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Chapter Ten. Women

Statements from Liberian women and men, as well as reports from civil society groups and international 
organizations, detail extreme forms of violence and other human rights abuses perpetrated against 
women before, during, and after the war in Liberia. During the conflict, women were subject to 
many of the same human rights violations as men were, including forced labor, killings, torture, and 
beatings. Many women were also targeted for gender-based violence, such as rape, sexual violence, 
and sexual slavery. After the conflict, violence against women, including sexual and domestic violence, 
continues to be prevalent in Liberia.1 

Violence against women impairs fun-
damental rights and freedoms, such as the 
rights to life, security, and liberty, and the 
right not to be subjected to torture. The 
United Nations has recognized the con-
nection between violence and inequality, 
stating that violence is one of the “crucial 
social mechanisms by which women are 
forced into a subordinate position compared 
with men.”2 Other forms of discrimination 
against women in both law and practice 
are prevalent in Liberia as well. While 
there are some laws that promote equality, 

weaknesses in the law and inadequate implementation prevent the full realization of women’s human 
rights. The problem is exacerbated by the bifurcation of Liberia’s laws into formal and customary 
systems, the latter of which allows discrimination against women in many cases. In addition, many 
social and cultural practices, as well as the deprivation of social and economic rights, contribute to the 
subordination of women in Liberia.

The mandate of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Liberia recognizes that a thorough 
understanding of gender and its impact on both Liberian society and the conflict are essential to 
the success of the TRC process. Section 24 of the Act to Establish the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Liberia provides: 

The TRC shall consider and be sensitive to issues of human rights violations, 
gender and gender based violence thus ensuring that no one with a known 
record of human rights violations are employed by the TRC and that gender 
mainstreaming characterizes its work, operations and functions, ensuring 
therefore that women are fully represented and staffed at all levels of the 
work of the TRC and that special mechanisms are employed to handle 
women and children victims and perpetrators, not only to protect their 
dignity and safety but also to avoid re-traumatization.3
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The statute creating the TRC also recognizes the importance of the full participation of women in 
understanding the conflict and building the future of Liberia. The statute requires that at least four 
of the nine commissioners be women. Four of the commissioners appointed to the TRC are women, 
who have diverse experiences with regard to women’s issues, and women have participated at various 
levels in the work of the TRC.4 The TRC’s mandate requires that it adopt “specific mechanisms and 
procedures to address the experiences of women, children and vulnerable groups, paying particular 
attention to gender based violations…”5 The statute also requires the TRC to “employ specialists in 
children’s and women’s rights” and “ensure that special measures or mechanisms are employed that 
will enable women and children to provide testimony to the TRC, while at the same time protecting 
their safety and not endangering or delaying their social reintegration or psychological recovery.”6 

Past truth commissions have been criticized for their approach to women’s issues because of a 
failure to fully incorporate the gender perspective into their work.7 The above provisions provide 
the Liberian TRC the authority and mandate to give focused attention to women’s human rights 
issues. In addition, the TRC has undertaken outreach measures to encourage the participation of 
women. For example, the TRC’s Committee on Gender held workshops and town hall meetings for 
women throughout Liberia, which included an overview of the TRC mandate, women’s human rights 
violations in Liberia, and how other truth commissions have addressed gender issues.8 Also, the TRC 
has drafted a gender policy based on workshops, town hall meetings, and collaboration with other 
stakeholders.9 In line with this approach and taking into account the widespread violence against 
women during the war, The Advocates has included a separate section on women to give the specific 
attention that is mandated. 

pre-exiSting factorS: the role of women in liBerian Society 

In an experts’ report prepared for the United Nations in 2002, Elisabeth Rehn and Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf note that the violence women experience during armed conflict “does not arise solely out of the 
conditions of war; it is directly related to the violence that exists in women’s lives during peacetime. 
Throughout the world, women experience violence because they are women, and often because they 
do not have the same rights or autonomy that men do.”10 As a result, a discussion of the factors that 
existed before the conflict is essential to better understand both women’s human rights violations 
during the conflict, as well as the problems that still affect women post-conflict. 

Life has been, and can often be, very difficult for women in Liberia. Discrimination against women 
both in law and in practice is pervasive in Liberia.11 Deficiencies in the legal system, a reticence to 
investigate and prosecute certain cases affecting women, and the unavailability of legal assistance 
hamper women’s access to justice. Furthermore, there is a need to increase public awareness of women’s 
rights.12 In practice, few domestic laws and policies realize the principle of equality between men 
and women. Liberia’s civil law system is patriarchal, and laws are often construed at the expense of 
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women’s human rights.13 Social attitudes tend to accept sexual crimes against women and children as 
one of life’s risks.14 For example, there is no domestic violence law in Liberia,15 and witness testimony 
revealed the reluctance of police to intervene in such cases: 

I lived in Liberia. I have experienced situations where women have been 
abused, and in the heat of the situation, the police [were] called, and [the 
victim and perpetrator] were told, “That’s your domestic problems.” [The 
police] have nothing to do with that.16

Finally, socio-economic factors present challenges for many women in Liberia. Girls face greater 
barriers to accessing education because of violence against women and girls, early marriages, 
prioritization of males over females for schooling, and other biases.17 The formal—and therefore 
regulated—economic sector lacks job opportunities, leading many women to work in the informal 
sector where they are more susceptible to harassment.18 Access to health care is extremely limited in 
Liberia, with resulting high maternal and infant mortality rates.19 

A Note about the Role of Liberian Women as Leaders
Despite such discrimination and socio-economic obstacles, it is important to recognize that Liberian 
women often wield considerable personal power and political autonomy. Liberian women have held 
authority within traditional societies and more formal networks, which afforded them a base for 
socialization, support, and activism. For example, in secret societies such as the Sande society, female 
zoes, or traditional priests, train young girls in domestic skills, cooking, singing, food production, 
community leadership, midwifery, and story narration.20 Traditional women’s societies that both 
entertain and assist one another are also found among the Kru and Bassa.21 Collective action has also 
been employed by women to assert their rights. Academic Mary Moran witnessed one example where 
women carried out a mass protest to demand amends for a wrong; in leaving their village en masse and 
implementing a local, institutionalized practice, these women sought to protect their rights and claim a 
role in decision-making.22 Liberian women also established more formal organizations, beginning with 
church-based groups to foster community bonds, forge connections among classes and ethnicities, 
and promote general unity, to socio-political organizations designed to increase women’s political 
participation.23 Their early work in establishing girls’ schools and churches24 facilitated their later 
emergence in the public sphere. Women shifted into the more visible political sector when President 
Tubman appointed a number of women, albeit of the ruling settler class, to significant positions.25 It 
was not until the Tolbert administration that the number of women appointees increased and their 
backgrounds broadened substantially to include “women who supported and represented change.”26 
There are examples of prominent Liberian women in the international arena as well. For example, 
Liberian Assistant Secretary of State Angie Elisabeth Brooks served as the President of the U.N. General 
Assembly during its 24th session.27 Finally, Liberian women assumed a prominent role in the peace 
process in the final years of the war; for example, the Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET) 
played an extensive part in advocating for peace.28 WIPNET members mobilized Christian and Muslim 
women in peaceful protests in both Liberia and Ghana as a way of pressuring the factions to end the 
conflict.29 

Chapter Ten



230

Legal Systems

The division of Liberia’s legal system into formal and customary laws creates additional disparities 
between rural and urban areas.30 Liberia’s formal legal system, which employs statutory law, is 
composed of the Supreme Court, circuit courts, magistrates’ courts, and justices of the peace courts.31 
Liberia’s customary legal system, which is more prevalent in the rural areas, is bifurcated into state-

sanctioned customary law and non-state-sanctioned 
customary law. The Ministry of Internal Affairs 
oversees state-sanctioned customary legal systems, 
which adjudicates disputes by town, clan, and 
paramount chiefs.32 The state provides a framework 
for this system through the Rules and Regulations 
Governing the Hinterland of Liberia. In contrast, 
non-state-sanctioned customary law generally 
involves mechanisms such as palava huts, Poro and 
Sande secret societies, leaders with special powers, 
and may include trial-by-ordeal.33 There is a notable 
lack of coordination between the formal law and 
both customary legal systems, which consequently 
impedes fair execution of justice.34 

Customary law mechanisms are the most accessible form of justice for the majority of Liberia’s 
population.35 War and mass displacement have impacted the local systems, however, which are 
“loosely governed by anachronistic and obscure laws and regulations.”36 Furthermore, the practices 
and outcome of traditional courts may not be consistent with Liberia’s Constitution and international 
human rights obligations.37 Decisions are not always objectively made. The International Crisis Group 
reports that chiefs improperly impose fines to garner income for themselves, since they seldom receive 
the state compensation as required for their services.38

The civil and customary components of Liberia’s civil law system often conflict with traditional 
practices, the effect of which disfavors women.39 Discrimination is more pronounced in rural areas for 
various reasons. For example, men are the most common arbiters of customary law, thus diminishing 
the role of women in this process.40 Customary legal traditions discriminate against women by 
prohibiting them from executing contracts and controlling property.41 Other discriminatory practices 
include the payment of dowries to husbands, payments to husbands in cases of adultery, and different 
legal ages for marriage between men and women. Many of these practices are predicated on the notion 
of women as property. For example, Rules Regulating the Hinterland impose a $100 fine on males 
who commit adultery against their first wives and a $10 fine for adultery with additional wives.42 Trial-
by-ordeal, where the suspect is subject to extreme pain or potential death, is a customary method 
employed to test the guilt of the accused.43 Such methods are sometimes used to assess the guilt of 

“States Parties condemn discrimination against 
women in all its forms, agree to pursue by all 
appropriate means and without delay a policy 
of eliminating discrimination against women 
and, to this end, undertake…To establish 
legal protection of the rights of women on an 
equal basis with men and to ensure through 
competent national tribunals and other public 
institutions the effective protection of women 
against any act of discrimination.” Art. 2(c), 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women. 
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women and girls suspected of witchcraft. 

Outside of the legal context, other cul-
tural practices exist, such as female geni-
tal mutilation and levirate marriage, 44 
which have a harmful effect on women. 
Members of the cabinet and Parliament 
have expressed ambivalence, however, 
toward the discontinuation of these tra-
ditional practices.45 Furthermore, a lack 
of awareness that discrimination is a vio-
lation of human rights and of Liberia’s 
international legal obligations perpetuates 
the problem of violence against women.46

Education and Employment

The gender gap in education has been a problem in Liberia, predating the period of conflict. In 1979, 
83 percent of males and 51 percent of females were enrolled in primary school.47 By 1986-1988, the 
statistics for primary education of girls remained more or less the same. Statistics for gross primary 
enrollment ratio indicated that 82 percent of males and 50 percent of females were enrolled in primary 
education.48 In other words, for every 100 males enrolled in primary education, 61 females were 
enrolled.49 

In terms of employment, women have 
traditionally played a central role in Liberia’s 
informal workforce. According to a 1983 U.S. 
Department of State human rights report, 
70 percent of Liberia’s population worked in 
subsistence agriculture.50 The report notes 
that women comprised the major labor force 
in producing and managing food within the 
home and for sale in the market.51 Working 
in the informal sector, while a significant 
responsibility, poses a number of obstacles to 
women’s economic empowerment. Women in 

subsistence economies spend much of any given day performing tasks to maintain the household like 
carrying water, collecting fuel wood, preparing food, care-giving, agricultural production, and taking 
goods to the market. All of these activities require tremendous obligations but fall outside the scope 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women requires States Parties to: 
“…accord to women equality with men before the law. 
 …accord to women, in civil matters, a legal capacity 
identical to that of men and the same opportunities 
to exercise that capacity. In particular, they shall give 
women equal rights to conclude contracts and to 
administer property and shall treat them equally in all 
stages of procedure in courts and tribunals. 
 …agree that all contracts and all other private 
instruments of any kind with a legal effect which is 
directed at restricting the legal capacity of women shall 
be deemed null and void.” Art. 15(1)-(3).

“States Parties shall take all appropriate measures 
to eliminate discrimination against women in order 
to ensure to them equal rights with men in the field 
of education.” Art. 10, Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 
“States Parties shall take all appropriate measures 
to eliminate discrimination against women in the 
field of employment in order to ensure, on a basis of 
equality of men and women, the same rights.” Art. 
11, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women. 
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of regulated labor. According to the U.N. Population Fund, “[p]oor women do more unpaid work, 
work longer hours and may accept degrading working conditions during times of crisis, just to ensure 
that their families survive.”52

Social Norms and de Facto Discrimination

Patriarchal norms and expectations also operate to subordinate women in Liberia. Such social attitudes 
are reflected in both formal and informal relationships between men and women, as described by 
statement givers, and help contextualize the violations during the war. For example, one statement 
giver recounted how she became engaged in 1994 after her fiancé paid a bride dowry for her.53 Also, 
although formal Liberian law prohibits polygyny,54 traditional systems still allow this practice.55 
Cultural norms and tribal rules provide some regulation over polygyny, but even this oversight has 
diminished considerably in the context of rural-to-urban migration.56 

In terms of informal relationships, some male statement givers described having children with several 
women and when asked to provide their names, they delineated between those they acknowledged 
and those they did not. One interviewee described the problem:

Africans have close and very large families as a result of the custom of 
polygamy and of the African concept of extended family. My father had 
children by three women. He was relatively well off before the conflict and 
his children all lived with him. It is common for men to have sex with 
multiple women and they often don’t take responsibility to care for the 
children that result...There is a double standard for women and they are 
often treated deplorably. The women have a hard time caring for children 
by themselves.57

Furthermore, statements revealed that women are often the primary and sole caretakers in households, 
and many women described difficult family circumstances. Often, they are not married to the fathers 
of their children and in some cases have sole responsibility for their care. 

In other instances, the father has left the country to seek other opportunities and ceased providing 
for his family in Liberia.58 In this case, he may be burdened with the responsibility of establishing 

“States Parties shall take into account the particular problems faced by rural women and the significant 
roles which rural women play in the economic survival of their families, including their work in the non-
monetized sectors of the economy, and shall take all appropriate measures to ensure the application 
of the provisions of the present Convention to women in rural areas.” Art. 14(1), Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 



233

himself in a new country or may have simply abandoned the family. A statement giver summarized 
how his mother, who was impoverished and ill, attempted to seek financial help from his father who 
had moved to the United States and met another woman:

Because she had little money, my mother asked my father to send us money 
from the United States. She mailed him messages recorded on cassettes 
telling him that she was sick and needed help. My father was “putting his 
life together in the US” and did not send money.59

Ultimately, his mother died from what the statement giver believed was a lack of proper care and 
medicine.60 Statements revealed particular difficulties for family members who remained behind 
during the conflict, as they faced economic hardship coupled with the need to escape. One statement 
giver’s children called their father in the United States at the onset of the war to beg for money so 
they could flee the rebel advancement.61 The father never responded to their pleas for assistance.62 In 
another case, a statement giver described how the father of her child left her for the United States 
while she was pregnant.63 She described her experience:

The father of this child left me just about a month pregnant and travelled 
to the U.S. I was quite a teenager and when I contacted him on the issue he 
decided to write my family to tell them that he was going to marry me. For 
the past 25 years, he has never talked to me. The only thing he did was he 
sent for [our child].64

Poor governance factors also subjugate women in Liberia. For example, corruption and the abuse of 
power are closely linked to women’s human rights violations in Liberia. Statements revealed instances 
of men abusing their positions of authority for purposes of sexual exploitation. A statement giver 
described how she was accepted into the John F. Kennedy Center in Monrovia to pursue a nursing 
degree in 1988.65 The school’s registrar refused to enroll her until she had sex with him.66 He told 

Under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, States Parties 
are to undertake “all appropriate measures: 
(a) To modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women, with a view to achieving 
the elimination of prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the 
inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women; 
(b) To ensure that family education includes a proper understanding of maternity as a social 
function and the recognition of the common responsibility of men and women in the upbringing and 
development of their children, it being understood that the interest of the children is the primordial 
consideration in all cases.” Art. 5, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women.
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the young woman that “trading sex for favors was the way to survive in Liberia.”67 Eventually, the 
woman’s brother intervened and convinced the school to register her for classes.68

Periods of instability have presented further opportunity to abuse power, exacerbating violence 
against women. A statement giver described how at the time of the 1979 rice riots she saw soldiers 
committing abuses against civilians who broke the 7:00 p.m. curfew.69 She witnessed soldiers rape 
women who were out past this hour.70 If soldiers encountered a man and a woman breaking curfew, 
she related, “the male would be tortured and sent away, and the woman would be told to have sex with 
the soldier (give it up) or be taken to jail.”71 Poor governance, abuse of authority, and other problems 
demonstrate the broader need for state system reforms to protect women’s human rights.

gender-BaSed violence during the conflict

The Liberian TRC has a specific mandate to focus on “vulnerable groups.”72 In a discussion of 
women and war, the International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC) defines vulnerability as 
“the result of the precarious conditions of existence of individuals, families or communities placed 
under threat by a brutal change in their environment.”73 Importantly, it recognizes that certain social, 
economic, political, and cultural factors give rise to vulnerability during war.74 Discrimination in 
law and practice, patriarchal attitudes, polygamous family structures, and the abuse of power have 
acted as subordinating factors for Liberian women. As a result, women’s human rights violations 
in Liberia long predated the conflict and contributed to the disposition toward widespread use of 
violence against women during the war. 

The civil war in Liberia increased the violence against women in many forms, particularly sexual 

Gender-based violence constitutes discrimination against women and violates women’s human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, including:
 
(a) The right to life;  
(b) The right not to be subject to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment;  
(c) The right to equal protection according to humanitarian norms in time of international or internal 
armed conflict;  
(d) The right to liberty and security of person;  
(e) The right to equal protection under the law;  
(f) The right to equality in the family;  
(g) The right to the highest standard attainable of physical and mental health;  
(h) The right to just and favourable conditions of work. ¶ 7, Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women, General Recommendation 19, Violence against Women.



235

violence. Increases in fighting were often accompanied by more rapes. The former U.N. Special 
Rapporteur on violence against women has explained this phenomenon: 

[S]ince women’s sexuality is seen as being under the protection of the men 
of the community, its defilement is an act of domination asserting power 
over the males of the community or group that is under attack... Women 
are particular targets as they are often regarded both as representing the 
symbolic honour of the culture and being the genetic gatekeepers to the 
community.75

The increase in sexual violence against women during conflict is connected to militarization, the 
absence of traditional societal networks and structures, and the pre-existing factors outlined above.76 
According to the U.N. Economic and Social Council, evidence indicates that “the militarization 
process, including the ready availability of small weapons, that occurs prior to and during conflicts, as 
well as the process of demobilization of often frustrated and aggressive soldiers after a conflict, may 
also result in increased violence against women and girls.”77 In their report, Rehn and Sirleaf describe 
gender-based violence during armed conflict: 

Men and boys as well as women and girls are the victims of this targetting 
[sic], but women, much more than men, suffer gender-based violence. 
Their bodies become a battleground over which opposing forces struggle.78 
Women are raped as a way to humiliate the men they are related to, who are 
often forced to watch the assault. In societies where ethnicity is inherited 
through the male line, “enemy” women are raped and forced to bear 
children. Women who are already pregnant are forced to miscarry through 
violent attacks. Women are kidnapped and used as sexual slaves to service 
troops, as well as to cook for them and carry their loads from camp to camp. 
They are purposely infected with HIV/AIDS, a slow, painful murder.79

Statements bear witness to the use of Liberian women as a means to inflict revenge and attack the 
enemy. One rebel, who had just raped a woman, responded to the consternation of an onlooker: 
“Yes, they did it to our women and I’m going to do it to her.”80 

Prevalence of Violence against Women during the Conflict

As seen in conflicts throughout the region and world, sexual violence as a weapon of war is an 
increasing problem. In 2008, the U.N. Security Council adopted a resolution condemning the use of 
sexual violence in warfare, noting that sexual violence continues to occur in situations to the point 
of becoming “systematic and widespread.”81 Wartime sexual violence is not unique to the Liberian 
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context, but rather is a violation increasingly used in conflicts around the world. 

Sexual violence was widespread during 
the Liberian conflict. More than 90 
percent of Liberian women in one study 
reported being subjected to at least one act 
of sexual abuse during or after the war.82 
In an earlier controlled study published 
in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association, nearly half the Liberian 
women interviewed indicated they had 
been physically or sexually abused.83 As 
these statistics demonstrate, the numbers 
of reported rapes vary and represent only 
estimates because of a number of factors. 
First, sexual violence statistics are often 
extrapolated from the pool of victims who have come forward to seek medical attention for the 
consequences of rape.84 Second, rape and sexual violence are often under-reported for several reasons. 
Fears of stigma or retaliation may deter victims from coming forward, the death of the victim may 
preclude reporting, or a victim may believe reporting to be of little utility since the violation is already 
complete.85 While statistics cannot conclusively determine the extent of sexual violence, the empirical 
evidence nevertheless shows that sexual violence against women and girls was widespread during the 
Liberian conflict.

Nature of the Sexual Violence

Often, rape and sexual abuse occurred in the context of broader violence and chaos.86 Other violations 
committed concurrently with sexual violence included killings, abduction, beatings, destruction of 
property, strip searches, binding, mutilation, and torture. Perpetrators carried out these atrocities 
not only against women, but also against their family members and others present at the time. One 
statement giver described her experience:

Six or seven rebels attacked our house. The rebels were insulting everyone, 
pulling everyone outside and beating them. My older daughter was hit on 
the face and my husband was shot in front of me. The rebels wanted to put 
me in a car but instead the commander took me back into the house. I tried 
to refuse him and was cut on my butt with a knife, but I got weak and gave 
up and the commander raped me. I was then dragged outside again and the 
rebels put my house on fire. The rebels got in the car and ran away.87

Under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court, rape constitutes:
- Genocide, “committed with intent to destroy, in whole 
or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or
religious group,” Art. 6(b);
- A crime against humanity, “when committed as part of 
a widespread or systematic attack directed against any 
civilian population, with knowledge of the attack,” Art. 
7(1)(g);
- A war crime, “in particular when committed as part of 
a plan or policy or as part of a large-scale commission of 
such Crimes.” Art. 8(1). 
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Many statement givers described how the rapes often involved the death of the victim and/or family 
members. Statement givers described brutal incidents of aggravated rape accompanied by violations, 
such as gang-rape and rape with foreign objects. It was not uncommon for a woman to be raped by 
multiple perpetrators at a given time. In a study of 991 Liberian women and girl victims of violence, 
the International Rescue Committee reported that 376 had been gang-raped.88 One statement giver 
described a particularly brutal attack:

In 2003, I was living in Caldwell with my husband. On June 1, Taylor’s boys 
(NPFL) took over…Rebels wanted our car and took it. They accused me of 
lying about my husband being Grebo. They stabbed me in the breast and 
dragged my husband outside and began to cut him. They forced me to carry 
his private parts and then they cut off his arms. They caught me and four of 
them raped me. I was three months pregnant and am still having pain from 
the rapes.89

Perpetrators also used foreign objects, such as guns, knives, and household objects, to carry out 
rape.90 Another female statement giver described an attack involving a foreign object: “[The rebel] 
asked for money to buy petrol for his car. I told him I didn’t have money. He came back the very next 
day with his boys and put me at gunpoint, two or three raped me, beat me up and shoved the gun in 
my vagina.”91 Even everyday objects were used to inflict suffering through rape. One public hearing 
witness testified how rebels raped her and other detained women using a spoon.92 

Breaking of Social Taboos

Combatants used rape and other forms of sexual violence to systematically break social taboos. In 
particular, combatants forced civilians to break sexual norms regarding age and family. Young men 
were forced to rape their mothers and grandmothers. Men were forced to have sex with their sisters. 

The Rome Statute uses the following definition of rape as a crime against humanity and a war crime:*
“The perpetrator invaded the body of a person by conduct resulting in penetration, however slight, of 
any part of the body of the victim or of the perpetrator with a sexual organ, or of the anal or genital 
opening of the victim with any object or any other part of the body…The invasion was committed by 
force, or by threat of force or coercion, such as that caused by fear of violence, duress, detention, 
psychological oppression or abuse of power, against such person or another person, or by taking 
advantage of a coercive environment, or the invasion was committed against a person incapable of 
giving genuine consent.” Art. 7(1)(g)-1(1), (2); Art. 8(2)(b)(xxii)-1(1)-(2), International Criminal Court, 
Elements of Crimes. 
* These elements are in addition to the specific elements required to constitute a crime against 
humanity and war crime. 
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In addition to inflicting torture on members forced to commit incest, this war tactic had the long-
term impact of destroying families. In one case, after National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) 

rebels forced a son to rape his mother, the mother 
sent her son away, telling him “she could never see 
him again.”93

Also, perpetrators broke social taboos by forcing 
people to perform sexual acts in public. Statement 
givers reported men forced to have sex with women 
in front of their children and other family members. 
Men were also forced to watch as rebel forces brutally 
raped their wives, daughters, and other family 
members. Such mental abuse provided another tool of 
torture that perpetrators employed as systematically 
and deliberately as the actual violations. Rape was 
thus used not only as a weapon of war against the 
women who were violated but also as a means to 
traumatize those forced to witness the rapes. One 
statement giver described her traumatic experience:

Late one night, about 1:00 [or] 2:00 am, I heard outbursts of gunfire. I, my 
parents and my three sisters woke up...a group of NPFL fighters...forcefully 
entered our house. One of them recognized my father and remarked, “These 
are the people we are looking for.” My father was dragged out of the house, 
laid on the ground and they bound him with a strong rope. His feet and 
hands were bound. Then one of them said, “We have meat to eat here,” and 
also said to my father, “watch the show.” [They brought my sisters and me 
out.] After we had been brought out of the house they began raping us. I 
cannot remember what else happened because I blacked out...94

The mental anguish experienced by witnesses to these violations was substantial, even where the 
victim and observer were unrelated. A public hearing witness described the emotional trauma she 
experienced firsthand from witnessing perpetrators rape a Ghanaian girl lying on the ground: 

And then they took the gun, the sharpness of the gun, and they ram it in 
her…And they ram it in her. And I’m like, “God, I know by now you have 
taken her life so there’s nothing down there that she’s feeling.” But to my 
surprise, she managed to lift her arm up to try to take that gun out of her. 
And I collapse, knowing that she was still alive and she was feeling that gun 

Parties to the conflict are prohibited at 
all times and places from committing 
“outrages upon personal dignity, in particular 
humiliating and degrading treatment” against 
persons taking no part in the hostilities. 
Art. 3(1)(c), Convention (IV) relative to the 
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War. 

“[O]utrages upon personal dignity, in 
particular humiliating and degrading 
treatment, rape, enforced prostitution 
and any form of indecent assault” are 
prohibited “at any time and in any place.” 
Art. 4(2)(e), Protocol Additional to the 
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 
relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-
International Armed Conflicts.
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being rammed in her.95

Attempts by other civilians to prevent these rapes often resulted in further violence and killings. One 
statement giver described how NPFL soldiers raped her in front of her husband and killed him when 
he tried to rescue her.96 

Disregard for the Age of Victims

The rape of young girls also reflected the intentional disregard for the age of victims. During the 
conflict, perpetrators committed sexual violence against victims of all ages. Children younger than 
ten years old and women older than 50 years suffered from sexual violence.97 Perpetrators rape young 
girls to torture, injure, punish, obtain information, disgrace, humiliate, and break social bonds.98 
Attacking girls both dishonors the community and invalidates any protection their parents provide.99 

Rape as Torture

International treaties and caselaw prohibit rape at all times. As an act of torture, rape constitutes a 
war crime and a crime against humanity. States should take appropriate steps to punish such acts as 
mandated by international law. 

Human rights and humanitarian law prohibit torture, even in times of public emergency or war. Art. 7, 
4(2), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; Art. 2(1)-(2), 4, Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment; Art. 7(1)(f),8(2), Rome Statute, Aydin v. 
Turkey, Judgment of 25 Sept. 1997, Eur. Ct. of H.R., Reports of Judgments and Decisions, 1997-VI, ¶¶ 
83-84; Fernando and Raquel Mejia v. Peru (Decision of 1 March 1996), Report No. 5/96, case no 10.970, 
in Annual Report of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 1995 OEA/Ser.L/V/II.91 at pp. 182-
188. 

Also, international criminal jurisprudence recognizes that rape constitutes a form of torture both as 
a crime against humanity and as a war crime. Providing the elements of torture are satisfied, rape 
constitutes “severe pain and suffering amounting to torture.” Prosecutor v. Kvočka, Case No. IT-98-30/1, 
¶ 145, Judgment, Nov. 2, 2001 (citing Celebici Trial Chamber Judgement, ¶¶ 495-496 and 941-943, 
Furundzija Trial Chamber Judgement, ¶¶163, 171, Akayesu Trial Chamber Judgement, ¶¶ 597-598).

With regard to rape as a crime against humanity, the International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY) 
found that “the presence of a state official or of any other authority-wielding person in the torture 
process is not necessary for the offence to be regarded as torture under international humanitarian 
law.” ¶ 496, Prosecutor v. Kunarac, Kovac, Vukovic, Case No. IT-96-23&23/1, Judgment, Feb. 22, 2001. 

Rape also constitutes torture as a war crime. The ICTY has stated, “Rape may also amount to a grave 
breach of the Geneva Conventions, a violation of the laws or customs of war,” providing the elements of 
the crimes are met. ¶ 172. 
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One statement giver described an attack:

NPFL rebels burst my door in Caldwell and said they were looking for my 
husband...who was working at the Executive Mansion as chief mechanic. 
But he wasn’t home and I was raped by four men and burnt on my neck with 
a cigar to force me to take off my clothes. Other men raped my ten-year-old 
daughter, who was a virgin, right in front of me.100

Statements from Liberian women indicate that perpetrators committed rapes against even younger 
children. A woman described her experience:

I was eight years old when the war came in July 1990. My mother, brother 
and sister were in Grand Gedeh visiting a friend. Rebels knocked on the 
door and my father went out and was killed. A rebel boy came into the house 
and raped me. I have had problems ever since.101

The rape of older women reinforced the breaking of social taboos. Many of the rapists were young 
males, and according to Liberian culture, rape by a young person was equivalent to rape by one’s 
own child.102 Statement givers who were older at the time described their own rape or the rape of 
their mothers.103 One statement giver who was 45 years old at the time of a gang rape by NPFL child 
soldiers described her experience: 

In March 1990…[an NPFL rebel] came to my house and said that I should 
bring the gold I have. I told him please sir, I don’t have any more gold. When 
I told him this, he said I should take off my clothes so his boys can have 
sex with me. As old as I was, his boys (three of them) had sex with me. My 
husband could not stand it and so he rushed to them and that’s how he was 
shot dead.104

Targeting Pregnant Women

Perpetrators targeted women who were pregnant. Many statement givers described the practice of 
rebels finding a pregnant woman, wagering on the sex of the fetus, and then splitting open her 
stomach to determine the winner of the bet.105 This practice occurred during raids, at checkpoints, 

Combatants are prohibited, at all times and places, from committing “violence to life and person, in 
particular murder of all kinds” against persons not taking part in the hostilities. Art. 3(1)(a), Convention 
(IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War.
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and anywhere rebels found pregnant women. In one case, NPFL troops killed a pregnant woman and 
her husband:

The woman was at the end of her pregnancy when a group of rebels came 
to her house and demanded their car. The woman’s husband told the rebels 
that they could not have the car because the woman was about to go into 
labor any time now and he needed it to take her to the hospital to deliver her 
baby. The rebels then took the woman, cut her open from the breast bone 
down to her pelvic bone while she was still alive, bet on the sex of the baby, 
and then cut the baby out of her uterus. The rebels then proceeded to cut the 
baby into three pieces and discarded the remains to the side. They then shot 
her and her husband to death.106

Bush Wives

Some women were kidnapped, systematically raped, 
and forced to act as “bush wives” of the attacker.107 
In this role, they were forced to cook, clean, bear 
children, use drugs, and provide sex to the rebels 
during the conflict. As one statement giver described 
her sister’s experience as a bush wife, she became 
the rebel’s “whatever.”108 Another statement giver 
related her experience as a bush wife:

I was in Liberia until 1995, living in Zwedru. One day, I was sent out to fetch 
water. The rebels came out of the bush and kidnapped me. I was seventeen 
years old. I was not sure which rebel group it was. . . . I was forced to become 
a bush wife and was kept in the camp for a few months. During that time 
I was forced to work for them and I was raped. When I tried to fight back 
against the sexual assaults I was slapped and beaten… [A]s a result of my time 
as a bush wife, I contracted a sexually transmitted infection. I have sought 
treatment for the infection on numerous occasions, but it is recurrent.109

Another statement giver described her abduction by a rebel in 1990. The rebel took her to a large 
building filled with Krahn children of government workers and numerous women. All were 
considered “war slaves” and forced to work on a cocoa farm. At night, the rebels would rape the girls 
and threaten to kill those who resisted.110 As bush wives, victims were not necessarily shielded from 
more perpetrators, and they were still subject to rape by multiple men. 

“Slavery and the slave trade in all their forms” 
are prohibited “at any time and in any place 
whatsoever.” Art. 4(2)(e), Protocol Additional 
to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, 
and relating to the Protection of Victims of 
Non-International Armed Conflicts. 
Protected persons include those who are not 
taking a direct part in or are no longer taking 
part in hostilities. Id. art. 4(1).
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A public hearing witness also testified about her sister’s experience as a bush wife. Her sister was ten 
years old when rebels abducted her in 1990. The rebel commander raped her so brutally that she was 
unable to walk. She bled and was incontinent for three days.111 For the next 12 years, she was enslaved 
as a bush wife.112 The witness described the emotional impact of her sister’s abduction on both her 
sister and the family: 

And she said that she lived in this village, ten years old, far away from where 
her home, didn’t know anybody. And she kept crying and hoping that my 
father would come back because this is what he had told her, that he was 
going to come back and get her. But she said she kept waiting. She kept 
waiting and wondering why isn’t he coming to get her, and nobody came 
for her.

For twelve years she lived in this village, not knowing where her family was, 
and we didn’t know, as a family. All we knew was she was captured. And 
because someone was killed in that home, we thought she was dead. So for 
12 years we thought she was dead, and most of the family members came to 
the United States. 113

The length of time women and girls were forced to serve as bush wives varied. Statements and 
testimony revealed periods ranging from a few days to 12 years.114 Women and girls were forced to 
remain as bush wives until they could escape or were liberated. 

The following elements must be met for sexual slavery to constitute a war crime in non-international 
armed conflicts under the Rome Statute:
 
“1. The perpetrator exercised any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership over one 
or more persons, such as by purchasing, selling, lending or bartering such a person or persons, or by 
imposing on them a similar deprivation of liberty.

2. The perpetrator caused such person or persons to engage in one or more acts of a sexual nature.

3. The conduct took place in the context of and was associated with an armed conflict not of an 
international character.

4. The perpetrator was aware of factual circumstances that established the existence of an armed 
conflict.”

Art. 8 (2) (e) (vi)-2, International Criminal Court, Elements of Crimes (citation omitted)



243

Returning Home

Bush wives have faced social, economic, 
and emotional challenges in separating 
from their captors or returning to their 
communities. They may be unable to 
return because of the potential stig-
matization from their families and 
communities, lack of economic means, 
emotional attachments to their com-
manders, or continued coercion by their 
captors.115 A public hearings witness 
from Minnesota described her family’s 
difficulty in persuading her sister to leave 
after several years of captivity. The witness recalled, “I remember we’re bribing her; we’ll buy you 
this; we’ll do this; don’t go back...” 116 Not only had the husband’s family kept her baby as a guarantee 
for her return, but the witness believed she harbored a “Stockholm Syndrome” attachment to her 
husband, as well.117 

Several of the statement givers revealed abuse by peacekeepers and soldiers who bartered necessities 
for sex. One statement giver reported that his stepmother’s sister “supported the family by dating 
soldiers.”118 Another statement giver described how she was arrested for five days and forced to have sex 
with soldiers because they controlled food and shelter.119 Other statement givers described violations 
by Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) peacekeepers. One 
statement giver described how they fled to the ECOMOG base in December 1996. The ECOMOG 
soldiers “tried to take advantage of the situation” by sexually harassing them and asking refugee girls 
to show them their breasts.120 Other statement givers reported that ECOMOG soldiers committed 
rapes.121 One statement giver reported that while ECOMOG soldiers were carrying her to the hospital, 
one of them raped her, resulting in a pregnancy.122 Other Liberians recounted how ECOMOG bartered 
food for sex with the civilians.123 One statement giver stated that these peacekeepers “left behind a 
dispirited nation of violated women and illegitimate children.”124

Impunity for Rape

In the few instances where women reported rapes to authorities or commanders, they received no 
response or, worse, additional threats. One statement giver described how rebels took her and several 
other women away and raped them repeatedly in 1990.125 She contracted a severe infection following 
the rape, requiring antibiotics for several weeks.126 After this incident, the statement giver decided to 
report the rape:
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The rebel who raped me was named Anthony…Anthony was a bodyguard 
of [a man called] Gio Devil. He was a senior commander in the NPFL 
(National Patriotic Front of Liberia). My family and I went to report the 
incident to [Gio Devil]. But he said to me: “You sleep with my boys, and 
then you come to complain to me?” Shocked at the accusation, I repeated 
three times, “Me?”127

She reported that hearing his response was like “being raped again.”128 In another case, a statement 
giver recounted how she reported an NPFL rebel who beat, bound, and raped her.129 Her attempt to 
seek redress resulted in further intimidation by her attacker. She described:

He threatened to kill me if I reported him. Notwithstanding the threat, I still 
reported the incident to a man…at the Defence Ministry in Monrovia. The 
[general] was arrested and detained at the Defence Ministry where he again 
threatened to kill me thereafter. That was the reason why I left Liberia.130

In some cases, the offenders used “African science” or threats of supernatural means to intimidate 
victims.131 A statement giver described the threats she faced when she sought to find the men who 
raped her sister while they were refugees in Ghana:

I went back to the market with my sister to try and find out who raped 
my sister. We went from person to person seeking information, but the 
community members of Awutu eventually told us that they would set spells 
on my sister and me if we did not drop the matter.”132

Women as Combatants and Saviors 

While women experience significant and devastating abuses during war, some also actively engage 
in many ways during conflicts and play critical roles in reconstruction processes. Elisabeth Rehn and 

Under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, States Parties are:
“(a) To ensure that any person whose rights or freedoms as herein recognized are violated shall have an 
effective remedy, notwithstanding that the violation has been committed by persons acting in an official 
capacity;
(b) To ensure that any person claiming such a remedy shall have his right thereto determined by 
competent judicial, administrative or legislative authorities, or by any other competent authority 
provided for by the legal system of the State, and to develop the possibilities of judicial remedy;
(c) To ensure that the competent authorities shall enforce such remedies when granted.” Art. 2(3), 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
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Ellen Johnson Sirleaf explain in their report, “[w]omen are not always victims. They actively work 
to improve their situation, and they often actively support one side or another in conflict. Given that 
many conflicts arise out of social and economic inequality, it is not surprising that women take sides in 
an effort to better their lives, or to protect themselves and their families. Women become combatants, 
provide medical help, protect and feed armed groups.”133

In some cases, female victims took up arms to oppose the forces that brought their attackers.134 
Statement givers reported seeing female NPFL combatants. Human Rights Watch also reported that 
girls served as both combatants and helpers with Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy 
(LURD), Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), and the government forces.135 The structure 
of female units varied across factions. For example, the Women’s Artillery Commandos were all-
female units headed by female leaders within the LURD faction.136 Likewise, Taylor’s government 
forces included females, although all-female units were less defined, and girl combatants could be 
found in men’s battalions.137 

Statements revealed instances of females perpetrating human rights abuses against both men and 
women. At times, these women engaged in sexual violence against other women. A female rebel forced 
a woman to strip naked and lay on the floor before inserting the barrel of her gun into the woman’s 
vagina.138 The female combatant moved the gun around so violently that the woman screamed out of 
pain.139 While female combatants waged the human rights violations as part of broader war tactics, 
they also reflected deep-seated traditional attitudes toward women. For example, a public hearing 
witness described the chattel-like treatment of a bush wife. The commander’s wife forced the bush 
wife to marry her brother, telling her, “Oh, don’t you know I know that you’re mine?”140 

Women as combatants represented a shift in traditional gender roles, at times contradicting traditional 
expectations. Some victims reported looking to these females for help and were taken aback when 
they instead perpetrated abuses. One statement giver described her experience with a female rebel: 

In 1993, my father died. I was then taken to Gbange by a female NPFL 
member who I thought was going to help me. Instead, [she] destroyed me, 
letting her boyfriend and other men rape me. She beat me, leaving a mark 
on my head.141

In other instances, women played the role of ally and protector to other women and girls. 
Another statement giver described how a female NPFL fighter helped her escape after four 
NPFL fighters raped and abducted her.142 The female combatant hid her and drove her to the 
Côte d’Ivoire border using an NPFL car.143 

One statement giver recalled her experience as a bush wife: 
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I was befriended by an elderly woman, Doreen, in the rebel camp. On August 
24, 1995, this older lady was sent to fetch water for the fighters. They trusted 
her not to run off. We determined to escape together, and on this particular 
day, we went out to fetch water together. Doreen simply said that she liked 
me and wanted to help me out. I think that Doreen was feeling sorry for me 
because I was new and was always crying and was one of the youngest girls 
to be taken as a bush wife at the camp. Doreen had a bit of money and we 
were able to get to Ivory Coast. But the rebels were coming back and forth 
across the border easily so we decided to move on to Ghana.144

Assistance was not always altruistic, however, and sometimes 
women harbored other motives. For example, there were 
accounts of women expecting services in return for their 
protection. One woman who cooked for Alhaji Kromah’s men 
took care of a teenage girl, but only if she had sex with her son.145

Finally, civilian women also played roles of protector and 
caretaker of others. As they fled, many women found children 
who needed protection and took them out of the country to keep 
them safe. One statement giver described her sons’ experience 
after she became separated from them during an explosion.146 
The 12-year-old boy ran in one direction, where the statement 
giver’s friend took him in and cared for him over the next two 
years in Kakata. The other three boys, six, seven and eight years 
of age, walked from Monrovia to Gbarnga without money or 
food.147 They met a woman along the way who gave them food 
and took care of them for one week until they hitched a ride on 
a truck.148

gender-BaSed violence in flight from the conflict

Many women experienced extreme violence in flight from the conflict. Numerous statement givers 
reported beatings, rape, and other sexual violence as they fled their homes and the country. Women 
were particularly vulnerable to violations at checkpoints. One statement giver recounted her experience 
at a checkpoint when she was 14 years old:

A man took me out of the checkpoint queue and led me to the back of a 
little hut a short distance away. There, I saw the dead and bloody bodies of 
a number of young girls and I recall feeling petrified. I did not know what 
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had happened to the girls. The man told me to take off my clothes. I did as 
I was told and did not ask any questions. After I was raped, the man let me 
go. I waited until I crossed the checkpoint in Monrovia before crying. I was 
bleeding. After I crossed the checkpoint, I saw my friends and told them 
about the rape.149

Border crossings were another place for widespread human rights violations. A statement giver 
described her attack:

I am the victim. I was raped. I cannot remember the year but it was the last 
war. [Taylor’s rebels] raped me and beat me. It happened at the Liberian 
border before entering Côte d’Ivoire…They tied my hands at my back and 
also tied my two legs. They took all my clothes I was wearing from my body. 
They took me to a place like a kitchen and raped me. More than five of them 
raped me. They did it because I was alone…My husband who is still missing 
was not with me. It was me and my two little children.150

The consequences of rape were an additional burden for women to bear during their flight. One 
statement giver described how she was gang-raped by combatants when she was four months 
pregnant.151 She miscarried, but was unable to access treatment as she fled from Liberia.152 The fetus 
remained in her uterus until she arrived in Ghana.153 

diSplacement

While the Liberian conflict was devastating to the general population, its effects were acutely felt 
by women. More than 700,000 Liberians found themselves refugees in third countries, including 
Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra Leone, Ghana, and Nigeria.154 The internally displaced numbered an 
additional one million Liberians.155 By the end of the first civil war, very few Liberians lived where 
they resided before the war began in December 1989.156 As of 1996, more than 200,000 civilians, 
out of a population of 2.3 million, had died.157 The trauma of such widespread family tragedy and 
dislocation had profound consequences for multiple generations of Liberians. In particular, their 
displacement and resettlement has had considerable impact, both positive and negative, on Liberian 
women. Chapter 13 of this report discusses these effects on women living in the refugee camps and 
in the United States.158

impact of Sexual violence

In particular, the prevalence of sexual violence during the civil war had physical, social, and emotional 
consequences for Liberian women. As a war tactic, rape attacks both the individual and community 
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through the destruction of familial and societal bonds.159 Rape incidents often culminated in divorce 
(in 25.8 percent of cases), unwanted pregnancy (15.1 percent), and stigmatization.160 A frail legal system, 
insufficient evidence, and social pressures against reporting sexual crimes rendered prosecutions a 
rarity. 161 Rape can compel communities to flee, thus eroding informal safeguards against rape and 
creating a vicious circle.162 Finally, the fact that statement givers reported physiological and other 
consequences years and sometimes decades after the attacks demonstrates the far-reaching impact of 
rape. 

Physical Consequences

Unwanted pregnancies were one of the many physical consequences of rape. They forced women and 
girls to become child-rearers when they may not have been physically, emotionally, or economically 
prepared. A pregnancy as a result of rape can also lead to stigmatization by community and family 
members. Multiple rapes and pregnancies may compound the problem for victims. For example, a 
statement giver described how his daughter had five children, four of whom were borne out of rape.163 
Another statement giver in the refugee camp described her experience:

Some time in June 1990 after NPFL fighters took control of Kakata, a group 
of them came to our house where they burst my fiancé’s head. That resulted 
in his death. Terrified, I ran to my father’s residence where I met another 
group of the fighters. I met them torturing my family which included my 
father who they later killed by shooting, and my two brothers. Four of them 
arrested me and tied my hands at my back. Then they led me behind the 
house where two of the fighters raped me, set the house on fire, released me 
and left...I conceived as a result of the first abuse and gave birth to a boy. 
The child died at the age of two...During the April 6, [1996] fighting, I was 
again raped by three NPFL fighters on the Old Road. I again conceived as a 
result of this gang rape. I gave birth to the child who is now eight years old 
and with me here in the camp.164

The sexual violence also left many women unable to bear children. One statement giver described 
how she had been raped for three weeks by a LURD soldier, resulting in severe reproductive injuries 
and a hysterectomy. She stated:

I feel so bad that I cannot have more children. This is not how a woman 
is supposed to be. I still suffer in my stomach from the injury and the 
operation.165

In addition to unwanted pregnancy and infertility, other physical consequences of rape include unsafe 
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abortions, various gynecological complications, and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), such as 
HIV. For example, one statement giver described how Krahn rebels raped her 11-year-old half-sister 
in front of their family and infected her with gonorrhea.166 Rates of STDs for Liberian women, 
particularly former fighters and bush wives, remain generally unknown since shame often prevents 
them from publicly seeking any treatment or reporting diseases related to their victimization.167 A 
“culture of silence” exists for victims of sexual violence because, as Belinda Bernhard suggests, “[w]
omen and girls who have been raped or suffered sexual abuse are reluctant to admit they have been 
victimized (even to their own families) for fear that they will be victimized again by the stigma 
attached to rape and sexual abuse.”168 

Women also suffer the long-term physical consequences of other forms of violence. One statement 
giver described how rebels kicked her stomach and rendered her unconscious when she was five 
months pregnant.169 She miscarried three days later.170 To this day, she reported she has “horrible” 
premenstrual pain and loses large clots of blood.171 

Psychological Consequences

The psychological effects of rape are 
both short-term and long-term.172 
Following an incident, women often 
feel what Shana Swiss and Joan E. 
Giller describe as “shock, a fear of 
injury or death that can be paralyzing, 
and a sense of profound loss of control 
over one’s life.”173 Longer-term effects 
include “persistent fears, avoidance 
of situations that trigger memories 
of the violation, profound feelings of 
shame, difficulty remembering events, 
intrusive thoughts of the abuse, 
decreased ability to respond to life 
generally, and difficulty reestablishing 

intimate relationships.”174 These feelings are manifested in such conditions as anxiety, depression, 
disturbed sleep, loss of self-esteem, sexual dysfunctions, suicide, stomach aches, headaches, back 
pain, and behavioral and eating disorders.175 A high percentage of victims report post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), or “rape trauma syndrome,” which is the multitude of emotional responses to the 
sexual assault, including hopelessness, loss of control, phobias, anger, and guilt.176 Treatment is difficult 
because some African cultures may not describe these symptoms in a psychological framework but 
rather as phantom physical complaints. Furthermore, rape trauma during the conflict was intensified 
by a backdrop of other psychological trauma stemming from the loss of loved ones, home, and 
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community displacement, as well as prevailing infirmities and injuries.177 

Statements revealed the severe short-term and long-term emotional consequences for victims of 
sexual violence. A public hearing witness described the shock and trauma immediately following a 
rape by an NPFL rebel:

After the pickup pulled away, I stood in the dark crying, reflecting on the 
ordeal. I didn’t know what to do. What came to mind was to commit suicide 
because I felt that I could not face my fiancé and the rest of the family to talk 
about the horrible experience. I could not face the community because there 
was going to be lots of talk about my being raped. It wasn’t easy, but I had to 
pull myself together and find a way out of the dark because I didn’t know if 
they would come back.178

She also described her fear of social contact and leaving the safety of her home in the months afterward. 
She was afraid to see anyone because a fear of the rebels consumed her.179 Her family persuaded her 
to begin working outside the home after a couple of months.180 Although her family accompanied her 
on her walk to work, the emotional trauma was very difficult for her to bear:

Fear penetrated me every morning after work and every night. It was a 
horrible experience, like a nightmare that would never go away. And because 
of this, I wasn’t regular at work. The trauma was too much.181

Statements also described the long-term psychological consequences of rape. A statement giver 
described the outcome after combatants forced his uncle to rape his eight-year-old daughter. Although 
the girl survived the rape, she became “mentally unhinged.” By the age of 12, she died.182 In another 
case, a statement giver described a woman who had been raped by ten of Charles Taylor’s rebels. The 
woman “never recovered psychologically and had begun to sleep with so many men that people had 
regarded her as if she was a prostitute.”183 In one example, a woman was gang-raped in her village in 
the early 1990s when she was 12 years old. The injuries caused were so severe that she continued to 
suffer gynecological problems. She described these long-terms effects of the rape as prohibiting her 
from developing normal relationships with men.184 

In other cases, the trauma is so difficult for victims that they would prefer never to speak of it. One 
statement giver who was raped at the age of 14 summarized: 

I do not like to talk about the rape and, apart from telling friends who were 
at the checkpoint with me, I have only ever told a support worker here in 
England. I don’t want any counseling or other support because I want to 
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move on and forget the terrible memories.185

Social Consequences 

The social consequences of rape often compound the physical and psychological consequences of 
rape. Survivors face stigmatization by family and community, familial disintegration, alienation, and 
social retreat.186 It is often difficult for victims to resume their relationships with intimate partners 
and friends.187 In some cases, a rape would fracture a family as the victim chose to cut off all ties. One 
statement giver described how rebels raped his eldest daughter. She was so ashamed that she fled from 
the village. It was not until much later that the statement giver discovered his daughter had made her 
way to the United States.188 Another statement giver described the stigmatization she faced from her 
community and fiancé following a rape:

Everybody in the school and in the community knew that I was raped. The 
Liberian community is very small and tight-knit. I felt ostracized, could not 
go to any social activities, and just wanted to die. In addition, my fiancé 
blamed me for being raped. He told me I should have resisted more fiercely. 
But I said it was impossible to resist because my hands were tied, and the 
rebels were all armed with guns. Later, I became pregnant…I am convinced 
this was my fiancé’s child. But my fiancé blamed the child, and thought that 
it was the result of the rape, and pressured me to terminate my pregnancy. I 
refused, and now my daughter is sixteen-years-old. Although my fiancé and 
I eventually got married, our marriage fell apart because of the rape, because 
my husband kept blaming me, and also because I could not have a normal 
sexual relationship.189

Services Available to Women

Liberian women, both in Liberia 
and in the diaspora, still face many 
challenges resulting from the 
long-term effects of the conflict. 
Women in Liberia face challenges in 
accessing the health care needed to 
address the physical consequences of 
sexual violence. The United Nations 
describes Liberia’s health facilities 
as among the worst in the world, 
making it rare that a victim will 
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receive adequate treatment following an episode of sexual violence.190 The mental health services that 
are needed to address these issues are also extremely limited in Liberia. As Liberia recovers, the health 
sector and civil society organizations must be strengthened, and they must pay particular attention to 
the long-term impact of the war on women.

Women in the refugee camps also have particular difficulty with the long-term effects of sexual 
violence. According to a survey of Liberian women in refugee camps in Sierra Leone, 98 percent 
who were victims of rape needed medical treatment for the physical injuries and sexually transmitted 
infections resulting from the rapes.191 Many women reported ongoing gynecological problems as a 
result of rapes that occurred both in Liberia and in Buduburam. At the time statements were taken 
at Buduburam, there were only two doctors for the nearly 38,000 residents of the camp. As a result, 
many women have not gotten proper medical treatment to address these problems. 

StatuS of women in liBeria today

Despite the brutality of the conflict, some improvements in the social status of women are perceptible 
in post-conflict Liberia. The war may have diminished certain harmful traditional practices by 
weakening the systems that facilitated them. For example, the conflict may have undermined the 
secret societies that performed female genital mutilation, though that practice is once again on the 
rise.192 

Women have made progress in the political sphere since the conflict ended. In 2006, Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf became the first elected female president in Africa. Her inaugural speech stressed women’s 
rights as a top priority.193 Thirty-one percent of the cabinet and 14 percent of the legislature are 
composed of women; by comparison, 16.3 percent of the 110th U.S. Congress is female.194 After 
the conflict, the government began actively recruiting women into its new armed forces, a process 
previously open only to men.195 While women have encountered economic and educational obstacles 
to their advancement, they have begun to join the ranks of Liberia’s most central institutions. Also, 
new legislation and government policies, including an amended rape law, offer greater protection 
and opportunities for women and girls.196 In March 2008, the Liberian Government created a new 
criminal court to specifically handle cases of rape and other acts of violence against women.197 In 
addition, the Act to Govern the Devolution of Estates and Establish the Rights of Inheritance for 
Spouses of Both Statutory and Customary Marriages addresses the practice of regarding widows as 
property by conferring upon women the right to an inheritance.198 

Civil society organizations play an important role in advocating for women’s human rights. 
Women’s organizations gained prominence through their efforts in the peace process during and 
after the war, staging peaceful demonstrations, mediating between warring factions, and promoting 
sophisticated agendas at diplomatic delegations. 199 Following the establishment of the 1990 interim 
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government, women were instrumental in 
forming organizations to help war victims.200 
The Liberian Women’s Initiative, an umbrella 
group of religious and social organizations, 
advocated a permanent solution to the 
conflict rather than an interim government 
at the 1994 Liberian National Conference.201 
Today, Liberia’s civil society, concentrated 
in urban areas, provides a counterweight to 
discriminatory practices by promoting women’s 
rights.202 Non-governmental organizations in 
Liberia currently work on issues relating to 
violence against women, skills training, HIV/
AIDS, and the rule of law.203 Organizations 
advocating against female genital mutilation, 
however, are few.204 

While these important efforts are resulting in progress for women, there remain many disparities 
between men and women in Liberian society that continue to harm women. Prevailing cultural, 
historical, political, legal, and economic forces make gender inequality a daily reality for many 
women.205 Many of these conditions existed prior to the conflict and continue today. For example, 
although some non-governmental organizations and inter-governmental organizations in Liberia 
currently address violence against women, criminal proceedings against offenders are rare.206 The 
lack of prosecutions not only leaves the violence unaddressed but also adds a long-term imprint of 
impunity. 

The pivotal role women play in household earning, childrearing, education, and social cohesion 
indicates that the continued subordination of women hinders Liberia’s recovery from the war.207 
Economically, Liberian women remain in an inferior position to men. Liberia’s high unemployment 
rate often forces women to turn to transactional sex for subsistence income208 or for money for tuition 
fees.209 Women continue to constitute the majority of Liberia’s subsistence farmers.210 Approximately 
80 percent of subsistence agriculture output is produced by women.211 Conversely, women accounted 
for only 11.4 percent of non-agricultural wage employment in 1999.212 The informal sector continues 
to be an important source of income for many women in Liberia; approximately one-third of women-
headed households depend on the informal sector as their primary revenue source.213 Women 
also make up a significant percentage of small-scale market traders. Formal employment, which is 
comparatively rare for women, is concentrated in traditionally female-dominated professions, such as 
nursing, teaching, and the clerical professions, which offer few avenues for advancement.214

U.N. Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security “[c]alls on all actors involved, 
when negotiating and implementing peace 
agreements, to adopt a gender perspective, 
including, inter alia: (a) The special needs of women 
and girls during repatriation and resettlement and 
for rehabilitation, reintegration and post-conflict 
reconstruction; (b) Measures that support local 
women’s peace initiatives and indigenous processes 
for conflict resolution, and that involve women 
in all of the implementation mechanisms of the 
peace agreements; (c) Measures that ensure the 
protection of and respect for human rights of 
women and girls, particularly as they relate to the 
constitution, the electoral system, the police and the 
judiciary.”
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