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Introduction

When practitioners are using the Do No Harm frameworks they often encounter issues around human
rights. This is not surprising when looking at conflict situations. Further, many organizations committed
to Rights-Based Approaches (RBA) are also users of the DNH frameworks.
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While DNH is not explicitly a human rights “tool”, nonetheless, human rights are implicitly included in
the DNH frameworks through the analysis of Dividers and Connectors and in the ABCs. DNH asks
practitioners to examine their contexts for causes of tension and for those places, activities, or
experiences where people cross the lines of conflict. In a context of conflict, this analysis necessarily
includes human rights violations and abuses, as well as the actions of organizations that seek to mitigate

such abuses.

Because human rights violations have a significant effect on the context, their implications for conflict-
sensitive programming cannot be ignored.

Key Issues around Human Rights and DNH
Do No Harm does not mean “do not do advocacy”.

How to “do no harm” and advocacy at the same time is a recurring question. Many practitioners have
pointed out the tension between working for rights and working for peace. Working for rights
necessarily requires pointing out abuses and holding abusers accountable. This almost inevitably
highlights Dividers.

By challenging the status quo, advocacy can raise tensions. Violators of human rights do not want to be
singled out and held accountable for their actions. Activists often find themselves under pressure or
threat and groups of people agitating for their rights can provoke violent responses. Yet in situations
where human rights violations are occurring with impunity, this activism is necessary. Promoting actions
that may lead to an increase of conflict seems to run counter to the admonition that we should strive to
“do no harm”. However, some actions and efforts are worthwhile and necessary even if there might be
a violent response.

DNH strongly advises outsiders to allow insiders to make their own choices and identify their own
priorities. If the local people feel that the issue of human rights violence is significantly serious and
requires intervention, then outsiders can support that decision. Outsiders should never put people at
risk. Insiders can put themselves at risk.

In a situation where there are human rights abuses, DNH would not want them to be ignored! Ignoring
or avoiding real Dividers in a situation does not improve programs, no matter what they are.
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All societies have basic codes of conduct that support human rights. These are Connectors.

Human rights are not a strange or new concept to most people. The basic rules and codes for interacting

with others and treating one another with respect are similar across cultures.

Human rights abusers are not ignorant of the fact that they are breaking the rules, both of international

norms and the rules of their own culture. This is one reason they attempt to downplay some elements

of their traditions and to co-opt others in ways that severely limit the circle of those protected. The

abusers will use traditional symbols and rituals in new ways to try to establish new norms where their

violations are allowed.

Drawing attention to long-standing local codes of behavior, and reminding people of their own norms

can be a powerful connector. These local codes can be found in law and custom, in proverbs and stories,

in literature and in modes of courtesy, hospitality, and address. A common understanding of what is

acceptable and unacceptable behavior can unite people.

All societies have basic codes of conduct for fighters and their interaction with civilians. These can be

Connectors.

All cultures that have fighters have rules for how
those fighters are supposed to interact with non-
fighters. Though these may be violated, the norms of
respect for civilian space generally exist.

Human rights abusers, again, are not ignorant that
they are breaking the rules. In fact, their rule
breaking is often a deliberate tactic to inspire terror.
They are deliberately attempting to break the
existing Connector.

Collecting and telling the common stories of fighting
heroes and villains can bring cultural values to the
surface where they can be discussed and used to
remind fighters of their histories and antecedents.

Human rights abuses can be “negative connectors”
in that they can provide opportunities for people to
cross the lines of conflict to work together.

As horrible as they are, we have often seen people
draw together across the lines of a conflict precisely

Note on “Connectors by Violence”

Rhetoric and actions that reinforce an “Us
versus Them” mindset are not Connectors.

DNH is sometimes challenged by the idea that
certain violent actions and behaviors do create
more coherence among a group, a coherence
that is used to perpetuate violence and conflict.
Some people ask if these are also “Connectors”.

No, they are not.

Connectors bring people together around
common ideas of normal life. Violence and
conflict are not normal. War is not normal. The
evidence here is quite clear.

So-called “connectors” that are used to promote
violence are better thought of as Dividers.

because of the human rights violations. This can happen as groups of “victims” from both sides speak

out. It can also happen as people from an abuser’s side speak out about what is being done and refuse

to countenance it (“Not in my name!”).




Rights-Based Approaches do not mean “promote
violence provoking activity”

Just because an activity provokes violence does not
mean that it is promoting rights. While this
formulation seems obvious, we have heard activities
defended as rights-based precisely because they

increased tension.

As in all interventions, DNH suggests taking the
context into account when developing rights-based
approaches. It is often possible to achieve the same
end with less human cost and with less tension. But
this is only possible if the context is understood well
enough to see how various options would affect
Dividers and Connectors.

Where are Human Rights in the DNH Frameworks?

— DNH analysis encourages a deeper examination of
Dividers and Connectors, a more nuanced
understanding of not just WHAT divides or
connects people but also HOW and WHY.

— Human Rights principles of Accountability,
Participation, and Non-discrimination are
supported by the DNH RAFT Principles (Respect,
Accountability, Fairness and Transparency).

— The DNH Frameworks offer guidance—on context
analysis and disaggregating an Assistance Program
or Intervention—to generate options for positive
program impacts in response to dynamics in the
context.

— DNH emphasizes supporting local capacities
(systems, structures, institutions) for people to
address conflict and human rights violations in
their societies.

— DNH addresses inclusion and exclusion as sources

of tension or division.

— DNH recognizes the Freedom of Difference: Not

Note on “Negative Connectors”

Negative Connectors bring people together in
response to some negative occurrence or to
stop something from continuing.

Victims of rape from different warring sides
have often found common cause to come
together to attempt to prevent all rape. If the
conflict is seen as the root cause of rape, then
these groups can become activists to end the
conflict.

Victims of a common set of human rights
violations, such as collective evictions from
property, can join together to fight the ongoing
violation. These coalitions can bridge
boundaries of class and ethnicity that
otherwise are extraordinarily difficult to span.
As long as these coalitions struggle to preserve
rights, the violations they fight are a negative
connector.

Negative connectors seldom continue to bring
people together once they are dealt with.
Coalitions from different groups quite easily
return to old ways of interaction once the issue
they are working on has been resolved.

This observation is crucial for people working
in situations where negative connectors are
important. Experience has shown that people
who are fighting against violations of their own
human rights are not necessarily more likely to
respect the rights of others once their own
issue has been dealt with. We have
occasionally observed dismay and despair
among activists who work with such coalitions
once the people involved return to their
“normal” lives and then express old attitudes
of racism or classism.




all dividers cause conflict. DNH seeks to understand Dividers in context and weaken their power to
create destructive tensions while allowing for differences of religion, opinion, ethnicity, gender, etc.

Human Rights as Dividers and Connectors
— Those elements of society that are actively engaged in violating human rights are Dividers.

— Those elements of society that are actively engaged in protecting and promoting human rights can
be Connectors if they are perceived to be Respectful, Accountable, Fair and Transparent. If they are
not so perceived, they can reduce Connectors or even be Dividers.

— Advocacy groups can use human rights violations to motivate disparate groups to cooperate. In this
way, human rights violations act as negative connectors, which bring people together for the
purpose of eliminating the connector. The connecting power of negative connectors rarely lingers
after the issue has been resolved.

Applying DNH to Human Rights

— When analyzing Dividers, look at human rights abuses. Are they being used to drive people apart? Is
one group being targeted by fighters who claim to represent another group? Is tension rising
between groups because of the abuses?

— Have insiders requested support or protection from outsiders?

— Also, look at the groups who claim to be working on human rights. Do their rhetoric or publications
single out one side as especially guilty? Do their communications raise tensions? These actions are
not necessarily bad or dividers, but they can be. The context matters. Do not assume all human
rights groups know what they are doing!

— When analyzing Connectors, look at the responses to human rights abuses. Are there groups that
directly address the abuses (advocacy, trauma healing, etc)? Is the situation getting better or worse?

— Isit possible to support or link groups that are working on human rights?

Key Questions

— How do human rights violations play out in the context?

— What systems and structures exist in the context for people to redress their grievances?

— What systems and structures exist in the context that promote equitable distribution of resources?
— How do people demonstrate their support for human rights?

— What do people do to denigrate and undermine human rights?

— Are the abusers acting with impunity? If so, is this because of a lack of governance?



— Where and when do people violate human rights?

— Are we, as practitioners, exhibiting the principles of Respect, Accountability, Fairness and

Transparency through our Behavior?
— What groups are excluded from our beneficiaries? From our employees? Why?

— What structures or groups exist in the context that violate human rights? Do we provide legitimacy
to these structures or groups by working with them?

Deeper Questions for Human Rights and DNH

— When performing a standard DNH context analysis, pay special attention to any issues pertaining to
human rights, but do not discount other contextual components. HR violations may be a response to

other factors affecting the context.

— Find out about the history of HR abuses in that context. How have past HR violations been solved
before? Were past efforts successful?

— Continually monitor the situation to see whether HR violations are becoming more or less frequent.

Adjust your programming if necessary.

— Think about the future. Can your organization/program build barriers to prevent future HR

violations?
False Assumptions about Human Rights and DNH
—  “Human rights” and “do no harm” are incompatible
— Human rights advocates do not have to be conflict sensitive
— Human rights advocates have no choice about how they confront abuses
— Human rights abusers are purely evil and must be met by force.
Rights-Based Approaches share similarities with DNH

RBA promote the iteration of analysis. A rights-based analysis does not necessarily generate a rights-
based approach; interventions must address the problems brought up in the analysis. RBA recognizes
that there are shifting dynamics in any context and an organization’s interventions must adapt to those
dynamics. The Action Model of the DNH Framework has addressed this idea directly: a continuously
updated analysis is necessary to monitor changes in the context and understand how those changes
affect, or are affect by, programming.

A one-off analysis, RBA or DNH, is insufficient for conflict sensitivity. It is critically important to monitor

changes in places experiencing human rights violations so that any programming that inadvertently



increase human rights violations or undermine efforts to promote rights can be altered as soon as
possible.

Do No Harm is not a prescriptive tool. Rather, it encourages practitioners to seek options grounded in
the realities of the context. The DNH Frameworks encourage practitioners to think more systematically
about potential responses to human rights violations, to look for programming options and to be
accountable for the impacts of programming choices.

A Story

A human rights NGO working in a country transitioning to democracy developed a program to monitor
the first elections. They trained local people, feeling that they were providing skills to help the nascent
democracy maintain openness and transparency. In this country, some of the new political parties had
been formed around ethnicity and, partly as a result, there was high tension in the period leading up to

the election.

This NGO sent some election monitors to watch polling places in areas where the majority of voters
were of a different ethnicity. Local voters did not recognize the monitors and, for the most part, did not
even know what “election monitoring” was. They were suspicious. A number of the monitors were

harassed. Some of them were killed.

A conflict-sensitive approach to this work would have taken the ethnic tensions, especially around the
election, into account.

The NGO, through their own decisions and failure to adequately analyze the likely outcomes of their
actions, provoked violence at some polling locations. Tensions across the country, and across ethnic

groups, were increased by the election day violence.

The NGQO’s goal was to promote free, fair, open elections. Instead they actively created the
circumstances that led to the opposite.



