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LIBERIA & THE LIBERIAN CIVIL WAR 
  
 Liberia was Africa’s first 
Republic and is currently ruled by 
the continent’s first female 
president; sadly however it is now 
probably best known for a long-
running and brutal conflict that 
ran for most of the period 1989-
2003 (this is sometimes broken 
into two Civil Wars, 1989-96 and 
1999-2003). The role of diamonds 
in fuelling the fighting brought the 
conflict to wider international 
attention.  
 
 Although the conflict officially ended in 2003, the recovery from a 
conflict that brought the state to verge of collapse will be long, even in a 
best-case scenario. Though a relatively small country (the population is 
below 4 million), the reach and resources of the government remain 
severely constrained and local civil society groups play a key role in 
rebuilding Liberia. 
 
Child Soldiers of the Liberian Civil War 
 Perhaps no other 21st Century conflict made use of child soldiers 
more than the Liberian Civil War. Liberian President Charles Taylor made 
extensive use of children, forcing them into military service to work as 
soldiers or ammunition porters. The use of child soldiers was prolific by 
both sides in the Liberian Civil War, regardless of prohibitions of the 
practice in the Geneva Convention. 
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Human Sacrifice & the Liberian Civil War 
 The Liberian Civil War is also notable as it showcased numerous cases 
of human sacrifice and ritualistic killing. Throughout the war it was 
accepted practice to sacrifice, eat, murder, or maim individuals in order to 
attain prowess in battle. Soldiers have admitted to murdering children as a 
sacrifice to the Devil in hopes of being granted immunity to bullets. Other 
Warlords made use of tribal shamen who put hexes on enemies in hopes of 
debilitating them with disease. Eating the heart of a Liberian General was 
seen as a means of attaining power. 
 
Drug Use in the Liberian  Civil War:  
 Drugs made up an integral part of Liberian Wartime Culture. Child 
Soldiers and other combatants were routinely addicted to cocaine, khat, 
and other drugs as a means of control. Several warlords felt that cocaine 
made soldiers more effective in battle. 
 
Women of the Liberian Civil War 
 A group of Liberian women, in 2003, headed by Leymah Gbowee 
formed an organization called "Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace" 
and forced a meeting with President Charles Taylor, extracting a promise 
from him to attend peace talks in Ghana. A delegation of women organized 
nonviolence protests and continued to apply pressure on the warring 
factions during the peace process. They staged a silent protest outside of the 
Presidential Palace, bringing about an agreement during the stalled peace 
talks. 
 
 Over 3,000 Christian & Muslim women mobilized their efforts, and as 
a result, the women were able to achieve peace in Liberia after a 14-year civil 
war and helped bring to power the country's first female president. Ellen 
Johnson Sirleaf is the first modern elected female head of state in Africa.  
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CHARLES TAYLOR  
& The Liberian Civil War 
  
 Charles Taylor was the president of Liberia from 
August of 1997 until August of 2003, when he 
stepped down amid accusations of war crimes. The 
son of an Americo-Liberian and a Gola tribe member, 
Taylor was educated in the United States and earned 
a degree in economics in 1977 from Bentley College 
in Waltham, Massachusetts.  
 
 In May of 1983 Taylor was removed from his post as national chairman for the 
Union of Liberian Associations (ULA) and accused of embezzling nearly a million 
dollars. He fled to the U.S., where he was arrested in May of 1984 and detained 
while awaiting extradition. In September of 1985 Taylor mysteriously escaped from 
jail and made his way back to Africa, where he spent the next four years building an 
armed force in Liberia, in attempts to overthrow the oppressive military dictatorship 
of Samuel K. Doe. In December of 1989 Taylor and his National Patriotic Front of 
Liberia (NPFL) returned to Liberia and joined forces with Prince Johnson to 
overthrow Liberia’s then military dictator, Samuel K Doe. Prince Johnson and Taylor 
had an uneasy alliance after successfully overthrowing Doe’s military regime, and in 
turn, causing the long Liberian Civil War to begin. 
 
 A temporary peace agreement was reached in 1995-96, and Taylor was elected 
president in 1997 by a wide margin. During his presidency he battled rebellion from 
within and criticism from without for his domestic policies and his role in backing 
violent rebels in neighboring Sierra Leone. In June of 2003 a United Nations 
tribunal indicted Taylor on 17 counts of war crimes and crimes against humanity, 
and in July U.S. president George W. Bush publicly called for Taylor to resign the 
presidency. Taylor resigned 11 August 2003 and left Vice President Moses Blah in 
charge, as Liberia prepared for new elections. Taylor was charged with 11 counts of 
crimes against humanity including murder, enslavement, rape, and the recruitment 
of child soldiers. His trial began 4 June 2007 and ran for almost six years. Finally, in 
April of 2012, Charles Taylor was found guilty on all 11 counts. In May of 2012 he 
was sentenced to 50 years in prison.  
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LEYMAH GBOWEE  
& The Liberian Civil War 
 
 Leymah Gbowee was born in central Liberia on 1 
February 1972. At the age of 17, she was living with her 
parents and two of her three sisters in Monrovia, when 
the First Liberian Civil War erupted in 1989, throwing 
the country into bloody chaos until 1996.  
  
 As the war subsided she learned about a program run by UNICEF,... training people 
to be social workers who would then counsel those traumatized by war. She ended up 
doing a three-month training, beginning an interest in pursuing a career social justice. 
 
 As Gbowee studied and worked her way toward her associate of art degree, she 
applied her training in trauma healing and reconciliation to trying to rehabilitate some of 
the ex-child soldiers of Charles Taylor's army. Surrounded by the images of war, she 
realized that "if any changes were to be made in society it had to be by the mothers". 
Gbowee then engaged in the next chapter of her life's journey – rallying the women of 
Liberia to stop the violence that was destroying their children. 
 
 By the summer of 2002, Gbowee was recognized as the spokeswoman and 
inspirational leader of the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace, described as a peace 
movement that started with local women praying and singing in a fish market. Working 
across religious and ethnic lines, Gbowee led thousands of Christian and Muslim women 
to gather in Monrovia for months. They prayed for peace, using Muslim and Christian 
prayers, and eventually held daily nonviolent demonstrations and sit-ins in defiance of 
orders from the tyrannical president at that time, Charles Taylor. 
 
 In June 2003, Gbowee led a delegation of Liberian women to Ghana to put pressure 
on the warring factions during the peace-talk process.At first the women sat in a daily 
demonstration outside the posh hotels where the negotiators met, pressuring for progress 
in the talks. When the talks dragged from early June through late July, with no progress 
made and violence continuing in Liberia, Gbowee led dozens of women, eventually 
swelling to a couple hundred, inside the hotel, where they simply "dropped down, in front 
of the glass door that was the main entrance to the meeting room. Demonstrations 
continued. The Liberian war ended officially weeks later, with the signing of the Accra 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement on August 18, 2003. 
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POST-READING WARM-UP 
Based on the brief background knowledge you have acquired thus far… 

 
Agree  or Disagree  with the following statement: 
 
“CHARLES TAYLOR IS MORE OF A LEADER THAN LEYMAH GBOWEE.” 
 
EXPLAIN: 
 
 
 
 
PART II: VIDEO RESPONSE – WHAT IS LEADERSHIP? 
DIRECTIONS: After watching the video, respond to the questions below. 
 
1.) Leymah Gbowee describes herself as “a person who goes for a swim and never tests the water.” What do you 
think she means? 

 

 

2.) Do you think that anger is a necessary part of leadership? 

 

 

3.) What do you think is meant by the phrase, “speak truth to power”? 

 

 

MINI-DISCUSSION 

At one point, she says of President Charles Taylor, “he had the opportunity to be a leader, but he decided instead 
to be a ruler.” What do you think is the difference between a leader and a ruler? 

LEADER RULER 
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HOMEWORK 
DIRECTIONS: Leymah Gbowee is considered one of the most important peace activists in Africa. In 2011 she 
became a Nobel Peace Prize  Laureate. In consideration of how advocacy for peace  distinguishes leaders in 
leadership positions from rulers in leadership positions, seeking out individuals who are advocates for peace is a 
great way to discover true  leaders. 
 
Your assignment for tonight is to go to the following link below and research any individual listed on the website. 
These are all winners of the Nobel Peace Prize, a prestigious award given only to individuals who are said to be the 
truest advocates and leaders in creating peace.  
 
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/ 
 
Once you’ve selected a Nobel Peace Prize winner, respond to the following questions. Prepare to have a five-
minute conversation with multiple members of the class in the next lesson, as we will be conducting an activity 
known as “Historical Figure Speed-Dating.” 
 
1.) NAME OF PEACE PRIZE WINNER:         
 
 
2.) BACKGROUND: 
 
 
 
 
 
3.) WHY DID THIS PERSON RECEIVE A NOBEL PEACE PRIZE? 
 
 
 
 
4.) SHOULD THIS PERSON BE CONSIDERED A LEADER? WHY? 
 
 
 
 
5.) WHAT IS THIS PERSON’S LEGACY? 
 
 
 
 
6.) WHAT IS ONE THING YOU PERSONALLY FIND INTERESTING ABOUT THIS PERSON? 
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7.) WHAT IS AN INTERESTING STATEMENT FROM THIS INDIVIDUAL? 


