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Legal Empowerment

INTRODUCTION! 
PUTTING THE POWER OF LAW 
INTO PEOPLE’S HANDS 

1. Introduction: Putting the power of law into people’s hands

In nearly every part of the world, grassroots legal empowerment organizations 
work to address our collective, systemic, and sustained failure to protect and 
defend the rights of vulnerable and marginalized individuals and communities. 

Core to this work is a fundamental critique of the law and systems of 
justice: that they are largely designed to protect those in power, and that any 
meaningful, equitable, and accessible system of justice must put the power of 
law into the hands of everyday people. 

Our question is this: if access to the law and legal protections are largely 
designed to safeguard the interests of the privileged and powerful, how might 
they be re-designed and re-imagined to protect and promote the rights and 
interests of the most vulnerable? 

A paralegal who helps women get identity papers in Nepal. 
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Legal Empowerment1. Introduction: Putting the power of law into people’s hands

SHAPE LAWKNOW  LAW

SYSTEMIC CHANGECASE WORK

USE LAW

Source: Namati (www.namati.org) 

The legal empowerment model consists of three pillars of individual and 
community action: know law, use law, and shape law. These pillars form the 
legal empowerment cycle. The legal empowerment approach is bottom-up, 
rather than top-down. When individuals and communities are empowered to 
know and use the law, this opens up new possibilities to shape and remake it. 
E!ective legal empowerment interventions thus inform new ways of knowing 
and applying the law, as well as addressing systemic change. Dismantling 
systems of rationed justice and arbitrary power and creating systemic change 
are fundamental to the legal empowerment approach. 
 
This gets to the heart of why we have created this handbook. Transforming 
systems requires innovation and experimentation, but most e!orts to increase 
access to justice are focused only on designing solutions to address the "rst half 
of the equation–making existing laws more accessible and entrenched legal 
systems more usable–rather than designing solutions for systemic change. 
This handbook guides organizations on how to bridge both ends of this 
spectrum, giving teams that are pushing boundaries within the legal 
empowerment "eld access to innovative tools and approaches that will help 
them design solutions to increase access to existing laws and legal remedies 
as well as to share approaches for shaping innovations that are focused on 
systemic change. Along the way, we pay special attention to providing practical 
ways to co-design inclusive innovations that are designed with, not for, 
a!ected communities. 
 
Finally, this handbook is intentionally designed to be conversational and 
visual; it is a practical, applied resource that includes real-world case studies 
and lessons from frontline organizations. Its audience is legal empowerment 
practitioners as well as designers, researchers, and policy makers working with 
legal empowerment organizations. We pay particular attention to how to apply 
these tools in ways that are aligned with core values and objectives of the legal 
empowerment "eld, including an overall approach that explicitly centers equity 
and inclusion throughout. The work of legal empowerment changes constantly, 
and grassroots advocates and civil society organizations around the world 
are driving the "eld ahead. This handbook represents a modest contribution, 
which would not be possible without the work and dedication of the thousands 
of legal empowerment practitioners and frontline groups that work tirelessly in 
the pursuit of justice for all.  

Advocate for structural changes 
based on grassroots experience

and policies to life

Bring positive new laws
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Legal Empowerment

LEGAL EMPOWERMENT 
PRINCIPLES AND APPROACHES

2. Legal empowerment principles and approaches

Legal empowerment is both an approach and an outcome. As an approach, 
it seeks to increase knowledge of the law and design better pathways to 
justice. As an outcome, individuals and communities are better able to 
use the law themselves to advance their own interests and rights. The 
promise of the rule of law and access to justice remain far away concepts for 
communities that have only experienced the systemic deprivation of rights 
and entrenched barriers to accessing e!ective legal remedies. The goal of 
legal empowerment is to advance equality, fairness, rights, and justice by 
helping people to understand, use, and shape the laws that a!ect them and 
their communities. It seeks to enable poor and marginalized individuals 
and communities to challenge injustices and to hold power to account.  

Unlike traditional legal aid, legal empowerment is not primarily nor 
exclusively focused on transactional legal assistance, although casework plays 
an important role. Rather, it uses popular education, organizing, participatory 
research and data collection, and storytelling and narrative strategies that 
amplify and uplift the experiences of rights-deprived people and communities. 
Legal empowerment centers paralegals and non-lawyer advocates with 
lived experience in communities as the primary agents of change. It focuses 
on people’s everyday experience of the law and injustice, and on people-
centered approaches to legal needs and designing e!ective and inclusive 
solutions. Legal empowerment is community-based and grounded in speci"c 
experiences and geographies. It meets people where they are and frames 
problems and success from the perspective of communities themselves. 

KNOW LAW 
Understanding the law not only helps individuals 
and communities to know their rights, but also 
how both formal and informal justice systems 
operate, and the ways in which they can use the 
law to assert their rights and access remedies. 

USE LAW
The ability to use the law is often facilitated through 
paralegals, legal advocates, and others with lived 
experience of injustice that provide legal assistance 
and accompaniment to individuals and groups in 
their own communities, including dispute resolution, 
administrative claims, and mounting legal actions 
against government or corporate interests based 
on their deprivation of rights or illegal behavior.   

SHAPE LAW
Legal empowerment is focused on systemic 
change, including community monitoring, building 
evidence, organizing, challenging legislation and 
regulations, exposing bad actors, and securing 
rights through strategic litigation and advocacy.
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Case study

In 1994, as South Africa was transitioning from apartheid to democracy Shane 
Petzer, a sex worker, and Ilse Pauw, a clinical psychologist, founded Sex 
Workers Education and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT). The organization’s goal 
was to provide safe sex education for sex workers. Since that time, SWEAT’s 
work has expanded signi"cantly: it has built a network and organization 
that has become a leading voice for services in the sex worker community—
including crisis counseling, legal advice, and training. As they learned directly 
from sex workers about their needs and challenges, while also witnessing 
South Africa’s constitutional and legislative changes, SWEAT leadership saw 
an opportunity to expand their work into centering the rights and livelihoods 
of sex workers and advocating for the decriminalization of sex work. The 
organization’s overall vision also grew to include the legal empowerment of sex 
workers to "ght discrimination, stigma, violence, and persecution.
  
Since SWEAT’s inception, the organization worked with many legal centers, 
and in 2009, SWEAT launched a collaboration with the Women’s Legal Centre 
(WLC) to begin bringing lawsuits focused on decriminalization. Underpinning 
SWEAT and WLC’s e!orts was their wider collaboration with Sisonke, a 
national sex worker movement in South Africa, and Sonke Gender Justice’s 
team. SWEAT and WLC had two goals: o!er sex workers legal support for their 
immediate needs and document their stories and purported legal violations, 
thus building a body of evidence towards decriminalization e!orts. Initially, a 
lawyer was available at the community space for sex workers, ready to provide 
free legal advice. After a month, the legal team observed that very few people 
took up the lawyer’s services, and they began to understand that sex workers’ 
fear and distrust of the law extended even to those invited to what they might 
have considered a trusted location. 

Sex worker legal empowerment in South Africa

CASE STUDY! SEX WORKER LEGAL 
EMPOWERMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA

With the recognition that this "rst e!ort wasn’t working, they searched for 
another way to meet their goals. The clinic lawyer suggested a new approach: 
asking that SWEAT’s peer educators take on the role of legal education in 
addition to their existing community outreach work. With relationships 
of trust and candor more likely to develop, the peer educators were better 
positioned to provide legal advice and document the legal violations that sex 
workers were experiencing.
 
Based on this experience, lawyers trained peer educators as paralegals, and 
together they developed the documentation tools to collect stories and provide 
advice. At the outset, the paralegals were trained to collect a very small 
amount of information, and then hand the case over to the lawyer, who would 
follow up and collect more information. However, they soon realized they 
needed to collect the bulk of the information during that "rst conversation 
to prepare for a consultation. Due to the nature of sex workers’ jobs and the 
precarity in which they are forced to live, "nding them and building trust for 
follow-up conversations is very di#cult. This challenge also led to another 
program iteration–equipping paralegals with more legal information to share 
at their "rst meeting to bring more immediate value to sex workers. They also 
expanded services to address the legal issues that sex workers faced daily–
particularly since many sex workers were less interested in lengthy impact 
litigation when their rights were being violated daily. This new process focused 
on documenting and providing legal information to sex workers, and crucially, 
actively assisting them in exercising their rights.
 
With this approach, lawyers, paralegals, and peers from SWEAT became 
close collaborators. For example, if a sex worker needed assistance with a 
"ne for loitering, the lawyer would give legal advice, the paralegal would 
assist the client with completing legal forms (which were meant to motivate 
the prosecutor to withdraw charges), and the peer educator would provide 
moral and emotional support. On the day that the client had to be in court, all 
three were present. As the project progressed and the prosecutors of the court 
became familiar with the paralegals, and the paralegals became familiar with 
the process, the client and the paralegal went alone, and eventually, some sex 
workers felt empowered to attend court on their own. This approach eventually 
became so successful that, in one court, the prosecutor began unilaterally 
withdrawing all sex work-related charges. 
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Case studySex worker legal empowerment in South Africa

Paralegals with the Women’s Legal Centre provide legal advice to a sex worker in 

Cape Town, South Africa. © Sven Torfinn/Panos for the Open Society Foundations

Using this model, paralegals were able to assist with creating a strong body 
of evidence and research about rights violations that SWEAT, Sisonke, and 
WLC used to advocate for decriminalization and contribute to litigating on 
sex work cases.
  
As this work moved forward, SWEAT made another key pivot and in 2016 they 
registered as a law centre and brought the legal advisors from the WLC directly 
into their organization. Though the intermediary arrangement made sense 
for the initial testing phase, SWEAT and WLC saw the potential for greater 
e#ciencies and team integration by forming a new arrangement under SWEAT 
with the Sex Worker Legal Defense Centre. More recently, SWEAT has also 
launched a micro-planning model, where paralegals and peer educators are 
embedded within communities and in the geographic areas where sex workers 
are based, creating even stronger relationships and connections with sex 
workers. This model allows for a more seamless connection among localized 
data collection, services, advocacy, and media outreach speci"c to locations 
such as Cape Town, KwaZulu-Natal, Johannesburg, and Limpopo. This local 
level collaboration and action has been key to meeting sex workers’ immediate 
needs while providing critical data for national litigation and advocacy e!orts.
  
The SWEAT community–including sta!, partners, and the sex workers 
they serve–continue to experiment with their legal empowerment model, 
serving the needs of the sex worker community and advocating for the 
decriminalization of sex work in South Africa. Testing new models, ensuring 
that sex workers are always centered in their approach, and iterating upon what 
the teams learned based on the real life implications for sex workers have been 
critical to SWEAT’s learning and progress towards their goals and impact. 
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