
Vision and Motivation

For Liberians, 2003 marked the 

fourteenth year of a relentless and bloody 

civil war. After coming to power in a coup 

in 1989, President Charles Taylor struggled 

to keep control over a country divided by 

rebel factions. Both the rebels and the 

harassment and violence on the people of 

Liberia in the course of the inter-ethnic 

struggle; by 2002, over 200,000 people 

had died, and a third of the country’s 

population was displaced.1 Although the 

consequences of war spared few Liberians, 

women bore the brunt of the suffering. 

While the armed combatants were almost 

entirely male, women and girls regularly 

faced sexual assault and rape. Others were 

abducted, abused as forced laborers, or 

forced to marry the rebels. Those women 

who escaped such a fate were left with the 
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task of caring for children and the elderly 
2

During the years of warfare, Liberian 

women “had to endure the pain of 

watching their young sons…be forcibly 

recruited into the army. A few days later 

these young men would come back into the 

same village, drugged up, and were made 

to execute their own family members. 

Women had to bear the pain of seeing their 

young daughters... be used as sex slaves 

[w]omen had to sit by and watch their 

husbands, their fathers be taken away. In 

most instances these men were killed, and 

some of them were hacked to pieces."3

Unable to tolerate yet another year of 

women launched a non-violent campaign 

for peace, uniting under the words of 

take the destiny of this tiny nation into 

our own hands.”4 Gbowee declared, “In 

the past we were silent, but after being 

killed, raped, dehumanized, and infected 

with diseases…war has taught us that the 

future lies in saying NO to violence and 

YES to peace!”5 In a society where ethnic 

and religious tension was rife, women 

from Muslim and Christian organizations, 

of both indigenous and elite Americo-

Liberian classes, united to form Women of 

Liberia Mass Action for Peace.

Goals and Objectives

After years of economic 

impoverishment, instability, and violence, 

there appeared to be no end in sight to the 
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struggle for ethnic-political supremacy. 

Nor was there willingness on either side to 

negotiate a solution for peace in Liberia. 

Taylor proclaimed that he would never 

the last solider died rather than give up 

sovereignty to international peacekeepers.6 

As the country fell more deeply into a 

state of chaos and destruction, women 

grew increasingly and systematically 

marginalized. Though women felt most 

were largely absent from any peacemaking 

efforts.7

The West Africa Network for 

Peacebuilding (WANEP), a regional 

peacebuilding association based in Ghana, 

realized the gravity of the situation and 

voiced growing concern over the status of 

women in Liberia, as well as the women 

of other war-torn nations in West Africa. 

In 2001, WANEP established the Women 

in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET).8 

WIPNET was founded on the premise that 

“systematic violence against women such 

as rape, forced prostitution, mutilation, 

etc., was an expression of a deeper 

systemic disregard for women existing in 

West African societies... By using women’s 

numerical strength and their ability to 

mobilize around key issues, it would be 

possible to ensure that they could play a 

central role in formal peace processes and 

decision-making in the region.”9 WIPNET 

operated in several West African countries, 

and mediation, empowering rural and 

marginalized women, and opposing 
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community violence.10 In the Liberian 

branch, the initial organization meeting 

was comprised of only four women. 

However, the WIPNET general network of 

women increased exponentially, with over 

at its peak in mid-2003.11

fundamental problems with the peace and 

there was a gap between the participation 

of men and women in the peacemaking 

process. Second, because they had little 

place in discussions, women’s needs were 

not being met in the recommendations 

Third, women who did participate in the 

peacekeeping process were not being taken 

seriously and thus were being underutilized. 

Fourth, in order for peace to occur, women 

needed to be educated on peace-building 

theories and skills. All of these problems 

would be addressed, WIPNET leaders 

asserted, if women created their own space 

fundamental problems with the peace and 

there was a gap between the participation 

of men and women in the peacemaking 

process. Second, because they had little 

place in discussions, women’s needs were 

not being met in the recommendations 

Third, women who did participate in the 

peacekeeping process were not being 

taken seriously and thus were being 

underutilized. Fourth, in order for peace 

to occur, women needed to be educated 
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on peace-building theories and skills. All 

of these problems would be addressed, 

WIPNET leaders asserted, if women 

created their own space to organize.12

WIPNET’s Women of Liberia Mass 

effort to create a women-only movement 

for peace. The women’s campaign had three 

come to an immediate, unconditional 

between the government and rebel forces, 

and that international intervention forces 

be deployed to Liberia.13 The movement 

did not take a political side; its goal was 

absolute peace. “We’d been pushed to the 

“Giving up wasn’t an option. Peace was 

the only way we could survive. We would 
14

Leadership

Although the structure of WIPNET 

discouraged a formal leader, its core 

members elected Leymah Gbowee, a social 

worker active in the Lutheran Church, to 

be the coordinator and spokesperson for 

the Mass Action for Peace.15 The campaign 

formed as the Christian Women’s Peace 

Initiative, with Gbowee appealing to the 

women of church congregations to unite 

against both Taylor’s tyrannical regime 

and the violence of the rebels.16 Soon, 

Gbowee’s network of women expanded 

to include Christians and Muslims alike. 

Despite years of learned prejudice, these 

women of different faiths and ethnicities 
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were united by their shared experience as 

mothers, sisters, daughters, and aunts. The 

Mass Action for Peace was not simply a 

place for protest, but also a place of support 

for these women peacekeepers who had 

become isolated by years of war.

A gifted orator, Gbowee developed a 

narrative that expressed how the individual, 

particularly the woman, suffers daily the 

only to see its end. In a passionate address 

to Charles Taylor, Gbowee expressed the 

of war, we are tired of running, we are tired 

of begging for bulgar wheat, we are tired 

of our children being raped. We are now 

taking this stand…because we believe as 

custodians of this society, tomorrow our 

children will ask us ‘Mama, what was your 

role during the crisis?’”17 With this speech, 

Gbowee stood at the forefront of the 

movement and became the embodiment of 

Mass Action for Peace.

Civic Environment

The Women of Liberia Mass Action for 

Peace movement formed during a period in 

Liberia’s history when civil liberties were 

extremely limited. In 2002, Taylor imposed 

a state of emergency to counter the rebel 

group Liberians United for Reconciliation 

and Democracy (LURD) that was quickly 

approaching the capital, Monrovia. 

However, most Liberians believed that 

the declaration of a state of emergency 

was simply another attempt to suppress 

opposition to Taylor’s regime.18 Human 

rights advocates, journalists, and other 
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civil society members found themselves 

under arrest and held as political prisoners; 

many were tortured and eventually killed 

by Taylor’s special security and “Anti-

Terrorism Unit.”19 While the independent 

media in Liberia survived among the 

corruption, war, and political suppression, 

they remained subject to harassment and 

often resorted to self-censorship to ensure 

their security.20

The environment in Liberia was not 

conducive to any form of protest. During 

the fourteen years of war, its infrastructure 

had deteriorated rapidly, and most 

Liberians lived without running water 

or electricity. An entire generation had 

grown up without ever seeing a television, 

let alone using the Internet.21 This 

undoubtedly helped to isolate activists 

and to obstruct the spread of ideas. While 

the right to strike and organize remained 

permitted by law, Taylor cracked down 

on public gatherings and protests in fear 

that the message of the protestors would 

embarrass his administration further in the 

eyes of the international community.

However, the women of the Mass 

Action for Peace were not dissuaded 

by the intimidation, and found ways to 
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continue their peaceful protest. Although 

the movement formed in response to the 

marginalization of women, WIPNET 

members actively embraced and organized 

around their identity as women. They 

continually referred to their status as 

sisters, mothers, and wives - all acceptable 

and valued female roles in Liberian 

and nonthreatening stereotype of women. 

“Policy makers are sympathetic to the 

word ‘woman,’ because they remember 

how well their mothers took care of 

them,” Gbowee noted.22 This sentiment 

allowed WIPNET a level of access to both 

other groups may have been unable to 

attain.23

Message and Audience

By March 2003, LURD’s anti-Taylor 

coalition of warlords had gained control 

of approximately two-thirds of the 

countryside.24 Although the dictatorial 

Taylor began to lose power, the violence 

persisted. The Mass Action for Peace 

needed their message to reach the 

combatants. With the prospect of a rapid 

to expand their efforts by gaining the 

support of Liberian religious authorities. 

and church clergy members with the 

Taylor’s government. They then enlisted 

over the warlords, holding meetings after 

Friday prayer to engage the imams in 
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dialogue.25

Despite the tenuous state of the Liberian 

media, the Catholic Church-owned radio 

station Radio Veritas publicized the 

women’s peaceful forms of protest. Soon 

WIPNET and its Mass Action for Peace 

gained the attention of the mainstream 

news both in and outside of Liberia.26 This 

media coverage heightened the frequency 

and scope of the Mass Action for Peace’s 

activism. Rallying around a centrally 

prayed for hours on end. As a representation 

of their unity and shared commitment to 

peace, all in attendance wore only white 

and removed all jewelry and makeup, 

thereby concealing indications of class 

or religious difference.27 They carried 

a banner that declared, “the women 

of Liberia want peace now,” and even 

held a “sex strike.” This form of protest, 

documented even in ancient Greece by 

playwright Aristophanes, was deployed by 

the women to pressure their husbands to 

become involved in promoting the peace 

talks.28 Membership of the Mass Action for 

Peace soon increased to the thousands.

The movement refused to take sides 

discussion of politics or government 

actions in order to focus solely on peace. 

Their activism aimed to persuade both 

with President Taylor, even occupying a 

Taylor granted them a hearing, over 2,000 
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women congregated outside the executive 

mansion and pled their case for peace. 

Both the women’s mass mobilization, and 

the fear of ostracism from the international 

community, convinced Taylor to promise 

to attend peace talks in Ghana.29 After 

Taylor agreed to participate in talks, the 

Mass Action for Peace faced the task 

of persuading the rebels as well. They 

sent representatives to confront the rebel 

leaders in Sierra Leone. Women lined 

the streets around the rebels’ hotels until 

us, they thought we were supporting 

Taylor, and then they said, ‘Why did 

youcome?’” WIPNET member Asatu 

Kenneth remembers. “I spoke in tears, and 

all the women were crying, and I think 

they saw it... and we said, no, we are not 

representing the government of Liberia, 

we are representing the women of Liberia, 

and we had a breakthrough.”30

The campaign’s attempt to appeal 

universally to women, not simply 

Christians, Muslims, or a particular ethnic 

or socioeconomic group, was revolutionary 

in Liberia. It allowed WIPNET to mobilize 

large numbers of women, even recruiting 

enough Liberian refugee women in 

Ghana to sustain pressure while the 

peace talks occurred. However, as talks 

continued, the International Criminal 

Court indicted Charles Taylor for crimes 

against humanity for his role in funding 

former Revolutionary United Front rebels 

abandoning his delegation and the peace 
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negotiations. However, the women of the 

Mass Action for Peace refused to lose 

hope for a peaceful resolution to Liberia’s 

the Guinean and American embassies.31

By July, violence had worsened in 

Monrovia. Unwilling to tolerate another 

month of dead-end negotiations, 200 

women held a sit-in at the peace talks in 

Ghana, demanding that the parties come 

to a conclusion. Authorities attempted 

to arrest them, but to no avail. When 

negotiators tried to exit, Gbowee and the 

women threatened to strip off their clothes, 

an act that would shame male delegates.32 

Physically barricading the delegates in the 

assembly room, the women only agreed 

to leave when the chief mediator met 

with them and promised to establish a 

peace agreement. “They started jumping 

through the windows,” Cecelia Danuweli 

recalled, “because they knew we were 

serious and the chief mediator came out, 

he pleaded with us and we said no, we 

wassigned. And he got angry, he went in 

and blasted them. He told them, “if those 

women out there continue... because they 

are angry, they will come in here and they 

will do just what they please, so please, we 

have to do something, so that those women 

can leave the place."33

 Two weeks later, under the women’s 

demands and threats from the international 

community to deny Liberia much-needed 

an agreement. Charles Taylor was exiled to 
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Nigeria, UN peacekeeping forces entered 

Monrovia, and a transitional government 

with warlords in leadership positions 

formed that later led to democratic 

elections.34 On November 23, 2005, 

Liberia elected Ellen Johnson Sirleaf to the 
35 After two and a half 

years, the women’s mass action campaign 

Outreach Activities

The strength of WIPNET lay in its 

ability to build coalitions between West 

African Christians and Muslims. Gbowee 

the Christian Women’s Initiative from 

St. Peter’s Lutheran Church, Monrovia, 

but the Women of Liberia Mass Action 

for Peace was only successful when it 

included the members of the Liberian 

Muslim Women’s Organization, founded 

by Asatu Bah Kenneth.36 Because of its 

appeal to a shared belief in the power of 

nonviolence and prayer, the Mass Action 

for Peace campaign quickly earned the 

support of religious organizations in 

Liberia and around the world, including 

the Church World Service, a faith-based 

humanitarian organization, and the 

Lutheran World Federation.37 However, 

this interfaith collaboration did not exist 

without challenges; some Christian 

members originally worried that working 

alongside Muslim women would dilute 

their faith. However, Gbowee insisted 

that peacemaking must be without 

discrimination because the dangers of 
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know Christian from Muslim?”38

In Liberia, WIPNET did not disappear 

The women of the Mass Action for Peace 

were key participants in reconstruction 

efforts. Their position within Liberian 

communities often made them more 

effective than their UN peacekeeper 

partners. Ex-combatants were more 

cooperative in disarmament campaigns 

when urged by WIPNET women, who 

were often familiar members of their 

community, to give up their weapons. The 

women’s work during the UN mission 

efforts, as well as their leadership within 

Liberian communities.39 In addition to 

disarmament, WIPNET members also 

played a central role in increasing women’s 

participation in politics. They registered 

voters, particularly female voters, with 

great success; women constituted half of 

the country’s registered voters in the 2005 

election of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf.40

Outside Liberia, lessons learned from 

the Mass Action for Peace protest spread 

throughout Africa. In Sierra Leone, 

WIPNET members led nonviolence 

activism training in preparation for the 

ever West African Women’s Elections 

Observation Mission, inviting women 

from throughout West Africa to observe 

Liberia’s 2011 elections.41 Women in 

other nations replicated the tactics of the 

Mass Action for Peace to address their 

own problems; in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, 
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Muslim and Christian women dressed 

in white peacefully protested to “end the 

political stalemate and worsening security 

situation” of their own country in 2011.42 

The success of the Mass Action for Peace 

emphasized a renewed awareness of the 

potential of African women in political 

life that transgressed boundaries. In 

2011, the international impact of this 

Peace Prize was awarded to three women 

and President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and 

Leymah Gbowee of Liberia.

WIPNET continues to peacebuild and 

to advocate against sexual and gender-

based violence. Their goal is based in the 

should Liberians allow manipulation, 

prejudice, or abuse from their government. 

“We are determined to fashion ourselves 

and our children into a people capable 

of distinguishing the vultures and the 

opportunists,” Gbowee declared, “We 

are determined to fashion ourselves and 

our children into a people who demand 

and support good governance and are 

challenged to participate in it.”43

In organizing for peace, Gbowee and 

the women of WIPNET modeled the 
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that heard and valued the voices of both 

women and men, both Christians and 

Muslims. In her Nobel lecture, Gbowee 

stressed that the work of the Mass Action 

“We succeeded when no one thought we 

would, we were the conscience of the 

ones who had lost their consciences in the 

quest for power and political positions... 

as we celebrate our achievement, let us 

remind ourselves that victory is still afar. 

There is no time to rest until our world 

achieves wholeness and balance, where 

all men and women are considered equal

and free.”44
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