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ABSTRACT

There has been a heightened attention to the topic of peace within geography in recent years, with
calls for research pointing the need for greater analytical clarity over the concept, new inquiries into the
way peace is practiced, and an exploration into the implications of peace’s definitions and practices on
peoples’ lived experiences. This thesis engages with those calls through an examination of the work of
peace in Liberia. This discussion of the work of peace in Liberia particularly highlights and draws from
the rich history, and emotional and material labor, of women working for peace in both public and private
spaces. The research draws from two months of ethnographic work and qualitative interviews with
members the Liberian women’s peace movement, as well as others in government and civil society who
work on peace. Throughout this grounded analysis I explore numerous meanings of ‘the work of peace’:
peace as a process, a lived reality, an emotion, a platform for women’s advocacy, a livelihood in the
peacebuilding and aid economy, and as a geopolitical identifier and framework for the broad
transformation of society in the ‘postwar’. In examining the expansive transformations that are ushered in
during the postwar in the name of building peace, I will point to the ways ‘peace’ can not only passively
mask structural violence, but also the way ‘peace’ discourses and institutions can actively quell claims for
justice and equality. Throughout this thesis, I will draw heavily from the insights of feminist geopolitics
in order to demonstrate the importance of attending to the ways peace is experienced and mutually
constituted across multiple scales and spaces. Additionally, speaking to the feminist concern for
imagining and offering alternative geographies, I suggest that engaging in a process of conceptualizing
peace may work as a unique tool, pushing us beyond endless critiques of violence to imagining new and
better realities.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: THE WORK OF PEACE

The period after war is characterized as a time of many potential transformations. Although the
work of building infrastructure and addressing the wide array of social needs and governance concerns is
described as postwar ‘reconstruction’ and ‘recovery’, implying a “restoration or return” to pre-war
conditions (Soennecken 2005), increasingly postwar peace institutions and actors are tasked with ushering
in sweeping and transformative changes to a society (Goodhand 2006; Moran 2010). United Nations
peacekeepers and visiting foreign militaries work with national police forces and militaries to “transform
the security sector” (Goodhand 2006; Liberia Poverty Reduction Strategy 2010; Mazurana 2005). Peace
institutions—and the many local and international non-governmental organizations they increasingly rely
on (Goodhand 2006)—seek to address internal violence through conflict resolution, reconciliation,
empowerment, and combatant reintegration programs. Constitutions may be rewritten, democratic
elections are monitored, and land tenure regimes reworked. New economic policies are put in place that
link peace with the large task of ‘development’, resulting in significant restructuring of lives and
livelihoods (Katz 2004). Throughout these projects, local and international women’s groups and gendermainstreaming initiatives strive to make—or solidify—transformative gains for women during what is
perceived as a limited window of opportunity while governing institutions and everyday spaces are rebuilt
and reconfigured (Meintjes et al 2001; Moran 2010). Within this postwar landscape, peacebuilding and
peacekeeping are not merely tasks of reconstructing the pre-war, but rather they are aimed at constructing
vastly new social relationships, new economic relationships, and new governance regimes.
These expansive agendas for the “postwar” reflect particular understandings of what ‘peace’
should look like and how to create it. The underlying notion is that, if a society is transformed in
particular ways, war will not return, and there will be lasting peace. Here, however, the meaning of peace
is often taken for granted, conventionally understood merely to be the absence of (or end to) the violence
of war. As many both within and outside of academia argue, war and peace are intertwined, and violence
often exists in times of purported peace (see Goodhand 2006; Gregory 2010; Herb 2005; Kent and Barnett
2012; Koopman 2011; Meintjes et al 2001; Ross 2011; Stokke 2009; Williams and McConnell 2011). As
Gregory writes, “the entanglements of war and peace have become a commonplace amongst historians
and theorists, politicians and generals.” Violence may pervade societies where war is not even part of
recent history, and it may also continue long after “peace” agreements bring an end to direct war or
combat. A flawed peace may be characterized by both new and old injustices, inequalities, and violence—
ranging from the structural violence that prevents people from meeting their needs, to the lack of justice
for (or protection from) physical violence or crime.
The experience of persistent violence in times labeled as “peace” points to two crucial
epistemological questions: What is peace? And, what passes for peace? (Ross 2011). Frequently
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geographers, as well as scholars in other disciplines, shy from these definitional questions while they
pursue other inquiries related to the outbreak and prevention of war, or recovery in its aftermath. “When
discussed by politicians, journalists, academics, and even activists, it is frequently assumed that everyone
knows what ‘peace’ is, and thus the word is commonly left undefined,” writes Megoran (2011). The lack
of attention to the meaning of peace may also reflect the sense that peace is “vague, broad, amorphous,
and mythical” (Koopman 2011), or a recognition that peace carries many different meanings for different
people across time and space, thus making it difficult to define. Regardless of the reasons, peace
continues to be “conceptualized as the antithesis of war…a situation in which physical violence does not
occur” (Goodhand 2006), and this framing masks the violence of peace. Therefore, it is imperative to
address the definitions and practices of peace more explicitly, because what counts as peace frequently
becomes either the accepted norm and assumed good of the status quo in countries not currently in or
emerging from war, or a framework for the construction of new social, political, economic landscapes in
postwar societies.
This research examines the work of peace in postwar Liberia. Throughout this thesis, the work of
peace will carry multiple meanings. First, the starting point of this research was an interest in the material
and emotional labor of individuals and organizations working to create peace in both public and private
spaces. Liberia has a strong history of women advocating for and making peace, and this research
privileges the evolving experiences of—and discourses about—women working for peace. As such,
multiple chapters of this thesis will examine the history of the country’s women’s peace movement, the
conceptualizations of peace by these peacemakers, as well as the transformation of that movement in the
current postwar landscape. While certainly Liberian women had spaces of legitimate authority and
leadership prior to the war (Moran 1990, 2010), the influential role of the women’s peace movement
during the country’s civil war (1989-2003) in many ways propelled women into new positions of
leadership in the postwar. While the period after war has often proven a regressive time for women
around the world as pre-war gender hierarchies are re-established (Meintjes et al 2001), it nonetheless
continues to be viewed by both scholars and activists as a unique window of opportunity for change
(Moran 2010). However, Liberia, with the election of the first female president in Africa in 2003 and
numerous other advancements for and achievements by women in the ‘postwar’, is increasingly held up
as an exception—an example of the elusive promise of transformative gender relationships actually taking
hold in the period after war.
Drawing from two months of interviews with members and allies of the women’s movement, I
will describe how, within the postwar, the movement has broadened its commitment from the immediate
goal of ending war to addressing a vast array of women’s issues as it seeks to transform the country’s
gender regimes, and solidify the leadership positions they achieved during and immediately after the war.
I will explore how the history and on-going work of women making peace has proved a valuable platform
to advance causes for women more broadly. Additionally, I will also discuss how the movement itself has
transformed. Many of these changes are related simply to the expanding goals, as the movement is no
longer united around the singular objective of ending war. However, other changes seem to point to the
logistical, economic and political challenges faced by Liberian women’s non-governmental organizations
(NGOs)—and the individuals working in them—as they are increasingly working within, in collaboration
with, and funded by international peace institutions.
This last issue points to the second meaning of the work of peace, which refers to the many
livelihoods that are made through the large peacebuilding and development sectors of the economy,
which includes government, international and local NGOs, media, and grassroots organizations. These
spaces of peace and ‘development’ currently employ many Liberians and non-Liberians, including
women involved in the women’s peace movement. The intersection and overlapping of the women’s
peace movement with these institutionalized, professionalized spaces seems to have provided many
invaluable opportunities for individual women to take on new leadership positions and to advance broader
agendas for women through policy, advocacy, and programming. As I will describe, women have done—
and continue to do—inspiring work in and through these spaces. Still, this has also resulted in new
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challenges and constraints for the women’s movement as organizations struggle for funding, long-term
sustainability, and recognition in their efforts to solidify and advance women’s gains in Liberian society.
Third, I will discuss the work of peace done through peace discourses and peace institutions.
Here, ‘peace’ is mobilized as a tool and operates as a framework to explain, justify, and enact particular
transformations in postwar society. While these peace discourses and peace institutions at times do great
work to create more just and peaceful societies, they can also be violent. Through a discussion of the
transformations that get enacted through peace institutions and discourses, I will point to the ways that
‘peace’ can mask structural violence, as well as the way ‘peace’ can be put to work to actively quell
claims for justice and equality. This discussion, which focuses largely on the concept of the liberal peace,
will ultimately reaffirm the need to examine what gets included in ‘peace’ projects, and to pay close
attention to who ‘peace’ is for when it is being ‘made’.
Finally, this research will explore the work that peace might do within feminist academic and
activist agendas. Through an examination of the work of peace in Liberia, this research will speak to the
intersections between geographies of peace and feminist geopolitics. There has been a heightened
attention to the topic of peace within geography in recent years, with calls for research pointing to the
need for greater analytical clarity over the concept, new inquiries into the way peace is practiced, and an
exploration into the implications of peace’s definitions and practices on peoples’ lived experiences. I hope
to highlight the potential of feminist geopolitics to contribute to the advancement of geographies of peace
through an engagement with politics and peace across scale. Additionally, speaking to the feminist
concern for imagining and offering alternative geographies, I suggest that engaging in a process of
conceptualizing what peace is—not just what passes for peace—may work as a unique tool, pushing us
beyond endless critiques of violence to imagine new, better, more peaceful realities.
In order to set up these frameworks as they inform my understandings of the work of peace in
Liberia, the remainder of this chapter will survey the existing literatures on peace, putting feminist
geopolitics into conversation with the field, and engaging with both lived experiences of peace and the
potential violence peace can mask or create.

BACKGROUND: CRITICAL GEOGRAPHIES OF PEACE
While peace has been more heavily theorized in other disciplines, geographic analysis has largely
overlooked the topic of peace (Koopman 2011). This oversight has sparked renewed calls for
“geographers to contribute to peace” (Kobayashi 2009). Nick Megoran (2011) characterizes the gap most
boldly when he writes, “Geography is better at studying war than peace.” Advocating an increased
engagement with peace, rather than merely focusing on war, he argues, “for our discipline to play a
serious role in addressing the problems wracking twenty-first century humanity, it is imperative this
imbalance be redressed”. Amy Ross (2011), however, aptly points out that Megoran’s (2011)
characterization of the “long and patchy history of geographical engagement with peace” rests on the
same problematic war/peace binary that positions peace as the absence of war. For, if we understand
peace as more than simply the absence of war (which, to be fair, Megoran does seem to do in his work),
then scholarship on issues like justice, rights, equality, equity, violence, and power—all of which have a
rich history in critical geography—are certainly projects for peace. This binary positioning is common
though, and Gundtram Herb points out that even most “publications on peace movements do not engage
with issues of definition and simply restrict their analyses to organizations and groups that actively
oppose wars or war-related activities. Thus the negative peace concept prevails in the literature on peace
movements”, and this is problematic. Nonetheless, while Ross is skeptical that “merely paying attention
to (something called) peace will automatically resolve the complicated ways that the production of
knowledge contribute to violence and war”, she finds Megoran’s calls for geographers to conceptualize
peace to be useful, as it might spark a “re-evaluation of what counts as peace” (Ross 2011).
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Scholars have increasingly taken up these varied calls for engagements with and re-evaluations of
peace. Still, our “understanding of what peace looks like, and how to research it, remains problematically
lacking” (Williams and McConnell 2011). A unified agenda for geographies of peace research remains
elusive, and geographers have proposed numerous approaches and applied different lenses for the task.
Ross (2011) suggests that scholars attend to power and equity, as a way to uncover the violence of the
“putative peace”. Williams and McConnell (2011) “propose a more expansive and critical focus around
‘peace-ful’ concepts”, such as solidarity, tolerance, hope, friendship, hospitability, security, or justice.
Drawing his inspiration from “refugees who give refuge”, Ramadan (2011) pursues a similar direction to
Williams and McConnell when he suggests hospitality as a useful frame to understand and build peace
within times of war. Others like Grundy-Warr (2011) and Megoran (2011) suggest that attending to
religious values might provide a meaningful lens to understand the role of individual action within
‘pacific geographies’. Also attending to individual agency in peace, Kent and Barnett (2012) focused on a
theory of participation in violence through engagement with young men’s decisions to “choose peaceful
pathways.” In contrast, many others have begun to point to ‘the liberal peace’ (which I will address later
in this thesis) for its role in recreating hierarchical, unequal societies (e.g. Goodhand 2006; Le Billon and
Legin 2009; MacGinty 2008; Stokke 2009). Needless to say, the academic landscape for inquiries into
peace is diverse.
Across the field of geographies of peace, many scholars draw heavily from the rich theorizations
of peace that have occurred in other disciplines, like peace studies and International Relations. Sociologist
and founder of peace studies, Johan Galtung’s theories of peace feature prominently in these discussions.
Galtung famously referred to conventional understandings of peace as the absence of war as a ‘negative
peace’. While he accepted that ‘peace is the absence of violence’ (Galtung 1969, as cited in Barnett 2008)
Galtung proposed an expanded understanding of violence that moved beyond seeing violence only in the
direct violence of warfare. He suggested that violence may also be structural and cultural, and these
violences may exist or persist even in the absence of war. Thus, a ‘positive peace’ is characterized by the
absence of structural, cultural, and direct (i.e. physical) violence. While this common framework has
proved a helpful tool for scholars seeking to challenge the discursive construction of peace as “not-war”
(Koopman 2011), Galtung still relies on defining peace “by what it is not” (ibid.). There remains a need to
engage with the qualities and features of peace itself. Additionally, “Galtung’s is a theory that speaks
more of structures than agents” (Barnett 2008). Thus, geographers may also need to look beyond his
theories for useful pathways to address the ways that people have both perpetrated and resisted violence at
the individual and interpersonal scale.
The importance of individual and everyday experiences, and of grounding peace within particular
contexts, is overwhelmingly highlighted within the existing geographies of peace literature. Critical
geographers point to the importance of ‘localized’ understandings and practices of peace as a way to both
elevate marginalized knowledges of peace, as well as to unsettle conventional discourses of peace that
have failed to account for the messy intersections of peace with violence in individuals’ daily lived
experiences. Koopman (2011) writes, “To unsettle ‘peace’ by exposing how it is portrayed and visualized,
as well as practiced and materialized, is not just an intellectual exercise, but an integral part of creating
peace itself.” Similarly, Williams and McConnell (2011) call for “situated knowledges of peace” in
distinct contexts as a means to understand conflict resolution and peace at numerous scales.” Given the
importance of context, the everyday, lived experience, and the ‘local’ for understanding peace(s), I will
turn now to a discussion of scale in peace research. In particular, I hope to highlight the potential for
feminist geopolitical approaches to scale to contribute to agendas for peace research.

THE IMPERATIVE OF SCALE
Dietrich and Sutzl (1997, as cited in Koopman 2011) argue, “without being based in concrete
places peace is simply an abstraction”. They imply that “peace can only be conceived, and achieved, on a

!

%!

small scale.” Kent and Barnett (2012) similarly call for ‘localized’ examinations of peace. With many
calls for geographies of peace stressing the importance of the ‘local’, the everyday, and lived experiences,
it is important to consider the scalar imperatives of geographies of peace. Koopman writes that “seems
clear that peace means different things at different scales, as well as to different groups, and at different
times and places.” It is implied that the meanings and practices of peace will be different in different
places and times, and researchers will be able to access these various peace(s) by focusing most directly
on lived experience. With its attention to scale-crossing, feminist geopolitics becomes a useful framework
to begin exploring the scales of peace.
Just as geopolitics has conventionally been interested in the relationships between states at the
international scale, so too have discussions of peace traditionally focused on “an international system of
sovereign and self-interested states” (Blanchard 2003). Mountz and Hyndman (2006, as cited in Pain
2009) reminds us of feminist challenges to these scalar preference for the global: “Feminist interventions
question the disembodied masculinism of the [global] and interrogate the limits of local/global binaries,
calling attention to the silenced, marginalized and excluded.” Marston et al (2005, as cited in Pain 2009)
also highlight how ‘globe talk’ has positioned the global as a more powerful and more appropriate scale
for analysis. Similarly, discussions of security and war have tended to give preference to state-scale
analysis and, and Hyndman (2004) writes, “While the state remains a vital subject of interrogation…it
obscures fear and violence at other scales, beyond its purview.” In response, feminist geopolitics critiques
the ‘gods eye view’ of geopolitics (Williams 2011)—a scale that has historically made women’s lives
invisible—and proposes a focus on geopolitics ‘from below’ (e.g. Fluri 2009). Thus, analyses in feminist
geopolitics seek to be grounded in everyday life, making new space for the embodied and the emotional
within geopolitics (Dowler and Sharp 2001, as cited in Pain 2009; Nicley 2009; Pain 2009)
Certainly the everyday and the individual are important sites to understand how geopolitical
discourses are written onto bodies and how geopolitical processes are experienced. However, it is
important not to casually imply that geopolitics only flows in one direction across scale, mapped onto and
absorbed by passive individuals (Pain 2009). Rachel Pain (2009) critiques the fear literature on this issue
for implicitly assuming a hierarchical scalar process whereby “fear moves from international political
events and processes down into people’s minds, bodies and everyday lives.” People are actively involved
in the process of accepting, ignoring, reworking, or contesting the geopolitical discourses and practices
they are faced with. Similarly, peace does not run in a single direction, in which national or international
peace agreements ‘trickle down’ to create individual, lived experiences of peace. Thus the peace research
agenda might also consider Pain’s (2009) argument that a meaningful research agenda “goes well beyond
simply expanding the spaces and scales under consideration when charting the ways that politics has its
effects.” Rather, she suggests, “there is a strong case for rupturing the very idea of these spaces and
scales, because they tend to fix commanding notions about emotions, power, human agency and being”
(ibid.; also see Herod and Wright 2002, or Pratt and Rosner 2006).
With regard to scale, Koopman (2011) suggests that part of the analytic and practical power of
peace is its very ability to break down conventional scalar boundaries more easily than other related
“peace-ful concepts” (Williams and McConnell 2011) like security, justice, or solidarity. For example,
Koopman describes how typically security is understood at the nation-state scale and human security is
understood at the individual scale. In contrast, peace simultaneously “can be understood as both intimate
and global” (ibid.). Thus, just as feminist geopolitics argues for cross-scalar analyses of the geopolitical—
highlighting the ways national and global processes are embodied, reproduced, and resisted and reworked
in individual experience—Koopman suggests that peace might be a vehicle for critical geographers to
slide across scales in their varied projects.
The scalar flexibility of peace might be demonstrated in a few ways. While common geopolitical
uses of peace have tended to rest at the scale of the state, peace also (perhaps almost intuitively) exists at
other scales. As depicted in the drawing below, peace can be felt at the individual scale—as emotional or
psychological peace, bodily security, or the ability to meet one’s needs. Peace is also experienced through
interactions and relationships with other individuals— family, friends, and communities. These individual
and relational spaces point to valuable future directions for an expanding agenda of an emotional
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geopolitics of peace, an area which Pain et al (2010) point out has been under-explored despite a growing
attention to both emotional geographies and everyday geopolitics. Finally, peace is still invariably
understood at the state scale, the regional scale, and the international or global scale, where violences can
stem from wars, institutions, or structures. When we engage with peace across scales, it reveals multiple,
complex, and intertwined meanings of peace: Peace is a process, implying its temporality and
renegotiations, rather than any fixed state of being. Peace is an emotion, as it exists in embodied
experiences of trauma, fear, solidarity, or friendship. Peace is a lived reality, where the daily
circumstances and landscapes of ones life may or may not be violent. And, peace is a geopolitical
identifier, frequently used to indicate a country’s “stability” and conformity to particular state norms, like
liberal democracy and market capitalism (Daley 2006; Goodhand 2006). Importantly, these different
peace(s) are not mutually exclusive, and rather exist in tandem, and in relation to one another, with
different meanings and practices of peace shaping one another across scale.
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As I will elaborate later in this thesis, within my own work in Liberia, individuals almost
universally described their experiences of peace (or lack of peace) as occurring at multiple scales. For
example, an individual might speak about feeling peace at one scale (such as no longer feeling the fear
associated with living in a combat zone), while simultaneously experiencing a lack of peace at another
scale (for example, not feeling at peace with their memories of the war, or being debilitated by lingering
anger toward perpetrators). Thus, peace is not uni-scalar, and experiences of peace at various scales are
“intertwined and mutually constitutive” (Koopman 2011). With this in mind, if critical geographers add

!

'!

peace to their work on other ‘peace-ful’ concepts (Williams and McConnell 2011) like “tolerance,
friendship, hope, reconciliation, justice, humanitarianism, cosmopolitanism, resistance, solidarity,
hospitality, care and empathy”, they can open up topics that may have been too easily locked in scalar
boundaries and make new connections across scale, while grounding them within contexts.
GEOGRAPHIES OF PEACE AS GEOGRAPHIES OF POWER
Up to this point, my survey of peace has focused largely on conceptualizations and lived
experiences of peace and violence. However, just as Pain’s (2009) review of fear highlights how the
literatures on fear “variously analyze [fear] as experiential, discursive, and/or political”, the same could
be said about peace. In this section, I want to turn to the discursive and political, focusing specifically on
the work that ‘peace’ does through peace institutions and peace discourses, which both work to construct
particular types of societies. Unquestionably these peace institutions and discourses are closely linked
to—and can greatly influence—the lived experiences of peace, however there is a crucial difference:
referring to lived experiences of peace, generally speaks to experiences with related ‘peace-ful concepts’
(Williams and McConnell 2011). However, when we describe peace discourses and peace institutions,
these do not universally or necessarily create and reflect peaceful concepts. In fact, both peace discourses
and peace institutions have the potential to actively foster violence. Therefore, just as critical analyses of
security discourses and security institutions reveal the paradoxical insecurities they can create, an analysis
of peace discourses and institutions may also point to their role in violence.
I join many others in suggesting that peace, which has been normalized as being qualitatively
‘good’, can also be violent. However, while the violence of peace has been pointed out before, the point
seems to be made most frequently when highlighting the persistence of structural violence in periods of
“peace”. In other words, there is still violence if there is serious economic or social disparity and
suffering, even if there may be no war. Amy Ross aptly quotes Arundhati Roy (2004) on the (structural)
violence of peace. Roy writes, “For most people in the world, peace is war—a daily battle against hunger,
thirst, and the violation of their dignity. Wars are often the end result of a flawed peace, a putative peace.
And it is the flaws, the systemic flaws in what is normally considered ‘peace’ that we ought to be writing
about.”
Ross (2011) argues, at the heart of this is an epistemological issue—“What counts as war? What
counts as peace?” Certainly, these questions apply to spaces all across the globe that may not be
experiencing direct war, the places deemed ‘at peace’. However, within ‘postwar’ societies, the meaning
of what counts as peace guides a more drastic process of remaking vast spaces of society. The period after
war—the time of peacekeeping missions and peacebuilding programs—is increasingly characterized as a
time to usher in sweeping transformations to a society (Goodhand 2006; Moran 2010). Peacebuilding and
peacekeeping have therefore become not merely tasks of reconstructing the pre-war, but rather projects
aimed at constructing new social relationships, new economic relationships, and new governance regimes.
The logic flowing through and shaping much of these transformations is the western-driven ideal of
‘liberal peace’.
While the central idea of the liberal peace is the notion that democracies don’t go to war with one
another, it has become a much more expansive project. Richmond (2008, as cited in Megoran 2011)
describes ‘the liberal peace’ as the idea that “likeminded states co-exist in an order of democracy, market
capitalism, human rights, development, and civil society, maintained by state forces.” With its lineage in
Kant’s ideas of a ‘perpetual peace’, the ‘liberal peace’ framework is critiqued by critical scholars for its
paternalism, and for its role serving the economic and political interests of the globally powerful. For
example, MacGinty (2008) describes the liberal peace as “the concept, condition and practice whereby
leading international organizations and international financial institutions promote their version of peace
through peace-support interventions, control of international financial architecture, support for state
sovereignty and the international status quo.”
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Importantly, however, as our earlier discussion of feminist geopolitics of scale demonstrates, the
power dynamics implicit in the liberal peace do not invariably mean that individuals in ‘local’ contexts
passively accept or are universally oppressed by the supposedly more powerful ‘global’ ideas of peace.
Rather, the discourses and practices of international institutions are adopted, ignored, reworked, and
contested differently by different people based on their own experiences, situations, and ideologies.
Additionally, individuals and groups in varied contexts and social positions also work in conversation
with these institutions and discourses, and it would be dismissive not to acknowledge their own roles
within these transnational spaces and discourses. For example, Liberian women peace activists describe
how they have not been separate from discussions about the meaning of peace occurring in supposedly
‘global’ spaces: “[Liberian w]omen join governments, international agencies and civil society groups in
debating definitions and perceptions of peace and the social and political agendas attached to them
because they are aware that definitions have major impacts, not only on understandings and actions that
promote or sustain peace but also on the allocation of resources for such activities” (African Women and
Peace Support Group 2004). In other words, they understand their definitions and material practices of
peace are part of—not separate—from discussions about peace occurring in other places and scales. Still,
while we can (and should) highlight this agency, it’s also important to remain attuned to the power
inequalities that exist in or are re-entrenched through liberal peace discourses, institutions, and practices.
Frequently used to justify the sweeping changes of the liberal peace is the persuasive discourse
that ‘underdevelopment’ is the primary cause of violent conflict (Mazurana 2005)—well, that is, at least
in the Global South. This logic is flawed for a number of reasons. First, it is “primarily political elite who
orchestrate and benefit from violence, not those plagued by underdevelopment” (Mazurana 2005).
Second, it is both inaccurate and disingenuous to treat violent conflict in the Global South as merely
being driven by internal factors like poverty, as this wipes out the role of colonialism, capitalism, or other
interventions by non-internal actors in fostering the conditions that lead to war. Regardless of these
factors, however, the project of peacebuilding has increasingly become linked to the project of
development (Goodhand 2006) and the mandates of peace missions have greatly expanded as a result. In
postwar countries, both local and international nongovernmental organizations are finding “themselves
integrated into multidimensional peace operations, a hybrid response involving diplomatic, military,
development and humanitarian actors” (ibid.) In this context, where prescriptions for peace increasingly
are prescriptions for ‘development’, the meanings of ‘peace’ become diverse, expansive, and at times they
contradict the experiences of violence they create.
Broadly, these modern forms of liberal peacebuilding and conflict resolution are often
characterized by programs that are “diverted from individual and community conditions of peace” to
state-centered top-down policies (Richmond 2010). Policies are often strongly driven by western states
and international organizations, and they are seen as paternalistic and are frequently tied to broader
agendas of economic liberalization. International institutions and NGOs certainly are not monolithic,
however, and individuals do not all embody these more cynical characterizations of the institutions.
Individuals often find creative ways to forge solidarity, deliver services, and meet needs (Goodhand
2006). International institutions are also increasingly acknowledging indigenous strategies of
peacemaking, these approaches have historically been marginalized within western-driven conflict
resolution programs and some see the recent attention to partnership and participation as a process of coopting activists and civil society for neoliberal goals ( MacGinty 2008), although I would be very wary of
treating local activists and members civil society as being naive pawns in the work they undertake with
international organizations. Finally, as Hansen (1987, as cited in Daley 2007) argues, western conceptions
of peace, which guide many institutions and NGOs, do not necessarily mirror perspectives of peace in the
countries were they are practiced. Thus, within postwar ‘reconstruction’ efforts, where deregulation of
markets and liberal democracy often become key pillars of ‘peace’, it is important to remain very
attentive to Ross’s (2011) and Megoran’s (2011) concerned questioning of who peace is for and what
counts as peace.
There is certainly a geopolitical discourse, and an associated geography of power, at work to
justify these institutions as “the epistemic community legitimately able to transfer knowledge of [peace]
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to those who don’t have it” (Megoran 2011) and to establish their frameworks of peace as the norm.
Additionally, while the liberal peace may normalize and make certain violences seem acceptable, this
process goes beyond simply passively masking structural violence. Peace discourses are also employed to
more directly discipline those who are making certain types of claims for justice. Additional suffering
may result from calls for peace that are in fact aimed at the “foreclosure of efforts to change unjust
systems.” One example from Liberia, which I will elaborate on in Chapter 5, illustrates this,
demonstrating the active use of the peace discourse to shut down claims for justice.
As written in a recent New York Times article (Siakor and Knight 2012), between 2006 and 2011
Liberia’s president, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf “granted more than a third of Liberia’s land to private investors
to use for logging, mining and agro-industrial enterprises… Among these concessions was 1.6 million
acres for palm production that was awarded to the Malaysian corporation Sime Darby and to Golden
Veroleum, a subsidiary of the New York-based Verdant Fund.” Approximately 150,000 people will be
directly affected through loss of homes, farms, cemeteries and sacred wells, and forest and water
resources. When villagers raised complaints, the president told them “When your government and the
representatives sign any paper with a foreign country, the communities can’t change it.” She explained
that only the Liberian government had the legal right to make these agreements with foreign investors,
and citizens should not protest directly against the corporation if they have complaints. In other words, all
citizens’ calls for accountability must be directed to the Liberian government, not Sime Darby. Thus, in
response to the community’s efforts to hold Sime Darby accountable for human rights violations, she
stated, “You are trying to undermine your own government. You can’t do that. If you do so all the foreign
investors coming to Liberia will close their businesses and leave, then Liberia will go back to the old
days” (emphasis my own). As Siakor and Knight (2012) point out, policy in Liberia has (following the
model of the liberal peace) been “geared toward attracting foreign investment rather than responding to
Liberians’ conceptions of social justice.”
This brief example does not aim to cast President Sirleaf as a bad leader, as she is a complex
figure who has done significant good for Liberia, from securing cancellation of the country’s debt to
encouraging and supporting many women’s causes. Rather, this story is meant to demonstrate that
political leaders and the formalized institutions tasked with creating peace also have the power to use the
peace discourse in ways that potentially creates violence in the lived experiences of individual Liberians.
Just as in the United States national security discourses mobilize fear to discipline citizens not to
challenge the mistreatment of undocumented migrants, or to question unwarranted wiretaps or the
indefinite detention of suspected ‘terrorists’, the seemingly much more benign discourse of peace can
similarly dispossess and discipline populations from making certain claims for justice or rights. In this
sense, peace is far more than an inspiring, albeit nebulous, concept we need to uncover in order to create.
With this in mind, it is therefore crucial here that we take up Ross’s (2011) call to evaluate what counts as
peace, because what counts as peace to those who have the power to define it in local and geopolitical
discourses can perpetuate violence in others’ lives if we are not vigilant to its uses.
While we might still look to local contexts and conceptualizations of peace for challenges to topdown liberal peace practices, those doing geographies of peace must remain mindful of the contributions
of feminist geopolitics, and consider the supposed ‘global’ and ‘local’ peace(s) as mutually constituted,
rather than existing in scalar isolation. David Harvey (as cited in Herod and Wright 2002) urges us to
“trespass the discursive regimes that separate “the local” from “the global” in our efforts to redefine in
more subtle ways the terms and spaces of political struggle open to us.” These are important
considerations as we undertake an agenda for geography of peace, interrogating the questions “[w]hat is
peace, why, who creates and promotes it, for what interests, and who is peace for?” (Richmond 2008, as
cited in Megoran 2011). These are theoretical and empirical, and ethical and political questions, and they
have spatial dynamics that geography is “methodologically and theoretically well-placed to engage
critically with” (Megoran 2011). It is the particular task the remainder of this thesis to engage with these
questions within the context of Liberia.
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OVERVIEW OF REMAINING CHAPTERS
My examination of the work of peace in Liberia will take place in five remaining chapters. The
next chapter (Chapter 2), provides a background to the history of Liberia before and during the Liberian
Civil War. If we are to assume that peace does not start merely with the signing of a peace agreement, we
must also assume that violence does not start merely with the beginning of civil war. Therefore, this
chapter begins by stepping back in history to investigate the prewar, as it informs our understandings of
violence and peacemaking during both the war and postwar. Examining this history also provides greater
context to the transformations of gender regimes during and after the war. As one of my research
respondents appropriately pointed out to me, Liberian women’s leadership roles did not begin solely with
the start of the war or their war-time peace activism, and it is important to recognize this history, as too
often discourses of prewar patriarchy and oppression overwrite the legitimate authority and leadership of
women prior to the war. The chapter will include the history of the Liberian women’s wartime
peacemaking, engaging with questions about the spaces and scales of peace. This history of the prewar
and the war will set the stage for our understanding of the postwar.
Chapter 3 will lay out my methods for this research, particularly engaging with the feminist
theories that informed my methodological choices. It will begin with a review of the literatures on
feminist research methodologies, and then explain how these theories were applied to the research in
Liberia. This chapter will also serve to provide an overview of the research site and general information
about those I interviewed and my sampling methods. My fourth chapter will then briefly engage with the
meanings of peace described in the words of my respondents.
Chapter 5 suggests that Liberia is frequently held up in international discourse as the feminist
success story of the postwar. This chapter examines the features of this feminist success story—from
international recognition of the success of women’s peace movement, to the election of Africa’s first
female president, to the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to two Liberian women. In addition to
describing this feminist success story, I will seek to complicate it by engaging with the on-going struggles
and the untold features of the narrative. This discussion will draw heavily from interviews with members
of the women’s peace movement in order to point to transformations of the movement in the postwar,
their on-going work for peace, and the diverse Liberian discourses about and responses to their efforts.
Chapter 6 problematizes the assumed good of ‘peace’, by examining the violence of peace. In
particular this chapter will discuss the ability of peace discourses and peace institutions to both create and
re-entrench power inequities and injustices during the process of remaking and transforming postwar
society. Drawing largely from secondary texts, government documents, and independent watchdog
reports, this chapter will focus heavily on the construction of the liberal peace in Liberia through a
discussion of recent examples of its potential violence.
My final chapter (Chapter 7) will serve as a conclusion. The chapter will seek to synthesize and
summarize my analysis of postwar transformations, the work of peace, and the role of women in these
processes. I will conclude by suggesting future directions for the burgeoning geographies of peace
literature, highlighting once more the potential of feminist and emotional geopolitics for our inquiries into
peace.
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CHAPTER 2

BACKGROUND: VIOLENCES OF THE PREWAR
AND WARTIME PEACEMAKING

“Why God had chosen to start with Liberia was a mystery.
So far as we knew we had done little and mattered less in the
world’s eyes. We had waged no wars, built no nuclear
weapons. The average Liberian’s salary would make you
shake your heads in piteous disbelief. Still, we looked for
answers: Would this be happening if I had worked harder?
Been kinder to my loved ones? It took a long time for us to
understand that the darkness swallowing our country had
been building for a long time. We were demanding answers
for actions that went back decades and, in some cases,
centuries.”
Agnes Kamara-Umunna (2011), from her memoir And Still
Peace Did Not Come: A Memoir of Reconciliation

Too often wars—and in particular wars in Africa—are treated as if they stem from intrinsic and
purely internal rivalries or conditions. In fact, the very logic of the liberal peace, which I described in
Chapter 1, rests in part on the notion that war stems from internal features of underdevelopment and bad
governance. However, as Mazurana (2005) writes, the “causes of armed conflicts—those factors that
generate violent conflicts and those that frustrate peace efforts—are deeper, occur earlier, and are more
complex, interwoven, and transnational than the majority of us acknowledge.” Thus, if we are to remain
true to the belief that “peace is not an end-point” (Megoran 2011) that can be reached simply by signing a
peace agreement, then we must also accept that war doesn’t have a simple starting point. Violence does
not begin merely with the start of open hostilities, or civil war. Rather, violence is historical, and ‘civil’
war is also transnational. To understand the Liberian Civil War and the transformations that occurred
through it and in its aftermath, we must examine the war in relation to what came before. This chapter
will seek to tell this history, particularly by beginning to put it into the context of the external influences
that helped foster the resulting ‘civil’ war.
In addition to attending to the continuities of violence prior to and during the war, this chapter
will point to the evolving leadership roles of women in Liberian society during and prior to the war. This
will include a discussion of the significant women’s peace movement that arose during the war and
helped bring about the final peace agreements. However, discussion of the peace movement will avoid the
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casual assertion frequently made that women’s ascension leadership and authority emerged entirely as
result of their experiences of during the war. While Liberian women certainly took on new roles during
the war and in its aftermath, framing women’s leadership and authority as originating during the war
“discounts women’s prewar sources of legitimate political authority” (Moran 2010). In other words, it is
just as inaccurate and disingenuous to frame women’s rise to leadership ahistorically as it is to treat the
violence of war ahistorically. Therefore, with consideration for both the historical continuities of both
violence and gender regimes, this chapter briefly surveys the history of Liberia, from its founding and the
violences of the prewar, through the war and women’s wartime peacemaking, until the 2003 peace
agreement that “ended” the war.
‘BEFORE’ THE WAR
Liberia was founded in the 1820s by a group called the American Colonization Society, which
sought to return freed African American slaves to the continent of Africa. The American Colonization
Society, which may be described as a “pseudohumanitarian” organization, was made up of white U.S.
citizens with “decidedly mixed” (Kelley 2002) intentions and purposes for supporting resettlement. For
example, many were Quakers and abolitionists who believed it was a moral and ethical remedy for the
historical dislocation of slavery, as well as the only way for African individuals to have a chance at a
good life, as they presumed equality for blacks unlikely. Others were slave-owners, motivated by a fear of
the influence that the presence of free African Americans might have on their slaves. Still others saw the
resettlement of African Americans in West Africa as a means to establish Protestant Christianity in the
sub-region through “black missionaries” (Kelley 2002; Moran 2006). Perhaps the most straight-forward
explanation, which encompasses all these various motivations, is simply to characterize the American
Colonization Society as “a group of Americans [who] decided the best way to manage freed black slaves
and slaves coming into their freedom was to ship them roughly six thousand miles away to Africa”
(Kamara-Umunna 2011). Needless to say, this new settlement—named Liberia after ‘liberty’—had the
historic roots of its formation in the massive dislocation and enslavement of Africans, and in the
continued racism against blacks within the United States.
However, with the forced purchase of the West African land that become Liberia and its
subsequent settlement by freed U.S. slaves (referred to as Americo-Liberians, ‘settlers’, or ‘repatriates’), a
new hierarchy was established, borrowing heavily of the inherited logic of U.S. and European racism and
colonialism. In Mary Moran’s 1990 book, Civilized Women, she describes how the categories of
‘civilized’ and ‘native’ worked as the foundation for a “castelike division between settler-descended or
‘repatriate’ elites and the bulk of the indigenous population” (Moran 1990). Still, while this social status
division between the small population of Americo-Liberians (who made up about 5 percent of Liberia)
and the indigenous was unquestionably the dominant norm, the divide was more permeable than it has
often been portrayed. Indigenous Liberians were incorporated into elite society through wardships,
apprenticeship, political patronage, and marriage (Moran 1990), with individuals at times cutting ties with
“tribal” relatives and “adopting English surnames and invented genealogies” (ibid)—a practice that
continued into the 1950s. Moran describes difference in Liberian society running not strictly along the
borders of setter/indigenous, or even along class lines. Rather, status was defined through one’s ability to
perform and demonstrate their embodiment of Western ‘civilization’—a difference between “unschooled
subsistence agriculturalists and Western-educated, literate wage earners” (ibid.). She elaborates, “This
two-part model of cultural difference, originally conceived as the contrast between European costal
traders and indigenous Africans, was also applied to the African-American settlers and later expanded to
include a class of mission-educated natives who had adopted a lifestyle based on a recognizably Western
model” (ibid.). This casual reference to Western-style modes as ‘civilized’ is used “unselfconsciously”
throughout Liberia. While European colonialism across the continent overwhelmingly subjected Africans
to a ‘civilizing mission,’ Liberia is one of the only places where “this resulted in a distinct and highly
elaborated status category” (Moran 1990).
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Importantly, Moran describes how the native/civilized divide had very different impacts on men
and women. While indigenous women may also have achieved ‘civilized’ status through similar means as
men—namely Western education and training—“being civilized severely [constrained] a woman’s ability
to support herself by limiting her to economic activities in which she must compete (often unequally)
with men” (Moran 1990). A ‘civilized’ Liberian woman was ideally supposed to resemble the model of a
Western housewife, frequently tasked with heavy burdens of domestic labor, and she could lose prestige
by engaging in the wrong types of work outside the home. For example, Moran (1990) writes, “ “She
used to be civilized” is frequently heard to describe a literate woman who has been forced by economic
necessity to “tie lappa1 and make market,” giving up the most visible symbol of civilized womanhood, the
Western-style dress.” Further, a woman’s ‘civilized’ status often was tenuously linked to the status of her
male partner. And, while a man could acquire the status of civilized for life without risk of once more
becoming ‘native’, women faced greater risk of losing the identity and prestige of being ‘civilized’
(Moran 1990).
This thesis research will not directly address the current discourses about being civilized,
however, I will note that the term is still used in everyday conversation.2 While I don’t want to hazard a
guess about the current meanings or power of the native/civilized divide, I would suggest that the large
projects of peacebuilding and development in the postwar may perhaps be producing new categories of
women who do or do not embody Western models. For example, there is significant programming
targeting “women’s empowerment”, which generally focuses on fostering economic independence,
teaching the language of gender mainstreaming, and educating women about recognition of their
individual rights. While many of these programs may have beneficial impacts on the lives of women, I
wonder about the way the discourse of ‘empowerment’ might be producing two new contrasting female
subjects—empowered and unempowered. In this regard, I believe it is important to note that, although
partriarchal, women did have some sources of legitimate power in prewar Liberia, including leadership
within indigenous secret societies (which play a prominent role in the political and social life of many
rural communities), as well as the power to control the labor of younger kin within the household and
ability to organize to address problems (Moran 2010: Fuest 2008). This history (and these forms of
authority) however are absent from a new discourse—emanating in part from women’s empowerment
programming—that increasingly characterizes woman as having been viewed as property prior to the war.
Moran describes how this discourse of ‘women as property’ was never around prior to the war, and seems
to have uniquely produced a new history of (disempowered) women in Liberia. As Abramowitz (2009, as
cited in Moran 2010) argues, “humanitarian organizations, many of them with explicitly feminist
identities, have imposed a ‘specific framing of Liberian and African cultural history and heritage as being
intrinsically, totally, and irreversibly patriarchal, dominant, violent, and oppressive.” External actors
continue to play a significant role in the production of African subjects, at times “impos[ing] new,
apparently life-long identities (such as rape survivor) and narrative frameworks that may be difficult for
local activist women to resist” (Moran 2010). Needless to say, although Liberia is often presented as an
exception to European colonization, these examples demonstrate how Liberians, like all of us, “are
created by the powers, connections and imaginations that were written into the world during Europeans’
first explorations of the world and the making and remaking of these geographies ever since” (Sharp
2009).
Although they were certainly dominant over indigenous Liberian, Americo-Liberian-led society
was also subject to external powers of colonialism. From the time of its formal independence in 1947,
which made it the first independent African republic, Liberia “has been at the mercy of foreign powers,
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A lappa is a long piece of African fabric that is generally tied around the waist. It is, more generally, an all-purpose
fabric used for many tasks, from carrying a baby on one’s back to cleaning off your hands.
2
While certainly Liberia has experienced profound since Moran wrote Civilized Women in 1990, the use of the term
‘civilized’ is still not uncommon today. For example, if I were going to meet someone at a restaurant that served
Western food, my Liberian friends might joke with me that they “don’t like that civilized food” and are happy eating
a Liberian staple.
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prevented by massive debts and the fear of colonial annexation from defining its own course in the world”
(Moran 1990). In particular, Liberia remained closely tied to the United States as its “mother country”
(Moran 2006), and the U.S. at times intervened to help Liberia preserve its independence from European
colonizers. The ties to the U.S. can be seen in numerous spaces and institutions. The Liberian
Constitution was drafted within the U.S. and greatly mirrors the U.S. Constitution; the capital city
(Monrovia) was named after U.S. President James Monroe; the principal language of the country is
English, despite numerous indigenous languages being widely spoken; and the U.S. dollar is still used as
a standard currency for many daily transactions. Additionally, the country’s motto was, and still is, “The
Love of Liberty Brought Us Here”—although clearly this motto does not reflect the history of to those
Liberians who were already ‘there’.
Liberia also remained closely tied to the U.S. economically over the years, emblematic
particularly in the 1926 “exploitative 100 year lease” (Levitt 2005) agreement with U.S. company
Firestone Rubber, which created the largest rubber plantation in the world. During World War II, Liberia
promised the U.S. and its allies all the rubber they needed for the war (as well as the ability to establish
military bases in the country). Contention over the use of natural resources, like rubber, is frequently cited
as one of the factors that fueled the Liberian Civil War, and the Firestone plantation was a site of violence
throughout the war. As Levitt (2006) writes, the “incorporation of hinterland Liberia into the global
economy vis-à-vis the Firestone agreement and Open Door Policy”—a 1943 policy that gave foreign
investors “full freedom of entry and repatriation of the capital and profits”—are among the economic
factors that contributed to later violence. The Firestone plantation remains in operation today, and rubber
extraction remains a key component of national plans for economic revitalization in the postwar.
Americo-Liberian dominance of the state ultimately came to an end in 1980 (Ellis 2006; Guannu
2009), when a handful of soldiers led a coup d’état ousting the Americo-Liberian government and
executing then-president William Tolbert and other government leaders. According to Levitt (2005), the
coup “was the manifestation of 158 years of pent-up settler-native and civil society-government
hostilities, spawned by a sociopolitical order that never evolved fully to accommodate Liberia’s diverse
and dynamic population.” One of young soldiers, a sergeant who had been trained by U.S. Green
Berets—Samuel K. Doe—named himself as president. Thirteen other prominent Americo-Liberian
leaders were publicly executed on one of Monrovia’s beaches, and in the face of potential retaliation by
the new leadership and its supporters, many Americo-Liberians fled the country, largely settling in the
United States.
Samuel Doe was quick to ingratiate himself to the United States, which continued to help prop up
Doe—a strategic alley in the Cold War—as his regime became progressively more authoritarian and
brutal. Liberia became a regional headquarters for the U.S. CIA in Africa, and Liberia severed ties with
both Libya and the Soviet Union to demonstrate its loyalties. “During the height of the Cold War tensions
in the first Reagan administration (1980-1984), tiny Liberia, with a population of two and half millions
people and an area the size of the state of Ohio, was the “beneficiary” of the second largest package of
United States military aid in the world (after Israel)” (Moran 2006). As Moran (2006) describes, it was
these same weapons that Doe later “turned against his own civilian population.” After a failed coup
attempt in 1985, the Doe regime became increasing violent, cracking down on perceived sympathizers of
the coup based on ethnic identity (Ellis 2006; Kamara-Umunna 2011). Through these actions, his
repressive government (supported by the U.S.) helped to fuel many of the religious and ethnic divisions
that later became central features of the war (Ellis 2006), as well as to solidify the resentment that would
help fill the ranks of rebel forces at the start of the civil war.
THE WAR
Although—as I’ve described—violences and inequalities proceeded this date, the Liberian Civil
War is conventionally understood to have started on Christmas Eve of 1989, when the National Patriotic
Front of Liberia (NPFL), led by Charles Taylor, crossed into Liberia from Cote d’Ivoire with the hope of
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ousting President Doe. Within a few short months, the NPFL gained control of most of the interior of the
country (referred to by some at the time as “Taylorland”), with many joining his ranks out of anger
towards Doe, broad frustration with lack of options, fear of NPFL retribution, and forced enlistment
(Pugel 2007).
Meanwhile President Doe, backed by the Liberian national army and West African peacekeepers,
held onto the area surrounding the capitol city of Monrovia. When Taylor and his deputy, Prince Johnson,
could not agree who would reap the presidential seat upon their victory, the NPFL split, and Johnson
formed a second rebel group, the Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL). While many
Liberians looked to the United States to do something, no direct action was taken. “In June four US
warships with 2,000 Marines proceeded to Monrovia and stayed long enough to evacuate US and some
other foreign nationals, but did not intervene to help Doe, previously an ally of the United States, or to
restore order to the devastated city” (Ellis 2006). A few months later, Prince Johnson and the INPFL
captured President Doe when he went to visit the headquarters of the ECOWAS (Economic Community
of West African States) peacekeeping operation. Johnson filmed Doe’s torture and execution, and the
video was subsequently distributed throughout the country. While the exact circumstances that led to
Doe’s capture by Johnson remain unclear, “many Liberian to this day believe that Doe was lured to his
death as a part of a conspiracy by the US and Nigeran governments” (Ellis 2006). Still, even after Doe’s
death, neither Johnson nor Taylor were able to gain control of the government, and the war continued
between the national army (the Armed Forces of Liberia, or AFL), the ECOWAS peacekeepers, the
NPFL, the INPFL, and a handful of other rebel groups that sprung up out of the chaos.
In the following years a number of peace agreements were brokered, then broken, and various
interim leaders headed provisional governments during this time. Of particular note in the context of this
thesis: one of the interim heads of government was a woman. Ruth Sando Perry took office in August of
1996, becoming the first African women ever to hold such a position. During her time in the post, she
refused any alliance with combatant parties (Kelley 2002), and she “used her office to become the
warlords’ most prominent opponent, campaigning for them to give up their guns and submit to an elected
government” (Rupert 1997, as cited in Kelley 2002).
In 1997, elections were finally held, and Charles Taylor won the presidency, a success partly
credited to the widespread belief that appeasing him would bring an end to the war. However, even with
Taylor in the executive mansion, war continued, going through periods of intensifications and lulls as the
remaining rebel groups continued to fight for control of the country.3 In July of 2003, as two separate
rebel groups (Movement for Democracy in Liberia or MODEL, and Liberians United for Reconciliation
and Democracy or LURD) violently pushed in on Monrovia with the final hope of ousting Taylor, leaders
of rebel parties were meanwhile in Accra, Ghana at on-going peace talks. Outside the doors of the peace
talks, women sat barricading the leaders inside the negotiations. Some of the women (members of
women’s peace organizations) had come to Accra all the way from Liberia, while many more had been
mobilized from the large Liberian refugee population living at camps in Ghana. The weeks of tension at
the talks, and in Monrovia, ended with the signing of the Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA),
which resulted in a ceasefire and the deployment of United Nations peacekeepers to Liberia, and was
closely followed by the resignation and exile of Charles Taylor. The 14 years of direct war had resulted in
150,000-200,000 killed, and nearly half of the country’s population of 4 million people displaced. This
was considered to be the “end” of the war, although, as feminist and other critical scholars have reminded
us, the lines between war, postwar, and peace are not necessarily discrete.
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These phases are sometimes defined separately as the First Liberian Civil War, also commonly called “World War
II” (1989-1996), and the Second Liberian Civil War or “World War II” (1999-2003), although this distinction is not
always made.
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LIBERIAN WOMEN’S RESISTANCE TO WAR
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Figure 2: Liberian Women's Mass Action for Peace (Image: Pewee Flomoku, retrieved from
http://www.uci.edu/features/2011/10/feature_wwp_111014.html)

Although claims that women are naturally peaceful have been heavily critiqued by feminist
scholars (e.g. Cockburn 2007; Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; Blanchard 2003; Ruddick 1998), the frequent
role of women and women’s organizations in campaigning for peace has been well-documented and
explored (e.g. Cockburn 2007; Goldstein 2001; Tripp et al 2009; Large 1995). Within the wide landscape
of women’s peace activism, however, the Liberian women’s peace movement remains unique in its size,
scope and diversity of membership. As Fuest (2008) writes, the Liberian war “appears to have generated a
perhaps unusual level of collective female peace activism compared to women’s movements in other
African countries.” Given this rich history, Liberia offers an illustrative—and inspiring—example of
collective action for peace, and a geographic approach to this history might meaningfully contribute to
“conventional accounts of the history of peace movements [which] are generally weak on the historical
geographical spread and transformation of ideas, tactics and organizations” (Megoran 2011).
Here, geographic literature on social movements offers a number of potential frameworks through
which to understand Liberian women’s collective action for peace. As Conway (2006) noted, the
literature on social movements is incredibly diverse and is dispersed “over many fields and problematics.”
Social movement scholarship has ranged from theorizing and debating the meaning of ‘resistance’ itself
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(Abu-Lughod 2008; Katz 2004; Mansbridge 2001; Basu 2000; Cope 1996, as cited in Laliberte et al 2009;
Hart 1991; Colburn 1989; Scott 1989, 1985), to discussions of the patterns of movements across scale and
space (e.g. Chatterton and Pickerill 2010; McFarlane 2009, 2004; Nicholls 2009; Conway 2008; Zeilig
and Ansel 2008; Wright 2007; Pickerill and Chatterton 2006; Katz 2001; Moghadam 2000; Cox 1998;
Routledge 1996), to the ways gender and emotions have been used as organizing identities among
activists (Pile 2010; Cockburn 2007; Bosco 2007a, 2007b; Wright 2007). Thus, there are many existing
frameworks within the social movement literature that might be applied to the Liberian women’s peace
movement.
With its ability to cross scales and spaces, Cindi Katz’s (2001) description of a ‘topography of
political engagement’ offers a useful conceptual tool to start from. She writes that “To do a topography is
to carry out a detailed examination of some part of the material world, defined at any scale from the body
to the global, in order to understand its salient features and their mutual and broader relationships.”
Further, Katz (ibid.) suggests that topographies “embed a notion of process,” which helps to situate places
in their broader contexts across multiples scales—a goal I similarly described for feminist geopolitics in
my introduction to this thesis. In this framework, Katz imagines contour lines, not as representing
elevation, but rather representing a common relationship to a process, helping us to theorize connections
between distant spaces. However, rather than using contours as tool to discuss connection across far
distances, here, I would like to use topography as a way to visualize a local gradient or spectrum of
involvement in wartime peacemaking (see drawing on next page). In this sense, each contour line still
represents a commonality, however, here it will be a common means of resisting war and war’s varied
impacts. Imagining peacemaking as a gradient of resistant responses to war, I envision the women’s peace
organizations, such as the Women in Peace and Security Network (WIPSEN), at the peak. Thus, elevation
here is representative of the increased visibility of oppositional action when done under the banner of
specific peacemaking organizations, as well as the degree to which an action is connected to a broader
organized strategy of protest. In Liberia, organizations like WIPSEN acted as umbrella organizations,
under which many women would often join protests or demonstrations in impromptu ways (Fuest 2009;
African Women and Peace Support Group 2004). The women, dressed entirely in white, gathered,
marched, sang, and sat in public demonstration against war, including the famous 2003 protests in which
Liberian women barricaded combatant groups into the final negotiations for peace (African Women and
Peace Support Group 2004; Fuest 2009). Additional strategies included, but were not limited to,
threatening to strip naked to publically shame male leaders (ibid.), personal meetings and negotiations
with combatants and regional leaders to press for peace negotiations, and international advocacy from
refugee diaspora members (Fuest 2009; African Women and Peace Support Group 2004).
Within the organizations, pointed efforts were made to include women from diverse backgrounds.
For example, the leaders of the Mano River Women’s Peace Network4 (MARWOPNET), a transnational
organization that united women from Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, “determinedly took illiterate
rural women to the Mano River Union conference Conakry in 2001, to the astonishment of
representatives from other countries” (Fuest 2009). At meetings, interpreters were provided for those who
did not speak English, and strategic alliances were made between Muslim and Christian women’s groups
in order to avoid the common tendency for Christians to dominate within Liberian NGOs (Fuest 2009).
Additionally, both MARWOPNET and WIPSEN often discouraged the use of ‘big English’, which is a
term for the Americo-Liberian or Western form of the English language. 5 This was an important
symbolic decision, as ‘big English’ has historically been used as an indicator of one’s status as a
‘civilized’ member of the elite Americo-Liberian population, in contrast to indigenous Liberians, who
were pejoratively called ‘native’ or ‘country people’ (Fuest 2009; Ellis 2006; Moran 2006, 1990). Thus,
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The organization borrows its name from the Mano River, which begins in Guinea and flows through Sierra Leone
and Liberia, uniting the three countries in its watershed.
5
“Big English” is also colloquially referred to as ‘series’, and is still a notable indicator of a Liberian’s background,
education, and the audience they are speaking to. Today, it can also be seen as a marker of those Liberians who
spent time living abroad during the war, in contrast to those who stayed in Liberia throughout the war.
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these methods of organization are indicative of their desire to encourage participation across historic
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Figure 3: Diagram of a topography of peacemaking

boundaries. Decisions like these had tangible impacts on inclusiveness of the movement, and
who took part in organized forms of protest.
While the visible public actions of the organizations are certainly the most identifiable forms of
women’s opposition to war, Liberian women’s accounts of peacemaking during the war call for a
reconsideration of what peacemaking means, and the spaces it takes place in. The following quote offers
an illustration:
I remember Julia who was a university student, and her parents got separated from her and
the family and she had to support her little brothers. She sold [in the] market, she braved
bullets and went to the villages to buy produce to bring to the market all through the war. I
think she is a peacemaker; she is a heroine. Then there were the elderly women like TG, who
would sit on her own porch where she was displaced and beckon to people that were passing
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by, give them…encouraging words, telling them to hold on, telling them to keep the faith. She
[had] lost everything—she’s a heroine. There are several women in that category.
Ruth Caesar, as cited by African Women and Peace Support Group, 2004
The actions in this quote, which are described as acts of peacemaking, did not occur under the banner of
any peace organizations. They were independent, and certainly less visible. These characterizations
suggest a spectrum of ‘peace’ and peacemaking, and challenge us to complicate mainstream
understandings of the concept. These actions also represent emotional and relational understandings of
peace and peacemaking beyond conventional ideas of ‘peacemaking as war-ending’ or the technocratic
definitions of peacemaking through the liberal peace frameworks of external mediation. Rather, they
point to Williams and McConnell’s (2011) suggestion that we attend to the creation of ‘peace-ful’
experiences. Further, these characterizations caution us not to privilege public peace protests at the
expense of attending to the everyday ways women exercise power and resist violence.
Moran (2010) also describes how Liberian women exercised significant power in these less
visible spaces of the home or community through their authority to either allow family participation in
violence, or prevent it. She describes how senior women often had an influential role in “either sending
younger male kin to war or refusing them permission to join the armed factions.” However, as Moran
elaborates, the “authority of mothers, grandmothers, and aunts to deploy young mens’ labor power to
defense or other tasks is obscured by the discourse of prewar patriarchy, just as the hiding and protection
of men from involuntary recruitment are overlooked when women’s recognized peacemaking activities
are limited to public demonstrations.” Thus, by attending to everyday spaces where ‘peace’ is experienced
and created we can not only gain a greater understanding of the spectrum of women’s peace work, we can
also observe challenges to the pervasive postwar discourse that posits the war as the original spark
“credited with freeing women to discover their own untapped potential and achieve liberation from their
oppressive, patriarchal menfolk” (Moran 2010). Rather, as this case demonstrates, women held many of
the legitimate sources of authority prior to the war, and they continued to exercise these throughout and
after the conflict.
Borrowing from Scott’s (1989, 1985) writings on ‘everyday forms of resistance’, actions, like
those just described, might be conceptualized as everyday forms of peacemaking, with peacemaking
being a distinct form of resistance. This framing, however, necessitates a consideration for what
constitutes ‘resistance’. In considering Scott’s writings on everyday resistance, critiques have been raised
about the meaning and use of the term. Hart (1991), for example, sought to engender Scott’s framework
by describing ways that women’s resistance might differ due to other processes occurring in the
community and the home. Katz (2004) also describes the problems that arise when almost anything can
be construed as oppositional practice, or resistance. In response, Katz (ibid.) offers three categories of
actions in order to conceptually separate what she says are “admittedly overlapping material and social
practices that are loosely considered ‘resistance’.” These categories are resistance, reworking, and
resilience6, which each indicates a different type of response to oppressive force. While Katz and others
who have used this framework (e.g. Chatterton and Pickerill 2010) have largely been seeking to identify
resistance to globalization or capitalism, it has also been useful to me in conceptualizing the different
actions, scales, and locations of peacemaking (again, see Figure 2).
Within this framework, Katz (2004) describes resistance as practices that “draw on and produce a
critical consciousness to confront and redress…specific conditions of oppression and exploitation at
various scales.” In Liberia, this is most obvious in the publically organized protest, and in other various
actions occurring under the banner of a peace activist organization, however the impromptu ways that
women joined protests (Fuest 2009) makes the borders of membership in the movement necessarily
blurry. To Katz (2004), resistance is characterized by “the consciousness-building involved in [its]
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Katz’s use of ‘resilience’ here is unrelated to scholarship and theories of resilience that emerge out of ecology (e.g.
Holling 2004; Adger and Barnett 2009; Walker and Salt 2006), and which examine ecological, and increasingly
human, response to environmental stress and disturbance.
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explicitly oppositional character,” an idea explored by other social movement scholars as well (e.g.
Mansbridge 2001). However, while she does acknowledge that this makes resistance hard to identity, the
framework seems to largely describe different types of actions—not how one might identify the
consciousness in these actions. Further, it is unclear if we can assume that oppositional consciousness
does not exist on the scales and in the spaces where she describes reworking and resilience.
Reworking, Katz (2004) writes, seeks “to alter the conditions of people’s existence to enable
more workable lives and create more viable terrains of practice.” These are essentially “pragmatic
responses to problematic conditions” (ibid.). While examples of this in Liberia are plentiful, an illustrative
case would be the action that market women in the interior of Liberia undertook to address food shortages
occurring in Monrovia:
“The women traders mobilized others and gathered quantities of foodstuffs for transport, then
negotiated a safe passage with NPFL forces in Gbarnga, which allowed them to cross check
points…In addition to negotiating some 50 checkpoints they had to cope with roads that had
been considerably devastated by the conflict…The courage and solidarity of their northern
sisters—working across faction lines—is still well remembered by the women of Monrovia.”
-African Women and Peace Support Group, 2004
As seen in this example, reworking works at the scale of a structure or barrier, with the goal of
overcoming that barrier to meet basic needs.
Finally, resilience is seen in those acts that foster ways of getting by (Katz 2004). In one example,
Katz (ibid.) describes how a woman in Harlem exercised resilience through “establishing and nurturing
matrices of care and mutual aid” or “everyday acts of neighboring”. In Liberia, the frequently stories of
housing or feeding the displaced during the war, or offering emotional support reflect these ideas of
resilience. Further, they speak well to another body of literature on care and care ethics. Although care is
wrapped up in each of these three categories of peacemaking acts, it is certainly most obvious in the small
local acts of resilience. While Lawson (2007) describes care ethics as a challenge to the individualistic
and competitive principles specifically of neoliberalism, these same care ethics, which elevate ideas of
interdependence and mutuality, can also challenge the violent impacts of civil war. In this regard,
‘peaceful’ concepts (Williams and McConnell 2011) of care—like neighboring, support, protection, or
friendship—become part of a landscape of peace.
As I described in my introduction, experiences with these peaceful concepts are intertwined with
experiences of peace as defined at other scales, and both ‘peace’ and these peaceful acts of resilience are
simultaneously intimate and global. Similarly, while care, which has frequently been seen as a private
activity occurring within the home—and more specifically an activity of women in these spaces—is
“always and necessarily a public as well as a private matter,” Lawson (ibid.) writes. Therefore, by
framing women’s care giving during the Liberian Civil War as acts of peacemaking (as the numerous
authors of the book Liberian Women Peacemakers seem to have done), Lawson’s argument about care
being a public matter becomes all the more clear. Additionally, if care is a form of peacemaking, then not
only do these less visible acts reveal themselves to be political, but we also begin to see a much larger
population of people who might be considered peacemakers.
This is not to suggest that care, however political, occurs only in private spaces, like the home.
Just as the private, interpersonal acts of care might be framed as political acts of peacemaking, so too are
the many highly visible acts of women’s protest linked to ethics of care. As Katz (2005, as cited in
Lawson 2007) describes, care has “relational, spatially extensive, and public dimensions.” Therefore,
Lawson’s (2007) argument that “care practices must be analyzed as [both] multi-sited and multi-scalar”,
for example in public institutions and discourses as well as homes and personal networks, might be just as
easily applied to the way we think about peacemaking.
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POSTWAR TRANSITION
Peacemaking, peacekeeping, peacebuilding and peace are often treated as discrete projects,
occurring at different times in process of traveling from war to peace—and, increasingly, to development.
However, as Goodhand (2006) describes, “peacebuilding (like war) is a process which does not have a
precise beginning and end it is likely to be the result of multiple and cumulative efforts.” Therefore, in
engaging with the messy intersections of violence and peace, we must understand that war and peace—as
well as peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding—are temporally overlapping experiences and
processes. Therefore, as I transition now to a discussion of the my methods and inquires into the postwar,
and the numerous transformations occurring in the process of constructing ‘peace’, we must remain
attuned to the postwar in relation to both these past violences and these past experiences of and labor for
peace.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODS AND METHODOLOGIES: LOCATING PEACES

Drawing from feminist and geographic scholarship on war, peace, geopolitics, and social
movements, this research examines the work of peace in ‘postwar’ Liberia. Of particular importance in
this inquiry was the role of women creating peace in both public and private spaces during and after the
war. As such, this research privileged the stories, experiences, and ideas of members of the Liberian
women's peace movement, as well as others working on peace and gender issues. Additionally, this
research sought to highlight the evolving definitions and practices of ‘peace’ and ‘peacemaking’ in the
postwar landscape. As Liberian women themselves highlight, these “definitions have major impacts, not
only on understandings and actions that promote or sustain peace but also on the allocation of resources
for such activities” (African Women and Peace Support Group 2004). Thus, an understanding of how
‘peace’ is conceptualized, practiced, and created offers a window into the way Liberian society is
reconstructed and constructed in the postwar. With this in mind, this research attempted to survey the
different understandings of peace that were at work in Liberia, as well as to explore how a history of
peace activism had impacted and become intertwined with efforts to rework gender regimes for women in
postwar society.
Employing qualitative ethnographic techniques and semi-structured interviews, participants were
sought from among both new members and veterans of women’s peace organizations, as well as other
members of civil society, media, and the government who are working on issues related to women and/or
peace. Interview questions explored: 1) how peace is defined and practiced, 2) how the activities of the
women’s peace movement have changed, 3) the relationship between work to improve the status of
women and work for peace, and 4) the impact of international peace discourses and institutions (and
gender programming) on both of these efforts. Ultimately, by investigating the changing mission,
activities, and politics surrounding the closely linked efforts for women’s issues and for peace, this
research sought to contribute to broader understandings about the role of women and women’s peace
movements in rapidly changing postwar settings. Additionally, by situating the meanings of ‘peace’
within Liberia, while also engaging with the way these meanings exist in conversation with
understandings of ‘peace’ at other scales, this project aims to advance a feminist geopolitics of peace.
This research was guided by an overarching feminist epistemology and methodological approach.
Like peace, the conceptualizations and practices of ‘feminist methodologies’ are contested and employed
differently by different scholars. In this particular research, feminist methodologies offered a framework
to consider and respond to numerous the ethical challenges of research, such as power in the production
of knowledge and representation. Broadly, feminist methodologies informed, and continue to inform, the
more specific research practices of data collection, analysis, and dissemination, and I will turn now to a
review of this literature as it guided this research.
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FEMINIST METHODOLOGIES
Harding (1987) describes methods as the tools or techniques used to collect data. This is in
contrast to a methodology, which is “a theory and analysis of how research should proceed” (ibid). HeseeBiber and Piatelli (2007a) describe methodology as “a bridge between epistemology and method, shaping
how we approach and conduct research.” Both methodology and method frequently get wrapped up issues
of epistemology, or a theory of knowledge. An epistemology is thus a framework through which to
answer such questions as “Who can be the knower? And what can be known?” (Staeheli and Lawson
1994; Harding 1987). With respect to who can be a knower, feminists claim traditional epistemologies
have frequently ignored and excluded women’s knowledge’s. As such, central to feminist epistemologies
has been the claim that women can be knowers (Harding 1987), and feminist research has frequently tried
to understand women’s worlds through their lived experience (Staeheli and Lawson 1994).
While certainly gender has been a central concern in much feminist research, feminist
epistemologies have not just been about adding women (and their knowledge and experiences) to
mainstream analyses. There are many other intersecting identities besides gender, with some identities
(e.g. race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, etc) elevating to greater importance in certain contexts. The idea that
people have “multiple, layered identities and can simultaneously experience oppression and privilege” is
termed as intersectionality (Dill et al 2007). Bhavnani (2007), however, warns about too easily using
intersectionality to conceptualize multiple axes inequality. Equating identities this way “tends toward
constituting the subject as a victim rather than also as an agent” (ibid). In response, she suggests that,
rather than focusing on the intersection, we might consider “interconnections that configure”. These
interconnections, she argues, offer ways to think about how experiences and identities are interconnected,
dynamic, and shaped by an individual’s own desires, motives, and fears (Bhavnani 2007). Thus, there are
many people who can be knowers, however, Hesse-Biber and Piatelli (2007a) still note that feminists
have long prioritized marginalized knowledge. How these ‘marginalized knowledges’ are identified,
accessed and represented, however, raises further ethical dilemmas for research that I will address later.
In response to the epistemological question of what can be known, feminists have long challenged
the scientific model of research, which “subscribes to the tenets of verification, generalization,
objectivity, value-neutrality” (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli 2007a). These positivist approaches to knowledge
have privileged “the mind over the bodily, subjective, and emotional realms” (Brooks and Hesse-Biber
2007), and have resulted in the systematic omission of women’s experience and knowledge in science.
Feminists have challenged the notion that researchers can separate their own subjectivities from the
research process, thus questioning notions of objectivity in research. Some feminist scholars have sought
to rework the notion of objectivity by creating frameworks of feminist empiricism to account for women’s
experiences within traditional positivist methods, or through “strong objectivity” (Harding 1995, in
Brooks and Hesse-Biber 2007), which uses reflexivity to strengthen research by grounding it in your own
biography (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli 2007b). Others reject the notion of value-free work, arguing that in
positivist research, “the researcher may be privileged as the knowing party and placed on a higher plane
than the researched”, with important ethical implications (Brooks and Hesse-Biber 2007).
In assuming that research is inherently value-laden, many feminist researchers have used
reflexivity as a way to make their subjectivities known, and to examine the ways that their position might
impact the research participants and research product. Reflexivity “can serve as a methodological tool for
deconstructing power throughout the entire research process” (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli 2007b). As HesseBiber and Piatelli (2007b) remind us, reflexivity doesn’t begin and end at the research site. One’s own
experiences, assumptions, or research goals can affect the research throughout the entire process, from
conceptualization of research questions, to data collection, to analysis and writing. Sharp and Dowler
(2010) lament that at times improper use of reflexivity has led researchers to indulge in “egotistical
diatribes or naval gazing…which tends to focus more on the experiences of the researcher rather than
understanding the complex power dynamics which can occur in the field.” Further, the process of
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reflexivity may become more complicated in contexts where there is significant difference between
researcher and researched, and researchers should not minimize this difference (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli
2007b). Rather, the goal remains to use reflexivity as a tool to identify and renegotiate power and position
throughout the research.
Power can potentially be exerted at many points throughout the research process. Researchers
exercise power through their conduct in data collection, through their analysis of data, through the choice
of which voices to elevate in their writing, and through their representations of a place and people. Wolf
(1992) writes that “no matter how careful, I fear all of us who do research must be prepared to be the
resented Other to the ‘objects’ of our study.” Critiques of western feminist research practice, by scholars
like Chanda Mohanty (1988), have argued that western research has constructed a ‘Third World Woman”,
who is a singular, essentialized victim. These examples reflect broader critiques of ethnographic work
over a crisis of representation, and who can speak for who (Pillow and Mayo 2007; Katz 1994; Wolf
1992).
Regarding the question of who can speak for others, scholars have sought a number of ways to
minimize exploitation or objectification in the creation and dissemination of knowledge. Wolf (1992)
writes about keeping the authority of her respondents intact, saying “I do not speak for them, but about
them, even though I occasionally use their voices.” Others seek to diminish the exercise of power by
making the research more collaborative. Cockburn (2007), for example, shares her interview transcripts
and analysis with her participants, allowing them to revise their statements, or comment and critique her
interpretation of their experiences. In the collaborative book Playing with Fire (Sangtin Writers and
Nagar 2006) the entire writing and analysis process is shared and collective. As Staeheli and Lawson
(1994) write, collaboration can “address ethical issues of speaking for others through cooperative work
between those experiencing and those theorizing.” Further, other scholars have sought to make the
research less extractive by making sure that the research itself is shared and (ideally) offers benefits to
those who participate. Staeheli and Lawson (1994) describe how objectification and knowledge extraction
can also be lessened by “writing in a variety of forms attuned to different audiences” in order to make the
research both accessible and useful. Koopman (2010) re-iterates the importance of this, describing how
she creates “well-designed short PDFs” with summaries of the research, but also sees it as part of an ongoing conversation with a community she continues to engage with. Further, as Dowler (2001) explains,
remaining connected and involved in a community in the long-term is often an important component of
feminist ethnographic work and the feminist activist goals.
Activism and feminism are closely linked, and this has been a central component of much
feminist research as well. As Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2007) write, “To discuss feminist research without
any mention of feminist activism would be nonsensical, even impossible.” In describing her own role as a
activist scholar Kobayashi (1994, in Staeheli and Lawson 1994) writes, it is “not to say that my subjects
are part of my project, but that I am part of theirs…I do not use other people’s struggles as the basis for
my research; I use my research as a basis for struggle of which I am a part.” While Kobayashi’s statement
represents an ideal I hope to work towards through continued research and engagement, this is in most
regards beyond the reach of this type of master’s work. While I have not been involved, as other scholars
have (e.g. Koopman 2010; Cockburn 2007; Wright 2007; Kobayashi 1994), in the movement that I hope
to study, I do hope this research will act as a foundation for on-going engagement and collaboration.
Despite my lack of connection with the Liberian women’s peace movement prior to this research, their
goals (ending violence, creating peace, bringing women to the table at security discussions, organizing
with other women’s peace groups internationally, etc) are goals I wholeheartedly support, and would
likely to more actively become involved with. I intend to explore further the ways that my work might be
useful to women’s peace organizations, both through this current research product and through later
efforts.
Scholars of social movements, and feminist scholars more broadly, have advocated for
approaches that are grounded in everyday experiences (e.g. Koopman 2010; Wright 2008; Buch and
Staller 2007; Maddison 2007; Dowler 2001; Nordstrom and Robben 1995; Staeheli and Lawson 1994).
Ethnography and semi-structured interviews are particularly well suited to access the everyday (Blee and
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Taylor 2002). As Buch and Staller (2007) write, “ethnography is an attempt to make sense of lived
reality.” Scholars who work with and study social movements particularly highlight the value of this. In
attending to knowledge production in social movements, Chourdry and Kapoor (2010) argue that activist
experiences and knowledges have “often been ignored, rendered invisible, or overwritten by
professionalized or academic experts.” Conway (2006) writes of those within movements, “Through their
everyday practices of survival, resistance and solidarity, progressive social movements…are producing
new and distinct knowledge’s about the world as it is, as it might or should be, and how to change it.”
Holst (2002, in Choudry and Kapoor 2010) terms this process of learning through activism as “pedagogy
of mobilization.” This focus on the “activist standpoint” (Maddison 2007) will be particularly relevant in
my attempt to ground the meaning of peace within the Liberian women’s peace movement.
While many feminist scholars advocate the importance of grounding research in local contexts
and experiences, others also remind us that any ‘local’ context is part of a larger, messy global context.
Staeheli and Lawson (1994) write, “Uncovering the knowledge that ‘mere folks’ produce involves
developing methods that connect everyday experiences with higher level patriarchal and politicaleconomic forces,” demonstrating the ways that scales are interconnected. Pratt and Rosner (2006, as cited
in Wright 2008) describe how global forces penetrate the intimate and local. In describing the intimately
global, Wright (2008) argues “we must constantly question assumptions that link the space of ‘the local’
with experience of intimacy and that of ‘the global’ with ‘foreign-ness’.” In other words, if we talk about
the local as a coherent entity and the global only in the abstract, we will neglect the numerous ways that
places are connected across scale. In response, scholars such as Cindy Katz have sought to theorize the
relationship between places (and their respective social movements) across spaces and scales. Katz (2001)
writes of a ‘topography of political engagement’, which can be used as a tool to help us situate places in
their broader contexts and examine the relationship between very distant places as they are connected by a
common relation to a process. This theorizing about the relationship between the local and global in
different places, also highlights the duality of activism.
Similarly, just as feminist scholars have sought to complicate the categories of global and local,
so too have they urged for a reconsideration of the category of “the field” in research. Katz (1994) writes
that “Under contemporary conditions of globalization and post-positivist thought in social sciences, we
are always already in the field.” The ‘field’ is frequently constructed as a place distant from the researcher
or their academic institution, as a place we must go to (Sharp and Dowler 2010; Katz 1994; Staeheili and
Lawson 1994). By acknowledging the fluidity of ‘the field’, just as feminists acknowledge the fluidity of
geopolitics and peace, research sites that might have previously been described in terms of the ‘local’ can
“[cross] scales from the local to the global thereby contesting the notion of a bounded study site” (Sharp
and Dowler 2010). Sharp and Dowler (2010) continue, describing how ‘the field’ can be seen as a set of
practices. Thus, fieldwork itself becomes an embodied process, which might include the emotions,
networks of entry and support, performance, and personal costs of research (ibid).
Vying discourses continue over the meaning of feminist epistemology and methodology. Still
these discussions, as outlined in the body of literature described here, informed my own research in
Liberia in a number of ways. First, epistemologically, I was (and am) guided by the belief that the
Liberian women are knowers about the topic of peace, although they are at times left out of larger
discussions of war, peace, and security. As such, my methods will seek to highlight knowledge from
within the movement, while also attending to everyday practices of peace both in and outside of the peace
organizations.. Second, in order to welcome Liberian women’s role in the production of knowledge, ongoing discussions are encouraged. All research transcripts were returned to respondents, and they were
free to edit their responses and elaborate on or suggest different lines of inquiry as they are comfortable
with. A couple respondents did do this. This thesis, as well as any resulting publications, will also be
returned to participants. Third, acknowledging both the fluidity of ‘the field’ and the potential ways my
position might impact my participants necessitates reflexivity throughout the research project, including
prior to my departure to Liberia, while I am there, and after returning to Penn State University. Finally, a
full awareness of the partiality of my knowledge about their experiences guides this analysis, and
attention to intersectionality, I hope, will help prevent me from making undue generalizations or
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assumptions about ‘Liberian women’s’ identities. While I hope to highlight the words and ideas of the
women and men I spoke with, I do not claim to speak for them (or for the women’s peace movement). As
such, any errors contained within this research are mine alone.
Thus, just as Dowler (2001) writes about how the study of the “everyday construction of violence
is critical for the researcher who seeks social change”, this research suggests the everyday construction of
‘peace’—and its relationship to the construction of ‘peace’ at other scales—is crucial in how peace is
created in a postwar context. Guided by this overarching feminist methodological framework, this
research therefore examined the work of peace in postwar Liberia, and the transformations occurring
through this ‘peace’ work—both to the Liberian women’s peace movement and to Liberian society more
broadly.
STUDY SITE
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Figure 4: Map of Liberia (http://www.un.org/depts/Cartographic/map/profile/liberia.pdf)

Liberia is a tropical country in West Africa, bordering Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Cote d’Ivoire
(see map above). During the war, much of Liberia’s physical infrastructure was destroyed. As a result
most of the country is without electricity, and where there is electricity it is largely run by generators,
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which is fairly expensive. As a result, most Liberians do not have light on their streets or in their houses
after the sun sets. Although, many Liberians have cell phones, the country does not have landlines for
phones and the available internet is largely provided wirelessly from cellular companies. The country has
both high unemployment rates and high poverty rates (Liberia Poverty Reduction Strategy 2010), and the
capital city of Monrovia has been growing rapidly as people move to the city in search of jobs or to attend
school.
Approximately one out of four Liberians currently lives in Monrovia, which is now a city of
about 1 million people. Interviews and ethnography were done entirely in Monrovia, which is the seat of
government, as well as the administrative hub of the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) and
most national and international NGOs and institutions. Most of these offices are located in central
Monrovia, which is also where many international expatriates rent apartments and dine out. Because my
research was done primarily in the capital, I was unable to speak with and incorporate the experiences of
individuals doing peace work in rural areas or members of the women’s movement in these regions.
Certain respondents suggested to me that I may have heard very different types of stories these rural
places, as organizations often face a greater struggle for resources and recognition in rural areas. Sadly
this was beyond the scope of this project. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that the story I tell
throughout this thesis privileges urban experience.
METHODS EMPLOYED
To reiterate, this research explores postwar transformations in Liberia, as they occur through the
process of—and in the name of—creating peace. The research particularly privileges the knowledge of
those within the women’s peace movement in postwar Liberia, while seeking to ground the meanings of
‘peace’ within the diverse goals and actions of the numerous actors and institutions working in the name
of peace. More specifically, this project seeks to ask:
•
•
•
•
•
•

How is peace defined in different spaces and at different scales?
How does the way ‘peace’ is defined effect the way it is practiced?
How does the way ‘peace’ is both defined and practiced work to construct and reconstruct a
particular type of postwar society?
How have both the women’s peace movement, as well as the circumstances of women’s lives,
transformed in the postwar?
What is the relationship between the women’s movement and peace today?
How have the interactions of the movement with the broad, multi-mandate peacekeeping/making
and development institutions shaped the Liberian women’s peace movement, and visa versa?

Operating under a feminist epistemological framework, research methods employed include
semi-structured interviews, ethnographic methods, and analysis of secondary texts (NGO documents,
government documents, media, and watchdog reports). Each of these methodological components will be
elaborated on in more detail below.
1. Semi-structured Interviews
As Conway (2006) noted, semi-structured interviews are a particularly useful method to ground
studies of social movements within the knowledges of that movement itself. Dowler (2001) describes how
open-ended interviews “rooted in respondents’ everyday lives” are productive ways to engage with
research participants. Further, within mundane settings participants, she says, were more willing to speak
about difficult topics , such as political violence.
In conducting my own interviews, respondents were sought from within the women’s peace
organizations, as from the government, civil society, and the media, where both peace work and work for
women is being undertaken. I was fortunate to have some initial contacts within some of the Liberian
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women’s peace organizations as a result of prior work in the country, however most of my respondents
were recruited through snowball sampling. Interviewees were allowed to choose the location were we met
to speak, and interview locations varied from homes, to cafes, to offices. Interviewees were asked if they
minded having me record the conversation prior to the interview. For those who choose not to be
recorded, I took detailed notes and, after typing notes, I shared them with the respondent for approval in
lieu sharing a transcript. Questions were open-ended in order to encourage respondents to drive the
conversation in the directions they saw as most important. Broadly, interview questions explored the
changes the peace movement/organizations have gone through since the end of direct fighting, current
activities and struggles, meanings and practices of peace, and interactions and impacts of international
peace and gender programming. Examples of interview questions are outlined in more detail in the
included table. In total, 21 individuals were interviewed—17 women, and 4 men. As much transcription
of interviews as possible was done while in Liberia, however most transcripts were returned via email to
respondents after return to the United States. Some responded with follow-up to elaborate or correct
responses in transcripts.
Table 1: Participants, Sampling, and Questions

Participants

Number
Interviewed

Veteran
members of
women’s
peace
organizations

New/youth
members of
women’s
peace
organizations

Media/Civil
Society

Government
officials

Other

10

4

2

3

2

(all women)

(3 women, 1
man)

(1 woman, 1
man)

(1 woman, 2
men)

(all women)

Total: 21
(17
women, 4
men)

Questions asked to all:
* How would you characterize the women’s movement today?
* How would you characterize the interaction of the women’s movement with
international peace institutions?
* Is Liberia at peace today?
* What is peace to you?
Examples
of
Interview
Questions

* How has the
movement
changed since
the end of the
war?

* How/why
did you come
to be
involved?

*What
challenges do
you encounter
today?

*What
challenges do
you encounter
today?

(varied greatly
based on
particular
position)

(varied greatly
based on
particular
position)

(varied greatly
based on
particular
postition)

2. Ethnography
Given that many ethnographies include open-ended or semi-structured interviews, much of what
was written in the previous section about interviews could apply to this section on ethnography as well.
For example, Wolf (1992) describes ethnography as “the product of conversations held and overheard.”
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However, in this regard, some interviews will be formal (albeit semi-structured) and planned in advance,
while other conversations might be more informal and impromptu. These informal conversations can be
the source of great insight about experiences, however in cases when I would like to use informal
conversations as accounts within the research, I asked directly for their permission. If appropriate and
seemingly fruitful, I perhaps also asked if the individual would be interested in a formal interview at a
later time.
In addition to spoken accounts, the ethnographic work will certainly include observation. I will
accepted all invitations to attend events or gatherings related to the peace movement or organizations, as
well as other community events as they seem appropriate. For example, I was able to join one respondent
to a public protest at the legislature, in which the women’s organizations were calling for the passage of
gender quota legislation. The opportunity to witness and participate in this kind of activity offered
valuable insight into women’s political action, and governmental responses to them. Additionally,
observation of everyday interactions were part of my own daily activity, and particular interest was paid
to informal acts of conflict resolution and care giving, and informal discussions about women and gender
programming. Field notes were written about the observations, reflecting on the ways they might be
gendered and the insights they offered into the landscape of peace, as well as my own position in the
setting.
3. Secondary Texts
This research was enriched through a wide variety of secondary texts. Both Liberian and nonLiberian news media offered important insight into the public discourses about women and peace in
Liberia. In particular, I closely followed online discussions and articles about President Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf and her October 2011 re-election campaign, the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to President
Sirleaf and women’s peace activist Leymah Gbowee, the women’s movement activities, and other
controversies and headlines. In addition to the news, reports and documents available through
international organizations, local organizations, and the government of Liberia were very useful. Finally,
a handful of watchdog reports by were particularly useful in uncovering some of the inequalities and
violences that are created through the institutions and discourses responsible for making ‘peace’ (see
Chapter 5).
5. Dissemination
As described earlier, all interview transcripts were returned back to respondents prior to
dissemination. Respondents and organization members are invited to comment on research findings and
offer critiques through the on-going process of dissemination as I complete the thesis and work to prepare
publications. The final thesis will be disseminated back to the organizations and respondents as the full
text, as well as in shorter summaries, such as described by Koopman (2010). This will allow for
participants to get a sense of the research findings without having to sort though the long version of my
thesis, if they don’t desire.
Various preliminary iterations of this research have been presented at the Critical Geography
Conference (November 2011), the Association of American Geographers Annual Meeting (February
2012), the Penn State Women’s Studies Graduate Conference (March 2012), and the Penn State Africana
Research Center (March 2012). Later versions will likely be presented at other venues after thesis
completion. Finally, during the 2012-2013 academic year options will be looked into for a publication of
a portions of this research.
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CHAPTER 4

AT PEACE: ATTENDING TO PEACE IN PLACE

Peace does not carry the same meaning for every person across space, time, and context
(Koopman 2011; Megoran 2011). Further, one’s individual experience with ‘peace’ at one scale exist in
relation to—not exclusion or isolation from—experiences of peace in other scales or spaces. For example,
an individual’s experience with their country’s ‘peace’ status may influence, but not necessarily
determine, that person’s experience with peace in their community or household, and visa versa. The
relationship between peace(s), therefore, does not run in a singular scalar direction, whereby international
or state peace agreements necessarily seep down and create peace in individual lives. Individuals and
groups ignore, accept, reject, rework, and resist various ideas and practices of peace, and similarly can
influence peace at larger scales.
With the existing diversity of understandings and experiences of peace, it is important that we
engage with and attend to individual experiences and conceptualizations of peace within particular times
and contexts. These individual, everyday, and embodied stories of peace are often written out of large
scale narratives of peace that continue to define peace as a lack of war at the state scale. Therefore,
privileging individual and everyday peace not only has the potential to challenge the limited conventional
notions of peace, it also may open windows into how peace has been (and continues to be) created in less
visible spaces and push us to engage in the process of imaging new realities.
In this chapter, I want to begin my analysis of the postwar moment by taking up the call to
examine current situated knowledges of peace (Williams and McConnell). Specifically, this chapter will
briefly share and discuss understandings of peace described in the words of my research respondents in
Liberia. These responses highlight the diverse experiences and ideas of peace, particularly in the current
“postwar” moment, and range from understandings of what it means to live in a country “at peace”, to the
embodied experience of being emotionally and psychologically “at peace”. These understandings of
peace not only provide insight into the continuation of violence in times of purported peace, they also
offer perspectives on how we might create better realities, and what these (more peaceful) realities might
look like. As Koopman (2011) writes, “To unsettle ‘peace’ by exposing how it is portrayed and
visualized, as well as practiced and materialized, is not just an intellectual exercise, but an integral part of
creating peace itself.” Thus, engaging in the with conceptualizations of peace can be an exercise in
imagining the version of peace that we want to create.
Given that my research was largely with members of Liberia’s women’s peace movement, these
understandings of peace privilege an activist perspective. As Conway (2006) writes, activists produce
“new and distinct knowledges about the world as it is, as it might or should be, and how to change it.”
Activist perspectives thus offer particularly valuable insight into how individuals and groups explicitly
envision new (peaceful) futures and seek to create them. However, I would also suggest that the process
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of conceptualizing peace is a almost invariably a process of imagining a desired reality, regardless of the
activist stance of the individual. In other words, non-activists and activists alike can offer windows into
futures they would want through the way that they define peace.7 The stories of women making peace in
Liberia illustrates how peace occurs not only in negotiation rooms and public protests, but also in spaces
traditionally ignored or overlooked, like the home. Therefore, we need not look only to those resistant
individuals who are involved in these public peace actions in order to conceptualize peace—and envision
more desirable realities. With this in mind, while this chapter privileges the conceptualizations of peace
by activists pushing for the end to violence, this chapter also strives to remain attentive to the less visible
forms of peace. Ultimately these conceptualizations of peace in Liberia highlight its cross-scalar meaning,
and point to the qualities and features of a desired reality—or, peace—against which we can measure
peacebuilding practices and outcomes in the postwar.

THE GUNS ARE SILENT
To begin, my respondents clearly recognized that there was much work still left to do to improve
the lives and circumstances of people within Liberia. In other words, they seemed acutely aware of the
violence of the purported peace. Still, they also described the lived experience of today’s “stable,
“fragile”, or “tenuous” peace in relation to the unquestionably worse violence of the civil war. For
example,
I think we are at peace. There is free movement. Even in the more stable countries in the
world, there are robbers and hijackers …Things are okay. Things are stable. Once I can wake
up in the morning and come to work, and at the end of the month, I get paid…I think that’s
okay. I think it’s okay. I can have food to eat. If I’m ill, I can go to the hospital… All we need
to do is to keep advocating and try to see the way we can also include the less fortunate
ones…those who cannot make it like me, those who cannot come to work, those who cannot
afford to go to hospital. (personal interview)
And,
Yes! Of course [there is peace], I know that they say peace is not just the absence of firing. We
know that. But, the bullets have ceased. And the conditions for everlasting peace is in effect.
(personal interview)
One member of a peace group described the sense that, while problems remain, ending the direct war—
‘when the guns are silent’—was still invariably the most important aspect of ‘peace’ for many people.
Here he describes his experiences discussing peace within Liberian communities as part of his
organizations peace workshops:
We’ve conducted several workshops, and if you ask, if you went to the community—because
most of our workshops are conducted with community members—if you ask them, what is
peace? most of them will tell you the absence of war, when people are living free, they are not
being intimidated, they are not being harassed…they feel that is peace. And then others may
say, when resources are available for people to live in happiness, it’s peace. When the guns
are silent, that would be a major definition they would give you…the absence of war. Yes,
most people will tell you ‘when the guns are silent”, then we are peaceful, but are we really
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peaceful when the guns are silenced? We are not! Taking into several factors, we are not. So,
it goes beyond just guns being silent. (personal interview)
Another respondent similarly highlighted the importance of having the ‘guns silent’, while also speaking
to the imperfect nature of the peace:
Yes, [Liberia is at peace], but a very fragile peace…because emerging from the war, there is
still room for accommodation…I hate to use the word reconciliation, because I think it was
forced into place…So, even within the end of the war, there still is, in my view, a lot of room
for inclusiveness. I don’t see that happening right now. If you talk to people, a lot of people
feel marginalized…even with the strides we are making, it’s one of the things that we need not
forget…The guns are silent…well, except maybe on Dupot Road where you hear one or two
every night (laugh)*…but, generally, the guns are silent. So, we are not in combat situation,
but we still have to be cautious. (personal interview)
*This joke was made in reference to an earlier conversation between the respondent and myself about
my own experiences with people frequently trying to break into the house where I was staying (which
was in the Dupot Road neighborhood) during the night.

While people are aware that structural violence and inequality remain very serious problems, even this
“delicate” peace is overwhelmingly preferred to the war. With this in mind, when critiquing the violence
of “what passes for peace” (Ross 2011), it is particularly important to be respectful of how perceptions of
a still-violent ‘peace’ might be experienced in relation to the arguably more severe violence of warfare. In
other words, scholars attending to peace must be careful not to focus exclusively on the violence of what
has not yet been achieved in the supposed peace, at the expense of celebrating the achievement of activists
and others who fought to end direct war, recognizing the incredible relief many felt when combatants
were disarmed, or highlighting the on-going labor of many who tirelessly continue to work in the process
of creating a better peace—one that might rectify certain lingering violences in the postwar.

MAKING PEACE AFTER THE GUNS ARE SILENT
A number of respondents described the current peace with qualifiers, like ‘fragile’, ‘stable’, or
“peace, but not perfect peace”. While many cited the end to direct warfare—the ‘silencing of guns’—as
an essential feature of peace, they also frequently pointed out that peace is a process. As the quotes in the
previous section illustrate, to many the end of war was the most important factor for peace, however these
statements were also qualified through a recognition of the larger processes ahead to make sure that
peoples’ needs are addressed.
Peace is a process. It is not an event. People tend to think it is an event. It is a process. We
have some level of peace and stability. We are on our way. We have gone a good ways
towards making peace…but there are still some challenges. Peace means having enough food
to eat, being able to feed your family, being able to provide shelter, being able to get medical
care. So, it’s a whole process…being able to feel that I can get justice.
(same interview, continued later)
…even that peace agreement was a process. Parts of it still have to be implemented. So, when
we get going on economic recovery, we’ll be further down the road. We have these elections
again, okay? And, we’ll be further down the road the road to peace—depending on how the
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elections go. And I think most Liberians will try to be sure that it goes well. Yes, there will be
some detractors. There are people who, we must understand, who make a profit from war, and
so we must understand that there will always be detractors from peace. (personal interview)
In other words, the work of peace is on-going, and the experience of peace by individuals and
communities is not just contingent on an end to direct war. The end of that violence is critical, but the
process of creating peace in the postwar is also dependent on other criteria of well-being that are
economic, political, and social. For example,
For me peace means economic security. Peace means not just the absence of war or to be able
to sleep at night, peace means being able to do the things that you dream of. It means being
able to do the things that will promote your country and your society.
(Etweda Cooper, founder of Liberian Women’s Initiative, as cited in African Women and
Peace Support Group 2004).
While broad structures hold immense control over individual experiences of ‘peace’, respondents also
cited peace that occurs through interpersonal and community-scale respect and trust.
Even giving someone a cup of water is peace…If you sat down with a group of women to
discuss their problems, that is peace…If you shared your meal with another family who came
into the displaced camp you were in, that’s peace. If you talked to a young girl who was
raped, that’s peace. So we have to get involved in those things.
(Ruth Caesar, as cited in Liberian Women Peacemakers 2004)
And,
…having community dialogue, talking to one another, sharing food, sharing clothes…that
sense of community. I think it works easily for peacemaking…You know, you’re looking out
for me, I’m looking out for you. I’m watching your back, you’re watching my back. I’m
looking after your children, you’re looking after mine…It brings people closer together, and
makes you feel like one family. And if I feel a part of your family, I won’t be at war with you.
I’m a part of your family, I will definitely have peace with you. (personal interview)
The individuals quoted seem to understand peace as being constituted and materialized through
interactions in everyday spaces—spaces that are also often out of the purview of international or
government run peacebuilding programs. In this case, peace is a feature of relationships, and these
relationships are a space through which peace is fostered. In other words, the relationships are peaceful in
quality and the relationships help create peace.
The last quote above also points to the way that peace can be created through mutual forms of
protection and security (“you’re looking out for me, I’m looking out for you.”) in times when safety is not
provided by the state and peacekeepers. Just as during the war, individuals sheltered others from danger,
in the postwar people still rely on neighbors and friends for security, solidarity, and support. Describing
an experience with armed robbers, one respondent spoke to the protection offered through close
relationship as a form of peace:
…if I feel a part of your family, I won’t be at war with you. I’m a part of your family, I will
definitely have peace with you…Even one day, the armed robbers were coming to my house.
They were banging on the door, yelling to let them in, and I was thinking what to do, and I
thought, let me call another person, and I called another neighbor and he was brave enough
to come outside his house and I felt so good…And he drew the armed robbers attention away,
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because they never had gun—they had cutlass—and so they followed him, but because he
knew the neighborhood…it was risky! He took a real risk. (personal interview)
The experience the respondent describes (which are not unlike experiences I too had during my time in
Liberia) speak closely to Koopman’s (2010) concept of alter-geopolitics, which she sees as a form of
feminist geopolitics. Koopman defines alter-geopolitics as “alternative nonviolent securities”, which
focus on the ways activists work to secure bodies through solidarity and resistance. In her work with
international accompaniers in Colombia, Koopman uses the idea of alter-geopolitcs to describe the ways
individuals in grassroots groups create security for one another, rather than waiting for the state to provide
it. To the activists, creating security serves to “make space for peace” (ibid.). Similarly, these types of
stories, from both during and after the war in Liberia, suggest the way that individuals—not just
activists—make peace through their relationships by helping to secure one another.
Finally, a number of respondents also spoke of peace as an embodied emotion—something that
must come from within the individual. In other words, those with trauma, or who are unable to forgive
perpetrators of the war, are not emotionally or psychologically ‘at peace’. One activist tells her story of
coming to this realization:
For me…what is peace?...within yourself…You know, I was very angry with Charles Taylor,
as a person. I was very, very, very angry. Angry to the place where…oh,my heart…my heart
had just too much hate for this individual…And I had to, over a period of time, wrench myself
from it…because the hate was driving me. The hate. You understand? And it was like, you can
forgive, but you cannot forget. And not that, at this stage, that I would say there should not be
any punishment. There should be punishment. But I found that the peace comes within
yourself, as an individual. So that, when you’re at peace with yourself, and I now interact with
those people who surrounded Charles Taylor, and I’m civil. I interact with people who served
Samuel Doe, and…I’m civil. Because, I realized, that’s a lot of hate to carry around, and be
pissed off at everybody. Yes, it’s just too much of it!...So, it’s for every individual to be able to
find that peace within themselves…And that’s what we’re working on. (personal interview)
Throughout many of these discussion about peace, and the quotes I offered here, women reiterate that
their ideas about peace inform their on-going work to address these under-attended to elements of peace.
As such, it is not surprising that these beliefs about peace often inform the agenda of their work as a
women’s movement today, which I discuss in the next chapter. Still, the women’s movement, and the
individual’s involved in it, don’t operate outside of national and international practices and discourses of
peace, and it is important not to reify these conceptualizations of peace as purely ‘local’ or autonomous.
Rather, these conceptualizations of peace exist in relation to discussions and practices of peace at other
scales and in other spaces. The understandings and descriptions of peace by those within Liberia
demonstrate ideas about the qualities and characteristics of peace—and imagining these qualities is part of
an important process of envisioning better, more desirable, peaceful realities. Ultimately, through these
conceptualizations we might celebrate peace where it is felt, and highlighting where more work is needed.
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CHAPTER 5

COMPLICATING THE FEMINIST SUCCESS STORY:
WOMEN AND POSTWAR TRANSFORMATION

“We realized, in order to sustain the peace, in order to
do what we think Liberia needs, women have to
lead…”
(personal interview)

In 2005 Liberia became the first African country to elect a female head of state—Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf. With the formal end to the country’s civil war in 2003, the women’s movement quickly redirected
its attention from the immediate task of ending the war to the effort of getting women into political
offices. “This is the time to get in front,” they argued (Fuest 2008). The women’s peace movement had
succeeded in helping to bring an end to the war, and the women involved used the platform they achieved
during the war to organize and propel Ellen Johnson Sirleaf into executive office. As Adams (2008)
describes, the election of President Sirleaf in 2005 was due in large part to “opportunities provided by the
postconflict environment and the role played by a strong women’s movement that mobilized in support of
Johnson-Sirleaf.” More specifically, “the activists drew on the skills and networks acquired through their
peace activism to take on issues like women’s political representation” (Moran 2010). They were strongly
motivated by the belief that, if they were to have a voice in the country’s politics and peace, they needed
women in office.
Beyond the successful push to elect Sirleaf, the movement expanded its focus to address a wide
array of women’s issues in the ‘postwar’. Groundbreaking new legislations—such as new rape and
inheritance laws—were passed to protect women and offer them new opportunities, and women were
sitting at the table for discussions of peace and security where they had previously been stuck protesting
on the sidelines. The country became the first to have an all female UN police force (from India), as well
as the first country to have a National Action Plan for implementing the pioneering United Nations
Security Resolution 1325, which calls for greater recognition of the way wars affect women and greater
inclusion of women in decision making on issues of peace and security. The women’s peace movement
itself rose to international prominence after the 2008 release of a documentary called Pray the Devil Back
to Hell, which told the story of the women’s movement, particularly highlighting the experiences and
leadership of one woman, Leymah Gbowee. This past fall of 2011, President Sirleaf and Leymah Gbowee
shared the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of their leadership in bringing women into the process of
making peace.
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While in many postwar contexts “the return to peace is invariably conceptualized as a return to
the gender status quo, irrespective of the nontraditional roles assumed by women during conflict”
(Manchanda 2001), Liberia, in many ways, became a ‘poster child’ for the successful transformation of
gender regimes in the postwar. As Fuest (2008) writes, “Unlike women in other war and post-war
situations, Liberian women appear to have achieved some voice in national peace-building endeavors in
spite of resistance from male politicians.” Further, with a new female head of state, the country has
“soared, in the attention of the international media, to the position of an African nation with a pioneering
feminist government” (ibid).
In addition to the work done through grassroots Liberian women’s organizations, the
transformation of gender regimes is a central feature within the numerous other postwar transformations
being ushered in through international peacekeeping, peacebuilding, and development programming. In
particular, United Nations Security Resolution 1325 had provided a “framework for transformation of
women’s rights in reconstruction” (Daley 2006), and gender mainstreaming and the inclusion of women
feature prominently within efforts to transform many other aspects of society—from the security sector
and economic systems, to electoral politics and justice mechanisms. As such, bilateral aid and
peacebuilding agencies are “heavily engaged in women’s human rights and gender mainstreaming
activities” (Fuest 2008) throughout their large multi-mandate operations. Fuest (2008) writes, the
“significant level of external intervention in gender-related policies in Liberia is perhaps indicative of
recent approaches to war-torn societies by the ‘international community’, whose concerns with
international security have entailed a ‘radicalisation of development…amounting to a commitment to
transform societies as a whole’.” While many women in Liberia are undoubtedly and understandably
enthusiastic about the new opportunities for women within the postwar, some scholars still point to the
ways that the integration of ‘women’s equality’ into the broad models of ‘the liberal peace’ might “be
described as a civilizing mission oriented toward universalizing neoliberal discourses of individual human
rights, gender equality, and other progressive goals” (Moran 2010). Further, experiences of women peace
activists within the liberal peace landscape illustrate both the opportunities it offers, as well as the
constraints and challenges it presents.
Through the parallel and intertwined spaces of the Liberian women’s organizations, a femaleheaded government, and international development and peace agendas with significant gender
mainstreaming components, discourses about peace in Liberia are, I would argue, inextricably wrapped
up in discourses about women—and more specifically a discourse that characterizes Liberia as the
feminist success story of the postwar. Here, I hope to tell some of this story, as well as to complicate it.
However, when I speak of complicating this story, I want to be very clear about my goals. There are
numerous groundbreaking successes that women have achieved, and the incredible labor of those
involved in women’s organizations (or women’s advocacy in other spaces) continue to push forward the
goal of reworking the opportunities and conditions of women’s lives in Liberia. I have great admiration
for this work, and hope this chapter will celebrate a few of the many successes and achievements that
have contributed to Liberia being held up as a positive example of women transforming social
relationships in the postwar. Thus, in complicating this story, I do not wish to diminish these gains.
Rather, I hope to engage with the on-going struggles and untold features of the narrative. This discussion
draws most heavily from my interviews with former and current members of the women’s peace
movements in order to describe the work of peace within the on-going material and emotional labor of
individuals in the Liberian women’s movement. Further, this chapter will point to the work of peace in the
expanding peace and development sectors of the economy, where many non-Liberians and Liberians alike
make their livelihoods. Within the intersections of these two meanings of ‘the work of peace’, new
opportunities and new constraints have emerged for women and women’s groups. With this in mind, this
chapter will describe the transformation of the movement in the current postwar moment, their on-going
work for peace and women’s rights within a landscape of liberal peace making, and the diverse Liberian
discourses about and responses to their efforts.
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“THE IRON LADY” OF LIBERIA
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf is arguably the single greatest embodiment of the feminist success story of
Liberia. In the immediate aftermath of the civil war, Liberian women realized the importance of having
women in government if they were to have any role in securing peace and rebuilding the country. As one
activist described, “If you’re not at the table, you won’t be able to talk, and to influence decisions. So,
that’s how the change started… So we started first to push women’s rights, and I know other women who
started to push women’s leadership…to train women in leadership, to begin to encourage women to join
political parties, to encourage women to vie for political office” (personal interview). It was not enough
be included merely as observers at crucial negotiations—protesting on the sidelines, but not sitting at the
table. As one woman said, “to be at the table you have to be a part of it. So, if you are in a political party,
to be able to make decisions, you have to be in the hierarchy…If you are going to make changes in
government, you have to be in government” (personal interview). Women didn’t just want inclusion in
the peace process, but also in the political sphere, and they saw the election of women, like Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf, as a crucial step in getting their voices heard.

Figure 5: Political cartoon depicting Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s 2005 electoral victory over former soccer
star, George Weah
(Accessed at http://liberiaandfriends.blogspot.com/2007/09/some-interesting-liberian-political.html)

The project of campaigning and pushing for her election required extensive work and labor on the
part of women and women’s groups. For example, prior to the 2005 election, when the Ministry of
Gender and Development realized that women comprised less than 30% of registered voters, they—
together with Liberian women’s groups—launched a campaign to get women to the polls. They
discovered, however, that “large numbers of women living in urban areas and working in the local

!

$(!

markets simply could not afford to lose a day’s wages to make the journey to faraway registration
centers” (Adams 2008). As a result, women organized, en masse, to take over market stalls for the day so
their owners could register. Through these efforts, women rose as a proportion of registered voters “from
30% to over 50% in less than one month.”!This effort by the women’s movement was crucial for Sirleaf’s
victory, which many view as a culmination of the women’s peace movement struggle (Adams 2008).
Throughout the election, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf—referred to as both “The Iron Lady” and, more
commonly, “Ma Ellen”—and many of her supporters highlighted her womanhood as an asset. In
particular, she was perceived as a peaceful alternative to a male-driven war. Further, her strong stance on
corruption built on the notion that women are naturally less corrupt. Ellen herself has not shied from
“capitalizing on perceptions that women in Liberia have been peacemakers rather than those responsible
for sparking conflict” (Adams 2008). Although invoking women’s peaceful nature may prove
strategically effective in certain times and contexts, women’s activism elsewhere in the world has
demonstrated the potential danger of this characterization, as it tends to reinforce the same conservative
and essentialized ideas of women that have relegated them to the private sphere. Still, Mikell (1997)
describes how the “debates in many Western countries about essentialism, the female body, and radical
feminism are not characteristic of the new African feminism”, which has tended to be more concerned
with “many ‘bread, butter, culture, and power’ issues” instead.
Having a female president was a symbolic victory as well, and Sirleaf is celebrated as an
inspiration and role model for many women in Liberia, as well as Africa more broadly. Long an alley of
the women’s peace movement (and a personal friend of many of its members), President Sirleaf is hailed
as a champion of the women’s issues. With President Sirleaf and one of the leaders of the women’s peace
movement, Leymah Gboyee, winning the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize for their work bringing women into the
arena of peacemaking, she has gained even greater international notoriety and acclaim. Within Liberia,
however, opinions of the president are much more mixed. She has been involved in politics in Liberia for
many years now, making both close political allies, as well as opponents. While many women remain
enthusiastic about her leadership and rallied for her once more this past fall of 2011 when she ran for reelection—and won—there are also many who feel she has not lived up to her promise. A number of my
respondents highlighted the unattainably high expectations many women in particular had for her when
she took office, which has contributed to dissatisfaction. Further, after six years in office, many Liberian
who may have voted for her in 2005 strictly because she was a woman—the alternative the presumably
more violent men—now see her embedded within national politics. As one respondent said, “Before
2005, many saw Ellen as ‘woman’, not Ellen as ‘person’. Now… they see Ellen as the Unity Party [the
party she runs under], and the Unity Party still has many men running things in the background” (personal
interview). Thus, while having a female head of state is significant and has sparked many changes, one
female leader alone can not mask—or alone change—the continued male-dominance that still pervades
many spaces of society.
GENDER MAINSTREAMING, WOMEN’S ACTIVISM
As has happened within many postwar landscapes, with the expanding mandates of peacebuilding
missions, many NGOs increasingly find themselves “integrated into multidimensional peace operations, a
hybrid response involving diplomatic, military, developmental and humanitarian actors. Within Liberia,
this trend has helped fuel an “impressive mushrooming” of both local and international NGOs in the
country, shaping a common local perception that “when the war came, development came” (Fuest 2010).
By 2007, over 400 NGOs had registered with the Ministry of Planning, and as Fuest (2010) describes, the
intentions of these NGOs ranged from the genuine desire to help improve the country to the hope of
“tap[ping] into the flow of external funding—after all, international funding channels have become one of
the major sources of Liberian income, even in rural areas.”
The expanding role of local organizations today is a reflection of both the expanded mandate of
peace projects themselves, as well as an increased focus by international peace institutions and
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development actors on fostering participation and collaboration with local partners. In postwar situations,
NGOs—and particularly local NGOs—are often perceived to have greater “capacities as both
representatives of civil society and as grassroots agents to be employed in the reconstruction and
transformation of society” (Fuest 2010). And, in Liberia, as in other parts of the world, “peace-building
approaches include, first, international blueprints of representation that intend to empower groups
traditionally perceived to be socially subordinated and, second, supporting traditional institutions
considered social capital in reconciliation” (ibid). This focus on participation can be a double-edged
sword. As Katz (2005) describes, the incorporation of local actors, activists and organizations in
development work is often associated with both the “skill-enhancing and effectiveness-increasing aspects
of professionalization, but also the ways this process—over a differentiated and shifting neoliberal
context—also reins in, if not outright contains its new subjects.” The focus on participation can obscure
the political dimensions of the work being done, and some NGOs end up caught “half-way between a
‘top-down’, liberal peace approach and a ‘bottom-up’ approach to local ownership” (Fuest 2010).
Alongside the expansion of peace mandates, the mushrooming of NGOs, and the emphasis on
local participation, there is a parallel increase in attention to gender equity and gender mainstreaming in
almost all aspects of postwar peacebuilding and ‘development’. This “global commitment to incorporate
gender perspectives in peace and security issues was established in the Beijing Declaration and the
Platform for Action in 1995, with the endorsement of gender mainstreaming as a global strategy for
promotion of gender equality” (Mazurana et al 2005). The goal was later reinforced in 2000 by the
passage of another milestone, United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on women,
peace, and security. UNSCR 1325 was the first time “that the UN had fully identified women as
constructive agents of peace, security and post-conflict reconstruction” (Willett 2010). The resolution
pushed both UN institutions and member states to address the unique impacts of war on women, integrate
gender-awareness training into all levels of peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities, help rebuild
institutions that provide women with necessary services, and “support women’s organizational efforts in
conflict prevention and peacemaking” (Willett 2010).
Within this context of both increased attention to the needs of women and greater integration of
local actors and NGOs into broad-based peacebuilding (and, invariably, development) efforts, Liberian
women’s peace organizations were well-placed—and well-suited—to step into these spaces and make
their voices heard. At times Liberian women’s organizations have implemented programs funded through
international peace and development agencies, and many individuals with experience in the women’s
peace movement took jobs or consulted on the implementation of both women’s programming and peace
programming. Respondents described their own work within—or in collaboration with—international
institutions, NGOs, or the Liberian government, as giving them greater agency in the ‘postwar’ peace
process. However, other respondents also cited this process as a reason behind an exodus of some of the
most-capable and experienced members from local organizations, to some extent decapitating Liberian
women’s groups.
The increased visibility of both women in leadership and of women’s programs and gendermainstreaming initiatives, and growth of NGOs (with various intentions) seeking to fill the need for local
participation (Fuest 2008), has resulted in some backlash against those trying to work on women’s issues.
The term ‘gender’ itself is often understood and treated as synonymous with ‘women’ (Moran 2010), and
within informal conversations men frequently complained to me about the overwhelming attention to
women in Liberia. My respondents in the women’s movement described encountering “resentment” and
“jealously” from some men in their efforts to move forward causes for women. One belief I encountered
frequently in discussions with men was the idea that, in this particular postwar landscape of aid and
development, women’s programs were especially lucrative and local NGOs focusing on the needs of
women were more likely to get donor funding. “All this women business is about money,” one man told
me.
While obviously not everyone who perceived women’s programs as being better funded was
necessarily opposed to the advancement of women, this argument was used at times to undercut women’s
advocacy and diminish the claims of women, casting them as greedy or opportunistic. As one editorial in
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the popular Liberian Observer newspaper read, “Liberia has and continues to indulge more than its share
of fiasco advocates. These are the characters in our society who charter huge amounts of airtime and
space in the media to spew out the imperfections of our society especially on the most lucrative sub-areas
of development, which include youth, corruption, and the most popular of all these days—women!”
(Scott 2011). The editorial goes on to describe women activists as “overwhelmed with their own egos,”
“personal agenda pushers,” “cute,” and “chanting all the latest jargon for donors to hear” (ibid). Further,
he adds, “Some of our women leaders can’t even raise their own children correctly. If that’s the case, can
they help you?” While this editorial likely represents one of the more extreme voices of opposition,
members of women’s organizations still described having to navigate a landscape in which they were
often perceived as receiving more attention and resources, and were seen as not equitably integrating the
concerns and struggles of men.
In discussing this topic, one respondent explained the importance of finding ways to better
integrate men into their efforts stating, “most of the time, when it comes to addressing gender issues,
programs workshops, seminars, awareness programs focus on women, but I think we’ll get a lot more
done if we had more men in there also. And the men are also interested! Because every time I’ve been out
to train [men ask], ‘Oh, why don’t you invite us? We’d like to know what the women are being taught.’
Sometimes, whether it’s just skepticism, or…because, you know, they feel frightened” (personal
interview). While women acknowledged experiencing resentment at times, they also were quick to
highlight the importance of many male allies in the successes they had achieved for women:
Oh yeah. I think they feel slighted. They feel that no one is paying attention to the men. And
some of us are very aware of that, and continue to say to everybody, remember, I don’t care if
you are a woman or a man. Men they are in leadership, they are there, they are part of the
discussion. You can’t ignore them. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf became president not just through
women. There were men who voted for her. And those of us who are in leadership positions,
or have been for years, it was because of the forward thinking of men. (personal interview)
The few men I interviewed (3) were also vocal in their strong support of (and, certainly, lack of
resentment toward) the women’s movement, although being on the margins of the movement they had
very different perceptions of the cohesiveness and organization of the movement than the women
themselves.
THE MOVEMENT TODAY
While the men I spoke to overwhelming perceived the women’s movement as ‘very strong’ and
‘well-organized’, the perceptions among the women about the status—or, rather, presence—of the
women’s movement today were more mixed. A handful of respondents described how “there is not a
cohesive women’s movement”, at least not in contrast to the movement during the war or while they were
campaigning for President Sirleaf. “Today there are just the many different organizations,” a few women
said. After a long pause and thought, one woman described what she called “a women’s feeling”, but not
a movement. Although the movement today was not well structured or unified, some said the women
would still come together around key issues (like the on-going push for gender quotas in the legislature)
or events (like National Women’s Day).
There were a number of reasons women cited for less action and unity in the movement today.
Some simply said, that women had dispersed and were pursing a number of different issues now—rather
than a single cause. For example, a number pointed to the sense that, after the war ended in 2003 and
President Sirleaf was elected in 2005, women felt like they had “made it” and they “relaxed.” While the
women’s organizations undoubtedly remained active, one said it “has lost that energy and vibrancy” after
Sirleaf was elected. The election of Sirleaf is described as elevating excitement around the great heights
women could achieve, inspiring and offering a role model for young girls in particular, and helping
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encourage many more Liberian parents to put their young girls into school than ever before. However, it
also is used as a point to forestall efforts for more gains for women today. Just as the election of President
Obama in the United States allowed some to claim the country was post-racist—thus justifying a turn
away from on-going issues of racial inequality—the election of Sirleaf is used to push back against
women activists. “You have the presidency. What more do you want?” asked one man, quoted in a daily
Liberian newspaper (Frontpage Africa 2011).
Another issue cited as a contributing to the movement’s loss of unity was the topic of funding.
Despite the common perception that women’s groups were particularly well-funded, my respondents
almost universally described on-going struggles for resources in their work. As one women said, “Women
are forced to compete against one another for the little money available.” Further, “In the NGOs, in order
to pay the salaries of the few employees and to run the generator, organizations are forced to pay more
attention to writing proposals rather than building institutions.” In other words, the financial imperative of
seeking donor funding may come at the expense of strengthening the organizations, building alliances,
and providing services and advocacy. Some also suggested that a lack of transparency over the awarding
of funding through the Ministry of Gender had sparked suspicions of favoritism. As one woman said,
“competition has always been there, but if it’s open and transparent, then people will feel okay that the
organization that wrote the best application will be funded” (personal interview). Another woman
described how, in order to prevent this, when her organization was awarded a contract, she shared the
grant information with other organizations so that they could understand how it was received.
Although, certainly not all women who were interviewed perceived or characterized ‘tensions’
around the issue of funding, securing consistent resources of their activities was described as one of the
largest barriers to the work of women’s organizations. Some women worried about what would happen to
the women’s organizations as donor funding dried up, and they expressed concern that many local NGOs
did not have plans to sustain themselves if and when that time came. International NGOs were
occasionally described as contributing to this insecurity by not having exit plans in place that would leave
the Liberian organizations they support viable and independent without them. Further, donor funding was
not always described as actually addressing the needs of Liberians, or the local organizations. One woman
described witnessing a rare case of a local administrator turning down donor funding to build a “quickimpact” facility, rather than a sustainable government building, and the respondent wished that more
Liberians would stand up to donors to ensure that what they were given was actually useful. Moran
(2010) similar spoke of one organization’s painful decision to turn down funding for a much needed
clinic for women, because the donors had specific rules for the clinic that would constrain their ability to
serve all the women who come to them. While there is an increasing attention to participation between
donors/peace institutions/international NGOs and Liberians, issues surrounding the power to implement
funds broadly reflects issues over ownership in the peace.
There are numerous concerns over the complexity and politics of ownership in peacebuilding
(Fuest 2010; Goodhand and Sedra 2010). Goodhand and Sedra (2010) describe how the language of
partnership and ownership seems “detached from fundamental realities on the ground, including the
asymmetry of power relations between internal and external actors.” The implementation of United
Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 offers a useful example of this issue of ownership. In 2009
Liberia became the first postwar country with a National Action Plan to implement 1325 on issues of
women, peace, and security. When it was passed in the UN in the year 2000, UNSCR 1325 provided a
number of important mandates, broadly emphasizing the importance of gender perspectives in conflict
resolution, peacebuilding, peacekeeping, rehabilitation, resolution and discussions of security. Its
implementation in Liberia may be see as a success for women seeking greater integration in these spaces
and decisions. However, as one recent report written by two prominent Liberian women peace activists
documents, Liberian women’s organizations see 1325 as a double-edged sword (Caesar et al 2010). As
they remind us, “Long before Resolution 1325 came into being, we were already doing 1325” (Caesar et
al 2010). While they see its usefulness—in particular as a strategy to engage with government and
international actors—they described feeling a lack of ownership over it. One woman they spoke with for
the report asked, “Do women know they are the owners of 1325?” (ibid). Further, there are fears that
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1325 is “fast becoming ‘the only game in town’, and women’s organizations perceive a risk of being
relegated to the margins and missing out on resources” (ibid).
With a concern for both expediency and ownership, a couple elder members of the movement,
who had seen the changes over the years, puzzled about why women in this current era felt they could not
do anything without donor funding. “I don’t understand, what is this…appeal of waiting all the time for
something to be donated. My generation advocated without a dime,” one said. Another described how, at
the movement’s formation, the women used to hold car washes and other events to support their activities,
but the focus today had overwhelmingly turned toward international and government funds for their
programs. “I don’t need funding to reach out to 100 women, who can support a stance or a principle,”
argued one. The issue of funding is also indicative of broader concerns over who is getting recognition
and resources from the international community and government, and who is being left out. One said,
“where the tension, again, is…who’s holding the bag” and when “individuals start feeling they are more
important, or ‘we did this’, ‘we started it’.” She continues, “that’s an unfortunate situation…but that’s a
human situation.”
The issue of recognition is particularly evident in one controversy surrounding the 2008
documentary Pray the Devil Back to Hell. The film was produced by the U.S. philanthropist and scholar,
Abigail Disney (a grandniece of Walt Disney), and it brought the powerful story of Liberian women’s
peace activism to a large international audience—where it earned much acclaim and won a number of
awards at film festivals. Within the film, which included interviews with a number of Liberian women
activists, the leadership role of one of the woman, Leymah Gbowee, was particularly highlighted.
Gbowee was one of the leaders of the Women in Peace Building Network (WIPNET), which was one of
the many women’s organizations involved in peace activities during the war. WIPNET was the primary
umbrella for the 2003 Women’s Mass Action for Peace effort that preceded the final peace agreement.
A number of my respondents cited the film as a great source of contention within the women’s
movement, and some of those in other organizations who were not asked to be a part of the film described
feeling passed over and ignored. “When they were documenting that, I was expecting WIPNET to come
to my women…They excluded my organization,” one said. One woman described the sense held by some
that “a little handful of women are taking credit for pushing women’s views and making sure that women
ended the war, but it involved many more.” While some believed this had caused “a subtle kind of split
among the women”, one woman went so far as to cite the film as one of the key factors contributing to
what she saw as the dissolution of the movement in the postwar. Another respondent reflected, “We were
inexperienced. When they came to do the documentary, we said yes, and we didn’t ask questions about
who would be pictured or how the story would be told.”
One woman I spoke with, who herself had a background in film, highlighted that it simply would
not have been feasible to tell everyone’s story, and if some of the women had a better understanding of
how films were made they would be more sympathetic. Another respondent expressed sadness that the
film had caused such divisions, but hoped to encourage some understanding so that they could move past
the damage it had caused to the movement:
It’s so controversial here. It’s so controversial, and I’m sorry that it is. I think [certain
women] felt that they were purposefully left out…that the process wasn’t inclusive. That it told
the story of a few and not all the majority that actually did the work, but you try to explain to
people, this is a film. There’s no way one filmmaker can tell everybody’s story. You have to
make a decision to follow a storyline and it has to be something you can acknowledge, identify
with, etc. If it wasn’t Leymah, it would be somebody else. You know, you can’t follow
everybody. There were over 200 organizations, you can’t do it… Obviously, you know, it’s
become divisive in the movement, because people were not given the space. But, if it wasn’t
Leymah, it would be somebody else. She didn’t find Abigail, Abigail found her. I find it really
unfortunate, and hope we can get past it, and get back to what our business is, …and stop
this… I would say petty, but it isn’t petty. You can’t minimize someone’s pain, because it left a
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lot of pain in our women’s movement. …They are upset about it and they continue to be upset
about it. (personal interview)
It is unknown to me what the impact of Leymah Gbowee winning the Nobel Peace Prize, alongside
President Sirleaf, shortly after my departure has been for this issue within the movement.
Further, as Moran writes, the film “represents the women’s peace movement as arising entirely
from the war itself. No mention is made in the film of the rich history of collective action by Liberian
women, nor of the powerful ritual, social, and political positions they have held in the past. The horrors of
war, paradoxically, are credited with freeing women to discover their own untapped potential and achieve
liberation from their oppressive, patriarchal menfolk.” In other words, while highlighting the agency of
women at that particular moment, they simultaneously produce an inaccurate history of womens’ past
positions in Liberian society.
It is important to remember, however, these points of disagreement have not been incapacitating
and are not the central characteristics of the movement for most women. Most women I interviewed did
not see internal issues or disagreements within the movement as the primary barrier to the success of
women’s causes, rather they highlighted on-going struggles against patriarchy, ‘tradition’, awareness, the
persistent economic inequality of women, and lack of resources. Further, considering the points of
contention, a number of women importantly highlighted areas where they came together, and pointed out
that men never seem to be held to this same expectation of perfect unity as women. “I think of the little
feeling of tension, etc, but then that would happen in male organizations. I mean, if you take the political
parties, which are male dominated, they are not united, and I always bring it to people’s attention. Why do
we feel that women must be united?...Why must we? We are always going to have our differences”
(personal interview). Highlighting these unfair standards, and calling for more understanding was raised
by another woman who said, “Women tend to be very critical—of themselves, and of each other—and I’d
like to tell women, that we’re not perfect. We accept men…all these stumbles…and yet we expect women
to be perfect. And you’re not….I think we need to be a little bit less critical of each other “ (personal
interview).
TRANSFORMATIONS FOR WOMEN

!

!

Figure 6: Women protesting for the passage of gender quotas at the Capital , August 2012 (photo by Jenna Christian)
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Certainly there have been real gains for women in Liberia in the ‘post’war through the work of
women in government, women’s organizations, and more informally in communities. More girls are in
school than ever before—in some areas even outnumbering men. Women are now heading up important
ministries like Finance, Justice and Commerce, as well as the Chief of Police (Fuest 2008). And,
women’s organizations have successfully pushed through new legislation on marriage, inheritance, and
rape—although the implementation of these changes seems to have been uneven, and in some cases, nonexistent. Women’s organizations also continue to push on, against significant resistance and denigration,
in the struggle to institute gender quotas in the legislature (see Figure 6 above), which would dictate that
women should fill at least 30% of seats. As of my time in Liberia, this struggle was active and ongoing,
although with the loss in female legislators during the last election, their task will be increasingly
difficult. One former female senator, who recently lost her re-election bid predicts that “the reduction of
women in the legislature will mean that policy issues relating to women and children will largely go
ignored.”
Additionally, it is important not to highlight the ‘gains’ achieved during and after war without
attending to the losses women experienced during the war, which were enormous (Fuest 2008). Further,
the gains that were achieved were not equally felt. As the disagreements over recognition allude to, not
all women equally experienced the benefits of their involvement in peacemaking, and some were able to
attain greater leadership and economic security in the aftermath of the conflict than others. While shifts in
aid policy revolve around creating “profound social transformation” (Fuest 2008)—and in particular
transformation for women through UNSCR 1325 and gender mainstreaming (Willett 2010; Moran
2010)—aid and donor driven peace efforts also present unique challenges and women’s movements are
tasked with “achieving a productive balance between alliance and autonomy in several spheres” (Basu
2010). Considering these women’s organizations (and the individuals involved in them) within both
broader structures and their own more specific context highlights their work—the work of peace—as
simultaneously geopolitical, global, and intimate (Koopman 2011; Pratt and Rosner 2006; Wright 2008).
When considering Liberian women’s labor for peace today—including both the opportunities and
challenges described in this chapter—it is important to consider the broad frameworks and ideologies that
inform the transformations sought by international peacebuilding interventions (as well as government
policy) in the postwar. Since the end of the Cold War, the project of peace has increasingly become a
project of ‘development’ (Goodhand 2006). Positing the causes of civil war as internally linked to issues
of underdevelopment, external actors (governments, global financial institutions, and international
peacebuilding bodies) seek to reform internal social, economic, and governance systems within a postwar
state. This task is to be achieved particularly through ‘development’ via liberal democracy and market
capitalism. Generally referred to as ‘the liberal peace’, this framework has the potential to benefit some,
however it also has the potential to create—or recreate—inequalities and violence. From here, I will turn
now to a discussion of the potential violence of peace, specifically as driven by the liberal peace’s focus
on economic development through resource extraction.
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CHAPTER 6

TROUBLING PEACE: TRANSFORMATION
AND THE VIOLENCE OF THE LIBERAL PEACE
“He looked toward the Temple of Justice looming in the
distance and thought of the men who sat in those seats for
so many years only to be “surprised” by how bad the
system was when it was their turn to face it. Justice.
Where was the justice in this godforsaken place? In his
day they used to call for justice. Nowadays everyone was
calling for peace. When would they understand? There
can never be true peace in Liberia until there’s equity for
the masses. No justice, no peace.”
Excerpt from the novel Redemption Road (2008), by
Liberian author Elma Shaw

In September of 2011, the international watchdog organization Global Witness published a report,
in collaboration with various Liberian partners, exposing the corruption, insufficient regulation, and
potential dangers surrounding Liberia’s burgeoning oil sector of the economy. The report, titled Curse or
Cure? How Oil Can Boost or Break Liberia’s Post-War Recovery, described how concessions for oil
exploration within the country’s postwar landscape do “not contain sufficient fiscal, human rights, labour
or environmental safeguards” (Global Witness 2011). Paradoxically, however, while the report illustrates
how postwar Liberia does not have the institutional capacity or regulatory frameworks in place to oversee
a growing oil industry and protect its citizens and environments from its potential impacts, the industry
(like other extractive industries) is nonetheless described as having the potential to propel Liberia to peace
through economic development. The report reads,
“Liberia today stands at a crossroads. If the country discovers significant oil and gas reserves
and the sector is reformed, the revenues could drive the country’s post-conflict development
and enable citizens to benefit from wealth that is rightfully theirs. Without reform, however, a
downward spiral of mismanagement could set in, entrenching patterns of corruption and
cronyism and undermining the country’s economy and governance.”
As the quote alludes, at the time the report was written Liberia was merely offering concessions for
exploration. However, by February of 2012, Liberia (as well as Sierra Leone) was in international news
headlines for having discovered oil—the most recent site of what Watts (2001) describes as “the mad
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scramble to locate the next petrolic El Dorado.” While it’s still estimated that it will be a few years before
any actual well is drilled, the discovery is described as raising hopes “that an oil bonanza could spur
growth in the West African states—still recovering from civil wars” (BBC 2012).
Here, and elsewhere, it is suggested that economic development is the very key to peace. Even
within the Global Witness report, which describes a laundry list of social and political problems with
Liberia’s natural resource concessions, there is an implicit positioning whereby ‘economic development’
through market capitalism is set up as a precursor and driver of peace. In other words, oil money—and
foreign investment more generally—has the potential to flood the country with the wealth needed to wipe
away the supposed root cause of violence: underdevelopment.
The two projects—development and peace—have become increasingly and inextricably wrapped
up with one another, and ideas about and approaches to the project of development have drastically
reshaped the project of peacemaking and peacebuilding since the Cold War. Paramount among these
changes has been the massive expansion of what now falls under the purview of ‘peacebuilding’. With
conflict being understood as the product of “internal development malaise”, the “prescription is to build
human security through a range of economic and social policies” that would transform society (Goodhand
2006). Mazurana et al (2005) describe the incredible breadth of these efforts,
Many contemporary multidimensional peacekeeping operations are increasingly complex, and
can involve the creation of political institutions; disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration of former fighters; clearing of mines; the conduct of elections; and the
promotion of sustainable development practices. Some United Nations operations have served
as transitional civil administrations involved in, among other activities, establishing customs
services and regulations, conducting elections, setting and collecting business and personal
taxes, attracting foreign investment, adjudicating property disputes and liabilities for war
damage, reconstructing and operating all public utilities, re-creating judicial and legislating
structures, creating a banking system, providing health care, running schools and paying
teachers, and collecting garbage.
Within these expansive peace/development agendas for the postwar, the meanings and practices of
making ‘peace’ are varied and, at times, contradictive.
While the suggestion that poverty is the primary cause of war is ahistorical and depoliticizes the
“compex, interwoven, and transnational” (Mazurana 2005) contributors to violence, acceptance of this
causal link is nonetheless pervasive. The logic running throughout is that of the liberal peace—or
commercial liberalism (Press-Barnathan 2009). As Press-Barnathan (2009) describes, the “trade-peace
link” dates back to Immanuel Kant’s Perpetual Peace and his arguments on behalf of the “spirit of
commerce”. The central claim of the liberal peace was that democracies do not go to war together,
however, it was also asserted that countries that are economically interdependent would be peaceful with
one another. This claim clearly situates ‘peace’ at the scale of the state, and in relation to other states,
rather than addressing civil war or other conditions of internal peace. The trade-peace linkage breaks
down in the face of colonialism and neocolonialism, through which a history of economic
“interdependence” has certainly not resulted in more ‘peace’ within African countries—even if you are
limiting yourself to merely defining peace as the absence of war at the state scale. Still, modern forms of
liberal peacemaking remain significantly concerned with the project of creating peace through
development, and development through market capitalism and liberal democracy.
As Megoran (2011) writes, the liberal peace is both “powerful and persuasive,” and contemporary
international frameworks for peacemaking and peacebuilding now rest squarely on the “acceptance of
neoliberal political and economic models” (Daley 2006; see also Koopman 2011). This liberal peace is
“ambitious” (Megoran 2011) in its scope for transforming society, and these transformations are political,
and potentially violent. As Goodhand (2006) writes, “Development and peace are both value-relative and
a likely to be defined by the most powerful in society. Particularist agendas may be masked under the
guise of pursing peace.” With this concern in mind, it is crucial that we remain very attentive to the
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question of what passes for peace and just who the peace being created is for (Megoran 2011; Ross 2011),
as the transformations of the liberal peace can be violent for those will less power to shape the definitions
of peace and peacebuilding in the postwar.
In this chapter, I discuss the potential violence of peace institutions and peace discourses. While
the question of “what counts as peace?” (Ross 2011) certainly applies to many spaces across the globe
that are not currently experiencing war, what counts as peace in postwar societies guides a uniquely
drastic process of remaking and transforming society. This remaking of society is done, in large part,
through the work of liberal peace/development institutions and discourses. I will attempt to illustrate how,
in Liberia, the push for economic development—particularly though natural resource extraction—as a
means to reach or secure ‘peace’ might create new violences. While this chapter clearly points to
numerous questions and themes from political economy, it does not attempt to do a full political
economic analysis. Rather, this chapter merely seeks to draw out examples from Liberia in order to
challenge normalized ideas about how ‘peace’ is created in the postwar—in particular those ideas
propagated by peace/development institutions and large multi-mandate peacebuilding missions. As
Goodhand (2006) writes, the “political baggage associated with peacebuilding is made invisible because
of its seeming ‘rightness’ (Fetherstone 2000). But blindness to its normative underpinnings increases the
risk that peacebuilding will become an instrument of hegemony” and it is this that we need to attend to.
Importantly, I do not wish for my critiques of the ‘economic development as peace’ paradigm to
undercut or diminish the real violence of poverty. Unquestionably, there exists a serious need to
restructure and transform societies—and not only postwar countries like Liberia—in ways that allow
people to meet their needs, to get medical care when they need it, to live happily and safely, and to
envision—and pursue—new or different lives for themselves. As I hope I have illustrated throughout this
thesis, I myself see these as characteristics of the lived experience of peace. Rather, here I hope to suggest
that certain approaches to creating these new and transformed realities—as pursued through the
intertwining discourses and institutions of liberal peace and development—may themselves create new
violence in peoples’ lives rather than eradicating the violence poverty.
LIBERIA, “OPEN FOR BUSINESS”
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Figure 7: Attracting Investment (The image on the left comes from the website of the Liberian consulate; the image on the
right is displayed on the homepage of the Liberian embassy)

“According to President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Liberia is ‘ready for business’” (Global Witness
2011), and the country is seeking investors. The Liberian Consulate website proclaims, “Liberia is
rebuilding after 15 years of civil conflict, therefore, the opportunities for investment in Liberia are
unlimited,” and the Liberian Embassy advertises “high yields for investors” (see above). Country guides
like the U.S. State Department Report on Doing Business in Liberia or the World Bank’s Doing Business
Index, provide national rankings based on the “ease of starting a business” in the country’s regulatory
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environment, with high rankings representing less bureaucracy, regulation, and structural constraints to
private enterprise. The Liberian government points to its desire to improve Liberian rankings on these
lists and to attract foreign investment as a means to fuel development—and long-term peace. According
to the U.S. State Department (2011), “The Liberian government continues to improve Liberia’s ranking in
the “Doing Business” index by making regulations more transparent, accountable and effective.” While
peacebuilding and development are still tightly linked, Liberia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy characterizes
the country as increasingly moving past the project of ‘peace’ to one of ‘development’. The Poverty
Reduction Strategy (2010) proudly states,
“As Liberia transitions from a humanitarian phase to a more development oriented phases,
the label “post-conflict” is becoming less relevant. There has been relative peace and quiet
for the last six year; time enough to define broad parameters and put the country on an
irreversible path to development.”
Further, in its efforts to move forward down this ‘path to development’ the Government of Liberia looks
to the “private sector as the engine of economic growth” (Poverty Reduction Strategy 2010), and since the
end of the war “the country has awarded massive mining, logging and agricultural concessions” (Global
Witness 2011). However, there is concern about the economic and structural violence that may come
along with this version of peace/development.
Global Witness (2011) describes how, as Liberia opens up to international investment
(specifically in the oil sector), the government is ill equipped to protect its people and environments.
Broadly, the problems they describe reflect the potential for violence when the peace project becomes
linked to a rapid project of foreign investment, deregulation, and resource concessions. There are a
number of places for concern. First, the report describes corruption within the National Oil Company of
Liberia (NOCAL), which is the agency responsible for the sector. This includes the payment of $120,400
between 2006 and 2008 in “lobbying fees”—or, rather, bribes—to members of the Liberian Legislature in
exchange for the passage of oil contracts (Global Witness 2011). No one has been prosecuted for these
offenses. In a change of leadership, President Sirleaf recently named her son, Robert Sirlef, who serves as
her senior advisor to take over as the new chairman of NOCAL, however, this too was controversial. The
appointment sparked claims of nepotism, with one article in the local Independent newspaper running a
story about the country’s newly discovered oil titled “Sirleaf’s oil or Liberian oil?” (BBC News, April 6,
2012). The article suggested that Robert Sirleaf “was on the verge of becoming Liberia’s first billionaire
from the oil industry” (ibid). Mr. Sirleaf responded by suing the newspaper and an opposition party
columnist for $8 million and $1 million respectively.
In addition to charges of corruption and mismanagement, Global Witness describes the
insufficient regulatory and legal frameworks for concessions. The report reads, “The Petroleum Law
(2000) was drafted during the presidency of Charles Taylor and includes anachronistic provisions
preventing contract transparency and shielding companies from future changes to Liberia’s laws” (Global
Witness 2011). In particular, the country’s ‘Model Contract’, which is a template contract designed to be
the basis for oil and gas concessions, contains incredibly problematic ‘stabilization clauses’. These
stabilization clauses protect investment contracts or concessions from changes that occur to Liberian law
after the signing of the agreement, even shielding companies from changes that may be made to the
Liberian constitution. The implications of this are severe:
As a country emerging from conflict, Liberia is in the process of revising its laws to bring
them in line with international standards. It is therefore imperative that the government be
given free rein to adopt new laws that protect the country’s finances, people and environment.
The inclusion of the regulatory stabilization clauses create a hierarchy of rights, whereby
communities and workers in the concession area may have fewer rights than others outside it
who have been able to benefit from developments in the law.
(Global Witness 2011)
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In other words, these stabilization clauses create potential zones of exception, wherein portions of the
country under a concession contract may not be held to new standards or protections required by Liberian
law.
There is wide recognition that land conflict was one the primary drivers of the Liberian Civil War
(e.g. Liberian Truth and Reconciliation Commission 2009; Poverty Reduction Strategy 2010), and land
issues remains a serious point of contention. While the government has made steps in addressing land
tenure conflict, including the formation of a new Land Commission, the issue remains unresolved. Thus,
in addition the violences associated with potential labor rights violations or land degradation, the issue of
unjust resource concessions is believed to have the potential to also spark direct violence. Apland (2012)
puzzles, “Given the intimate role that corruption and resource control played in the Liberian conflict it
would seem that addressing “economic crimes” and securing just, sustainable and democratic policies
with regard to natural resources are critical to breaking down norms of impunity and achieving
sustainable transition.”
The legal frameworks and Model Contract also fail to address the use of private security forces,
which are “now standard for many companies operating in the extractive sector” (Global Witness 2011).
As James Ferguson (2006) describes, “the role of private security companies and professional
mercenaries in securing economically valuable enclaves has mushroomed” throughout Africa, and
particularly in conflict, post-conflict, or other presumable “unstable” locations. Within Liberia, this is
seen as especially risky “given the history of human rights abuses committed by these kinds of
organizations. One particularly notorious case, documented by Global Witness, involved a militia
controlled by the Oriental Timber Company, which fought on behalf of former President Charles Taylor
and committed serious crimes against Liberian civilians” (Global Witness 2011).
Many geographers have explored the relationship between violence, extraction, and valuable
commodities (e.g. Le Billon and Levin 2009; Ferguson 2006; Peluso and Watts 2001; Richards 2001;
Watts 2001). Michael Watts (2001), in particular, has demonstrated the violence of the petroleum
industry. While Watts (2001) warns against suggesting a “commodity determinism” whereby oil might be
characterized as invariably resulting in more violence than other resources, he also describes how the
“history of petroleum is replete with criminality, corruption, fabulous wealth, and the worst of rapacious
frontier capitalism” (Yergin 1991, as cited in Watts 2001). Given this history of oil extraction, and the
existing weaknesses in those governing bodies responsible for protecting Liberian citizens and
environments, it therefore raises serious concerns that the sector is being touted as a path to peace
Oil is not the only commodity that has been in Liberia’s news for controversy. Early this year,
another story sparked national debate over land dispossession through foreign investment. Siakor and
Knight (2012) described the situation in an article in the New York Times:
Between 2006 and 2011, Mrs. Johnson Sirleaf granted more than a third of Liberia’s land to
private investors to use for logging, mining and ago-industrial enterprises. Today, more than
seven million acres have become forestry and agricultural concessions. In 2009 and 2010,
Mrs. John Sirleaf’s government awarded more than 1.6 million acres for palm oil production.
The land went to the Malaysian corporation Sime Darby and to Golden Veroleum, a
subsidiary of the New York-based Verdant Fund L.P…More than a million people live in the
regions where the palm-oil concessions were granted. And roughly 150,000 will be directly
affected in the first five years of plantation development. Many could lose access to their
homes, farms, cemeteries and sacred sites as well as the forest and water resources they
depend on for survival. Yet the government negotiated these deals without consulting those
who would be the greatest burden.
In response, communities affected began raising their concerns, particularly highlighting human rights
abuses resulting from Sime Darby’s operations. Many described the concession as a ‘land grab’
(afronline.org 2012; Global Witness 2012). According the Siakor and Knight (2012), President Sirleaf
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told the communities affected, “When your government and the representatives sign any paper with a
foreign country, the communities can’t change it.” She continued, “You are trying to undermine your own
government. You can’t do that. If you do so all the foreign investors coming to Liberia will close their
businesses and leave, then Liberia will go back to the old days” (ibid.). Other accounts of the exchange
between the president and the communities describe a less hostile response in which she told villagers that
mistakes had been made and that the government was working to alleviate the situation
(www.afronline.org), including formulating a committee to investigate complaints. The controversy,
however, is nonetheless indicative of the Liberian Government’s rush to re-start industrial extraction
(www.globalwitness.org) in their efforts to launch the country down the ‘path to development’. As Global
Witness describes (www.globalwitness.org), in its rush the government “has broken its own forestry
laws” by awarding contracts to companies that break regulations. Additionally, through the combination
for both formal logging contracts and ‘opaque’ private use permits, logging concessions may now cover
over 3 million hectares of the country’s 2.4 to 3.4 million hector total forest land (ibid.).
While it remains unclear how people will ultimately be affected by these recent concessions, or
through the Simon Darby operations which are now back up and running, the cases above demonstrate the
ways that “policy in Liberia has been geared toward attracting foreign investment rather than responding
to Liberians’ conceptions of economic justice” in the postwar (Siakor and Knight 2012). This focus on
investment in the postwar period demonstrates the liberal peace in practice, as well as the exercise of
peace discourses. For example, when President Sirleaf states that communities should not challenge
companies profiting from concession agreements or else “business will leave, [and] Liberia will go back
to the old days,” she demonstrates the way that the peace discourse can also be a discourse of fear. While
‘peace’ can be a uniting ideology for movements seeking to end violence or war, Ross (2011) describes
how calls for peace can also be made by the powerful “to deter/displace righteous struggles for freedoms
and security, and demands for social change and equity. ‘Peace’ perceived in these terms—the absence of
conflict and the foreclosure of efforts to change unjust systems—can promote additional suffering.” Just
as national security discourses and institutions paradoxically create insecurities, so too can peace
discourses and institutions create violences. Thus, we need to move beyond critiquing peace merely for
masking the structural violence of the putative peace, and be attentive to the more active ways it’s
implicated in fostering violence.
!As a concluding note, I do not seek to denigrate President Sirleaf in this chapter. Rather I hope to
complicate the overwhelmingly positive Western geopolitical discourse about her through the more
heterogeneous local experiences, narratives, and opinions of her and the Liberian government more
broadly. She has done many great things in Liberia—particularly for women in the country, as I described
in Chapter 5—and I take seriously that most of the women peace activists I worked with see her as a close
ally to their concerns. Our perceptions of her need not be universally filled with praise nor condemnation.
Rather, by looking for the shades of grey in discourses about her—and about ‘peace’ itself—we might
find new ways to evaluate what becomes a part of our peace projects. This is crucial because what counts
as peace to those who have the power to define it in local and geopolitical discourse, can perpetuate
violence in others’ lives if we are not vigilant to its uses.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS: IMAGINING ALTERNATIVE REALITIES

“Another world is possible, and
everyone seems to have different ideas
about what it can look like. I want to
hear more about them.”
(Koopman 2011)

A feminist geopolitics was first proposed about ten years ago, as an expansion of and response to
the existing work of critical geopolitics. Critical geopolitics, largely pioneered in the work of Simon
Dalby and Gearoid O’Tuathail (Koopman 2011; Dowler and Sharp 2001; Hyndman 2001), sought to
deconstruct conventional geopolitical reasoning and the “related disguises, dissimulations, and
rationalizations of power” (Dalby 1994, as cited in Hyndman 2004). Drawing heavily from the work of
Foucault and Derrida, critical geopolitics largely used poststructural deconstruction and discourse analysis
to critique geopolitical knowledge. However, while acknowledging the valuable contributions this work
has done, feminists pointed out that critical geopolitics has largely failed to challenge the disembodied,
masculinist eye of geopolitics (Dixon and Marston 2011; Dowler and Sharp 2001; Hyndman 2001; Sharp
2000). Moreover, the overwhelming attention to deconstruction came at the expense of both an
engagement with lived experience, and imagining new realities with the hope of creating better worlds.
As Hyndman (2001) writes, “Critical geopolitics decenters the nation-state and exposes the investments
that our dominant geopolitical narratives embody, but it does not put Humpty Dumpty back together
again, so to speak. Nor does it question why Humpty is always falling off the wall.” Feminist geopolitics,
therefore, proposed a new analytic or imaginary (Hyndman 2001) of geopolitics, which would cross
scales in order to examine the relationship between the international, the national, and the everyday
(Dixon and Marston 2011; Dowler and Sharp 2001; Hyndman 2001). Further, feminist geopolitics seeks
spaces of hope (Koopman 2011), stressing the need for scholars to move “beyond the endlessly critical
nature of critical geopolitics to offer alternative ways of imagining and doing geopolitics” (Sharp 2011).
This attention to creating social changes has long been at the center of feminist work. As Wright
(2008) points out, feminist geography has its history at the intersection of activism and scholarship. Thus
a feminist approach to peace—just like a feminist approach to geopolitics, and scholarship more
broadly—should be “not just about critiquing hegemony, but also about pointing to, and I would argue
also creating, alternatives” (Koopman 2011). In Chapter 1, I discussed the potential of feminist
approaches to scale (specifically through feminist geopolitics) to enrich an agenda for peace research
though its deliberate focus on scale crossing. In addition to demonstrating the importance of investigating
peace at multiples intertwining scales, I suggested that peace is understood (perhaps almost intuitively) as
being both intimate and global. Therefore, attaching peace to other topics of analysis in feminist
geopolitics might allow us to slide across scale in ways that traditionally more bounded scalar concepts,
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like security, might not as easily do. In this way, the insights of feminist geopolitics are useful for an
agenda of peace research, and visa versa. Here, as a means of concluding, I want to briefly return to the
existing agendas for peace research, and expand on another potentially valuable interaction between
feminist geopolitics and peace—specifically as they both uniquely point to an imagining of new, nonviolent realities.
WHY PEACE?
Critical geography has proven very adept at identifying, examining, and critiquing violence—
whether that violence might be from warfare, patriarchy, racism, capitalism, globalization, or colonialism.
Without a doubt, these inquiries into violence are important and valuable, and we may certainly
understand this work as implicitly being for ‘peace’ even without a direct engagement with the concept
(Koopman 2011; Ross 2011; Williams and McConnell 2011). Given the messy intersections between war
and peace, it is clear that in order to contribute to peace, we must also engage with understandings of
violence (Pepper 1985; Megoran 2011; Ross 2011). Nonetheless, inquires into violence alone are not
sufficient, and increasingly calls for peace research point to the need for greater analytical clarity over the
concept of ‘peace’—as well as renewed attention to practices of peace, and to the way that normalized
understandings of peace (like the liberal peace) impact individual lived experience.
Within these calls for peace research, two parallel imperatives emerge: the need to “rigorously
conceptualize” what peace is (Megoran 2011; Ross), and to attend to what passes for peace. The first
agenda explores the qualities and characteristics of peace, pointing to the lived experiences of peace.
This agenda is reflected in the work of scholars like Williams and McConnell (2011) who propose an
engagement with ‘peace-ful’ concepts—like friendship, security, or solidarity—within situated contexts.
The second agenda seeks to illuminate and uncover the violences that are too often normalized and
accepted due to the assumed good of peace. This imperative is seen in work like Amy Ross’s (2011)
discussion of the putative peace. Ross, like myself (Chapter 6), points to the liberal peace for its role in
“[replicating] the conditions of inequality that gave rise to conflict in the original instance” (ibid).
Certainly she is right that “significant portions of the peace scholarship are less about real peace but rather
about continuing hegemony” (Ross 2011), however, without our first agenda to conceptualize peace, it
remains unclear what the ‘real peace’ she refers to might actually look like.
Thus, both agendas are necessary, and through the cross-scalar analytic of feminist geopolitics,
we can examine how the two are intertwined and mutually constituted across scale. Within this thesis, I
have sought to address both of these agendas by discussing lived experiences and ideas about peace, as
described in the words of Liberian women peace activists (Chapter 4), and by examining the violences of
peace, both in the prewar (Chapter 2) and through the postwar transformations of the liberal peace
(Chapter 6). Just as feminist geopolitics highlights the importance of imagining new possible realities
rather than relegating our inquiries to critique, an agenda for peace must similarly explore an image of
change rather than dwelling purely on landscapes of violence. In this regard, while examining and
ruminating on processes of violence (including the violence of peace) are certainly projects for peace in
spirit, this agenda for peace on its own may not necessarily push us to imagine what it is we would want
to create if were to remove those violences we describe. In contrast, I suggest that engaging directly in
discussions about the qualities and characteristics of peace is invaluable. By bringing forward and
highlighting what individuals actually want peace to look like—a reality that is not just passing as peace,
but rather is peace—we are in fact undertaking a process of imagining new realities. As Meintjes et al
(2001) write, “Peace-builders are an important group because they give examples of how these seeds of
transformation can grow.”
Scholars have often shied from defining peace, recognizing that it carries many different
meanings for people across space, time and context. I completely agree with this sentiment—it does mean
different things to different people, just as people have many visions of what they would like the world
(and their individual lives) to look like. I would suggest that, in exploring these diverse understandings of
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what peace is, we approach peace broadly as a desired reality. Clearly it is unlikely that a coherent
agenda for creating peace—for a reality we all want—will emerge by uncovering how people understand
peace. Further, one might argue, if we define the peace in all the features of a reality we want, it will lead
down a slippery slope whereby peace will come to mean “all that is good” (Koopman 2011). Maybe. But,
I don’t believe this results in peace losing its practical or analytical usefulness. In my mind, an agenda for
peace research is an agenda that invariably has a creative—or, activist—eye on the future. Thus, engaging
with peace is useful, not because uncovering (something called) peace in diverse contexts will help us
create “it”, but rather because simply talking about what “it” means forces us to think about what it is we
want to create.
SUMMING UP THE WORK OF PEACE
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Figure 8: 2012 Campaign posters for the re-election of President Sirleaf Quoting a popular local song “Da my area” (‘your
area’ refers to your specialty), these posters highlight the diversity of what is included in the postwar task of creating peace and
‘development—from gender mainstreaming to resource exploitation.

Throughout this thesis I have explored the work of peace through its various meanings, practices,
lived realities, emotions, frameworks, and models in ‘postwar’ Liberia. This postwar period is described
as a time of many potential transformations, and the vast peacebuilding and development models guide a
expansive array of reforms and initiatives that are attempting to remake Liberia in a new image. For the
women’s movement in Liberia, interactions with—and work within these institutions—has both opened
doors and presented new challenges as they strive for funding, sustainability, recognition, and solidarity

!

&$!

with other women in their efforts to make and sustain transformative changes for Liberian women. With
discourses about peace inextricably tied to discourses about women in Liberia, women have been able to
build on the platform they achieved through their peace activism as they push to solidify and make new
gains for women in the ‘postwar’. The existing successes for women in the postwar are significant and
have contributed to a discourse of Liberia as an uncommon and inspiring success story of women
achieving meaningful gains in the postwar.
Still, this success story is complicated, and experiences of these gains vary significantly based on
an individual women and her social position. Thus, while the end of direct violence and the
transformations of the postwar have been beneficial for some, such as those individual women who have
successfully risen to leadership, this project of peace has also been violent as international frameworks of
the liberal peace connect the project of peace to the project of neoliberal development. In examining the
expansive transformations that are ushered in during the postwar in the name of building peace through
development, I also pointed to the ways ‘peace’ can not only passively mask structural violence, but also
the way ‘peace’ discourses and institutions can actively quell claims for justice and equality. This issue
highlights the importance of examining and critiquing what passes for peace, because what passes for
peace can perpetuate violence if we are not attentive to its normative underpinnings.
Throughout this thesis, I sought to draw out the insights of feminist geopolitics for an agenda of
peace research. Feminist geopolitical approach to scale in particular demonstrates the importance of
attending to the ways peace is experienced and mutually constituted across multiple scales and spaces.
Additionally, speaking to the feminist concern for imagining and offering alternative geographies, I
suggest that engaging in a process of conceptualizing peace may work as a unique tool, pushing us
beyond endless critiques of violence to imagining new and better realities.
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