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I.  Introduction 

 
And so that project took us like seven days a 
week - we were out disseminating messages.  
From Mondays to Thursdays we would go 
door to door in selected communities.  We 
would go to schools and just giving simple 
messages...for example, “Women awake for 
peace!”  That was our beginning slogan.  
“Women awake for peace!”  We don’t have 
to cry.  We don’t have to do whatever.  It is 
time for us to do something about this war. 
 

Lindora Diawara, WIPNET 
Program Coordinator, on the origins 
of the 2003 women’s Mass Action for 
Peace (Diawara, interview with 
author)  

 
The research project chronicled in the following chapters will analyze the factors that influenced 

the success of the Liberian women’s peace movement so as to address the challenge of how to 

adapt and apply the lessons learned by the Liberian women peacemakers in support of women’s 

peace movements in other conflict and post-conflict settings.  The story of the Liberian women 

peacemakers is all too important to be considered only in terms of Liberia; there are women the 

world over suffering in conflict and post-conflict settings who are yearning to hear the same call 

that the Liberian women heard:  “Women awake for peace!”     

 
The analysis will include a review of cultural and historic factors particular to Liberia which 

influenced the ability of the women peacemakers to effectively mobilize in order to understand 

the context in which the Liberian women peacemakers operated; developing this understanding 

is vital if one is to effectively adapt and apply best practices gleaned from this movement 

elsewhere.  Among other things this includes, for example, a history of women mobilizing in 

protest.  In addition, consideration will be given to the methodology used by these women in 
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their peacemaking and peacebuilding activities, such as the use of what Liberian woman peace 

activist Leymah Gbowee termed “strategic language” to mobilize women across cleavages 

within Liberian society (Gbowee, interview).  Finally, the success of this peace movement will 

be qualified.  In other words, consideration will given to the outcomes that have indicated the 

success of the movement, such as a negotiated end to the civil war and the democratic election of 

President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, both a result of the women’s ability to successfully organize 

across cleavages within Liberian society, with a view to understanding how women peacemakers 

in other conflict and post-conflict settings might monitor their progress and judge their own 

success while remaining cognizant of that fact that indicators of success will vary across 

movements.       

 
The potential impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement on women in conflict and post-

conflict settings elsewhere in the world must not be limited to drawing best practices from the 

experiences of the Liberian women peacemakers.  Rather, it is incumbent upon scholars and 

professionals working in the field of peacemaking and conflict resolution to consider whether 

and how the success of the Liberian women peacemakers and the publicity they have received as 

a result of their efforts might positively impact the four United Nations Security Council 

Resolutions (UNSCR) passed since 2000 in support of women, peace and security.  Thus the 

research presented herein will extend the analysis of the impact of the Liberian women’s peace 

movement in a transnational manner that encompasses the advancement of the global women, 

peace and security movement.              

 
Political opportunity structure, identity construction and issue framing serve as the lenses 

through which the factors that the research shows influenced the success of the movement will 
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be analyzed, including a focus on the following factors specific to Liberia: a lack of legitimate 

political actors, the inability of the women to further tolerate the costs of the conflict, and the 

coalescence of the Liberian women’s peace movement through what, for example, Raka Ray and 

A.C. Korteweg call the “process of struggle” (Ray and Korteweg, 50).  These same concepts will 

be applied in broadening the analysis to consider the impact of the Liberian women’s peace 

movement on UN resolutions involving women, peace and security.  The limited implementation 

of these resolutions to date and the potential impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement on 

their furtherance will be considered in light of the  following “stages of network influence: (1) 

issue creation and agenda setting; (2) influence on discursive positions of states and international 

organizations; (3) influence on institutional procedures; (4) influence on policy change in ‘target 

actors’ which may be states, international organizations…or private actors; and (5) influence on 

states behavior” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 25).  The potential impact of the Liberian women’s 

peace movement on the transnational women, peace and security movement will also be 

reviewed through an analysis of the structure and limitations of the boomerang pattern of 

transnational advocacy networks.   

 
Again, the story of the Liberian women peacemakers is not just a story for Liberia; it is a story 

for all women peacemakers and the community of scholars and practitioners who support their 

efforts.  One can say with certainty that there are women successfully advocating for peace at 

various levels of society in a myriad of conflict and post-conflict settings beyond Liberia.  

However, not all of these instances lend themselves to research in the way that the Liberia case 

does given factors such as the wealth of information available about the extent of the exercise of 

women’s agency before, during and after the civil war, the support of the Government of Liberia 

(GoL) for women following the civil war, and the relative stability that the country has enjoyed 
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since the end of the conflict in 2003 thus enabling field research to be undertaken as a crucial 

supplement to desktop research. 

 
In conclusion, the analysis presented will portray a women’s peace movement that was nurtured 

by a history of women’s positive agency, enabled to flourish both as a result of a breakdown in 

the political, social and economic order of Liberia and the appropriate application of 

methodologies to address cleavages within Liberian society leading to effective mobilization in 

support of peace, and which experienced success as a result of a combination of these factors.  

On a broader international scale, one will come to understand that the story of the Liberian 

women peacemakers is significant to advocates of the women, peace and security movement, but 

that there is much work to be done to actualize the significance of the Liberian story in support 

of the implementation of relevant United Nations Security Council resolutions. 

 
The chapters of this paper are structured in the following manner.  Chapter two provides an 

overview of the scholarship published to date on the topic of the Liberian women’s peace 

movement, including as analyzed through social movement theory and with an eye to the impact 

of the movement on the efforts of women peacemakers beyond Liberia and on increased support 

for UN resolutions dealing with women, peace and security.  This review will illustrate a gap in 

the scholarship in that there has been limited research on the potential impact of the Liberian 

women’s peace movement on women’s peace movements elsewhere through a cataloging of best 

practices and a review of the transnational reach of the movement.  Chapter three will include the 

rationale supporting the selection of the theoretical lenses specific to this research project and 

chapter four will review the factors that supported the selection of Liberia as the specific case 

study for this research project.  Chapters five, six and seven provide the historical and cultural 
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contexts from and in which the Liberian women’s peace movement emerged.  This includes 

background on general Liberian history as well as a review of the history of women’s agency in 

Liberia and the history of the women’s peace movement from 1994 to the present time.  Where 

appropriate in these chapters references to the theoretical lenses being utilized in this research 

project, political opportunity structure, identity construction and issue framing, will be made to 

build support for the analysis of the factors that influenced the success of the Liberian women’s 

peace movement that is included as chapter eight.  Chapter eight also includes a discussion of the 

impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement on women’s peace movements in other 

conflict and post-conflict settings.  The potential transnational impact of the movement will be 

analyzed in chapter ten following a brief review of the history of the transnational women, peace 

and security movement in chapter nine.   

II.  Literature Review  

Women’s agency in conflict and post-conflict settings takes many forms ranging from fulfilling 

basic survival needs to participating in high-level peace negotiations.  The case of women’s 

agency during and after the civil war in Liberia is a perfect example of this range of actions.  

And while there are scholars who have analyzed the factors that influenced the development and 

impact of women’s agency in and on Liberia, an analysis of the potential impact of the success of 

the Liberian women’s peace movement and the publicity the movement has received on 

women’s peace movements elsewhere and the broader transnational women, peace and security 

movement has been lacking.  

    
This chapter will synthesize the scholarship to date on the Liberian women’s peace movement 

while also reviewing the literature on the theoretical lenses specific to this research project, 

political opportunity structure, identity construction and issuing framing, that will facilitate a 
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comprehension of the factors that influenced the mobilization and success of women’s agency in 

Liberia.  Additionally, the Liberian women’s peace movement will be placed within the context 

of the transnational women, peace and security movement as consideration will be given to what, 

if any, scholarship has analyzed the potential impact of the Liberian women’s movement on the 

implementation of UN resolutions focusing on women, peace and security, such as UNSCR 

1325.  Aspects of social movement theory particular to transnational advocacy networks as well 

as the concepts of issue framing (and to a related extent identity construction) will be employed 

in the analysis of the impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement on broader women, peace 

and security advocacy efforts.  In conclusion, the chapter will establish a base for the 

presentation of the data collected and analysis completed through this research effort.   

 
The International Impact of the Liberian Women’s Peace Movement 
Academic literature available with regards to the women, peace and security movement and 

more specifically the implementation of related UN resolutions, such as UNSCR 1325, is 

limited.  Simply put, the scholarship to date has established that the poor implementation of UN 

resolutions on women, peace and security issues, such as 1325, is owed largely to a “lack of 

financial support and political will” (UN-INSTRAW, 11).  More specifically in terms of the 

consequences of inaction on this resolution, “the UN’s failure to place Resolution 1325 in a 

comprehensive framework and implement many of its recommendations has resulted in the 

subsequent inability to maintain and fully protect women’s human rights” (Binder, Lukas and 

Schweiger, 34).  Anderlini concurs with these points in that it is “not to say that efforts have not 

been made, but rather that international and national actors undertake small-scale and often 

disjointed, ad hoc projects.  Too much depends on the will and interest of the individuals” 

(Anderlini, 119).  The dearth of women in policy-making roles within the UN and national 
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governments has also served as a roadblock to the furtherance of the women, peace and security 

movement as discussed in Binder (2008) and Hunt (2003).    

 
Additionally, scholars assert varied opinions with regards to the impact of women’s identities on 

the agency they assert in conflict and post-conflict environments and on the broader women, 

peace and security movement.  El-Bushra specifically states that the agency which women 

employ in war time is negated by over generalizing women as possessing and acting on an 

“innately peace-loving nature” as well as through too significant of an emphasis on the role of 

women as victims of war (El-Bushra 2007, 144).  Others, such as Hunt, hold a women’s role as a 

mother in particular as key to their motivation to act in wartime so as “to ensure security for their 

families” and do not see the association of a women’s identity as a mother with her exertion of 

agency in conflict as something that is negative (Hunt, 562).  Utas discusses that the actions of 

women in conflict and post-conflict environments are the product of “a range of realizable 

possibilities that are informed by specific social contexts as well as large economic and political 

contingencies” (Utas, 426).  The views of Utas are affirmed by Pollack who, in writing on the 

Liberian conflict, states that women and their victimization have increasingly been implicated as 

a consequence of civil conflict.  However, this narrative of ‘women as victim’ is operational only 

in a very limited fashion, as it fails to critically engage with the dynamism of female agency” 

(Pollack, 5).  Furthermore, Mohanty acknowledges the dynamic nature of women and cautions 

the use of broad generalizations with regards to women in the Third World in that in scholarship 

on the topic “what binds women together is the sociological notion of the ‘sameness’ of their 

oppression…Thus the discursively consensual homogeneity of ‘women’ as a group is mistaken 

for historically specific material reality of groups of women” (Mohanty, Russo, and Torres, 56).  

Thus there is much debate over the identities and related motivations that drive women’s agency 
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in conflict and post-conflict settings and the resultant impact of women’s agency on the 

promotion of the broader women, peace and security movement.   

 
Beyond the general considerations outlined above with regards to the implementation of UN 

resolutions on women, peace and security, the academic literature is lacking an analysis of the 

potential impact of the success story of the Liberian women peacemakers on the transnational 

women, peace and security movement.  This is not meant to disregard the efforts of 

organizations in documenting such a link, as with a recent report prepared by the United Nations 

International Research and Training Institute (UN-INSTRAW) on the Liberian National Action 

Plan (LNAP) on the implementation of 1325 in that country.  However, this report includes only 

a limited reference to the impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement outside of that 

country.     

 
Moving from the international to the local level, the following section looks specifically at the 

literature to date on the Liberian women’s peace movement and will establish a gap in the 

analysis of the potential transmission of lessons learned from the Liberian women’s peace 

movement to women’s peace movements elsewhere.   

 
Women’s Agency in Liberia – Origins and Evolution 
The extent of the impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement on an international scale can 

only be evaluated if one is first able to comprehend the origins of the movement and the factors 

that impacted the ability of the Liberian women peacemakers to successfully mobilize.  For those 

with only peripheral knowledge of women’s agency in Africa, and in particular to this case study 

– Liberia, it is easy to dismiss the agency of women in such societies and in fact to 

overemphasize the role of women as subservient to men and/or as victims of either domestic 
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violence or broader civil conflict.  Upon closer examination, however, one develops an 

understanding of the varied positive manifestations of women’s agency in Africa as well as in 

Liberia more specifically.  Ampofo, Beoku-Betts and Osirim note previous research through 

which it has been asserted that “African women have long devoted time to confronting economic 

and political challenges.  They have been involved in liberation struggles even if their presence 

has largely been undocumented” (Ampofo, Beoku-Betts and Osirim, 332).  Tripp discusses 

reasons behind the assertion of women’s agency in that the economic and political challenges 

referenced by Ampofo et al may be in response to what “Michael Schatzberg refers to as a 

‘moral matrix’ or cultural disposition toward paternal authority in Africa” when a political leader 

who was seen as “father” of the nation perverts this image “through repression, excessive 

‘eating,’ and failure to provide for their citizens, leading to an erosion in legitimacy and a sense 

that the moral matrix has been violated” (Tripp, 2001, 35).  Further perspective is given by 

Ampofo et al in that “there is no generic ‘African’ woman (or man), and that African women’s 

and men’s lives, like those of all people, are fluid and change over time; in addition their lives 

are affected by globalization, race, class, location, kinship, marriage, age and a host of other 

factors” to which one can certainly add exposure to civil conflict (Ampofo et al, 331).  Thus, in 

general the assertion of women’s agency in Africa has been established to exist and is shaped by 

myriad factors.  Further to this topic we will see below that scholars have established an 

intriguing record of women’s agency specific to the West African context.   

 
It has been noted by Moran that the dual-sex nature of West African societies signifies that 

women in this region “seem to demonstrate a repugnance for ‘going through the channels,’ 

taking their complaints through a hierarchy of usually male representatives” (Moran, 1989, 444)  

Moran further asserts that this “repugnance for ‘going through the channels’” is a result of the 
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fact that women “simply do not view men as capable of representing them and their interests” 

(Moran, 1989, 444).  This reference, however, is not meant to fully discount the agency of men 

in this region.  Rather this is to say that “women may routinely hold authority over some men, 

even if the same person may be subject to male authority in another context” (Moran 

forthcoming, 3-4). 

 
Moran establishes the existence of Liberian women’s agency in that she notes the location of 

Liberia within what is known as “‘Africa’s female farming belt.’  This means that women do the 

bulk of the agricultural labor and are considered responsible for the day-to-day subsistence of 

their households” (Moran, 1989, 444).  Moran extends this discussion of women’s agency in 

Liberia to include the presentation of a history of protest on the part of Liberian women that is 

representative of something that is not “spontaneous acts of resistance but institutionalized and 

highly scripted means of expression” (Moran 2006, 48).  Fuest contributes to the scholarship on 

women’s agency in Liberia by asserting that Liberian women “were not legal equals with men 

but the rights affecting the women of the Republic were among the most progressive in the world 

at the time…From the 1950s women occupied key offices in ministries and other high-level 

decision-making positions in government” (Fuest 2008, 207).  Furthermore, “apart from the 

conditions during and after the Liberian war, women’s increasing visibility in public seems to 

have some roots in a peculiar constellation of socio-political factors in Liberian history” (Fuest, 

2008, 204).   

 
Thus, the scholarship published to date on African women in general and more specifically with 

regards to the women of West Africa and Liberia has established a history of women’s agency 

exhibited to varying degrees in multiple contexts.  That is to say, as Ampofo et al did, that 



Tyrrell Thesis 
NYU Global Affairs Program 

November 24, 2009 

© Katie Tyrrell 2009.  All rights reserved. 11

African women possess a history of asserting their agency regarding economic and political 

challenges as owed to what Tripp has referred to as a violation of the “moral matrix” or the 

notion of a father figure as head of state given the repugnant behavior exhibited by far too many 

male leaders of African states in the post-colonial era.  Specific to West Africa and as noted by 

Moran, women inside and outside of the agricultural sector in that region have been recorded as 

showing a hesitancy to trust the ability of men to adequately represent their concerns.  And 

within Liberia, Moran has established the agency of women in the agricultural sector given the 

location of Liberia in “Africa’s female farming belt” of West Africa in addition to discussing a 

history of protest on the part of Liberian women.  Fuest then extends the record of Liberian 

women’s agency beyond agriculture to include the involvement of Liberian women in politics.  

Despite the breadth of analysis available on women’s agency in Liberia and elsewhere in Africa, 

there still exists a gap in terms of understanding the potential impact of the Liberian women’s 

peace movement outside of Liberia’s borders whether one is considering specific women’s peace 

movements in other countries or the international women, peace and security movement.   

 
A Theoretical Analysis of Women’s Agency 
What is so compelling about the research on the Liberian women’s peace movement is the 

potential for a social movement specific to one country to have a significant impact on a 

transnational advocacy network, the global women, peace and security movement.  Issue 

framing, identity construction, stages of network influence, and the “boomerang pattern” of 

transnational advocacy work are the primary lenses through which the transnational impact of 

the Liberian women’s peace movement on the international women, peace and security 

movement will be analyzed.  Particular to issue framing are the scholars Snow and Benford who 

assert that “frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to 
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organize experiences and guide action…Thus collective action frames are action-oriented sets of 

beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social 

movement organization (SMO)” (Benford and Snow 2000, 2).  Furthermore, Snow and Benford 

state that frames “are continuously being constituted, contested, reproduced, transformed, and/or 

replaced during the course of social movement activity.  Hence framing is a dynamic, ongoing 

process” (Benford and Snow 2000, 10).  The “ongoing process” of issue framing as put forth by 

Benford and Snow is not dissimilar to the “process of struggle” that Ray and Korteweg refer to 

in a movement’s identity construction (of which framing is a part) on the domestic level but 

which is also applicable on an international level (Ray and Korteweg, 50).  Tarrow along with 

Keck and Sikkink reference the concept of issue framing as developed by Benford and Snow in 

their literature on transnational advocacy networks.  While Keck and Sikkink emphasize the 

essential nature of framing in terms of “networks’ political strategies,” Tarrow is cautious 

regarding framing given that “proposing frames that are new and challenging but still resonate 

with existing cultural understandings is a delicate balancing act” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 17; 

Tarrow 2006, 61).    

 
Tarrow differentiates his analysis of transnational advocacy networks from that of Keck and 

Sikkink in that he asserts that the boomerang pattern of transnational advocacy work as put forth 

by Keck and Sikkink is actually multilateral in nature rather than bilateral (Tarrow 2006, 146).  

In other words, according to Tarrow the boomerang pattern of advocacy work as established by 

Keck and Sikkink is lacking a focus on multiple methods of externalizing advocacy claims – 

through the “use of institutionalized access and direct action” (Tarrow 2006, 146).  That is to say 

that Keck and Sikkink’s model focuses on “informational politics” whereby domestic actors 

depend on “external allies who are prepared to diffuse information about abuses to sympathetic 
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governments and public opinion abroad, which then ‘boomerangs’ into pressure on repressive 

states” (Tarrow 2006, 158).  Tarrow, instead, places importance on institutional access which 

“depends on the authority of international agencies to receive domestic claims and turn them into 

binding rules” and which also depends on direct action or pressure on the government in 

question from below (Tarrow 2006, 158-159).   

 
In terms of measuring the potential of transnational advocacy networks for success, Keck and 

Sikkink discuss “stages of network influence: “(1) issue creation and agenda setting; (2) 

influence on discursive positions of states and international organizations; (3) influence on 

institutional procedures; (4) influence on policy change in ‘target actors’ which may be states, 

international organizations…or private actors; and (5) influence on states behavior”  (Keck and 

Sikkink 1998, 25).  To calibrate the potential of a movement to achieve success, Tarrow borrows 

methodology from Margaret Levi and Gillian Murphy which includes five factors that indicate a 

movement’s development beyond a mere coalition of organizations: framing, trust, credible 

commitments, management of difference and selective incentives (Tarrow 2006, 165),  For 

Tarrow a coalition transforms into a movement “only when opportunities and threats persist and 

coalitions develop strong underlying identities” thus contributing to the movement’s potential for 

success (Tarrow 2006, 165).           

       
Just as issue framing enables an advocacy network on the international level to garner support 

for their cause, it also enables movements confined to one country or region to frame issues 

“dynamically and to access or construct unifying mobilizing structures” on a smaller, more local 

level (Tarrow 1998, 71-72).  Furthermore as previously noted, Benford and Snow posit that 

“frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to organize 
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experience and guide action…Thus collective action frames are action-oriented sets of beliefs 

and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement 

organization” (Benford and Snow 2000, 2).  However important, issue framing is not the first 

step in mobilizing on the local level.  According to Tarrow, action is triggered and enhanced by 

appropriate issue framing first through a change in political opportunity structure whereby 

“institutional access opens, rifts appear within elites, allies become available, and state capacity 

for repression declines” and therefore “challengers find opportunities to advance their own 

claims” (Tarrow 1998, 71).  In briefly referring back to the analysis of transnational advocacy 

networks, it is interesting to also consider the concept of political opportunity structure vis-à-vis 

the “stages of network influence” as formulated by Keck and Sikkink.   

 
Issue framing feeds into and supports the construction of a movement’s identity.  That is to say 

that “the coordination of collective action [of a movement] depends on the trust and cooperation 

that are generated among participants by shared understandings and identities – or, to use a 

broader category, on the collective action frames that justify, dignify, and animate collective 

action” (Tarrow 1998, 21).  Collective action frames thus support “a network of interpersonal 

ties or a collective identity” that facilitate the success of a movement (Tarrow 1998, 76).  

Otherwise organizations involved in a social movement realize “neither the ideological nor the 

organizational fiber to produce a sustained movement” (Tarrow 1998, 76).  Ray and Korteweg 

add to this discussion in stating that “identities are not always self-evident and do not ‘emerge 

automatically’ from a structural position but rather are created in the process of struggle” (Ray 

and Korteweg, 50). 
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In terms of calibrating the success of a women’s peace movement particular to one country, Tilly 

puts forth three consequential aspects of social movements: “1) a sustained, organized public 

effort making collective claims on target authorities…; 2) employment of combinations from 

among the following forms of political action:… public meetings, solemn processions, vigils, 

rallies, demonstrations…; and 3) participants’ concerted public representations of WUNC: 

worthiness, unity, numbers and commitment on the part of themselves and/or their 

constituencies” (Tilly and Wood, 4).  As mentioned, the scholarship using aspects of social 

movement theory to analyze the factors that influenced the success of the Liberian women’s 

peace movement is lacking, however Fuest does reference Tilly’s consequential aspects of social 

movements in relation to the Liberian women’s peace movement.  She uses Tilly’s criteria to 

establish three main elements that were “operative in the organized actions of Liberian women 

during and after the civil war” but that is where the application of social movement theory ends 

(Fuest forthcoming, 2).  In other words, Fuest does not seem to extend her analysis beyond the 

scholarship of Tilly. 

 
Both in her own scholarship and that which was produced in partnership with Korteweg, Ray 

emphasizes the importance of comprehending the local context in which social movements 

originate, particularly with regards to women’s movements.  Ray and Korteweg together state 

that “our attention to specific, local political forces leads to a call for the expansion of a concept 

central to the comparative study of social movements – political opportunity structure” (Ray and 

Korteweg, 48).  In her own scholarship, Ray proposes to add the “concept of field” to the 

discourse on political opportunity structures so as to explain constraints on potential participants 

in social movements as a result of factors specific to the local context or culture.  Fields, Ray 

states, are “a structured, unequal, and socially constructed environment within which 
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organizations are embedded and to which organizations and activists constantly respond” (Ray, 

6). In other words, Ray does not necessarily disagree with the views presented by Tarrow with 

regards to political opportunity structure; rather she provides an additional analytical tool to 

enable lessons learned to be properly adapted and applied from one context to another through 

awareness of the impact of relevant cultural factors.     

 
Freire’s analysis of social movements extends beyond the theories detailed by Tilly, Tarrow and 

Ray and Korteweg while being complimented by the work of Benford and Snow.  Aside from 

the development of a common identity and issue frame, there is no significant mention of other 

activities that must occur internally to a movement in order for it to experience success.  Freire 

fills this void in his scholarship in two ways.  First, he extends the preparatory work members of 

a movement must undertake before a movement can coalesce.  In Freire’s words, “in order for 

the oppressed to be able to wage the struggle for their liberation, they must perceive the reality of 

oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which 

they can transform” (Freire, 49).  The role of collective action frames as discussed by Snow and 

Benford is interesting to consider here in that the scholars state that frames “underscore and 

embellish the seriousness and injustice of a particular social condition or redefine as unjust and 

immoral what was previously seen as unfortunate but perhaps tolerable” (Snow and Benford 

1992, 137).   

 
Freire also emphasizes what he sees as the appropriate relationship between the leaders and 

followers in a movement in that “as they attain knowledge of reality through common reflection 

and action, they discover themselves as its permanent recreators.  In this way, the presence of the 

oppressed in the struggle for their liberation will be what it should be: not pseudo-participation, 
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but committed involvement” (Freire, 69).  In other words, participants in a movement must 

believe in their ability to enact change and they must actively engage themselves in such.  Again, 

Snow and Benford compliment Freire in that “the relationship between the framing efforts of 

movements and the mobilization of potential constituents is highly dialectical, such that there is 

no such thing as a tabula rasa or empty glass into which new and alien ideas can be poured” 

(Snow and Benford 1988, 204).   

 
Conclusion 
What has been established is a clear void in the literature with regards to an analysis of the 

potential impact of the Liberian women’s peace movement beyond Liberia.  Although it has been 

documented by scholars that women in Liberia have a history of exerting positive agency and 

that the civil war represented a significant change in the political environment thus creating 

additional space in which the women peacemakers could operate, the question that remains is 

what is the relevance of the story of the Liberian women peacemakers to women peacemakers in 

other conflict and post-conflict settings.  For example, if women elsewhere are lacking a history 

of exerting positive agency, does that mean that they cannot achieve similar success to that 

which the Liberian women peacemakers have?   

 
Through a review of the factors that impacted the ability of the Liberian women peacemakers to 

achieve success using aspects of social movement theory such as political opportunity structure, 

identity construction and issue framing, an understanding will be developed in the following 

chapters on how this successful movement might positively impact women’s peace movements 

elsewhere. 
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Furthermore, the scholarship is lacking a discussion on the potential impact of the Liberian 

women’s peace movement on the broader women, peace and security movement as represented 

in related UN resolutions such as UNSCR 1325.  Academic literature on conflict and post-

conflict scenarios are replete with cautionary accounts of failed peacemaking and peacebuilding 

efforts.  It is time now to focus on a success in this field and to understand how this success can 

spurn greater efforts in defense of women’s rights in conflict and post-conflict settings through 

their increased involvement in all aspects of peacemaking and peacebuilding efforts.         

III.  Theory  

 
By the twenty-first century, people all over 
the world recognized the term “social 
movement” as a trumpet call, as a 
counterweight to oppressive power, as a 
summons to popular action against a wide 
range of scourges.   

  
Charles Tilly and Lesley J. 
Wood (Tilly and Wood, 3) 
 

The appeal of social movements is that “common citizens” the world over can and do involve 

themselves in causes which are “built from the ground up” (Ackerman and Duvall, 8-9).  

According to experts in the field, the coalescence of nonviolent action, individual occurrences of 

nonviolence and the precursors to social movements, into the framework that we now know of as 

social movement theory is a more recent phenomenon that emerged when “people in Western 

Europe and North America began the fateful creation of a new political phenomenon.  They 

began to create social movements” (Tilly and Wood, 3).  This new political phenomenon differs 

from nonviolent action in general in that social movements are seen as “sequences of contentious 

politics [or instances of nonviolent action] that are based on underlying social networks and 

resonant collective action frames, and which develop the capacity to maintain sustained 
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challenges against powerful opponents” (Tarrow 1998, 2).  The fact that the concept of social 

movement theory is recorded as having been formalized in the West does not take away from its 

current universal appeal.  In fact during the last four decades of the twentieth century, “a wave of 

new forms of contention [social movements] have spread from one region of the world to 

another” (Tarrow 1998, 2).  In other words, the concept of a peace movement as organized by the 

Liberian women peacemakers is in all actuality not unique to Liberia and thus there is a receptive 

audience for the dissemination of lessons learned from the Liberian women’s peace movement 

through the application of social movement theory. 

 
Political opportunity structure, identity construction and issue framing as conceptualized by 

Tilly, Tarrow, Ray, and Benford and Snow are the means by which the lessons of the Liberian 

women’s peace movement will be analyzed so as to be able to be adapted and applied to peace 

movements elsewhere.  Considered “as a set of clues for when contentious politics will emerge, 

setting in motion a chain of causation that may ultimately lead to sustained interaction with 

authorities and thence to social movements” the concept of political opportunity structure 

embodies the notion of a changing political landscape such as that which was experienced by the 

Liberian women peacemakers who operated in an environment devoid of any legitimate political 

authority, especially toward the latter part of the civil war  (Tarrow 1998, 20).  In such situations, 

“institutional access opens, rifts appear within elites, allies become available, and state capacity 

for repression declines, [and] challengers find opportunities to advance their claims” (Tarrow 

1998, 71).     

 
Ray in her own scholarship, along with a piece published with Korteweg, proposes to add the 

“concept of field” to the discourse on political opportunity structures so as to explain constraints 
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on potential participants in social movements as a result of factors specific to the local context or 

culture.  Fields, Ray states, are “a structured, unequal, and socially constructed environment 

within which organizations are embedded and to which organizations and activists constantly 

respond” (Ray, 6).  Furthermore, “the concept of field adds to these attempts to provide a 

corrective to the overtly resource-oriented paradigm of the political process model by 

recognizing the crucial and explanatory power of cultural factors and by insisting that action is 

relational” (Ray, 7).  In other words, Ray does not necessarily disagree with the views presented 

by Tarrow with regards to political opportunity structure; rather she provides an additional 

analytical tool to enable lessons learned to be properly adapted and applied from one context to 

another through awareness of the impact of relevant cultural factors on social movements.  This 

is essential to the effective adaptation and application of lessons learned from the Liberian 

women’s peace movement to women’s peace movements in other conflict and post-conflict 

settings.          

 
Identity construction offers insight into how a group might respond to changing political 

opportunity structures and is something that evolves over time.  As discussed by Ray and 

Korteweg, “identities are not always self-evident and do not ‘emerge automatically’ from a 

structural position but rather are created in the process of struggle” (Ray and Korteweg, 50).  

That is to say that while the Liberian women peacemakers presented a united front through a 

common identity as women for peace, this common identity emerged only after years of working 

together to address the civil war across cleavages within Liberian society through the adoption of 

“strategic languages” such as “a bullet doesn’t know a Christian from a Muslim” (Gbowee, 

interview).  The coalescence of a common identity of women peacemakers was achieved through 

the recognition that “the most common denominator of social movements is thus ‘interest’…It is 
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participants’ recognition of their common interests that translates the potential for a movement 

into action” (Tarrow 1998, 4).  Identity construction through this “process of struggle” or the 

“recognition of common interests” [in the case of the Liberian women peacemakers – peace] is 

vital to the success of a movement for “the appearance of widespread contention does not itself 

constitute a social movement.  Without a network of interpersonal ties or a collective identity,” 

such groups achieve “neither the ideological unity nor the organizational fiber to produce a 

sustained social movement” (Tarrow 1998, 76).        

 
It is possible to consider issue framing as a subset of identity construction for without a clear and 

easily communicated advocacy issue, a movement’s identity is shallow.  Thus, “if nothing else, 

movements try to enunciate demands in terms of frames of meaning comprehensible to a wider 

society; they use forms of collective action drawn from an existing repertoire” (Tarrow 1998, 

25).  In other words, “frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby 

function to organize experience and guide action…Thus, collective action frames are action-

oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a 

social movement organization (SMO)” (Benford and Snow 2000, 2).  In the case of Liberia, the 

women peacemakers appealed to the GoL and rebel factions with slogans such as “we want 

peace, no more war…Liberia is our home” (Pray the Devil Back to Hell).  Peace was not just 

something for the women – it was for the future of Liberian society as a whole.  In promoting 

such a universal frame, the women peacemakers achieved what Snow and Benford refer to as 

empirical credibility or “the apparent fit between the framings and events in the world” and in 

doing so they avoided difficulties in developing a “consensus regarding the source of the 

problem” they were  protesting (Benford and Snow 2000, 3).  That is to say that for social 

movements, frames “underscore and embellish the seriousness and injustice of a particular social 
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condition or redefine as unjust and immoral what was previously seen as unfortunate but perhaps 

tolerable” (Snow and Benford 1992, 137).   

        
As noted, identity construction and issue framing occur in part through actions described above 

such as a “process of struggle,” or the fact that “framing processes are affected by a number of 

elements of the socio-cultural context in which they are embedded” (Benford and Snow 2000, 

10).  Given the importance of these common frames to movements, one must consider more 

intently why there is successful identity construction and issue framing.  For that, it is interesting 

to consider Freire’s work, in particular his analysis of the reciprocal and equal communication 

between the leaders of a movement and the followers.  In other words, “this dialogue cannot be 

reduced to the act of one person’s depositing ideas in another” (Freire, 89).  Snow and Benford 

contribute to this analysis when they state that “the relationship between the framing efforts of 

movements and the mobilization of potential constituents is highly dialectical, such that there is 

no such thing as a tabula rasa or empty glass into which new and alien ideas can be poured” 

(Snow and Benford 1988, 204).  This concept of a reciprocal and equal relationship between 

leaders and followers of a movement, in other words a dialogue, is interesting to consider in 

terms of the Liberian women’s movement as cleavages between various segments of the 

population were effectively dealt with internally to the movement.   

 
Beyond the peer-to-peer impact across women’s peace movements, the Liberian women’s peace 

movement has the potential to impact the broader women, peace and security movement as the 

Liberian women peacemakers’ success story may serve to bolster the weak implementation of 

UN resolutions on women, peace and security issues.  In discerning the source or sources of the 

weak implementation of UN resolutions on women, peace and security, it is interesting to 
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consider the “stages of network success” as put forth by Keck and Sikkink: “(1) issue creation 

and agenda setting; (2) influence on discursive positions of states and international organizations; 

(3) influence on institutional procedures; (4) influence on policy change in ‘target actors’ which 

may be states, international organizations like the World Bank, or private actors like the Nestle 

Corporation; and (5) influence on states behavior” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 25).  Keck and 

Sikkink “speak of stages of impact, and not merely types of impact, because [they] believe that 

increased attention, followed by changes in discursive positions, make governments more 

vulnerable to claims that networks raise” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 25-26).  In his efforts to 

devise a way in which to calibrate movement potential and success, Tarrow borrows 

methodology from Margaret Levi and Gillian Murphy which includes five factors that indicate a 

movement’s development beyond a mere coalition of organizations: framing, trust, credible 

commitments, management of difference and selective incentives (Tarrow 2006, 165),  For 

Tarrow a coalition transforms into a movement “only when opportunities and threats persist and 

coalitions develop strong underlying identities” thus impacting a movement’s likelihood of 

success (Tarrow 2006, 165).  The “stages of network success” or the factors of movement 

development as discussed by Tarrow are useful in evaluating why the implementation of UN 

resolutions focusing on women, peace and security have been poorly implemented as well as for 

understanding the ways in which the success of the Liberian women’s peace movement might be 

harnessed to advocate for the furtherance of these same resolutions as the stages/factors segment 

the advocacy process in a manner which enables the process to be monitored and analyzed more 

easily.     

 
In addition to the application of their “stages of network success”, Keck and Sikkink are included 

in this research study as their theory of the boomerang pattern, a model of transnational 
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advocacy, appears to be open for debate, a debate which might be clarified through this research 

study.  The theory contends that “when channels between the state and its domestic actors are 

blocked, the boomerang pattern of influence characteristic of transnational networks may occur: 

domestic NGOs bypass their state and directly search out international allies to try to bring 

pressure on their states from outside” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 12).  Tarrow criticizes this theory 

as being too narrow in that the model has only been applied “to essentially bilateral – not 

multilateral – relations across borders” and that the analysis offered by Keck and Sikkink ignores 

“two other pathways of externalization: the use of institutionalized access and direct action” 

(Tarrow 2006, 146).  The importance of this discussion to the analysis of the impact of the 

Liberian women peacemakers is that the success of the Liberian women’s peace movement was 

significantly  impacted by direct action on the part of the women peacemakers against the GoL 

and rebel factions.   

 
Keck and Sikkink as well as Tarrow speak of the importance of issuing framing on the 

international level and in doing so they reference insights on framing developed by Snow.  As 

noted by Snow and his colleague, Benford, “frames help to render events or occurrences 

meaningful and thereby function to organize experience and guide action…Thus, collective 

action frames are action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the 

activities and campaigns of a social movement organization (SMO)” (Benford and Snow 2000, 

2).  In considering issue framing on an international scale, we must analyze whether or not 

women, peace and security advocates who harness the positive story of the Liberian women 

peacemakers for the broader promotion of women, peace and security issues achieve the 

following: “global framing can dignify and generalize claims that might otherwise remain 

narrow and parochial.  It signals to overworked and isolated activists that there are people 



Tyrrell Thesis 
NYU Global Affairs Program 

November 24, 2009 

© Katie Tyrrell 2009.  All rights reserved. 25

beyond the horizon who share their grievances and support their causes.  But by turning attention 

to distant targets, it holds the danger of detaching activism from the real-life needs of the people 

they want to represent” (Tarrow 2006, 76).  Thus while it seems that there is potential in holding 

the story of the Liberian women peacemakers up as a positive example to bolster implementation 

of UN resolutions on women, peace and security, scholars and practitioners within the field of 

peacemaking and conflict resolution must ensure that the country-specific story of the Liberian 

women peacemakers, in other words the “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that 

inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns” of a movement, are represented in a manner 

that speaks to a broad range of activists operating at all levels in terms of their advocacy efforts.   

IV.  Research Design  

The case of the Liberian women’s peace movement lends itself well to research on women’s 

peace advocacy efforts in conflict and post-conflict settings in the developing world for 

numerous reasons, including most importantly the fact that the vibrant nature of women’s 

organizations within civil society in Liberia is not something that only emerged following the 

end of the civil war; women’s organizations were heavily involved in humanitarian and 

peacemaking/peacebuilding efforts for nearly the full duration of the civil conflict.  Further, it is 

significant that Liberia represents a social and political environment where there is currently 

significant support for the women’s peace movement on the part of government and civil society.  

In addition, the relatively small size of the country, the ease of travel to the country for research 

purposes, and the amount of time that has elapsed and the stability that has taken hold following 

the end of the civil war in 2003 add to the potential for the Liberian women’s peace movement to 

make for an excellent case study.  Furthermore, the fact that English is the primary language 

spoken in Liberia added to the ease of research.  Therefore, there is a wealth of information 
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available with regards to the activities of women’s organizations during the war as well as with 

regards to the activities of these same organizations and the GoL in the post-conflict period.  The 

support of the GoL for the women peace makers is not limited to the domestic arena; the GoL is 

at the forefront of international efforts to support the implementation of UNSCR 1325.  As with 

the actions of the GoL on the domestic level, the GoL’s efforts at the international level have 

been the subject of numerous reports, news articles and conferences on the implementation of 

UNSCR 1325 (as well as UNSCR 1820). 

 
The data collected in support of this research project was obtained largely through the review of 

relevant academic journals, websites of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) involved either 

directly in the Liberian women’s peace movement or more peripherally in support of the women, 

peace and security movement (including the implementation of UNSCR 1325) as well as the 

websites of multilateral and bilateral organizations relevant to the research topic, such as the 

United Nations.   

 
In addition, primary research was conducted in the form of first-person interviews with key 

figures in the Liberian women’s peace movement, including representatives of Liberian NGOs 

active in the movement and relevant GoL officials, such as President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and 

the Minister of Gender and Development Vabah Gayflor.  With regards to the interviews 

conducted with representatives of NGOs involved in the peace movement, every effort was made 

to interview individuals representing as wide of a swath of Liberian society as possible covering 

various social, ethnic and religious affiliations.  NGO representatives interviewed included 

Leymah Gbowee, who organized the Liberian Women’s Mass Action for Peace in 2003 through 

the auspices of the Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET) and Etweda Cooper, a key 
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member of the Liberian Women’s Initiative formed in 1994, one of the first women’s 

organizations to solely focus on peacemaking/peacebuilding issues.  In addition representatives 

of smaller women’s organizations, which do not necessarily focus on peacebuilding efforts, were 

contacted through the Women’s NGO Secretariat in Monrovia, Liberia.  Although these women 

did not represent organizations directly focused on peacebuilding issues per se, the feedback 

provided by the women is significant in that they offer further evidence of women’s positive 

agency in Liberia and they also provided some interesting insight to how they believe the success 

of the Liberian women’s peacemakers might impact women peacemakers elsewhere.   

V. The Origins of Civil War in Liberia 

 
Like the United States, Liberia had been 
born in a quest for human freedom that 
prompted difficult and dangerous voyages – 
in different directions across the same 
ocean.  Likewise, as with those of the United 
States, our own founding principles had 
been flawed.  Both nations had been founded 
by men of their time, representing an elite 
class.  They had not extended the liberties 
they sought for themselves to indigenous 
people, to all ethnic groups, and to women. 

 
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf as 
noted in her autobiography. (Sirleaf 
2009,69)  
 

The Foundations of Inequality in Early Liberian History 
Founded in 1847 by former slaves from the United States, the Liberian state was beset with 

inequality from day one of independence (see Appendix 1 for a map of Liberia).  In the words of 

Liberian peace activist Leymah Gbowee, “so from the word ‘go,’ Liberia has been in conflict, a 

deeply divided country with American Liberians and indigenous Liberians” (Tufts, 3).  The 

former slaves from the United States, who became known as Americo-Liberians, as well as those 
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who were intercepted and freed en route to the United States from eastern and central Africa, 

who became know as Congo people, subjugated the indigenous population in a manner not 

dissimilar to that from which the former slaves had fled in the United States (Tyrrell March 

2009, 1).  The significant inequality perpetuated by the Americo-Liberians and Congo people 

(who are often referred to together as Americo-Liberians) against the indigenous population, or 

Country people, for nearly 130 years would lead to a lengthy and gruesome civil war lasting for 

over a decade. 

 
As noted by Bøås, class and ethnic differences in Liberia were rooted in the country’s 

constitution through which there was “made a strong delineation between an in-group constituted 

by the repatriates and an out-group constituted by the indigenous population groups.  The 

members of the so-called ‘native tribes’ were not eligible for election nor voting.  A boundary 

between ‘us’ and ‘them’ was therefore established and the foundation laid for alienation between 

the different ethnic groups in Liberia” (Bøås, 702).  In what is considered one of the primary 

texts on Liberian history, Stephen Ellis details the manner in which the consolidation of 

government in Monrovia by President William Tubman, who ruled Liberia from 1944 to 1971, 

furthered the establishment of ethnic differences.  Consider that “in most of rural Liberia social 

ties – people’s idea of who exactly they are and to whom they have moral obligations – are based 

on kinship” (Ellis, 47, 31).  Basing ties on kinship rendered these groups as “remarkably flexible, 

since a highly elastic determination of who exactly is a relative, by birth or by adoption, enables 

people to combine in larger or smaller units according to circumstances, by choosing to invoke 

or ignore broader kinship ties for specific purposes” (Ellis, 32).  Ellis continues by stating that 

“only in the twentieth century did every area in the country come under the rule of a republican 

state based in Monrovia…and it was in this process of interaction between national and local 
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politics that the vaguely-defined, kinship-based communities of the past, having no permanent 

political centre, become classified as distinct ‘tribes’, containing equally distinct sub-tribes called 

clans” with tribes essentially corresponding to ethnic groups (Ellis, 31-32).   

 
The consolidation of political power in Monrovia not only hardened ethnic differences, but also 

the class differences between Americo-Liberians and indigenous Liberians already noted by 

Bøås, who goes on to say that “the intention behind this strategy of alienation [or separation] was 

obvious.  The repatriates [or Americo-Liberians], as an emerging economic elite, wanted to 

secure their domination over political and economic life in the newly constituted nation-state” 

(Bøås, 702).  Consider the hut tax as recorded in 1925, which illustrates the divide between the 

rural and urban population as well as between the often coinciding indigenous and Americo-

Liberian divide: “the hut tax on the tribal population stood at $300,000, whereas the property tax 

(the main tax on the Americo-Liberians) realised only $4,668 for the country as a whole.  The 

hut tax was intended not only to provide the government with revenue, but also to force rural 

Liberians to offer their labour for hire, as workers for Firestone or the other companies which 

began to establish themselves in the country” (Ellis, 46).  Ellis goes on to state that it was “the 

income generated by foreign concessions” that enabled President Tubman “to build Africa’s first 

party-state” through which “the whole country was incorporated in the vast True Wig Party 

patronage machine dominated by the President” (Ellis, 47).  As we will see in the following 

quote, this enabled Tubman to firmly strengthen the manipulation of and utilization by the 

central government of ethnic differences amongst what became known as the sixteen indigenous 

tribes or ethnic groups of Liberia as well as between Americo-Liberians and indigenous 

Liberians: 
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…the image of Tubman’s omnipotence disguised a more complex reality, in which the 
president had to manage a patronage system consisting of myriad factional interests often 
based on complex local rivalries like those between the various clans of the Krahn, the 
latter only one of the sixteen officially recognized tribes, each of which in fact was less a 
united group than a cluster of smaller and often competing clans, towns or other groups.  
Presidents mediated in chieftaincy disputes and family quarrels in their own interest, 
cultivating notables and recruiting young talents while penalising opponents, in a 
permanent exercise of negotiation, reward and punishment (Ellis, 48). 

 
Tubman, as well as so many other Liberian leaders who would follow him of both Americo-

Liberian and indigenous descent, manipulated ethnic identity among indigenous Liberians and 

class identities between indigenous Liberians and Americo-Liberians in a manner which is 

consistent with “the instrumentalist approach to ethnicity” whereby ethnicity (as well as class in 

the case of Liberia) is “a tool used by individuals, groups, or elites to obtain some larger, 

typically material end” (Taras and Ganguly, 12).  In the case of Liberia, ethnicity was 

manipulated as described within “the instrumentalist approach to ethnicity” so as to reinforce a 

class hierarchy in favor of Americo-Liberians.        

 
This instrumentalist description of the manipulation of ethnic identity is interesting to keep in 

mind as we later move into the analysis of the Liberian women’s peace movement for it was the 

manipulation of cleavages within Liberian society, such as ethnicity and class, for the purpose of 

gaining political and financial power that the women peacemakers would have to address, in 

particular with regards to class (as well as religion as we will see later), in order to successfully 

mobilize.  In other words, the instrumentalist description of the manipulation of cleavages within 

Liberian society would require that the women peacemakers ask themselves about “what 

subjectively held sense self motivates women to act collectively.  These identities are not always 

self-evident and do not ‘emerge automatically’ from a structural position but rather are created in 

the process of struggle” particularly in a society such as Liberia where certain cleavages, such as 



Tyrrell Thesis 
NYU Global Affairs Program 

November 24, 2009 

© Katie Tyrrell 2009.  All rights reserved. 31

ethnicity and class, have been manipulated for decades by government leaders in the pursuit of 

power (Ray and Korteweg, 50).  Thus to be successful the Liberian women peacemakers would 

have to forge a new, more broad-based Liberian identity in support of their pursuit of peace.    

 
Cleavages in Liberian Society Come to the Fore  
It is the notion of an in-group and an out-group, as referenced by Bøås earlier and which was 

reinforced throughout Tubman’s presidency, that will lead to the downfall of Americo-Liberian 

rule and pave the way for civil war in 1989.  The Americo-Liberian monopoly on power began to 

disintegrate in 1979 when President William Tolbert significantly increased the price of imported 

rice in a misguided attempt to encourage domestic production of the crop, a staple of the 

Liberian diet.  This increase put the cost of a bag of rice at $27.00, far out of the reach of many 

Liberians considering that the average monthly income of Liberians at that time was $80.00 

(Sirleaf, 87-88).  Riots erupted in Liberia exposing grievances held on the part of the indigenous 

population that had been simmering under the surface, and the challenges exerted by the 

indigenous population against the Americo-Liberian elite grew significantly.  Tolbert’s harsh 

response to the challenges put forth by the indigenous population incited further discontent 

creating an environment in which a military coup led by Samuel K. Doe, an indigenous Liberian 

from the Krahn ethnic group, succeeded.  Much of the population welcomed this change in 

power, including women who exclaimed “‘Congo women born rouge, native women born 

soldier!’  Meaning that Congo, or Americo-Liberian, women might have birthed Liberia’s 

corrupt rulers for 150 years, but now the native women had birthed the soldiers, and those 

soldiers had taken charge” (Sirleaf, 95).  Doe brutally marked the break with Americo-Liberian 

rule through the public execution of numerous high-level government officials on a Monrovia 

beach to which members of the international press corps were invited to document the brutality 
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as a warning to anyone that might challenge Doe’s government.  The disturbing irony here is that 

not all of those who were murdered on the beach in 1980 were Americo-Liberians.  “They just 

happened to be educated and in power” (Cooper interview).   

 
The Doe coup further exhibits the imprecise and manipulated nature of cleavages within Liberian 

society specifically in terms of the execution of government officials referenced above.  As 

alluded to by Cooper above and discussed by Ellis here, the distinction between Americo-

Liberians and indigenous or Country people was in actuality not as stark as some accounts of 

Liberian history might lead one to believe.  That is to say that “there had been a large amount of 

in-breeding between Liberians with proud settler surnames and those of country origin, while 

others with no foreign ancestry managed to get themselves accepted at least on the outer fringes 

of the national elite.  Americo-Liberians, in fact, were as much a social and political class, a type 

of aristocracy, as they were a true ethnic group” (Ellis, 43).  This analysis is supported by a 

review of the background of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the current president of Liberia.  

The President was born to educated parents of indigenous Liberian descent, with a genealogy 

which included a tribal chief as a grandfather and a market women as a grandmother.  In 

addition, another grandfather was actually of German descent thus the source of the President’s 

fairer skin which, in the period immediately following the 1980 coup and combined with her 

educational background, could actually have led to her death at the hands of Doe’s followers as 

such traits were considered a marker of Americo-Liberian heritage (Sirleaf, 95).  Charles Taylor 

himself was of mixed Americo-Liberian and indigenous descent.  To obscure his Americo-

Liberian heritage, Taylor “actually changed his middle name to Ghankay, which is a Gola 

name,” with Gola representing one of the 16 tribes indigenous to Liberia (Cooper interview).     
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It is important to reiterate here that the complicated and manipulated identities within Liberian 

society, whether ethnicity as noted before or class in the sense of social, educational, economic 

and political standing as we see in the example of the executions during the Doe coup (or 

religion as we will see later), will be useful to keep in mind as the women’s peace movement is 

analyzed as divisions based on class and religion were apparent in the peace movement.  

Consider, for example, that the women peacemaker’s Mass Action for Peace was organized at 

the grassroots level and was therefore largely comprised of women of indigenous descent with 

more limited educational backgrounds than the women who had organized earlier women’s 

peace organizations such as the Liberian Women’s Initiative (LWI).  This is not to say that the 

movement identity constructed in support of the Mass Action for Peace excluded women of a 

more elite status.  As we will see, the leaders of the Mass Action for Peace have specifically 

stated the fact that they willingly received important mentorship and support from elite women 

who were involved in LWI.  In particular, consider the relationship between Etweda Cooper of 

LWI and Leymah Gbowee who led the Mass Action for Peace.  The cleavages within the 

women’s movement that could have prevented the movement’s success were overcome through 

the recognition of a common interest in the pursuit of peace for “the most common denominator 

of a social movement is thus ‘interest’…It is participants’ recognition of their common interests 

that translates the potential for a movement into action” (Tarrow 1998, 6).  The recognition of a 

common interest, in this case the pursuit of peace, was able to be translated into “the potential for 

a movement into action” due to the fact that the women peacemakers organized as women for 

peace without promoting other identities such as that of being an Americo-Liberian or an 

indigenous Liberian. 
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Following the military coup of 1980, the salience of ethnic differences among the sixteen 

indigenous ethnic groups intensified.  Doe’s regime was characterized as a “new Krahn ruling 

class” that “seems to have had few resources besides ethnicity on which to base its power” 

(McDonough, 360).  It is interesting to note that the word “Krahn” supposedly representing the 

ethnic group to which Doe belonged in reality “implied almost nothing at all, except a vague 

geographical identity.  It was, say, roughly equivalent to referring to a white person from 

America or northern Europe as an Anglo-Saxon, a known expression but hardly one which can 

be used as a basis for any sort of systematic social or political transaction” (Ellis, 33).  Doe’s 

penchant for violence was not limited to that which was exerted upon the Americo-Liberians; 

rather his regime also perpetrated significant acts of violence against members of the indigenous 

Gio and Mano ethnic groups thus further complicating and heightening ethnic tensions among 

indigenous ethnic groups (Ellis, 65 as cited in Tyrrell March 2009).  As noted by Moran and 

Ellis, the extreme nature of animosity on an ethnic basis as fueled by Doe was unparalleled in 

Liberian history.  According to Moran, “the antiquity of those hatreds amounted to less than a 

decade” (Moran 2006, 16).  That is to say that “perhaps the key distinction between Doe and 

previous Liberian heads of state was in the strategic effect of his manipulation of factions.  Doe 

was the first Liberian head of state since the conquest of the hinterland who excluded certain 

social groups entirely from political society, most notably the Gio and Mano” (Ellis, 65).         

 
Doe’s violent rule and repression of the Gio and Mano ethnic groups provided an opening for 

Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) to challenge Doe through a civil war 

started in 1989 (Tyrrell March 2009, 3).  Doe was eventually executed by an NPFL splinter 

group, and Taylor assumed the presidency through flawed elections in 1997 (Ellis, 10).  Taylor 

was awarded 75% of the vote and defeated current Liberian president, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, as a 
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result of the following (Sirleaf, 218).  President Sirleaf was not able to campaign to the extent 

that she would have preferred given a lack of financial resources in comparison to Taylor whose 

control of natural resources provided him with ample campaign funds; Taylor also controlled 

most radio stations, roads and territory outside of the capital thus limiting the ability of President 

Sirleaf to reach many potential voters; and all of this was bolstered by Taylor’s control over the 

military and police (Sirleaf, 217).  Furthermore Taylor benefited from a terrified population that 

was tormented by a song popularized by NPFL soldiers and other Taylor supporters: “he killed 

my Pa, he killed my Ma, I’ll vote for him” (Ellis, 109).  Finally, President Sirleaf also attributes 

her loss in the 1997 elections to the fact that voters, “especially women, did not know they had to 

register beforehand.  When election day arrived, they were surprised to be turned away from the 

polls” (Sirleaf, 215).  This particular aspect of the election is interesting to keep in mind when 

reviewing the details of the 2005 election that brought President Sirleaf to power.   

 
The presidency of Taylor perpetuated gross inequalities between groups previously witnessed in 

the Americo-Liberian governments and the government of Doe.  The only thing that changed 

was the ethnic or social/political group in power and those experiencing subjugation (Tyrrell 

March 2009, 3).  Taylor’s regime was characterized by “the government’s apathy in dealing with 

key distributional issues…a copycat regime that appeared keen to reproduce the conditions that 

led to Liberia’s collapse in 1989” (McDonough, 366).  This (along with his involvement in the 

civil war in neighboring Sierra Leone) contributed to Taylor’s downfall in 2003 not before 

approximately 200,000 people were killed and 850,000 were forced to become refugees 

(Ackerman, 83).  Of particular interest to the focus of this research project, the civil war gravely 

impacted the female members of Liberian society in that it is estimated that “as many as 75 

percent of [all Liberian] women and girls were subject to sexual and gender-based violence 
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(GBV)” (Campbell-Nelson, 7).  Thus, “to judge from the frequency with which male fighters 

committed rape or abducted women as concubines and servants, women were also included in 

the category of consumer items ripe for plunder” (Ellis, 125).     

 
The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that ended Liberia’s civil war also paved the way 

for the 2005 elections during which Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf was elected president and became 

Africa’s first female head of state (Tyrrell March 2009, 3).  In her inaugural address, President 

Johnson-Sirleaf exhorted the people of Liberia to be “proud that we were able to ultimately rise 

above our intense political and other differences in a renewed determination as a people to foster 

dialogue instead of violence, promote unity rather than disharmony, and engender hope rather 

than disillusionment and despair” (Sirleaf, 324).  Furthermore, Johnson-Sirleaf promised that her 

administration would commit itself “to the creation of a democracy in which the constitutional 

and civil liberties and rights of all our people will be respected” (Sirleaf, 324).  She closed her 

inaugural address with a reflection on the women of Liberia as critical to her success: 

During the period of our elections, Liberian women were galvanized – and demonstrated 
unmatched passion, enthusiasm, and support for my candidacy.  They stood with me; 
they defended me; they prayed for me…My administration shall thus endeavor to give 
Liberian women prominence in all affairs of our country.  My administration shall 
empower Liberian women in all areas of our national life.  We will support and increase 
the writ of laws that restore their dignities and deal drastically with crimes that 
dehumanize them.  We will enforce without fear or favor the law against rape recently 
passed by the National Transitional Legislature.  We shall encourage families to educate 
all children, particularly the girl child.  We shall also try to provide economic programs 
that enable Liberian women to assume their proper place in our economic revitalization  
(Sirleaf, 333-334). 

 
The following chapter includes an analysis of the history of women’s agency in the context of 

the broader history of Liberia presented above so as to develop an understanding of the factors 

that influenced women to mobilize in support of peace and which culminated in the democratic 

election of Africa’s first female head of state. 
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VI. A Historical Review of Women’s Agency in Liberia 

 
Before my mother died she had started 
working with women to organize…So even 
then – that was in 1968.  She had come from 
a rural setting, but already the women from 
around there were being encouraged to 
come together.  They called it the women 
activity hall.  So in case they wanted to do 
something, that was where they were 
supposed to be meeting.  They were going to 
be organizing on issues of concern. 

     
Minster Vabah Gayflor  
(Gayflor, interview with author) 

 
Establishing a History of Agency  
Liberian history is punctuated with examples of strong, resourceful women exerting positive 

agency to advance issues they support.  In fact, examples of women exerting such agency can be 

noted as far back in Liberian history as the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  In a recent 

interview, President Sirleaf highlighted Chief Suacoco, the first female tribal chief, who served 

during this timeframe, as stopping “the infringement on the rights of the indigenous population 

by the settlers” and as a strong example of women’s positive agency in Liberia that may have 

influenced the Liberian women peacemakers in their decision to mobilize (Sirleaf interview).  

Chief Suacoco has also been cited as an inspiration for another prominent female Liberian, 

Angie Brooks, the first female president of the United Nations General Assembly from Africa 

(GoL, 2009).   

 
Of particular interest to the study of the Liberian women’s peace movement is the history of 

women organizing in protest as documented by Moran following field work she completed in the 

southeastern region of the country in the 1980s.  For example, in response to a new tax imposed 

on the rural population by the national government, the women from Nyambo in southeastern 
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Liberia protested not because they felt the need to challenge “the right of the national 

government to impose taxes, but rather at expressing their dissatisfaction with what they 

perceived as an additional burden on women” (Moran 1989, 444).  In another example provided 

by Moran, women of this same region protested when a relative of a chief “collectively insulted 

all the women in the community by implying that they were killing each other’s children through 

witchcraft.  All adult women marched out of town and took refuge with another chief, leaving 

the men to cook, carry water, and generally fend for themselves” (Moran 2006, 47).  Based on 

her research, Moran contends that: 

…these are not spontaneous acts of resistance but institutionalized and highly scripted 
means of expression.  Yet, precisely because women are never properly “older than 
men,” they must act collectively in order to counter the power of a political hierarchy in 
which they are junior partners.  They have a voice, but not an equal voice, and the 
national government, officially recognizing only a single set of supposedly gender-
neutral “representatives,” refused to acknowledge the validity of their claim by charging 
them with violating the ban on “political activities.”  Yet this in itself is telling, since the 
women’s march was certainly understood as political in nature.  In each venue where 
they made their case, the Nyambo women were treated with respect and onlookers agreed 
that they had a right to speak as women (Moran 2006, 48). 

 
Limitations to Exerting Agency  
There are several pertinent aspects of this quote that give light to the challenges Liberian women 

faced in exerting agency.  First, one must understand what it means when Moran states that 

“women are never properly ‘older than men’” (Moran 2006, 48).  In the dual sex societies of 

West Africa, and in this case Liberia, “women seem to demonstrate a repugnance for ‘going 

through channels,’ taking their complaints through a hierarchy of usually male representatives” 

(Moran 1989, 444).  And while these women may have established recognized power structures 

and channels through which to assert themselves, men remained paramount in the hierarchical 

societal, economic and political systems of power. Thus the observation by Moran that “women 

are never properly ‘older than men.’”  In other words, men manage to always maintain some 
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level of control over women such that while “women may routinely hold authority over some 

men,” it is also the case that “the same person may be subject to male authority in another 

context” (Moran forthcoming, 3-4).   

 
A further example of the limitation of women’s agency is within the economic sphere of the 

lives of Liberian women, in particular when one considers the economic agency of whom Moran 

refers to as civilized women compared to the economic agency of native women.  Through the 

civilized/native dichotomy, Moran is not necessarily referring to the Americo-Liberian and 

indigenous split.  Rather, Moran’s distinctions are more cognizant of the blurred lines between 

indigenous and Americo-Liberians discussed earlier in that based on her observation the 

following analysis of the civilized/native dichotomy holds true: “while originally describing the 

cultural differences between African-American settlers and indigenous people, the term 

‘civilized’ came to be used locally to include educated, well-employed, and/or Westernized 

sophisticates of all backgrounds” (Moran 2006, 80).  Keeping this perspective in mind, it is 

interesting to note that civilized women in the southeast were observed as having their economic 

agency limited in that their avenues for economic advancement were severely constrained by 

cultural norms.  While native women earn a respectable living at the market, “civilized women 

lose prestige by engaging in the ‘wrong’ types of work, such as subsistence farming or 

marketing.  ‘She used to be civilized’ is frequently heard to describe a literate woman who has 

been forced by economic necessity to ‘tie lapa and make market,’ giving up the most visible 

symbol of civilized womanhood, the Western-style dress” (Moran 1990, 5).  Native women are 

limited economically speaking in that “financial independence for native women is an aspect of 

their obligations to kin and household, not a route to competition with men” (Moran 2006, 81).  

That is to say, depending on a women’s status she is either limited in the sectors of the economy 
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in which she can earn money or she is limited in the manner in which she is expected to spend 

the income she earned.     

 
Further and Interconnected Avenues for Women’s Agency  
In referring again to the relation of civilized women to market work, the need to “tie lapa and 

make market” was common during the civil war, an activity that the Minister of Gender and 

Development Vabah Gayflor herself undertook in support of her family as market women, not 

just in the southeastern region of the country, were best positioned to adapt to the economic 

climate presented by the prolonged civil conflict:   

And guess who were surviving?  Those women who knew how to make market.  The 
market women.  So we now had office jobs.  We couldn’t make it there.  And guess 
what?  I too became a market women.  I adapted.  I used to wear my jeans, put my lapa 
over it, walk for like seven hours, go in the bushes, sleeping on unfinished buildings, buy 
things and bring them to market, and that’s how I kept my family up for two years even 
though I had a college degree (Gayflor interview). 

 
This division between native and civilized women is related to the analysis of the factors 

influencing the success of the Liberian women peacemakers that will be presented later.  The 

relationship between these two groupings of women exemplifies an “intensely personal, social 

aspect of economic relations” which also highlights “the market as the locus of interaction 

between women of different status categories…Status considerations do not cut these women off 

from one another; rather, there exists an almost constant flow of goods and services in both 

directions” (Moran 1990, 133-134 and 137).  We will see that the so-called civilized women 

could not have achieved the success experienced through the peace movement without the 

contribution of the market women, specifically in terms of the time the market women spent 

protesting the war.  Through their participation in the protest the market women became integral 

to the coalescence of the peace movement’s identity in that the market women participated in 

great numbers during key demonstrations of the Mass Action for Peace in 2003, including 
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protesting at the Sinkor Airfield along the highway Charles Taylor took to work each day 

(African Women Peace and Support Group, 47).  That is to say that the market women 

contributed in a significant way to “the concrete performance of [their] movement’s 

determination” in that the market women were part of a significant expression of dissatisfaction 

with the status quo through “sitting, standing or moving together aggressively in  public space” 

and thus pronounced “their identity” as well as working to “reinforce their identity” (Tarrow 

1998, 96).  The significant role of the market women in Liberian society vis-à-vis civilized 

women continued through the election of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, an election process 

during which the market women participated not only as voters but also as advocates for 

Sirleaf’s election during the presidential campaign.  Such contributions are a continuation on the 

positive relationship between women of various segments of Liberian society as Moran observed 

in the southeastern region of the country during her field work there in the 1980s.     

 
Women’s agency in terms of participation in the markets is complemented and even supported 

by women’s agency in the agricultural sector in that “professional market women are good 

customers of specific female farmers, whose agriculture they buy on a regular basis” (Moran 

1990, 133).  This relationship is made possible due to the location of Liberia in what is known as 

“Africa’s female farming belt” (Moran 1989, 446).  As such, “Liberian women do the bulk of 

agricultural labor and are considered responsible for the day-to-day subsistence of their 

households” (Moran 1989, 446).   According to the GoL State Party Report on the Convention to 

Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) submitted in 2008, “women 

are major players in the agricultural sector, where they constitute the majority of smallholder 

producers and the agricultural labor force in general.  Women produce some 60% of agricultural 

products, carry out 80% of trading activities in rural areas, and play a vital role in linking rural 
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and urban markets to their formal networks” (GoL CEDAW 2008, 71).  Moran observed in her 

field studies that women as key figures in agricultural production were essential to men’s 

survival for without women, men were thought to be incapable of producing rice, a staple of the 

Liberian diet (Moran 1990, 111).  In referring back to the discussion on the dual sex nature of 

Liberian society, the relationship of men and women in terms of agriculture is thus an example 

of a situation where women hold power over men in Liberian society.     

 
The women exerting agency through a prominent role in agricultural production in Liberia are 

also connected to civilized Liberian women in that the market women to whom their agricultural 

products are sold “in turn have good customers among the civilized women, who buy from them 

daily and to whom they are willing to extend credit from time to time.  On the other hand, one of 

the many professional market women…might send her son next door every morning to buy 

bread from her civilized neighbor – good customers again” and a strong example of women 

cooperating and contributing across societal cleavages that we will see again in the Liberian 

women’s peace movement (Moran 1990, 133-134).   

 
Beyond agriculture, it is important to note the role of women in politics as well as education.  As 

indicated by Fuest, “from the 1950s women occupied key offices in ministries and other high-

level decision-making positions in government, and women were elected to the national 

legislature.  Also, Liberia had the first female president of an African national university, and, by 

international standards, the two Liberian universities had a high rate of enrollment by female 

students (almost 25 percent) and a significant representation of women among lecturers” (Fuest 

2008, 207-208).         
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Patriarchy and Liberian Society  
The involvement of Liberian women in public affairs as detailed above may seem to run counter 

to the notion that some hold of Liberia as a patriarchal society.  For example, it has been 

acknowledged in some historical accounts of women’s rights in Liberia that “men accumulated 

women and controlled and redistributed women’s sexual and reproductive services to establish 

political alliances and to win clients.  Ideologically, women were generally considered to be 

inferior to men and were not supposed to speak out in public fora” (Fuest 2008, 206).  How can 

one reconcile this patriarchal account of Liberia in comparison to the many examples of women 

exerting positive agency within Liberian society?  For the indigenous Liberians in particular, and 

for the Americo-Liberians following the 1980 coup, the government failed to provide many 

services necessary for one to be able to meet the basic needs of one’s family.   As civil war 

ravaged Liberia and women could no longer meet the basic needs of their families through the 

structures of traditional Liberian society, they began to consider alternate options beyond those 

presented through the patriarchal system in which they lived.  In other words, prior to the civil 

war, women felt that they could meet the needs of their families within the current structure of 

society and thus the patriarchal nature of society was not of significant concern on a persistent 

basis; the civil war changed this (Tyrrell May 2009, 5).  The women felt that the paternalistic 

image of the male African leader, “the political leader as father and provider for the 

family/nation, one whose power is transferred to the next generation in due course, one who 

‘eats,’ but within reason, and respects mothers, wives, and daughters,” had been compromised 

(Tripp, 2001, 35).  Generations of Americo-Liberian leaders followed by equally repressive 

indigenous leaders had violated or “perverted these images through repression, excessive 

‘eating,’ and failure to provide for their citizens, leading to an erosion of legitimacy” (Tripp, 

2001, 35).  Thus women were compelled to act by asserting significant agency during the 
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conflict as we will see in the efforts of the Liberian women peacemakers, which were 

representative of a coalescence of the various examples of women’s agency exhibited throughout 

Liberian history.    

VII. A Historical Review of the Liberian Women’s Peace Movement 

 
And so we decided that, listen, this crisis is 
affecting all of us.  I mean, we are sitting 
here watching our children die, watching, 
you know, ourselves and others starve to 
death, watching our children being maimed 
and used as cannon fodder.  And quite 
frankly that we as women are stakeholders 
in this country…And we need to use those 
skills that we have to ensure that there is 
peace in our land. 
 
 Etweda Cooper  
 (Cooper, interview with author) 

 
Initial Efforts to Mobilize in Support of Peace 
The history of women as peacemakers in Liberia goes far beyond the formation of the 2003 

Mass Action for Peace that was portrayed in the documentary that has popularized the story of 

the Liberian women peacemakers, Pray the Devil Back to Hell.  Indeed, one could argue that 

the Liberian women’s peace movement is really a coalescence of examples of women’s 

positive agency seen throughout the history of Liberia and as described in the previous chapter.  

Simply recall women organizing in protest against the tax that adversely impacted rural 

peoples as a “type of patterned response [that] may serve as a ‘template’ for action” when 

“women feel collectively outraged by broader institutions” with broader institutions referring 

to sources of governmental and societal authority, such as the government of Charles Taylor 

during the civil war (Moran 1989, 450).  As will be discussed later, the decision of women to 
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organize for peace was based in part on an inability to further tolerate the status quo as 

maintained by “broader institutions,” such as the Taylor government.     

 
The cultural and historic roots of the Liberian Women’s Initiative (LWI), the first women’s 

organization to focus solely on peace, are not only seen in distant Liberian history, but rather 

also more immediately within an organization called the Women’s Development Association 

of Liberia (WODAL) founded in 1985.  As described by Etweda Cooper, a member of 

WODAL as well as LWI, the organization and purpose of WOLDAL was as follows: “…we 

held meetings once a month. And basically what we were doing was trying to see how we 

could empower women, especially young girls.  We had scholarship programs for young 

girls…and [we wanted to see] how we could empower women, you know, to move forward” 

(Cooper interview).  It is remarkable to note that just before the formation of WODAL the “the 

Federation of Liberian Women’s Organizations, an umbrella for women’s groups, was banned 

in the 1980s as being political” (African Women Peace and Support Group, 17).  It is likely 

that WODAL worked around this banning in that the members of WODAL could argue that 

they focused more on social work than political work.   

 
The monthly meetings of WODAL were eventually overtaken by concerns and discussions 

about the civil war.  Following a series of unsuccessful peace negotiations in the early 1990s, 

the women of WODAL decided that the time had come for them to get involved (Cooper 

interview).  Thus LWI was founded through “a mass meeting on February 2, 1994, for women 

from all walks of life, regardless of where they came from, their ethnic background or religious 

affiliation,” and LWI came to be recognized as a “movement rather than simply an 

organization or coalition of organizations” in that the actions of the women peacemakers 
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moved beyond discussions on the war as seen through WODAL to action against the war with 

a focus on a common interest – peace – that enabled the women to begin to realize “the 

potential for a movement into action” (African Women and Peace Support Group, 17; Tarrow 

1998, 6).  The decision to organize for peace through LWI and the organizations that followed 

it, according to Cooper, was a realization that “as women we feel that one of the things that 

happened is that men don’t go to war without women knowing about it.  As mothers, we can 

influence our children to join the fray or not, or our husbands.  We are also normally the first to 

know.  We act as spies, as well.  We are the ones who maintain the homes basically.  And 

therefore, we have influence” (Cooper interview).      

 
LWI members participated in various peacemaking and peacebuilding efforts throughout the 

1990s.  Particularly significant was the feedback given by LWI in response to the installation 

of a transitional government in Liberia following the Cotonou Accord of 1993 (Tyrrell May 

2009, 7).  LWI members “expressed opposition to the installation of the new government 

before the conditions outlined in the agreement had been met – especially disarmament – and 

urged the international representatives at the meeting to ensure that these conditions would be 

adhered to…They outlined the risks to the community peace processes and the chances for 

stability in Liberia if the transitional government were installed without effective disarmament 

in place” (African Women and Peace Support Group, 19).   When their warnings were not 

acknowledged the women organized a public meeting on March 4, 1994 to protest the 

transitional government scheduled to be installed on March 7.   As described by Amos Sawyer, 

who had served on the outgoing interim government:   

 I recall, even up to that day that the interim government was handed over, there were 
women carrying placards and saying ‘Disarmament has not taken place and this indeed 
is a mistake.’  If disarmament had taken place back in 1994, as indeed it should have, 
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we probably wouldn’t have had April 6, 1996 [when war came to Monrovia].  The 
advice of women had been ‘Stick to your agreements.  Implement your agreements’ 
(African Women and Peace Support Group, 20). 

 
The concerns expressed by the women peacemakers were disregarded and the women were 

told by mediators at the Cotonou peace negotiations that such concerns simply amounted to 

risks that would have to be taken (African Women and Peace Support Group, 19).  The calls 

put forth by LWI regarding the disarmament process were obviously quite prescient as the 

second stage of the civil war commenced in 1996 and continued until 2003 (Tyrrell May 2009, 

7).  At this point in the civil war, the Liberian women’s peace movement did not significantly 

impact a move by the warring factions toward a lasting end to the civil conflict for two reasons.  

First, at the time that LWI was organized, the state of the GoL had not deteriorated to a point 

whereby a wide enough group of citizens, including women, felt that they could challenge the 

government.  In other words, the political opportunity structure at the time of the inception of 

LWI did not include a situation such as one in which “institutional access opens, rifts appear 

within elites, allies become available, and state capacity for repression declines, [and] 

challengers find opportunities to advance their claims” (Tarrow 1998, 71).  Second, the ability 

of LWI to recruit supporters for their movement across cleavages within Liberian society, such 

as class and religion, was not strong enough to effectively address such cleavages.  In fact, 

LWI was noted as being unsuccessful in its efforts to “widen and strengthen the movement by 

engaging women across the fighting lines through individual personal contacts” (African 

Women and Peace Support Group, 18).  That is to say that members of Liberian society, 

including the women LWI attempted to recruit for the peace movement, were not amenable to 

the mitigation of societal cleavages.  In addition, members of the women’s peace movement in 

the mid to late 1990s were not as adept in addressing these cleavages as members of the peace 
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movement were later in the conflict.  Therefore, the ability of the women peacemakers to 

positively impact a move on the part of the warring factions toward a lasting peace was 

lessened by a political opportunity structure which did not motivate enough citizens in protest 

against the war and the fact that the women’s peace movement lacked the ability to recruit 

members in support of an interest shared across societal cleavages, that of peace.   

 
Despite a lack of success regarding the issue of disarmament following the Cotonou Accords, 

the Liberian women peacemakers did not relent; in fact they achieved a significant milestone in 

terms of the involvement of civil society in peace negotiations, particularly female members of 

civil society, when they invited themselves to Nigeria in May 1995 to participate in the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Heads of State Mediation 

Committee. The women reached this milestone largely through persistence.  Consider the 

following account of the women peacemaker’s efforts to attend the Accra Clarification 

Conference (a follow on the Cotonou Accords as well as the Akosombo Agreement) a year 

earlier: 

 We had written to ECOWAS…that the women of Liberia wanted to be represented at 
this conference and, again, they didn’t take us seriously.  They thought we were joking, 
so we proceeded to invite ourselves.  We lobbied for tickets and then at the end of the 
day, we got tickets for six women.  But interestingly, most of our benefactors were 
men…in the private sector, men from civil society (African Women and Peace Support 
Group, 24).   

 
As a result of their efforts, the women were eventually granted “official” status at the Accra 

conference (African Women and Peace Support Group, 24).  As significant of a milestone as 

the achievement of “official” status was at the Accra conference, the women “realized that to 

be taken seriously at future meetings they must be armed with written documentation” 

detailing the goals of their movement (African Women and Peace Support Group, 25).  As a 
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result, the women…produced a position statement on the conduct of the conflict and its impact 

on women, children and communities” (African Women Peace and Support Group, 25).   

 
This statement would inform the comments made at the peace negotiations in Nigeria in 1995 

by the representative of the women peacemakers, Theresa Leigh-Sherman, for it was at these 

negotiations that President of Ghana Jerry Rawlings presented the women peacemakers with 

the opportunity to speak to the assembled delegates.  President Rawlings introduced Leigh-

Sherman by stating that “we have listened to the men, we have listened to all the factions…but 

we have never listened to the civilians, we have never listened to our mothers, we have never 

listened to our sisters” (African Women and Peace Support Group, 26).  Following President 

Rawlings’ statement, Leigh-Sherman addressed the delegations at the negotiations as follows:  

 We hereby reiterate our demand that the women of Liberia be included in all 
discussions on matters concerning the state and the welfare of the people.  Our lack of 
representation in the ongoing process is equivalent to the denial of one of our 
fundamental rights: the right to be seen, be heard, and be counted.  This [denial] also 
deprives the country [of] access to the opinion of 51 percent of its human resources in 
solving the problems, which affect our lives as a people (African Women and Peace 
Support Group, 26-27).   
 

According to a Liberian peace activist familiar with the proceedings in Nigeria the response 

following the speech given by Leigh-Sherman was like nothing the women had experienced 

before in terms of receptivity to their advocacy efforts (African Women and Peace Support 

Group, 27, 69).  That is to say that this moment in the Liberian women’s peace movement 

represented what Tarrow considers “high points of contention” which “produce emotional 

pivots around which the future direction of the movement turns” (Tarrow 1998, 111).  In fact 

immediately after the speech, it was that “the whole conference made a turn, and it became a 

different conference.  It focused now on the atrocities that were happening” (African Women 

and Peace Support Group, 69).  Unfortunately, the efforts undertaken by the Liberian women 
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peace activists in Nigeria were done so in vein as civil war would consume the country again a 

few years later as rebel groups sought to challenge Taylor’s rule.  The women, however, 

remained undaunted and continued their peace advocacy efforts with regards to the GoL, rebel 

groups and the international community.  In fact as a result of the statement made by Leigh-

Sherman in Nigeria, “ECOWAS encouraged women to find ways to get the leaders [of the 

various factions involved in the civil war] to talk to each other…This signal led to their major 

mediation effort with all faction leaders, supported by the United Nations...Many Liberians see 

it as a key turning point in the long-running peace process” focused on the first stage of the 

civil war (African Women and Peace Support Group, 27).  

 
Further Efforts to Increase the Base of Support for the Women’s Peace Movement 
Beyond the unsuccessful efforts of LWI to recruit advocates for the peace movement across 

battle lines, in other words to forge a common identity across ethnic divides through the 

recognition of peace as a common and unifying interest, it has been reported that in the early 

stages of the movement the women peacemakers worked across religious divides as well so as 

increase efforts to nurture a “shared understanding of the meaning of peace, peacemaking and 

peacekeeping” (African Women and Peace Support Group, 34).  Such efforts occurred through 

the Inter-Faith Mediation Committee, which, as an organization, was indicative of the fact that 

in Liberia “religious beliefs, reflected in extremely high levels of affiliation to churches and 

mosques, are the foundation of many Liberian women’s commitment to peacemaking and their 

conviction that peace must start with the individual” (African Women and Peace Support 

Group, 34).  The level of success on the part of the women peacemakers to bridge religious 

divides at this time has not been reported in the manner that the ability of the women 

peacemakers to bridge such divides leading up to and through the 2003 Mass Action for Peace 
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has been.   The success of the women peacemakers in 2003 to unify Christian and Muslim 

women through the recognition that the atrocities of war do not discriminate based on religion 

illustrates that the women were eventually able to “tap more deep-rooted feelings of solidarity 

or identity” and thus bridge divides within Liberian society, not just religious divides but also 

to an extent class divides as we will see later (Tarrow 1998, 6).     

 
The precedents established by LWI and other like-minded women’s organizations, such as the 

Inter-Faith Mediation Committee, through the protests they organized, their persistence in 

promoting women’s involvement in international peace conferences, and the development of a 

common interest and identity among the women peacemakers primed Liberian society for the 

efforts put forth by the Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET), “a network membership 

of the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP)” beginning in 2002 (Tyrrell May 

2009, 8; Diawara email correspondence).  WIPNET had “two start off activities.  A 

consultative meeting with women organizations and a Training of Trainer' workshop involving 

twenty women.  It was the twenty trained women that worked toward the initiation of activities 

that led to the launch of the Mass Action Campaign [Mass Action for Peace] through which 

women protested against the war” (Diawara email correspondence).  Through the consultative 

meeting, “members of the Mano River Women's Peace Network (MARWOPNET) as well as 

other women who strongly supported women's participation in decision making processes were 

invited to basically be informed about the programs' establishment [the program being 

WIPNET] and for them to give their blessing and support to the process” (Diawara email 

correspondence).  This is interesting to note as the twenty women who worked toward the 

advancement of WIPNET were of a different educational and class background than those who 

formed MARWOPNET as well as those who had been involved in LWI.  That is to say that 
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MARWOPNET, for example, was comprised largely of elite women (in the case of the 

Liberian members, women considered to be of Americo-Liberian descent) with more advanced 

educational backgrounds while the women who formed WIPNET were largely of indigenous 

Liberian descent with levels of education that varied from degree recipients to drop-outs 

(Diawara email correspondence).  Many women working at the grassroots level and of 

indigenous descent with a more limited educational background felt, according to Gbowee, that 

the women of MARWOPNET “were doing their work exclusively amongst their age and social 

class group” and as such Gbowee and other women peacemakers operating at the grassroots 

level did not conduct their peace advocacy work directly through MARWOPNET (Taylor, 2).      

 
As part of the training of trainers program, participants were mandated by WANEP as well as 

the WIPNET/WANEP Liberian program to go back and train other women in peacemaking 

and peacebuilding techniques, but according to Lindora Diawara, Project Coordinator for 

WIPNET Liberia, for the twenty Liberian women who participated in the training of trainers, 

training other women peacemakers was not enough.  Thus, as Diawara explains, the women 

“embarked on a project called the peace outreach project.  It is with that project that we went 

out mobilizing women disseminating messages of peace, chanting peace slogans like ‘women 

awake for peace’” (Diawara interview).  The women who participated in the project “went to 

communities to get women, just to like generate, create their way about women’s role in the 

peace process” (Gbowee interview).  In reaching out, the women peacemakers were cognizant 

of the schedules of the day-to-day lives of the women they wanted to approach as Diawara 

explains:  

On Fridays, recognizing that we have a Muslim community in Liberia, we went to the 
mosque.  Working along with our Muslim sisters to take the message of peace.  And on 
Saturdays, recognizing that that is a big shopping day, we went to the different market 
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places.  On  Sundays that was a big day for Christians to go to church, so we went to 
the various churches, selected churches on every Sunday, to go and take the message.  
That’s how we spread out (Diawara interview).   

 
Participation in WIPNET’s peace projects grew organically with women approaching 

WIPNET and requesting to join the movement.  Thus the involvement of women in WIPNET’s 

peace projects in Liberia was not limited to urban centers, such as Monrovia: 

 We had a delegation that came down from one of the regions, from the central region, 
and said “we heard about the story on the radio.  We heard that women are doing 
something in town and it has caught our attention, and we came to find out exactly 
what women are doing.”  When we explained to these women what, you know, the 
whole process was all about, they now said to us, “well how can you lead us out?  This 
is not about Monrovia women, this is about us as women of Liberia.  All of us have felt 
the brunt of this war, and we need to do something about it as women of Liberia.  And 
so with or without your consent, we are going back and all we can tell you is that we 
are taking the message to our people.”  And before we know it those women had 
mobilized in villages and towns (Diawara interview). 

 
Despite this growth, there was concern expressed by leaders of the movement that it was not 

coalescing in the manner that it should.  In other words, the women were not acting together as 

one in the pursuit of peace; cleavages dividing Liberian society, such as that of religion, were 

continuing to hold the movement back.  As noted by Gbowee, “while we were successful, we 

realized that there were many flaws in terms of interaction between Christian and Muslim 

women.  There were tensions every time we went out, so we sat down.  We had like a meeting 

with them, one day the Christian women, one day the Muslim women.  And afterwards they 

signed a memorandum of understanding” (Gbowee interview).  The process of unification 

between the Christian and Muslim women peacemakers was lengthy.  In order to bridge the 

divide, Gbowee and other members of the movement had to realize a method by which to 

develop a common interest between the two groups.  As Gbowee recalled, “we had to start like 

finding strategic languages to use like, a bullet doesn’t know a Christian from a Muslim, really 

sitting with them to tell them that we share similar humanity even if we have difference 
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religious background” (Gbowee interview).  Again, we see the importance of a common 

interest to the vitality of the peace movement in that the memorandum of understanding 

between Christian and Muslim women peacemakers was signed in April 2003 as the Mass 

Action for Peace was getting under way, thus marking a pivotal milestone in the movement as 

Christian and Muslim women joined forces.   

 
Bolstered by increased unity among the women peacemakers, WIPNET members and 

supporters greatly increased the pressure on Charles Taylor through the 2003 Mass Action for 

Peace in that their protests at the Sinkor airfield in Monrovia strongly exhibited the women’s 

determination in that through their “sitting, standing or moving together aggressively in public 

space” the women broadcasted their identity as a group and strengthened their solidarity as a 

movement (African Women and Peace Support Group, 47; Tarrow 1998, 96).  As a result of 

the protests, Taylor granted the women a meeting with him through which they presented their 

demands for a cessation of hostilities.  The public protests of the peacemakers had another 

important consequence in terms of the movement’s strength in that in terms of social 

movements “disruption broadens the circle of contention” and as a result of the Monrovia 

protests “soon others were sitting in protest in towns around the country” (Tarrow 1998, 96; 

African Women and Peace Support Group, 47).     

 
The Liberian Women’s Peace Movement and the End of Civil War 
The efforts of the Liberian women’s peace movement during the civil war culminated in the 

women’s participation (albeit largely informally) in the 2003 peace talks in Ghana between 

government and rebel forces.  Liberian women peacebuilders, including members of WIPNET, 

issued the Golden Tulip Declaration, named for the hotel where many women peacemakers 

gathered in a meeting supported by “MARWOPNET, Liberian women’s organizations, and 
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UNIFEM,” whereby “the women’s position [with regards to the peace talks] was clarified and 

strengthened” (Africa Women and Peace Support Group, 51).  The declaration detailed a plan 

“to analyze the peace talks and strategize on how to include gender in the implementation of 

the accords” (UNIFEM, 2).  According to Gbowee, once the peace agreement was signed the 

women took the agreement and made it more accessible for the women of the Liberia: “We 

broke it down.  We set benchmarks.  At this time, you should see this happening in your 

community.  And this – and so what we started doing now was just constructive interference.  

We were involved in every process, disarmament, when it came time for voter registration.  So 

we just thought, there is no way that we can labor for peace and be out of the governing 

structure of this country, that we would get a female president” (Amanpour, 2009).   

 
Thus members of WIPNET transferred their peacebuilding skills to work in the post-conflict 

period to address immediate reconstruction and recovery efforts in a manner that would impart 

benefits among all members of Liberian society.  For example “just as women’s rights activists 

pushed for the inclusion of women in peace negotiations during the conflict, they also pressed 

for women’s inclusion in the postconflict government” (Adams, 481).  Consider the 2005 

presidential election mentioned by Gbowee above.  “WIPNET was also instrumental in 

ensuring women’s representation during the 2005 election…a coalition of 200 women, led by 

WIPNET, provided transportation, childcare, and supervision of market stalls to allow women 

the means and peace of mind to leave their work and register to vote” (Beckoe, 2).     

 
It has been frequently noted that “this support from Liberian women, which crossed ethnic and 

class lines” using methods similar to those employed during the civil war to unify Christian 

and Muslim women peacemakers, “played an important role in her [President Sirleaf’s] 
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victory” (Adams, 482).  Consider the work of the Minister of Gender and Development Vabah 

Gayflor leading up to the election.  Minister Gayflor was an active participant in voter 

registration drives and campaigns to encourage participation in rather than apathy for the 

presidential election.  As recalled by Minister Gayflor in a recent interview: “I made a 

passionate appeal to women on a tape that I sent to villages, to communities and let the 

community station play it, where I reached out to women from all walks of life to say ‘come on 

and register.’  We’re not asking you to join a party.  But be prepared to vote’” (Gayflor 

interview).  Voter registration statistics in terms of female voters as a result of efforts by 

groups such as WIPNET and individuals such as Minister Gayflor are impressive: at the start 

of the drive, only 15% of registered voters were women.  At the end of the drive, three weeks 

later, women represented 51% of registered voters (Gayflor interview).  Women identified with 

President Sirleaf at the time of her presidential candidacy in 2005 as being one of their own.  In 

other words, when men attacked President Sirleaf’s credentials or reputation, Liberian women 

interpreted the attacks as the “gender of women being attacked” (Gayflor interview).  As 

Minister Gayflor recounts, “they [Sirleaf’s detractors] were desecrating us.  They were 

insulting…And the more they said that, we got strong” (Gayflor interview).  This is to say that 

members of the women’s peace movement at all levels of Liberian society, from market 

women to elite women, gave significant strength to President Sirleaf’s campaign.  As discussed 

by Etweda Cooper, “it was a result of the movement that Ellen Johnson Sirleaf is President” 

(Cooper interview).  This point has not been lost on President Sirleaf who has repeatedly 

acknowledged, in particular, the significant role of the market women in her election: 

 Market women became the greatest constituency [during the 2005 presidential 
campaign].  They had seen men rule for years and decided the time had come for 
women to have a chance.  They went door to door campaigning not only among 
women, but among young people as well, including their own sons (Sirleaf interview).   
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The story of the success of WIPNET and the organization’s Mass Action for Peace has 

garnered much attention in the international press.  Before the positive press associated with 

this movement dwindles, we must consider how lessons learned by the members of WIPNET 

as well as other Liberian women peace organizations, such as LWI, can be shared and applied 

in other contexts.  The first step in achieving this goal is developing an understanding of the 

challenges and successes experienced by the Liberian women peacemakers involved in 

WIPNET, LWI and other affinity organizations in addition to acknowledging the cultural and 

historical factors that may have influenced their propensity toward success.       

VIII. The Impact of the Liberian Women Peacemakers Beyond Liberia 

 
I think this can definitely be repeated.  
People did it before we came, we’ve done it 
…People just need to rise up and rise above 
the politics that so deeply divide us as 
women.  
 

Leymah Gbowee 
(Gbowee, interview with Christiane 
Amanpour 2009, 3)  
 

The purpose of this research project is not only to add an additional perspective to the portrayal 

of the story of the Liberian women peacemakers; it is also to discern lessons learned that can be 

adapted and applied to women’s peace movements in other conflict and post-conflict settings.  

As Leymah Gbowee said in terms of the peace movement, “it can definitely be repeated…People 

just need to rise up and rise above the politics that so deeply divide us as women” (Amanpour 

2009, 3).  Using the lenses of political opportunity structure, identity construction and issue 

framing while also acknowledging the historical and cultural contexts particular to Liberia, the 

lessons learned from the Liberian women’s peace movement will be analyzed in a manner that 
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will enable women’s peace movements in other countries to benefit from the experience of these 

successful women.   

 
Historical and Cultural Factors Influencing Success 
As has been established, Liberian history includes strong examples of women exerting positive 

agency largely in support of issues involving the daily survival needs of their families ranging 

from protesting unfair taxes to protesting for peace.  Thus “women’s increasing visibility in 

public also seems to have some roots in a peculiar constellation of socio-political factors in 

Liberian history” (Fuest 2008, 204).  In other words, the successful women’s peace movement 

should be considered a coalescence of the historical exertion of women’s positive agency in the 

public realm in that the women benefited from a “particular history – and memory – of 

contentious forms” (Tarrow 1998, 21).     

 
In terms of the history of Liberian culture, women enjoyed a certain level of respect based on 

their gender prior to the civil war; that is to say that prior to the civil war, women were not 

objectified as a commodity, a mere object to fulfill someone’s need for power and/or pleasure.  

As noted by Minister Gayflor in recounting her childhood: “I grew up in a rural area, and the 

exposure of the woman’s breast was the sign of her beauty…They would wear their traditional 

clothes and dance.  And that woman wasn’t raped because of that.  It was accepted and 

appreciated” (Gayflor interview).     

 
The war, however, erased the respect for women previously established and recognized in 

Liberian society in that, as noted by Etweda Cooper, men “made war on women’s bodies…Yes, 

it is a power issue.  You can’t fight back, you know, you’re helpless…Certainly men use that, as 

well, especially in the kind of war that we were fighting.  This was not a conventional war” 
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(Cooper interview).  Women endured unspeakable violations of their bodies.  As previously 

noted, it is estimated that “as many as 75 percent of [all Liberian] women and girls were subject 

to sexual and gender-based violence (GBV)” (Campbell-Nelson, 7).  The war represented a 

disintegration of the fabric of society in a manner that surprised many Liberians in that they 

“didn’t really know Liberians were they way they exhibited themselves in war” (Adams, 479 / 

AFELL interview).  Paradoxically, it was this breakdown in society that represented an 

opportunity for the women peacemakers to expand and realize success in their efforts to exert 

positive agency in support of peace (Utas, 48; Fuest 2008, 202). 

 
An Altered Social, Political and Economic Environment 
Tarrow emphasizes the importance of a changing political opportunity structure to social 

movements whereby “institutional access opens, rifts appear within elites, allies become 

available, and state capacity for repression declines” and therefore “challengers find 

opportunities to advance their own claims”  (Tarrow 1998, 71).  As the impact of the civil war 

mounted, Liberia became a classic example of a changing political opportunity structure as 

defined by Tarrow whereby Taylor’s government was  considered anything but legitimate and 

the rebel groups failed to provide a palatable alternative.  In other words, there were no 

appropriate government representatives who could channel the concerns of the citizenry to the 

appropriate government officials.  The deteriorating social, political and economic environment 

resulting from the prolonged conflict increased the burden on women to a point whereby 

”peacemaking strategies emerged as a consequence of a division of labor that had relegated to 

women a disproportionate responsibility for maintaining and reproducing the household.  These 

responsibilities became intolerable in the context of civil conflict, and peace became the only 

solution to the problems of survival” (Tripp, 2000, 662).  Thus while organizing for peace could 
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prove to be a dangerous decision given the proclivity to violence throughout Liberia, the women 

organized for peace as the alternative of inaction in the face of continued conflict confronted the 

women peacemakers with costs they believed they could not bear and/or which outraged their 

sense of justice (Tarrow 1998, 71).  As discussed Diawara, “enough is enough.  So at that point 

in time we said to ourselves, we don’t care if we are going to be killed for whatever, but we must 

speak out and do something about this situation” (Diawara interview).  The ability of the 

Liberian women peacemakers to declare that they had had enough is likely based on the exertion 

of women’s positive agency throughout Liberian history as discussed earlier thus activating a 

“particular history – and memory – of contentious forms” (Tarrow 1998, 20).  Ray supports this 

contention in her analysis of the concept of “field” or “a structured, unequal, and socially 

constructed environment within which organizations are embedded and to which organizations 

and activists constantly respond” (Ray, 6).  That is to say that the “field” in which the Liberian 

women operated was created and shaped by a history of women’s agency in Liberia as well as 

the particularities of the specific political, economic and social environment that resulted from 

the prolonged civil conflict.        

 
Mobilizing for Change 
It is not enough for groups like the Liberian women peacemakers to simply identify a need to act 

and to mobilize for “the appearance of widespread contention does not itself constitute a social 

movement.  Without a network of interpersonal ties or a collective identity, these organizations 

gained neither the ideological unity nor the organizational fiber to produce a sustained social 

movement” (Tarrow 1998, 76).   Thus the importance of a common identity to the women’s 

peace movement.  At a very basic level, does the fact that the peacemakers organized as women 

render the formation of a common identity an easier obstacle to overcome?  Consider the 
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following: “in a way, organizing as women is itself a distinctive approach within the range of 

methods of anti-war protest.  It implies a choice – choosing the context in which you think you 

can work best and be most effective.  There’s a comfort factor.  And besides, as women you’re 

noticed in a particular way by the public, something that can be exploited for good effect” 

(Cockburn, 156).  In terms specific to the Liberian context, “mutual experiences of gender-

specific violence became a collective concern requiring measures to mobilize mutual help and 

external support” (Fuest forthcoming, 13).  This is to say that perhaps it should be enough for 

women to coalesce as a movement due the fact that they are women and that they have likely 

experienced the same traumas as a result of conflict.  While not discounting some validity behind 

these statements, one must be cautious in mitigating the amount of work that is involved in 

solidifying a cohesive identity behind a women’s peace movement.  In the Liberian context, 

there were many competing identities that these women held beyond the fact that they are 

women, including religious, class and ethnic identities.  And while indigenous ethnic identities 

do not seem to have figured prominently in the Liberian women’s peace movement, there were 

certainly difficulties in forming a collective identity that extended beyond a women’s status as 

Americo-Liberian or indigenous Liberian and as Christian or Muslim.   

 
The very divide that fomented the civil conflict, the perpetuation of the oppression of the 

indigenous population by Americo-Liberians or the elite versus non-elite members of society, 

was, as some assert, also visible in the women’s peace movement.  Consider the composition of 

LWI which was “all encompassing” when it was first created but which transitioned to more of 

an organization comprised of elites (Gbowee interview).  MARWOPNET, the regional 

peacebuilding network, was also considered to be an elite-focused organization, one that is 

comprised “more of the older generation” and in which “you don’t have a lot of young women” 
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(Gbowee interview).  This is somewhat contrary to the inclusive picture of MARWOPNET that 

is portrayed by Fuest in her assertion that MARWOPNET had “reportedly taken special efforts 

to embrace women from all ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds to expand the basis for mass 

action” (Fuest forthcoming, 6).   

 
This is not to say that groups focusing more at the grassroots level did not see LWI and 

MARWOPNET as possible sources for information and assistance on implementing successful 

peacemaking and peacebuilding strategies.  Indeed, it was the fact that LWI and MARWOPNET 

could serve as resources for the women peacemakers operating at the grassroots level that 

mitigated the class differences between LWI and MARWOPNET and the women who 

participated in WIPNET and the Mass Action for Peace.  Consider the following feedback from 

Leymah Gbowee, organizer of WIPNET and the Mass Action for Peace, with regards to LWI: 

 We actually walked in their shoes.  It was because of their boldness.  Actually one of the 
women who is currently the president of the board for the Liberian Women’s Initiative, 
Etweda Cooper, was my mentor and advised us during our entire peace movement 
(Gbowee interview). 

 
In other words, as WIPNET followed in the steps of LWI and MARWOPNET, it became evident 

that “once a cycle [of contention on the part of a social movement] begins, the costs of collective 

action are lowered for other actors, and master frames and models of activism are diffused” 

(Tarrow 1998, 8).  As noted by Cooper, “we [LWI] already had the experience – everything that 

was done in 2003, basically we had done in the 1990s until we had the elections in 1997.  So 

basically, the strategies that we used, some of the strategies that we used in 2003 were the same 

strategies we had used in [the] 1990s” (Cooper interview).       

 
In addition to seeking advice from Cooper, Gbowee also learned from the limitations of LWI.  

The fact that LWI transitioned into a more elite-based organization prompted Gbowee to focus 
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more on the grassroots.  In addition, Gbowee’s group did not require that the peacebuilding work 

be Monrovia-centered as was the case with LWI.  Rather, Gbowee and her group allowed 

“people to generate their own programs and to do what they felt was best” (Gbowee interview).  

In addition, Gbowee acknowledged the strong points of the focus of LWI on Monrovia-based 

work and in terms of it being an organization comprised of women of elite status in that LWI 

“had a very good relationship with the people in authority,” such as regional heads of state, that 

allowed them to bring “the women’s roles in the peace process in Liberia to the spotlight” 

(Gbowee interview).   

 
The description regarding the roles the various women’s peace organizations assumed during the 

conflict is not intended to take away from the common identity that the women shared as 

women, but rather to remind scholars and practitioners working in this field that supporting a 

women’s peace movement is not as simple as bringing women together; serious consideration 

must be given to the many, and sometimes conflicting, identities that these women hold.  

Another example of this in Liberia is the religious divide seen between Christians and Muslims.  

The manner in which this divide was bridged really speaks to the ability of the Liberian women 

peacemakers to recognize what Tarrow calls “the most common denominator of social 

movements…interest…It is the recognition of their common interests that translates the potential 

for a movement into action…But leaders can only create a social movement when they tap more 

deep-rooted feelings of solidarity or identity” (Tarrow 1998, 6).  The unity among Christian and 

Muslim women as portrayed in the documentary Pray the Devil Back to Hell was not realized 

overnight; rather it took “three years of intense work with both groups” to overcome issues such 

as concern expressed by Christian women that cooperation with Muslim women would dilute 
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their faith (Gbowee interview).  These women were able to unite as a result of the following 

reasoning: 

 So eventually we had to start like finding strategic languages to use like “a bullet doesn’t 
know a Christian from a Muslim”…Because the thing is if your child is sick today, and 
the sickness doesn’t know a Christian or Muslim. Then we’d look at the whole issue of 
how all of the women were feeling the pinch [of the civil war].  So those languages, those 
kinds of engagements, sometimes it was really, really long and tiring (Gbowee 
interview).   

 
It was this identification of a common interest that nurtured the development of a uniform 

identity among the Liberian women peacemakers as women for peace affirming that “identities 

are not always self-evident and do not ‘emerge automatically’ from a structural position but 

rather are created in the process of struggle” (Ray and Korteweg, 50).  Furthermore, in 

addressing the elite/non-elite and Christian/Muslim divides, the Liberian women peacemakers 

accounted for what Ray refers to as the fact that “organizations are not autonomous or free 

agents, but rather they inherit a field and its accompanying social relations, and when they act, 

they act, they act in response to it and within it” (Ray, 6).  Thus the cleavages within Liberian 

society, or the “accompanying social relations,” were addressed within the Liberian women’s 

peace movement and a common goal (or interest) of the movement was strengthened through a 

memorandum of understanding signed by the Christian and Muslim women peacemakers in 

April 2003 around the time that the Mass Action for Peace fully mobilized.   

 
In order for their movement to realize a broad impact, the Liberian women peacemakers had to 

extend their mission “in terms of frames of meaning comprehensible to a wider society” (Tarrow 

1998, 25).  The tactics employed by the Liberian women peacemakers to achieve the extension 

and acceptance of their mission are reminiscent of Tilly’s concept of WUNC – worthiness, unity, 

numbers and commitment (Tilly and Wood, 4).  “Worthiness” speaks to the identity of the 
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peacemakers as women, many of whom are mothers and the presentation of themselves in “neat 

clothing” or somber dress starkly different from the usual brightly colored fabrics of Liberian 

women’s clothing (Tilly and Wood, 4).  This concept of “neat clothing” within the “worthiness” 

category extends to the “unity” category in that not only were the women dressed in somber 

clothing, they presented their unity by dressing in the same color – white.  The concept of 

“numbers” and “commitment” were most aptly exhibited in the women’s protests day after day 

at the airfield on Taylor’s route to work regardless of the weather (African Women and Peace 

Support Group, 47).  The commitment of the women peacemakers to the cause was further 

enforced by personal financial commitments made by the women in support of the movement.  

As discussed by Diawara, “as women we would organize, we would talk about what we wanted 

to do.  If we didn’t have the money, we would put our hands in our handbags and say this is what 

we can contribute” (Diawara interview).  These WUNC displays helped frame their movement in 

a manner that was easily recognized by onlookers, both Liberian citizens and international 

participants in peace talks in Ghana.   

 
The positive utility of the Liberian women peacemakers’ daily protests as a concept of the 

mobilization of a movement cannot be underestimated for such actions exhibited the women’s 

“determination” (Tarrow 1998, 96).  In other words, “by sitting, standing, or moving together 

aggressively in public space” the Liberian women peacemakers promoted and reaffirmed their 

solidarity (Tarrow 1998, 96).  As a result, the women endeavored to negatively impact the 

“routine activities of opponents, bystanders, or authorities” thus forcing acknowledgement of 

their grievances (Tarrow 1998, 96).  The daily protests of the women certainly disrupted the 

routine of authorities as exhibited by the fact that they secured a meeting with Taylor as a direct 

result of the protests.  It was during this meeting that the women officially presented their 
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demands for peace to the sitting government of Liberia.  The impact of the protests would not 

have been achieved without the number of supporters that were recruited for the Mass Action for 

Peace.  Such mobilizations speak to the history of Liberian women organizing en masse to 

protest for they felt their status in society was strengthened by the number of those 

demonstrating support for their movement (Moran 2006, 48).         

 
The Liberian women peacemakers, while not a group structured in a formal manner, had 

procedures in place to ensure the most significant impact as possible from their protest efforts 

through an emphasis on the unity, numbers and commitment of the movement.  Consider the 

following: “each night we went over what went wrong, what went right, and then we strategized.  

So we made our plans for the next day.  Say for example, today we did a lot of press interviews.  

The next day we would focus our work towards maybe protest, picketing and then we would find 

strategic points” (Gbowee interview).  As discussed by Diawara, given that the movement was 

comprised of approximately 3,000 women, “all 3,000 women could not do the planning.  As a 

result there was like a think tank…There were more than twenty of us who would gather on a 

daily basis and plan for the following day…And whatever the think tank discussed would be 

taken back to the larger group” (Diawara interview).  The two-way communication with the 

grassroots members of the peace movement speaks to Freire’s conceptualization of the roles of 

the leaders and followers of a movement: 

 And since dialogue is the encounter in which the united reflection and action of the 
dialoguers are addressed to the world which is to be transformed and humanized, this 
dialogue cannot be reduced to the act of one person’s “depositing” ideas in another, nor 
can it become a simple exchange of ideas to be “consumed” by the discussants.  Nor yet 
is it a hostile, polemical argument between those who are committed neither to naming of 
the world, nor to the search for truth, but rather to the disposition of their own truth.  
Because the dialogue is an encounter among women and men who name the world, it 
must not be a situation where some name on behalf of others (Freire, 89). 
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Freire thus directly recognizes the reason for organizing WIPNET and the Mass Action for Peace 

at the grassroots level.  Prior to the inception of these organizations, women of Liberia interested 

in supporting peace felt that the women peacebuilding organizations established up until 2003 

represented a “situation where some name on behalf of others” in that the membership of these 

organizations were heavily comprised of the elite of Liberian society without substantive 

outreach to the grassroots (Freire, 89).  Snow and Benford also acknowledge the reciprocal 

relationship between the leaders and followers of a movement in terms of the framing of the 

movement’s issues in that “the relationship between the framing efforts of movements and the 

mobilization of potential constituents is highly dialectical, such that there is no such thing as a 

tabula rasa or empty glass into which new and alien ideas can be poured” (Snow and Benford 

1988, 204).  That is to say that successful movements include issue framing and mobilization 

that are participatory across all levels of the hierarchy of the movement.  While it has been 

indicated that the women involved with WIPNET and the Mass Action for peace positively 

acknowledged the support they received from elite-based organizations, such as MARWOPNET 

and LWI, it is evident that the support did not fill the void left by limited engagement on the part 

of the organizations at the grassroots level.   

 
The Lessons from the Liberian Women’s Peace Movement 
Establishing a cohesive identity as supported by issue framing was essential to the movement.  

For had the women not been able to demonstrate their willingness to look past religious or class 

cleavages, for example, the success of the movement would have been compromised.  The 

significance of this lesson to women’s peace movements in other conflict and post conflict 

settings cannot be overestimated.  The cleavages which confronted the Liberian women’s peace 

movement are not unique to Liberia; women in a variety of conflict and post-conflict settings are 
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dealing with deeply fragmented societies in which identities have been manipulated and 

differences afforded greater salience.  If the women of Liberia can work through these cleavages 

using what Gbowee called “strategic language” in support of issue framing and identity 

construction, such methodology should be adaptable to other contexts as it was based on the 

recognition of a common interest that enabled the Liberian women peacemakers to work through 

their differences.  In other words, “the most successful of them [social movements] transcend 

their societies’ cultural frames” (Tarrow 1998, 117).  In the case of the Liberia, the “cultural 

frame” to be overcome included the cleavages between Christian and Muslim women and 

Americo-Liberian and indigenous Liberian women.  Through addressing this “cultural frame,” 

Gbowee and other members of the women’s peace movement cleared the way for the 

development of “collective action frames” and “the capacity [of the movement] to maintain 

sustained challenges against powerful opponents” (Tarrow 1998, 2).       

 
It appears that the commitment expressed by the Liberian women peacemakers through the 

investment of their time and energy as well as limited financial resources in the movement 

enhanced the stature of the movement within and beyond Liberia.  Such commitment established 

the women as a formidable opponent against the furtherance of conflict and provided the women 

with opportunities to speak to Taylor as well as to positively impact the peace negotiations in 

Ghana in 2003.  Like the formation of a common identity and common interest, this commitment 

was formed through a realization that the scourges of civil war were negatively impacting all of 

Liberian society and that the civil war could no longer be tolerated by the women of Liberia.  As 

Diarwara stated, “enough is enough” (Diawara interview).  The key to women peacemakers in 

other conflict and post-conflict settings is recognizing when this commitment is emerging and to 

nurture the commitment in similar ways to that which was followed by the Liberian women 



Tyrrell Thesis 
NYU Global Affairs Program 

November 24, 2009 

© Katie Tyrrell 2009.  All rights reserved. 69

peacemakers, including the use of strategic language to strengthen a common interest and 

common identity.   

 
The success of the Liberian women’s peace movement also depended upon the ability of those 

within the movement to understand how the movement was evolving and what advocacy needs 

might be neglected as a result.  For example, consider the evolution of LWI from an “all-

encompassing organization” to a more elite-focused organization (Gbowee interview).  As a 

result the voices of the women at the grassroots level did not have as direct of a channel through 

which to be heard.  Gbowee recognized this gap in representation.  Thus the formation of 

WIPNET and the Mass Action for Peace.     

 
The publicity that the Liberian women’s peace movement has received as a result of the 

documentary Pray the Devil Back to Hell in some regards may be doing the Liberian women 

peacemakers, as well as women peacemakers elsewhere, a disservice in that the significant 

amount of time and effort needed to effectively address cleavages within the movement through 

the recognition of peace as a common interest and the formation of a common identity were not 

accurately portrayed.  That is to say that a critical observation in this analysis is that a successful 

peace movement is not formed overnight; rather it takes a “processes of struggle” that may last 

several years, as it did in the case of the Liberian women peacemakers, through which a common 

identity and goal are confirmed and supporters are recruited and successfully mobilized.  This 

process cannot necessarily be rushed.       
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IX. A Historical Review of the Women, Peace and Security Movement: From Beijing to 
Monrovia  

 
A society with the capacity to negotiate a 
sustainable peace (a peace that responds to 
the needs of all sections of society) is of 
necessity a society in which women (as well 
as women and men from marginalized 
groups) are fully represented in decision-
making.  
 

Judy El-Bushra 
(El-Bushra 2003, 31-32) 

 
The unanimous passage of UNSCR 1325 in 2000 was heralded as a watershed moment in the 

history of women’s rights for this resolution marked the first time that the UN passed a 

resolution addressing the unique and disproportionate impact of conflict on women and girls.  

This resolution signified the culmination of five years of effort on the part of a transnational 

advocacy network comprised largely of international women-focused non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) beginning with the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action which 

resulted from the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995.  The Declaration and Platform 

for Action called on the international community to “increase the participation of women in 

conflict resolution at all decision-making levels and protect women living in situations of armed 

and other conflicts or under foreign occupation” (Fourth World Conference on Women, 55).  The 

significance of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action is that “since the Beijing 

Conference in 1995 in particular, the global policy and legislative climate has moved visibly 

towards one in which the principle of women’s equality is no longer seriously challenged at the 

policy level.  However, many policy-makers recognize that serious shortfalls remain in 

implementing these policy frameworks” (El-Bushra 2003, 12).  To many members of the 

transnational advocacy network on women, peace and security, UNSCR 1325 marked the 
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realization of many years of effort to address shortfalls in implementing the Beijing Declaration 

and Platform for Action.     

 
Despite the significance of the passage of UNSCR 1325, women the world over continue to 

suffer in conflict and post-conflict environments devoid of channels through which their voices 

can be heard.  Why has a resolution that was passed with so much positive regard had such an 

insignificant impact and what impetus might encourage its further implementation?  Specifically, 

is there potential for the success story of the Liberian women’s peace movement to serve as an 

advocacy tool that can be used by the transnational advocacy network focused on women, peace 

and security issues in support of UNSCR 1325?  Such questions will be addressed in the 

following chapters which will cover the history of UNSCR 1325 as well as recent and upcoming 

developments that might serve to advance its implementation as well as the implementation of 

other UN Security Council resolutions focused on women, peace and security.   

 
History of UNSCR 1325 
For international NGOs focused on women, peace and security issues, 1325 signified “a turning 

point in the relationship between civil society, especially women’s organizations, and the 

international system, particularly the Security Council” (Anderlini, 7).  Through a continued 

discussion on the outcome of the Beijing conference, which included a focus on obstacles to 

realizing the recommendations put forth in the Declaration and Platform for Action, the impetus 

for 1325 increased.  While 1325 certainly had supporters within the UN, the conceptualization 

and shepherding of the resolution is largely owed to the work of the “Women and Armed 

Conflict caucus, a group of NGOs, working around the issue” of women, peace and security, 

who in early 2000 “organized several events to provide further information to Security Council 

members” on the obstacles to implementing the recommendations from the Beijing Declaration 
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and Platform for Action (Hill, Aboitiz and Poehlman-Doubouya, 1257).  As part of this 

advocacy effort, the members of the caucus, arranged for “women from conflict zones” to 

present “their experiences, tailoring their comments and recommendations to the specific 

mandate of the Security Council” (Hill et al, 1257).  Thus this coalition of international NGOs 

was engaging in efforts to frame the women, peace and security agenda in a manner that would 

be “relevant to local issues and resonate with the broader theme of global justice” (Tarrow 2006, 

75).  In addition, the women, peace and security advocates were endeavoring to “underscore and 

embellish the seriousness and injustice of a particular social condition or redefine as unjust and 

immoral what was previously seen as unfortunate but perhaps tolerable” (Benford, 416).   

 
The representation of women, peace and security issues by NGOs through the Women and 

Armed Conflict caucus was formalized with the creation of the NGO Working Group on Women 

and International Peace and Security.  This organization was established with the mission “to 

collaborate with the United Nations, its Member States and civil society towards full 

implementation of SCR 1325 and all other Security Council resolutions that address women, 

peace and security, including ensuring the equal and full participation of women in issues 

relating to peace and security” (NGO Work Group on Women and International Peace and 

Security website).  Such work is to be achieved through a “growing network of gender and 

security experts” including “a constituency of women, peace and security advocates among UN 

Member States, high-level UN decision makers, and civil society working on peacebuilding 

initiatives” (NGO Work Group on Women and International Peace and Security website).   That 

is to say that this network was formed to strengthen “new links among actors in civil society, 

states and international organizations” so as to “multiply the opportunities for dialogue and 

exchange” (Keck and Sikkink 1999, 89).  The formation of this group addresses Tarrow’s 
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contention that “the appearance of widespread contention does not itself constitute a social 

movement.  Without a network of interpersonal ties or a collective identity,” such groups achieve 

neither the ideological unity nor the organizational fiber to produce a sustained social 

movement” (Tarrow 1998, 76).  As a result of efforts to consolidate their common identity as a 

movement representing women, peace and security issues and to properly frame the women, 

peace and security agenda, UNSCR 1325 was passed by a unanimous vote within the Security 

Council in October 2000.  This signified success on the part of the women, peace and security 

transnational advocacy network in that in the context of UNSCR 1325 the members of this 

network framed the women, peace and security agenda in a manner that rendered it 

“comprehensible to target audiences” and enabled it to “attract attention and encourage action, 

and to ‘fit’ with favorable institutional venues” such as the UN (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2-3).        

 
The achievement of the passage of UNSCR 1325 further solidified the identity of the women, 

peace and security movement as largely represented by the NGO Working Group on Women and 

International Peace and Security in that “the process and substance of the resolution has thus led 

to a strong sense of ownership among NGOs” (Achuthan and Black, 8).  This is to say that NGO 

ownership over 1325 was developed through the fact that “NGOs had opportunities throughout 

the resolution development process to influence the discourse and debates of member States, 

both through direct meetings with missions and during the Aria Formula debate” (Achuthan and 

Black, 8).  Specifically, the Aria Formula debate, an opportunity for those external to the UN to 

“provide expert testimony on thematic issues taken up by the Security Council, in particular on 

humanitarian issues, the protection of civilians in armed conflict, children and armed conflict, 

and, more recently, on women, peace and security,” gave international NGOs as well as women 

from conflict and post-conflict environments an opportunity to discuss “gender-specific 
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conditions and acts that women experience as a result of war.  They also addressed the 

undervalued and underutilized leadership women demonstrate in conflict prevention, peace 

building, and rebuilding war-torn societies” (Hill et al, 1256).  The sense of ownership over 1325 

by the NGO community involved in women, peace and security issues is important to keep in 

mind as we move into an analysis of the issues and setbacks regarding the implementation of 

1325 for it has been observed that a lack of a sense of ownership of 1325 on the part of UN 

Member States has led, in part, to the poor implementation of the resolution.     

 
The Implementation of UNSCR 1325 – Issues and Setbacks 
The reality that took hold after the passage of UNSCR 1325 is somewhat grim.  The criticisms 

that have accumulated regarding the implementation of 1325 have been strong and have been 

registered not only by the transnational advocacy network of international NGOs working on 

women, peace and security issues, but also by the United Nations itself.  For example, consider 

the following excerpt from the 2004 Report of the Secretary General on Women, Peace and 

Security:  

Despite significant achievements, major gaps and challenges remain in all areas including 
in particular in relation to women's participation in conflict prevention and peace 
processes; integration of gender perspectives in peace agreements; attention to the 
contributions and needs of women in humanitarian and reconstruction processes; and 
representation of women in decision-making positions. Increased incidence of sexual and 
gender-based violence in recent years and the failure to provide adequate protection is a 
critical issue (United Nations, 1).   

 
The criticism of the implementation of 1325 as noted by the UN above does not specify the 

reasons for the so-called “major gaps and challenges.”  Critics external to the UN, including 

members of the NGO Working Group on Women and International Peace and Security, 

however, have stated these factors in a more specific manner, which include a focus on a lack of 

support for the resolution on the part of Member States for a variety of reasons, including as we 
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will see later no sense of ownership over the resolution and the poor composition of the text of 

the resolution itself, a lack of women within the UN and national governments, including, as will 

be discussed in more detail, as Special Representatives of the Secretary General and as heads of 

State, and the negation of women’s positive agency in conflict and post-conflict settings by 

overemphasizing the traditional role of women in society as supporting their agency as well as 

their identity as victims as a result of conflict.  What is critical in terms of the issues with the 

implementation of 1325 as summarized above is to recognize that transnational advocacy 

networks are “vehicles for communicative and political exchange, with the potential for mutual 

transformation of participants” who in this case include the women living in conflict and post-

conflict settings and the members of the advocacy network as well as the UN and UN Member 

States (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 214).  Without cooperation and coordinated action among these 

four groups, network impact will be limited.      

 
UNSCR 1325 is plagued by limited and inconsistent political support for the resolution.  As 

noted by Anderlini, “that is not to say that efforts have not been made, but rather that 

international and national actors undertake small-scale and often disjointed, ad hoc projects.  Too 

much depends on the will and interest of the individuals” that is to say the individual will of 

Member States (Anderlini, 119).  In a report on the implementation of UNSCR 1325 in a select 

group of eight conflict and post-conflict settings, Amnesty International noted that “there 

appears to be a lack of political will on the part of nearly all UN member states and various UN 

bodies and agencies to apply the provisions of Resolution 1325 effectively to specific country 

situations” (Amnesty International 2004, 3).  This may be owed to the tendency of UN Member 

States to relegate the women, peace and security agenda to something that only impacts women 

without understanding as Ms. Chesson-Wureh, Establishment Coordinator for the Angie Brooks 
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International Center on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development, International Peace 

and Security, explained in the context of Liberia: “women issues is everything.  It’s not just in 

the kitchen and cooking food.  You know, women’s issues is security, it’s peace, you know, it’s 

all of these things, it’s politics, it’s everything.  You know, in governance, all of this is women 

issues” (Chesson-Wureh interview).  The insubstantial amount of political will is also owed in 

part to what Mavic Cabrera-Balleza, Senior Program Officer with the International Women’s 

Tribune Center (IWTC), an NGO with an “emphasis on participatory approaches to work and the 

need to make explicit the linkages between global policies and the everyday lives and realities 

confronting women living in poverty,” considers a lack of ownership of the resolution by 

Member States resulting from the fact that the resolution was adopted by the Security Council 

and not the General Assembly (IWTC website; Cabrera-Balleza interview).  In other words, “as 

membership is limited, the majority of Member States do not benefit from Security Council 

deliberations on important resolutions” (Cabrera-Balleza interview).  That is to say that due to 

the fact that only 15 of the 192 UN Member States have the opportunity to participate in Security 

Council deliberations, there is a risk that many Member States may translate this lack of 

participation into a negation of responsibility for or ownership over resolutions passed by the 

Security Council, such as UNSCR 1325.  This is disheartening in that it was two temporary 

members of the Security Council who championed the passage of resolution 1325, Bangladesh 

and Namibia.  It is thus evident that the women, peace and security agenda as advocated for in 

UNSCR 1325 has not been framed in a manner that is understood “to mobilize potential 

adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists” (Snow 

and Benford 1988, 198).     
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This lack of ownership of 1325 on the part of Member States is further compounded by 

confusion on the part of Member States with regards to the identity and agency of women in 

conflict and post-conflict environments.  In other words, it is a failure on the part of Member 

States to comprehend the “dynamism of female agency” in that women can be mothers, wives, 

sisters or daughters as well as being victims of the conflict in addition to positive agents for 

change in the conflict and post-conflict period (Pollock, 77).  Thus a failure to recognize the 

multidimensional nature of women’s identities may be partly behind the woeful implementation 

of UNSCR 1325 as the full potential of women is not always given fair consideration by 

Member States when their identities as mothers or victims, for example, are asserted in a more 

significant manner than their identities as participants in peace negotiations.   

 
It is not just UN Member States that fail to acknowledge the multidimensional nature of 

women’s identities; some scholars working in the field of peacebuilding and conflict resolution 

studies fail to properly acknowledge it as well.  Consider as discussed by El-Bushra that 

“essentializing women’s roles as wives, mothers…discourages their inclusion as active decision 

makers in political arenas, as well as overshadowing the needs of other disadvantaged 

groups…The problem is that women’s roles as mothers provides them with a platform on which 

to approach and appeal to powerful men (an example perhaps of ‘the power of the powerless’), 

but it simultaneously undermines their desire to be taken seriously as political players” (El-

Bushra 2007, 131, 140)  Furthermore, El-Bushra argues “that the conceptual confusion around 

women’s role in peace building might negatively affect the work that women’s peace 

organizations do and the potential for a global women’s peace movement to emerge” (El-Bushra 

2007, 133).  Hunt acknowledges and criticizes El-Bushra’s stance in that “the notion that 

women’s contributions are linked to their being mothers (or scripted to have been mothers) has 
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been challenged by those who see a line between biology and destiny as confining, dangerous, 

and wrong-headed.  Yet, the women I have interviewed in conflict areas all over the world 

repeatedly state that they are motivated by the need to ensure security for their families (Hunt, 

562).  Scholars such as Pollock also take issue with the hyper emphasis on the role of women as 

victims as mitigating their agency vis-à-vis peacemaking and peacebuilding efforts.  As noted by 

Pollock “this narrative of ‘women as victims’ is operational only in a very limited fashion, as it 

fails to critically engage with the dynamism of female agency” (Pollock, 77).  Furthermore as 

stated by Utas, women in conflict and post-conflict settings act in a manner that is the product of 

“a range of realizable possibilities that are informed by specific social contexts as well as large 

economic and political contingencies” (Utas, 426).  In other words what is at issue here is the 

ability of women to assert individual identities that are multifaceted in nature.  In this context it 

is interesting to note that the Liberian women peacemakers were quite adept at calling upon their 

identities as mothers, wives, sisters and daughters to promote peace, something that has not been 

to their detriment in the post-conflict period as is evident by the fact that Liberian citizens 

elected the first female head of state in Africa.  As discussed by Cooper, “you can’t put it [one’s 

identity as a mother, sister, etc.] away completely.  I mean even when you were talking to the 

war lords, the ones who have a lot to lose, sometimes you have to talk to them as their mothers, 

as their sisters, as their aunts, as their female relatives” (Cooper interview).  Despite the success 

of the women in Liberia in utilizing multidimensional identities to their advantage in their 

peacebuilding efforts, perhaps it is the case that this multidimensional nature of women is 

preventing the women, peace and security transnational advocacy network from being effective 

in their efforts to ensure the “maintenance of meaning [in terms of the movement] for 

constituents, antagonists and bystanders or observers” (Benford and Snow 2000, 2). 
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The implementation of the resolution is also negatively impacted by the dearth of women in key 

positions within the UN as well as national governments.  Consider, for example, the number of 

women appointed as Special Representatives of the Secretary General (SRSGs) in conflict 

affected areas by UN Secretary General Koffi Annan.  During the period of 2000 to 2005 

“Annan appointed only two women as SRSGs to conflict-affected countries, notably Georgia 

and Burundi.  At the end of his tenure, out of eighteen SRSGs in conflict-affected areas, none 

was a women” (Anderlini, 212).   Beyond the appointment of SRSGs, “an inconsistent gender 

approach persists within the UN administration itself and in its peacekeeping forces…in 2005, 

the Report of the Secretary General on Women and Peace and Security proposed a detailed 

action plan for gender mainstreaming in accordance with Resolution 1325.  Despite these 

affirmative action measures, women still remain underrepresented in the UN system, particularly 

in the most senior positions” (Binder et al, 27).  The President of Liberia Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

linked the lack of women within the UN and national governments with the poor implementation 

of UNSCR 1325 in that the “implementation of 1325 has been weak due to the fact that people 

don’t see women’s issues as a specific endeavor – there is not a focus on women’s issues.  Most 

decision-makers are men.  We need to get more women into political office and decision-making 

roles to address this” (Sirleaf interview).  The lack of women in decision-making roles is 

impacted by a number of factors, including, for example, the fact that “women can’t compete 

[for national office] because they have not reached the level in society where they are making 

enough money to do so” or the fact that there are “always more pressing issues” to deal with than 

the integration of women into high-level positions within the UN (Sirleaf interview; Anderlini, 

212).  In the context of this particular critique, it is important to note that as of March 2009 
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“Liberia has the only serving female Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General” (GoL 

Liberia National Action Plan, 7).   

 
Regarding the composition of UNSCR 1325, one needs to only skim the text of the resolution to 

realize that the language on action by the UN as well as Member States is far from being 

required.  Consider the following excerpt, which “urges” action on what is classified as 

“voluntary” assistance: 

Urges Member States to increase their voluntary financial, technical and logistical 
support for gender-sensitive training efforts, including those undertaken by relevant 
funds and programmes, inter alia, the United Nations Fund for Women and United 
Nations Children’s Fund, and by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees and other relevant bodies  (UNSCR 1325, clause 7). 

 
As noted by Cabrera-Balleza, “the resolution is very broad and can be very vague for those not 

actively engaged in policy discussions on women, peace and security.  There are no 

implementation guidelines…there is no reporting and accountability for the resolution – nothing 

that compels member states to implement it effectively.  Compare 1325 with CEDAW which is 

very clear on reporting procedures” (IWTC website; Cabrera-Balleza interview).  

 
As a means by which to address the assertion that 1325 is too vague in what it requires, further 

resolutions on women, peace and security have been passed by the Security Council, including 

UNSCR 1820 which was passed in 2008 and addresses sexual violence as a weapon of conflict 

as well as a result of the environment of impunity that emerges during a conflict and which 

persists in the post-conflict period (UNSCR 1820).  That is to say that 1820 addresses the fact 

that “violence affects the ability of women to participate [in peacebuilding/peacemaking work], 

and implementing the resolution can help overcome this key barrier” and address concerns on 

the part of some UN Member States, such as the United Kingdom, which concluded prior to the 
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passage of 1820 that “a more actionable resolution was needed, one that would specifically 

address they types of gross human rights violations that were increasingly being reported in 

conflict-affected countries” (Achuthan and Black, 7-8).  The development of UNSCR 1820 is 

differentiated from that of 1325 in that “NGOs had relatively limited influence in the 

development of resolution 1820 language” although some did raise the concern that 1820 could 

“revert the discourse on women in UN resolutions to the status of victims, terminology that had 

strongly characterized references to women prior to UNSCR 1325” (Achuthan and Black, 7, 9).  

That said, it is interesting to note that it was women-focused NGOs within the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) that ensured the passage of 1820 by mitigating opposition through the 

submission of a “letter signed by 71 women’s organizations in the DRC that called on the 

Security Council to adopt a resolution using the strongest possible language to counter impunity” 

for acts of sexual violence (Achuthan and Black, 9).  Thus we see the development and passage 

of UNSCR 1820 as an example that “the development, generation, and elaboration of collective 

action frames are contested processes” whereby “all actors involved within the collective action 

arena who engage in this reality construction work are embroiled in the politics of significance” 

as is evident in the varied responses of the NGO community to 1820 and the championing of the 

resolution by UN Member States such as the United Kingdom (Benford and Snow, 9).  

Furthermore, some members of the women, peace and security movement assert that “a more 

general strength of having a new resolution is that it helps to sustain momentum on the broader 

agenda of women, peace and security, and it serves as an opportunity to remind the international 

community of 1325” (Achuthan and Black, 22).        

 
Perhaps that is part of the reasoning behind the passage this year of UNSCR 1888, which 

“requests that the United Nations Secretary-General appoint a Special Representative to provide 
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coherent and strategic leadership…in order to address, at both headquarters and country level, 

sexual violence in armed conflict…[and] to rapidly deploy a team of experts to situations of 

particular concern in terms of sexual violence” and UNSCR 1889, which reaffirms the Security 

Council’s commitment to UNSCR 1325 (UNSCR 1888 and UNSCR 1889).  But more is not 

always better and the worth of such resolutions is not recognized by all women, peace and 

security advocates.  Consider the following statement by Liberian woman peacemaker, Leymah 

Gbowee: 

They've come up with all of these exotic resolutions, but they lack accountability 
mechanism, and they're almost like toothless bulldogs. Talk about toothless bulldogs.  
Toothless bulldogs, 1325 is one, 1820 is one. I mean, one year after 1820, you have what 
happened in Guinea-Conakry few days ago. No one is compelling that military 
government to court martial all of those who raped women publicly in the streets 
(Amanpour, 4).   

 
In a very blunt manner, Gbowee sets the stage for a debate on the power and effectiveness of the 

agency of the UN itself in promoting the women, peace and security agenda, however this comes 

into conflict with the widely held belief that UN resolutions as well as relevant international laws 

dealing with human rights issues, such as the rights of women in conflict and post-conflict 

settings, are bolstered through pressure on offending governments through advocacy on the part 

of organizations such as the UN as well as on the part of members of civil society through 

reference to human rights mechanisms such as UNSCR 1325.  That said, it seems hasty to 

disregard theses resolutions.  As will be evidenced in the following chapter, the transnational 

advocacy network on women, peace and security as bolstered by the outcomes of the Liberian 

women’s peace movement can and is doing more to frame UN resolutions on women, peace and 

security in a manner that reaches a wider audience and in a manner that will impart more agency 

to civil society groups at the grassroots level so as to support the improved implementation of 

these resolutions.          
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X.  The Liberian Women Peacemakers as an Advocacy Tool for the Women, Peace and 
Security Movement  

 
So we’ve had calls from DRC.  We’ve had 
calls from Sudan and other people, women 
who are experiencing conflict to say to 
Liberia, how did you do it?  How did you get 
to the table?  And Liberia is saying to them, 
look, we are willing to show you how.  And 
we are willing to explain to you, you need to 
reach out to your sisters. 
 

Yvette Chesson-Wureh, 
Establishment Coordinator, ABIC 
(Chesson-Wureh, interview with 
author) 

 
ABIC and the Promotion of the Women, Peace and Security Agenda 
As a result of the positive outcomes of the Liberian women’s peace movement, including the 

movement’s contributions to ending the civil war as well as the election of President Sirleaf as 

the first female head of state in Africa, Liberia is finding itself well-positioned to serve as a 

global advocate for the further implementation of UN resolutions on women, peace and security.  

That is to say, Liberia is well-positioned as an example of “movement actors” who “are viewed 

as signifying agents actively engaged in the production and maintenance of meaning for 

constituents, antagonists, and bystanders or observers” (Benford and Snow 2000, 2).  The GoL 

recognizes its potential and is responding.  The actions of the GoL in this regard are seen largely 

in the International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development and 

International Peace and Security organized by the GoL and the Government of Finland (GoF) 

and held in Monrovia, Liberia in March 2009 as well as the Angie Brooks International Center 

for Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development, International Peace and Security 

(ABIC), which resulted from the Colloquium.   The Colloquium was organized in order to 

achieve the following:  
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“…the Colloquium will seek to empower women to become more effective leaders by 
linking with their peers from around the world and sharing and implementing best 
practices.  The second goal of the Colloquium is to establish Liberia as an international 
focal point on women’s leadership on international peace and security, as well as 
women’s leadership and development generally (International Colloquium on Women’s 
Empowerment, Leadership Development and International Peace and Security website). 

 
Specific to the implementation of 1325, the Colloquium was held in order to “bring together an 

international group of women leaders to identify the success and failures of measures adopted for 

1325”  (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development and 

International Peace and Security website).  Thus, the Colloquium set the stage for Liberia to 

become an epicenter  of knowledge with regards to women’s agency in conflict and post-conflict 

settings as supported by historical examples of Liberian women asserting positive agency, 

including the Liberian women peacemakers as well as Angie Brooks, who served as the first 

female President of the United Nations General Assembly from Africa and for whom the center 

founded in Monrovia to implement and follow-up on the outcomes of the Colloquium is named.  

Through the founding of ABIC as a follow on to the Colloquium, the GoL has acknowledged the 

following:  

There is a need for a new and independent structure and network for promoting women’s 
leadership, building on the growing attainment by women of topmost positions in 
governance and management.  A key focus of the Centre will be the promotion of the 
implementation of United Nations Resolution 1325 to enhance women’s role in conflict 
resolution and peace building.  The location of the Centre in Liberia is therefore 
significant in that Liberia is a post war country in transition, where the role of women in 
conflict resolution and peace building has been recognized (ABIC, “The Vision”).    

 
Furthermore, ABIC “will serve as the principle implementation mechanism for the outcomes and 

results of the Colloquium.  ABIC’s work will support results-oriented projects around the world; 

training to empower current and future women leaders; analytic work which will measure the 

extent to which women in power may be improving various conditions or policies…and to 

educate multilateral development agencies about the best ways to leverage change through 
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leadership development” (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership 

Development and International Peace and Security website).  Thus, ABIC will enable a cadre of 

women leaders from the grassroots level to the government level to “mobilize information 

strategically to create new issues and categories and to persuade, pressure, and gain leverage 

over much more powerful organizations and governments” through a “network [that] includes 

those relevant actors working internationally” on the women, peace and security agenda and 

“who are bound together by shared values, a common discourse, and dense exchanges of 

information and services” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2).  ABIC staff will “also conduct original 

research, and will publish interviews and stories on conceptual and practical aspects of women’s 

roles” in conflict and post-conflict settings giving further voice to what Pollock refers to as the 

“dynamism of female agency” (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, 

Leadership Development and International Peace and Security website; Pollack, 77).  Through 

such efforts, the GoL will endeavor to “signal to overworked and isolated activists that there are 

people beyond the horizon who share their grievances and support their causes” (Tarrow 2006, 

76).   

 
The goals of ABIC, a very nascent organization, are impressive and the realization of these goals 

will mark a significant contribution to the efforts of the transnational women, peace and security 

advocacy network.  Going forward, how will the potential of ABIC for impact on the women, 

peace and security movement, in part through the further implementation of UNSCR 1325, be 

measured?  The five stages of network influence as put forth by Keck and Sikkink along with 

processes that Tarrow describes as important to the characteristics of a “sustained social 

movement” as conceptualized by Margaret Levi and Gillian Murphy: “framing, trust, credible 
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commitment, management of difference, and selective incentives” will be used to assess the 

potential of ABIC (Tarrow 2006, 165).    

 
Keck and Sikkink state the five stages of network influence as follows: “(1) issue creation and 

agenda setting; (2) influence on discursive positions of states and international organizations; (3) 

influence on institutional procedures; (4) influence on policy change in ‘target actors’ which may 

be states, international organizations like the World Bank, or private actors like the Nestle 

Corporation; and (5) influence on states’ behavior” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 25).  ABIC will 

take the stages of network influence in terms of the women, peace and security movement as 

well as UNSCR 1325 to the next level through ABIC initiatives that will address shortcomings 

seen to date in the process of network influence by the women, peace and security transnational 

advocacy network.  In a manner, stage “(1) issue creation and agenda setting” has already been 

initially addressed by the ABIC through the development of the center’s primary slogan: 

“women unite: lift Liberia, lift Africa, lift the world”, which in short represents the goal of the 

organization (ABIC brochure).  What this slogan does not portray is why the implementation of 

UN Security Council resolutions on women, peace and security, including 1325, have been so 

poorly implemented to date and what ABIC will do to address this issue.   

 
This problem may reside in “issue creation” in that without framing the women, peace and 

security agenda as promoted through UNSCR 1325 in a manner that has a broad enough reach, 

the supporters of women, peace and security issues will experience little success in the other 

stages of network influence as states and international institutions will not adjust their positions, 

procedures, policies or behavior without understanding the framing of the women, peace and 

security movement in such a manner that delineates how the movement will benefit states and 
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international organizations.  In a certain regard, this speaks to the struggle between a focus on 

human security and a focus on state security.  That is to say that achieving the goals of the 

women, peace and security movement as detailed in UNSCR 1325 “sits firmly at the center of 

the tug-of-war between opposing notions of peace and security.  On the one hand, there is the 

minimalist, state-centered view in which international interventions are limited and government 

is king.  On the other, there is the maximalist, people-centered approach involving ideals of 

development and human rights and inclusivity.  The lack of clarity at the normative level 

contributes to the lack of effective implementation” of UN resolutions in support of women, 

peace and security, such as UNSCR 1325 (Anderlini, 197).  In other words, a continued focus on 

“the sovereign state as a form of political authority in this way precludes the conceptualization of 

alternative forms of political authority that might deliver the radical reforms of social/political 

order that the Resolution [UNSCR 1325] and associated documents purport to seek” (Shepherd, 

399).  Thus addressing the manner in which the women, peace and security agenda is framed 

may impact this “lack of clarity at the normative level” leading to a change in the positions, 

procedures, policies and behaviors of states and international organizations, such as the UN.  

That is to say, that ABIC must therefore work to frame the agenda of the women, peace and 

security movement so as to render it “comprehensible to target audiences,” such as the UN itself 

as well as UN Member States “to attract attention and encourage action, and to ‘fit’ with 

favorable institutional venues” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2-3).  This speaks to the notion of 

framing vis-à-vis sustained social movements as referenced by Tarrow and conceptualized by 

Levi and Murphy in questioning whether or not there exists a “common interest and compatible 

set of tactics” for addressing that interest” (Tarrow 2006, 165).   
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Plans to broaden the frame surrounding the women, peace and security agenda so as to have the 

frame serve as an “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the 

activities and campaigns of a social movement organization (SMO)” are already on the agenda 

of ABIC (Benford and Snow 2000, 2).  For example, it has been reported that ABIC staff will 

“articulate the interconnectedness of human and state security on such issues as the economics of 

insecurity, climate change, humanitarian intervention, peace building and preventing terrorism” 

within the broader women, peace and security agenda in an attempt to expand the audience 

which is receptive to a dialogue on women’s rights in conflict and post-conflict settings 

(International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership Development and 

International Peace and Security website).  In other words, as a member of the transnational 

women, peace and security network, ABIC will “actively seek ways to bring issues to the public 

agenda by framing them in innovative ways and by seeking hospitable venues.  Sometimes they 

[will] create issues by framing old problems in new ways; occasionally they [will] help 

transform other actors’ understandings of their identities and interests” (Keck and Sikkink, 1998, 

17).  In this regard, ABIC will position itself to “become a recognized international center within 

the vanguard of women’s leadership on global security, including the implementation of UN 

Security Council Resolution 1325” (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, 

Leadership Development and International Peace and Security website).  Through the 

broadening of the frame surrounding women, peace and security issues as well as through the 

establishment of ABIC as an international think-tank focusing on women, peace and security 

issues, the transnational women, peace and security movement will gain leverage through which 

to influence the latter stages of Keck and Sikkink’s network influences through an impact on the 

positions, procedures, policies and behavior of the UN as well as Member States.  In addition, 
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the characteristics of sustained movements as referenced by Tarrow earlier, including framing 

“to define a common interest” and the “management of differences” including addressing 

“tensions due to differences in goals, strategies…” will be positively impacted (Tarrow 2006, 

165).     

 
The Liberian Impact on the Boomerang Pattern of Transnational Advocacy Networks 
Beyond the potential contributions to the transnational women, peace and security movement of 

ABIC detailed above, it is interesting to note an impact on transnational advocacy methodology 

itself that has already been registered by the Liberian women peacemakers and which has the 

potential to be furthered by ABIC.  That is to say that the Liberian women peacemakers in their 

peacemaking and peacebuilding efforts challenged the advocacy logic put forth in Keck and 

Sikkink’s boomerang pattern of transnational advocacy networks through the direct action of the 

women peacemakers in their efforts to bring an end to the Liberian civil war.  In fact it is not a 

hyperbole to state that much of the success of the Liberian women peacemakers is owed to fact 

that the women acted directly against the GoL and the rebel factions.  That is to say, the women 

approached Charles Taylor and demanded peace as is exhibited in the following statement made 

by Leymah Gbowee on behalf of the Liberian women peacemakers to the Pro Tem of the 

Liberian Senate with Charles Taylor in the audience at the Executive Mansion in Monrovia in 

2003: 

We ask the honorable Pro Tem of the Senate, being a woman and being in line with our 
cause, to kindly present this statement to His Excellency Dr. Charles Taylor with this 
message: that the women of Liberia, including the IDPs, we are tired of war. We are tired 
of running. We are tired of begging for bulgur wheat. We are tired of our children being 
raped. We are now taking this stand, to secure the future of our children because we 
believe as custodians of society, tomorrow our children will ask us, "Mama, what was 
your role during the crisis?" Kindly convey this to the President of Liberia. Thank you 
(Pray the Devil Back to Hell). 
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The women peacemakers also approached rebel leaders directly and posed similar requests.  And 

when the requests were not addressed by the parties to the civil conflict, the women approached 

the matter largely through informal participation in peace negotiations, such as the 2003 

negotiations in Ghana as recalled by Leymah Gbowee: “so I told the women, sit at the door and 

lock arms, one arm within the other. And the next thing we heard on the overhead speaker was, 

‘oh, my god.  Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, the peace hall has been seized by General 

Leymah and her troops’” (Amanpour, 4).  Gbowee along with her supporters had barricaded the 

rebel groups as well as government representatives in the conference hall in Ghana until they 

proceeded with their negotiations.  A negotiated peace agreement ending the civil conflict 

followed shortly thereafter.  Thus direct action was paramount to the work of the Liberian 

women peacemakers and should be considered in terms of the following discussion on Keck and 

Sikkink’s “boomerang pattern” of transnational advocacy networks whereby “domestic NGOs 

bypass their state and directly search out international allies to try to bring pressure on their 

states from the outside” through which “international contacts can amplify the demands of 

domestic groups, pry open space for new issues, and then echo back these demands into the 

domestic arena” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 12-13).   The boomerang pattern of advocacy is 

exhibited in the following diagram: 
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 Keck and Sikkink 1998, 13 
 
This diagram illustrates that it is expected that local NGOs will seek redress for the injustices 

they are experiencing via an international intermediary in an attempt “to try to bring pressure on 

their states from outside” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 12).  In other words, according to the 

boomerang pattern local NGOs are not expected to employ direct action in the manner that the 

Liberian women peacemakers did.  Tarrow analyzes this limitation in Keck and Sikkink’s model 

in that Keck and Sikkink “applied the model to essentially bilateral – not multilateral – relations 

across borders…Their book left unspecified two other pathways of externalization: the use of 

institutionalized access and direct action (Tarrow 2006, 146).  This is not to say that Keck and 

Sikkink do not acknowledge the externalization of a movement’s efforts, but their discussions on 

externalization “went further in specifying that externalization depends on the workings of 

networks of domestic activists, their international allies, and parts of foreign states and 

international institutions” (Tarrow 2006, 146).  The Liberian women peacemakers did not 

necessarily have a strong cadre of international allies such as foreign states and international 

institutions advocating on their behalf.  That is to say that the “US and other international 
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diplomats and journalists thought of Liberia as just another broken-down African country that 

could be neglected with impunity” (Ellis, xxii).     

 
It is true that the Liberian women peacemakers did have support from at least one international 

intermediary in the United States – Liberian women in the diaspora who were prominent with 

regards to the advocacy work of Liberians United for Peace and Democracy (LUPD).  According 

to Ms. Chesson-Wureh, who was a part of the diaspora during the conflict, “we advocated 

Capital Hill.  We advocated at the White House, at the State Department and National Security 

and these major places, both in Washington and in New York, to help get the right amount of 

resources to Liberia” (Chesseh-Wurreh interview).  While Keck and Sikkink might argue that 

this is still representative of the boomerang pattern given that it is an external ally that is 

advocating on behalf Liberian women still based in Liberia, the counter argument would be that 

the Liberian women peacemakers in the diaspora did not rely on any intermediaries in 

approaching the US Government.  This is not to discount or ignore the support the Liberian 

women peacemakers received from regional institutions, such as MARWOPNET and ECOWAS, 

but many significant efforts put forth by the Liberian women peacemakers were in fact direct. 

 
It is pertinent to note that the women peacemakers did receive financial and capacity building 

support from members of the international community, although reports of the extent of this 

assistance are not consistent.  As noted by Fuest, “while I do not want to diminish the important 

role and intrinsic motivation of the committed women that have participated in the movement, 

the possibility that without external support the women many not have been mobilized to such an 

extent should not be overlooked” (Fuest forthcoming, 16).  Sewell adds that “support from the 

international community was a vital component of the women’s success.  The international 
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community provided women’s organizations with financial resources and conducted training 

workshops, which helped not only to fund the work of the women but also to increase their 

capacity (Sewell, 17).  Feedback from participants in the Liberian women’s peace movement 

raise questions regarding the extent of the support. Consider the following from Gbowee with 

regards to funding for the Mass Action for Peace and participation in the Ghana negotiations in 

2003: “it was local fundraising up until we got to the point of going to Ghana.  We got some 

money from the church in Denmark.  And then when we got to Ghana, the African Women’s 

Development Fund gave us some money.  After Ghana we had exposure now, so other groups 

were willing to support us” (Gbowee interview).  Questions regarding the actual level of support 

from the international community aside, it has been noted that the women peacemakers 

leveraged the support of and “developed an extensive network with the international community 

and were able to communicate directly with heads of state and UN personnel” thus offering 

further support for Tarrow’s critique of Keck and Sikkink’s boomerang pattern of advocacy 

(Sewell, 17).   

 
The example of the Liberian women peacemakers reinforcing Tarrow’s criticism of the 

boomerang pattern of transnational advocacy networks should be considered an exciting 

development with regards to the assertion of direct agency by local women peacemakers 

operating in conflicts in Africa and beyond.  ABIC has the potential to further the example of 

direct action on the part of the Liberian women peacemakers in that it will “generate increased 

resources and innovative ideas for women’s leadership, empowerment, peace and security 

through focus on the Liberian experience” (International Colloquium on Women’s 

Empowerment, Leadership Development and International Peace and Security website).  ABIC 

will achieve this through training activities on issues such as track II diplomacy which ABIC 
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sees as an “effective means for women to tunnel into issues under negotiation by stimulating 

parallel dialogue while diversifying the range of expertise, analysis and options made available 

to the negotiation process” (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership 

Development and International Peace and Security website).  ABIC is also undertaking efforts to 

build a cadre of community-based peace builders through training that is being rolled out in 

Liberia first and which seems to be having a positive impact.  Consider the following feedback 

on a recent Civilian Peacebuilders/Bridgebuilders training: “a successful outcome of this process 

will dedicate Peace Monitoring and Conflict Prevention and Transformation as a civic 

duty…This concept means that civilians can take ownership of rebuilding civil authority in post 

conflict situations” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the GoL).  Evidence of ABIC’s support for 

direct action in this case is not necessarily focused on influencing state actors as the Liberian 

women peacemakers, but the trainings nonetheless encourage direct action and ownership over 

the promotion and consolidation of peace.   

 
ABIC Going Forward 
As stated previously, ABIC is a nascent organization.  As such, empirical evidence on which to 

base an analysis of lessons learned from ABIC’s efforts to advance the women, peace and 

security movement, including UNSCR 1325, is lacking.  That said, one can still give 

consideration to areas in which ABIC might exercise caution in the implementation of its agenda 

to empower women and to “mobilize information strategically to create new issues and 

categories and to persuade, pressure, and gain leverage over much more powerful organizations 

and governments” through a “network [that] includes those relevant actors working 

internationally on an issue, who are bound together by shared values, a common discourse, and 

dense exchanges of information and services” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2).  First let us consider 
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the broadening of the frame surrounding the women, peace and security movement, including 

UNSCR 1325.  It is known that “global framing can dignify and generalize claims that might 

otherwise remain narrow and parochial…But by turning attention to distant targets, it holds the 

danger of detaching activism from the real-life needs of the people they [in this case ABIC] want 

to represent (Tarrow 2006, 76).  That is to say that caution must be exercised in broadening the 

women, peace and security agenda to connect it with the “economics of insecurity, climate 

change, humanitarian intervention, peace building and preventing terrorism” for these issues are 

of such a contentious nature at the international level that there is a risk of losing sight of the 

needs of women forced to endure unstable conflict and post-conflict settings, including an 

understanding of the means by which these women can take action directly in support of peace at 

the grassroots and country level.  A consistent and longer-term focus on the training efforts 

planned by ABIC may offset such concerns provided that the trainings continue to focus on the 

ability of women in conflict and post-conflict settings to take direct action whether through 

participating in peace negotiations, protesting war, or acting as community-level facilitators of 

peacebuilding efforts.   

 
The analysis of the potential impact of ABIC on the women, peace and security agenda would be 

incomplete without further acknowledgement of the risks to the advancement of the women, 

peace and security agenda due to the nascent status of ABIC.  That is to say that ABIC has 

outlined an aggressive agenda for itself – one that might prove to be too ambitious.  This concern 

is tempered by the fact that ABIC has admitted this and has stated its awareness that it “will need 

to take careful, but concrete and organized steps in the first year [April 2009 – March 2010] to 

lay the needed foundation for its global work” (The Angie Brooks International Center Proposed 

Strategic Implementation Plan April 2009 – March 2010).  As part of this, ABIC has detailed a 
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practical set of expected outcomes for year one including the following examples: furnish 

temporary offices and logistics including procurement of equipment and vehicles; recruit a 

technical director to also double up as Acting Executive Director to lead the establishment of the 

Center; recruit consultants to assist with design and development of the Center’s program; and 

develop a communication and advocacy strategy” (The Angie Brooks International Center 

Proposed Strategic Implementation Plan April 2009 – March 2010).  The intentions and initial 

plans are in place for ABIC’s positive impact on the women, peace and security movement, 

including improved implementation of related UN Security Council resolutions, such as 1325.  

Time will reveal the ability of ABIC to translate intentions and initial plans into positive results.     

XI. Conclusion 

 
It was not that easy.  It was very, very 
difficult.  There were times I’m telling you 
when we would – sometimes we felt 
discouraged.  Sometimes we felt we hit a 
stone wall.  And there were times, I mean, 
many times you were insulted, you were 
threatened.  So all kinds of things happened, 
and sometimes when you thought there was 
a breakthrough, you found that no, no, no it 
wasn’t really the case…Many times you 
need an idea and the courage that when you 
say I can do it or we can do it, you need that 
courage to continue, continue even if you hit 
little snags. 
 
 Etweda Cooper, 
 (Cooper, interview with author) 

 
The analysis of the broader implications of the Liberian women’s peace movement indicates that 

the success of the Liberian women peacemakers need not be unique.  That is to say that the 

success of the Liberian women peacemakers is accessible to women in other conflict and post-

conflict settings.  As shown through an application of key aspects of social movement theory, 
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including political opportunity structure, identity construction and issue framing, the lessons 

available from the Liberian context center around the decision of the Liberian women 

peacemakers to act as a result of a deteriorating political, economic and social environment and 

to increase the ability of their movement to realize success through the nurturing of a common 

identity as supported through the recognition of a shared interest – the pursuit of peace.  Thus, 

Liberian women peacemakers addressed multiple cleavages within Liberian society that were 

transposed onto the peace movement.  This includes the mitigation of class tensions in that, for 

example, an organization founded largely by women of indigenous descent, WIPNET, benefited 

from the experiences and knowledge available to them through organizations such as LWI and 

MARWOPNET, which were comprised largely of women of elite status.  In addition, the 

religious divide between Christians and Muslims was, for a time, a significantly negative 

influence on the women’s peace movement.  However, the religious divide was addressed and 

overcome through the use of “strategic language” on the part of women peacemakers such as 

Leymah Gbowee in stating, for example, that “a bullet doesn’t know a Christian from a Muslim” 

(Gbowee interview).  In other words, the strategic language helped women to understand that the 

civil war was negatively impacting all Liberians.         

 
While shedding light on a story of courage that might otherwise have gone unnoticed outside of 

Liberia, the documentary Pray the Devil Back to Hell does one disservice to the Liberian 

women’s peace movement in that it is not readily apparent from the documentary the length of 

time it took for the women’s peace movement to coalesce in the manner that was seen through 

the 2003 Mass Action for Peace.  In actuality, it took many years for the movement to unify 

through the processes referenced above.  As described by Etweda Cooper at the beginning of this 

chapter, the coalescence of the movement represented a lengthy and difficult process.  This in and 
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of itself is an important lesson for women’s peace movements in other countries.  A successful 

peace movement is not created overnight.  Rather, as with the Liberian women’s peace 

movement, it may be nurtured by a history of women’s positive agency and enabled to flourish as 

a result of a breakdown in the political, social and economic order of a country and through the 

application of prudent efforts to develop a common identity and interest over the course of many 

years.   

 
With regards to the transnational women, peace and security movement, the Liberian women’s 

peace movement is poised to serve as an impetus for the improved implementation of UN 

Security Council Resolutions in support of women, peace and security issues through the creation 

of ABIC in Monrovia, Liberia in that one of ABIC’s goals is to “generate increased resources and 

innovative ideas for women’s leadership, empowerment, peace and security through focus on the 

Liberian experience” (International Colloquium on Women’s Empowerment, Leadership 

Development and International Peace and Security website).  That is to say that ABIC will 

disseminate lessons learned from the Liberian women’s peace movement.  This is particularly 

interesting to note with regards to the direct action in advocating for peace as taken by the 

Liberian women peacemakers in comparison to the boomerang pattern of transnational advocacy 

networks whereby local NGOs are expected to seek assistance from international intermediaries 

and avoid directly confronting their own governments.   

 
In addition, as ABIC, currently a nascent organization, establishes itself as an epicenter of 

knowledge with regards to women, peace and security issues, staff of the organization will 

endeavor to broaden the frame surrounding women, peace and security issues so as to render 

women, peace and security issues more “comprehensible to target audiences,” such as the UN as 
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well as UN Member States, so as “to attract attention and encourage action, and to ‘fit’ with 

favorable institutional venues (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2-3).  In other words, ABIC will endeavor 

to broaden the base of support for the implementation of UN Security Council resolutions 

focused on issues of women, peace and security, such as UNSCR 1325.   

 
Again, the story of the Liberian women peacemakers is not just a story for Liberia.  There are 

women peacemakers the world over anxious to share lessons learned with their sisters in conflict.  

As we have seen, Liberian women peacemakers have already been approached by women in 

Sudan and the DRC, for example, to discuss best practices in mobilizing in support of peace.  It is 

incumbent not only on the GoL through ABIC to support the dissemination of such knowledge; 

rather it is also the responsibility of the broader community of scholars and practitioners working 

in the field of peacemaking and conflict resolution to support such efforts to the fullest and most 

practicable extent possible.   
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Appendix 1: Map of the Republic of Liberia 

 

 
From: Republic of Liberia: Liberia’s Progress Towards the Millennium Development Goals 
2008. 
 
 


