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Resilience in the context of conflict-related sexual violence: 
Children as protective resources and wider implications 

 
Janine Natalya Clark 

 
 
 
Abstract 
 
 
This article brings a different focus to existing scholarly and policy-based discussions about 
children in the context of conflict-related sexual violence. It is not about children born of rape 
or about children directly or indirectly affected by conflict-related sexual violence. What it 
emphasizes is a linkage between children and resilience. It is significant in this regard that the 
phenomenon of children seemingly ‘doing well’ despite adversity spawned the early study of 
resilience, which has now expanded into a vast field of research. This article, however, is not 
about the resilience of children or the protective resources that they need to thrive. Locating 
the concept in the interactions between individuals and their social ecologies, it explores how 
children – as an important part of these ecologies – can be a significant protective resource for 
victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence, and, hence, a support for resilience. It 
develops this argument using qualitative data from interviews with victims-/survivors of 
conflict-related sexual violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH), Colombia and Uganda. It 
further seeks to demonstrate that this linkage between children, social ecologies and 
resilience has broader implications for transitional justice.  Specifically, the article underlines 
the need for transitional justice processes to give more attention to, and to invest in, the social 
ecologies – and the protective resources within them – that inextricably shape the lives of 
individuals affected by violence and human rights violations, including victims-/survivors of 
conflict-related sexual violence.  
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Introduction 
 
 

Scholarly and policy-based discussions about children in the context of conflict-related 

sexual violence tend to focus on two particular issues. The first is children born of rape.1 The 

second is children who have themselves suffered conflict-related sexual violence.2 Some 

attention is also given to the effects of such violence on children,3 including via 

transgenerational transmission of trauma.4 This article, in contrast, takes a different angle, 

through its focus on resilience. 
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Ungar notes that ‘The study of resilience began in the late 1970s with independent 

longitudinal studies of child populations exposed to heightened levels of family and 

community risk factors such as the mental illness of a parent…poverty…and racial 

marginalization’.5 Fundamentally, the phenomenon of children ‘doing well’ despite 

adversity6 (and in some cases multiple adversities) became the catalyst for a field of research 

– extending across multiple disciplines – that has grown exponentially over the last five 

decades.7 Scholarship on conflict-related sexual violence, however, has largely overlooked 

resilience.8 At least part of the reason arguably lies in the fact that resilience is a controversial 

concept9 that has attracted significant criticism, including from a normative perspective. In 

this regard, one of the core critiques is that resilience serves as a cover for a neoliberal 

political agenda that places the onus on individuals to deal with uncertainty and take 

responsibility for themselves10 – notwithstanding the structural obstacles they may face11 – 

consistent with ‘the neoliberal belief in the necessity of risk as a private good’.12  

 

Applying such arguments to the issue of conflict-related sexual violence perhaps makes it 

easier to see why scholars working within this area of research have neglected resilience. It 

is, therefore, important to stress from the outset that this article is not suggesting that victims-

/survivors13 of such violence should demonstrate resilience, and nor is it seeking to downplay 

the responsibilities of governments and states towards war-affected populations. Consistent 

with a fundamental shift in the literature away from person-centric, psychological 

explanations of resilience towards more integrated approaches that emphasize inter-

connected social-ecological systems,14 this article locates resilience in ‘the interactions 

between an individual’s environment, their social ecology, and an individual’s assets’15 that 

promote resilience. Its aim, thus, is not to put the responsibility for resilience onto individuals 

themselves, but, rather, to stress the crucial role of their social ecologies – defined as ‘formal 
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and informal social networks’16 and which can include, inter alia, schools, families, 

communities, local associations and religious or cultural institutions – in enabling, fostering 

and ‘scaffolding’ resilience. This article foregrounds a particular layer of these social 

ecologies, through its focus on children. In so doing, it offers a different perspective from the 

commonly emphasized view that good parenting is a prerequisite for children to thrive.17 

Specifically, it explores how children18 can be a significant protective resource for victims-

/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence – giving them a sense of future and a reason to 

move on with their lives and go forward – and, hence, a support for resilience. It develops 

this argument using qualitative data from interviews with victims-/survivors of conflict-

related sexual violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH), Colombia and Uganda.  

 

The link that the article makes between children, social ecologies and resilience has broader 

implications for transitional justice, defined as ‘the full range of processes and mechanisms 

associated with a society’s attempt to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, 

in order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation’.19 While the field 

of transitional justice has, to date, largely overlooked resilience,20 the latter is highly relevant 

to several core transitional justice goals.21 A peaceful society, for example, is arguably also a 

society that has key resources for dealing with major shocks and stressors. In this regard, 

adding a resilience lens to transitional justice is useful precisely because in addition to simply 

highlighting what is lacking in communities and societies affected by violence and human 

rights abuses, it also illuminates supportive resources. Through its focus on children as 

possible resilience resources, this article ultimately underlines the need for transitional justice 

processes to give more attention to, and to invest in, the social ecologies that inextricably 

shape the lives of individuals affected by violence and human rights violations, including 

victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence.  
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The article’s first section gives an overview of existing scholarship on children and resilience 

in situations of war and armed conflict. While the literature provides detailed insights into the 

social-ecological protective factors needed to support children’s wellbeing and resilience, the 

potential role of children as themselves constituting vital protective resources remains 

overlooked. The second section outlines the fieldwork and qualitative data (semi-structured 

interviews) on which the article draws. The third section uses the data to empirically explore 

some of the ways that the interviewees’ children were helping them to go forward and rebuild 

their lives. Crucially, children were an important part of interviewees’ social ecologies, and 

the final section discusses the wider implications of this, specifically for transitional justice. 

If transitional justice processes are about helping societies to deal with the past with the aim 

of building a better future, it is essential that they invest in and strengthen key social-

ecological resources which themselves can help to absorb some of the effects of past shocks 

and disturbances. 

 

Children and resilience 

 

In 1996, the former Minister of Education and Culture in Mozambique, Graça Machel, 

prepared a major report about the impact of armed conflict on children. Presented to the 

United Nations (UN) General Assembly and examining the multiple threats and dangers to 

children in conflict situations – from internal displacement and sexual exploitation to 

landmines and health issues – the report painted a powerful and bleak picture. More and more 

of the world, it argued, is ‘being sucked into a desolate moral vacuum’ where basic human 

values no longer exist. It is ‘a space in which children are slaughtered, raped, and maimed; a 

space in which children are exploited as soldiers; a space in which children are starved and 

exposed to extreme brutality’.22 The report underlined that war violates children’s 
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fundamental rights – including the right to be protected – and disrupts the social networks 

and primary relationships that are essential to their development and wellbeing;23 ‘The entire 

fabric of their societies – their homes, schools, health systems and religious institutions – are 

torn to pieces’.24  

 

The report had a major impact at the international level, leading, inter alia, to the adoption by 

the UN General Assembly of resolution A/RES/51/77 (1997)25 on the rights of the child and 

the creation of a UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 

Conflict. According to the UN Office of the said Special Representative, more than 20 years 

after Graça Machel’s report was presented to the UN, it ‘remains widely used as a foundation 

for advocacy in child protection’.26 

 

In drawing crucial attention to the myriad ways that armed conflict affects children, Machel’s 

report significantly contributed to building a strong narrative around children as victims.27 

Complementing and complexifying this narrative, however, are studies exploring the 

resilience that some children demonstrate in situations of war and armed conflict.28 In their 

research on child soldiers in Colombia, for example, Cortes and Buchanan identify six 

themes in the children’s narratives – sense of agency; social intelligence, empathy and affect 

regulation; shared experience, caregiving figures and community connection; sense of future, 

hope and growth; connection to spirituality; and morality. According to them, these themes 

indicate that ‘participants had a wide repertoire of strengths and resources that seemed to 

facilitate their ability to overcome the trauma of war’.29 The authors further emphasize that 

professionals working with child soldiers in the context of rehabilitation programmes need to 

‘hear what children have to say about their efforts to cope with the consequences of living in 

a war zone’.30 Boyden, for her part, gives examples of how some children in war ‘actively 
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and creatively engage with their situation and adopt constructive approaches to the 

management of risk’.31 She also underlines that children ‘thrive, and indeed flourish, in 

widely contrasting conditions and circumstances and have different capacities and needs, to 

which a universal child protection model – which is based on only one type of childhood – is 

not sensitive’.32  

 

Relatedly, many studies have specifically sought to identify how different factors within 

children’s particular social ecologies can foster resilience. In their research with Palestinian 

children aged 10 to 13, Pelotenen et al. found that ‘good peer relations played a strong 

protective role’, particularly in the case of male children.33 Accordingly, they have proposed 

that ‘preventive interventions among war traumatized children should include methods which 

help children to form and maintain trustful friendships and to share their fears and joys with 

peers’.34 Also focused on Palestine, Punamäki et al., in a study of 614 children (6–16 years 

old) living in the Gaza Strip, present their results as suggesting that ‘about one-fifth (21%) of 

children could be defined as resilient in conditions of armed conflict involving long-lasting 

military occupation and life-threatening trauma exposure’.35 Identifying a number of factors 

that support resilience, the authors place a particular accent on parenting, arguing that 

‘Safety, security and sense of trust, and parental availability are the primary sources of child 

well-being, and their role becomes especially important in life-endangering conditions of war 

and military violence’.36  

 

More broadly, Betancourt and Khan underscore the significance of protective factors across 

family, community and cultural layers of the social ecology.37 Restoring a damaged social 

ecology, they maintain, ‘is fundamental to improving prevention and rehabilitative 

interventions for war-affected children’.38 For Wessells, similarly, children’s social 
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environments are crucial. In discussing how changes within these environments can 

undermine healthy development, he foregrounds the differential impact of war and armed 

conflict on children. In his words, ‘Consistent with the first principle of DIT [differential 

impact approach], the key to enabling children’s resilience in such settings is to change their 

social environments in ways that promote children’s well-being’.39 

 

The above examples constitute part of a vast corpus of resilience scholarship exploring 

protective factors for children in diverse contexts.40 What remains critically under explored, 

however, is the fact that children themselves can be crucial protective resources for those 

around them. Zraly et al.’s research on motherhood resilience in post-genocide Rwanda, for 

example, draws on 14 months of ethnographic fieldwork and 63 interviews with women who 

suffered rape during the 1994 genocide. Pointing out that more than half of the women had 

become mothers for the first time or had given birth to more children since the genocide,41 

the authors identify five key ways in which ‘motherhood bolsters Rwandan genocide-rape 

survivor’s resilience’.42 These include reducing the stigma of rape and fostering positive 

emotion.43  

 

This article, in contrast, is not specifically about motherhood and resilience, but, rather, about 

the different ways that female and male victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence 

in BiH, Colombia and Uganda drew strength from their children (and in some cases 

grandchildren) and found in them a reason to move on with their lives. It also differs from 

Zraly et al.’s work in a second important way. The authors assert that ‘The Rwandan women 

in the study were stunningly resilient and creative in the wake of unfathomable violence’.44 

Not only does the word ‘stunningly’ convey the idea that resilience is something exceptional, 

contrary to what Masten has termed ‘the power of the ordinary’,45 but it also appears to locate 
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resilience in the women themselves – or at least to downplay the significance of their social 

ecologies. Illustrating why these ecologies matter, Masten locates resilience in ‘the everyday 

magic of ordinary, normative human resources in the minds, brains, and bodies of children, in 

their families and relationships, and in their communities’.46 This reference to families, 

relationships and communities, in turn, reflects a relational view of resilience as ‘social 

ecologies and individuals interacting’.47 In framing children as constituting a significant part 

of these social ecologies, this article thus has a broader focus than Zraly et al.’s research. It is 

not only about the relationships between individual interviewees and their children, but, also, 

about demonstrating why social ecologies matter in the context of conflict-related sexual 

violence – and thereby challenging neoliberal critiques of resilience. Fundamentally, 

resilience is not about leaving individuals to simply get on and deal with whatever life throws 

at them, but about developing ‘facilitative environments’48 that support those who have 

suffered violence and adversity. Ultimately, the article argues that transitional justice 

processes have an important role to play in helping to build or strengthen such environments.  

 

Fieldwork and methodology 

 

The fieldwork that informs this article was undertaken in the context of an ongoing five-year 

research project about resilience and victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. 

Focused on three case studies – BiH, Colombia and Uganda – that reflect maximum 

variation49 across several key dimensions, including socio-cultural context, type of conflict 

and patterns of sexual violence, the study is exploring, inter alia, how everyday forms of 

resilience are expressed and how common protective factors (such as family) function in 

these highly diverse settings. The study is not embracing a normative ‘ideal’ of resilience, 

‘with a package of connotations about moral fibre, courage, endurance, bravery, strength and 
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a good sense of humour’.50 Approaching resilience from a social-ecological perspective and 

giving prominence to the interactions between individuals and their environments,51 it 

examines both positive and negative aspects of these interactions, as well as the social- 

ecological legacies of conflict-related sexual violence on these environments themselves – 

and the resources that they offer.52 

 

While this article draws only on the study’s qualitative data, it is important to contextualize 

this by briefly outlining the quantitative part of the research. Between May and December 

2018, 449 female and male53 research participants across the three countries – all of them 

victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence – completed a study questionnaire. The 

questionnaire was designed with the key aims of measuring resilience and identifying 

independent variables that could explain variations in resilience scores across the dataset. The 

crucial part of the questionnaire was the Adult Resilience Measure,54 or ARM. A 28-item 

scale, the ARM seeks to measure an individual’s protective resources across three sub-scales 

– personal, relational and contextual. Answers are scored from 1 to 5, with a higher overall 

ARM score indicating that a person has more protective resources to support resilience. 

Additional sections of the research questionnaire included demographic questions, a 

traumatic events checklist, a Centrality of Event Scale55 and a broad set of questions about 

life today (including current problems, security and sources of support). The author, two 

researchers, several in-country organizations56 and two independent psychologists in BiH and 

Colombia respectively were all involved in applying the questionnaires (which were not self-

administered). These in-country organizations also played a crucial role in locating research 

participants. 

 



10 
 

In the qualitative stage of the research, the ARM scores for all participants – which ranged 

from 64 (a female respondent in Uganda) to the maximum possible score of 140 (a male 

respondent in BiH and two female respondents in Colombia and Uganda respectively) – were 

grouped into four quartiles per country. Interviewees were selected from each quartile, and 

particular care was taken to respect demographic diversity (in particular gender, age and 

ethnic/racial diversity) within the quartiles. Sixty-three women and men (21 in each country) 

were interviewed between January and July 2019 by the author and two researchers. In many 

cases, a period of several months elapsed between a participant completing a questionnaire 

and subsequently taking part in an interview.57 All interviews were conducted in the local 

language/s. With the interviewees’ informed consent, interviews were recorded using fully 

encrypted digital voice recorders. The host institution and the research funder granted ethics 

approval for the research. Approvals were also obtained from relevant in-country authorities, 

including the Ugandan National Council for Science and Technology. 

 

Given the sensitivity of the research, measures were put in place to lessen the risk of 

potentially re-traumatizing participants. As one example, all of the 449 women and men who 

completed a study questionnaire received a follow-up telephone call from the in-country 

researcher or, where possible, from one of the organizations involved in the project. Those 

who also took part in the interviews received a further follow-up telephone call. Additionally, 

a referral network was built into the design of the project, to ensure that, if necessary, 

research participants could be directed – often through the organizations – to appropriate 

sources of support.  

 

The interview guide sought to explore interviewees’ lives and wider social ecologies. It 

included questions about their war experiences (for example, ‘Are there parts of your war 
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story which are important to you and which you are never asked about?) and their resources 

(including ‘What resources do you have that help you deal with the challenges that you face – 

for example, your own inner resources, services within your community, government 

institutions?’). To capture the significance of cultural and intersectional factors within a 

highly unique and demographically diverse dataset, interviewees were also asked questions 

such as ‘What does your community expect from women/men?’ and ‘Do you think that being 

a man/woman has influenced how you deal with challenges and adversity in your life? Can 

you give me an example?’  

 

All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim and translated, and the transcripts were 

subsequently uploaded into NVivo. The author developed the codebook over a period of 

approximately 12 months, continually refining it as the coding process progressed, and the 

majority of interviews were coded by two people (including the author) to ensure consistency 

and rigour of coding. The 63 interviews underwent two cycles of coding, and the author used 

thematic analysis58 to develop the eight core themes. 

 

Reflecting its anchoring within a broader body of scholarship on social-ecological systems, 

the study utilizes the ecological concept of connectivity and transposes it to a social science 

context.59 Connectivity, in turn, is the common thread that links the eight themes, which 

include ‘“I am all that I’ve lived”: Connectivities of violence’, ‘“It isn’t there anymore”: 

Broken/ruptured connectivities’ and ‘“With them I get through it”: Supportive and sustaining 

connectivities’. The third of these themes is fundamentally about the various protective 

resources in interviewees’ lives across different social-ecological levels, and the importance 

of children strongly emerged in this context. It should be noted in this regard that the 

interview guide itself did not include any questions about children. Demographic data from 
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the questionnaires, however, revealed that of the total 449 respondents, only 43 participants 

(24 in BiH, 13 Colombia and six in Uganda) did not have children.60 Of those research 

participants who were selected for the qualitative part of the research, only four of the 

Bosnian interviewees, two of the Colombian interviewees and one of the Ugandan 

interviewees did not have children. 

 

Children as a protective factor  

 

The interview data provided important insights into some of the myriad ways that war and 

armed conflict affect children,61 consistent with Machel’s aforementioned report. However, it 

also highlighted something else. Baraitser and Noack – noting that ‘research on resilience has 

paid particular attention to the childhood conditions required for the development of resilient 

individuals’62 – underline ‘how the mother is called on to function as one of the crucial 

influences in the development of resilience in children’.63 Exemplifying this point in relation 

to fathers, Feldman argues that ‘In modern societies, greater father involvement enhances 

child resilience, in terms of better mental health, higher academic achievement and 

professional attainment, and better self-regulatory abilities’.64 What was particularly salient 

in the interview data underpinning this article was that children themselves can be a 

significant protective factor for their mothers and fathers.  

 

When asked which factors had been most important in helping her to rebuild, or start to 

rebuild, her life, a Bosnian interviewee answered: ‘Well, a factor can be family, children. To 

me they are, it’s because of them that I had to…You have to keep on living, if not for 

yourself then for your children. To provide for them. That is number one’. Although her two 

children were now adults, they had been very young in 1992 when the Bosnian started and 
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they were detained with her in a camp. She also spoke at length about her six-year 

granddaughter, whom she described as her priority now. In her words, ‘The two of us are 

inseparable. We have not been together today and I can’t wait for her to come…Well, so, this 

is what fills me up and what I like the most. I relax and forget everything. I go down into her 

little world’. 65  

 

Similarly, when asked what had helped her to rebuild or start to rebuild her life, a Colombian 

interviewee stressed the importance of her two remaining children, as well as her faith. In her 

words, ‘First of all…[m]y spirituality has helped me rebuild. Secondly, my daughters [pause]. 

I had my children around me, but they [paramilitaries] disappeared one [her son]66 and now I 

have two left. That’s what helps me to keep fighting and carry on…And calling on Christ’.67  

 

For some interviewees, a key reason for getting on with and rebuilding their lives was to 

ensure that their children had the education and the opportunities that they themselves never 

had. When asked what she most needed from transitional justice,68 a Ugandan interviewee 

explained: ‘most important is the education of the children, yes. Children must read because 

they are our future more than anything else…[O]ne can be given money, but if your child is 

not reading, it is of no use. The education of the children is more important than anything 

else. It will renew my life’.69 A Colombian interviewee spoke more broadly about her goals 

for her children. In her words, ‘I don’t want them to have to go through what I did. I want 

them to have opportunities, ones I didn’t have. I want them to get on in life [her voice cracks 

and she begins to cry], I want them to study – most of all my girl’.70  

 

These examples illustrate one part of what has been called ‘vicarious futurity’, a concept that 

refers to ‘the vicarious hope and vicarious despair an individual has for another, and specific 
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to parents, the feelings of hope and despair a parent has when thinking about their child’s 

future’.71 Interviewees’ focus on their children’s futures was an important driving force in 

their lives, and the goals and dreams that they expressed often included their children. The 

broader point is that children can help to create a sense of future, an idea that also emerged 

strongly from Zraly et al.’s aforementioned research on the relationship between motherhood 

and resilience in post-genocide Rwanda. They found, inter alia, that ‘…motherhood situated 

Rwandan genocide-rape survivors, along with their children, hopes, prayers, and desires, at 

an intersection of different potential futures that were not overdetermined by their personal 

biographies involving brutal violence, excruciating pain, myriad illnesses, and disease’.72 

 

Relatedly, interviewees frequently spoke about their children as a major source of support in 

their lives. In some cases, the nature of this support was practical and financial. More 

commonly, however, interviewees drew strength from their children’s emotional support and 

love. Emphasizing that the Bosnian war and the sexual violence to which she was subjected 

had destroyed her childhood – ‘…because I was very young…I was not even 15. I was a 

child’ – an interviewee in BiH described her family as her biggest support. Specifically 

referring to her two young children, she underlined: ‘…they keep me alive. Without them, I 

think, I would have sunk long ago’. She described their love as ‘the most beautiful thing in 

the world’ and reflected: ‘Without them, trust me, I would not be…I don’t think that I would 

even be alive’.73 A Colombian interviewee who had lost a son (in 2002) and had to deal with 

the fact that one of her daughters was also raped explained: ‘Seeing my family grow 

[referring to the fact that she now had a six-year-old grandson] has been a support to me. I 

think that, well, love for your family is what makes you keep going…’.74 
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Although only 11 of the 63 interviewees were male (five in BiH, two in Colombia and four in 

Uganda), some of them (and particularly those in BiH) also spoke about their close 

relationships with their children and families – and the strength that these relationships had 

given them. In response to the first question in the interview guide (‘Can you start by telling 

me, in a few sentences, something about your life today?’), one of the Bosnian interviewees 

stressed that ‘My life is within my family’. This man was arrested in 1992 and taken to a 

camp, before subsequently being moved to a different camp. Released after more than a year, 

he joined the army several months later; ‘I had a need to join the army’. Both the army and 

his family – his wife and two (now grown-up) children – had helped him in different ways. In 

his words, ‘I mean, after the camp was the army, and after the army was my wife. And from 

that moment, in fact, there is only one goal: to live. With the family, within the family…So, 

family, the most. This, this, this is the engine that drives me through life’.75  

 

Another male Bosnian interviewee, whose relationship with his wife had ended several years 

earlier, emphasized that ‘It is difficult to live with this trauma [referring to the sexual 

violence he experienced during the war]’. For a long time, he recalled, he had felt that 

surviving was a form of punishment. However, his 18-year-old son had helped to change his 

outlook on life. As he narrated, ‘And now this son, he gives me strength, gives me…We fight 

together, work together…To lead him to the right path, to give him some kind of tangible 

security, to provide for him, so that he has the life of a dignified man. As much as possible, I 

provide for him’. He described his son as ‘a friend and everything I have’.76  

 

One of the two male Colombian interviewees talked about the significance of both his own 

mother and his son in his life. He had had been raped in front of his mother and she was 

raped in front of him (by members of the guerrilla Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
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[FARC]). Describing her as his main source of support, he maintained that ‘Seeing how my 

mother has got through so much has given me the strength to do the same’. He further added 

that ‘Now, there is my own son too, so there’s even more reason. Those are my factors to 

keep me going’.77  

 

The male Ugandan interviewees, in contrast, did not speak about their children as a source of 

support, accentuating instead their worries – for example, about how to pay the cost of school 

fees. One of the interviewees had seven children, four of whom were living at home. 

However, he and his wife were also looking after the four children of his brothers who were 

killed in a massacre in 1987. Repeatedly underscoring the financial pressures that he faced, 

the interviewee explained: ‘How to get money to pay school fees for the children is pressing 

me hard. And this includes the orphans that were left in my hands’.78 When asked about his 

current problems, another interviewee with three children similarly emphasized: ‘The most 

pressing problem that I am experiencing daily is how to raise children, which is bothering 

me’.  He further stressed that finding the money to buy the children what they needed ‘is the 

most painful thing I am experiencing and it is no joking matter’.79 

 

Indeed, across all three countries, the positive role that children played in many interviewees’ 

lives was not the entire story; these men and women frequently expressed various concerns 

and anxieties relating to their children and their children’s futures – thereby illustrating the 

‘vicarious despair’ dimension of the aforementioned ‘vicarious futurity’.80 These worries, in 

turn, often reflected/were linked to interviewees’ wider environments. The key point in this 

regard is that while the interviewees’ children were an important protective factor and source 

of support within their social ecologies, there were also significant deficits and ongoing 
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stressors within these ecologies, in turn highlighting the need to think about the latter in terms 

of ‘interactions on a number of different scales’.81  

 

A Bosnian interviewee, for example, insisted that the Bosnian state was failing young people 

by not creating opportunities for them. Speaking about the eldest of her three daughters, aged 

23, she explained:  

 
If there were some institutions for my daughter to get employment, this is something 
that would be encouraging for me…To open a centre where your child can, for 
example, undertake practical work experience, finish an internship, so that I don’t have 
to worry this much….In addition to my own stresses and worries, I have to worry about 
her because the system was made wrong or absolutely doesn’t function. Some [young 
people] can get on well, others can’t.82 

 
 
This last point illuminates the issue of corruption, which several of the Bosnian interviewees 

talked about. Similarly, Bargués and Morillas found that low social acceptance of institutions 

(including parliament and government) in BiH ‘is connected in part to the high perceptions of 

corruption across the institutional landscape, but also importantly to how people perceive the 

efficiency and ability of governance actors to address their needs and wants satisfactorily’.83 

When asked about her current problems and challenges, one of the Colombian interviewees, 

for her part, expressed concerns about raising children in an environment that she regarded as 

unsafe. In her words, ‘Trying to bring up children in the society we live in at the moment 

with so many drugs, so many, such immense things for children to cope with, we don’t know 

where to begin. It’s a fight. That could be the most difficult thing’.84  

 

What is also significant, however, is that notwithstanding important deficits and pressures 

within their social ecologies, some interviewees – as an extension of their ‘everyday practices 

of care’85 towards their children and as a further expression of everyday resilience – were 

seeking to actively address particular issues within these ecologies, including through caring 
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practices vis-à-vis other victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. This was 

particularly evident in Colombia, reflecting the fact that several of the interviewees were 

engaged in social leadership roles (which had also exposed some of them to death threats).86  

  

One of the interviewees, for example, talked about her work helping young people and 

creating new opportunities for them. Discussing the risks of young girls in her community 

being lured into child prostitution, she explained: ‘You have to focus on doing something 

useful for that young girl and what she’s doing….We get together and organise dances, 

bands, recycling gangs and we get the kids working in the spare time they have after coming 

out of school’. She further talked about how her association helps other women who have 

suffered sexual and other forms of violence, whether in the context of the Colombian armed 

conflict or in their domestic lives, thereby creating supportive spaces within the women’s 

social ecologies. In the interviewee’s words, ‘if you’re a craftsperson, make crafts; if you 

sew, start dress-making. I try to get them the space where they can relax and have their 

therapy’.87 Another Colombian interviewee, similarly, described her efforts to help other 

women and essentially to make their social ecologies more responsive to their needs. She 

insisted that ‘We want productive partners for the women who can’t work, who have to stay 

at home. So, as you say, we’re busy trying to arrange all sorts of things and, God willing, 

some of them will come through’. She additionally spoke about essentially helping some of 

the women in her association to engage with their social ecologies differently – and not to be 

held back by structural and gendered barriers. In her words: ‘You see, there are lots of 

women who suffer domestic abuse and there are lots who say: “I can’t,” so I, I want to 

change all their programming and tell them: “Yes we can, yes we are able, we don’t need to 

depend on a man, to follow him, to fight for us. We can do it on our own, us on our own”’.88  

 



19 
 

The above examples are an illustration of how ‘Women’s organizations [in Colombia] have 

played a crucial role…in pushing for and crafting legal and political transformations, which 

have had multiplicative effects on women’s mobilization’.89 The bigger point, not specific to 

Colombia, is that if children can be a protective factor for their mothers and fathers, thus 

providing a support for resilience, they can also, more indirectly, support resilience in the 

sense of fostering caring practices towards other parts of individuals’ social ecologies in ways 

that may benefit future generations more broadly. Ultimately, this article’s argument is that 

transitional justice processes themselves need to ‘care about’ and give greater attention to the 

social ecologies with which the lives of both victims and perpetrators are tightly intertwined. 

Phillips has proposed a concept of care that ‘campaigns for a radical restructuring of social 

and political institutions focused on more-than-human flourishing’.90 In a transitional justice 

context, this ‘more-than-human flourishing’ necessarily encompasses individuals’ social 

ecologies, starting with children as a crucial protective resource. 

 

Children as the starting point for a social-ecological framing of transitional justice 

 

There have been a number of developments regarding the participation of children in 

transitional justice processes. In its 2016 ‘Policy on Children’, for example, the Office of the 

Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) committed to ‘maintaining contact with 

child witnesses in order to keep them informed of developments in the case, and also to listen 

to their views and any concerns’.91 Noting, moreover, that regardless of any vulnerability or 

dependence, children ‘possess and are continuously developing their own capacities – 

capacities to act, to choose and to participate in activities and decisions that affect them’, the 

report further accentuates that ‘The Office will remain mindful, in all aspects of its work, of 

the evolving capacities of the child’.92  
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Discussing Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) on Indian Residential 

Schools (2008–2015) – which had the unique quality of being ‘the only truth commission 

with a primary focus on the victimization of children’93 – the International Center for 

Transitional Justice (ICTJ) has highlighted the active efforts made by the TRC ‘to 

include…children and youth in education and awareness programs’ related to its work.94 

Furthermore, the fact that the Canadian TRC came into being as a direct result of legal action 

by thousands of residential school survivors made it ‘the first Truth Commission in which 

those who were the subjects of harm…had a central role in its origins and operation. It was in 

this sense the most “victim centric” of truth commissions’.95 

 

Some transitional justice mechanisms, moreover, have prepared outreach materials 

specifically for children. At the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), for 

example, which completed its mandate in December 2015, the External Relations and 

Communication Outreach Unit produced a comic book (100 Days in the Land of the 

Thousand Hills) about the 1994 Rwandan genocide; and Sierra Leone’s TRC (2002–2004) 

produced a ‘child-friendly’ version of its final report.96 The International Criminal Tribunal 

for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), whose mandate lasted from 1993 until 2017, had a Youth 

Outreach Programme, and one of the outcomes of this was a publication – Our Tribunal – 

which showcased ‘the views and perceptions that young people from Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (BiH) hold on issues of war, post-conflict justice and reconciliation’.97 

 

Notwithstanding these child-related developments within the field, some scholars remain 

concerned that transitional justice processes are still failing to acknowledge (or sufficiently 

acknowledge) children as key stakeholders. Reflecting on the ICTR’s aforementioned comic 

book for children, for example, Gidron maintains that readers of the book, like the child 
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characters in it, ‘are not in a position to question their surroundings, influence them or 

independently think about what they face’.98 Such independent thinking is neither encouraged 

nor anticipated; ‘Lines between right and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust could not be 

clearer, and there is only one narrative regarding the conflict. Thus, children are expected to 

follow and absorb ideas and ideals that are clearly presented to them’.99 Aptel and Ladisch, 

moreover, insist that ‘Children have the right to express their views and be considered in 

processes concerning them, including transitional justice’, while also underscoring that 

‘children and youth100 have not been systematically included as [a] focus of transitional 

justice mechanisms’.101  

 

In short, transitional justice scholarship has emphasized the critical importance of engaging 

with children and allowing them to assume their rightful place ‘as active partners and agents 

of transition’.102 Through its particular focus on resilience, this article frames the significance 

of children in the context of transitional justice from a different angle. Having explored some 

of the ways that interviewees in BiH, Colombia and Uganda spoke about their children and 

the strength that they drew from them, its argument is that children constitute important 

resources that transitional justice processes, as part of dealing with the complex legacies of 

the past and seeking to help build a better future, should invest in. The broader point is that 

supporting those who have suffered human rights violations, including conflict-related sexual 

violence, also means supporting their social ecologies. In their work on gender-based 

violence, Moletsane and Theron ‘aim to foreground the ways in which transforming the 

social ecologies characterised by unequal gender norms…might help build resilience among 

girls and young women in the context of extreme levels of violence that they encounter in 

families, communities (rural and urban), institutions, the workplace and the streets’.103 



22 
 

Giving attention to social ecologies, however, means more than simply seeking to ‘correct’ 

them and to rectify their deficits.  

 

In this regard, it is useful to think about transitional justice in an architectural sense. Genadt 

defines architectural resilience as ‘a building’s capacity to support a community [understood 

as a village, city or nation] in regaining equilibrium following a notable change or disruption 

in its organization’.104 In an article specifically about architecture and transitional justice, 

Mihai argues that ‘architecture can play a role in sustaining political renewal and hope in the 

possibility of a different future in the wake of political violence. It constitutes an element of 

the physical and symbolic infrastructure that can either enable or stifle new visions, relations 

and a new sense of place’.105 By extension, transitional justice can be likened to an 

architecture, designed to support communities torn apart by war and violence to regain some 

degree of ‘balance’ and stability – and a sense of the possibilities of alternative futures. 

Optimal functioning of this architecture, however, requires greater attention within the 

operationalization of transitional justice processes to the social ecologies with which 

individual lives are intricately intertwined. Genadt’s reference to architectural resilience ‘as 

belonging not just to a single building but to the construct of its greater environment’106 

indirectly highlights the importance of these ecologies, of which children – as this article has 

demonstrated – are a significant part. 

 

Oetzel and Ting-Toomey distinguish between what they call an ‘independent construal of 

self’ – based on the view that ‘an individual is a unique entity with an individuated repertoire 

of feelings, cognitions, and motivations’ – and an ‘interdependent construal of self’, which 

entails ‘an emphasis on the importance of relational connectedness’.107 This idea of relational 

connectedness emerged strongly from the qualitative data; interviewees located themselves 
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and their lives within broader relational connectivities (both positive and negative) – 

underscoring what Hopenwasser has referred to as ‘the deep ecology of entangled 

relationality’.108 The social-ecological reframing of transitional justice that this article 

ultimately advocates means recognizing these connectivities – and extending the focus 

beyond individual and group harms to take account of the multiple ways that entire social 

ecologies are affected by war, conflict and large-scale human rights abuses. However, beyond 

harms, it also means strengthening and investing in the resources and relational connectivities 

within these ecologies. Not only does this add a new dimension to discussions about the role 

of children and transitional justice but it also, more broadly, provides a novel starting point 

for practically exploring and developing largely overlooked synergies between transitional 

justice and resilience. Fundamentally, if resilience is a ‘co-construction’,109 transitional 

justice has an important role to play in this process. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In their work on children born of war in northern Uganda, Baines and Oliveira argue that 

these children ‘are entangled within webs of relationships that have been impacted by the 

violence of the conflict’. As such, they ‘cannot be understood in isolation from the society in 

which they live’.110 This article has similarly located children within ‘webs of relationships’, 

specifically examining how the children of victims-/survivors of conflict-related sexual 

violence can act as a significant protective resource. In this way, it has added a new 

dimension to the common argument that good parenting is a factor for building children’s 

resilience, demonstrating – through reference to empirical data from BiH, Colombia and 

Uganda – that children themselves can contribute to the resilience of their mothers and 
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fathers. It has ultimately developed this argument within a broader transitional justice 

framework. 

 

According to Lee-Koo, ‘Knowledge about conflict is constructed. At the heart of this 

construction is often a series of facts that might include dates and times of attacks, invasions, 

declarations or mobilisations; it might also include data on the quantity and capacity of 

weapons, armies or coalitions’.111 Transitional justice processes such as criminal trials and 

truth commissions place a strong emphasis on establishing the ‘truth’ and the ‘facts’ – which 

in practice are often highly contested concepts112 – of what happened. This focus on the 

details of who did what to whom, when and how can detract from the wider social ecologies 

– families, communities, institutions, relationships – that significantly affect, positively or 

negatively, the success of transitional justice processes. The social-ecological reframing of 

transitional justice that this article calls for means giving more attention to these ecologies, as 

a way of, inter alia, identifying and strengthening crucial protective resources within them. 

These resources include both children and, more broadly, the relational connectivities that 

can support individuals and societies to deal with the multiple legacies of the past.  

 

In this way, the article illuminates the – to date – largely overlooked possibilities for 

transitional justice processes themselves to contribute to fostering resilience as part of their 

own legacies. Ungar argues that social-ecological definitions of resilience purposively de-

centre individuals in order ‘to avoid blaming them for not flourishing when there are few 

opportunities to access resources’.113 This article is not arguing for a de-centring of 

individuals in the context of transitional justice. The crucial point is that just as ‘…we cannot 

think of any organism, down to the smallest microbe, that lives without having to think of an 
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environment within which it must be in an ever-ongoing interaction’,114 a similar argument – 

adapted to a social science context – can also be applied to transitional justice. 
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