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Chieftaincy-based Community Dispute Resolution: The Case of Sierra Leone 

Abstract 

 Sierra Leone suffered a destructive eleven-year civil war that largely left its communities 

torn apart and in need of vast redevelopment.  One of the ways that communities are rebuilding 

and making efforts to move forward is through the chieftaincy-based community dispute 

resolution process.  Based on historical norms, this process involves the community leader, or 

chief, helping to resolve disputes within the community.  This article reviews this chieftaincy—

based community dispute resolution process, discusses the types of disputes settled, and provides 

broader lessons learned for communities who may be interested in truly community-based 

dispute resolution.   

Introduction 

Communities all over the world struggle to find a way to come together and grow 

stronger.  In some parts of the world this is a process of finding mutual goals and interests and 

striving to accomplish those.  In others, it is recovering from a civil war that ripped apart 

communities and left society in disarray.  Despite the wide spectrum, each type of community 

sees their own form of disputes and challenges.  This article addresses how two communities in 

Sierra Leone are using a chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution process to help solve 

local-level disputes to ensure that the community can come together and focus on growing strong 

and building lasting peace. 

Sierra Leone Civil War and Study Methodology 

Sierra Leone was wracked by civil war and strife during an eleven year conflict between 

1991 and 2002.  The rebel group the Revolutionary United Front, backed by the infamous 

Charles Taylor, ripped through communities burning villages, raping and amputating civilians, 
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and attempting to claim power in the country after years of corruption and failed governments 

(Abraham, 2001; Keen, 2005).  At the close of the war, of the 4.7 million citizens, an estimated 

50,000-70,000 Sierra Leoneans were dead, 2.6 million were refugees, and 1.2 million were 

internally displaced persons (Masin-Peters, 2003; Pham, 2006; Writenet, 1997).   

The country was left in great physical, social, and economic disarray as the result of the 

war and redevelopment work was needed both in the local communities and across the nation.  

Much of the country was without infrastructure, including a road network, electricity, a formal 

education system, and running water.  Local chiefs, along with their community members, were 

often killed or had fled during the conflict, leaving communities without leadership and limited 

residents.  The government, while reestablished, was left with many development tasks and little 

money and expertise to begin implementation of a redevelopment plan.  In fact, the government 

was largely reliant on active international peace-building organizations to finance over half of its 

budget (Baker, 2006; Baker & May, 2006; Freeman, 2008). 

It was under this enormous pressure that the country began to rebuild.  Many projects 

were addressed in the years following the war by a large number of international, national, and 

local organizations and efforts.  In 2009, an over-arching five-week in-country qualitative 

grounded theory study was conducted to understand redevelopment at the community level. This 

study, which included interviews of 28 community members from two communities in the 

Northern provinces (all names cited herein are pseudonyms), participation in events and 

meetings, and general community observations, addressed community-based redevelopment on a 

broad scale.  It included understanding the role of international organizations, the government, 

and local-based efforts in community building.   
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This overall research demonstrated that there were many factors at play in postconflict 

community development in Sierra Leone (for full analysis see: McIntyre Miller, 2012).  Among 

these factors discussed were conflict and dispute resolution and reconciliation practices.  In 

Sierra Leone, as with many postconflict countries, there has been a good deal of research on the 

more formalized ritual reconciliation processes and Truth and Reconciliation commissions 

(Ferme, 2001; Kelsall, 2005; Mundy, 2005; Parringer, 1976).  These have made valuable 

contributions to resolving broad issues of the war, but were often unable to fully grasp local 

needs of healing and moving forward after the war (Millar, 2011). This article, therefore, aims to 

break away from these more common modes of reconciliation to address a local means to dispute 

resolution that had a great impact on building community and bringing people together: the 

practice of chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution. 

Overview of the Chieftaincy and Role in Dispute Resolution 

The Sierra Leone chieftaincy was established by British colonialists; although a loose 

structure existed prior to colonization (Peake, Gormley-Heenan, and Fitzduff, 2004; Sawyer, 

2008).  The institution of the chieftaincy was meant to serve as a way to limit governance by the 

colonialists (Jackson, 2005; Peake et al., 2004).  Chiefs ruled for a lifetime based on issues of 

inheritance and paternal lineage (Fanthorpe, 2003; Keen, 2003, 2005).  They represented the 

local people to the government, levied taxes and other fines as needed, ran the local court 

systems, and were given the power to bestow rights on both the occupants of their land and their 

descendants (Fanthorpe, 2001, 2003; Jackson, 2005; Keen, 2005; National Recovery Committee, 

2002; Richards et al., 2004; Sawyer, 2008).  Prior to the war, this power over citizens and local 

monies could lead to the corruption of some of the chiefs (Keen, 2003, 2005; Peake et al., 2004; 

Sawyer, 2008; Thomson, 2007).  It was this corruption and misuse of power that contributed to 
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an alienation of the youth in the communities, resulting in some of them siding with the rebel 

movement in their bid for control of the country (Jackson, 2005; Thomson, 2007).  It is 

important to note, therefore, that the behavior of some of the chiefs directly contributed to the 

outbreak of the conflict. 

This history of corruption led to an interesting dilemma at the conclusion of the war.  

Several researchers challenged the effectiveness of maintaining the chieftaincy system in Sierra 

Leone due to the pre-war abuses (Fanthorpe, 2005; King, 2005; Richards, 2005; Sawyer, 2008; 

Thomson, 2007).  The local people, however, were said to return to their communities after the 

war because they knew if the chiefs had returned, they could provide them with a sense of safety 

and security and play a role in development and conflict resolution (King, 2005; Sawyer, 2008; 

Thomson, 2007).  The chiefs were seen as “the most effective conflict resolution in Sierra 

Leone” and especially important for settling disputes in the rural areas where direct contact was 

more likely (Sawyer, 2008, p.394).  The chiefs of these rural areas would often settle the day-to-

day disputes in village meetings or in their compounds (Archibald & Richards, 2002), making 

the process very community-oriented.  

The important role the chiefs played in dispute resolution, among other issues, 

demonstrated the value of maintaining the chieftaincy despite past corruption.  In order to avoid 

some of the pitfalls of the past, however, a government-run local court system was established 

after the war.  This court system enhanced the decision-making of chiefs around issues focused 

on families, debts, inheritance, and land (Baker & May, 2006; Fanthorpe, 2004; Glentworth, 

2002).  Providing this system was a challenge, though, because national laws were in need of 

updating; the courts were highly expensive for the local people; and there was a lack of qualified 

personnel to handle legal matters and be the judges and magistrates, due the high number of 
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qualified personnel who fled during the war (Glentworth, 2002; International Crisis Group, 

2003).  In fact, despite the court system, still an estimated 80% of disputes were still settled 

through the chiefs (Hanlon, 2005). 

Research Findings 

The research findings around the chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution process 

described in this next section help to augment what was already known from the literature.  In 

addition, it serves to provide a greater understanding of the types of disputes that were settled 

and the role of the chief in these settlements.  This findings section details the process of 

chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution in the two communities studied. 

Chieftaincy-based community dispute resolutions occurred once a conflict had escalated 

to the point where the individuals or groups involved believed they could no longer resolve those 

disputes themselves.  “Petty quarrels [are] like ripples in a pond when you throw a stone in” 

(Florence, interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 9, 2009).  Even a small stone could send 

waves through the whole community shaking it to its core.  Many felt there was great importance 

in keeping the community peaceful if overarching peace was to take hold. 

While the chiefs may not be able to address the underlying issues or root causes of the 

disputes, they assisted in providing a form of arbitration.  According to an elder, Ishmael 

(interview with author, Sierra Leone, May 29, 2009), “when domestic clashes occur [community 

members] can take the report to the chief and he amends it.”  Rosaline (interview with author, 

Sierra Leone, June 2, 2009), a community leader, added that the chiefs “intervene … and make 

compromises … and get people together.”  Overall, the chiefs were seen as settling disputes with 

both fairness and thoughtfulness. One community member stated that “the chief [was] very 

truthful” (Miatta, interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 5, 2009), and another stated that 
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“[the chief] tries hard to settle [disputes] well” (Arif, interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 7, 

2009). 

Land Use Disputes 

Disputes within the community tended to stem from two major issues, those related to 

land use issues and those centered on social conflicts.  Land cases were most often discussed as 

they directly affected the land on which the community members lived and the shared 

community spaces.  Building community cohesion and peace was seen as challenging when 

community members were fighting over their right to land, or worried about the possibility of 

their land being taken away.  It was for this reason that settling land disputes appeared to be of 

particular interest to many community members interviewed. 

Most often, land disputes centered around on two issues.  The first was a conflict between 

families about rights to land.  The second were disputes about land use for international 

organizations’ local operations.   

Land disputes would frequently arise in an individual or a group’s efforts to gain 

resources.  As land was often some of the only property that an individual or family owned, 

taking the opportunity to sell that land could be profitable.  The disputes tended to arise when the 

family failed to agree to the sale of the land.  In a number of instances, some family members 

would try to sell the land without the others’ knowing, and thus only share the profits with those 

involved in the sale.  Since many members of the same family live on the same land in Sierra 

Leone, those family members not involved in the sale would lose their homes.   

Other conflicts arose, according to Florence (interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 9, 

2009), a community leader, because when 



7 
 

… someone dies there can be a distribution problem.  Women are not allowed to own 

land so this can cause a problem too.  If a man dies his brother can try to take the land 

from the widow and the children.  Now there are rules for them to share, but people get in 

disputes over houses, property, and land. 

In some instances, these land disputes could get out of hand.  According to Alie 

(interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 6, 2009), a mechanic, these land disputes “within and 

between families … [could] sometimes result in killing.” It was for this reason, that the chiefs 

played an important role in dispute resolution, in order to prevent those land disputes that divided 

Sierra Leonean families from having larger community consequences.  It was not unusual, even 

in less extreme cases, for the community members to take sides, sometimes by offering 

assistance to those who no longer had a place to live.  The chiefs were seen as mediating these 

land disputes by making compromises between the two disputants thus helping to minimize the 

community damage (Rosaline, interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 2, 2009). 

Land disputes would also arise over the selling of land to international organizations 

operating local development projects within the community.  Sometimes these organizations did 

not understand that in order to procure community land, they must go through the chief.   

According to Zaria (interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 5, 2009), a community leader, 

“When development [was] coming, the Chief [gave] land for [the organizations] to improve the 

town.”  International organizations that were unfamiliar with these cultural norms sometimes 

purchased land from those who did not have the right to sell that land.  In some instances the 

individual or group might not have the permission from the family to sell the land, or might 

convince the organization to buy land that was not actually owned by the seller.  When this 

occurred, those selling the land would receive money for land that was either not wholly or even 
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partly theirs to sell.  Similar to general land cases, this could cause great upheaval and confusion 

in the community.  The chief was then called in to settle the dispute so that both the rightful land 

owners and the international organizations could find an agreeable solution.   

Social Issues Disputes 

The chiefs also often mediated disputes around social issues, including disputes related to 

stealing, promiscuity and polygamy, and general discontent.  Mechanic Alie (interview with 

author, Sierra Leone, June 6, 2009), and others, believed that these disputes were also “tear[ing] 

the community apart,” as each of these disputed issues had the potential of causing riffs in the 

community.  It was important, therefore, that the chiefs’ assist in settling these disputes because 

they were seen as being able to “build peace between [disputants, since] the chief is concerned 

with the welfare of the people…” (Zaria, interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 5, 2009). 

Community members believed that settling matters of stealing were particularly 

important for the chiefs because these disputes were visual- people were able to see their 

property in another’s possession, which could easily create community divisions.  The chiefs 

played a role in stealing disputes both immediately after the war and in an ongoing fashion.  

During the war, the rebels often stole the local people’s goods, so when the war ended, the 

chiefs’ were responsible for determining to whom the goods belonged.  Stealing after the war 

consisted largely of the theft of personal items, such as chickens and goats.  Oftentimes those 

without work were blamed for the stealing occurrences.  After the war it was difficult for many 

to find employment.  In fact, as of 2010, the unemployment rate in the country was 70% (Murray 

& McKague, 2010).   

A story of theft was shared by a tailor in one of the communities.  He had his tailoring 

shop broken into and all of his machines stolen; he lost his ability to conduct business (Mark, 
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interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 8, 2009).  This made him and others distrustful, which 

hindered community cohesion. The chiefs’ assistance in generating a compromise about stolen 

items attempted to create a balance again within the community. 

The chiefs also helped to settle disputes around issues of promiscuous and polygamous 

behavior.  During the war a culture of lax sexual behavior had formed due to both rebel activity, 

and the behavior of some of the international peace keeping forces.  This led to what the local 

people classified as promiscuity after the war.  There were violations of marriage contracts and 

familial bonds and sex out of wedlock, which could cause disputes within and among families.   

Disputes also arose due to polygamy, even though this was a traditional practice in Sierra 

Leone.  According to Mark (interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 8, 2009), “Polygamy tears 

people apart.  [The husband] likes the last wife better than the first wife and this causes 

problems.  The husband treats the three wives and children different than the last wife and 

children.”  It was apparent that disputes sexual in nature were equally harmful to community’s 

dynamics, which is why the chiefs were called upon to assist in their settlement.   

A third type of social issue dispute the chiefs assisted in settling was related to dishonesty 

and misrepresentation.  These types of disputes tended to arise from false gossip and jealousy 

over jobs, access to jobs, and other successes.  The chiefs were called upon to settle these types 

of disputes because “people [should not] judge.…  It is good when someone is doing a good job 

because he is working hard and is doing well, which in turn helps the community, so people 

should not have hatred towards him” (Karamoh, interview with author, Sierra Leone, May 30, 

2009).  The divide between those who were successful and those who were not, or 

misrepresentation of this success, would cause a rift in the community.  The chiefs would be 
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called in to settle these disputes and resolve these accusations to help build community peace and 

understanding that advancement by one could mean advancement for all. 

The final area where the chiefs were called upon to settle disputes was around issues of 

corruption.  Instances of bribery were frowned upon, as it was reminiscent of the deceitful 

culture of corruption seen before the war in the communities and throughout the country.  

“Corruption [was] bad because if people [knew] you [were] grabbing for yourself, then the 

community [would] fall apart.  This [was] making people unstable.  Everyone [was] corrupt.  

Greed [was] a problem; people [were] trying to take everything for themselves” (Suzan, 

interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 4, 2009). It was important, then, for the chiefs to help 

settle disputes around bribery and corruption in an attempt to avoid some of the pitfalls seen in 

the country prior to the war.  

Checks and Balances in Chieftaincy-based Community Dispute Resolution 

Overall, community members were pleased with the role the chiefs played in dispute 

resolution.  There was, however, some discussion of the chief’s inability to fully settle disputes 

fairly.  Some believed that the chiefs played favorites in their settlements.  Sahr (interview with 

author, Sierra Leone, May 28, 2009), a community member who had been unhappy with 

settlements, believed that unfair dispute settlement “rip[ped] the community apart.”   

In order to combat any unfair settlements, courts were put in place by the government as 

a forum for the local people to challenge disagreeable resolutions made by the chief.  While 

these courts offered a way to challenge the rulings of the chiefs, they were often very expensive 

due to the lawyer and magistrate fees.  This could heighten the divide between the rich and the 

poor, as only the richer community members could afford to take the case to court.  In some 

instances, when the dispute was between a rich and poor community member and the case went 
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to court, the rich disputant would win since the poor disputant could not afford representation 

and there was no government assistance offered to assist the poor disputant (Florence, interview 

with author, Sierra Leone, June 9, 2009).   

Not only did money determine whether an individual could pay for council and the fees 

of the court, it also, in some cases, provided access to the magistrate.  According to Florence 

(interview with author, Sierra Leone, June 9, 2009), a community leader, the tradition in Sierra 

Leone was to provide those with community power some sort of monetary token for their service 

to the community.  Therefore, those with money would be able to provide such a token to the 

magistrates, where those without would be unable to do so.  Consequently, many peoples’ 

limited resources discouraged just and equitable treatment in the court system. Those who could 

not afford to take cases to court had to rely on the settlement by the chief, whether or not they 

believed it to be just. 

Taking cases to court, therefore, was often not feasible for the local people, which further 

enhanced their reliance on the chiefs to be fair.  Several community members believed when 

cases went to court it made the chiefs look as though they were dishonest.  This, they believed, 

served as additional encouragement for the chiefs to be fair in their settlements, although of 

course a fair settlement was never guaranteed. 

Discussion and Implications 

Overall, the community members believed that the chieftaincy-based community dispute 

resolution process was one that was beneficial to the community, especially in terms of 

postconflict development.  The chiefs’ role in helping to settle disputes provided a sense of 

comfort to the communities as they moved forward. The traditional nature of the chieftaincy and 
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its role in dispute resolution helped people feel comfortable with the process, and the court 

system, despite its limitations, provided a sense of checks and balances. 

The specific examples of disputes and processes outlined in this case can only truly 

demonstrate the particulars of the two communities studied.  However, extrapolations to other 

types of communities and cultures can still be readily made.  The first of these lessons is based 

around the involvement of the broader community in the dispute resolution process. 

Disputes, and therefore their resolutions, are seen as a community endeavor in Sierra 

Leone.  Any dispute does not just occur between the disputants, but has consequences throughout 

the community.  The chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution process is designed to 

strengthen the ties within the community; therefore, this is not an isolated process involving only 

the disputants.  In a very isolated western world, we tend to not share our problems and concerns 

with those around us and often do not think of the implications our conflicts have on others in 

our larger community.   

In Sierra Leone, community connectedness is a key factor to maintaining a successful 

dispute resolution process.  Although in the United States there are many cities with community 

dispute resolution centers, we see that these still focus on individual disputants and often do not 

involve or include the broader community in their process.  While considering community 

implications and creating a sense of community as part of the dispute resolution process may be 

a challenge in many western communities, it would be beneficial to ponder how dispute 

resolution might serve to strengthen community ties.  Perhaps disputes could be heard in a 

community forum, or disputants asked to discuss the implications of their dispute and its 

resolution on the broader community as a way to begin to reflect on dispute resolution as a 

community building concept. 
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Seeing a single dispute as part of the broader picture of community connectedness and 

engagement is essential in Sierra Leone and could be quite beneficial in other societies.  We 

must challenge ourselves to think of this connectedness in our dispute resolution processes.  

When we begin to see that disputes impact more than just the disputants, and we begin to 

connect our actions with community actions and reactions, we can grow.  Having communities 

take up this practice may provide a way to build more peaceful community interactions in all 

communities not just those suffering from a debilitating war. 

Another transferable concept learned from the case of chieftaincy-based community 

dispute resolution in Sierra Leone was the notion of a community leader heading dispute 

resolution.  Various forms of community leadership can be seen in societies around the world, 

such as a chief, a mayor, or the head of a town council.  Lessons from this study indicate that 

disputes may be settled by a third party of community power as long as they maintain 

trustworthiness.  It is important to note the trustworthiness factor, as the chiefs were considered 

trustworthy for they provided the sense of security that community members needed to return 

home.  Those who have community power, but do not have their community member’s faith in 

them and their abilities, may find they have a difficult time mediating disputes and having their 

resolutions followed. 

Of course this notion of having mayors or other community leaders resolve disputes in 

the community would likely be quite foreign to those in western societies, as we may most often 

look toward trained mediators to conduct third party dispute resolutions.  In many ways, the 

chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution process is similar.  There is greater weight, 

however, to the fact that the individual evaluating the debate is the community leader, which 

would more directly connect the dispute to the community.  This model may not be feasible in 
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many larger communities both in western society, and in some more indigenous-based societies, 

as in smaller, more rural communities.  These smaller communities could be successful in this 

model if the community leader was trained in mediation and/or dispute resolution and could 

serve a similar role in dispute settlement as the chiefs in the Sierra Leonean communities.  

Community members would also have to be open to a new way of sharing disputes and learning 

to grow together through these disputes and their resolution as a community. 

Another key lesson from the chieftaincy-based community dispute resolution process in 

Sierra Leone was the importance of checks and balances.  Although the court system in Sierra 

Leone was not very accessible to community members, there was a mechanism in place to ensure 

that decisions made by the chief were fair, or that at least encouraged a fair resolution.  This was 

done through cases actually being taken to court, or by the threat that such cases could be taken 

to court, which was seen as undermining the chief’s credibility.  Therefore, it is important that 

communities implementing a dispute resolution process conducted by the community leader also 

set up a system to ensure fair settlement.  In many western communities this may already come 

in the form of the formalized legal and court system.  Thus, disputants who are dissatisfied with 

the resolution can follow standard western procedural law. 

Finally, it is important to note that the disputes seen in Sierra Leone may be quite 

different from the disputes seen in other communities around the world.  While issues of gossip, 

misrepresentation, and theft may be common in many communities, land case issues and those of 

a sexual nature may not appear as relevant to other communities.  An important lesson to learn 

from the disputes in Sierra Leone, and those in other communities, is that they are often 

connected to the community in integral ways.  Just like in the case of Sierra Leone, community 

leaders involved in dispute resolution cannot likely address the root causes of these issues and 
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disputes.  Addressing them in a community forum, however, and providing a space for the 

community to learn from each other and to strengthen themselves as a result of these conflicts, 

could prove beneficial to many communities around the world. 
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