rights-Based Approaches
Although different authors define RBAs differently, there are key similarities.
The United Nations High Commission on Human Rights describes RBA as
‘a conceptual framework for the process of human development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and operationally
directed to promoting and protecting human rights’ (Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2006: 15). Former UN
Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson, expands: ‘the principles
in question are: participation, empowerment, accountability, nondiscrimination, and express linkages to international human rights norms
and standards’ (2005: 38). Hutchings writes that RBAs ‘start from the
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position that individuals possess inalienable human rights . . . . They recognize people as rights-holders . . . ’ (2005: 1).
Rights-based approaches can be used at the micro-level, where they shape
organizational practices in emergency, transition, or development settings,
and they can also be adopted at the macro-level, where they seek to alter
institutions to better respect, protect, and promote the rights of citizens.
Although this article will chiefly focus on RBAs at the micro-level as agencies
and practitioners in development, emergency, and transition settings operationalize them, a brief detour to frame the macro-level will be useful.
Robinson contextualizes the direct link between rights and empowerment
that is implied at the macro-level: ‘The recognition of a “right” to health or
education, arising out of treaties and other international commitments,
implies corresponding legal obligations of national governments as well as of
the international community. As a consequence of that recognition, those
who are poor and marginalized are empowered, and their participation rendered effective’ (2005: 39). Uvin makes the connection this way: ‘the rubber
of an RBA starts hitting the development asphalt when it leads to a more
macro-institutional approach to development work, seeking to empower
people through legal and policy reforms that establish key conditions for the
enjoyment of their rights’ (2004: 130 – 131). Thus, at the macro-level, institutional changes are thought to produce empowerment in individuals by
creating the legal structure for them to claim their rights. At this macro-level,
RBAs have been critiqued because of their failure to address pre-existing
power relations, especially those between international actors, including
different states (c.f. Uvin, 2002; Nyamu-Musembi and Cornwall, 2004).
Similarly, while nations may pass laws that conform to international human
rights treaties quickly, implementation of these standards remains far more
challenging. Although we believe that institutional reforms that expand a
nation’s ability and responsibility to respect, protect, and promote the rights
of its population are imperative, we do not believe that reforms at this level
alone lead to empowerment.
Various humanitarian and development actors have adopted RBAs at the
micro-level. At this level, RBAs aim to promote ‘higher levels of citizens’
empowerment, ownership, and free, meaningful, and active participation’
(Robinson, 2005: 38). RBAs may be adopted not just as an approach to programming, but also as a ‘lens’ through which all the work of the organization is envisioned (CARE International, 2005: 1). CARE describes the
workings of an RBA at the micro-level: an RBA ‘deliberately and explicitly
focuses on people achieving the minimum conditions for living with dignity
(i.e. achieving their human rights). It does so by exposing the roots of vulnerability and marginalization and expanding the range of responses. It empowers people to claim and exercise their rights and fulfil their responsibilities’
(CARE International, 2005: 1). Thus, we can see that the discourses of
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human rights and empowerment are overlapping and related – with CARE
even equating dignity with achieving human rights.
As can be seen from the quotations above, the relationship between
empowerment and a rights-based approach is conceptualized at both the
macro- and the micro-levels. At each of these levels, empowerment can be
viewed as an outcome of using an RBA and as a part of the process through
which rights are achieved. At the macro-level, institutional change that better
protects rights is seen as empowering, and an empowered citizenry is better
able to press for that institutional change. At the micro-level, it is seen as
empowering to know ones rights and have them fulfilled, and having that
knowledge empowers individuals to claim their rights. In this manner, rights
and empowerment are seen as intertwined.
Examples from the PAR study allow for an exploration of how empowerment and human rights-based approaches relate and co-evolve when
working with girls and young women considered the ‘most vulnerable’ in
their communities (Robinson and McKay, 2005). In the next two sections,
we give the background of the PAR study and provide examples of how the
relationship between empowerment and human rights has evolved in
the PAR.
The PAR Study
Background: The Situation of Girl Mothers Formerly Associated with
Armed Groups
Young women and girls have been recruited into armed groups in conflicts
throughout the world and have played roles ranging from fighters to porters
and from cooks to captive wives (McKay and Mazurana, 2004). Many girls
and young women become pregnant and have children during the conflict
as a result of rape or in the context of partnerships formed with ‘bush
husbands’ (McKay and Mazurana, 2004; Coulter, 2006). At the end of the
conflict, instead of going through formal processes of disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR), girls and young women with children
often return to their communities or settle in new communities on their own
or with a peer group (McKay et al., 2006).
DDR efforts have been adult-driven and out of touch with young people’s
perspectives, goals, and capacities. This is even more markedly so in the case
of girl mothers. Formal DDR processes are designed to remove weapons
from circulation, ensure force restructuring and create a durable end to
hostilities, but girls and young women often do not carry arms and, despite
playing a role in the conflict, are not perceived as threatening to peace or
stability. Formal DDR processes have discriminated against girls and women
and have taken into account neither the gendered nature of recruited children’s war experience or the unique, gendered situation of young women
and mothers after exiting the armed forces or groups (McKay et al., 2004).
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‘Armed, adult male fighters’, Mazurana et al. (2002: 116) write, ‘are the
near exclusive priority for most DDR programmes, significantly marginalizing all children, but girls in particular’.
Evidence from several conflicts suggests that stigma against girls and women
is so great that many who are eligible to go through DDR still choose not to
go through formal or even informal (e.g. NGO arranged) reintegration programmes, hoping to avoid further marginalization. Yet, young women and
girls who return from armed groups with children face stigmatization and
marginalization from communities, whether they go through reintegration programmes or return independently (Burman and McKay, 2007). Young
mothers are often viewed by the community as having violated community
norms by having children outside the recognized societal marriage norms
(McKay et al., 2004, 2006). They are frequently labelled as sexually promiscuous and can be regarded as ‘spiritually polluted’ (Green and Wessells, 1997;
Wessells, 2006; Denov, 2007). In addition, these young mothers have often
developed attitudes or habits during their time in the armed groups that are
considered culturally inappropriate, for example getting into fights or cursing.
Community members themselves are also recovering from the devastating
effects of war, and individuals find it challenging to imagine how they can
help young mothers recover, preferring to render the young mothers and
their children invisible so they can focus on rebuilding their own lives. One
community leader in Freetown, Sierra Leone, for example, told us: ‘It is not
that the parents were wicked, but they do not have enough to feed themselves
much less a girl when they do not even know who impregnated her. To feed
someone when they do not know who impregnated her is very hard’. In
other communities, the fear of ‘spiritual pollution’ from girl mothers and
their children also contributed to their isolation by community members
(Betancourt et al., 2008).
The PAR Study with Girl Mothers and their Children
The PAR study was initiated in October 2006 in response to a growing
awareness that the needs of girls and young women who had children while
associated with armed groups were not being met through traditional DDR
programmes (McKay and Mazurana, 2004; Robinson and McKay, 2005).
The study seeks to learn what successful reintegration means to young
mothers and what can be done to support them in achieving reintegration, as
they understand it. Although a full description of the PAR is beyond the
scope of this article, some background to the project will be helpful.
The study is jointly coordinated by the authors and operates through a
partnership with 10 child protection agencies (NGOs) working in Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and Uganda. Three country-based African academics also
work with the study. Each partner agency operates in two locations, forming
groups of approximately 30 girls and young women who had children while
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they were associated with armed groups and including a smaller number of
girl mothers who were not associated but were considered by the community
to be especially vulnerable.2 Communities themselves defined vulnerability
and often chose to recruit girl mothers into the PAR who were particularly
young, orphaned, disabled, or victims of sexual violence. In all, over 650
girls and young women and over 1200 of their children have been a part of
the study in 20 communities in the three countries. Just over 70% of the
young mothers are formerly associated with armed groups. The average age
of participants upon enrolment across the three countries was 20, with
Ugandan participants being on average two years younger and Sierra
Leonean participants being on average two years older.
As may be inferred from its title, the methodology and philosophy of the
PAR is participatory action research. PAR has been defined as ‘an approach
to research that aims at promoting change; that occurs through a cyclic
process of planning, data collection, and analysis; and in which members of
the group being studied participate as partners in all phases of the research,
including design, data collection, analysis, and dissemination’ (Brown et al.,
2008). In the context of this study, the girls were located at the centre, with
important decisions being made by them while the agencies and organizers
provided support, resources, and monitoring.
PAR emerged from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and has
been adapted to the field of development, most richly by Robert Chambers
(Freire, 1970; Chambers, 1994). PAR privileges ‘local knowledge’ and situates the participant as the expert with respect to his or her own situation.
Other core principles of PAR are respect for the local community and inclusivity. PAR is not a singular methodology, but rather a set of principles with
a basket of techniques and approaches that can be adapted to particular
contexts.
The structure of this PAR is different in each field site and in each country
because of distinct approaches to organizing. In Sierra Leone and Liberia,
organizations collaborate but do not attempt to create a universal approach.
In Uganda, the four agencies created an integrated budget and hired a
research coordinator to facilitate the study in the field sites. Therefore, there
is no unified history that perfectly captures the nuances of how the study
developed in each site. However, a general framework for how the study
unfolded in each field site can be outlined.
Each country team of child protection agencies began by identifying communities where there were likely to be a large number of formerly associated
girl mothers. Once these potential field sites were identified, agency personnel began outreach to local leaders and stakeholders, specifically reaching
2

The decision was made to not exclusively recruit formerly associated girl mothers because of
concerns that focusing on this population could further stigmatize them (Robinson and
McKay, 2005).
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out to elder women and midwives. The study was explained to these local
community members and there were a series of engagements to assess
whether collaboration between the community and the PAR would be possible. If community members were supportive of the PAR, then they helped
to identify a small number of girl mothers who were formerly associated or
identified as particularly vulnerable. Agency staff members then contacted
these girls and young women and, over a period of days or weeks, explained
the PAR. In some sites, elders recruited the full cohort of 30 girl mothers,
although in other sites the initial group of girl mothers recruited other girl
mothers that they knew to join the project. All participants who agreed to
join the PAR went through an informed consent process according to a protocol accepted by the University of Wyoming Institutional Review Board.
After recruitment, participants were provided training on how to do
research and supported in conducting research using a wide array of modalities to learn from each other, their children, other girl mothers, and community members about the problems girl mothers face in their community.
Research frequently took the form of focus group discussions led by participants, interviews, and improvised dramas and songs. The young mothers
then shared what they had learned and decided upon social actions to
address some of the problems they identified. Although at this point all sites
diverged, there was a remarkable similarity to the obstacles identified in each
community, which were in the critical areas of livelihood, health, and education. In addition, the participants all identified stigma and lack of social
support from family and community as further barriers to their successful
reintegration. The structure of the PAR was such that every group of girl
mothers was entitled to a small amount of social action support funds to
help them carry out their plans.
Groups did not just choose a singular social action, but frequently began
several at one time. For example, one group hired a local teacher to give
them evening literacy classes, began individual petty trading businesses
funded by micro-credit, and launched a group-run cassava farm. Later, they
used the profit from their cassava harvest to pay for a nurse to educate them
on how to better care for their children. Throughout this time, the group met
regularly, sharing their experiences, and getting social support from one
another. When any member of the group was ill, a delegation would visit
her at her home and offer support, sometimes loaning her money to get
medical care. In another community, some members of the group decided to
engage in formal schooling while others pursued vocational training. The
group used a portion of the social action funds to pay for tuition.
Unlike in most child protection programmes, agency field staff often found
that their role in the PAR was to respond to requests by girl mothers for
specific kinds of training or assistance or to help the girl mothers think
through decisions like which livelihood project to embark upon by asking
questions of the girls, but leaving them to make the final decision. This
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flexibility meant that groups were not constrained in their choices and that if
one project did not meet with success, they had a chance to try something
new. In the course of the three years, groups experimented with several
different income generating activities. Often the groups began by using
micro-credit to fund individual petty trading. Group members would
purchase goods like kerosene or flour in bulk and sell the products in their
community. Others started hair-braiding salons, sometimes working with
other young mothers in the project. These small individual businesses were
often followed by a larger group project. In rural communities, participants
requested access to land from community members and were often granted
farming rights. Some groups hired local boys to clear the land for them and
then farmed cassava or groundnuts. Several groups collectively raised goats
or pigs. Groups in towns began restaurants, soap making businesses, and
cloth weaving collectives. One group raised money by putting on parties for
the entire community, charging entry fees and hiring popular musicians as
entertainment.
Beyond the immediate economic benefit each of these activities generated,
the participants had to renegotiate relationships with their community as a
result of the various activities they sought to undertake. For example, in
several communities where the girls began petty trading, community leaders
made announcements in the market that the young mothers’ markets were to
be respected and that anyone who purchased items on credit had to pay
them back. These explicit statements of support were very meaningful for the
participants. In some cases, the girls’ selected activity created challenges in
the community. In one community, for example, several leaders refused to
permit the young mothers to graze their goats in the village, even though
other community members grazed their goats openly. Several meetings were
held to negotiate where the goats could be kept and who would benefit when
the goats had kids.
In addition to these income generating activities, a variety of social support
initiatives emerged within the groups. When a participant was ill or bereaved,
others in the group would visit her. In many communities, girl mothers would
cook or do their washing together. If several participants were in school
together, they might share an essential book instead of each having to purchase it separately. Although these activities were uncoordinated and ad hoc,
participants identified them as critical to their experience of the PAR.
The PAR methodology is highly untraditional, even for those agencies
already using human rights-based approaches, and committed to child participation and empowerment. Indeed, all those engaged in the PAR, from the
organizers, to the agency staff, to the academic partners, had to learn to let
go of power and authority and truly let the participants decide the course of
the project. We had two mottos to help us remember the key tenets of the
study: ‘If it is not done by the girls, it is not PAR’ and ‘No research without
action’. These two mottos helped us remember to give the participants the
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space and the time that they needed to learn about their situations, decide
about the problems needing attention, and creatively address those problems.
Our role as organizers and agencies was to facilitate their process, not to let
our own agendas dominate.
Empowerment and Human Rights in the Context of the PAR
Although empowerment was not the explicit aim of the PAR, the PAR began
with the premise that the girls were the experts on their own situations. The
process that the participants went through in order to learn about each
other, identify their common problems, and take action to solve those problems seems to have enabled empowerment. And while similarly human
rights achievement was not the explicit aim of the PAR, many of the barriers
that they identified also fit within a human rights framework. Although the
participants themselves did not often identify their claims as human rights
claims, as the programmes continued and the girl mothers became more fully
part of their communities, they were able to draw on several different mechanisms to promote their rights, be protected from violations, and enforce
accountability for violations of their rights. Although in many instances, the
girls did not avail themselves of legal protection, they did locate local structures of authority that they trusted and decided could best help resolve a situation to their benefit.
We present the qualitative evidence to support this description largely
through the voices of the young mothers in the PAR themselves. These quotes
are taken from semi-structured focus group discussions, case studies provided
by the girl mother participants in the form of monthly reports, and discussions with agency staff working on the PAR. Unless otherwise stated, we have
selected quotes that we believe are representative of the experience of many
participants in the PAR. In this section, the following issues will be addressed
in turn: the process of building empowerment through relationships with outsiders associated with the PAR, other participants, community members, and
family members; how rights claims have been made by the participants; and
the kinds of resistance that empowerment and rights claims have met with.
The Relational Process of Empowerment
When the PAR began, many young mothers were surprised that anyone
would care about them enough to launch a programme that focused on their
needs. Agency staff and the organizers often had to meet with communities
and participants several times to gain their trust that the PAR was real. One
Ugandan participant put it this way: ‘we have never seen a project which
cares for girl mothers’. During her first meeting, she said, ‘I had no idea that
you cared about me . . . why do you care about me’? She was used to community members calling her ‘expired’. Other young mothers talked of community members calling them names like ‘rebel wife’ or ‘kolonko’ (prostitute)

Worthen et al. 12

and calling their children ‘rebel baby’ or ‘Kony’s baby’. Several months into
the PAR, the Ugandan participant told how she and the other young
mothers in her site ‘were very much encouraged, now that we know that
people are caring for us’.
The support and caring from outsiders is complementary to the support
that the young mothers began to feel from one another. The following two
quotes highlight the transformative impact of mutual sharing between girl
mothers at the beginning of the PAR. The first refers to a drama that the
young mothers improvised together about what it was like for them when
they returned to their community after the war.
I thought that I was the only one that was hated. When I saw in the
drama that others were also treated like that I no longer felt alone.
Our meetings have created a sense of one-ness among each other and
now we share our burdens. We are each other’s sisters.
Both these young mothers experienced a transformation through sharing
their stories with others who had similar experiences of stigmatization and
marginalization. Through working together on a drama, the first young
woman had the experience of seeing her own story reflected back to her. The
second young woman experienced this same ‘amplification’ and ‘elaboration’
of her story through sharing that emerged in the meetings that the young
mothers held with each other. Both young mothers no longer felt isolated or
alone, but understood their own experiences within the context of a broader
social group.
Several participants expressed how confidence placed in them by the organizers, the agencies, and the other girl mothers involved in the PAR altered
their sense of self and gave them an incentive to try to lead better lifestyles.
In one community where the young mothers had decided to start a microcredit project to support their livelihood development, one young mother put
it this way:
So little ended up helping so much. The little you gave me made me
want to take better care of myself. I now try to get good clothes and
wash my skin and brush my hair and eat good food. The little bit you
gave me made me try harder.
Another woman reported that she no longer spent her money on ‘drinking
and smoking’ because ‘from within I feel a change’. Prior to the PAR, these
two young women had internalized the disrespect they felt from others in
their community. Through the PAR, they experienced what it was like to be
cared for, treated with dignity, and to be relied upon, which motivated this
change from within. These young women were now beginning to think of
themselves as worthy of respect, dignity, and the trust placed in them.
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As Rowlands describes, this emergent sense of personal empowerment and
sense of connection with others in similar circumstances helps facilitate
expressions of collective empowerment. This is well illustrated by another
young mother who told us about a drama that her group had performed
publicly for the community:
We did a drama about what it was like when we came back from the
bush and people shied away from us. The drama also reflected
the alienation that we felt when we came back . . . . We did our play to
the community and they said that they wanted to join us and join in our
activities. Before, others were shy of us, and now, they talk upright to
us. We used the drama to bring those who were shy of us closer again.
This young woman told her story using only ‘we’ statements. She understood
that she was not alone – others, too, had been stigmatized. Because those in
her group had shared their stories and gained a sense of validation from
learning that their stories were similar, the group was able to seek collective
recognition for their experience from their community. The group of girl
mothers as a collective enacted the story of what it had felt like to come back
to the community and be isolated before the very people who had made
them feel alienated. In this instance, the community did recognize them: community members altered their treatment of the girl mothers and now talk
‘upright’ to them. Ending this isolation and alienation by community
members was the first step towards the young mothers gaining a full position
in their community. One young woman described her new sense of acceptance by the community this way:
I am now respected in my community. I dress fine. When there is [a]
meeting, I attend and I am not afraid to make any contribution. When
I go to the market to do business . . . people admire me, especially when
I tell them that this is my business.
Many of the PAR participants cite dressing better and taking care of their
appearance as a reflection of new self-confidence as well as reinforcing a
positive sense of self. This young woman found that knowing she was
respected made her feel free to contribute in meetings and at the market,
which also reinforced her sense of pride and belonging.
Many young women experienced increased support from their families
soon after the PAR began. Several participants speak about how their
parents would let them use the family bicycle to get to meetings or how they
would set aside a bowl of rice for them if they missed a meal. For others,
respect from their community seems to have grown before they experienced a
shift in their family relationships. In either direction, however, feeling
empowered and respected with regards to one group facilitates empowerment in other domains, as can be seen in the following quote:
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My mother used to abuse me and blame me for my children, but now
I make soap that the community buys, my mother sees me better.
In this instance, the young woman had experienced a shift in her relationship
to her community and attributed to that shift a transformation in her
relationship with her mother. Where she had once been viewed as worthless
in the community, now the community recognized her soap-making skill and
people engaged with her as a saleswoman, purchasing her products. Her
mother, who had previously abused and blamed her, shifted her perception
after observing how community members saw her daughter and, presumably, noting that her daughter was engaged productively in supporting
herself and her children. The young woman does not speak about her own
sense of self-worth changing. Rather, she focuses on her experience of recognition by others: when the community saw her as valuable, her mother
learned to see her as valuable, too.
However, having experienced rejection previously, many participants continued to fear rejection again. One young mother, for example, wrote in a
monthly report:
I now have big respect in my family. My parents see me now as a
change[d] person. My fear is whether my mother and my father will
[always] see me as a useful person.
This continued sense of vulnerability may play a role in the extent to which
young mothers choose to go through local, traditional or legal structures
when they experience rights violations.
Exercising Rights Claims
The next several quotes and examples illustrate how and when participants
were able to claim their entitlements to rights. All of these incidents happened at least several months into the PAR and, we argue, would not have
occurred had the young mothers not already felt empowered with respect to
self, other girl mothers, community, and family. The young mother quoted
below describes how prior to the PAR, she would not have availed herself of
the structures to protect and her altered role within the community. With her
new self-respect and her shifted role within the community, however, she
feels able to use these structures.
Before the PAR came, I was not considered worthy in the community.
If there was fighting and I was walking nearby, someone would automatically blame me even if I was not at fault. Now if the community
sees me in conflict or if something is stolen, they do not blame me.
They see me taking care of myself and they see my business is going
well and so when I complain of something, they listen to me and
believe my side of the story.
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Another young woman described:
My boyfriend beat me when I wouldn’t loan him money. But we went
to the chief. Before he wouldn’t support me and now he wants my
money. We decided to separate. He took one of our children and I kept
the other one. I am not happy that we’re separated, but I was not going
to give him my money and I was not going to tolerate him beating me.
Before I wouldn’t have gone to the chief because I didn’t have confidence because I was provoking people in the community. But now
I know my rights, I stand like a woman so I can go to the chief.
Both of these women report that they would not have previously had
their perspectives believed by the community or the chief, or even availed
themselves of these resources for judgment and arbitration. However, now
that they believed themselves worthy of respect and experienced respect from
the community, they were able to protect themselves from continued
violations in the form of theft and domestic violence. Although the same
structures for addressing conflict in the marketplace or in the home were in
place prior to the PAR, the young women were effectively excluded from
using these structures because of their marginalized status. Feeling entitled to
respect, dignity, and rights, and believing that others validate their entitlement, allowed them to engage with the structures that protect the fulfilment
of these rights.
Another young woman shared this story 3 years into the PAR. We use this
example to illustrate how significant barriers to women’s full enjoyment of
their rights still remain:
My husband sometimes beats me. But I have nowhere to take him. It is
difficult to take him to the police, as he will drive me away. Where will
I take my children? I have to be patient.
Although this young woman did not choose to leave her husband or to seek
support from the chief, she does write that ‘sometimes when I have problems
at home and attend meetings, my problems will go away’. Another young
mother from her group said, ‘you bring your enemy to the police’ not your
husband. The young mothers in this group offer advice and counsel to one
another, which they each claim is important for their wellbeing. However,
they choose not to use the legal structures that might protect them from
violence, as they fear the social and economic consequences of using these
structures. In another field site, for example, the group of girl mothers
reported that they were concerned that if they reported a problem to the
police, others would say they were ‘being rude’ or ‘you’re doing what you
brought back from the bush’.
The young mothers in the PAR have shown a marked preference for using
local authority structures like village-level elected officials or traditional
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chiefs over legal structures like the police. This is likely because the young
mothers have developed trusting relationships with many of the local authorities through the course of the PAR. The police, however, remain more
distant, and often the young mothers have had previous negative experiences
with the police. One young woman, for example, said that she would not
trust the police since she had previously been raped and reported it to the
police who ‘did not handle the matter in a satisfactory manner’.
Local authorities have been called upon to address cases ranging from
abandonment to assault to theft. In most instances, the chief or leader tries
to work out a settlement between the parties, often a fine or punishment that
is significantly less than what might be required by law. These local settlements happen quickly and the young mothers’ trust that the settlements will
preserve their respect within their community. In contrast, legal action may
take several months or years to come to a resolution, can be expensive to
pursue, and resentment may build in the community because of the perceived
disruption. In one site, for example, a young mother was brutally beaten by
her boyfriend in public because she was seen talking with another man. The
girls as a group decided to speak with the chief, who called a meeting with
all of the participants, the boyfriend, and his family. At the meeting, the boyfriend apologized and pledged never to beat her again. When the agency
focal person for the PAR in the site asked the girls why they had not told
him about the incident, as he was staying nearby, the girls replied that they
knew he would want to report the case to the police and they preferred to
have it handled by the chief. In this case, the participants felt empowered to
take action in response to the violence, but did not want to involve the legal
structures. Though it could be argued that a mere apology constitutes
impunity for this act of violence, the girls themselves were satisfied by the
resolution achieved.
One instance where legal authorities have been invoked is when the daughter of a young mother in the PAR was raped. In this case, the mother called
several other young mothers in the PAR and together they reported the
incident to the police. The agency supporting the participants contacted an
organization providing legal aid to help the young mother and her daughter,
and the case has been referred to the high court.
Resistance to Empowerment and Rights Claims
Although the experience of participants in the PAR has been largely positive,
there have been several instances where girls’ increased sense of empowerment has met with resistance. There have been a number of examples like the
one cited previously, where boyfriends or husbands demanded money from
the young mothers now that they had some income of their own. In several
instances the women were beaten. Some resolved the conflict like the woman
above, who sought guidance from the chief, while others asked their fellow
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girl mothers to visit and help them settle with their husbands. Some left their
husbands or boyfriends, while others chose to remain with them.
In other instances, entire communities put up resistance to the young
mothers’ new sense of power. In one community, for example, several
women in the project expressed their desire to become active in government
after learning of a new law that encouraged the political participation of
women during a training conducted by the agency. According to the agency
focal person at the meeting, ‘Some stakeholders were not pleased with the
kind of knowledge revealed to the women in particular’. These stakeholders
encouraged the women and their children ‘not to focus on their rights only,
but [also] their responsibilities’. In this instance, it appeared that those who
currently held power saw the use of a rights-based approach through teaching about a law that allowed for full participation as disruptive. This disruption may be particularly problematic when the target population is a group
that has previously been disempowered but is gaining a sense of self-worth
and dignity. In this case, the girl mothers’ desire to become involved in politics may have threatened the position of power held by others in the community, particularly those labelled as ‘stakeholders’. Although they may have
supported the PAR in general, when the girl mothers expressed a desire to
claim their right to participate in politics, these stakeholders were not wholeheartedly supportive, perhaps suspecting that the participation of the young
mothers could disrupt their own position within the community. In this
instance, knowledge of human rights entitlements, through education about
a law that codified women’s right to participate in politics, was seen as
potentially dangerous.
Conclusion
Although human rights-based approaches and empowerment approaches
may have similar goals – enabling people to have dignity and lead full lives
in their communities where their rights are respected – these approaches
take very different paths. RBAs can be top-down, starting with legal reforms
and then promoting education about rights. Empowerment approaches, in
contrast, are by nature bottom-up, allowing context-specific solutions to
emerge that promote dignity and the fulfilment of rights. While for some,
knowledge of rights alone may be empowering, for the participants in the
PAR, education about rights alone is insufficient. Empowerment has been a
necessary starting point for this population to experience improvements in
their ability to lead dignified lives and have their rights respected.
The participants in the PAR have repeatedly had their rights violated. Over
70% were formerly associated with armed groups and had children during
the conflict. The others were included in the PAR because of their extreme
vulnerability; often they were victims of sexual violence and rejection by
their families. When dealing with this marginalized population, we have
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found that empowerment is a necessary first step. The examples above
demonstrate some of the ways that participants experience empowerment
through interactions and establishing relationships that foster awareness
within a person that she is worthy of respect and dignity. These empowering
interactions occur within groups of girl mothers, and between girl mothers
and outsiders, including study organizers, agency staff, community members,
and family.
This new sense of self-worth has been essential for participants in the PAR to
envision themselves as deserving of rights, and as entitled to protection against
rights violations. Without a sense of self-worth, they do not see themselves as
entitled to rights, nor do they feel like they have access to the structures in their
community that are there to protect rights. Once the young mothers in the PAR
feel entitled to their rights, they then create opportunities to feel empowered
through their personal and collective struggle to improve fulfilment of their
rights. Although the actions that they take may not involve using legal structures, the participants in the PAR feel empowered by the resolutions that the
local authorities provide or that they come up with as a collective.
Empowerment, however, has not always led directly to the fulfilment of
rights. In several examples above girls continued to suffer abuse and violence. However, they felt that their situations were better than before the
PAR began and many found creative ways that collectively they could
improve their experiences, even if outsiders concerned with their human
rights might still see them as living in precarious situations.
Empowerment and rights-based approaches should be considered aspects
of an iterative process, which can combine to produce realization of rights
and more fully empowered individuals and groups. Yet, practitioners should
design RBAs to meet participants where they are, recognizing their particular
capacities and needs, understanding that in some instances, targeted work to
facilitate empowerment will be necessary before an RBA will be able to reach
its potential to improve fulfilment of rights. In our experience working with
extremely vulnerable young mothers in the context of post-conflict societies
that are newly adopting human rights norms, empowerment was essential
before violations of human rights were even identified as a problem. In the
course of this three-year study, the participants themselves identified the
authority structures that they most trusted to help them have their rights
fulfilled and have violations punished. Rarely were those structures the same
as those recommended by the new laws. Instead, participants used chiefs,
community elders, and trusted friends to help them resolve their conflicts.
Even though in some cases, the chiefs are governed by local bylaws that are
influenced by international human rights standards adopted by the country,
the resolutions and punishments recommended by the chiefs do not match
the standards contained in the laws. These resolutions, however, were acceptable to the participants, as they did not risk further marginalization, economic hardship, or retribution by the community.
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We believe that when the target population of an intervention is a marginalized and excluded group, efforts must first be made to promote
empowerment. A rights-based approach focused on education about rights
norms will only make sense once those in the group see themselves as
worthy of dignity and respect and individuals gain a sense of agency. The
group should be encouraged to use the protection resources that they are
most comfortable with, even when those resources are not the accountability mechanisms specified by law. Even then, practitioners should be
aware of and take precautions to minimize the possible harms that can
emerge as the group is empowered and begins to claim its rights.
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