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Executive summary and acknowledgements

Executive summary

Women in Liberia mobilized and took a very active role in putting an end to the civil wars that had 

raged the country during 14 years. In 2005 Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf became the first elected 

female president in Africa. This study is examining what effect – if any – women's participation in 

the peace process and the election of a woman as president has had for the influence of women in 

decision-making – i.e. in politics and government policies – in Liberia today.

My theoretical approach is that neither a politic of presence – meaning that there must be a fair 

representation of disadvantaged groups in elected assemblies and on important positions in society 

– nor a politic of ideas – meaning that it is enough to have different political ideologies represented 

in these functions – is enough to create good conditions for a deliberative democracy. My thesis is 

that the who is equally important as the what; that both presence and ideas are necessary conditions 

for the creation of a fair deliberative forum. This means that women need to be present in the fora 

where decisions are taken, and that these fora also must conduct active politics to enhance gender 

equality in general. In addition there must be enabling conditions like education for women in order

to have a sufficient amount of women that have the competence to be elected or recruited to 

decision-making positions. 

 

After reaching the conclusion that there is a need to enhance the presence of women in decision-

making in Liberia, the next issue at hand is how to do that. This question has several aspects. One is

the need for suitable candidates. Political agency requires the provision of enabling conditions that 

are lacking for women in many countries, including Liberia. Such conditions consist of 

fundamental human rights like independence, employment and education, and also such things as a 

functioning infrastructure. Working with gender quotas can be counter-productive if these basic 

capacities are missing, as an example from Liberia shows. 

The Liberian context also shows a great complexity due to many reasons. Former warlords have 

turned themselves into democrats, formed political parties and can be found in Parliament and in 
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Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleafs cabinet.1 As I learned from my interviews women ministers and 

women in other high functions have to a large extent been recruited from the women's movement, 

and civil society organizations are to a large extent used as implementing bodies for government 

policies, and the international community is contributing to this by letting the Ministry of Gender 

and Development be the only channel for donor money to reach women's organizations. 

In my conclusion I try to give some suggestions for measures that are needed in order to improve 

gender equality in the Liberian context. Such measures can be constitutional reform – especially 

changes in the election system, gender budgeting, civic and voter education for women, working 

with media coverage and improving the work of the chain of justice. More research should be done 

into the fields of corruption from a gender perspective, where women are thought to be perpetrators

to a less extent than men but are victims for a special sort of corruption connected to men's 

demands for sexual services in exchange for grades or work opportunities. 
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1 Introduction

1.1 Reasons for the choice of study subject

In 2011 the Nobel Peace prize was awarded to Liberian President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf with one 

third and to Liberian activist Leymah Gbowee with one third.2 The motivation for giving the prize 

to these women was: “...for their non-violent struggle for the safety of women and for women’s 

rights to full participation in peace-building work”. 3

Liberia has been the battle ground of two recent civil wars, the first 1989-1996 and the second 

1999-2003, and the country is still in a post-conflict phase. The women of Liberia took an active 

part in ending the second war. In 2005 Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf won the presidential election 

and became the first elected female president in Africa.

Much focus in conflict and post-conflict countries has been put on women as victims. They are 

often stereotyped as bearers of tradition, while men are seen as the protectors of the community. 

Women are seen to belong in the private field – taking care of family and doing farm work, while 

men are active in the public field such as in politics and the judiciary. This can give women some 

informal influence but it is the men that have the formal power. Sometimes women are put in formal

positions for example in politics more as a symbolic act and without the aim to give them real 

influence. In this kind of window-dressing only women that listen to and obey the rulers or the party

line are chosen.4

The active participation of women in Liberia in advocating for peace and the election of a woman 

as president made me interested in studying if this has had an impact on the agency, influence and 

empowerment of women in Liberia today. My aim has been to examine women's influence in 

politics, such as the parliament and the government, and in the public sector such as the justice and 

the security sectors, i.e. in positions where they actually have the power to impinge on decisions 

that affect the lives of ordinary women. I also wanted to investigate if and how women's 

organizations can have an impact on such decisions. When I speak about influence, agency or 

empowerment of women, it is the above-mentioned aspects of these terms that I am referring to.

2 One third of the prize was awarded the activist Tawakkol Karman from Yemen.
3 http://nobelpeaceprize.org/en_GB/laureates/laureates-2011/, accessed 27 October 2012
4 Mannergren Selimovic, Johanna et al (2012), 9-10
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1.2 Theoretical framework

My main thesis is that a politics of presence combined with a politics of ideas and set in a 

deliberative context would be the best way of safeguarding women’s influence in decision-making 

and thereby also safeguard that issues of special concern for women are put on the agenda. This is 

based mainly on the arguments outlined by Anne Phillips in her book The Politics of Presence.5 By 

a politics of presence I refer to the opinion that disadvantaged groups should be present where 

decisions that affect them take place and that who the representative is, is equally important as what

he or she is representing. By a politics of ideas I refer to the system of having different political 

opinions and ideologies represented but who the representative is, is not of importance. I will give 

arguments for more women in decision-making positions and I will touch a bit on why quotas can 

be a way of reaching this objective, but also on the pitfalls that can be encountered and the 

prerequisites needed in applying gender quotas. I will also give arguments for why the presence of 

women is necessary in order to put issues of special concern for women on the agenda. I will put 

my argumentation in the Liberian setting and discuss possible measures to reach the objective of 

more women in decision-making positions in Liberia. 

I have the intention that this thesis can serve as an inventory and an overview of the situation of 

women in decision-making, preferably in the security sector, in post-conflict Liberia, and that it can 

provide some thoughts and suggestions that can be useful for future development. I have had the 

objective of making this thesis a readable document not only for academics, but also for 

practitioners working to improve the situation for women in Liberia, of course while trying to 

maintain an academic rigour.

1.3 Study objectives 

The objectives are to examine the agency, influence and empowerment of women in post-conflict 

Liberia and to what extent these have been affected by the active role women had in ending the 

conflict and by the election of a woman as president.

• Has the presence of women in decision-making positions in the parliament and the 

government today been influenced by women's active involvement in the peace process 

and/or by the election of a woman as president? 

• How and by whom are the women of Liberia represented and are issues of special concern 

5 Phillips, Anne (2003)



for women addressed?

• Are there any discrepancies in policies or obstacles for cooperation between the 

international stakeholders, government authorities and women’s organizations and if so, how

can these discrepancies and/or obstacles be bridged?

To analyse these questions I will use information provided from informants in Liberian national 

authorities, in the international community and in civil society organizations. I will make use of 

documents and reports to the extent that they are existent.

2 Disposition

In section 3, I will outline my theoretical approach as the basis for analysing the actual situation for 

women in Liberia today. I will outline some theories of politics of presence and politics of ideas and

how these can be linked together in a deliberative democracy. In section 4, I will describe the 

methods used and also some limitations for my study. 

Since international documents such as UN conventions and resolutions are of vital importance for 

national regulations in Liberia, and since they are very much used as tools in the work with gender 

equality, I will in section 5 give an overview over the most important applicable documents, 

international as well as national. 

Section 6 gives a brief description of the history of Liberia in order to enhance understanding for 

today's post-conflict political situation. I will also briefly mention the ongoing development work 

by the UN, the United States and Sweden, together with the Government of Liberia, in what is 

called the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States. I will then outline a bit on the political 

system and the legal and judiciary system in Liberia.

In section 7, I will focus on the women of Liberia, their influence during and after the civil wars, the

impact of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the role of women's organizations and the relations 

between the different actors in the Liberian society today. I will also touch upon the role of 

corruption and sexual harassment since these phenomena to a great extent affect the possibilities for

women.
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I will then in section 8 go on to analyse the current situation for women in Liberia and in section 9 

put this into the context of my research questions and theoretical approach. I will finish by giving 

some conclusions and suggestions as well as some thoughts on future research in section 10.

3 Theoretical approach

Since direct democracy at least for practical reasons is not an option in an entity the size of a state, 

liberal democracies rest on the notion of representation. A representative democracy rests on 

political parties adherent to political ideas.6 While the “who” is in focus in a direct democracy, the 

“what” has been the issue in representative democracy.7  But no party programme can cover all 

important issues that might come on the agenda and politicians and other decision-makers thus out 

of necessity have a room for manoeuvre and an area where they have to make autonomous 

decisions, which they must balance with the accountability to the political party programme.8 I thus 

conclude that even if the “what” is very much in focus, especially during election campaigns, the 

“who” has not lost its importance and the politics of ideas, mainly manifested in the system of 

political parties, and the politics of presence, manifested in who the representatives are, are not 

opposing poles but rather concepts that must be adequately combined in order to achieve the most 

legitimate concept of representative democracy. I will in my analysis take up different theoretical 

arguments for this view and elaborate on their implications in the Liberian context.

But what is inherent in the concept of representation and who has the legitimacy to speak for a 

group of one kind or another? According to Hanna Pitkin representing “means acting in the interests

of the represented, in a manner responsive to them”.9 This seems to indicate that it is completely 

possible for a person from one group to represent another group. And this is of course the case – in 

theory. However, empirical observations show that this seldom happens.10 For one thing the 

representative might not have knowledge of issues of special concern for this other group or he – 

because the representative is most commonly a man – can have conflicting interests in relation to 

the group he is supposed to represent.11 The only way this objective representation can be achieved 

6 Gutmann, Amy et al (2004), 30-31
7 Phillips, Anne (2003), 1-2
8 Ibid, 163
9 Pitkin Hanna (1967), 209
10 Phillips, Anne (2003), 15
11 Phillips, Anne (2003), 68-69



is under what John Rawls proposed as the “veil of ignorance”.12 In his theory of justice, he argues 

that decisions should be made in what he calls the original position where the persons involved do 

not know what will be their positions in society and they will therefore make the best decisions 

possible for the least advantaged of this society.13 However to create such an ambience in practical 

political life seems rather difficult, not to say impossible. 

Democracy rests on popular control. The first thing is to define the populous. Up until the last 

century only men were included in the populous in most modern democracies and only men had the

right to vote. Today it is a truism in such a system that all adults  - with some  limited exceptions14 –

have the right to vote regardless of sex and that a democratic state should be built on the political 

equality between its adult citizens.

Then, what is contained in the concept political equality? One thing is that all citizens shall have the

same opportunities to get their voices heard, to vote, to enter into politics and to participate in 

decision-making in the society on issues of importance to them.15 Participation implies presence at 

least in the form of representation. But to have formal rights to vote and to be elected to political 

assemblies do not entail equality in practise, since the possibilities for individuals to make use of 

these rights vary depending on their wealth, education, ambitions and the power relations in society.

This is especially valid for women that by tradition have a subordinate position in public life in 

most countries in the world. Their subordination entails a lack of vital capabilities needed to 

exercise their rights. 

The politics of ideas builds on the assumption that we influence or persuade other persons in order 

for them to share our ideas and values and it is an empirical fact that some will have more influence 

than others due to background, education, communication skills etc. Talking from a capabilities 

approach, much is demanded in order to compensate for differences in starting points or power 

relations.16 According to Martha C Nussbaum's theory of justice every person should be considered 

as an end in itself and it should be a political objective to achieve that all individuals will pass an 

agreed threshold for different capabilities such as health, integrity, common sense, self-respect, 

ownership and control over his/her own environment, and this would promote equality through re-

12 Rawls, John (1996), 143
13 Ibid, 143
14 Exceptions can be for example persons with a mental disorder or convicted criminals.
15 Young, Iris Marion (1993), 23
16 Nussbaum, Martha C (2002), 110
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distribution in a way that she considers compatible with both liberty and non-discrimination.17 In 

other words you should give people these capabilities in order for them to be able to demand and/or 

use their human rights. This indicates that only the presence in decision-making or the possibility to

influence politics is not enough if the representatives don't have the needed capabilities to conduct 

an influential politics of ideas. I will return to this in my analysis of the representativeness of 

women in politics in Liberia.

Normative legitimacy of democratic decisions depends on to what degree those affected by them 

have had the opportunity to influence the outcome.18 So the next question is how the interests and/or

needs of different groups in society should be represented. Group representation is necessary in 

order to produce a communicative democratic forum.19 

Deliberation requires the presence of different views which in accordance with what has been said 

above requires the representation of different groups. Representation has to include both 

accountability and relative autonomy. And the more autonomy the representatives have, the more 

important is the issue of who is actually representing.20

As stated above it is not likely that a person from one group can in all aspects represent another 

group – be it men/women or different ethnic or minority groups. In order to make political 

institutions more legitimate and to make democracy more stable there is a need for improving the  

inclusion of women as well as minority or other groups in the political system. Will Kymlicka 

argues for a threshold representation, meaning that the presence needed for a small group in order to

be adequately represented can be more that the group's proportion. But also that for a big group, the 

presence needed can be less than their proportion.21 This argumentation is often the basis for  

proposals of quotas for women of at least 30 %, like in the recommendation from the CEDAW 

Commission number 23.22

Some arguments have been cited against a politics of presence. One is the risk of balkanization, i.e. 

the division of communities, parliaments etc. into small groups which would lead to a complex 

situation of special interests and take focus away from the big issues, but this argument is not 

17 Nussbaum, Martha C (2002), 81
18 Young, Iris Marion (1993), 5
19 Phillips, Anne (2003), 152
20 Ibid 159-160
21 Kymlicka, Will (1995) chapter 7
22 CEDAW recommendation number 23 point 15-16



applicable when it comes to the representation of women as a group, since women make up at least 

half the population in most countries and there are no problems to draw the limits around the 

group's constitution.23 Another argument is that political accountability is best understood in relation

to a politics of ideas.24 I will argue that the politics of presence is not opposing but complementing 

the politics of ideas and that more women in decision-making will not take away the political 

accountability. A third argument is that a politics of presence should be at odds with deliberative 

democracy.25 However Anne Phillips argue for the opposite view; that a politics of presence 

combined with a politics of ideas gives the best platform for real deliberation. 

Arguments for more women in decision-making positions can mainly be divided into four 

categories. The first is the argument of symbolic representation and of having women as role 

models, which argument according to Anne Phillips is the least interesting.26 I will argue in my 

conclusion why I don't agree fully with this view. The second argument is that gender equality is 

about principles of justice and that it is unfair that men occupy or dominate decision-making 

positions in society.27 A third argument deals with identifying fields of particular interest for women.

Examples of such interests can be issues around child-bearing, sexual harassment, the division of 

paid and unpaid labour and economic and political power. This argument is one of political realism 

and relate to issues of special concern for women that otherwise risk being discounted.28 The fourth 

argument is about the enhancement of quality in political life.29 The notion that more women in 

decision-making are likely to change practises and priorities has at least partially been confirmed by

experience.30 These changed values that women are presumed to bring are most often associated 

with women as caring mothers.31 

When applying gender quotas in elected assemblies there is an expectation that women will do 

more and other than what has been presented in the party programme of their political party.32 But 

do women elected or appointed to influential positions have a responsibility to represent other  

women or is their accountability mainly to their party and/or constituencies? As stated earlier 

accountability is rather connected with a politics of ideas than a politics of presence, so this is of 

23 Phillips, Anne (2003), 22-23, 96
24 Ibid, 56
25  Ibid, 23
26 Ibid, 62-63
27 Ibid, 63
28 Ibid, 66
29 Ibid, 67-68
30 Ibid, 71
31 Ibid, 73. See also Arvidsson (2010)
32 Ibid, 157
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course dependent on why and by whom they have been elected or appointed and on what grounds. 

It is not possible to establish accountability to women as a group, but with more women in 

decision-making this is an enabling condition33 for having issues of special concern for women 

properly addressed. The essentialist presumption of women as a group with common objectives and

with one women's perspective is at the least debatable. There might be issues where women out of 

shared experiences can speak for women as a group. But there are also occasions when different 

women can have completely different views on political issues. Shared experience can have 

presidency over shared ideas but does not guarantee shared beliefs.34 There is consequently a need 

for a sufficient number of women representatives in order to cover the main interests of women as a

group. According to Anne Phillips the real importance of women's political presence lies in the way

this is thought to transform the political agenda.35 She also considers quotas appropriate in relation 

to women.36

In a quota system there is a tension between selection by gender and selection by merits.37 But you 

must ask who it is that defines the merits and how they are defined. Justice is, with the words of 

Ronald Dworkin, not to give everyone equal treatment but to treat them as equals, which means that

in order to be justified the treatment can be different for different groups and/or individuals. The 

underlying argument is that all individuals should be treated with equal concern and respect.38 If 

women were treated with equal concern and respect as men, and if women's competence was 

regarded as equally valuable as men's, gender equality would improve automatically. Or as Anne 

Phillips bluntly puts it:“We'll know that we have genuine equality when the country is run by 

incompetent women”.39 

The politics of ideas has according to Anne Phillips proved to be inadequate to deal with the issue 

of political exclusion. But to switch to a politics of presence instead would in her view not be a 

solution, since it is in the relation between ideas and presence that a fairer system of representation 

can be found.40 In Young's word deliberative democracy implies inclusion and political equality in 

order to be normatively justified.41 Both presence and ideas are necessary conditions in order to 

create the most favourable conditions for a deliberative democracy.
33 Ibid, 83
34 Ibid, 52-53
35 Ibid, 176
36 Ibid, 167
37 Ibid, 60
38 Dworkin, Ronald (1977/1978), 227
39 Phillips, Anne (2003), 61
40 Ibid, 24-25
41 Young, Iris Marion (1993), 6



Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson define “deliberative democracy as a form of government in 

which free and equal citizens (and their representatives), justify decisions in a process in which they

give one another reasons that are mutually acceptable and generally accessible, with the aim of 

reaching decisions that are binding in the present on all citizens but open to challenge in the 

future”.42 The purposes of deliberative democracy are to promote legitimacy for collective 

decisions, to encourage different perspectives on public issues and to promote a mutually respectful 

process in decision-making.43 Reciprocity is an especially fundamental value in a democracy where 

the members are free and equal and cooperate in a social system.44 However, when there are 

inequalities in power and money, which affect the access to the forum for deliberation, the results 

will most probably reflect these inequalities.45 The deliberative process will also suffer if the 

government fails to give all citizens basic opportunities such as education.46 By including less 

advantaged citizens in the deliberation decision-makers will be encouraged to take a broader 

perspective.47 

Deliberation

  

Presence Ideas

Deliberation is about giving arguments for your view-point and listening to others giving arguments

for theirs. In order to give arguments you (or your representative) need to be present where 

deliberation takes place. In order to give arguments you need to have ideas that are substantial that 

you bring forward. Presence and ideas are therefore both imperative in order to accomplish a 

deliberative forum. And even if there are no guarantees that women will actually represent women's

interests, their presence in decision-making is vital to enhance the interests of women. As Anne 

Phillips puts it, “it is not strictly a matter of representation, nor is it strictly a matter of 

accountability but it mesh well with deliberative democracy”.48 

42 Gutmann, Amy et al (2004), 7
43 Ibid, 10-12
44 Ibid, 141
45 Ibid, 48
46 Ibid, 143
47 Ibid, 149
48 Phillips, Anne (2003), 158
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4 Methods and limitations

4.1 Methods

The study is made through a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. 

Quantitative methods consist primarily of the use and analysis of statistics. These figures – to the 

extent that they are available and at least to some extent reliable – are used to measure the 

empowerment of women. Indicators are for example the number of women in Parliament and in 

higher positions in Government agencies before and after the two latest elections and the ratio of 

illiteracy among girls/women compared to boys/men. 

Other indicators used are legislation aiming at giving women equal control of assets and legislation 

aiming at preventing gender-based violence and to punish the perpetrators of such violence.

Statistics cannot always be found, and when there are statistical numbers, those are not always 

reliable. Due to the civil wars in Liberia the availability of official documents is still scarce. I have 

used written sources when there have been some available and relevant for my study questions. A 

great deal of written information and articles that are available are based on interviews with 

informants that are anonymised. I have therefore judged the reliability of my informants, of which 

the majority have agreed to be named and are persons that have a very good insight into the 

functioning of the Liberian society within the field of my study, to be of better use as sources of 

information. My primary sources are thus the qualitative semi-structured interviews with 

representatives from Liberian governmental bodies, with parliamentarians, with representatives 

from the United Nations Mission to Liberia and with representatives from different women’s 

organizations that I was able to do during a 3-week stay in Monrovia in November-December 2012. 

A fact that strengthens the reliability of the information given in the interviews is that the 

informants, regardless of position and regardless of working in government agencies, parliament, 

the international community or local NGO:s seemed to be quite concordant in their view of the 

actual situation, even if there were of course discrepancies in opinions that could be related to their 

different functions.

Informants have been picked to a part through a snowball sampling method, i.e. one informant 



giving recommendations for other informants to interview which in their turn have led me to yet 

other informants etc. Additionally I got access to a list of representatives in government and civil 

society organizations active in the security sector, and from this list I have made a strategic sample 

of persons for interview. All of the persons I have been in contact with have been very 

accommodating and have made the space for interview in their busy calenders. I regret I was not 

able to reach the representatives of UNWOMEN or the organization MARWOPNET, though I tried 

on several occasions. However valuable I judge it would have been to get the views from the 

representatives of these organizations, I don't think the lack of this has had any significant bearing 

on the findings in this study.

The interviews took place in Monrovia, Liberia, 16 November – 7 December 2012. In order to 

introduce myself I gave all informants an introduction letter with my contact information, see 

Appendix A. In all, 28 persons have been interviewed and in 22 of the interviews the interview 

guide, see Appendix B, was followed. 21 of these interviews were recorded. Concerning the 

interview that was not recorded this was because the informant was reluctant to have the interview 

recorded. The remaining six interviews were more informal and/or shorter meetings but provided 

anyway information of importance for the study. Some, but not all of them, were recorded. All 

interviews have been transcribed or – in some cases summarized – depending on the relevance of 

the content for the subject of the study.  

Three interviews are with persons in the legislature, seven with persons in the executive – i.e. 

government and government agencies, two persons interviewed worked in communication at the 

state radio and the university respectively, five persons were representing the international 

community – three from UNMIL and two from the Swedish Embassy, six persons came from 

international NGO:s whereof four from the same organization in the form of a group interview,  and

five informants were from Liberian local and/or national NGO:s. 23 of the informants are women 

and five are men. The great majority of the informants agreed to be named and quoted in the study, 

and since their accounts to a big extent have been used as primary sources for the study, I have 

made references to the respective person in the footnotes. The few persons that did not want to be 

named have been anonymised. Appendix C contains a list of all informants.

All transcribed and summarized interviews together with my own notes from meetings that are 

referred to and together with all voice recordings are saved both on my personal computer, in my 

Drop-box on the Internet and on a USB memory stick.
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Apart from the interviews I was able to participate during the first half day of a two-day workshop 

in the Senate aiming at creating alliances between women in parliament, government and civil 

society organizations, in working for increasing women's participation in decision-making. I also 

participated at a meeting at the Ministry of Planning together with the organization Kvinna till 

Kvinna, where we got informed about the work with the so called New Deal for Engagement in 

Fragile States and the adherent Monrovia Roadmap.49 I was also invited and able to observe the 

meeting to establish BINWA, an organization for women working in the Bureau of Immigration and

Naturalization.

In addition I was able to listen to a seminar at the Kvinna till Kvinna foundation in Stockholm 10 

January 2013, where Zuleika Candan, field representative in Liberia, gave her impressions of the 

current situation for women in Liberia. I was also able to participate in a Liberia-Pilot Seminar on 

Informal Networks and Security Sector Reform & Warlord democrats – Liberia and Beyond, at the 

Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden, 10 September 2013.

Since international documents such as UN resolutions have provided the basis for the work of both 

government and civil society in Liberia in the field of gender equality and improvements in 

women's rights, it has been of interest to study to what extent the Liberian national plans and, most 

of all, their implementation, seem to live up to the international commitments included in these 

documents. The information gathered from the interviews and other collected data is therefore 

compared with the content of official international and national documents such as UN conventions 

and resolutions, AU conventions and recommendations and national action plans and policy 

documents. It is also compared with the available statistics concerning the above-mentioned 

indicators.

4.2 Limitations

As mentioned above, the availability of official documents is scarce in Liberia. It has thus not 

always been feasible to relate to primary written sources. Instead the facts and views rendered by 

my informants have been used as a primary source. 

49 http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/48345560.pdf 



There are not always relevant and/or reliable statistics to be found regarding the above-mentioned 

indicators. Analysis of the indicators has thus to some extent also been done with the information 

obtained through the interviews.

The interviews were done only in or close to Monrovia partly due to the limitations for me to be 

able to travel but also due to the fact that a major part of the relevant informants were to be found in

the capital.

My time in Liberia as well as my study questions limited my possibilities to make further 

research into the functioning of the justice system which would have been a natural 

continuation for evaluating the chain of justice in cases of sexual abuse or VAW. From my 

informants I could identify great deficiencies in the way the courts work and this field would 

be of much interest for further research.

5 Important international and national documents 

In Liberia, more than in most countries, international documents, such as UN conventions and 

resolutions on women's rights, have played a mayor role in the establishing of national laws and 

regulations, and they are used both by the government and civil society as tools for the work on 

improving gender equality in Liberia. In this section a brief description of some of the main 

international and national documents is given.

5.1 United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all sorts of discrimination against 

women (CEDAW)

CEDAW was adopted in 1979 and came into force in 1981. It is built on the conviction that “the full

and complete development of a country, the welfare of the world and the cause of peace require the 

maximum participation of women on equal terms with men in all fields”50. Existing United Nations 

conventions and declarations on women's rights were incorporated into CEDAW in order to have a 

comprehensive document on the maintenance and protection of women's human rights, such as 

equal rights to education, to employment, to health care and to get access to economical benefits, to 

50 United Nations Convention to Eliminate all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), New York, 18 
December 1979 (CEDAW) preamble 
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have equality before the law, and to eliminate prejudice and stereotyping. The convention also states

in article 2 the obligation for States Parties to take “all appropriate measures” to eliminate 

discrimination of women. This includes, according to article 4, adopting “temporary special 

measures” in order to advance gender equality. An optional protocol to the convention opens for 

individual complaints.51 Liberia ratified the convention in 1984 and the optional protocol in 2004.52 

Every fourth year States Parties to the CEDAW shall report on the implementation of the 

convention to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Liberia has so 

far not submitted any report.53

Article 7 of the Convention calls on States Parties to ensure that women have the same possibilities 

as men to participate in the political life and to take part in the formulation of government policy 

and its implementation. The article has been complemented with recommendation number 23 from 

the Committee, stating that:

“The political and public life of a country is a broad concept. It refers to the exercise of 

political power, in particular the exercise of legislative, judicial, executive and 

administrative powers. The term covers all aspects of public administration and the 

formulation and implementation of policy at the international, national, regional and local 

levels. The concept also includes many aspects of civil society, including public boards and 

local councils and the activities of organizations such as political parties, trade unions, 

professional or industry associations, women's organizations, community-based 

organizations and other organizations concerned with public and political life.”54

Further the recommendation states that the distinction between public and private spheres where 

women traditionally are assigned to the private or domestic while men dominate public life leads to

subordination of women.55 Women have been excluded from political life and decision-making and 

their voices have not been heard, especially in times of crises.56 There is also a problem of 

stereotyping which confines women to certain fields of political life such as health and children's 

issues and exclude them from financial decisions and conflict resolution.57 Women everywhere meet

51  United Nations Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against         
Women (A/RES/54/4) 15 October 1999
52 http://treaties.un.org/Pages/Treaties.aspx?id=4&subid=A&lang=en, accessed 2013-08-04
53 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm#l, accessed 2013-08-04
54 CEDAW recommendation 23, point 5
55 CEDAW recommendation 23, point 8
56 CEDAW recommendation 23, point 9
57 CEDAW recommendation 23, point 12



economic, social and cultural barriers that limit their participation in political life, and societies 

where women are excluded from decision-making cannot be described as democratic. Further “ The

examination of States parties' reports shows that where there is full and equal participation of 

women in public life and decision-making, the implementation of their rights and compliance with 

the Convention improves.”58 Some examples of temporary measures to improve women's political 

participation are the training of women candidates, to amend electoral procedures, campaigns, 

numerical goals and quotas and to target women for appointment in essential professions like the 

judiciary. It is also necessary that the State, public officials and the political parties encourage and 

support women in order to achieve their participation. There is a gap between women's formal 

rights and their de facto implementation. In order to have real impact on political life and the 

content of decisions a ratio of at least 30-35 % women is requested in decision-making bodies.59 

“Women's full participation is essential not only for their empowerment but also for the 

advancement of society as a whole.”60

The recommendation continues with enumerating some factors that impede women from full 

participation in political life: less access than men to relevant information on candidates and voting 

procedures, lack of knowledge of political systems, illiteracy, lack of knowledge of their rights, 

double burden of work, traditions and social and cultural stereotypes, influence or control by men, 

restrictions of freedom of movement, lack of confidence in and support of female candidates.61 

Other factors that hinder women can be the system of balloting, the distribution of seats in 

Parliament, the choice of district and to what extent the political parties embrace principles of equal 

opportunity.62 Furthermore political parties should ”ensure that women are not consistently assigned

to less favourable constituencies or to the least advantageous positions on a party list.”63 Among 

other recommendations can be mentioned measures such as ”Ensure that women understand their 

right to vote, the importance of this right and how to exercise it”,”Ensure that barriers to equality 

are overcome, including those resulting from illiteracy, language, poverty and impediments to 

women's freedom of movement” and ”Assist women experiencing such disadvantages to exercise 

their right to vote and to be elected.”64

The Beijing Platform for action is a complement to the CEDAW convention. The document was 

58 CEDAW recommendation 23, point 14
59 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 15-16
60 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 17
61 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 20
62 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 22
63 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 33
64 CEDAW recommendation 23 point 45
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decided at the fourth women's conference in Beijing in 1995, where 189 countries were represented.

The amount of countries standing behind the declaration make it important even if it is not formally 

binding on member states. The platform identifies twelve areas for specific need of improvement. 

Among these are women's education, health, poverty reduction and finances as well as women's 

influence in political decision-making, preventing violence against women and women's roles in 

armed conflict.65 

5.2 United Nations Security Council Resolutions

United Nations Security Council Resolutions are according to the Charter of the United Nations 

binding for the UN member countries.66 The first resolution on women, peace and security, UNSCR 

1325, was unanimously adopted by the UN Security Council on 31 October 2000. This was a 

landmark decision and the first time the Security Council addressed the impact of armed conflict on 

women and the importance that women participate actively in peace processes and peace building.67

The resolution calls for increased participation and representation of women on all levels of 

decision-making nationally and internationally. It also calls for the protection of women and girls 

from sexual and gender-based violence and it also calls for women's inclusion and gender main-

streaming in training programmes for security sector personnel and for the prosecution of 

perpetrators and putting an end to impunity. 

UNSCR 1325 has been followed by four resolutions that concretise specific areas covered by 1325. 

UNSCR 1820 (2008) establishes that conflict-related sexual violence is part of war tactics and calls 

for more women in peace operations. UNSCR 1888 (2009) calls for improved monitoring and 

reporting and UNSCR1889 (2009) addresses obstacles for women’s participation in peace 

processes. UNSCR 1960 (2010) contains measures to end impunity for perpetrators of sexual 

violence in armed conflict.

Article 9 of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of 

Women in Africa stipulates that State parties should take positive action to promote equal 

participation of women in governance and political life, also through affirmative action. The 

65 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf, accessed 2013-08-04
66 Charter of the United Nations, chapter 5 article 25
67 http://www.peacewomen.org/themes_theme.php?id=15&subtheme=true 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20E.pdf


protocol was ratified by Liberia in December 2007.68

5.3 The Liberian Constitution and Liberian national plans

 

According to article 18 of the Constitution “(a)ll Liberian citizens shall have equal opportunity for 

work and employment regardless of sex, creed, religion, ethnic background, place of origin or 

political affiliation, and all shall be entitled to equal pay for equal work.” However it explicitly state

that only people of “Negro descent” are entitled to citizenship and to own land. 

The Golden Tulip Declaration was written and released by the Liberian women some days before  

the Comprehensive Peace Agreement was concluded in Accra in 2003. The declaration makes direct

reference to UNSCR 1325 and calls for women's participation in the peace process including in 

peace-keeping, demobilization and reintegration. The declaration also demanded that women 

leaders at the peace talks in Accra be made delegates and given voting rights and requested a 50 % 

representation of women in the transitional leadership.

The Poverty Reduction Strategy from 2008 addresses four areas: peace and security, economic 

revitalization, governance and rule of law and infrastructure and basic services. Some small 

progress has been made according to the most recent assessment of the strategy: all government 

agencies have incorporated gender awareness modules into their training curriculum and there has 

been an increase of women employed in the security agencies; there is a small but still decline in 

maternal deaths due to the availability of health care for pregnant women; more women are enrolled

in education and the literacy rate among women is going up even if there is still a big gap compared

to men: 41 % of women are literate compared to 70 % of men.69

The National Gender Policy was implemented in 2010 after a four year consultation process. This 

policy advocates main-streaming gender into all institutional frameworks, promoting women's 

human rights, promoting equal access to politics and financial resources and disseminating 

information on gender-related policies.70

In 2009 Liberia was the first of very few post-conflict states to implement a national action plan on 

68 http://www.achpr.org/instruments/women-protocol/ratification/ 
69 Sims, Bryan M (2012), 16
70 Ibid, 16
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UNSCR 1325. The plan seeks to promote human rights and security for women and girls, to 

develop policies to facilitate women's participation on all levels of society and to foster a coherent 

process of gender main-streaming in society. The resolution 1325 has played an important role in 

bringing policy-makers and women's organizations together to work for a common goal. It has to 

some extent “provided an entry ticket for women's organizations into the world of policy-makers 

and decision-makers”.71

6. Facts about Liberia

6.1 Facts and history

In order to enhance understanding of the complexity of the Liberian society and thereby the many 

challenges for the Liberian women, I here outline a short description of the history and current 

situation in general, since this affects the women's movement of today. What I have learnt from my 

interviews is that apart from a patriarchal structure there are dividends between natives and 

Americo-Liberians, between different ethnic groups and between religions. Further the report of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 2009 has given rise to more dividends instead of less. The 

deficiencies in infrastructure in all aspects are obstacles for women in particular. And the dual 

justice system and the two separate legal systems are also great challenges when it comes to 

safeguarding women's rights. The majoritarian election system is another challenge when it comes 

to bringing more women into elected assemblies.

Liberia is a republic with about 3,5 - 4 million inhabitants72, whereof a little more than one million 

live in the capital Monrovia. Liberia is one of the world’s poorest countries and in 2007 more than 

83 % were living under the poverty line of 1,25 USD per day.73 A big part of the Liberian population

is young, under the age of 25.74 The literacy rate is expected to be 41 % for women and 70 % for 

men.75 It is estimated that women constitute about ½ of the labour force in agriculture and about 2/3

71 Gibson Caesar, Ruth et al (2010), 15
72 There are no reliable statistics. According to Weade Kobbah Wureh in interview 6 December 2012 the population is 

3,473 million and according to datatopics.worldbank.org accessed 27 October 2012 it is 4,11 million. The amount 
varies between these two figures in other sources.

73 datatopics.worldbank.org accessed 2012-10-27
74 According to Gloria Scott around 60 % of the population is under the age of 18.
75 Sims, Bryan M (2012), 16



of the workforce in trade and commerce.76

Liberia is still in a post-conflict phase. The country has been ravaged by 14 years of civil unrest, 

whereof most of this time – during 1989-96 and 1999-2003 – in complete civil war. The wars left a 

country in ruins. At the time of the first parliamentary elections after the war in 2005 there was no 

piped water and no electricity in the country, not even in the capital. But the most critical problem 

was the state of the roads.77

A majority of the population is Christian, mostly Protestant, and another big part are Muslim. Many 

people also cling to traditional beliefs.78 The native population, which is about 96 % of the total 

population, consists of 16 different ethnic groups. The ethnic groups have been living in peace at 

least up to the time Samuel Doe seized power in 1980. 79About 2 % of the population are 

descendants of the freed American slaves that founded the state of Liberia in 1847.80 Despite 

protests from the natives more than 21 000 freed slaves immigrated to Liberia during the 19th 

century and they and their descendants formed an elite that oppressed the native population.81

These Americo-Liberians had monopoly on the state power from 1877 until 1980, mainly through 

the True Wig Party. This was made possible because the native population lacked the right to vote. 

In 1926 the American company Firestone rented 4 % of the Liberian land for rubber plantation and 

soon became the biggest employer and the company's activities added up to one third of Liberia's 

GDP. The American dollar became official currency.82

During 1944-71 Liberia was led by President William Tubman. He tried to unite the different 

groups of people in the country and introduced voting rights for men and later also for women, but 

opposition parties were not allowed. The American dominance was broken and companies from 

other countries started to establish themselves. After Tubman's death he was succeeded by his vice-

president William Tolbert. Then started the country's descent, the politics of consensus ceased and 

opposition parties were formed. At the same time the country got into financial problems with 

budget deficits and increased foreign debt. A turning point for President Tolbert came in 1979 when 

76 Ibid, 9
77 Poverty Reduction Strategy 2008, 29
78 There is a lack of reliable statistics. The reported percentage of Christians range from 40 % to 86 % of the 

population and the amount of Muslims from 12 % to 40 % depending on the consulted source.
79 Länder i fickformat (2012), 5
80 Länder i fickformat (2012), 4
81 Länder i fickformat (2012), 7
82 Länder i fickformat (2012), 8
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demonstrations against a proposed raise of the price of rice were brutally turned down by the 

military.83

In 1980 President Tolbert was murdered together with several members of the Government in a 

military coup led by Samuel Doe who would rule Liberia during ten years of instability. At 

Christmas 1989 a guerilla group, the Liberian Patriotic Front – NPFL – crossed the border from the 

Ivory Coast led by Charles Taylor.84 The fighting between his forces and the forces of Doe 

developed into also being an ethnic conflict. Both sides were guilty of gross violations and abuse 

and hundred thousands of people fled to neighbouring countries. After the guerilla under Taylor had

taken control of the country in 1990, the West-African organization ECOWAS sent an armed force –

ECOMOG – or the ECOWAS Monitoring Group – to try to broker peace. But during 1990-1995 

different rebel groups were formed and despite several peace agreements the war continued. In 

April 1996 parts of Monrovia was put in ruins and 20 000 civilians sought shelter at the American 

Embassy.85

In August 1996 a new peace agreement was formulated, ECOMOG was re-enforced and a 

transitional government under the leadership of the first African female Head of State Ruth Sando 

Perry was formed. The different militia groups started to hand in their weapons and establish 

themselves as political parties.86 Women engaged themselves under the leadership of Mary 

Brownell, a teacher, in the Liberian Women's Initiative, to put pressure on warlords for disarmament

and peace.87 Elections were held in July 1997 when Charles Taylor and his party got a big majority 

of the votes and he was sworn in as President in August. A lot of former militia leaders got posts in 

the new government. But soon the situation got unstable again, Taylor got rid of his rivals, and in 

1999 new militia groups started to form and fighting spread again around the country.88

Between 1989 and 2003 it is estimated that 250 000 Liberians were killed, one third of the 

population displaced and as many as 75 % of women and girls were subject to sexual and/or 

gender-based violence.89 Up to 38 % of the war combatants are estimated to have been women and 

children.90

83 Länder i fickformat (2012), 8
84 Länder i fickformat (2012), 8
85 Länder i fickformat (2012), 9
86 Länder i fickformat (2012), 9
87 Interview Mary Brownell
88 Länder i fickformat (2012), 9-10
89 Campbell-Nelson, Karen (2008), 4
90 Ibid, 7



In June 2003 the war tribunal in Sierra Leone prosecuted Charles Taylor for his support for rebel 

groups in Sierra Leone. At the same time peace negotiations were ongoing in Accra leading to the 

signing of the CPA – the Comprehensive Peace Agreement. Since rebel groups had taken control of 

most of the country and after international pressure, Taylor abdicated in August 2003 and fled to 

Nigeria. An interim government was formed under Gyude Bryant.91 Women were very active during

the peace process, and out of these activities the women's organization WIPNET was formed. After 

the peace agreement, WIPNET organized a campaign to motivate women to vote and to run as 

candidates in the upcoming elections.92 In 2005 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf became the first female 

elected president in Africa and more women than ever were voted into Parliament.

A Truth and Reconciliation Commission was set up which came with a final report and 

recommendations in June 2009. This led to another dividend since there were different views on its 

recommendations.  One recommendation was that president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf should be banned

from public office for a period of 30 years for her initial support of Charles Taylor in the beginning 

of the 90ies.

In 2011 Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was re-elected to another six-year term as president. In 

connection with the elections unrest once more broke out in the capital Monrovia. Women once 

more mobilized and contributed to restoring calm.93

The New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States was adopted at a conference in Busan in November

2011. Liberia is one of the 19 fragile states that are part of the agreement. Liberia’s co-pilots are the

US and Sweden. The purpose of the agreement is that fragile states should themselves define their 

way out of fragility. The New Deal has five Peace-building and State-building Goals. They are to:

 foster inclusive political settlements and conflict resolution;

 establish and strengthen people’s security;

 address injustices and increase people’s access to justice;

 generate employment and improve livelihoods; and

 manage revenue and build capacity for accountable and fair service delivery.

91 Länder i fickformat (2012), 10-11
92 Sims, Bryan M (2012), 3
93 Interview Weade Kobbah Wureh
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The Liberian Ministry of Planning has appointed one adviser for each of the goals. Gender is in the 

cross-cutting pillar, which means it should be considered in all the goals. A template for a fragility 

spectrum has been worked out with five phases according to which the PSG:s are assessed. The 

phases are: crises, reform, rebuild, transformation, resilience. The justice sector in Liberia is still 

considered to be in the crises phase.94 

6.2 Political system

A country's parliamentary and electorate system is of big importance for the possibilities for group 

representation, be it of women or of national minorities. The Liberian electoral system is modelled 

on the Anglo-American, with a system of single-member first-past-the post. This means that only 

one person can be elected from each local constituency, and the districting of the constituencies will

greatly affect the outcome of elections. In such a system there is a risk for gerrymandering – i.e. 

manipulating of district boundaries to create advantage for the ruling party and/or to exclude groups

or parties from electoral seats. In order to vote in Liberia citizens must register, and they must vote 

where they have been registered. It has occurred that politicians have transported and paid 

individuals to register and vote in their constituencies, thus manipulating the districting system.95 

There are no obstacles for a candidate to change party after the elections.96

Liberia has a bicameral parliamentary system.97 Senators are elected on county level and members 

of the House of Representatives at the legislative constituency level.98 There are 15 counties, and in 

connection with the 2011 elections the number of legislative constituencies was increased from 64 

to 73. The House of Representatives consisted therefore after the elections in 2005 – the first 

parliamentary elections after the second civil war – of 64 elected representatives, which amount was

expanded to 73 in the elections of 2011.99

The Senate consists of 30 elected senators, two from each county. In 2005 the senator with most 

votes from a county was elected for nine years and the second senator for six years. Therefore in 

2011 half of the senators' seats were up for election and this time these senators were elected for 

nine years. The procedure aimed at having staggered elections and in this way continuity in the 

94 Own notes from meeting at the Ministry of Planning 27 November 2012
95 International Crisis Group n 177 (2011), 7
96 Own notes from seminar at NAI 10 September 2013
97 Constitution of Liberia article 29
98 International Crisis Group n 177 (2011), 3
99  http://legislature.gov.lr



Senate is ensured.100 The amount of women in Parliament decreased in the elections in 2011. There 

are now 13 % women in the Senate and 10 % in the House of Representatives.101 One obstacle for 

women to run for elected positions is the lack of finances. According to the regulations for 

registration of political parties and candidates, the request for a political party is to maintain a bank 

account with at least 10 000 USD and the same amount is requested for an independent candidate to

the posts of President or Vice-President. To run for a post as Senator the requested asset is 7500 

USD for a Representative it is 5000 USD. In addition there are processing fees of some hundred 

USD to be paid to register candidacy for the different positions.102 And in addition there are the 

costs of campaigning that the candidates must be able to pay for.

According to a draft Gender Policy from the National Elections Commission (NEC),  the 

Commission should “identify and carry out specific advocacy, training, public awareness 

campaigns, research and other activities to address the social, cultural, political and legal challenges

that prevent men and women's equal participation in electoral processes as voters and 

candidates”.103

In 2003 the Women's Legislative Caucus of Liberia was formed by the then four women in 

Parliament. The aim of this group from the beginning was to train women in Parliament, since some

lacked basic education and literacy. The caucus has since identified four strategic issues to work 

with: strengthening its own capacities, enhancing women's economic and political empowerment, 

facilitating advocacy and judicial processes concerning women's and children's rights and ensuring 

a gender perspective in the budget process.104 Currently there are 22 political parties in Liberia and 

the women in the caucus come from different parties, and they are working over party borders.105 

The president of Liberia is elected for six years. In 2005 Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was elected 

president and her party – the Unity Party – became the biggest party in the legislature but did not 

get a majority position. Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was re-elected in 2011 and her party again 

became the biggest party in the legislature but without own majority.106 This term will be her last 

since the president according to the Liberian constitution only can be re-elected once.107

100 Interview Jeanette Davidson
101 Draft NEC Gender Policy 
102 NEC Guidelines Related to the Registration of Political Parties and Independent Candidates (approved 1 June 2009,

amended 30 March 2011) part III
103 NEC Draft Gender Policy, 5
104 Sims, Bryan N (2012), 18
105 Interview Clarice Jah
106 http://www.ipu.org/parline/reports/2183.htm#last accessed 9 January 2013
107 Constitution of Liberia article 50
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The president has a lot of power. He/she shall nominate and, with the consent of the Senate, appoint

and commission cabinet ministers, deputy and assistant cabinet ministers, ambassadors, the Justices 

of the Supreme Court and judges of subordinate courts, superintendents – the highest county official

in the government structure, other county officials and officials of other political sub-divisions and 

the highest ranks in the military.108 These all serve at the pleasure of the president.109

The country is divided into 15 counties. Chiefs in the formal government structure are 

superintendents and district commissioners. There exists also a parallel traditional governance 

structure with town chiefs and clan chiefs up to the highest post in the traditional structure which is 

paramount chief. These functions should be elected by the voters in their respective localities and 

may be removed only by the president for proved misconduct.110 

6.3 The legal and judiciary system

Liberia has a dual legal system with statutory law and customary law. The government is trying to 

restrict the customary law in different aspects since it is not favourable to women. But the problem 

is that due to deficiencies in the judiciary and in legislation, restricting customary practices leaves 

people without an alternative.111 The courts shall apply both statutory and customary laws.112 The 

justices of the Supreme Court and all judges in subordinate courts are appointed by the President 

after the consent of the Senate.113 The statutory court system consists of the Supreme Court, circuit 

courts, magistrates' courts and peace courts. Justices of peace are appointed by the president and are

established in remote areas, but there is little capacity to supervise them.

The legislature is empowered to set up special subordinate courts.114  A special court for SGBV was 

instituted in February 2009. For prosecution of cases and support to victims the Sexual and Gender 

Based Violence Crimes Unit was created in the Ministry of Justice. A special unit in the Liberian 

National Police, the Women and Children Protections Section – WACPS – has been established.115

The president has set a goal of having 20 % women in the Liberian National Police. Today there is 

around 17 % in general and only 2-3 % in commanding positions. 15 senior officers will be sent for 

108 Constitution of Liberia article 54
109 Constitution of Liberia article 56a
110 Constitution of Liberia article 56b
111 Sims, Bryan M (2012), 7
112 Constitution of Liberia article 65
113 Constitution of Liberia articles 68-69
114 Constitution of Liberia article 65
115 Interview Monica Rygh



further education in Ghana, among them 3 women. An obstacle for recruiting women to the police 

and immigration is their literacy rate. To come to grip with that, young women were recruited and 

went through a twelve week high school education before entering the police academy.  It is in 

general difficult to recruit to rural areas because after trainee service in Monrovia most officers 

don't go back to the country-side. There is a need to recruit officers, and preferably women, from 

the rural areas, to let them be trainees close to home and later to be deployed in their own 

neighbourhood.116 

Also in the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization there is a policy to have 20 % women and 

special efforts are done in order to recruit women.117

Many Liberians, especially in the rural parts, don't have confidence in the formal justice system 

since they consider that it doesn't deal with the core problem which is reconciling broken social 

relations. They prefer traditional conflict resolution where “(t)he process of customary dispute 

resolution resembles non-binding arbitration—in that a decision rendered is appealable, with 

additional elements of mediation, and there is a strong effort to bring both parties to a consensus 

resolution.”118 Also police officers are expected to take on the role of mediator.119  The organization 

AFELL mediates in cases of domestic violence.120 In rape cases however, the victim is 

recommended to report to the police and to have a medical examination in order to collect 

evidence.121

7 Women in Liberia

The first hundred years of existence of the state of Liberia, women did not have the right to vote. 

When they finally got the right to suffrage they didn't know what to do with it. Before the war very 

few women ran for elected positions. However there existed a movement, the Liberian Social and 

Political Movement, that was pushing for women in politics.122

116 Interview John Nielsen
117 Interview Abla Williams
118 Isser, Deborah H. et al (2009), 4
119 Interview Asatu Bah Kenneth
120 Interview Teplah Reeves
121 Interview Jeanett Davidson
122 Interview Weade Kobbah Wureh
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7.1 Women's role in the peace process

The first time women were involved in the peace process was at a conference held in Liberia in 

November 1990. Only organizations that were duly registered were allowed in and the only 

association that met the requirements was the Women Development Association of Liberia. So 

women rallied around that organization and were admitted. After Charles Taylor's famous Octopus 

attack on Monrovia in 1992 women started to form organizations working for peace. LWI – the 

Liberian Women's Initiative – and NAWOCOL – the National Women Groups of Liberia – were 

established. NAWOCOL urged for representation at peace talks and was able to put in a position 

paper at the ECOWAS summit.123 AFELL was also founded by a group of female lawyers on the 

initiative of Gloria Scott in order to help women get legal representation and protection of their 

rights.124

After a row of male leaders having failed to bring peace, a woman – Ruth Sando Perry, was 

installed as the first African female Head of State. During her time, 1996-97, there was some relief 

in the fighting. She brought peace and put a constituted leadership in place.125

The Ministry of Gender and Development was established by president Charles Taylor after a 

petition signed by 23 women, one of them being Asatu Bah Kenneth. These women all went in to 

work in the new ministry and they were mandated to select their own minister, who was then 

appointed by the President.126

During the second war women dressed in white gathered at the fish market opposite the president's 

place to demonstrate the need for peace.127 From this sit-in action grew among others WIPNET, the 

Liberian Women Peace Network, founded by Leymah Gbowee, LIMWOP, the Liberian Muslim 

Women for Peace, founded by Asatu Bah Kenneth and MARWOPNET, the Mano River Women 

Peace Network.128

During the peace negotiations in Accra in 2003 women played an important role in putting pressure 

on the warring parties to reach an agreement.129 Even though MARWOPNET was signatory party to
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the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, women's situation was not mentioned in the document.130 

This made the women issue their own declaration – the Golden Tulip Declaration – demanding 

women's full inclusion in  the peace process, in the process of rebuilding the country and in all 

governmental institutions such as the legislature, the executive and the judiciary.131 Despite women's

active role in advocating for peace and to influence the peace process, women were not invited to 

participate during peace-building after the war, nor were they invited by UNMIL to take part in the 

the DDRR process.132 During this process women that had been fighting were neglected. Men 

collected their weapons and ammunition and handed them in to UNMIL in order to get money for 

them. The disarmament turned into a business that favoured men.133

7.2 Women's political influence after the civil wars

The peace process was a window of opportunity to get the issue of women's rights on the national 

agenda. Before the war women were like token. But now they understood their power in form of 

numbers and demanded to have their rights. More and more women are now challenging the system

and taking their cases to court as well as demanding law reviews. Right now women are advocating 

for a review of the domestic relations law especially concerning the custody of children. Under the 

current law, custody goes to the father unless the mother can prove he is unfit to take care of the 

children.134

In 2005 several women were running for election. Apart from the election of a female president, 14 

women were elected to the House of Representatives and 6 women to the Senate. In the Parliament 

the Liberian Women's Legislative Caucus was formed.135

The Women's Legislative Caucus has proposed a Gender Equality Bill to Parliament with the 

objective to increase women's representation in political parties and in appointed positions through 

quotas, and to establish a gender equality fund for building women's capacity for leadership 

positions. The proposed bill has been contested several times in Parliament. It contains an 

articulated quota of 30 % women in Parliament.136 The executive, headed by the president, is very 
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influential and could ensure the passage of any major law. So it is puzzling why the Gender 

Equality Bill has still not passed.137 According to the report Equal Power-Lasting Peace there was a 

lack of support for the bill also among the women in Parliament, since they were afraid that a quota 

would lead to less qualified women entering politics, and some of the women parliamentarians were

less concerned with women's issues and more concerned with following the party line.138

Before the 2005 elections the National Elections Commission produced a guideline for political 

parties to have at least 30 % women candidates. Since this is only a guideline and not enforceable, 

no party has observed the guideline in either the 2005 or the 2011 elections. A given reason for this 

has been a lack of qualified female candidates.139 In the 2011 elections fewer women got seats in 

Parliament even though the elections had been proceeded by special elections' training for women. 

Four out of 30 senators and eight out of 73 representatives are now women.140 There are different 

theories on why this happened. One is that the women in Parliament were not experienced to be 

working for women's rights so therefore women did not vote for them. And the men were saying 

that there was too much focus on women and did not vote for them either.141 This is to some extent 

contradicted by the fact that there is no big difference between the ratio of women candidates and 

the ratio of women elected.142 Another explanation can be that political parties don't have women in 

their hierarchies. Women are organized in women's wings, where they function as cheer-leaders for 

the men.143 The women in Parliament need to keep their party happy in order to maintain their 

position. This has the consequence that the Women's Legislative Caucus can only advocate for less 

controversial issues. Women are ready to run for political office but they are systematically less 

educated than men and they get less financial support. When women succeed it is because they stick

together and support each other. The problem is to get them to choose one leader that they can all 

support instead of competing for the position.144 There is a notion that women don't hold together, 

instead they support men and have a selfish attitude. If they compete between them for a position 

they will not get it. They need to stand behind one woman in order to have her elected. “Men don't 

marginalize women, women do it themselves.”145
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In the executive 31 % of ministers, 29 % of deputy ministers and 25 % of assistant ministers are 

women. 24 % or six out of 25 in the foreign representation – ambassadors and equivalent – are 

women. In the local administration six superintendents of 15 and three assistant superintendents – 

superintendent being the highest state representative in a county administration – are women. Even 

so, there is a notion that there are only a few strong women that have real influence. Women are 

allowed in the peace- and security fields, but not in financial decision-making. 146 There is a feeling 

that women in politics don't come down to other women. It is not clear what the Women Legislative

Caucus is doing and there is a lack of communication with the civil society.147 It is a problem that 

the women in the legislature and government don't linger with ordinary women and that women 

senators tend to forget about their constituencies.148

Because of UN resolutions and protocols on gender equality there are now women in all sectors of 

society including the security sector.149 Before the war there were 2 % women in the police.150 Today

there are 17 % women in the Liberian National Police. There are 7 % women in key positions.151 

One of the three deputy chiefs of police is a woman, but there is a lack of women in the middle 

management and women are not respected in the organization.152 The Bureau of Immigration and 

Naturalization has, with the aid of UNWOMEN, worked out a gender policy with the objective to 

have 20 % women in the organization. However there is a problem that too few women apply for 

work in the organization.153 

Earlier on women were always keeping at the back at community meetings and leaving the 

decision-making to the men. Now they are actively participating and even chairing meetings. 

Women now have positions as chiefs at the local level like village chief, clan chief, paramount 

chief, district commissioner or county superintendent. These positions are powerful, but they can 

also be risky.154 The planned decentralisation will give opportunities for women.155
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7.3 The impact of president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf

According to many of my informants, one very important role that Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

has played is being a role model to other women and thereby raising awareness that women can 

hold very powerful and important positions in society. The following are some statements from the 

interviews: Ellen Johnson Sirleaf being elected president has encouraged women to run for office 

and to go into decision-making positions at the local level.156 Women say to themselves that if she 

can make it so can they.157 She has also been an eye opener for men that women can be partners in 

decision-making.158 Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf reached out to the rural women and saw their 

political force. She always advocates for women.159 She championed the rape bill and the 

inheritance rights for women.160 She is well-known everywhere and admired. She also gives 

incentives for parents not to prioritize sending their sons but also to send their daughters to 

school.161 She is an important role model for young girls and she inspires other women to do things, 

which make some men say that they are proud of the women.162 You hear little girls saying: “I want 

to be like Ellen”.163 

President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has appointed an unprecedented amount of women to important 

positions in order to fulfil her promise to empower Liberian women, that she gave in her inaugural 

address in 2006.164 The number of appointments of women is the highest since Liberia became 

independent.165 However having a woman as president can give the wrong impression of Liberian 

women's power base. Women are still not that many in decision-making positions. But the president

looks on competence and has promoted also young women.166 A wish from women is to provide 

Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf with a database of qualified women for appointment.167

Some persons do not believe in a backlash for women after this last term of Madam Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf's presidency, since they consider women have now reached a point from where it will not be 
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possible to turn back.168  Others have a fear what will happen to the position of women after her 

presidency is finished. They say there is a need to put safeguarding structures in place in order to 

avoid reprisals after her term finishes.169 There is a discussion going on about finding another 

woman that women can all put their forces behind in order to get her elected. That person needs to 

be groomed by the president starting now.170 There is a need to find women that have both the 

capacity and the desire. It should be possible to find “women that can step in her shoe”.171

7.4 The role of women's organizations

Influential organizations have been for example WONGOSOL, the Women's NGO Secretariat, and 

AFELL, the Association of Female Lawyers, who have both been involved in advocating women's 

rights. AFELL is also giving legal counsel free of charge to abused women. WIPNET made women 

come together to talk about different aspects of their life, and this talk is still going on.172 With the 

coming of international NGO:s, local women's organizations have been established to partner with 

these.173 One problem with many of the organizations is that they are not membership based.174

Women's organizations have contributed to awareness-raising so that women now want to get 

education, they seek funding for starting businesses and they know their rights.175 They are playing 

an important role to enhance women's knowledge in general in issues like gender equality, human 

rights, protection of the environment and on HIV/AIDS.176 They have served as support groups to 

women leaders and have, like WONGOSOL, worked to connect and coordinate rural women's 

organizations. There is a need to empower those women's organizations in order for them to be able 

to give support to women who aspire for leadership.177

There is a risk that women's organizations are becoming more complacent because they have 

achieved so much. Some organizations like WONGOSOL and MARWOPNET continue to keep the 

dialogue and debate alive. There is a need to continue guarding women's issues to make sure that 

168 Interview Weade Kobbah Wureh
169 Interview Binda Freeman
170 Interview Executive Director national NGO
171 Interview Jackson Speare
172 Interview Janet Sarsih
173 Interview Weade Kobbah Wureh
174 Interview Monica Gadkari
175 Interview Executive Director for national NGO
176 Interview Sharon Wright
177 Interview Jackson Speare



38

the development doesn't slip back because men see this progress only as a slight intervention.178

7.5 Relations between the different actors

I have learnt that Liberia is a relatively small country where many persons know each other or are 

connected to each other in some way. Many individuals have or have had important roles in both 

governmental structures and in civil society organizations and these roles are sometimes weaved 

together in a pattern which is not always obvious. This makes the positions of the different actors 

somewhat blurred and has an impact on how issues of special interest for women are addressed.

On the highest level there is a formal relation and cooperation between the UN and powerful 

countries like the US and countries in Europe and the Liberian government. But the cooperation 

between the government and women's organizations is divided. Some organizations were excluded 

from this partnership.179 

The Ministry of Gender has been using women's civil society organizations to implement 

government policies and to distribute money. Now there is a new minister who seems to be better at

distinguishing between the role of the ministry and that of women's NGOs. But the civil society is 

still too weak to meet the ministry on equal terms. And many times some representative from 

WONGOSOL is invited and consulted, and then women in general are considered to have been 

represented.180

There is a strong collaboration between the Ministry of Gender and the civil society even if they 

sometimes can have different views.181 Also among the ministers there are women combining their 

work with being part of the women's movement. “We are continuing our advocacy work at the 

ministry.”182 But the sponsoring through the ministry is not always effective since the ministry's 

representatives don't go out in the country to follow up. Some people that claim to be working for 

women's interests are in fact only interested to get the money.183 

There is a cooperation between the women in Parliament and the organization AFELL, which has a 
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think-tank that helps to draft new laws. There are 73 lawyers in AFELL doing pro bono work, but 

they have their work everywhere like in the public sector, civil society etc.184 Members of AFELL 

are invited by the Women's Legislative Caucus to give advice.185 In this work advantages and 

disadvantages for women and children with proposed legislation are looked into.186 Recently a 

delegation of women from Parliament, government and the civil society organizations went to 

Senegal to look for best practises on how to get the Gender Equality Bill passed in Parliament.187 

The international community puts a lot of more attention on capacity building in the executive than 

in the legislature.188 The international community tends increasingly to work with ministries and to 

accept the ministries' channelling of funds to the civil society.189 This can have the consequence of 

donors not being responsive enough to organizations having other views than the government. The 

close ties between the civil society and the government can be both an advantage and a 

disadvantage. There is a need for greater coordination between the different actors in order to 

strategize how to sustain and deepen the gains that have been made. There should also be a deeper 

and more effective cooperation on working with girls in the streets and women in the rural parts.190

7.6 The role of corruption and sexual harassment

From the interviews I have learnt that sexual harassment is a phenomenon that to a great extent 

affects the possibilities for women and girls to have influential positions in the Liberian society. 

Sexual harassment is regarded as a form of corruption. The following is a summary of some of the 

statements of my informants.

With a male supervisor you have to make love to be promoted. A lot of girls graduate every year. 

But then a girl carries her job application everywhere but every man wants to sleep with her before 

giving her a job. So her education goes in vain because she doesn't get any work on her merits.191 

Girls sometimes ask if it is correct for teachers to approach them and ask them to be their lover and 

if they say no, to fail them. Sometimes you see a girl with high grades and often you know why. It is

the same situation to get a job, as a woman you have to lie down with a man before you get a 
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position. That is corruption. And since it is hard to get a job, you wouldn't want to leave it. So 

women submit themselves to hideous things because they feel forced to in order to keep their job. 

And in order to report and have a case you need hard evidence. It is not enough with the statement 

of the victim, so most people will not come forward. Workplaces are requested to have sexual 

harassment policies and sexual harassment should be included in their anti-corruption policies.192

The problem of corruption among government officials is big, also among women. “If you don't 

have the right woman in the right position her focus will be on enriching herself.”193 In general 

women are less prone to carry out bigger organized crimes than men. In ten men you might find that

five are corrupt. In ten or twenty women you might find one corrupt. So the conclusion is that 

women are less corrupt that men and that promoting women would mean less corruption.194 There is

less corruption with more women in power.195

Liberia has a National Anti-Corruption Strategy that requests that the Liberian Anti-Corruption 

Commission implement community programmes in cooperation with the civil society.196

7.7 General progress since the war

The Ministry of Gender and Development has held training for women in international instruments 

like the CEDAW convention, the African Union Protocol, the Beijing platform for action and the 

UNSCR 1325. A national gender-policy and a national action-plan on UNSCR 1325 have been 

worked out. The ministry is also considering establishing a CEDAW task force in cooperation with 

UN agencies and civil society organizations. Also five thematic working groups have been 

established on the CEDAW convention chaired by the respective sector ministry.197 

New legislation in order to improve the situation of women has been initiated by the president and 

the women in Parliament during recent years. Legislation like the rape law and the inheritance law 

are improvements. Men now have to pay allowances for their children.198 And today also 

traditionally married women can inherit property after their husbands.199 Earlier women were 
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regarded as cattle and as such could be inherited by their husbands family.200 Before the conflict a 

woman was not able to sue in her own name, she had to do it through her husband. She couldn't get 

a passport without the permission of her husband. She couldn't take a loan without the co-signature 

of her husband. But now women at least are treated as adults under the laws.201 

Even though there is new legislation, the social norms have not been catching up.202 It is a challenge

to improve access to justice so that victims of crimes can report and have the right to justice. The 

government is building what is called hubs out in the regions, where you have the police and the 

court, easily accessible.203 It is estimated that about 2/3 of women in Liberia have been raped.204 In 

order to come to grips with the existing impunity in rape cases, a special court was instituted for 

handling cases of SGBV –  Sexual- and Gender Based Violence – in February 2009. A unit for 

support of victims and for prosecution – the Sexual Gender Based Crimes Unit – was organized 

under the Ministry of Justice. This has improved the situation even if there is much more to be done

concerning the function and capacity of the judiciary concerning the implementation of the rape 

law.

The establishment of the Ministry of Gender and the creation of a special unit in the police for 

investigating crimes against women and children as well as the work of organizations like AFELL 

and the female law enforcers have helped to protect women.205 Women in high positions in law 

enforcement have been the initiators of networks/organizations for women in law enforcement like 

LIFLEA and BINWA206, and these organizations give a strong support to their members. As one 

BINWA officer put it: “The BINWA women are always there for you”.207

There is a common notion that women in decision-making positions make a difference. With a  

woman as minister of planning, Monrovia, which was a messy and smelly city, is now clean and 

decent buildings are put up.208 There is in general a positive perception of the work of the Ministry. 

of Gender and Development and gender coordinators have been set up in each county. There are 

gender focal points in the other ministries and these positions are upheld by the deputy or the 
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assistant minister to mark their importance. A national coordinator for UNSCR 1325 was appointed 

in 2010. There is a national strategy to achieve at least 20 % women working in the security sector. 

There are efforts made to improve the  cooperation between women in parliament, government and 

civil society, for example workshops in the senate aiming at creating alliances.209

Women have been chosen to operate tool banks in the rural communities because they are 

considered more honest than men. This also gives them a position of power.210  However in the local

communities women with leadership capabilities have to start from scratch.211 Women's 

involvement in the community gives them the position. One example is women taking on the role of

policing in communities where the police is absent, in order to ensure peace. People go to them with

their cases and they investigate and mediate. These women have no formal training.212

There are many vocational institutions where women can go to get training or go to literacy 

programmes. In the evening along the roads you see a lot of women going home from class. 

Education is very important for women and you need to be educated to be voted into Parliament.213 

More women are conscious of their rights and more women are getting involved in decision-making

at grass-root level.214 More women and girls are educated and the literacy rate is improving, 

especially among young women.215 Women are now vocal about issues that they could not speak of 

before.216 

During the war women had to take on tasks that traditionally were performed by men and in that 

way the war created a space for women to prove themselves capable, especially in their own eyes. 

Women’s role in the peace process gave them empowerment and women are still good at mobilizing

and at civic activism, which was proved in connection with the elections in 2011.217 Their 

cooperation also goes beyond religious lines, which is an inheritance of women's activism during 

the peace process.218
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7.8 Areas still in need of improvement

Boys and girls are still socialised into different roles. While boys are put on pedestals and get 

education, girls are to stay home and help with housework and take care of siblings. This 

socialisation is re-enforced by religion – whether Christian, Muslim or traditional. There is also a 

big gap between the situation in the capital, Monrovia, and the rural parts of the country.219  

One of the major problems today is the high amount of teenage pregnancies. Girls that are still 

children themselves give birth and drop out of school, which also will have implications for future 

leadership in that it reduces the recruitment basis of educated women. The dowry tradition can be 

seen as the man actually buying his bride which makes her his property.220 More women than men 

live in poverty. The face of poverty is the face of a woman and her children. The most urgent thing 

to work with is to take women out of poverty and to get more women and girls literate and 

educated.221

Women are asking for a review of the domestic relations law. In case of divorce, the father gets the 

custody of the children if the mother is not able to prove that he is an unfit father.222 There is not yet 

a law on domestic violence, but such a law is being drafted. But it has been stated that arresting the 

perpetrator is not always the best solution: “We have to be cautious so we don't take the husband 

away from a woman and children that are dependent on him.”223 Another problem is that an accused

person can spend very long time in detention without trial, because of the deficiencies and backlogs 

in the court system. Since rape is a non-bailable offence it is sometimes not reported out of fear of 

the punishment being to harsh and the risk that the suspected perpetrator might spend years in 

prison without trial.224 Furthermore a victim can be put under a lot of pressure from her family and 

from the man's family not to take legal action.225 On the other hand there is also an emerging 

problem that women are starting to make false accusations in order to get money.226 And the police's

work on sexual- and gender-based violence is still focusing on security, while the results of 

investigations are not good.227 

The decrease – with 36 % - of women in Parliament after the 2011 elections is considered a 
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problematic backlash. There are fewer women in Parliament in Liberia than in many other African 

countries, which is experienced as a failure considering the country having the first elected African 

female president and having been seen, as one informant called it, as “a gender laboratory”.228 The 

National Elections Commission encouraged the political parties to include a 30 % quota for women 

in their candidate lists, but this was not lived up to. The proposed Gender Equality Act with its urge 

for a 30 % quota of women in parliament has by men been experienced as too confrontational.229 It 

has been contested several times in the Parliament.

Speaking about elected positions, senators have to work hard in their communities in order to get 

known. This has the consequence that they don't have time to learn about the parliamentary issues 

and to work on laws. They are often held accountable by their constituencies to give back concrete 

things to their community. Like one MP was stated to have said: “There is no way I can get a pump 

to my community by legislation, I have to pay it from my own pocket.”230

There is a lack of sex-aggregated data and statistics. One main problem is the quantity of of 

qualified women.231 The judiciary is suffering from insufficient funding, a lack of qualified staff and

corruption. The peace courts are left unsupervised which leaves them open to corruption.232 The 

police have a gender unit, which deals with male officers not paying support to their children. The 

unit is also represented on all boards of recruitment.233 Despite that, there is a view that the gender 

equality work in the Liberian National Police is more on paper than in reality.234 The UN wanted a 

benchmark for 20 % women in the police. So they just went around asking women to join. Some of 

them could not read or write. After three months high school training they went into the academy. 

Now when you send them on assignments you can't get anything good from them.235

The lack of infrastructure, especially of passable roads, is a threat to women's health.236 It is also one

of the main obstacles for development and for women's participation in decision-making. Also the 

tradition of so called mid-night meetings held late at night is an obstacle for women, since it is not 

secure for them to be out in the streets at night and their husband will not allow them to leave the 
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house late in the evening. 

There is a perceived problem that newspapers never recommend women or speculate on women 

getting positions. There are no pictures of competent women in the newspapers.237 Women do not 

have a prominent role in media.238

There is not a long tradition of NGO work in Liberia and it wasn't until the 1990ies, during the 

period of conflict, that civil society organizations started to take form.239 Many of the civil society 

organizations have been depending on foreign donors for their existence. According to one report 

there is a tension between local, international and Monrovia-based NGO:s.240 Civil society today 

seems to be split and there is lack of cooperation. Some organizations are seen as monopolizing the 

cooperation with the authorities and the funding. Contrary to what took place under the peace 

process, women and women's organizations today seem to lack unity and a common goal. There is a

fragmentation of the women's movement and only a few women's organizations are independent.241

8  Analysis of the findings

8.1 Why more women?

Why more women? This can be analysed from a democratic perspective, a human rights perspective

or – which is common in practise in these days – from an efficiency perspective. From a democratic

perspective women should have a proportionate amount of seats at decision-making tables in order 

to be democratically represented. From a human rights perspective women should have the same 

possibilities and the same conditions as men to be heard, listened to and to influence decisions that 

affect them. From an efficiency perspective, arguments can for example be that by excluding 

women, half of the intellectual resources and half of the competence is not taken into account, 

which would lead to less qualified decisions and thereby also less quality in the use of other 

resources. An example is the argument that more women on a corporate board lead to a higher profit

for the company. The thinking behind this is the view that women in decision-making – compared 

to men – bring different perspectives and relate differently to issues at hand. The need for numbers 
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Since one voice or very few voices are unlikely to capture the reality of women’s experiences, there 

is a need for numbers. In general, research has shown that around 30 % is a minimum number for  

the amount of women in order to actually give them a voice.

The lack of inclusiveness in governance for some groups led to war in Liberia. There is now a need 

to include different political parties, different ethnic groups as well as both men and women in order

to avoid future conflicts. Also the marginalization of the rural populations must be tackled in order 

to avoid conflicts. Women here have the possibility to play a major role in finding ways to bridge 

the gap between the capital and the rest of the country. More women need to be recruited to the 

security sector and to the judiciary, and for this they need proper education.

I find that there is also a need for a process of national reconciliation. The 2009 report of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission has been shunned after implicating, among others, Madam Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf for involvement in the conflict consisting of her early support for Charles Taylor. 

Most of the country's elite took part directly or indirectly in one way or the other. Actors that were 

involved in the conflict continue to hold positions in government and parliament. Many of Liberia's 

political elites are benefiting from the current situation and are therefore reluctant to work on 

reforms.242 This needs to be addressed. The TRC report has in fact created another split – whether 

you are for or against the recommendations of the commission.243

There is a need for women to be present at the decision-making table in order to get women's 

perspectives.244 If women are not present, no one will advocate for women's interests.245 The gender 

minister meet with women's groups and is representing women at the higher decision-making table. 

She always consults women.246 But there is also a need for women to have representation in 

numbers in order not to have their views stepped on.247 Very few men would believe in and promote 

women's rights.248 And not all women are gender sensitive and not all women want to speak up for 

women.249 The more women, the more likely that women's interests get adequate representation. If 

there is only one woman representing all women she might have a different opinion. “ More women

will better reflect women's interests.”250 Women must take part in the agenda-setting. There is also a 
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perception that women are less prone to corruption and greed. “It is easier to get progress through 

women than men”.251

 

Educational background must be considered, especially for appointed positions. That is why 

education is important for women. If the cabinet ministers were not appointed by the president but 

in a more democratic process, there would be less women as cabinet ministers today.252 As was 

stated during an interview: the more democracy, the fewer women.

8.2 Women's political power in government 

 

Liberia is a small country where many know each other, are relatives or are acquainted in one way 

or the other. This gives room for informal contacts that can be positive, but also for nepotism and 

corruption.253 Since the war, there exists networks of so called Big Men, former warlords that have 

changed costume and now act as democrats in the political system. Some of them have made it into 

Parliament and Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has taken some of them into her cabinet.254 

The president has very much power. With a good person at the post this can be positive, but with 

another it might be problematic to gather so much power in one person's hands. The president has 

appointed many women to high positions in the government and government agencies. She also 

appoints the judges in the high court. In order to avoid political opponents feeling excluded, which 

could lead to new conflicts, it has been important that the president also appoints competent 

persons, both men and women, from opposition parties and that she also tries to achieve regional 

and ethnic balance.255

The president has been appointing persons as acting city mayors and on other positions in the local 

governments, positions that should in fact be elected.256 It is not clear if this has meant more women

in these positions, but citing one of my informants the situation in Liberia after the latest elections 

seems to have shown that “the more democracy, the less women”. This is of course a matter of big 

concern and shows the need for working harder with raising awareness in communities on the 

advantages of a better gender balance in elected positions and among both men and women on the 
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need to vote for and support women candidates.

Even if many women have been appointed to high positions by the president, they still to a great 

extent hold stereotypical gender positions. Most women are deputy or assistant ministers, assistant 

commissioners etc. This gives women a certain influence but still gives men the final say.

Some are afraid what will happen when the term of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf comes to and end, and 

that there will be a backlash on women's influence. Others are confident that women have made 

such gains that there is no possibility turning back. Considering the decrease in elected women in 

Parliament, I would say that the risk of backlash is existent and that it is important that women now 

form alliances and strive towards a common goal of keeping and moving forward their positions.

The criteria for recruitment to higher positions in government is unclear. There are many qualified 

persons at the highest level – appointed by the president – but under that level hand-picking of 

friends and relatives is present. There are also people with Liberian descent residing in the US that 

get recruited to positions that should in fact go to native Liberians. That is why the creation of a 

database of professional women is important, to have alternatives in recruitment.257 According to the

report Equal Power-Lasting Peace, the process for nominations and appointments to government 

positions is not transparent and it sometimes is a matter of having the president's ear rather than 

about merit or competence.258 Women have to work harder than men both during recruitment and 

after.259 The exclusion of practical competence can give rise to tensions. Many women in high 

position are lawyers which is a very high level of education and this means they do not relate to 

other women.260

Having women faces in national leadership has led to an acceptance of women in public and private

leadership positions. They are visible and they inspire young girls to work hard to get up there.261 

Madam Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has showed that women are capable to ably perform and she is very 

important as a role model and inspiration for other women. She is inspiring women by showing that

a woman can run the country just as good – or in some ways even better – than a man. As several of

my informants said they often hear young girls saying “I want to be like Ellen”. The visibility of 

women in higher positions gives self-confidence to other women. I can conclude that at least in 

Liberia, women in high positions are important role models for other women and girls. 
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The flip-side of the chart with having a strong woman as president as mentioned by several 

informants is that it can be seen as “the end of the road” and seen as Liberian women have come a 

very long way in the struggle for equality. But this is not the case, it is rather a question of success 

for one Liberian women with the support of other Liberian women as a whole, but does not imply 

that women in general have broken the barriers to have gender equality.262

8.3 Women's political power in parliament

In the last parliamentary elections fewer women were elected. In the political parties there are fewer

and fewer women. Of 25 parties, only 3-5 have women in leadership positions and it is the 

leadership that decides on the candidates' list. It is difficult to get women as leaders of political 

parties.263 So you easily get more men as candidates. Political parties have not adopted principles of 

equal participation.264 There is an ongoing review of the Liberian Constitution and there is clearly a 

need to have constitutional guarantees to ensure women's participation in the political process.265 

The objective of the Women's Legislative caucus is to advocate for women through the budgetary 

process and through legislation.266 However a woman lost by one vote when running for president 

of the senate. The man who won could have been her trainee or student. It was one of her female 

colleagues that voted against her.267 There is a strong need for women to support each other and to 

really stand behind a woman candidate.

In elected positions you get appointed on political grounds, i.e. along party lines.268 Party 

programmes can easily become irrelevant when practises like votes bought by material favours or 

abuse of kinship networks and ethnic solidarities are used by political elites. The women that want 

to be political leaders have to work twice as hard as men and the slightest mistake they make will be

pointed at. If they are not clear about what they are doing and communicate it properly in a 

cohesive strategy they will be out-done.269 To be elected it is also of vital importance to have access 

to financial resources and to the media.270 A candidate for a parliamentary seat first of all, according 

to the Liberian Constitution, has to be a taxpayer and needs to put up money for registration of the 

candidacy and to keep a certain amount in a bank account. On top of this, money for campaigning is
262 Interview Comfort Lamptey
263 Interview Jeanette Davidson
264 Interview Comfort Lamptey
265 Interview Gloria Scott
266 Interview Gloria Scott
267 Interview Jackson Speare
268 Interview Executive Director national NGO
269 Interview Jackson Speare
270 Interview Weade Kobbah Wurah



50

needed. Fewer women than men can meet these conditions.

 The electoral system has great importance when it comes to representation for both women and 

minority groups. It is likely that a proportional election system would lead to a more representative 

legislature.271 With a proportional election system ticket-balancing to ensure that women and 

minorities are represented is easier and it also makes under-representation of some category more 

visible. 

Liberia has a plurality/majoritarian election system or in other words a winner-takes-it-all system. 

The majoritarian election system is prone to unfairness and injustice and is not a good one for 

advancing women. With a winner-takes-it-all system the votes on other candidates can be thought 

about as wasted votes. Multi-member constituencies are more favourable to women than single 

member constituencies.272 The consequence for women with a majoritarian system is that they have 

to compete and win against men who normally have a lot more wealth and network to support them.

It is an uneven and many times dead-end battle in a patriarchal society. As stated by Sims in the 

Idasa report: “Notably, changing an electoral system to ensure gender equality is a more realistic 

goal to work towards than changing social and cultural perceptions of women.”273

There is a need to look at constitutional reforms to come to grips with the disadvantages for women 

of this system, for example finding ways for proportional representation, minority veto, 

proportionate distribution of funds and positions.274 Also the districting – the drawing of 

geographical borders of electoral districts – will influence who is elected depending on how 

different groups' residences are divided. Since women make up at least 50 % of the population, 

voluntary quotas in political parties should be able to function as a competitive advantage, at least 

when women in general are starting to get more educated and informed.

Women in power positions are getting aware that they need to be the voice of other women that are 

not there, and that they should represent other women. For example the Women's Legislative 

Caucus in Parliament is taking the lead to pass the Gender Equality bill.275 The Ministry of Gender 

and Development works closely with the Women's Legislative Caucus in the Parliament in order to 

strengthen the Gender Equality bill for it to pass. The ministry also organizes training for the media 
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in order to lobby and advocate for the bill.276

8.4 Women's empowerment in general

A general need for voter education can be identified. There is a need for civic education for women 

concerning the voting procedure and to have a more voter friendly ballot paper. In the last 

presidential election there were 22 candidates on one paper and the photos were very small so if you

have a problem with your eyes you cannot discern  the  candidate you want to vote for. And persons

that cannot write, use the ink pad and mark the candidate of their choice, but then fold the paper and

put ink mark in several places which makes the vote invalid. Most of the discounted or invalid 

ballots are from women.277 Women are not voting from an informed position which means there is 

no real democracy. They need civic education in order to be able to make informed choices.278

There is a need for women parliamentarians – and also for male parliamentarians – to interact better

with their constituencies if they want to be elected and/or re-elected. “Representation depends on 

the continuing relationship between representatives and the represented.”279 As also was concluded 

in the report Equal Power – Lasting Peace women politicians tend to prioritise the official party line

over women's issues.280 Whether this is positive or negative in the aspect of getting re-elected 

remains to be analysed. The reason for so many fewer women being elected to parliament at the 

latest elections is currently debated among Liberian women and civil society organizations.

There is an ongoing process of decentralisation, where local leaders should be elected and a 

referendum on changes in the constitution should be held in 2014. The Ministry of Gender and 

Development tries to target young women in the communities, for example in community colleges, 

and try to make them see an entry into the local governance structure as a starting point for a 

political and professional carrier.281 The decentralisation programme can be a window of 

opportunity for women and a way to build trust for the political institutions.282 

45 % of the women are uneducated.283 There is a need for empowerment programmes that will 

impact women. They should be able to get into small manufacturing that would create job 
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opportunities and they need to be linked up with production and markets. Women need to be taught 

numbers and to have access to the banking system. When a woman is poor her children remain in 

poverty. When you take a woman out of poverty you break the circle and you improve the society.284

Education for girls and women is of paramount importance. Women that are educated will give 

positive contributions to society, they will educate their children who are the future leaders.“When 

you educate a woman you educate the whole nation...With more women in leadership, less 

corruption and more development.”285

If women are not properly educated and there are not enough of qualified candidates, quotas for 

women can cause more harm than good. An example of this is the recruitment of more or less 

illiterate women to the Liberian National Police. Their deficiencies in education could not be 

adjusted through a twelve-week high school education and this has caused problems of what 

assignments they can be sent on and of bad quality of reports. They don't get respected in the 

organization because they are not considered to be up to the task. The recruitment of women that 

are not competent for the task risks causing a backlash for all women. 

It is important that some legal structures are put into place in order to safe-guard the achievements 

that women have made in the society so far. As one informant expressed it: “Since 1847 we have 

not practised equality so we need the laws to ensure some of these things. You can't rely on good 

will.”286 In order to come to grips with the existent impunity in rape cases, the Sexual Gender Based 

Crimes Unit and the Special Court were set up. This has had a political importance by showing the 

emphasis put on the issue by the president and government. However the Crimes Unit's placing 

directly under the Ministry of Justice risks blurring the responsibilities of the “normal” judiciary 

like the police and prosecutor. In the Liberian National Police there is a unit – WACPS – working 

with cases of violence against women and children, and the division of tasks risks being confused. 

There is also a risk for competition for scarce resources between the entities.287

The problem of involving men, to gain trust and power division is mentioned by several informants.

It is according to some informants of vital importance that men get involved and understand the 

benefits of a better gender balance in society in general and in decision-making in particular. Also 
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men should be advocating gender equality. This is also one of the president's objectives. Sometimes 

it is more effective to ask men to be the advocates for women.288 

8.5 The relevance of women's organizations

The Ministry of Gender represents all women's issues in the government. All local, national and 

international NGO:s have to link up through the Ministry of Gender. This is mandatory in order to 

reach out to women. All funding,  also from external and/or foreign donors, is channelled through 

the Ministry.289 The organizations are depending on this support and funding for their existence. 

This can be one explanation for the lack of cooperation between NGO:s since all organizations are 

competing for funding through the same channel. It can also explain the willingness of women's 

organizations to be used as implementing bodies for government policy and the lack of 

organizations taking on a watchdog role towards the government. You don't bite the hand that feeds 

you. The closeness between the government and in particular certain NGO:s is in one way very 

positive, since joined forces give better strength for advocating women's interests. But the negative 

part is the risk of uniformity and that different views are not taken into account. 

Many of the most prominent women in women's organizations have been working in government 

agencies and many of the women in the highest government positions have been or are still engaged

in the most prominent women's organizations. This can have many good effects on the cooperation 

but can also blur the role of civil society and make the organizations reluctant to criticise 

government actions and policies. In contrary to the view presented in the report from Idasa290 I am 

not convinced that women's organizations are fully taking on the role as watchdogs over 

government actions. In that report the civil society is seen as linking the government, policy-makers

and women.291 With this I can agree but only to a certain extent. There is a lot more to do to bridge 

different gaps, to create alliances and to unify the women's movement around common goals and 

interests. Civil society organizations further risk loosing their independence when the international 

community partners with the government agencies, since civil society organizations do not have 

direct access to the donors.

In contrary to the situation during the peace process, women and women's organizations today seem
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to lack unity and a common goal, and this might be a reason why the women's movement today is 

experienced as divided. There is a need to transcend the differences and come together around 

issues that unite women, and women need to consolidate their gains in order to avoid backlash. 

There is a need to have a strategic plan and to start grooming another woman to be competitive 

when the president's term finishes. The women's movement needs to find its way back to the 

activism of the peace movement.  Today it is a problem that some big organizations dominate and it 

is a problem for others to get into these big organizations. The competition and the monopoly that 

some of the bigger organizations seem to have in getting the ear and the money of the ministry, is 

creating a division among women's organizations, and this at a time when they need to rally around 

common goals and fields of interest in order to be able to influence. There is a need to bridge the 

gap between urban and rural women and to work for better infrastructure, both in the form of roads 

and in the form of communication tools. As concluded in the report Equal Power-Lasting Peace, 

women’s organizations in Liberia are today struggling to stay relevant.292

9 Study questions and theory in the Liberian context

9.1 Answers to my study questions

Returning to my research questions, how can these be answered related to the findings in this study?

• Has the presence of women in decision-making positions in the parliament and the 

government today been influenced by women's active involvement in the peace process 

and/or by the election of a woman as president? 

It can be concluded that women in parliament today are fewer after the latest elections, in average 

only about 11 % (down from 13 % before 2011). This is about the same level as in neighbouring 

countries (Cote d'Ivoire 10 %, Ghana 8 %, Sierra Leone 12 %) and much lower than in some other 

African states (South Africa 42 %, Senegal 43 %, Rwanda 56 %).293 This indicates that the active 

participation of women in the peace process has not had an influence on the amount of women 

elected to parliament. The policy of 30 % women candidates that NEC has recommended for 

political parties has not been adhered to. The Gender Equality bill that the Women's Legislative 
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Caucus in parliament together with the Ministry of Gender and Development are trying to pass has 

been rejected several times in parliament, and the process is now stalled.

On the other hand President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has appointed many women to high positions in 

Government and state authorities. Between 20 and 30 % of the persons that she has appointed are 

women and it seems like these women have a real influence. However there is also a perception of 

women being put in positions more as window-dressing. The fact that most women are in positions 

as deputy or assistant would point in this direction and that the men still have the final say. It must 

also be noted that even if 20-30 % women is considered a good result, it still does not reach the 

threshold of 30 % that would be needed for real influence.294  

The president has appointed also the positions as county superintendents and other local chiefs that 

according to the constitution should in fact be elected. Taking into account the low percentage of 

women elected to parliament, it can be estimated that the amount of women in these positions might

have been lower if the positions had in fact been elected. Considering the ongoing decentralisation 

process and the plan for local elections this is an important issue for both government and women's 

organizations to consider, and prepare – and advocate for – women candidates to these posts.

• How and by whom are the women of Liberia represented and are issues of special concern 

for women addressed?

There seems to be a general perception that women in high government and government agencies' 

positions are doing their best to represent women and to advocate for issues of special concern for 

women. This picture is re-enforced by the fact that many of these women come from the women's 

movement and that sometimes the division of tasks between government and civil society 

organizations is blurred. 

However the opinion on women in parliament is more divided. There is on one hand the view that 

they are more interested in following party lines and in promoting their own interests. On the other 

hand their situation is complex due to their small number and they are striving in the Women's 

Legislative Caucus to pass the Gender Equality bill and to promote women's issues. Maybe this is in

fact illustrating the need to have enough representation in numbers in order to be heard and to have 

a real influence. With the small number of women in parliament there is also a risk that not all of 
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them are in fact interested in working for women's rights. This is another reason for having enough 

representation in numbers, in order to have broader perspectives and thereby better represent the 

women in society. 

Another aspect is that women in parliament are not seen to relate to ordinary women, especially in 

the rural areas. This can be seen as a general problem concerning representation, since the 

parliamentarians, even if they have raised from the ranks of ordinary people and not from the 

beginning belonged to an elite, they have made the class trip and in a sense distanced themselves 

from the everyday lives of ordinary people.

• Are there any discrepancies in policies or obstacles for cooperation between the 

international stakeholders, government authorities and women’s organizations and if so, how

can these discrepancies and/or obstacles be bridged?

It can be concluded that the international instruments such as the CEDAW convention and the 

UNSCR 1325 are of vital importance and in fact are the basis from which all stakeholders – the 

international community, the Liberian parliament and government and the civil society 

organizations – depart in their work. These are the basis for national plans and they are used as tools

in training programmes etc. They contain the policies and recommendations that all stakeholders 

relate to and advocate for. So in this sense there seems to be a general consensus in what is needed 

and what should be done.

It has been the international community pushing for gender quotas in the security sector. This is 

completely in line with the recommendations for affirmative action in accordance with the CEDAW

convention and the CEDAW committee's recommendations. However the outcome of working with 

gender quotas in the security sector has not been the desired. Recruiting uneducated young women 

to the Liberian National Police has caused more harm than good, since these women are not up to 

the task and are not respected. There is a risk that this will cause a back-lash on women in the 

security sector in general. This shows that gender quotas can not be used as a quick fix if there are 

not enough women with enough education to recruit from.

Concerning the cooperation between the different stakeholders, I have already mentioned the 

unclear roles of government and women's organizations in implementing the gender equality work. 

The civil society is used for implementation of the government policies and since all funding is 



channelled through the Ministry of Gender and Development, the women's organizations can not be

considered as independent. The fact that many women in high positions come from these 

organizations and that some still are active in these re-enforces that picture. This also has the 

consequence that some organizations are perceived to have a monopoly on having the ear of the 

ministry and of getting funding. Other, more activist organizations have a problem entering into the 

big umbrella organizations that are the link between women organizations and the government and 

thereby also to get funding. Since also the international donors channel their  contributions through 

the government, independent organizations have a problem to find financing. In order to encourage 

organizations that can and will take on a watchdog role towards the government, it is vital that 

alternative channels for funding could be created.

 

9.2 The application of my theoretical approach on the Liberian context

My theoretical approach is that a fair and deliberative democracy demands both presence and ideas, 

in order to create the best conditions for representation of all concerned groups. It is an empirical 

fact that men seldom represent issues of special concern for women. In order for women to have a 

real voice and influence there is a need to have at least 30 % women in order to safeguard that 

issues of special concern to women are put on the agenda. As was concluded in the report Equal 

Power – Lasting Peace: “Increased representation of women in formal decision-making bodies does

not automatically transform into a general empowerment of women or a sustainable change in 

patriarchal attitudes.”295 This is a strong argument for the need not only of presence but also of an 

adequate politics of ideas in order to enhance women's empowerment.

Women in elected positions are normally voted in for a political party. This means that they are 

accountable to this party. And as we have seen they are also held accountable when it comes to 

advocating for women's interests. This is a double loyalty that all women parliamentarians need to 

relate to. And in order to be able to cover the interests of women in general, women representatives 

must be sufficient in numbers. This is not the case in the Liberian parliament. 

In the Liberian parliament today there is a Catch-22. Women need education in order to be voted in,

but on the other hand women are needed in decision-making in order to advocate education for 

women. And since men are not expected to vote for women, women voters also need civic 
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education in order to make informed choices of candidates at elections. In general more women 

than men in Liberia are poor and uneducated. Women need to get over what Nussbaum has called 

the capabilities' threshold in order to be able to vote from an informed position as well as to run for 

elected posts themselves. Women need to have basic capabilities before they will start making 

demands for representation and to have their human rights upheld. 

Another difficulty for women is the single-member first-past-the-post election system. This system 

entails that there can only be one winner from each constituency. Since women are not often put in 

first place on candidate lists the system risks leading to fewer women in elected positions. And 

especially if the districts can be re-drawn arbitrarily.  A proportional electoral system with multi-

member districts and where the mandates are divided proportionally to the amount of votes gives 

more opportunities for women. 

It is also important that women that are elected or that are recruited to important positions have the 

needed competence. The recruitment of uneducated women to the Liberian National Police is an 

example of when there is more political will than realistic possibilities. At the same time it must be 

asked who in reality is defining the needed skills and what competence is? Skills and competencies 

that are common for women need to be upgraded and to be valued in the competition for elected or 

other posts. It is also vital to take advantage of women's skills and perspectives in order to enhance 

quality in decision-making. 

President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf has done a good job in promoting women in her cabinet, and there 

is now a well-founded fear for a backlash after she finishes her presidency term in 2017. There is an

urgent need to put constitutional and other legislative measures in place in order for women not to 

loose what has so far been gained in influence in decision-making. There is also a need to mobilize 

the women's movement in order to find and carry forward women candidates for coming 

presidential and legislative elections. 

The women's movement needs to find its way back to its activist roots and away from the present 

situation of in reality being GONGO:s that are only implementing government policies. But in order

for them to be able to do this and to take on a  real watchdog role, the international community is an

important player, especially concerning how funding for women's organizations is channelled. As 

Anne Phillips says: “Though constitutional guarantees offer one potential safeguard against policies

that might sacrifice gender equality to other concerns, the strongest protection for women's equality 

lies in the mobilization of women to make their voices heard.”



Women advocacy and – presumably also pressure from the international community – has resulted 

in a special unit working with SGBV in the Liberian National Police, a special court has been set up

for these cases and a unit working with prosecution and victim support has been set up in the 

Ministry of Justice. However it is not clear how this last mentioned unit fits into the ordinary chain 

of justice. In general the justice system lacks capacity and competence, and the backlogs in the 

courts lead to prolonged detentions of suspected perpetrators of among other crimes SGBV. This in 

turn leads to an under-reporting of these crimes.

10 Conclusion and further research

10.1 Conclusion

A combination of a politics of presence – working for achieving a sufficient number of women in 

decision-making – in combination with a politics of ideas – working for promoting gender equality 

and women's human rights in accordance with international and national documents – is what is 

needed in order to achieve an essential deliberative democracy in Liberia. Some measures that 

should be subjects for consideration are the following:

• Constitutional reforms are needed in order to enhance the possibilities for women to 

candidate and to be elected. One way to go is changing the electoral system, another to work

with political party regulations and quotas. Also the financial demands on candidates must 

be considered.

• Constitutional reforms are also needed to get rid of the safeguards for so called traditional 

values and customary law that affect the status of women.

• There is a need for improved civic and voter education, in particular for rural women. Such 

training efforts should be done before the planned local elections.

• The existing informal structures and networks need to be complemented by formal and 

transparent institutions and regulations. 

• Gender budgeting and quotas for women are two ways of working with improving gender 

equality. However quotas must be used in such a way that the women recruited have the 

necessary qualifications.

• Women's organizations should find their way back to their activist roots and start grooming 

women candidates for upcoming elections and to act as watchdog over government policies 
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instead of as the government's tool for implementation.

• The international community should provide funding for independent women's 

organizations also through other channels than through the Ministry of Gender and 

Development.

• Women, especially in the rural communities, need civic education in order to be able to 

make informed choices in connection with upcoming elections. This is vital before the 

upcoming local elections that are planned to take place in 2014.

• Women must be given more visibility and more of media coverage, especially in connection 

with election campaigns.

• There are urgent needs for improvement in the chain of justice in order to come to grips with

the backlogs in the courts and the prolonged detentions of suspected perpetrators, since this 

leads to a lack of reporting of SGBV.

• Special efforts are needed in order to educate girls and to prevent them dropping out of 

school. Teenage pregnancies must be prevented.

10.2 Fields for further research

During this study some fields have emerged that would be of interest for deeper study and future 

research. 

One such field is corruption from a gender perspective. In this field there are two different but 

equally interesting perspectives. One is the statements of several informants that women are less 

prone to corruption than men. If that is true, this would indeed be an excellent argument for 

improved gender equality, and not only in Liberia. The other is the fact that so many women are 

sexually harassed by teachers and employers, or rather blackmailed into sexual relations in order to 

get good grades or to get or keep a job. This phenomenon is seen as a form of corruption, and of 

course in a way it is, since it affects the objectivity in setting grades or recruiting.

Another field of interest for a more in-depth study is the relationship between the government, the 

civil society organizations and the international community, and its implications for the 

development of the Liberian society, not least in the field of gender equality but also in the security 

sector as a whole. With a system of channelling funding through the ministry and having some big 

umbrella organizations that have the ministry's ear, is this really the best way of working for 



women's rights and are all the important voices actually heard and listened to?

A third field is to map the chain of justice and the situation in the court system. Prolonged 

detentions was identified as a problem leading to under-reporting of gender-based violence. 

According to the assessments within the New Deal, the judiciary was still considered to be in the 

crises phase. More research to provide basis for improvements in the chain of justice would be 

valuable.
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Appendix A

Letter of introduction/presentation

I am studying a master programme in human rights at the University of Uppsala, Sweden. I am 

currently writing my master thesis on the influence of women in the Liberian post-conflict society 

and what – if any - consequences women’s participation in connection with the peace agreement 

and the election of a woman as president have had for the situation today. I also want to investigate 

if there are any discrepancies in the views between the government, the UN and the women’s 

organizations.

In order to enlighten this subject I am visiting Liberia from 16 November to 7 December in order to 

conduct interviews with government officials, representatives from the international community, 

especially UN, and representatives of women’s organisations.

Maria Appelblom

e-mail maria.appelblom@telia.com

telephone +46 70 751 07 61

postal address Forsbackagatan 40, 12343 Farsta

mailto:maria.appelblom@telia.com


Appendix B

Guide for interviews

1. Personal details – name, age, gender, organisation, occupation etc. Question on request for 

confidentiality.

2. Can you describe your situation/occupation before/under/after the Liberian conflict/s?

3. What is your opinion on the role of women before/under/after the conflict/s?

4. How did you experience the legal situation concerning women’s rights before the conflict?

5. How do you experience the legal situation concerning women’s rights today? Do you see 

any development and if so in what way?

6. If there has been some improvement what is according to your view the reason for this?

7. What impact do you consider women’s organisations have had after the conflict?

8. In what way do you experience that the election of a female president has affected the 

situation for women in Liberia today?

9. How do you experience the dialogue between the government agencies, the international 

community and the women’s organisations concerning the situation for women? Are there 

any different views on what should be done and how? Is there formal and/or informal 

cooperation between the different actors?

10. How are according to you issues of special concern for women addressed and represented in

formal bodies like the parliament, government etc.? Who is officially speaking up on 

women’s rights?

11. On what merits do you experience that women are recruited to decision-making positions? 

12. Do you feel that women in decision-making positions represent the women in Liberia? If so 

in what way? If not, why?
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Appendix C

List of informants

Legislature

Name                 Gender Function        Date of interview
Gloria Scott Female Chair of the Constitution

Review Committee
20 November 
2012

Clarice A. Jah Female Senator 26 November 
2012

Jeanette 
Davidson

Female Commissioner at the 
National Elections 
Committee

5 December 
2012

Executive

Name               Gender Function              Date of interview
Abla Williams Female Head of the Bureau of 

Immigration and 
Naturalization

21 November 
2012

Asatu Bah 
Kenneth

Female Deputy Director of the 
Drug Enforcement 
Agency, President of 
LIFLEA

24 November 
2012

Annette Musu 
Kiawu

Female Deputy Minister of 
Gender

28 November 
2012

Janet Sarsih Female Programme Manager at 
the Liberian Anti-
Corruption Commission 

3 December 
2012

Young Officer Female Bureau of Immigration 
and Naturalization

24 November 
2012

Middle 
manager 1

Female Liberian National Police 28 November 
2012

Middle 
manager 2

Female Liberian National Police 28 November 
2012

International

Name                 Gender Function               Date of interview
Katja Svensson Female SSR Coordinator, 

Swedish Embassy, 
Monrovia

19 November 
2012

John C. Nielsen Male Police Commissioner, 24 November 



UNMIL 2012

Monica Rygh Female Police Gender Advisor 28 November 
2012

Comfort 
Lamptey

Female Chief of Gender/Senior 
Gender Advisor, 
UNMIL

30 November 
2012

Charles 
Lawrence

Male National Programme 
Officer, Democratic 
Governance & Human 
Rights, Swedish 
Embassy, Monrovia

7 December 
2012

International NGO

Name                 Gender Function       Date of interview
Monica R. 
Gadkari

Female Country Representative, 
Women's Campaign 
International

30 November 
2012

Binda Freeman Male Programme Officer, 
Women's Campaign 
International

30 November 
2012

Morris B. Taneh Male Senior Programme 
Officer, Women's 
Campaign International

30 November 
2012

Josephine 
Greaves

Female Programme Director, 
Women's Campaign 
International

30 November 
2012

Susanne 
Mannberg

Female Field Representative, 
Kvinna till Kvinna 
Foundation

20 November 
2012

Jackson Speare Male Head of Office, 
International Alert

3 December 
2012

National NGO

Name                 Gender Function       Date of interview
Vaiba Flomo Female Desk Officer, Lutheran 

Church Trauma Healing
21 November 
2012

Executive 
Director

Female Executive Director 
National Women's 
Organization

23 November 
2012

Mary Brownell Female Founder of Liberian 
Women's Initiative

21 November 
2012

Sharon Wright Female Executive Director 
20tyfirst Century 

4 December 
2012
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Women

Teplah Reeves Female President, AFELL 4 December 
2012

Other

Name                 Gender Function       Date of interview
Hattie Wureh 
Hunder

Female Deputy Director 
General, Liberia 
Broadcasting System

4 December 
2012

Weade Kobbah 
Wureh

Female Head of Mass 
Communication 
Department, University 
of Liberia

6 December 
2012



Appendix D

List of some organizations active in promoting women's rights

AFELL Association of Female Lawyers of Liberia

The organization works with defending the rights of women and children. 

They advocate for new legislation on the protection of women's rights and 

provide legal assistance free of charge for women.

LIFLEA Liberian Female Law Enforcement Association

Organization with the aim to integrate gender and to empower women 

in the security sector.

LIMWOP Liberia Muslim Women for Peace

Inspired by the work of the Christian Women's Peace Initiative, this 

organization was founded by former assistant minister as well as former 

president of Liberian Female Law Enforcement Association Asatu Bah 

Kenneth.

LWI Liberian Women’s Initiative

The organization was founded in 1994 by Mary Brownell with the objective 

to press for disarmament and to press for free and fair elections. For that 

purpose women negotiated with warlords and travelled to peace conferences.

NAWOCOL National Women’s Commission of Liberia

This is an umbrella for women's organizations working with empowering 

women and women's groups for example in establishing small business, help 

victims of violence etc.

SEWODA South East Women Development Association

The organization is an umbrella for around 100 women's NGO:s in south-east

Liberia working with awareness-raising on women's rights. Amongst other 

things working against the tradition of judging women for witchcraft and 

against the tradition of Trial By Ordeal.
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WCI Women’s Campaign International

International NGO financed by USAID and private donors working in 16 

countries in Northern Africa and the Middle East. The organization works for 

women’s representation in decision-making on all levels.

WIPNET Women in Peace-building Network

This is a regional network aiming at mobilizing women and building their 

capacity to participate in formulating and implementing policies in the field 

of peace and security.

WONGOSOL Women's NGO Secretariat of Liberia

The organization coordinates more than 90 civil society organizations – 

community based, faith based and others – working to promote gender 

equality and women's participation in elections and in politics.


