
	

	

Feminist Peace Movement in Africa: Background paper 
 
Understanding Causes of Violence and Conflict in Africa 
The roots of causes of conflicts and violence in Africa are deep and complex, 
and are embedded in the interplay of historical factors, socio-economic crisis, 
legacies of colonialism and authoritarianism and the politics of exclusion, 
international forces, and local struggles (Obi 2012). 
This issue of Feminist Africa in many ways presents a grim picture of the 
conditions facing people, particularly women, of Africa, and the 
challenges that face women’s activism. However true this may be, the 
varied and creative forms of women’s growing engagement in protesting 
militarism and violence evidenced by the peace networks and 
movements that have emerged in recent times must also inspire us 
(Mama and Okazawa-Rey; 2008) 
 
In addition to the aforementioned broader factors, embedded within and 
related to conflicts are exclusion and inequalities manifested in bad 
governance and corruption, human rights violations, poverty, ethnic 
marginalization and small arms and light weapons proliferation (among 
others), which continue to serve as triggers and drivers of violent conflicts in 
the continent. They are discussed below; 

• Bad Governance and Corruption: Conflicts in Nigeria, Guinea-
Bissau, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire and other West African 
countries notably hinge upon bad governance and corruption. For 
instance, in the Sierra Leonean war, it was identified that bad 
governance, corruption and poverty were the root causes of the 
conflict (Fithen 1999). Additionally, research conducted in Liberia by 



	

	

(Vinck, Pham and  Kreutzer, 2011 ) indicated that majority of the 
population (64 per cent) identified, among other factors, greed and 
corruption as the cause of the Liberian civil war (Vinck et al 2011). 

Corruption in West Africa’s most populous nation, Nigeria, has been 
highlighted as one of the underlining factors in the Niger Delta conflict 
and the more recently, yet very pronounced, Boko Haram insurgency 
(Ejibunu 2007; Brock 2012). Ironically, the Niger Delta region though 
blessed with the largest oil resource in Nigeria is also the poorest 
region in the country. This is perhaps attributable to the high 
corruption at the national level which does not give opportunity for oil 
wealth to trickle down to the ordinary citizens of host communities 
and the larger Nigerian population. In 2003 for example, the Nigerian 
Anti-Corruption Agency, the Economic and Financial Crime 
Commission (EFCC) reportedly estimated that 70 per cent of the oil 
earnings, constituting over US$ 14 billion was stolen and wasted 
(Ejibunu 2007). 

• Human rights violations: Incidences of human rights abuses and 
violations, civil, political, economic, social and cultural are numerous 
acrossAfrica and as such this forms the basis for the eruption and 
renewal of violent conflicts and civil strife in the region. Across the 
region, there are reported gender discrimination,  sexual and gender-
based violence, reprisal killings, beatings, impunity from state officials 
and institutions, high social injustice, repressive and brutal leadership, 
and unequal distribution of state resources among others. 
 



	

	

• Poverty: Poverty is one of the major setbacks in the continent of 
Africa. The 2016 African Human Development Report offers some key 
conclusions and socio-economic exclusions, poverty and inequality in 
the home, economically and socially are still very prevalent in the 
society. In view of this, private and public organizations as well as Civil 
Society Organizations (CSO’s)  should commit to implementing the 
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Gender Equality Seal 
(GES) Certification standards for an improved standard of living for all 
and sundry in the Continent (UNDP; 2016). Consequently, the poverty 
that many endure across the continent can be seen to be one of the 
major contributing factors to the occurrence of violent conflicts in 
Africa. Like the rest of Africa, the West Africa sub-region is neither 
immune to the poverty cankerworm nor ignorant of its impact on their 
fragile peace and stability. With over 60 per cent of its population 
living below the poverty line of less than US$1 a day, civil unrest and 
grievances, both recipes for conflicts, become widespread. These 
agitations sometimes take violent forms and are seen as channels for 
punishing governments for their failure to alleviate poverty (ECOWAS 
2006). For instance, in research conducted by Vinck et al (2011), 30 
per cent of the Liberian population indicated that poverty was one of 
the root causes of the Liberian civil war. Similar assertions have also 
been made with regards to the conflicts in Nigeria and Guinea-Bissau 
(Voz di Paz and Interpeace, 2010; Ejibunu 2007) 
 

• Ethnic marginalization: Ethnicity and ethnic identity have been 
manipulated in ‘societies polarized into two imbalanced divides with 
one faction feeling marginalized’ (Annan and Danso 2013). 



	

	

Nevertheless, to a larger extent, for a heterogeneous community like 
Africa, ethnicity has become a dividing factor that continues to drive 
violent conflicts and civil strife within and among communities and 
states, destabilizing the peace in the continent. Research conducted 
across the continent identifies ethnicity and ethnic fragmentation as 
one of the root causes of violent conflicts in Africa (Ejibunu, 2007; 
Vinck et al , 2011). 

• Militarism and small arms and light weapons proliferation: Small 
Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) proliferation is one of the major 
challenges in Africa. The region remains an area of considerable SALW 
proliferation because of their affordability, accessibility and 
availability; and porosity of the borders and legal frameworks 
legitimizing their use (Keili 2008). Use of SALW has become rampant 
in recent clashes between herders and farmers in most Nigerian 
communities with its attendant loss of lives and property. 
 

Historical and current realities on feminist Peace Movement in Africa 

Since the mid-1980s and especially after the early 1990s, women 
organizations have increased exponentially throughout Africa as have the 
arenas in which women have been able to assert their various concern on 
issues of conflict and peace. Starting at the Nairobi forum in 1985, peace 
tents were set up as spaces for feminist peace activism and theorizing 
about traditional and new topics at the intersection of feminism and 
peace in Africa. Women are organizing locally and nationally and are 
networking across the continent on an unprecedented scale. They have 
in many African countries been using the media to demand their rights. 



	

	

In some countries they are taking their claims to land, inheritance and 
challenging gender imbalance and threat to peace and security as they 
end up being major victims of conflict and war as mothers. Women are 
challenging laws and constitutions that do not uphold gender equality. In 
addition, they are increasingly moving into government, legislative, party, 
non-governmental organizations(NGOs) and other leadership positions 
previously the nearly exclusive domain of men.  

This second generation of activism is markedly different from the earlier 
post-independence generation of women's mobilization. The reasons for 
these shifts are varied: the rise of multi-party system and demise of 
military rule; the growing influence of the international women's 
movement; shifting donor strategies; the expansion of the use of the cell 
phone and the Internet in the late 1990s; coupled with a significant 
increase in secondary and university educated women.  

Nkealah (2007) posits that the term feminism in African literature poses 
a number of problems for African women writers and critics, many of 
whom tend to deny any affiliation to the feminist movement, even 
though their writings espouse feminist aspirations. Their detachment 
perhaps accrues from the misconceptions that surround the concept of 
feminism. Feminism is often interpreted as being anti-male, anti-culture 
and anti-religion in its theoretical framework.  

 
The feminist peace movement in Africa recorded a political landmark 
with the election of Liberian President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf as the first 
woman to lead an African country in 2006. She got elected at the end of 



	

	

a 14-year civil war in which an estimated 200,000 Liberians were killed. 
Sickened and fatigued by war, thousands of Liberian women, through 
mass action, brought about an end to the conflict in 2003.These same 
women took great risks to elect her on the promise to sustain peace and 
make gender equality central to her administration’s agenda. Some 
women hid their sons’ voters card to prevent them from voting for her 
opponent; others tricked the young men into exchanging their cards for 
beer; still others managed market stalls while their female owners went 
to register to vote and watched babies so that mothers could vote on the 
election day (Lawson, 2017).These women, many of who belong to the 
Women in Peace Building Network (WIPNET), are identifiable by their 
white T-shirts with blue WIPNET insignia. They are a powerful, widely 
respected group for what they have accomplished and continue to fight 
for. 

For the past few decades, the women’s movement in Southern Africa has 
been under scrutiny for having lost its vigour. Back in the 1990s, the 
movement fought gender inequality in private and public spaces, and 
many governments listened. International treaties like the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
also known as the “international bill of rights for women,” were ratified. 
Governments reformed laws that discriminated by gender, such as 
inheritance laws. Women’s ministries and gender policies were 
established. 

 
 



	

	

Feminist initiatives towards conflict prevention, resolution and peace in 
Africa 
The outbreak of violent conflicts and civil strife in Africa has led to several 
actions, interventions and mediations played by different actors. These actors 
include civil society organizations (CSOs), various sub regional Organizations, 
the African Union (AU) and the international community. 
The efforts of civil society and feminist groups within the continent must be 
made visible. Throughout the various violent conflicts and civil strife that Africa 
has experienced, these groups have played a pivotal role in building lasting 
peace within communities and states. The initiatives of groups such as WANEP 
(West African Network for Peace building), West Africa Civil Society Institute 
(WACSI), Mano River Union Women’s Peace Network (MARWOPNET), and 
Women in Peace building Network (WIPNET), among others, have brokered 
peace and ended violent conflicts in Africa. For example, to end the Liberian 
war WIPNET, through its advocacy campaign, ‘We want peace, No More War’ 
forced Charles Taylor and the warlords of the Liberians United for 
Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) to attend the peace talks in 2003 
resulting in the signing of the Agreement on Ceasefire and Cessation of 
Hostilities on 17 June 2003 (Jones, 2011). In a similar action, an advocacy 
campaign by MARWOPNET in 2001 brought together the presidents of Liberia 
(Charles Taylor), Sierra Leone (TejanKabbah) and Guinea (Lansana Conte) for 
a peace talk .This action marked the first time the three leaders had come 
together to discuss insecurity and peacekeeping along their borders (Jones 
2011: 166) 
However, Liberian women assume that they remain the guardians of a 
hard-won peace connected to the fight for gender justice. They view 
peace as foundational to prosperity that can take root only if there is an 



	

	

end to gender-based violence and respect for feminist rights. Women 
that run peace initiatives spend much of their time supporting victims of 
gender-based violence.  They equally work with the police to arrest the 
alleged perpetrators but justice for victims is often hampered by a weak 
legal system. 

 In South Africa the Federation of South African women and the African 
National Congress Women’s League organized against apartheid (Talbot, 
1980and Wells, 1983) and often worked in cooperation with the Black 
Sash, a predominantly white feminist organization. Started in 1955, Black 
Sash outlived the apartheid regime and now focuses on the socio-
economic rights while the post apartheid South African constitution owes 
much to the contribution of feminist peace movements and initiatives.  

Non violent approach is a very important dimension in feminist peace 
initiatives and social transformation. Peaceful protests and media 
covered peaceful rallies have benefited the peace movement initiatives. 
In Nigeria, the peaceful protest and rallies by the Bring Back Our Girls 
(BBOG) feminist group galvanized the federal government into action to 
negotiate and secure the release of some school girls kidnapped in 
Chibok, North Eastern Nigeria in 2014 by the Boko Haram terrorists. 

Other various feminist right groups have excelled in social 
transformation, economic justice and peace in Africa. It is imperative 
to highlight some of these achievements and appreciate their feminist 
peace initiatives in their respective countries. In Zimbabwe, the 
Institute for Young Women’s Development (IYWD), works with young 
women in rural, farming, and mining communities, to participate in 



	

	

socio-economic and political processes. IYWD has fostered 
collaboration with the traditional court system in upholding the rights 
of young women and promoting peace and stability in their 
communities.Girls Empowerment Network (GENET) Malawi, works to 
support and improve the well-being of vulnerable and marginalized 
girls. GENET advocates for the abolishment of harmful traditional 
practices such as child and forced marriages in various communities in 
Malawi. Equally, the Young Feminists Movement in Namibia promotes 
sexual and reproductive health and rights for young women and 
uses music, poetry, painting, dance, monologue, and writing to tell 
women’s stories. 
 
WILPF and Africa. 

Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) was 
founded in 1915, WILPF conducts peace-building activities at every level 
in the society. WILPF considers that among the most crucial tasks today 
is the elimination of racism and the racism domination of peoples, 
particularly in South Africa, Namibia and Southern Rhodesia. The racist 
politics in South Africa and Southern Rhodesia, and the illegal occupation 
of Namibia by the Republic of South Africa constitute a grave danger to 
world peace. WILPF fully supports the United Nations in its condemnation 
of the governments of South Africa and Southern Rhodesia and its call for 
a total isolation of these two racist regimes. The 20th Congress of WILPF 
calls on all WILPF members and national sections to press their 
governments to comply with the decisions of the United Nations. They 
promote feminist peace movement in Africa through conferences, 



	

	

seminars, trainings and workshops. They participated actively in the 
Millennium Development Goal project of the United Nations they are 
actively involved in the Sustainable Development goals project.  

WSR in Nigeria 
 
The WSR model was first implemented in Liberia in 2011 by the Angie 
Brooks International Centre with the support of UNDP as well as a 
coalition of Liberian women and youth organisations including the Mano 
River Women Peace Network and the YWCA. The WSR played a role in 
resolving post electoral crises in Liberia’s presidential and general 
elections in 2011. Following the WSR’s success in Liberia, at the African 
Union Summit in January 2012, the “Gender is my Agenda Campaign” 
adopted the WSR as a “best practice” and asked for it to be replicated 
during all African elections (WSRN; 2017) 

WILPF Nigeria observed the 2015 general, Governorship and the State 
House of Assemblies elections in Nigeria as part of the Women’s Situation 
Room-Nigeria (WSRN).  This is part of WILPF Nigeria’s continued work 
towards peace, disarmament, the elimination of conflict and violence and 
the implementation of UNSCR 1325 in Nigeria.  Led by WILPF Nigeria’s Joy 
Onyesoh, WSR-Nigeria was convened by 17 women-led organizations 
through the National Women’s Platform for Peaceful Elections (NWPPE). 
WILPF Nigeria coordinated a six-person secretariat in Abuja and a second 
physical Situation Room was set up in Port Harcourt, Rivers State. WSR-



	

	

Nigeria reported incidences of violence against women and the police, 
arson, shootings, and intimidation by armed men and; blatant electoral 
malpractices being perpetrated by political parties (Ranjitsingh; 2018) 

 The WSRN is a highly innovative project. The General Elections in 2015, 
was the first time in Nigeria’s history that women involved in peace 
building initiatives operated a women’s situation room, with an all-
female observer team, during political elections. Thereby, making the 
connection between women’s essential role in conflict prevention and 
peace processes and women’s active participation in the electoral 
process, specifically related to observing, monitoring and reporting on 
electoral and gender based violence during the elections. 

The process of WSRN is still ongoing in Nigeria with an expanded model 
that has four major strands of work . These are quantitative research on 
VAW and related issues, review of political parties constitutions and 
manifestos across a range of issues, user submitted incident reports and 
election observation.  
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