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Introduction 

Peace and conflict studies have long focused on the stories of politicians, 

international mediation, and high-profile mass movements. However, such histories 

often imagine the average person as powerless to influence the course of events. In 

doing so, they fail to explain the realities of how war and peace are made. A full 

understanding of any conflict must include the ways that civilians experienced and 

reacted to the war. In doing so, the historian can provide a more complete explanation 

of the causes and course of events. If a historian spends no time discussing the 

experiences of the millions of average people who were not elites or soldiers during a 

war, the history produced will do little to explain what a war looked like, what it 

meant, and why it happened the way it did. This study of the Liberian Civil War 

reaches towards such questions by detailing the strategies civilians used to keep 

themselves safe. 

The Liberian Civil War was an intense and complicated conflict, and historians 

have struggled to understand its intricacies. The Liberian Civil War directly affected 

tens of millions of people across West Africa and provoked an international 

humanitarian and peacekeeping response. Understanding the nature of civilian 

experiences during the Liberian Civil War both provides insight into the political and 

cultural development of West Africa and the possible problems and solutions civilians 

in other, comparable conflicts may face and create. Before this can be done, historians 

must grapple with questions as basic as how many wars occurred in Liberia in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. To answer these questions in ways that 

describe the experiences of civilians, it is essential to use the histories of those civilians 
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as primary sources through oral history interviews. Because these interviews are with 

specific individuals and do not represent any kind of survey with a statistically 

significant sample, this study does not claim to be comprehensive. Instead, it seeks to 

highlight individual experiences with the hope of explaining aspects of the Liberian 

Civil War that the current historiography has as of yet failed to address. 

The methodology of this work is key to its contributions to the literature on this 

subject. By focusing on the oral testimony of individuals forced to flee during the war, 

this text has highlighted those experiences. Military, economic, political, and feminist 

histories of the Liberian Civil War have, to this point, failed to discuss in detail the 

conditions under which civilians lived and the actions they took to try and find safety. 

A religious history, Stephen Ellis’ Mask of Anarchy, has approached this goal, but 

failed to examine non-religious dimensions of the civilian experience.
1
 In fact, most 

literature that discusses the war at all is in the form of texts interested in politics, not 

history. Adebajo’s Liberia’s Civil War: Nigeria, ECOMOG, and Regional Security in 

West Africa illustrates this well.
2
 It lays out the diplomatic history of the war but is 

more interested in the lessons the war can teach to Nigerian politicians for future 

conflicts. Mgbeoji’s Collective Insecurity: The Liberian Crisis, Unilateralism, and 

Global Order takes a more critical stance, but again fails to look beyond the highest 

levels of international politics.
3
 Ellis’ The Mask of Anarchy and Lidow’s Violent Order 

do much more to illustrate how war affected the lives of individuals (albeit within 

limited spheres), but still fail to see civilians as agents who impacted the course of the 

                                                 
1
 Stephen Ellis, The Mask of Anarchy: The Destruction of Liberia and the Religious Dimension of an 

African Civil War (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1999).  
2
 Adekeye Adebajo, Liberia’s Civil War: Nigeria, ECOMOG, and Regional Security in West Africa 

(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rinner Publishers, 2002). 
3
 Mgbeoji, Ikechi, Collective Insecurity: The Liberian Crisis, Unilateralism, and Global Order (Vancouver: 

UBC Press, 2003). 
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war, rather than hapless victims.
4
 Just as the Liberian Civil War was multifaceted and 

complex, so are the stories told about it. This study has organized pieces of those 

stories thematically, in order to answer the question of how civilians sought safety 

during the Liberian Civil War. 

This chapter will provide context from which one can build a more complete 

answer to these questions and discuss the proper methods for doing so. It will then 

discuss how one can frame an analysis of Liberia during the war, providing 

information regarding Liberian attitudes around ethnicity, various cultural practices, 

and the war itself. Finally, it will give an outline of this thesis and its argument: that the 

Liberian Civil War and the peace that ended it were shaped not only by large, national 

and international actors, but also that events unfolded in ways that can be explained in 

part by the actions and attitudes of individual Liberians acting at much smaller scales. 

Context 

A full understanding of the origins of the Liberian Civil War require 

background in Liberia’s colonial past. Liberia was first founded in 1822 when the 

American Colonization Society (ACS), with support from the United States 

government, sent manumitted slaves and freeborn African-Americans from the United 

States to build several cities along the coast of what would become Liberia. The 

members of the ACS were driven by a variety of motivations, chief among them “the 

establishment of a beachhead of civilization and Christianity on the African 

                                                 
4
 Nicholai Hart Lidow, Violent Order: Understanding Rebel Governance through Liberia’s Civil War, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016) 
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continent.”
5
 Domestically, many members of the ACS sought to decrease the number 

of free people of African descent in the United States by moving them to the West 

African coast. In 1847, settlers of American origin drafted a Declaration of 

Independence and Constitution based on those of the United States, founding the 

Republic of Liberia. 

Those who migrated from the United States to Liberia (either as a colony or as 

a nation) came to identify themselves as “Americo-Liberians,” a label passed down to 

their descendants born on the African continent.
6
 Americo-Liberians wrote the 

constitution of Liberia and maintained a firm control over its politics for over a century 

afterwards. From 1878 to 1980, the Americo-Liberian-dominated True Whig Party 

controlled the Liberian government in what was a de facto single-party state, although 

other political parties were legally permitted to exist. Over that hundred years, the True 

Whig Party was perceived as the party of Americo-Liberians, and tensions between 

Americo-Liberians and those of other ethnic identities grew. Americo-Liberians came 

into frequent conflict with indigenous people they often viewed as less “civilized,” and 

Americo-Liberians quickly became a wealthy upper-class that used indigenous 

Liberians for poorly-compensated and often forced labor. Americo-Liberians owned 

cocoa, coffee, and rubber plantations as well as iron mines, all worked by Liberians of 

other ethnic groups. As the twentieth century continued, the powers of the central 

government and the President expanded, with Americo-Liberians exerting increasing 

control over the lives of indigenous Liberians living in rural communities. By the mid-

                                                 
5
Amos Sawyer, The Emergence of Autocracy in Liberia: Tragedy and Challenge, (San Francisco: 

Institute for Contemporary Studies, 1992) 103. 
6
 Some Liberians refer to people descended from those who originated in the United States “Congoes.” 

However, this term originated in reference to “recaptives,” people who slavers attempted to capture and 

sell into slavery, but who were rescued, usually by the American Navy. 
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twentieth century, the Liberian government had thoroughly subjugated non-Americo-

Liberians under a political and economic system that gave them little representation 

and even less opportunity to enjoy the profits that Americo-Liberians reaped from 

indigenous labors. Efforts to relieve this tension by William Tolbert, president from 

1971-1980, further entrenched the government in Monrovia into agrarian affairs with 

misguided policies. 

This history of resistance to Americo-Liberian influence over indigenous 

Liberians’ affairs came to a boil in 1979. The Liberian legislature was in the process of 

considering a raise in the price of rice, a move that was seen as disadvantageous to 

average Liberians, who relied on rice as a staple given their limited economic means. 

Student protests shook the capital of Monrovia, and on April 14, riots erupted and were 

met with a violent government response. This only escalated tensions between 

Liberia’s elite and those who did not identify as Americo-Liberians. Only a year later, 

on April 20, 1980, a Master Sergeant in the Liberian Army named Samuel Doe 

performed a coup d’état, killing President Tolbert and declaring himself the new head 

of state. Doe declared April 20 “National Redemption Day.” It is significant that the 

holiday was celebrated throughout the civil war, even as indigenous Liberians turned 

their attention away from Americo-Liberians and identified each other as their primary 

antagonists. National Redemption Day is celebrated under the current postwar 

government, and its message of reframing the Liberian government as a government 

for those other than Americo-Liberians. Although many Liberians today reject the 

many abuses of the Doe regime, this premise of rule by and for indigenous Liberians 

remains potent. 



6 

 

At first, Samuel Doe created a government that (at least rhetorically) sought to 

represent all indigenous Liberians. The second most powerful member of his 

government, Thomas Quiwonkpa, was of the Gio ethnic group, while Doe was Krahn. 

However, Quiwonkpa and Doe had a falling out (the details of which are disputed) 

which resulted in Quiwonkpa fleeing the country.
 7

 In 1985, Quiwonkpa returned to 

Liberia and in an attempted coup, failed to overthrow Doe’s government. This resulted 

in not only his death, but also the deaths of over 3,000 Gio and Mano people in Nimba 

County. For Won-Ldy Paye, a man from Nimba County who lived there until 1989, 

Doe’s response to the Quiwonkpa coup began the Liberian Civil War, as Doe 

embarked on a brutal campaign of killing in Nimba County.
8
 As the war that would 

overtake the rest of the country in the coming decade was initially shaped by conflicts 

between Krahn and Gio people, Doe’s retaliatory killings in Nimba County would 

come to affect every Liberian. 

In 1989, a man named Charles Taylor led a group of about 100 soldiers across 

the border of Côte d'Ivoire, into Nimba County. Taylor had worked for Doe’s 

government until he fled at the same time as Quiwonkpa, but instead of Sierra Leone 

(Quiwonkpa’s destination), Taylor fled to the United States. In the US, he was jailed 

for embezzling $900,000 from the Liberian government, until he escaped to Libya 

under mysterious circumstances.
9
 After training under the Libyan military, he moved 

with some other trainees into Côte d'Ivoire, from where they staged what Taylor 

referred to as a revolution. 

                                                 
7
 See discussion in section 0.2 regarding the terms “Gio” versus “Dan.” 

8
 Won-Ldy Paye, interview with the author, September 2017. 

9
 While some including Taylor have speculated that the CIA was involved in his escape, no firm 

evidence of this has surfaced. 
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Taylor’s express goal was to form a government that would represent those 

people Doe had targeted as enemies during the second half of his presidency. Taylor, 

like Quiwonkpa, was from the Gio ethnic group, and identified the Krahn and later 

Mandingo ethnic groups allied with Doe as his primary enemies. Taylor’s army, called 

the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) entered Liberia through Nimba County, 

where it quickly swelled with recruits from local Mano and Gio populations. It 

marched from Nimba County to Montserrado County, where the capital of Monrovia 

lay. During this time, a conflict arose between Taylor and one of his top commanders, 

Prince Johnson. In July 1990, as both he and Taylor lay siege to Monrovia, Johnson 

announced that he had split off from the NPFL and formed his own force, the 

Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL).
10

 The national army, called 

the Armed Forced of Liberia (AFL) was steadily losing ground to both rebel factions. 

In response, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) formed the 

ECOWAS Cease-fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) as an expeditionary 

peacekeeping force. While ECOWAS had never done any kind of peacekeeping action 

before, the governments of Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Gambia, Ghana, and Guinea were 

concerned enough about the war in Liberia to contribute soldiers to the peacekeeping 

force. Johnson sought to become President through ECOMOG support and welcomed 

ECOMOG troops to set up base near his own headquarters in Monrovia.  

On Sunday, September 9, 1990, Doe crossed into ECOMOG territory to meet 

with the ECOMOG commander, General Quainoo. During this meeting, Johnson and a 

group of his soldiers arrived at the ECOMOG base, prompting General Quainoo to 

                                                 
10

 Accounts of Johnson’s motivations are mixed, but generally center around Johnson’s desire to strictly 

discipline his troops in defiance of orders from Taylor. 
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flee. When Doe’s bodyguards surrendered to a group of Johnson’s soldiers, the soldiers 

opened fire and captured Doe, who was brought to Johnson. On a tape Johnson 

distributed across Liberia, Doe was interrogated and tortured, his ear severed on 

Johnson’s order.
11

 At some time that night or the next morning, Johnson’s forces killed 

Doe and put the corpse on display. In response, an emergency council of Liberians in 

exile in Gambia elected Amos Sawyer interim president of Liberia, although this 

appointment had little actual weight behind it at the time. 

Doe’s killing did not end the Liberian Civil War. Johnson’s forces diminished 

despite this victory, and ECOMOG forces pushed into the territory he had once held. 

The AFL continued fighting, acting more like another rebel faction than the army of a 

legitimate government. Although he was unable to capture most of Liberia’s capital, 

Taylor controlled a clear majority of the Liberian countryside, and established the 

capital of what he called Greater Liberia in Gbarnga, Bong County. Taylor bought time 

solidifying his control of this territory by agreeing to a series of ultimately fruitless 

peace talks with ECOWAS and United Nations leaders. During this time, the NPFL 

sought to kill those they saw as potential threats: Krahn people, who they had targeted 

since their first incursion into Liberia, Mandingo people (who some Liberians saw as 

not Liberian at all, but Guinean) and former soldiers of the AFL. Although Mandingo 

people are largely Muslim, all sources seem to indicate that their persecution was based 

in ethnicity, not religion. However, these lines became complicated when religious 

identifiers were used to judge individuals’ identities, as will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

                                                 
11

 Although access to cable or satellite television was uncommon in Liberia at this time, many 

communities had televisions with VCR players. This technology was especially valuable for propaganda 

purposes, as fabricated stories of Doe’s death had circulated with enough frequency that many Liberians 

were skeptical that he had actually been killed until the tape was distributed. 
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In response to Taylor’s persecution, Mandingo and Krahn factions emerged 

with support of the government of Sierra Leone. In 1991, the United Liberation 

Movement for Democracy in Liberia (ULIMO) launched, with a Krahn man named 

Albert Karpeh at its helm, and significant support from a Mandingo leader named 

Alhaji Kromah. However, Kromah sought to overtake the Krahn leader, and in 

assassinating Karpeh in 1992, began a fracturing of ULIMO along ethnic lines. The 

government of Sierra Leone continued its support for ULIMO’s Krahn faction, while 

the government of Guinea supported its Mandingo portion, and both continued to 

contribute soldiers to ECOMOG forces. 

In July of 1993, the leaders of ECOMOG, the NPFL, and ULIMO signed a 

ceasefire in Cotonou, Benin. The Cotonou Accord abolished Amos Sawyer’s interim 

government and replaced it one that gave representation to both the NPFL and 

ULIMO. Unfortunately, this merely caused the signatories to support a fractured 

variety of smaller, more local factions who took territory and resources from the three 

signatory organizations. Soon after, in 1994, ULIMO fully split into two factions: 

Kromah’s called ULIMO-K, and Johnson’s, ULIMO-J. Fighting continued through 

failed peace agreements in Akosombo and Abuja, the latter of which formed a new, 

coalitional government between the major factions. However, this coalition did not 

create peace, and in 1996, ULIMO-K and the NPFL fought together in an attempt to 

eliminate ULIMO-J in Monrovia, supplied and supported by ECOMOG. During this 

drawn-out and particularly devastating battle, Taylor became increasingly dependent 

on ECOMOG, such that ECOMOG forces could finally spread through his territory 

relatively unmolested. As the AFL had mostly dissolved at this point and showed little 
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interest in supporting the goals of Liberia’s interim government, the NPFL was seen as 

the faction whose victory was most likely to put an end to the conflict. This laid the 

groundwork for a presidential election in 1997. 

While the 1997 election was contested, with future president Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf running against Taylor, the results were overwhelming: 80% of the population 

voted, and of those, three-quarters voted for Taylor, largely motivated by a fear that his 

campaign would continue to tear the country apart if he lost. Taylor assumed office, 

and some believed that the worst part of the war was over. It is true that there was a 

decrease in inter-faction violence during this time, however, Taylor’s forces inflicted 

significant violence on the civilian population. Despite Taylor’s declarations that the 

war was over, his opponents had merely gone into a temporary retreat, rather than give 

up altogether. 

In 1999, Taylor’s forces first clashed with Liberians United for Reconciliation 

and Democracy (LURD), a newly christened faction largely composed of former 

ULIMO fighters supported by the government of Guinea. LURD quickly gained 

strength and began pushing from the northwest into Lofa County. Violence from both 

LURD and Taylor’s government increased as Taylor fought desperately to hold onto 

his power, and his desperation only increased in 2003 with the rise of another 

opposition faction, the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL). While 

MODEL instructed its soldiers to avoid the atrocities committed by other factions and 

limit its crimes to looting, this stage of the war saw immense suffering for many 



11 

 

Liberians. Extended shelling of civilian population, rape, and massacres of innocent 

people were common.
12

 

During this time, the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace rose in response 

to the extreme violence people, especially women, of Liberia had experienced for over 

a decade. This movement coordinated interfaith communities in unified protests and 

demonstrations pushing for peace. Representatives from the Mass Action for Peace 

forced Taylor to promise to attend peace talks in Ghana in June 2003, even as he faced 

mounting international pressure to step down. The meeting in Ghana produced Accra 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement, an agreement to immediately stop violence between 

LURD, MODEL, and Taylor’s government forces. The agreement saw a sharp, though 

not immediate or complete, decrease in violence, which moved closer to a broader 

peace after Taylor’s brokered resignation as president two months later. 

The Accra Agreement and Taylor’s resignation were both powerful acts 

towards solidifying peace in Liberia. However, it is important that these were only 

possible after extensive action by organizations such as the Women of Liberia Mass 

Action for Peace and the Inter-Faith Mediation Council of Liberia. Peace in Liberia 

was hard-won and uncertain, but a full understanding of its context enables a deeper 

discussion of how it came about. 

Dates and Definitions 

This study is focused on the experiences of civilians during the war. 

Significantly more has been written on the Liberian Civil War with focuses on the 

actions of international organizations and the various military forces that fought in the 

                                                 
12

 Republic of Liberia Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Final Report vol. ii, 135-136. 
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war. However, a focus on the category of “civilian” necessitates a definition for what it 

means to be a civilian. The border between civilian and soldier was certainly 

permeable, and soldiers would set down arms in order to benefit from aid meant for 

civilians, and resume fighting immediately afterwards. However, a soldier without a 

weapon was as vulnerable to the dangers of war as any other unarmed person. For that 

reason, I will use “civilian” to mean any person not capable of exercising military force 

on another, either by direct use of a weapon or by ordering others to do so. This 

intentionally includes people employed as soldiers who are temporarily disarmed and 

leave the company of fellow soldiers. As will be discussed in Chapter Two, these 

individuals were forced to behave as civilians in those circumstances and should be 

treated as such. 

While many of those employed as soldiers at the beginning of the Liberian 

Civil War continued to fight throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s, the military 

organizations involved in the Liberian Civil War changed over the course of the 

conflict. This complexity, combined with the establishment of a new government under 

the former rebel leader Charles Taylor in 1997 that some see as a break in the conflict, 

has created some debate about the number of wars that occurred in Liberia during this 

time. In less academic circles, Wikipedia has separate pages for the “First Liberian 

Civil War” and the “Second Liberian Civil War,” each part of the “Liberian Civil 

Wars.” In my own interviews, one person spoke about three separate wars, while 

another identified one war with three parts. However, most described the war as one 

continuous conflict, despite a variety of combatant forces entering and exiting over the 
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course of time. The mere subtraction of certain forces without the creation of any 

meaningful peace did not constitute a meaningful break in the violence of the war. 

A more compelling argument holds that one conflict began with Charles 

Taylor’s invasion on December 24, 1989, and ended with his ascendance to the office 

of President in 1997. However, it does more to support Taylor’s duplicitous assertion 

that he created peace in Liberia than to describe the war as experienced by Liberian 

people. In this model, a second civil war began in 1999, when Liberians United for 

Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) invaded, until the Accra Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement in 2003. This description supports Charles Taylor’s political goals: he 

argued that because the war ended with his election, foreign peacekeepers could leave 

him to rule Liberia in peace. Taylor’s argument also allowed him to frame political 

violence differently than before: instead of war crimes, the former NPFL soldiers that 

now worked for Taylor’s government were committing violence in “isolated cases.” 

The power of Taylor’s rhetorical strategy here was clear when one interviewee, 

Garmunie Davis, described people not talking about the violence of Taylor’s regime 

because they were “afraid to be hunted” by his soldiers.
13

 Here, it becomes clear not 

only that Taylor’s regime continued the violence and fear that Liberian people felt 

earlier in the Civil War, but also that the silence it enforced was an attempt on his part 

to paint a picture of his time in office as marked by peace. 

Davis described feeling similarly unsafe during the Taylor presidency as before 

it. This is largely because of the political violence caused by Taylor’s Anti-Terrorist 

Unit (ATU). It is worth mentioning that Davis’ feeling of lack of safety was not 

unfounded—the International Justice Counsel at Human Rights Watch has been quoted 

                                                 
13

 Garmunie Davis, interview with author, January 2018. 
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saying that Taylor’s son, who led the ATU, “is implicated in heinous abuses against 

Liberian citizens.”
14

 Time and time again, interviewees echoed Davis’ sentiments that 

life under the Taylor presidency was not any more peaceful or safe than life before the 

election. A number of the fighters in the ATU joined the NPFL before Taylor became 

president. Once he became president, Taylor rewarded his best soldiers (which rarely 

meant the most merciful or restrained fighters) with positions in his elite ATU. The 

ATU also included members of the Sierra Leonean Revolutionary United Front (RUF), 

which Taylor had supported previously. The military nature of the ATU became 

especially clear once LURD invaded Liberia, and it began fighting and committing 

atrocities just as Taylor’s pre-presidency forces had. Although records of the ATU’s 

behavior are difficult to come by, especially given the intimidation noted by Davis, by 

looking at the ATU’s composition, activities, and effects, it becomes clear that the 

conflict that lead into the Taylor presidency continued through until LURD’s invasion.  

In addition, data from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) 

show consistent clashes between Taylor’s forces and ULIMO-J throughout his time in 

office. Although ULIMO-J had been severely weakened by the time that Taylor 

became president, it is still significant that they were continuing to fight during his 

presidency, and that he had failed to completely defeat them. It is likely that ACLED’s 

reporting is incomplete here, but it does give some clue to the continuity between the 

pre-Taylor presidency violence and violence after he became president. LURD, one of 

Taylor’s primary opponents during the Civil War, was largely composed of former 

                                                 
14

 Human Rights Watch, “U.S.: Investigate Ex-Liberian President’s Son for Human Rights Abuses,” 

June 30, 2006. 
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ULIMO-J fighters, furthering the continuity between what some imagine as two 

distinct wars. 

Overall, drawing a line between a “First” and “Second” Liberian Civil War 

does little to describe the experience of soldiers fighting for or against Taylor, or that 

of non-combatant civilians. Forces with continuity of composition acted similarly 

before and after Taylor’s inauguration, and civilians felt similarly about their level of 

safety. Arguments to the contrary further Taylor’s description of a peace that few 

Liberians ever felt during his presidency while failing to represent the reality of a 

conflict that lasted over a decade.  

While it is useful to define the Liberian Civil War as a single, continuous 

conflict, it is neither useful nor possible to identify a day on which it effectively began 

for the general population of Liberia. For many Liberians, the Civil War began with 

Charles Taylor’s invasion on December 24, 1989. However, one interviewee said that 

the war began with Thomas Quiwonkpa’s attempted coup in 1985, and the retaliatory 

treatment of people from his native Nimba County. For some people, the war began 

before Taylor’s invasion, while others say that the war did not really start until rebel 

forces reached Monrovia in 1990. These perspectives seem to vary according to how 

and when different people became aware of and impacted by the war. In the end, 

establishing a single day on which the war began oversimplifies an exceedingly 

complex conflict. 

Just as the beginning of the war could vary from person to person, so could 

individual safety and peace. Without wading into the heady, philosophical debates on a 

definition of peace, some parameters around what “peace” must mean can be 
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established. First, peace must incorporate safety. Safety can be defined as freedom 

from harm or danger of harm. For a person to be in a peaceful place, they must have 

safety. Peace is broader than safety, and while safety can be seen as more transitory 

and personal, peace is generally more permanent and applies to a larger group of 

people. Establishing the above is sufficient for this study. In this context, a person 

might find a shelter that afforded some immediate protection from harm, but the danger 

of harm kept true safety at bay. On the other hand, when communities made 

agreements with rebel commanders, they often created peace at a local level, even 

while the war raged on around them. While this does not create a comprehensive 

definition of peace, doing so would be unnecessary. Instead, this framework allows a 

broader understanding of why some people would describe themselves as having 

achieved a local peace, while others found safety elusive.   

 The Liberian Civil War also contains challenging complexities when one 

attempts to define the ethnic and religious dynamics it contained and influenced. First, 

it is important to reach for some understanding of Liberian ethnicity. Liberian people 

often refer to ethnic groups as “tribes.” Because the term provides no significant utility 

over “ethnic group” and contains greater connotation to both myself and my largely 

American audience, I will use the phrase ethnic group here. Ethnicity in Liberia is tied 

to but not determined entirely by where a person is from. Liberian people will 

sometimes describe themselves as “from” a place that they were neither born, nor 

raised in. One of my interviewees said that he was born in Monrovia, but he was 

“really from” another city distant both geographically and culturally from the capital. 

Mary H. Moran reports that one Glebo student in the United States said that “he is from 



17 

 

Cape Palmas, although he was born and raised in Monrovia, speaks no Glebo, and has 

visited Maryland County only twice.”
15

 While expression of ethnic identity varies 

across Liberia and my study does not specifically mention Glebo people, this 

phenomenon is not unique to Glebo culture. 

 The notion of being “from” a place that one was not necessarily born and raised 

in connects strongly with ethnic identity on the county level. Occasionally, Liberian 

people I spoke with would use the name of a county to indicate a person’s ethnicity. 

For example, one interviewee said that he would pretend to be from Grand Bassa 

County, rather than pretend to be a person from the Bassa ethnic group. Samuel Doe’s 

campaign in Nimba County exemplifies this: his soldiers targeted both Mano and Gio 

people (the clear majority of inhabitants of Nimba County) even though Thomas 

Quiwonkpa was not from the Mano ethnic group. There is even some confusion on this 

point: Charles Taylor said that Quiwonkpa was from the Mano ethnic group.
16

 To some 

extent, this isn’t particularly important, because both Mano and Gio people were 

treated with equal prejudice by Doe’s soldiers.  

 Ethnicity is linked to language use as well as geography. Sometimes, Liberian 

people will describe their ethnic identity by saying what language they speak. Other 

times, this creates some confusion. While many Gio people refer to themselves as 

ethnically Gio, and their language as Dan, they often don’t consciously differentiate 

and categorize themselves in this way.
17

 As with one of my interviewees, some people 

                                                 
15

 Mary H. Moran, Civilized Women, (London: Cornell University Press, 1990) 22. 
16

 Special Court of Sierra Leone, The Prosecutor of the Special Court v. Charles Ghankay Taylor, (2009) 

24527. No other records seem to indicate that Quiwonkpa was of the Mano ethnic group. 
17

 Opinions among academics differ on this, with some arguing that “Dan” and “Gio” refer to the same 

ethnic group, but differentiate those living in Liberia from those living in Cote d’Ivoire. However, the 

interviewees I talked to about this did not have a consensus on the correct use of these terms, and the 

literature on the subject is limited. 



18 

 

will identify their language as Gio and their ethnicity as Dan. This can also result in 

some differentiation between people of the same ethnic group. When one interviewee 

who had grown up in Monrovia “went home” to a rural town in Nimba County he had 

never visited before, his relatives there called him “English boy” because of his 

preference for English over Dan. Ethnicity in Liberia intersects with cultural, linguistic, 

and geographic identities.  

Religious practices cross ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and geographic identities, 

and a wide variety of practices are available to many Liberian people. In this text I will 

avoid using “religion” as an all-encompassing term. While Liberian people do 

participate in practices and beliefs that they identify as religious in nature, many 

practices are too easily dismissed as “superstitious” in nature. Such dismissal impedes 

the historian’s ability to more fully understand and appreciate a Liberian person’s 

perspective on a given situation. Instead, certain techniques and technologies should be 

considered with the same level of faith that one applies to the mechanical or scientific. 

This is not to encourage a more scientific or mechanical understanding of techniques 

used, for example, to prevent a person from being wounded in battle. It is merely to 

suggest that a historian can benefit from a perspective that better appreciates the 

significance of practices and beliefs of Liberian people in the late 20
th

 Century. 

Categorizing “religion” as a distinct concept imposes a framework foreign to the 

Liberian understanding of how the world works. Instead of appreciating certain 

techniques for protecting oneself or acquiring power, this categorization widens the 

intellectual distance between historians and their subjects. 
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 Regarding identity in Liberia more specifically, around 85% of Liberian people 

describe themselves as Christian, with the clear majority belonging to a Protestant 

denomination. The remainder are Muslim or compose a very small minority who 

identify only as practicing “traditional indigenous religions.” However, these divisions 

do not paint a full picture of the way that many Liberian people live. A Baptist pastor I 

spoke with described how Liberian men would marry one woman in a church and, 

although expressly forbidden from polygamy by the church, would marry another 

woman in a “traditional African” ceremony. While strict Christians see many 

ceremonies and technologies indigenous to West Africa as illegitimate or even 

impotent, many have at least some regard for the real and practical power of 

indigenous practices. These practices are more popular outside of urban areas, and in 

many of the best-studied examples, involve the transfer of either power or direct harm 

to a person. 

 Poro societies in Liberia are a set of loosely organized, secretive men’s 

organizations that are the site of many of the aforementioned methods for transferring 

power or harm. While both Poro and its women’s counterpart Sande have had 

significant influence on Liberian culture and politics, Poro has been studied much more 

thoroughly, and information is more readily available about Poro practices. Poro 

practitioners gain abilities not available to non-members, which make them both 

respected and feared, depending on one’s relationship to the society. Unlike 

charismatic Christianity, where one’s belief in the efficacy of charismata is linked to 

that person’s participation in charismatic Christian practices, many non-Poro 

practitioners have great faith in its effectiveness. This is in part because Poro practices 
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take part in a wider set of views about how the world works shared by many Liberians. 

Indeed, some strict Christians describe Poro practitioners as “bush-devils,” and have 

cause to fear that Poro members will “throw sickness” onto them if they act against the 

Society’s interests. Participation in, or at minimum negotiation with, the Poro Society 

has been necessary for Liberian leaders even during Americo-Liberian rule. The Poro 

Society has consistently participated in political, medical, legal, and religious practices, 

and made little attempt to distinguish any one from the others. For this reason, it would 

be inaccurate to describe it as a “religious” organization, or to call the beliefs and 

practices of its members “religion.” Instead, I will refrain from using generalizing 

terminology as much as possible, and instead refer to the practices of Poro members (or 

members of other, similar societies) descriptively.  

Methodology and Structure 

 This study of the Liberian Civil War takes interest in the lived experiences 

individual people from a variety of geographic, ethnic, and class backgrounds who 

survived the war. Through both telephone interviews and in-person interviews in a 

largely Liberian community in Minneapolis, I collected oral evidence that supported 

claims not made by the currently available historical literature on the Civil War. 

Because of the large extent of the NPFL’s control during much of the war, this study 

highlights the experiences of civilians who lived in NPFL territory for some amount of 

time. I also made use of oral history records from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Liberia, as well as the records of the Special Court of Sierra Leone’s 

trial of Charles Taylor. While historical secondary sources on Liberia are limited, I also 

made use of anthropological and political works that discuss the conflict. The methods 
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I use here certainly share the drawbacks of any oral history. Individual memories are 

imperfect, and small sample sizes might give skewed perspectives regarding the war. It 

is for this reason that I attempt a restrained approach, refraining from generalizing 

where they cannot be broadly supported. Often, I argue more that events occurred, and 

that even if they are uncommon their occurrence at all is significant. I do not argue, nor 

do I have evidence, that they were common. 

 Unfortunately, sources for the war after Taylor assumed office are even more 

sparse, and many of my interviewees had fled the nation by that time. This created 

significant challenges when attempting to study the peacemaking process that occurred 

at the end of the war. Instead, I have chosen to focus on individual attempts to find 

peace.
18

 When asked to describe how they kept themselves and their families safe, the 

people I interviewed offered answers that showed how they responded to a wide 

variety of types of danger. Some described how they avoided soldiers fighting in the 

war, while others focused on food security or gathering with their faith community. 

The chapters of this thesis have been organized accordingly, examining the different 

ways that Liberian people responded to different types of perceived threats, and how 

those responses impacted the national conflict.  

 Because this study relies on oral history, some discussion of Liberian English is 

necessary. As in all places, the English spoken in Liberia can vary widely depending 

on geography, class, and the audience of the speaker. Liberian English has grammatical 

rules and proper pronunciations that can vary significantly from that of American 
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Standard English.
19

 These can be described as “correct” within their own system 

(meaning that it would be incorrect to mark quotes with sic or other forms of 

“correction”) but can be difficult for those not proficient in Liberian English to 

understand. Importantly for this study, the background and audience of the transcriber 

can drastically change how any given words are recorded. I have attempted to preserve 

the meaning, diction, and grammar of what my interviewees said, while creating 

documents that English speakers unfamiliar with Liberian English would be able to 

understand. For example, a Liberian newspaper quoted one person as saying, “My 

friend, lee me, ya! I no wan talk!”
20

 This was recorded by and for Liberians. However, 

if I were to record this same statement, I would likely transcribe it as, “My friend, leave 

me, yeah! I no want talk!” Neither transcription is incorrect or in any way twists the 

meaning of this person’s words. However, each is clearly meant for its own audience.  

 The process of transcription is especially relevant to a core purpose of this 

work: the representation of how civilians experienced the war. In order to accurately 

show how people experienced something, it is necessary to also represent the way that 

they viewed the world around them. While this work does not attempt a deep 

biography of any individual, it goes further than others in establishing the general 

contexts and lenses through which a Liberian person might view events around them. 

This comes out especially clearly in the third chapter. There, I eschew use of the word 

“religion,” as it creates an artificial division between the material world and the 

spiritual one, where Liberian people often see both as occupying the same space. More 
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generally, I strive to use terms and frameworks applied by Liberian people themselves, 

rather than impose a vocabulary not specifically suited to this subject. 

 Chapter 1 of this thesis discusses one of the most common ways that Liberian 

people sought peace during the war: relocation. The Liberian Civil War saw large 

numbers of internally displaced persons, as well as refugees who fled both oversees 

and to nearby West African countries. While relocation was a last resort for many, the 

violence that overtook Monrovia saw an especially large number of people flee the 

capital for rebel-held territory. At the same time, people living in rural areas being 

fought over by two or more factions often fled those places in search of food and 

safety. Over the course of the war, people moved between cities, suburbs, and rural 

areas fluidly and without unity. This chapter will discuss the reasons people left, their 

chosen destinations, and the process of getting from one place to another. It will also 

examine the impact of large, internal migrations on the process of the war, and how 

different factions interacted with internally displaced people. 

 Often, internally displaced people went to more rural, agricultural communities 

when they left larger cities. Chapter 2 discusses food security and agricultural 

communities. It looks at food insecurity as a factor that made people feel unsafe, and a 

motive for insecurity, and it recounts individuals’ stories of how they attempted to find 

food security. It also examines different factions’ influences on food security, both in 

agriculture and in food distribution. It asks the question of how food security varied not 

just between areas controlled by different factions, but also within NPFL territory. 

Food and agriculture helped determine the behavior of non-combatants and by 

extension, the combatant factions in the Civil War. 



24 

 

 While the events leading to the end of the Liberian Civil War were significantly 

influenced by women, gender was not the only tool Liberian people used to organize 

and create peace. Chapter 3 shows how civilians looked to powers outside of 

themselves, such as influence provided by ancestral spirits or Abrahamic religions, in 

order to find or create peace. Methods used by individuals varied widely, from taking 

shelter in religious buildings and praying, to entering into negotiations with military 

commanders over the services particular spirits could provide. These practices also 

allowed many Liberian people to find peace within themselves and is cited as one 

motive for Liberian people to not join violent factions. These worldviews and practices 

were and are inseparable from Liberian politics and culture and played an important 

role in resolving the conflict that had torn Liberia apart. 

 The duration and complexity of the Liberian Civil War make its mere 

description, let alone analysis, a difficult and involved task. What appeared to be a 

relatively simple war between the AFL and NPFL quickly became a many-faceted 

conflict with factions that appeared as quickly as others seemed to lose relevance. This 

study of the war does not pretend to be comprehensive. Instead, it takes specific 

examples of individual stories, and uses them to bring to light aspects of the war and 

peacemaking process that have as of yet been untold or under-told. Overall, this works 

to complicate current narratives around how peace was made in Liberia, which tend to 

favor large-scale national or international movements as the only actors that influenced 

how and whether peace was made. Instead, war and peace also depended on the actions 

of individual Liberians, many of whom sought only safety.  
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Chapter 1: Seeking Safety from Place to Place 

When violence overtook a city in Liberia, one of the most common responses 

of residents was to flee.
21

 This chapter examines why people fled, their destinations, 

and the process of leaving. While the answers to each of these questions vary from 

person to person, people generally sought out places that they perceived as safe for a 

range of reasons including the group that governed in the destination of choice, familial 

connections, its proximity to areas where factions fought each other, and the urgency 

with which the individual felt they needed to leave. 

More specifically, people began fleeing Monrovia as they got word that the 

NPFL and INPFL were nearby. The parts of Monrovia occupied by the AFL was the 

site of significant violence as the other factions sought to wrest the city from Samuel 

Doe’s control. At the same time, food became scarce as trade with the food-producing 

regions of Liberia was disrupted by rebel activities, and there was little opportunity for 

subsistence agriculture within the urban area. People fled to avoid the quick death 

brought by bullets, as well as the slow one brought by starvation. Because people 

sought to leave as soon as the conflict approached them, this chapter focuses on the 

period of the war before the Taylor presidency. NPFL troops began moving through 

Nimba County on Christmas Eve, 1989, and between January and May 1990, over 

160,000 people fled the country.
22

 During this time, the NPFL (and to a lesser extent, 

other rebel groups) controlled around 90% of the Liberia, with only some parts of 
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Montserrado remaining under the control of the AFL or later, ECOMOG and the 

interim government. As a result, most people fleeing the areas of intense fighting went 

into rebel-held territory, mostly that which was held by the NPFL and the INPFL. 

Often, studies of those who flee conflicts focus on refugees, which the United 

Nations Refugee Agency defines as, “Any person forced to flee from their country by 

violence or persecution.”
23

 Refugees experience severe hardships as they travel to 

countries that might be less than welcoming. Even in the most welcoming countries, 

refugees face significant difficulties. However, due to their direct impact on other 

countries, refugees often attract more international attention than their overshadowed 

counterparts: Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). IDPs experience many of the same 

hardships as refugees, while receiving less humanitarian aid and living in areas often 

controlled by forces unsympathetic to their plight. This chapter works to describe the 

process by which people in Liberia became internally displaced, and the effects of 

internal displacement on the overall conflict.  

This chapter follows some of the most common paths of many IDPs during the 

early stages of the Liberian Civil War. In their initial stages, the stories of IDPs are not 

too different: they fled extreme violence typically centered in Monrovia and walked 

through rebel checkpoints to a rebel-held town. At this point, individuals’ stories 

diverge: Once ECOMOG became firmly rooted in certain parts of Liberia (typically in 

and around Montserrado county, beginning in August 1990), it and other international 

organizations established camps for IDPs that brought more people out of rebel-held 

territory. For the many who found life in rebel-held territory difficult, these camps 

were attractive options, despite the dangerous journey they might have to undergo in 
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order to reach those camps. Others were unable to leave rebel territory at this stage or 

became refugees by seeking haven outside Liberia. This chapter focuses on IDPs and 

seeks to follow the different ways that they sought safety through travel on large and 

small scales. 

Before They Left 

 When discussing why people travelled within Liberia during the Civil War, it is 

important to first describe the places many people were travelling from: urban centers, 

primarily Monrovia. In addition to being the political capital, Monrovia has long been 

the economic center of Liberia. Currently, almost 30% of the population of Liberia live 

in Monrovia, and although the Liberian census was either not taken or its records 

destroyed between 1974 and 2004, one can safely assume that a significant portion of 

the population lived in Monrovia during those years as well.
24

 Unfortunately for this 

sizeable population, Monrovia became an exceptionally dangerous place during the 

Civil War. As the focal point for nearly every military force who fought in the war, 

Monrovia was the site of nearly continuous violence. Many people travelled both away 

from and within Monrovia to survive. It may seem obvious why people left such a 

dangerous place, but the exact nature of the danger bears elaboration in order to 

understand IDPs’ motivations to relocate.  

 For those who stayed in Monrovia, no place was safe. As will be discussed 

more extensively in other chapters, individuals’ basic safety needs were regularly 

violated by soldiers when cities became the sites of combat between rival factions. 

Food in non-agricultural, urban areas was hard to come by, war crimes of widely 
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ranging but consistently horrific nature were rampant, and it was all too easy for stray 

bullets, misidentification, or cruel intentions to kill non-combatants. When asked why 

he left Monrovia, one interviewee simply said, “to escape the carnage.”
25

 Rev. Michael 

Wah stayed in Monrovia for the duration of the war, and described what conditions 

were like for much of the conflict: “The people went house to house, taking people 

from home to kill them, and what have you… They could kill anybody for no 

reason.”
26

 Wah also described rebels’ use of mortars as well as both rocket-propelled 

and conventional grenades, which would kill people hiding inside buildings seemingly 

at random. No shelter was sufficient in a city that experienced some level of violence 

continuously throughout the war. 

 Because no single place was safe, one of the primary ways that people avoided 

violence within Monrovia was moving from place to place. Wah reported that, “When 

we would see them coming, everybody took cover, or moved into another area where 

we know they are not. When they’re on this side, you move on the other side. When 

they come down, you come back to your house.”
27

 The lives of those who remained in 

urban areas should not be portrayed as stagnant. Instead, the ability to travel between 

war-torn areas was an essential skill for people living in one of the most dangerous 

places in Liberia during this time. One interviewee described walking from the Old 

Road in central Monrovia to a suburb about two hours’ walk away on current maps, 

although the conditions of the war would have slowed down any journey across the 

city, as roads themselves were exceptionally dangerous.
28

 Such treks would not be 

                                                 
25

 Samuka [last name omitted for confidentiality], interview with author, January 2018 
26

 Rev. Michael Wah, interview with author, January 2018. 
27

 Rev. Wah, interview.  
28

 Joseph Thomas, interview with author, January 2018.  



29 

 

uncommon, although distance and frequency of travel varied significantly from person 

to person. A former ULIMO fighter describing Camp Johnson Road (a major 

thoroughfare in Monrovia) said, “Camp Johnson Road was dangerous. No one could 

pass camp Johnson road. We use[d] to call it Republic of Camp Johnson Road… 

government troop can't come here.”
29

 While this comes from the perspective of a 

soldier, it is very likely that if he thought no one would be able to pass, a civilian 

would agree that it was an unsafe area. While moving from place to place was a tactic 

many people used in an attempt to stay safe, it also had unique risks. 

 Surviving in Monrovia required both luck and mobility. For those who stayed, 

brief periods of surface-level safety were broken by outbreaks of violence from any 

number of different rebel groups as well as government troops under Doe and later, 

Taylor. Although the Taylor presidency saw a brief ceasefire around the time of his 

election, the activities of his Anti-Terrorist Unit (ATU) continued to make Monrovia 

unsafe even in supposedly secure areas. The general and constant danger of the capital 

provided more than sufficient motivation for people to leave, and many sought to 

escape the violence capital as early as possible. Mobility was important for both those 

who stayed in the city and those who fled. 

 

On the Road 

 The people seeking safety by leaving urban areas such as Monrovia faced 

significant obstacles as well. First, there was the process of leaving a dangerous area 
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without becoming victim to occupying or invading soldiers. Next, those people had to 

cross into territory held by another faction, passing through checkpoints regularly. The 

only transportation was by foot, through areas that had often gone through significant 

violence and were often stripped of resources, including easily accessible food. Finally, 

they had to successfully enter an occupied town or city. 

 These obstacles made leaving a dangerous prospect for any person. Of course, 

potential dangers varied depending on who you were: young men might be killed if 

identified as possible threats, while young women were more likely targets for rape and 

sexual slavery. The NPFL sought to kill Mandingo and Krahn people, and the AFL 

under Doe targeted Mano and Gio people. While some people sought out areas 

controlled by leaders they perceived as less generally destructive or who did not target 

people of their ethnic group, few interviewees put emphasis on this when discussing 

why they left. It is likely that many people did not have much ability to choose who 

controlled the area to which they attempted to travel, especially given that for much of 

the war, almost all of rural Liberia was controlled by rebel groups. The level and type 

of danger that travelling presented varied from person to person, but none reported 

feeling safe during their travels. 

 The most common situation in which a person encountered rebel soldiers was at 

a checkpoint. In rebel-controlled areas, checkpoints were extremely frequent. 

Garmunie Davis said that on his exodus from Monrovia, “All along the road, when you 

would walk a mile, or less than a mile, you would see a checkpoint.”
30

 What a 

“checkpoint” meant could vary widely. Checkpoints were often hastily-constructed, 

sometimes relying on a single rope stretched across the road. Despite their shoddy 
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construction, these checkpoints were to be taken seriously, as soldiers placed a high 

priority on intimidating the civilians coming through. Skulls and dead bodies were 

often littered near checkpoints, both as a conscious choice by soldiers and as a result of 

the killing that occurred. At NPFL checkpoints, soldiers would attempt to uncover 

“whether you’re Mandingo. Whether you’re Krahn. Whether you’re a former soldier of 

Samuel Doe… Or whether you’re a government supporter.”
31

 Those who were 

uncovered as enemies were often killed on the spot, and their remains were left as a 

warning to others. These checkpoints were dangerous sites of ethnically-motivated 

violence that travelers encountered very regularly. 

Although soldiers at checkpoints attempted to uncover a person’s ethnic 

identity, they used heuristics that targeted a broader range of people. For example, a 

Vai man named Abdullah said, “Some people were killed just because they had the 

name Abdullah.”
32

 Abdullah is a Muslim name, and because Mandingo people are 

largely Muslim, Muslims and people with Muslim names were killed in an effort to 

target Mandingo people. Another Vai man, named Samuka, said that his name, 

although not clearly Muslim, was more common among Guineans. As a result, it is 

associated with ethnic groups that are most dominant near the Guinean border. He said, 

“If you’re a ‘Samuka,’ until the Civil War and even up to now, once someone said 

Samuka, [another person’s] first thinking would be, ‘you are Mandingo, or you are 

Vai.’” Names were used by soldiers as ethnic identifiers, despite their inaccuracy. In 

fact, names were so potent that Samuka continued by saying, that if a soldier identified 

a person named Samuka, that person “would be a Mandingo, and… would be 
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slaughtered on the spot.”
33

 Here, the person identifying “Samuka” had the power not 

just to believe that a person is Mandingo, but to make that person die as a Mandingo 

person.  

Another trait correlated more strongly with ethnicity was knowledge of 

languages. When Samuka explained to soldiers that he was Vai and not Mandingo, 

they would ask him to speak Vai, “even though they wouldn’t understand what I am 

speaking, but they would believe it.”
34

 Again, this heuristic was an inaccurate attempt 

to identify whether someone was a perceived threat. The inaccuracy of this tactic is 

made especially clear by the reports that Krahn people who feared they would be 

targeted by the NPFL often pretended to be from the Bassa ethnic group. The Bassa 

language is related to Krahn, and Krahn people would “prove” their Bassa identity by 

speaking some Bassa. Often, the NPFL soldiers (who may have been from the Mano, 

Gio, or other ethnic groups) could not tell whether they were speaking fluent Bassa and 

would let them pass relatively unmolested.
35

 The lack of expertise among soldiers 

combined with the ingenuity of IDPs allowed some civilians to avoid ethnically-

motivated violence. 

Soldiers used the checkpoints as source of income as well as a way of finding 

enemies. Samuka described the experience of attempting to pass through a checkpoint: 

“You had to bribe them, the rebels, to bring you across into another area and bribe 

another rebel group to cross you into another area.” When asked what would happen if 

a person didn’t have anything to bribe them with, he said, “No. You wouldn’t cross.”
36
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Interviewees consistently reported that bribes were an essential part of travelling over 

the main roads through rebel-held territory. For this reason, travel was made much 

more difficult for people rendered destitute by the general effects of the war as well as 

the common robbery that took place at checkpoints. 

 It is worth noticing here that oftentimes, the specific ways that the NPFL made 

travel dangerous also happened to strengthen the rebel group. Looting was one 

motivation for soldiers to continue fighting for the NPFL, and forced recruitment gave 

it the numbers it needed to continue the many-sided war. The only remaining tactic for 

people to pass through checkpoints was by completing tasks (such as transporting 

supplies) for NPFL commanders, which presumably accomplished something of use to 

the faction. Although it may not have been through strategic design, the way that the 

NPFL and other rebel groups interacted with IDPs both terrorized travelers and gave 

the faction greater strength. 

 However, money was not the only way to get through a checkpoint. Some 

people were able to pass through checkpoints by leveraging their relationships to rebel 

commanders. Samuka gave a hypothetical situation in which a person could avoid 

harm while travelling by building and taking advantage of relationships with others: 

Or if you live in a village, and there’s a high-ranking rebel commander in the 

area. If you hear about [the commander]—and Liberia’s a small country. 

Everybody know[s]—there’s a saying in Liberia, we say ‘everybody knows 

everybody.’ And so, somebody’s gonna say ‘Oh, if you walk two hours in that 

village, the rebel commander over there, his name is John Doe.’ You know, and 

then you just go there say, ‘Hey, my name is Sam, and I know Joseph, which is 

your uncle,’ and they may not even believe you, but they might say ‘you stay 

here, you come to work for me. Go in the farm, go bring this, go bring this, 

throw it on your head and take it to Monrovia and I will cross you over.’
37
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This method of avoiding some of the violence of checkpoints was clearly imperfect and 

situationally reliant. However, it allowed some people like Samuka (who was a 

potential target of ethnically-motivated violence) to pass through an area without 

bribing anyone. In this method, it was Samuka’s ability to find camaraderie with fellow 

Liberians that saved him. The willingness of one person to help another, perhaps out of 

kindness or even solidarity with the plight of a fellow civilian, created a situation 

where rebels could not extract from Samuka the same way they would from others. 

Instead of avoiding violence by giving into the threat or attempting to circumvent it, 

this method allowed people to socially disguise themselves as allies of the individuals 

(not necessarily the group) they feared. 

 Of course, those who were able attempted to avoid checkpoints altogether. 

Another interviewee grew up in a rural area outside of Monrovia and was able to use 

his knowledge of his surroundings to get around areas with checkpoints. In his words: 

“The armed men mostly would be on the main road with the checkpoints, so we were 

able to use the back roads to, you know, go in the back way to get to our place. So we 

only experienced checkpoints in the city.”
38

 This knowledge was only available to 

people who grew up in the area and were therefore familiar with the back roads. Yet 

even with specialized, local knowledge, travelling from a city meant passing through 

some checkpoints. In this way, a person’s place of origin could play a role in efforts to 

avoid direct confrontation. Where the previous method of avoiding violence relied on 

the kindness of a broad and vague community of Liberian civilians, this one made use 

of membership in specific communities that certainly did not include most people. 
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 While this focus on checkpoints is important given that they were a prominent 

danger for people seeking safety, they are not the only important detail of the 

experience of travelling during the Liberian Civil War. Interviewees highlighted the 

dangers of two different modes of transportation: by car and by foot. While most 

Liberians did not own cars at the time the Civil War took place, soldiers from every 

side were able to make use of both civilian and military vehicles, to the point that cars 

were associated with soldiers. Interviewees consistently reported that civilian 

transportation by automobile was impossible, and not only because of their rarity. 

Driving was also dangerous: those who had cars had them stolen at checkpoints by 

rebel soldiers, who assumed the passengers were rich. When rebels believed that 

someone was rich, they often killed that person in an effort to avoid reprisals for the 

robbery. One interviewee reported that cars were also targets for ECOMOG bombers, 

as ECOMOG commanders assumed that civilian cars in rebel-held territory were 

driven by rebel soldiers.
39

 ECOMOG commanders may have assumed that because of 

the aforementioned dangers of driving, no civilians would dare take to the roads. 

Instead, they merely added to those threats. The process of travelling by car exposed 

non-combatants to unique hazards not faced by others. 

 While civilians travelling by foot were unlikely to be targeted by ECOMOG 

bombers, walking was also hazardous. Walking from place to place often took very 

long periods of time. Samuka walked to Grand Cape Mount County from Monrovia, a 

journey that he said normally took an hour and thirty minutes in a car. However, he 

sought to avoid violence by travelling at night, and was still frequently stopped by 

rebel soldiers. In the end, he spent fifteen days walking there. In normal conditions, a 

                                                 
39

 SE, interview with author, January 2018. 



36 

 

fifteen-day hike, while certainly arduous, is not exceptionally dangerous. However, the 

simple fact of the duration and physical difficulty of his journey made Samuka more 

susceptible to the ever-present dangers of starvation and dehydration. Another 

interviewee, JG, described getting water from strangers as he passed through towns, 

which helped him survive. However, food was exceptionally hard to come by, and 

while issues around food will be discussed at greater length in another chapter, it is 

worth noticing the intersecting dangers that many Liberians experienced. 

 Being on the road was an exceedingly dangerous prospect during the Liberian 

Civil War. Checkpoints brought civilians in direct contact with soldiers in situations 

that at best cost them time and money, and at worst resulted in devastating violence. 

These checkpoints magnified other hazards of the road, such as a lack of food. While 

travel by car would have significantly diminished the dangers associated with spending 

long periods of time on the road, it created even greater dangers from soldiers at 

checkpoints as well as from bomber planes looking for military transports to attack. 

Some non-combatants were able to avoid checkpoints in rural areas, but for the vast 

majority of IDPs, travelling was a dangerous and costly experience.  

 

Where They Went 

 The dangers of travel did not end when IDPs arrived outside their destinations. 

IDPs struggled to enter their destinations, and upon entry, faced some dangers unique 

to displaced persons and some shared by the people who had been living in a given 

place before the war. IDPs typically relocated to two types of destination: towns 

established prior to the war, and IDP camps established during the war, typically by 
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international actors. Each type of destination had unique dangers that varied widely 

from place to place, but common types of danger included forced recruitment into 

armies, ethnic violence, apparently random acts of violence, and harsh economic 

circumstances.  

 The case of the Harbel massacre give an extreme example of the kinds of 

dangers IDPs faced. In June 1993, the town of Harbel in Margibi county had recently 

been recaptured by the AFL, with help from ECOMOG. Soldiers infiltrated the town at 

night and killed between 400 and 600 people the New York Times identified as 

“refugees,” although it is likely that IDP would have been the more precise term.
40

 

While a UN Commission found the AFL at fault for the massacre, the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) interviewed people who claimed to be the 

massacre’s perpetrators, and argued that it had been orchestrated by the NPFL.
41

 The 

fact that there has been a debate on this subject is significant: it was perfectly 

believable that the AFL had committed this atrocity against IDPs, and it was not the 

first massacre the NPFL has since been found to have committed. Of course, the 

number of people massacred at Harbel pales in comparison to the hundreds of 

thousands of IDPs that survived the conflict. However, the particularly shocking aspect 

of the Harbel massacre was the scale of the killing, not the fact that civilians who could 

not have possibly posed a threat were killed by unidentified attackers in the dead of 

night. While massacres certainly did occur during the Liberian Civil War, the Harbel 

massacre ranked among the five deadliest single events that the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission recorded. Killing of civilians was common, and although 
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IDPs had good reason to flee areas like Monrovia, their destinations did not afford 

them complete safety. 

 Samuka recounted an experience more typical of IDPs who survived the war. 

When Samuka travelled to Grand Cape Mount County in late 1989, he made it to the 

town where his uncle lived before the NPFL captured it. He remembers this time more 

positively, saying that there was plenty of food, although he was quick to clarify, 

“when you live in a war zone, there’s nothing called, ‘feel safe.’”
42

 However, rebels 

captured the town only a few days after Samuka’s arrival, and proceeded to loot the 

town. Occupation had severe consequences for civilians; when asked what the rebel 

soldiers did during the occupation, Samuka answered, “Nothing.” Although the 

soldiers did not do anything productive, they were not inactive either. Samuka 

continued, saying that while occupying the town, the soldiers were, “Raping girls. 

Stealing everything they could.”
43

 Being inside the town for any period of time was a 

very dangerous prospect. Any people—IDPs or otherwise—would be reasonable to 

fear for their wellbeing under this form of occupation. Samuka’s description speaks 

both to the lack of safety even for more fortunate IDPs such as himself, and to the level 

of violence that must have been present elsewhere in order to compel him and others to 

continue living in such a place. 

 In order to minimize contact with rebel soldiers, people in Samuka’s town left 

the town during the day. They would wake up early in the morning and stay until night 

fell. Usually, this time was spent looking for food or farming, but it served the dual 

purpose of excusing civilians from the more violent setting of their town. Samuka 
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described how he felt during this process of travelling to and from the town during the 

day: 

You went to leave town… and it’s far from town, so they don’t know 

where you guys are… You’re not being much fearful, even though you’re 

always watching your back, but you’re far from the rebels [for] a little bit, 

you know, in the bush… coming back to town’s a little bit fearful, 

especially if they don’t know you that much at the checkpoints.
44

 

 

The process of travelling allowed people to physically remove themselves from the 

rebel occupation to an area with which only civilians were familiar. Their daily 

relocation allowed farmers a respite from the violence associated with being around 

soldiers. Both the distance from soldiers and the knowledge that those soldiers were 

unfamiliar with the agricultural areas outside of town gave these civilians a temporary 

safety. While it is clear that at least for Samuka the threat of the occupying forces was 

never far from his mind, travelling away from the town afforded some sense of 

protection. 

 Above, Samuka mentions that one fear about coming back into town was the 

rebel checkpoints. Upon capturing the town, the NPFL soldiers established checkpoints 

in order to monitor who came and left from the town. Elaborating on the process of 

returning to the town, Samuka said, 

You’re gonna make sure whoever’s at the checkpoint knows who’s from 

the village. Because they know, that’s the first thing they do. They 

capture the town—the village—the commander wants to know 

everybody… Coming back to town, you want to come back exactly 

where you passed, and you want to come back to say, ‘Sir, commander, 

how you doing?’ If you brought something you give it to them, you 

know, and then you are a good person in their eye.
45
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Commanders tried to keep track of who was and wasn’t in the town. However, as this 

and the previous quote demonstrate, there was considerable anxiety about whether the 

soldiers stationed at a given check point actually knew who lived in a town. In order to 

increase the chances that the checkpoint was guarded by soldiers who knew him, 

Samuka kept track of who was guarding which checkpoints, and made sure to return at 

the same place where he had left earlier. These checkpoints were particularly 

unfriendly to strangers, such as IDPs. Samuka said, “If they saw any strange person 

there with you, then of course you’re being deceptive in their mind. They want to know 

who the person is… they’re just gonna say, ‘well he’s an enemy.’ ‘Oh yeah, kill 

him.’”
46

 While Samuka was able to come to the town before the rebel occupation, it is 

possible that he or someone like him would not have been let in afterwards. Just as 

checkpoints created unique dangers for civilians on the road, they also put IDPs and 

other civilians in danger when they sought to travel outside of their towns for short 

periods of time. 

 In part due to the danger posed by NPFL occupation, Samuka left Grand Cape 

Mount County to return to Monrovia at the end of 1990. By the time he arrived, 

ECOMOG had established a foothold in Monrovia, and Samuka felt significantly safer 

in this area, saying,  

You could even sleep in the street, you were okay, because if anything 

happened, if there’s the gunfire here, they would find that person. They would 

find where… the gunfire was coming from. But even with that though, if you 

were on the outskirts of the city… the rebels could still infiltrate any time 

anyway. But it was a little bit safer than being behind the rebels’ lines.
47
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Here, travel actually succeeded in allowing Samuka to feel relatively safe. However, 

not everyone in ECOMOG territory felt as safe as him. Regarding IDP camps in 

ECOMOG territory, the TRC Final Report said “the camps were used as a place for 

forceful recruitment of children into armed militias [f]or warring factions. Reports of 

sexual exploitation by aid workers who demand sex for food and other humanitarian 

assistance were not infrequent.”
48

 Clearly, ECOMOG territory was not a safe haven for 

anyone. Even still, people from surrounding, rebel-held territory looked to the camps 

for some level of security greater than what they experienced elsewhere. Whether they 

found it is certainly up for debate.  

The NPFL’s tactics impeded travel and diminished factors that motivated 

people to travel. While the extreme violence and looting that the NPFL and other 

factions created in the capital motivated people to move within Monrovia, it also made 

travel extremely dangerous. However, people trying to leave the city altogether were 

faced with checkpoints that made travel costly as well as dangerous. When a person’s 

journey was successful, it often ended in an area under NPFL control, where soldiers 

continued to divest the IDP of any remaining property. If that person returned to the 

area around Monrovia, the IDP camps that awaited were made dangerous by aid 

workers who sexually exploited IDPs and rebels infiltrated to forcibly recruit civilians, 

often children, into their armies.
49

 

 IDPs travelled from one place to another in order to survive a brutal civil war. 

They endured arduous and lengthy journeys on foot in pursuit of a haven. 

Unfortunately, many of the problems they encountered on the road followed them to 
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their supposed refuge, or had taken ahold of those towns before those IDPs even 

arrived. The ability to travel was essential to addressing these issues: IDPs fled from 

violence in urban areas, moved along dangerous roads, and continued to make daily 

journeys upon arrival in more rural towns. Many fled back from these towns towards 

Montserrado County once they perceived that it may be safer than rebel-held territory. 

This return primarily happened as ECOMOG forces gained a stronger hold on parts of 

Monrovia prior to the 1997 election of Charles Taylor. The narrative of Samuka is 

useful in illustrating this: his process and motivations were mirrored by hundreds of 

thousands of IDPs.   

Conclusion 

 This chapter does not attempt to speak to the experiences of all people 

displaced by the Liberian Civil War, or even all IDPs. Instead, it focuses on certain 

experiences common to many IDPs. It demonstrates the back-and-forth nature of the 

conflict between non-combatants and soldiers: Soldiers created dangerous situations to 

which civilians often responded by attempting to remove themselves from the location 

of the danger. Soldiers then made the process of moving difficult, costly, and often 

deadly. Hundreds of thousands of Liberians participated in this process during the early 

stages of the Liberian Civil War, and understanding the dynamic and mobile nature of 

civilian populations during the conflict is essential to a complete understanding of the 

war itself.  

 It is safe to say that civilians sought safety during the Liberian Civil War. 

However, even the definition of what “safety” meant is unclear in practical terms (as 

opposed to the rather theoretical definition given in the introduction). Even those 
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civilians who were able to find relatively physically secure, permanent living spaces 

did not feel safe. This was amplified by the difficulties civilians faced in finding food, 

even in relatively peaceful areas. Because of safety’s elusive qualities, the movements 

of IDPs in the Liberian Civil War were not unidirectional. There was no one place 

where a person could be sure of feeling safe, and so those who felt unsafe in one area 

might go to any number of destinations in search of safety. IDPs travelled between 

rural and urban areas and across international borders with entirely reasonable 

motivations, but often discovered that the oasis they sought had been a mirage. This 

often-fruitless quest for an ill-defined goal had large impacts: the way soldiers 

responded to the internal displacement of civilians played a large role in rebel groups’ 

finances, while civilians often did their best to thwart those attempts at exploitation. Of 

equal importance is a more complete understanding of some of those civilians’ 

experiences searching for safety. 
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Chapter 2: Food Security and Agriculture 

 When asked to describe their experiences in Liberia during the Civil War, 

interviewees made frequent, unprompted references to food insecurity as a primary 

threat to their well-being. Food security varied from place to place: while one 

interviewee reported that he had been able to find a place with a fairly certain supply of 

food, all others faced intense food insecurity. The effects of food insecurity varied from 

person to person as well, as age, gender, and accompanying young children affected 

how people were both affected by and reacted to food insecurity. A person’s reaction to 

food insecurity also depended on the nearby resources: strategies for finding food 

ranged from scavenging from shopping centers, to gathering food in the forest, to more 

intentional and large-scale farming. These varied reactions to food insecurity allowed 

individuals to both survive and support those around them. In some situations, it forced 

the spread of agricultural knowledge, and in others, it both elevated women to more 

important roles within groups while also exposing them to additional danger. An 

understanding of food security is integral to any study of how people struggled to find 

safety during the Liberian Civil War but has sadly been largely neglected by the 

literature up to this point.
50

 Civilians struck a precarious balance between strategies 

that addressed food insecurity and the violence associated with being around soldiers. 

While the violence of soldiers is often emphasized and cannot be wholly separated 

                                                 
50

 The only study focusing on food insecurity during the civil war focuses only on specific geographic 

and chronological areas that cannot be reasonably viewed as representative for much of the time and 

space that the war affected. As a result, conclusions which are useful when focused on the area of study 

are extrapolated onto the whole of a country and conflict for which they may not be accurate. While I 

make use of the study to some degree, it is important to take other narratives into account. See: Nicholai 

Hart Lidow, Violent Order: Understanding Rebel Governance through Liberia’s Civil War, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2016). 



45 

 

from other dangers, interviewees brought special emphasis to the topic of food 

insecurity as a primary factor in their lack of safety during the war.  

 This work does not attempt to comprehensively examine every impact and 

cause of food insecurity during the Civil War. Instead, it documents key effects of food 

insecurity that interviewees highlighted in hopes that this will shed light on an 

understudied facet of the war. It begins with a general look at how violence was 

inflicted on civilians during the war, in order to explain why for many, any interaction 

with a soldier was dangerous. In fact, merely exiting one’s home to look for food 

exposed a person to considerable danger. A discussion of arbitrary violence is most 

relevant here because this violence had a large and direct impact on how civilians 

responded to food insecurity. Taking this into account, the chapter continues by 

exploring the varying types of danger created by food insecurity, the strategies 

employed to stave off hunger, and the larger effects of these relatively small-scale 

actions. It also examines how larger organizations, such as international aid 

organizations and rebel groups, responded to food insecurity. But first, it must establish 

one of the most dangerous aspects of looking for food: arbitrary violence. 

The Arbitrary Administration of Violence 

 

 Before one can fully understand the impacts of food insecurity, one must first 

understand the arbitrary administration of violence that characterized the behavior of 

soldiers (especially but not exclusively those fighting for rebel groups and the AFL) 

during the Civil War. Here, “arbitrary” must be clearly defined. The Oxford English 

Dictionary’s first definition for “arbitrary” reads, “Derived from mere opinion or 

preference; not based on the nature of things; hence, capricious, uncertain, varying.” 
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This describes the way that soldiers decided who to harm and how they would do so. 

Any person could be spared or made to suffer immensely according to circumstances 

entirely outside of the control of non-combatants and motivations that psychologists, 

sociologists, and philosophers along with historians struggle to explain. Suffice it to 

say that many people reasonably assumed that they had few endogenous means of 

avoiding violence.
51

 The violence was not administered randomly, but its motivations 

were unclear enough to distinguish it from the targeted violence described elsewhere. 

The fickle hands of soldiers could reach out with cruelty or mercy, according to 

individual moods and passing desires. This gave the effect of an arbitrary 

administration of violence. 

 The reasons a soldier might target someone were varied. Theo Harris described 

the outbreak of violence in Monrovia by saying, “We had no law and order. People 

were killing people indiscriminately because, you know, the armed men, they have 

differences with you, or they knew you, you didn't take care of them, you know, you 

did something bad to them way back, and they would just you know kill you for no 

reason.”
52

 This is by no means a full list of reasons why people were killed. Instead, it 

highlights a sense of arbitrary or even random acts of violence. A similar sentiment 

was echoed by Rev. Michael Wah, “The war was desperate, and those who were 

fighting, they didn’t have no heart. They could kill anybody for no reason.”
53

 However, 

these acts were not random; soldiers chose who and who not to kill. Indiscriminate 

killing simply meant that anybody could conceivably be a target, not that there was an 
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absence of internal logic. Soldiers had their reasons for killing and harming others, but 

those reasons were often inscrutable. While a more detailed psychoanalysis of why 

soldiers chose to target certain people in certain ways would be interesting, this history 

focuses on the perspectives of civilians. As a result, it is sufficient to describe the 

actions of soldiers as arbitrary, as they were from the perspectives of civilians. 

Another interviewee argued that civilians were targeted as civilians, not 

necessarily out of any additional motivation. “Especially the civilians, they were 

targets. So you’re running for safety and you have fighters who are supposed to be on 

the front lines fighting the enemy, fighting the civilians [instead]. As you run for safety 

they would take your family members from among you guys and just do whatever they 

want to do with them [the family members].”
54

 She framed soldiers as seeking to 

commit acts of violence against civilians as a whole, just as soldiers sometimes 

committed acts of violence against people of certain ethnic groups as a category. This 

stands in contrast to most academic literature, which describes soldiers’ primary targets 

as separated into groups of potential enemies, either by ethnicity or former association 

with Samuel Doe’s government. Instead, civilians were targets as a result of their being 

civilians. Of course, it was difficult to tell civilians from soldiers as soldiers were 

rarely identifiable by anything other than their weapons. But when they could be 

identified, civilians were   

 Framing civilians as a single, targeted category does not reject other 

motivations for violence. Instead, it explains instances of violence that prevailing 

descriptions either struggle to account for or, more often, fail to mention. Unprompted, 
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one interviewee described varied and horrifying acts of violence soldiers committed 

against civilians who posed no threat to them. 

There were pregnant women, who they took out of the line [to] a 

checkpoint, and they would open the stomach and take the child out, and 

there were some kids, little babies, young, young babies, they would take 

and smash against the wall, and all of those things that went on in our 

country. And then, at the end of the day, when, before Charles Taylor 

decided to even leave, he ordered his men to go from door to door, from 

house to house, and kill. Kill everybody. From door to door, house to 

house. That was the order he passed. But God rescued us.
55

 

 

Each act described here shows different groups of people being targeted: pregnant 

women, infants, and civilians in general. However, the fact that she described these 

acts together in this way demonstrates that she considered them to have important 

factors in common. They share the commonality that civilians were targeted by soldiers 

who could decide whether they lived or died with impunity. If soldiers targeted 

civilians as a category, this allows greater room to understand why civilian strategies to 

avoid violence typically hinged on minimizing contact with soldiers altogether. There 

was little else civilians could do, as soldiers’ motivations did not exclude any non-

combatant as a potential target. At the same time, violence was not distributed 

randomly. It was administered according to the whims of individuals who understood 

civilians as a group they were fighting, exploiting, or otherwise dominating. 

 Although civilians were targeted as a group, not every civilian was selected to 

be killed. Instead, they were killed arbitrarily, according to the desires of individual 

soldiers. One man reported that his friend was killed, “Because he looked good.”
56

 

Methods of killing varied according to the whims of fighters as well. One woman said 

that among a group of civilians, soldiers sought out those who had worked for Samuel 
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Doe’s government. Most of those people were, as she put it, “carried somewhere 

else,”
57

 likely to be killed. However, a few were selected for unclear reasons to be 

tortured and killed in front of the group. The interviewee described the cruelty and 

special violence used to kill this man, saying, “They took the gun, you know the gun 

that has a cross right here, right at the end of it?” She indicated the crosshairs of a rifle. 

So they took the gun, and they made him to open his mouth and then they 

twisted the gun like this in his mouth, broke all his teeth. And then they 

had him naked, and they carried him across the road, and told him to run. 

As soon as he attempted to run, they started shooting at him, and then he 

fell on the other side of the road.
58

 

 

Here, both the method of execution and selection of the person were arbitrary. While 

the soldiers might have had a clear intent for torturing and killing some person in some 

way, the specifics of who they selected and how they treated that person were up to the 

whims of the soldiers. The simple fact of being in proximity to armed people subjected 

civilians to the whims of soldiers, both in who was targeted and what was done to 

targets of violence. Both the anticipation and reality of this violence came to shape how 

civilians attempted to find food. 

 In many cases, non-combatants felt as though they could be subjected to 

violence of any form, at any time, for any reason. This feeling was informed by the 

arbitrary acts of violence they witnessed and heard about. While it would be reasonable 

to assume that violence was possible in the context of an active battle, mundane 

activities such as walking from one place to the next, finding food, or even staying at 

home could expose a person to arbitrary acts of violence. As their very status as 

civilians made them targets, they felt constant pressure to avoid being around soldiers 
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at all. In order to understand the decisions people made regarding how to address food 

insecurity, it is essential to first understand the arbitrary nature of the violence that 

targeted them.   

Looking for Food 

 

 Civilians addressed food insecurity in ways that sought to minimize their 

interactions with soldiers. Strategies varied according to a person’s knowledge, gender, 

and location. However, they all revolved around avoiding the arbitrary violence 

soldiers inflicted upon those around them. Some civilians attempted to scavenge food 

in urban areas, where farming was not possible. Others were only able to find food by 

entering the “bush,” in more rural areas. Certain civilians were able to acquire food 

given by international aid organizations, but this was limited to the areas where such 

organizations operated. Despite these varied circumstances and strategies, civilians 

consistently described food insecurity as a primary threat. 

 If a person did not find food, the malnourishment they faced could have grave 

consequences. Interviewees described the primary fear about malnourishment was not 

starvation alone, but rather the weakness that made a person more susceptible to 

disease. Interviewees specifically identified cholera as a disease they began to fear 

around 1990, although the World Health Organization’s (WHO) earliest records of a 

cholera outbreak in Liberia locate its beginning in 2003. It is likely that the WHO’s 

ability to collect data during the war was limited, as its earliest records that address 

Liberia specifically begin in 2000. Oral history allows a more expansive view of the 

risks present to civilians in Liberia, recognizing that concerns about disease were 

present through the duration of the war. 
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 Malnourishment was especially dangerous for the very young. If a mother was 

malnourished, this could interfere with her ability to produce milk, and even if she 

found food, the baby might not be able to eat it directly. This meant that women with 

very young children required a steady supply of food, and often relied on others to find 

that food for them as they cared for the child. HG described having trouble even 

finding clean water and asking her younger brother and her husband to go find food 

and water for her. When they had been gone for some time, she simply assumed that 

they had been killed. Although she was mistaken, and eventually reconnected with her 

family and found food and water, this was the reality of the war: the dangers of 

malnourishment were amplified for people like this interviewee and her baby.
59

 

 As illustrated by HG’s anecdote, food insecurity exposed people to danger 

when they searched for food. As discussed before, the dangers of mortar shells and 

soldiers moving from place to place required that people live on their feet. However, 

food insecurity also contributed to this: people had to go and find food. For many, this 

relatively simple act was extremely dangerous, as it forced them into the open, and 

often into areas that they had not thoroughly explored (especially for people who were 

new to a given area). As a result, soldiers could be nearby, or a battle between two 

groups could start and a person could be caught in the crossfire. 

 The most dangerous aspect of being in the open came not from the chance of 

being caught in a crossfire, but of being specifically targeted. A person could be 

targeted for any number of reasons, which were often gendered. Young men could not 

travel for fear of being targeted as potential threats. Instead, it fell to women to go out 

looking for food. However, women faced distinct threats as well, as one interviewee 
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described what could happen when women encountered soldiers: “[The soldiers] would 

take [the women], rape them, or they would take them away and say you, go and be the 

[commanding officer’s] wife.”
60

 The second scenario would result in what the 

interviewee called a “false marriage,” a relationship that resembled sexual slavery more 

than a consensual Liberian marriage. Evidently, these risks were still considered less 

dangerous than those that faced men, as women described going out to find food and 

allowing the men to stay in safer places.  

  It is possible that women’s abilities to minimize some risks played a part in 

their greater willingness to look for food. Multiple interviewees described how women 

would hide food inside their lappas
61

 and pretend to be pregnant.
62

 This allowed them 

to conceal the food they were carrying with them. However, it was not a perfect 

strategy. When I asked male interviewees who had travelled alone about this practice, 

they responded with skepticism, citing instances of pregnant women being mutilated as 

described earlier.
63

 Clearly, this practice was neither universal nor perfect. Even still, it 

is one example of an innovative technique used to minimize risk, in a way that was 

only possible for women. During times of peace, women are tasked with finding food 

in most cultures within Liberia. This innovation allowed women to continue this role as 

best they could, during a time when it was very dangerous to look for food. 

 The safest way to acquire food was from international aid organizations. 

However, these organizations only distributed food in certain locations, and it was not 

always sufficient. One interviewee lived in Fendell, about an hour’s drive outside of 
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Monrovia, where food was being distributed at the campus of the University of Liberia. 

Despite this, he and his nephew found it necessary to continue searching for food, 

which resulted in his nephew’s death.
64

 He was only willing to speak about this in 

broad terms, but the key message comes through: there was no single, safe way to find 

food. Additionally, such efforts were sometimes foiled by the realities of the war. 

Actions that could be interpreted either as incompetence, cruelty, or part of some grim 

strategy created obstacles for relief organizations. Human Rights Watch reported that 

in 1992, ECOMOG bombers completed an airstrike on a warehouse clearly marked as 

property of Catholic Relief Services. The warehouse held a large portion of Catholic 

Relief Service’s grain and rice. Even when such organizations were able to bring the 

food to areas in need, groups such as ULIMO mandated that their soldiers receive a 

portion of relief food meant for civilians within territory they controlled.
65

 The 

effectiveness of food aid was significantly hampered by the realities of the Civil War. 

Because such aid was often insufficient anyways, food from relief organizations did 

not play a prominent role in interviewees’ stories about how they acquired food.  

 To a limited degree, some people were able to buy and sell food at markets. 

Food could be bought for money or traded for goods, although it might not be 

available. Even occupying soldiers, whose monopoly on force allowed them the first 

pick of readily available food, had trouble finding food. Although Garmunie was not a 

soldier himself, he was aware of strategies that some soldiers would use to find food. 

Garmunie described how a soldier might go into enemy territory to try and buy food, 

speaking from the perspective of a hypothetical soldier: 
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Let’s say I don’t have a lot of civilians passing to harass them, and I can’t 

get food. So sometimes, I disguise myself and go like, among the group, to 

the INPFL side, you know, going to see… if I can get something to buy. 

Because at a certain point in time, some of them, some of the markets, you 

would be able to find a market, you have the money, you can get the food. 

So they would go to the market and go buy. And sometime in the process, 

if you were caught, you would be killed.
66

 

 

Soldiers attempting to find food in enemy territory had greater risks but were more 

likely to have enough money to buy food. Others, such as Samuka, traded for food. 

Like Garmunie’s hypothetical soldier, Samuka had to travel for the opportunity to trade 

for food. As he said, “Sometimes you’d walk towards Sierra Leone, and cross the 

border, before the rebels entered that area. You know, they’d bring food up to the 

border area, and you’d leave or have to sell something and go across, buy something 

and bring it over, if you were fortunate to get back with that stuff.”
67

 Clearly, even 

trading as a civilian had its dangers. As Samuka implied, trading like this would have 

certainly become more difficult and dangerous as forces involved in the Liberian Civil 

War began to mobilize in Sierra Leone, only adding to the dangers of trying to trade for 

food. Another interviewee described trading for food with rebel soldiers at the Port of 

Liberia, but this required a person to live within Monrovia, which could itself be a 

dangerous prospect. Overall, trading for food potentially costly in more way than one, 

with challenges that heightened as the war progressed. 

 Those who did not have access to food from international aid organizations or 

markets had to seek food out for themselves. This often meant foraging for edible 

plants, although as discussed before, exploring unfamiliar wilderness was not always a 

safe prospect, and rarely gave certain results. Samuka described his experience 
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foraging, saying, “We were just eating any edible roots and stuff, everybody… You 

just had to wake up every day, somehow, go in the jungle, you know, and dig up roots 

or something and eat.” In some areas, civilians competed with soldiers for food. This 

meant that much of the nearby food had already been seized by troops that had passed 

through or were stationed nearby, and required that foragers go even further in hopes of 

finding anything edible. It also made life more dangerous for people on the move. 

Interviews done by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission reveal that some 

civilians were killed for as little as possessing cassava.
68

 Others lost precious time 

where they could be travelling to a safer place, looking for food. This could elongate a 

person’s journey through dangerous territory and further expose them to arbitrary acts 

of violence. Foraging was an inconsistent but common way of finding food that 

exposed people to a great many dangers. 

 Because each of these methods for finding food had clear disadvantages, rebel 

leaders quickly saw that food was a potential way to gain support. For this reason, 

some rebels in more food-rich areas distributed food to civilians. For people like Rev. 

Michael Wah, this gave the impression that rebel groups such as the NPFL could 

govern well. Wah described life in Nimba County under Taylor’s rule by saying, 

“Things were a little bit cheaper than even when we go to the civilian government. 

When Taylor was there, there was no work per se, but people, you could handle some 

money and what have you. So most of the people loved him.”
69

 Wah continued by 

recounting the oft-cited chant of people who supported Taylor during is 1997 

presidential run: “You killed my ma, you killed my pa, I will vote for you!” Wah said 

                                                 
68

 Cassava is a plant with an edible root and leaves common in Liberia. Republic of Liberia Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission Final Report vol ii, 123. 
69

 Rev. Wah, interview. 



56 

 

that people supported Taylor because he provided security, both from enemy soldiers 

and from starvation. 

 Abdullah had a slightly more cynical view of Taylor’s policies around food. 

Abdullah lived in a suburb of Monrovia controlled by the NPFL and also reported that 

Charles Taylor was distributing food there. Taylor’s forces also promised that those 

who joined the NPFL as soldiers would have a more steady supply of food. Stories like 

this conflict with those such as Garmunie’s, which describe soldiers that have a hard 

time finding food. Clearly, rebel strategies varied over both place and time. Rebel 

leaders were able to take advantage of general food insecurity, but only if they had a 

steady supply of food.  

 While each way of acquiring food certainly had issues, farming offered a 

consistent and relatively secure way of acquiring food. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, people in more rural occupied towns often left for the areas outside the town 

during the day in order to avoid contact with occupying soldiers. Garmunie Davis 

described that during this time, most people would go to their farms, “even if they 

never had anything there.”
70

 In this way, subsistence farming intersected neatly with 

the previously discussed need to travel (even the relatively short distances it took to 

remove oneself from the presence of occupying soldiers), allowing those in such 

unfortunate circumstances to hit two proverbial birds with one stone.
71

 

Agriculture Systems 

The practice of farming during the Civil War merits a more focused discussion. 

As mentioned before, farming offered a unique opportunity for people to escape from 
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the presence of soldiers while doing something to actively improve their own lives. 

The process of farming was varied and inconsistent; people used what they had 

available, and often supplemented the fruits of their labor with food acquired in other 

ways. Farming allowed people to pass knowledge from one to another, and also 

supplied food to occupying rebel forces. In this way, the farming practices civilians 

engaged in during the Liberian Civil War both helped civilians cope with occupation 

and helped the occupying soldiers survive in unfamiliar territory.  

 Samuka’s description of the process of farming put emphasis on both the idea 

of planting and gathering food, and the previously described purpose of evading 

soldiers. He described the process and reasons for farming, saying, “You want to leave 

town, you go in the farm where people brush bushes, they put crops on it… you know, 

rice.
72

 You know, it’s far from town so the soldiers don’t know where you guys are. 

And you know, you can be there, make some crops, cash crops, and eat.
73

 Which is 

good.”
74

 Clearing areas to plant was typically done with a machete. Samuka would 

both forage for “bush crops,” edible plants that grew wild, and plant crops to cultivate, 

sometimes planting those same bush crops. Other times, he and others could acquire 

rice seeds, either from seeds that people who had lived in the town before had stored, 

or by trading with farmers living in nearby Sierra Leone (again, before the conflict 

extended across the border).  
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 Samuka, like many IDPs from urban areas, did not have any agricultural 

knowledge prior to the war. When he fled to a rural part of Liberia, his ability to 

survive depended on his ability to rapidly learn how to identify and gather wild food, 

as well as how to successfully work a farm. In his case, Samuka learned from his uncle, 

who had grown up in the rural town Samuka had fled to. In his words, “I had to learn 

the village way of living. So I had to follow my uncle every morning went we went on 

his farm with his wife. Learn how to cut trees and stuff, make farms, and eat. You 

know, we had rivers, my uncle and I would go fishing. You know, have some fish, 

come back home on the farm and eat.” Samuka stuck out as someone new to the 

lifestyle his family was teaching him, and he described the joke his hosts made about 

his difficulty adjusting, “If you never grew up in the typical village, and then you’re 

going back in the village to seek refuge, and you have to live like the village people, 

ah, they would just joke to you and call you English boy.” Although Samuka said this 

with a laugh, it signifies something important about the transmission of knowledge in 

which he engaged: Agricultural practices were a way that his family connected their 

culture with his. When asked what he would have done if his uncle wasn’t there to 

teach him, Samuka paused. “It would be hard.” He paused again and burst into 

laughter.  

It would be difficult. But… life goes this way: if you live in desperation, 

you always find ways… So even if my uncle was not there, I would find a 

way. ‘Cause you always have to watch what the next guy’s doing. ‘Cause 

if you don’t do it, you might not eat… And no villager, they won’t impose 

anything on you. They will be very lenient with you.
75

  

 

Despite the rather grim hypothetical, Samuka faced it with optimism and humor. He 

appeared certain that even if he did not have familial connections to a community, 
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others’ kindness and his ability to adapt would have allowed him to survive. He was 

confident not only in his ability to survive, but also in the warm-heartedness of 

strangers. Here, it becomes clear that for some, transmission of knowledge was not 

only essential, but also assumed to be possible. It is only through informational 

exchange that people like Samuka were able to survive. 

 While Samuka’s rural community was certainly essential in helping him, it also 

aided the soldiers occupying the town. Occupying soldiers viewed the community as a 

resource: they assumed that the community would protect them out of fear of reprisals 

from the occupying soldiers, and they took a share of whatever the civilians brought 

home with them. While practices such as eating at the farm far from the town 

minimized the degree to which civilians helped the soldiers, some cooperation was 

necessary. Civilians wanted to curry some amount of favor with the soldiers who could 

choose to kill them arbitrarily. They also needed to bring some food back to the village, 

as not everyone living there was able to travel into the wilderness to forage and farm. 

Garmunie described his town’s leader as being wheelchair-bound, which certainly 

meant that he needed to get his food from others. As discussed before, transporting 

food through the town’s checkpoints meant that occupying soldiers got a share of 

whatever was meant for civilian mouths. 

 Samuka certainly gave the impression that the soldiers only made it more 

difficult to gather food. He remembered that, “under Doe there was food everywhere,” 

whereas if the rebels captured an area, “they destroyed everything.” Samuka’s 

descriptions are hyperbolic and certainly not universal. These statements are made 

more complex by Lidow’s (admittedly imperfect) study of food production under rebel 
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governance. Lidow notes that up to 1991, the amount of land devoted to farming 

actually increased in much of the NPFL’s territory.
76

 While Lidow only uses smaller 

samples to extrapolate about later years, the study argues that crop area in NPFL 

territory had decreased significantly by 1995. These effects were strongly affected by 

how far an area was from the NPFL’s main bases of operation in Gbarnga and 

Buchanan; the further from an NPFL base, the more likely that crop area suffered. 

Lidow’s study argues that NPFL’s rule was initially beneficial for the food security of 

many people in its territory, but as the war raged on, the NPFL was only able to 

provide food security for those closest to the areas where its leaders had strong control. 

It is likely that in remote areas like Grand Cape Mount County where Samuka lived, 

rebel governance did far more harm to food security. 

 Lidow’s arguments shed some light onto why Samuka’s experience of food 

security and rebel governance vary so widely from those of people like Rev. Wah. 

Lidow describes rebel governance as relying on incentives between leaders, 

commanders, and individual soldiers. The NPFL secured strong financing and thus 

Charles Taylor (who wanted to appear as a legitimate and benign ruler) was able to rein 

in those commanders under his supervision with financial incentives.
77

 However, if 

Taylor had little contact with a group of soldiers, they would be less able to rely on 

their leader for financial support. Instead, they would turn to the town as a resource 

from which they could extract food and whatever else they wanted. Samuka’s 

description of the soldiers’ interactions with their leadership supports this hypothesis. 
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As quoted before, Samuka said that the soldiers’ activities were limited to, “Raping 

girls, stealing everything they could.”
78

 He explained why this was the case with a tone 

of dismissiveness, saying, “Because there was some sort of president they had, 

President Charles Taylor somewhere, who they could hear speak on BBC. They 

haven’t even seen him.” The NPFL also treated Samuka’s town as a source of soldiers, 

because “if Taylor wanted more guys to go and fight on the other area… the group of 

[former civilians] would be gone. That was it. No pay.”
79

 It appears that while soldiers 

were willing to break Taylor’s stated policies about restraining themselves from 

abusing civilians in occupied towns, they were perfectly willing to exercise their power 

over those civilians in order to follow those orders that put more money in their 

pockets. In Samuka’s town, the relationship between the community and the soldiers 

was primarily extractive. This meant that the civilians’ food security (among other 

factors) suffered immensely, especially when the population able to farm was depleted 

by soldiers’ cruelty and forced recruitment. 

 Agriculture systems played important roles for people living in rural Liberia 

during the war. They allowed a more certain supply of food than any other option, 

allowing people at risk of severe malnourishment to survive. Even people who grew up 

in urban areas and who had no experience farming could participate in agriculture due 

to cultural norms around helping others. Cultural systems around agriculturelowed 

communities to help those unable to gather food for themselves, but they also 

benefitted occupying soldiers. Soldiers stationed in a town took portions of the food 

brought back into the town each day, allowing the occupation to continue. This 
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behavior was more disruptive to agricultural practices the further soldiers were from 

their group’s leadership, who might have otherwise supported them in a way that 

required less extraction from the community. Agricultural systems were essential for 

the survival of many people during the Civil War, and combined foraging with small-

scale subsistence farming.
80

 

Conclusion 

Food insecurity played a key role in the experiences of Liberian people during 

the Civil War. When people were asked about whether they felt safe, food insecurity 

had a prominent role in any description of a feeling of general lack of safety. Food 

insecurity was made especially dangerous by the arbitrary way that soldiers selected 

civilians to treat cruelly. Because civilians were targeted as a group, any civilian could 

be selected for any number of reasons, such that no person could be guaranteed of their 

safety. Instead, any interaction with soldiers was dangerous, even if a person did not 

belong to the ethnic groups those soldiers sought to attack. Many Liberian people 

describe the Civil War as a “tribal conflict,” and it is often described by academics as 

having been driven by ethnic tensions. However, ethnicity was not the only motive for 

violence. Instead, violence could be caused by a wide variety of uncontrollable and 

unpredictable factors, causing civilians to be on the receiving end of violence 

arbitrarily. This arbitrary violence driven by uncertain motives made the act of finding 

food dangerous when it forced civilians into contact with soldiers. 

Each force involved in the Liberian Civil War recognized that the scarcity of 

food dominated the lives of many civilians. In response, international aid 
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organizations, the leadership of rebel groups, and non-combatants each employed 

strategies that attempted to respond to food insecurity. Aid organizations tried to help 

civilians, although their efforts were often complicated by the strategies employed by 

rebels. Rebels distributed food to civilians both to build legitimacy and as a recruiting 

tool. Civilians also made strategies for responding to the dangers of acquiring food, 

such as the “false pregnancies” women used to hide food. Both civilians and rebels 

attempted to buy food where it was available, but the general shortage of food made 

this impossible in many cases. The most effective way that civilians reported being 

able to find food was through a combination of foraging and subsistence agriculture. 

These agricultural systems might have been inaccessible to Liberians who had 

grown up in urban areas such as Monrovia. However, familial and other social 

connections allowed Liberians who did not know how to work a farm to adapt and 

learn from their adoptive communities. Going out of the town to farm allowed people 

to escape the presence of soldiers and take care of those who could not feed 

themselves. However, it also meant that non-combatants gave a share of their food to 

the soldiers who waited at the town’s checkpoints. These soldiers had a more dramatic 

impact the further away they were from their bases of support. While civilians were 

able to employ strategies in an attempt to adapt to extraordinarily harsh conditions, 

these same strategies could benefit occupying soldiers as well. 

 While both international aid organizations and civilians attempted to resolve 

food insecurity, doing so was extremely difficult. Arbitrary violence and constant 

pressure to find food combined to create a challenge with no clear answer. While it 

might be tempting to say that rebels categorically benefitted from food insecurity due 
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to their ability to both use food as an incentive where it was more plentiful, and loot it 

from civilians where soldiers had a harder time finding food themselves, this 

characterization would not be entirely accurate. Individual soldiers also had a hard time 

finding food security in certain situations. Even still, Charles Taylor was able to 

effectively strategize around food insecurity to build support for himself. The broadest 

impact of food insecurity was a constant level of danger that affected civilians and 

soldiers unequally according factors that include those described here. Most 

importantly, an understanding of food insecurity allows for a more complete 

description of the reasons for and responses to the conditions in which people lived 

during the Liberian Civil War.  

Chapter 3: Exogenous Means of Acquiring Power 

Liberians’ worldviews have received disproportionate focus from academics, 

and yet are still sadly mischaracterized. Some mischaracterizations make errors that are 

both basic and difficult to avoid with the language and assumptions reflective of 

European and American ways of thinking. This becomes apparent with any discussion 

involving the word “religion.” In some cases, beliefs, practices, and objects that people 

from Euro-American cultures would label as “religious” in nature are not described as 

religious by their practitioners. Instead of beginning with a discussion of the definition 

of “religion,” this work follows through with Talal Asad’s recommendation that a 

person studying a particular religion should begin by “unpacking the comprehensive 

concept which he or she translates as ‘religion’ into heterogeneous elements according 

to its historical character” rather than begin by asserting a single, universal definition of 
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religion.
81

 Specifically, this chapter unpacks attempts to acquire power through means 

that some would define as religious. For the people being discussed, many of these 

attempts are not religious, and will be discussed from the perspectives of those people. 

Definitions of what is or what is not religion vary widely between individual Liberians, 

and as a result, it is especially important that this work attempt to convey the 

perspectives of the source. Using “religion” here would be more an obstacle than a 

descriptive tool.   

 This chapter examines the ways that Liberian people attempted to acquire 

power and protection from sources outside themselves during the Liberian Civil War. 

Examples of this include prayer, the ritual killing and consumption of animals, and 

participation in ceremonies involving masks and costumes. Each of these efforts 

involved a certainty that power from a source outside the people involved would come 

to their assistance, although it might not come in an anticipated form. Some of these 

efforts had religious qualities, although others cannot be described as essentially 

religious by any reasonable definition of the word, including and especially how most 

Liberians would understand it. This chapter looks at individuals’ attempts to find peace 

both within and outside themselves, by reaching towards forces outside themselves. 

  At the most recent estimation, 85.6% of Liberians described themselves as 

Christian, 12.2% as Muslim, 1.5% claiming no belief, and less than 0.6% identifying as 

“traditional.”
82

 The language of many interviewees was peppered with references to 

Christianity and Islam, with stories of survival through difficult times prefaced, 
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concluded, and embedded with phrases like, “by the grace of God.” Both Christian and 

Muslim interviewees gave significant credit for their survival to God’s answers to their 

prayers. Prayer featured prominently, as it was used both as a mode of political action 

and a way of bringing about divine intervention.  

It should be noted that as in other cultures, Liberians engage in a variety of 

practices viewed as heterodox in Christianity. Often these practices have their origins 

in a pre-colonial West Africa, and can include everything from polygyny to ancestor 

veneration. Rev. Emmett Dunn, a Baptist pastor who was raised and ordained in 

Liberia described attitudes towards polygamy, saying “In a traditional sense, you can 

have multiple, traditional wives, and that is accepted, and the Baptist doctrine will 

respond against that. So that is one aspect of Liberian culture that will be counter to the 

Baptist, and Christian doctrine in general.”
83

 Polygyny is fairly rare in Liberia today, 

but Dunn also condemned the wide variety of practices that he described critically as 

“magic.” Many Christian (and Muslim) Liberians make use of what Dunn would call 

magic, although names for it vary in connotation and even language of origin. Magic 

can mean acts as simple as wearing an amulet designed to protect a person from 

bullets, or as complicated as a song and dance meant to keep a community safe. Magic 

can also involve the veneration of spirits outside of orthodox Christianity and Islam, 

but doing so does not prevent a person from identifying with an Abrahamic religion. 

As a result, “Christian” and “Muslim” should each be understood as applying to groups 

of people possessing worldviews and practices with considerable room for variation, 

with regards to Liberian people. 
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As the explanation above demonstrates, culture and traditions in Liberia can 

vary considerably from those in the United States. In the past, when American 

researchers have described Liberian culture, they have done so from the perspective of 

an American. Despite also coming from an American perspective, this work does more 

to represent the experiences of Liberians by relying on oral history for its primary 

sources. Rather than imprint Western concepts onto another culture in an attempt to 

understand it, this chapter uses those terms and concepts described by interviewees. 

Zoes, Masks, and Spirits  

 While prayer in Abrahamic traditions attempts to call to an omnipotent and 

omnipresent God, other types of exogenous powers are available to Liberians. Won-

Ldy Paye is a mask-maker from the Dan ethnic group,
84

 who described a variety of 

practices that will be discussed in this chapter. First, it must be noted that while he 

describes these practices as necessarily “Liberian” or “African,” many Liberians did 

not describe familiarity with the same practices, or if they did, they saw themselves as 

entirely separate. At the very least, his hometown (which he asked to be left unnamed) 

participated in these practices until 1989, the year he left Liberia. Stephen Ellis’ book 

Mask of Anarchy describes similar practices taking place across Liberia, throughout the 

war. It is likely that such practices are more common in more rural areas, as 

interviewees from Monrovia expressed only vague familiarity. Liberians have a wide 

range of relationships to the practices discussed here, and what Paye and Ellis describe 

as common were seen as unfamiliar and backwards to many of the Liberians I spoke to 

who had grown up in more urban areas. Even still, it is important to establish a firm 
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understanding of the worldview shared by a large number of Liberians whose beliefs 

and actions influenced the way that people sought power during the Liberian Civil 

War. 

 The worldview shared by Liberians can include a number of distinct features. 

First is the idea of an “invisible world.” In this understanding, the world is inhabited by 

a spirits that are present and have a definite impact on events, but cannot normally be 

seen by humans. In fact, these spirits can be very difficult to contact, requiring 

elaborate rituals with specific masks and costumes. Spirits typically include, but are not 

limited to, the spirits of people who have lived in an area in the past. Geography is 

important here, as ancestors of a specific area are contacted by people from that area, 

even if they aren’t directly related to those people. This worldview also sees great 

power within all living things. Humans, animals, and the forest all contain power 

which can be put to use for any number of morally ambiguous purposes. None of these 

entities are inherently “good” or “bad,” but instead are capable of doing good or bad 

things. While specifics can vary significantly depending on regional, ethnic, and 

personal tendencies, these themes tend to be consistent among many Liberians, 

especially but not exclusively those in rural areas. 

 Many of what Paye calls “traditional” practices are carried out by members of 

secret societies. These societies typically include most people from a community, and 

as Stephen Ellis notes, “Secrecy is really an idiom, a means of transmitting esoteric 

information to initiates more than it is an attempt to exclude a mass of a community 

from participation.”
85

 About half of Liberia is in areas that have historically taken part 
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in Poro and Sande, respectively male and female societies controlled by local 

communities, which can contain other, more specific societies within themselves. Paye 

is a member of the Leopard Society, which is typically situated under the umbrella of 

Poro, although he did not specify this. Other societies exist outside of Poro and Sande 

as well, generally changing along ethnic and linguistic lines. These societies are 

essential to the cultural formation of many communities in Liberia. Societies transmit 

knowledge about a given town, its ethnic group, its history, and the shared worldview 

of the people who inhabit it from one generation to the next. They are also responsible 

for basic education, teaching young people the both general life skills and specific 

trades.  

 In communities where such societies are dominant forces, it is impossible to 

talk about the society and the community as separate entities. Leaders of the society 

play important roles in their communities. For this reason descriptions of positions 

within a local branch of a society are, while not inaccurate, misleading. For example, 

the position of zo features prominently in discussions of ceremonies carried out by 

secret societies. For this reason, the word zo is sometimes translated as “priest” or 

“elder.” Elder fits better, although the position is not limited to elder of the society. 

Instead, a zo in a town’s Leopard Society is a zo for the community and plays 

important roles in daily decision-making outside the exclusive realm of the Society. 

However, the role of the zo is not without spiritual significance; Pay said that, “The zo 

is like the middle-person between the spirit and the community.”
86

 In Paye’s 

experience, zoes were respected specialists in certain trades or activities, who went 

through an education he compared to enrolling in advanced classes in an American 
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school. Importantly, this education involved these zoes making contact with ancestral 

spirits who were themselves experts, and obtaining that ancestral knowledge. Because 

of both their expertise and ability to seek advice from the invisible world, normal 

people looked to their zoes for guidance in a variety of matters. For example, in times 

of war, the zoes who were experts in hunting were also seen as experts in the making 

of both war and peace. In turn, the zoes were able to come into contact with ancestors 

from whose knowledge the community could benefit. 

 Won-Ldy Paye was raised in rural Nimba County, born to a family with a long 

ancestry of mask-making zoes. Masks play a key role in towns like Paye’s hometown. 

In his words, “Weaving, dancing, fishing, hunting, cooking, politics, everything within 

the Dan society, the center is the mask.”
87

 Masks play such an important role because 

they allow communication with the spirits and ancestors that are ever-present in the 

view of someone from this society. Communication with ancestors is especially 

important for passing down knowledge. Knowledge is passed down at schools that are 

sometimes referred to as “traditional schools,” “bush schools,” and “tribal schools,” 

each of which attempts to demonstrate that they are a part of an education system that 

pre-existed the Republic of Liberia and is linked to the particular culture of a given 

ethnic group. In such schools, masks are worn by teachers, or in the words of Paye,  

The masks are like the teachers, they are the masters… People come in 

that costume to also instruct the youth. So when you grow up in the tribal 

school, you see that costume, you see the person wear that costume to 

come in and instruct you. That separates the learner from the teacher. So 

the teacher is not just your father, the teacher is not just your mother, the 

teacher is not just someone you know, the teacher is the spirit, according 

to the tradition, okay? So you grow up seeing, you grow up being taught 

spiritually by the spirit, not by the individual, by the spirit. Because, we 

from the rainforest, we believe these are our ancestors’ spirits. So that 
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means the person who is teaching you is giving you a skill that has been 

passed down from your ancestors, because the mask represents the 

ancestor’s spirit.
88

  

 

The relationship between the mask, the spirit, and the teacher can be further 

illuminated by Ellis’ description of the relationship between the human body and the 

spirits of the world. Ellis gives the modern analogy that the body can be seen as a car, 

and the soul, its driver. “Another spirit from the invisible world may temporarily take 

control of a human body and replace the soul which usually resides there, like someone 

borrowing a car from its owner for a short period. It might be the spirit of a dead 

ancestor, a spirit of the forest, or even that of an animal.”
89

 In Paye’s example, the 

teacher’s body is being used by the spirit of an ancestor, and the mask indicates that 

this is taking place. The knowledge is identified with the mask and the spirit with 

which it is associated, not the person wearing it.  

 Despite their clear spiritual implications, Paye was clear in saying that from his 

perspective, the most basic characteristics of masks are not religious. Paye explained, 

“It’s a culture thing, okay? …To look at the mask, forget first the religious aspect.”
90

 

Instead, masks should first be looked at as art. These pieces of art are deeply tied to 

their towns of origin; they are repaired and kept safe by experts like Paye, and any new 

masks are purposefully modeled after those that already exist. Masks are 

geographically specific artistic statements. Where a group of towns share ancestors and 

culture, they will also share masks that move from town to town. Masks are links and 

roots that help culturally define a given community. 
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 Moving masks from place to place also allows each community to benefit from 

the shared knowledge of mutual ancestors. When Paye described this process, he spoke 

of a process where, “The spirit come to town.”
91

 While spirits are pervasive and present 

in the real world, they are not visible. A normal person cannot deliberately 

communicate with them without aid of a mask. Interactions with spirits only occur in 

places where the masks arrive. As a result, interactions with spirits are constrained to a 

certain geography. One must come to a town in order to contact the spirits associated 

with it.  

 In the same worldview, the individual spirits that occupy bodies of humans and 

animals each have power. Through ceremonies known by the appropriate members of 

the community, who Paye called “medicine men,” people can take in the power of 

other living things, typically involving sacrificing the animal and eating a portion of it, 

such as the liver or heart. Different kinds of animals are more or less powerful than one 

another. Paye explained that a person who gave a goat to the medicine man would 

benefit more than one who gave a chicken. Within this system, humans are generally 

considered to be the most powerful. As a result, people seeking a great deal of power 

are often the targets of speculation about whether they have committed acts of 

cannibalism. 

Due to the sensational nature of cannibalism, it is easy to exaggerate its 

prevalence and importance, and documentaries such as The Cannibal Warlords of 

Liberia tend to capitalize on this. However, the claims of people such as Joshua Blahyi 

must be taken seriously
92

. Blahyi was the spiritual advisor to Samuel Doe, and later 
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became a general in the Civil War. He led a group of child soldiers, who he claimed, 

“would drain the blood from an innocent child and drink it” before going into battle.
93

 

Blahyi is now an outspoken Christian priest who has benefitted from the publicity of 

his conversion and his candid retelling of war crimes. Despite his incentive to 

exaggerate, it is likely that there is truth to his claims that cannibalism was not 

unheard-of during the war. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission recorded 86 

confirmed instances of cannibalism. Due to relative secrecy with which the topic is 

often treated, this is likely a low estimate. 

The institution of the “heartman” is a significant piece of evidence for the 

prevalence of cannibalism in Liberia. As Won-Ldy Paye explained, if you employed a 

heartman, “You would pay them secretly, and they will go and kill someone to bring 

their body parts.”
94

 Heartmen were used to gather organs, especially hearts, for their 

clients to eat. During the war, heartmen played an important role for soldiers, who 

hoped that the power provided by the hearts of opponents would make them powerful 

enough to be both safe and victorious. Reports of cannibalism were widespread, and a 

heartman going by the name of Colonel Young Killer was even quoted in the New 

York Times.
95

 However, the first part of Paye’s quote is important: even if Colonel 

Young Killer was willing to speak openly about his occupation, the subject of the 

heartman is taboo for many Liberians. As with cannibalism itself, infrastructure in 

support of cannibalism is not talked about casually. 
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The worldview held by Paye and many other Liberians incorporates a wide 

variety of methods of acquiring power or interacting with powers greater than oneself. 

Through zoes and masks, individuals could come into contact with spirits in the 

invisible world. Such spirits could directly influence events or pass on essential 

knowledge. Individuals could obtain power through the consumption of powerful 

animals. All of the above methods were used to help individuals survive or even 

succeed in the Liberian Civil War. 

Spiritual Negotiations 

  These varied aspects of the worldview held by Paye and many other Liberians 

influenced the course of the Liberian Civil War by establishing a framework for 

understanding the sources of power. Of course, those fighting the war sought any 

available exogenous sources of power. This included aid from mundane sources, such 

as Charles Taylor’s agreement with the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company that 

allowed him to secure millions of dollars he could put towards arming his soldiers.
96

 

However, it also included power from sources such as the spirits inhabiting a given 

community. Exogenous sources of power exceeded the mundane, and in doing so, put a 

significant degree of power into the hands of certain communities.  

 Liberia has a long history of leaders using localized ceremonies in order to 

accrue power in a given location. Paye described how national leaders would go from 

community to community, giving tokens to zoes in exchange for initiation into local 

societies. This gave significant power to those zoes, as Liberian presidents had to tour 

the countryside, meeting with and getting the approval of local zoes. This had the side 
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effect of allowing the average person living in such communities to see important 

political figures, and form an identity that connected to the national government.
97

 

Although the initiation ceremonies were often abbreviated, they still carried significant 

weight with the national politicians who were bound to this national circuit, giving the 

zoes an elevated influence. 

 Upon the outbreak of Civil War, the government in Monrovia lost significant 

amounts of power, which further expanded the influence of more local leaders. It took 

considerable time and political will to obtain local support, even in times of war. This 

was only exacerbated once rebel groups began appearing, and the capital lost contact 

with many rural communities, and could not afford the resources to reach out to them. 

After the death of Samuel Doe, the legitimacy of the Liberian government was at an 

all-time low; an interim president named Amos Sawyer was elected, but lived outside 

the country while Charles Taylor controlled much more of Liberia and contested 

Sawyer’s legitimacy. As a result of this uncertainty, local leaders were seen as even 

more important to daily life. Paye argued that the zoes enjoyed this increase in power, 

and often exacerbated the ethnic tensions involved in the conflict.  

A lot of the traditional zo were not in the front of trying to bring about 

peace. They were making peace among their own tribe and kinsmen. So if 

two Dan person were at war with each other, they would try and make 

peace among them, but if a Dan person was fighting a Krahn person, they 

would not make peace among them…. I’ll be earnest, I don’t know any zo 

that I would say was on the forefront of trying to make peace or be neutral. 

Because they were only protecting their own kind.
98

 

 

These zoes simultaneously amplified ethnic tensions and attempted to leverage their 

newfound power to give their communities greater security. This form of selective 
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peacemaking was performed by figures with localized cultural and spiritual power. 

Many of the functions of zoes would be performed through the use of masks. Due to 

the separation Paye previously described the mask creating between the wearer and the 

others participating in a ceremony, ceremonies had the potential to place greater 

emphasis on the community than the zo. Instead, zoes were able to select whether or 

not a ceremony would be performed, depending on what benefitted themselves 

personally, as Paye described. Even if the zo was not the center of power during the 

ceremony itself, the parameters of the process were already set up to benefit the person 

behind the mask.  

 However, zoes were not the only people aware of local leaders’ new rise in 

strength. Generals continued the tradition of national leaders looking for help from 

community leaders by reaching out with offerings much greater than the “tokens” 

leaders like Tubman and Tolbert had given before. Instead, Paye described how 

military leaders made deals with local leaders by saying: 

It’s through money, it’s through marriage, it’s through talking about building 

schools and roads, or maybe just coming and having a big party for [the zoes], 

or giving them a government position, you know? And they will do anything 

you want. So the zoes then were becoming more political than, you know, 

political on the side of the government, than even helping their own ordinary 

people.99 
 

The zoes in the quote above may have acted in self-interest and reaped the greatest 

reward for their efforts, but this relationship also had an impact on civilians of lower 

status. Recalling Samuka and Garmunie’s descriptions of living in towns occupied by 

rebel forces that did not negotiate with local leaders, any kind of real power on the part 

of the community created a world of difference. Even if promises of roads and schools 
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did not come to fruition, the desire of a military leader to appease traditional leaders 

creates a powerfully different dynamic than the purely extractive one established in 

other places. It is important to remember here that the perspective of Paye is not a 

universal one, as the cases of Samuka and Garmunie demonstrate. Paye was in contact 

with people from a number of communities in Nimba county throughout and after the 

war, and can therefore speak to the experiences of many people. He expressed 

confidence that these cases were neither isolated nor uncommon. However, they would 

certainly not be familiar to people from urban areas, or from towns where zoes or their 

equivalents played less significant roles. 

 The political power of zoes depended on their ability to offer access to 

exogenous sources of power. As discussed previously, one potential source of power 

was other humans. Specifically, Paye said that people he called head hunters, “Believe 

if you eat your enemies, you are more powerful. So… the Dan fighter comes and 

brings a dead Krahn fighter to the zo, then he’s going to get more powerful over the 

Krahn people, because his sacrifice, or what he’s giving, is not just chicken. He is 

bringing a body of his enemy.”
100

 In this case, the previously established worldview is 

given specific, military applications. The zo in this case is able to claim valuable 

power. However, that power is contingent upon the existence of a conflict between the 

Dan and Krahn, who must have clearly distinguishable qualities. While this gives the 

perspective of an individual fighter looking for personal power, the same logic was 

applied to military leaders. For these leaders, one of the services a zo could offer was a 

ritual killing that would increase a commander’s ability to defeat enemies of the same 

ethnic group as the person sacrificed.  
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 In the worldview established already, the spirits of those who have passed are 

tied to their community. Ancestor spirits travel with community members and pass on 

knowledge that allows the community to function as it did when those spirits inhabited 

living bodies. That same spirit, tied to a person’s community, is the thing that gives a 

person power. If, through certain methods of killing and consumption, properly 

performed by the correct people, the power of a spirit can be bent to the purposes of the 

killer, it is perfectly consistent that the beneficiary would gain strength against the 

community of the sacrificed. People attempting to harness this power acted with 

internally consistent reasoning. 

 Ritual killing and cannibalism are typically portrayed as not only horrifying but 

also senseless and without reason. In the context of the Liberian Civil War, this 

depiction is entirely inaccurate. Instead, every step of the process through which zoes 

provided services to those at war fit with their understanding of the way power could 

be accessed in the world. Generals continued the same political deal-making with zoes 

that leaders had participated in long before the Civil War. Zoes provided services with 

even longer histories, which fit neatly with the way generals saw the world. These 

negotiations put power in the hands of communities via the zoes as their 

representatives. At the same time, zoes did not push for broader peace, and their 

increased power depended on the instability and ethnic conflict that characterized the 

Liberian Civil War. Despite the separation masks create between the wearer and the 

audience, zoes succeeded in personalizing the results of their use by choosing when to 

make peace or allow conflict to continue according to what benefitted themselves, 

personally. 
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Prayer 

 

Prayer played an important role in many interviewees’ descriptions of religious 

practices during the war. One key example can be found in the case of the people who 

took shelter at the United Methodist Church’s compound in Monrovia. Hundreds of 

Mano and Gio people, including rebel soldiers fighting against President Doe, took 

shelter in the Methodist compound during July of 1990. On July 29, 1990, Doe’s 

Special Anti-Terrorist Unit (SATU) surrounded the compound, where the Methodist 

pastor Rev. Henry Dolopei was hiding. One rebel soldier brought the news of SATU’s 

arrival to civilians there as they held devotion, as Dolopei describes: “He said, ‘We are 

surrounded by the Krahn soldiers, the government soldiers, we are surrounded by them. 

So be careful you all, don't speak louder.’ And while we were there praying he came 

back he said, ‘They [the government soldiers] have left!’”
101

 For Dolopei, SATU’s 

departure and the act of prayer are clearly connected, as he explained, “It was just the 

power of God. And, what did they [the government soldiers] say before leaving? They 

said, ‘Leave them, they are God’s people.’”
102

 This situation could be read as an act of 

divine intervention, or as a group of soldiers demonstrating mercy for innocent people 

in prayer, although Dolopei and the other interviewees present would argue that the 

former influenced the latter. 

Dolopei’s anecdote has special potency when placed in the context of the events 

that unfolded immediately after the SATU soldiers left the Methodist compound. The 

soldiers traveled across the street to St. Peter’s Lutheran Church, where they massacred 
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more than 500 civilians taking shelter there. Those hiding in the Methodist compound 

listened as soldiers outside the church fired their guns into the air in an attempt to 

disguise the sound of cries coming from within. In describing the circumstances that 

allowed him and those around him to escape a similar fate, Dolopei simply said, “That 

was a miracle.”
103

 This truly harrowing narrative demonstrates the degree to which 

some Liberian Christians believed that they were protected by God, and that the act of 

prayer had a role in that protection. However, it is important to point out that this 

protection was not considered absolute; those in the Methodist compound took 

reasonable precautions and fled the area as soon as they believed it was safe to do so. 

For many Liberians, prayer also had a political role. The mass women’s 

movements that are often given significant credit for ending the war employed mass 

prayer demonstrations, in which women would block the streets while praying. Both 

Muslims and Christians would often participate side-by-side, as organizations such as 

the Women for Liberia Mass Action for Peace organized interfaith prayers for peace. 

Even as they called for intervention from an external force, these women intervened 

using their own bodies. Just as in the case of those praying in the Methodist compound, 

it is clear that many of the women who participated in this would give significant credit 

to divine intervention in ending the war. Through prayer, they called upon political 

elites (who formed an exogenous and opaque power) to end the war and are credited 

with hastening its conclusion by many Liberians and international observers. It must be 

remembered that this prayer was not a solely political action, but instead an action that 

hoped to bring to bear both divine and political powers in the service of the women 

demonstrating for peace in the streets. 
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Although both Muslims and Christians were able to participate in the prayers of 

mass women’s movements, Muslim religious activities exposed their practitioners to 

greater risk. As described previously, people identified as Muslims could be persecuted 

as Mandingoes, regardless of the ethnic identity with which they described themselves. 

Abdullah, a Vai Muslim who fled to NPFL-held territory during the war, answered 

bluntly when asked if he attended a mosque during that time. “No. Hell no. You would 

be killed.”
104

 Even still, Abdullah and his family prayed in the privacy of his home 

during this time. While it would be a drastic mischaracterization (which no academic or 

journalist has made) to describe the Liberian Civil War as essentially a “religious 

conflict,” the religious dimension to the persecution certain people faced is often 

overlooked. Clearly, certain religious practices could place people at risk of immediate 

harm. Despite this risk, people like Abdullah continued to pray for peace, a testament 

to the importance of prayer during this time. 

Individuals credited prayer as a method of creating safety on scales from the 

personal to the national. As Rev. Dolopei explained, “For us it was safe because every 

morning we prayed, and our mom fasted.”
105

 Here, Dolopei’s mother made an 

additional spiritual and material effort towards keeping those around her safe, which he 

credits with a material effect. It is likely that his mother’s fasting allowed Dolopei and 

others to eat more food, which may have been vital given the food insecurity they 

experienced. However, Dolopei ties this fasting to prayer, implying that it made a 

spiritual and material impact. For Liberians following Abrahamic traditions, prayer had 

a strong influence on how events unfolded during the war through both political and 

                                                 
104

 Abdullah, interview. 
105

 Dolopei, interview. 



82 

 

divine means. Despite its pervasive use, prayer is rarely mentioned outside of its direct 

political use. Ironically, this forgets the religious aspects of prayer, which are both 

inseparable from and essential to its effects, according to those who were doing to the 

praying. 

Conclusion 

 Liberians identified a wide variety of methods through which they could come 

into contact with power outside themselves. Christians and Muslims used prayer as 

both a religious and mundane tool for creating peace: while they believed in its ability 

to affect change through divine means, they also used it as a culturally powerful 

medium for demanding peace from the powerful people meeting at peace conferences. 

Prayer could be done by the individual or in groups, and was accessible to any person 

who believed in its efficacy. However, people found themselves confronted with the 

necessity for additional action when others of their same faith were killed inside a 

church nearby. Prayer was used in conjunction with mundane methods for finding 

peace by people seeking safety. 

 Civilians also attempted to find greater security by interacting with the spirits 

inhabiting the animals and world around them. Such interactions were only made 

possible by specialized equipment and trained professionals, each tied intimately to 

their communities. By offering services that had the power to strengthen soldiers, 

community leaders were able to truly negotiate with military leaders on behalf of their 

communities. As a result, communities could enter relationships with military groups 

that were not purely extractive by nature. Commanding officers depended on the 

political and spiritual power that community leaders wielded. 
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 Unfortunately, these leaders did not always wield their power in a wholly 

altruistic manner. Where it benefitted them to create peace within their ethnic group, 

they worked towards that peace. On the other hand, they did little to attempt to end the 

fighting between ethnic groups. Instead, their spiritual services were specifically 

targeted to benefit soldiers fighting others from an opposing community. In many 

cases, this could result in a more peaceful environment for community members, and 

the deals zoes made would also benefit their communities in a variety of material 

forms, including building essential infrastructure. This use of a shared worldview 

between civilians and soldiers to negotiate for material benefit has a long history in 

Liberia. Here, it was simply applied towards creating greater safety at the local level. 

This military application has been framed by some such as Stephen Ellis as “spiritual 

anarchy.” Instead, it was a consistent application of the worldview that zoes espoused.  

 Prayer was not without its complications either. The act of prayer, mandated by 

one of Islam’s core tenets, put Muslims at risk of discovery by soldiers who conflated 

religion with ethnic identity. Prayer was also unable to save those civilians who looked 

for shelter in St. Peter’s Lutheran Church. Instead, the hundreds of people gathered 

there were easily targeted by those willing to massacre the entire congregation. Even 

still, Liberians consistently relied on prayer as one of many ways of reaching power 

exogenous to themselves and those around them. 

 Exogenous means of acquiring power play absolutely essential roles in every 

narrative of survival during the Liberian Civil War. In order to properly describe the 

way civilians experienced the war, one must take care to carefully and accurately 

describe the methods through which Liberians attempted to access power outside 
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themselves. Such methods had immediate, material, and political impacts, and 

empowered some civilians while putting others at greater risk. They allowed civilians 

to take some power into their hands, where the arbitrary and pervasive violence of the 

war robbed them of agency at every turn. They allowed local leaders to fill the vacuum 

of power and thereby negotiate with—and as a result, support—military groups 

occupying the area. These practices had extraordinary impacts on the individuals that 

took part in them, and shaped the course of the war through their empowerment of 

occupying militaries and the creation of safety for individual towns and communities. 

Other exogenous means of acquiring power, such as prayer, placed an emphasis on 

civilians’ individual actions. By amassing civilians to pray together, the act of asking 

for assistance became powerful unto itself. Such mass movements had an integral role 

in the peacemaking process. At both local and national levels, civilians found power 

from outside themselves, and applied it towards making themselves and their 

communities safe. 
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Conclusion 

This study is an effort to better understand what it meant to be living in Liberia 

during the Liberian Civil War. By focusing on travel, food and agriculture, and 

attempts at acquiring power, it has been able to highlight three of the most important 

factors interviewees identified in their efforts to find and create safety. Geographic 

location played an important role in all of these: people moved from place to place 

depending on where was safe, found food with methods that varied according to the 

location, and made contact with spirits specific to a certain area. Gender and ethnic 

identity also played important roles in determining the types of dangers a person might 

be exposed to. Through all of these varied factors, this study has argued that the 

relationship between soldiers and civilians was a two-way street. Although soldiers 

were made distinct by their ability to administer violence at will, civilians did not 

simply fold to the whims of the more powerful. Instead, soldiers and civilians engaged 

with and reacted to each other, with civilians trying to prevent and mitigate acts of 

violence, and soldiers trying to fulfill their desires—arbitrary or otherwise.  

 In order to understand how people sought safety, one must also understand the 

arbitrary nature of the violence that permeated the atmosphere of Liberia during the 

war. Any encounter with any soldier could become violent for reasons inscrutable to 

the person on the receiving end. A person’s ethnic identity, clothing, or simple bad luck 

were among innumerable factors that could lead to an act of violence. A mortar shell 

could fall on a home because it missed its target, or because it had no specific target to 

begin with. Mercy could be arbitrary too—a soldier might take pity on a person for 
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equally inscrutable reasons. Decisions about when to inflict violence were up to the 

whims of those with a monopoly on violent action.  

 The pervasive and arbitrary violence that characterized the Liberian Civil War 

created a situation where few people felt safe. Those who felt unsafe employed a 

variety of strategies in an effort to find or create safety. These strategies were a form of 

expressing one’s agency. They allowed individuals to react reasonably within an 

entirely unreasonable set of circumstances. It is important to highlight and detail the 

ways that civilians reacted to the arbitrary violence around them. Unlike chaotic and 

destructive war around them, civilians acted in explainable ways that often highlighted 

their search for peace. These strategies came in a variety of forms, but were fueled by a 

singular motivation: the quest for safety.  

One of the most popular strategies for survival moving from place to place. 

Often, this meant days or weeks of walking through unfamiliar areas, hoping to arrive 

at a town with relatives or friendly strangers. These journeys were long and difficult, 

and frequently interrupted by checkpoints that put travelers at risk of the 

aforementioned arbitrary acts of violence. Importantly, the sometimes-literal highway 

robbery committed by soldiers served as a primary source of income for them. For 

those reasons, civilians often avoided travelling when possible, but travelling was often 

both dangerous and necessary.  

 Soldiers also collected income by extorting the population of towns they 

occupied and looting areas they captured. Townspeople would attempt to limit their 

exposure to soldiers, to minimize both the potential for acts of violence, and the 

amount that soldiers could take from them. To do this, they engaged in shorter, daily 
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travel: those who were able would leave town each day to farm and forage, returning 

only after dark. In this way, civilians were able to mitigate the amount that soldiers 

could extract from them. Even still, soldiers relied on income from extorting 

townspeople in order to survive, as they did not engage in any productive activity. 

Soldiers and civilians responded to one another, creating systems that tried to foil the 

other’s plans. 

 However, soldiers were not the only danger that civilians faced. Food insecurity 

affected everyone living in Liberia during the war. Food insecurity was linked to a 

variety of dangers, from starvation to a weakened immune system. In order to avoid 

these dangers, civilians were forced to come out of the places where they might have 

felt safer, and into crossfire, a checkpoint, a patrol, or simply an unfamiliar area of 

wilderness. In this way, the dangers present for civilians during the war built on one 

another, as food insecurity brought civilians into contact with soldiers, whose acts of 

extortion put those civilians into greater food insecurity. Civilians responded to each of 

these dangers with whatever means were available, including in combination with one 

another: by hiding bags of rice in their lappas, some women were able to both disguise 

the fact that they had food and garner sympathy by feigning a pregnancy.  

 Many of the dangers civilians faced stemmed from the fact that they lacked 

power. In response, many civilians credit powers greater than themselves with having 

an integral role in their survival. Many Christian and Muslim interviewees peppered 

their stories with saying such as, “by the grace of God,” as a partial explanation for 

their survival. While Islam and Christianity allow normal people to make contact with 

powers outside themselves through actions like prayer, making contact with ancestors 



88 

 

and other spirits can be more difficult. The services of zoes specialized in contacting 

spirits are typically necessary, often through specific ceremonies and equipment. These 

zoes had an important role in creating a more level playing field for their communities 

in negotiations with soldiers. In these situations, the zoe’s efforts to create safety may 

have been self-serving, but they also had the effect of serving a town or group of 

towns.  

 This was not the only way that individuals’ efforts to avoid danger and create 

safety involved responding to others’ needs. Family members provided refuge for 

internally displaced relatives, farmers taught people from the city how to live off the 

land, and those who were able to forage for food provided for those who could not. 

This is not to romanticize the desperate actions of people fighting to survive; often, 

these actions benefitted the person giving help as well. However, it does illustrate how 

civilians not only sought safety, but also affected the course of the war for others.  

Civilian action was also complicated by instances where acting in one’s one 

interest might negatively affect others. For example, whenever people occupied or 

looted areas owned by others or joined rebel groups to become soldiers, they 

exacerbated the difficulties that caused them to make that choice. All of these actions 

made sense to the people who did them, and often succeeded in making them safer 

(though certainly not always). Civilian action was neither unified nor purely 

cooperative. Civilian action could both create safety for some and endanger others. 

Civilian action had a strong impact on the way the war unfolded and the way it 

ended. When the Norwegian Nobel Committee awarded the Nobel Peace Prize to 

Leymah Gbowee (along with Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Tawakkol Karman) in 2011, it 
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recognized the role that Gbowee’s Women In Peace Building Network (WIPNET) 

played in ending the war.
106

 It is certain that the mass movements led by WIPNET and 

other, related organizations played an important part in the peacemaking effort, but 

other civilian groups also contributed to these efforts. The Inter-Religious Council, 

Center for Democratic Empowerment, and a litany of other organizations each 

contributed to the same effort. 

However, smaller-scale actions also had an undeniable impact. When an 

individual town’s zoes made a peace agreement with a rebel group, that localized peace 

was one step closer to a regional peace. When civilians left a place with their things or 

gathered and hid food away from soldiers, they denied soldiers valuable resources, 

making it more difficult for the war to rage on. While mass actions were certainly 

effective as well, these smaller actions should also be recognized for both their impact 

and the way that they illustrate how people survived a brutal war.  

This work opens the door to a fuller understanding of the civilian experience of 

the Liberian Civil War, and therefore, the way events unfolded in Liberia on the whole. 

It has shown how the worldview shared by most Liberians (and many West Africans) 

was used to create peace at the local level. It has shown how prayer, performed as a 

mass action for peace, was used to create peace at the national level. It has shown how 

methods for managing food insecurity also mitigated the harms of rebel occupation, 

and how rebel groups depended on the forced relocation of civilians in order to pay 

low-ranking soldiers. It has shown how it was not merely the violence of the war, but 

the arbitrary nature of that violence that amplified the danger every Liberian 
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 For a more detailed discussion, see: Liberian Women Peacemakers: Fighting for the Right to Be Seen, 

Heard, and Counted, (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2004). 
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experienced. It has also shown that food insecurity and arbitrary violence make each 

other much more deadly. In doing so, it has made significant contributions to the 

literature on the Liberian Civil War, and on peace and conflict studies in general. 

This study works to recognize the power exercised by the people who often felt 

the most powerless. It argues that civilians were a powerful force, not simply 

bystanders who were acted upon by those with guns. Through travel, agriculture, and 

negotiations around religious services, civilians influenced the course of the war. To 

close, I will use some parting words from one interviewee, Abdullah: 

I’m glad you chose Liberia. I feel very honored, and appreciate that, that 

you even choose Liberia. You could’ve chosen any other place, you 

choose Liberia, to tell a story that would’ve been untold—part of it. And 

it’s very powerful work, because if you’re not a rich country, your story 

is not told often, and those are the untold stories, missing stories from 

the narrative. The dominant narrative is decided by the dominant 

players, the little players get swept to the side. And you’re choosing to 

elevate those stories, and you never know how far it’s going to go. There 

could be references and references, and you never know. So you are 

playing an important role in shaping history, and especially historically 

marginalized voices, in giving them context and space, and voice, and 

helping the historical narrative.
107
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Map: Transportation in Liberia 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. Liberia [transportation]. CIA. 2004. Online. The Perry-Castañeda 

Library Map Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.  Available: 

https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/liberia.html [5/4/2018]. 
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Map: Street Map of Monrovia and Surrounding Areas 

 

 
 

Map OpenStreetMap Contributors, Monrovia. Open Street Map. 

http://www.openstreetmap.org/node/27564980#map=14/6.3101/-10.7734. Accessed 

5/4/2017. 
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