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Abstract
Armed conflicts in less developed countries are often very persistent althoughone
couldexpecttheoppositeduetolackingfinancialandmaterialcapacityinthoseareas.
Howcanviolentactorsandwarlordsmanagetocontinuewarfarelastingly?Thearticle
presents, in its theory section, several assumptions regarding the longevity of these
armedconflictsfromtheperspectiveoffragilestatehood,collapseofneo-patrimonial
networks,conflict-resources,socialgrievancesandethnicity.Additionally,thecharacter
ofthe“new”warsandparticularlythedesignandfunctional logicofatypicalwar-
economyisanalysedasthelatterisassumedtofuelarmedconflictsignificantly.The
“GreatWar”(1989-2003)inLiberiaisaclassicexampleforpersistentarmedconflicts
inconnectionwithwar-economiesinAfricaandthussuitswellasempiricalillustration
toemploytheprecedingassumptionson.

Key words:Africa,Liberia,civilwar,armedconflict,war-economy,“newwars”,natural
resources,statefailure,ethnicity,grievance,sourcesoffinancing.

Resumen
Losconflictosarmadosenpaísespocodesarrolladossonamenudopersistentes,aunque
unopodríaesperar locontrario,debidoa ladeficienciaen lacapacidadfinancieray
materialenesossectores.¿Cómologranlosactoresviolentosyseñoresde laguerra
prolongarlaguerradurantelargosperíodos?Elartículo,ensusecciónteórica,presenta
variossupuestossobrelalongevidaddeestosconflictosarmadosdesdelaperspectiva
delafragilidaddelEstado,elcolapsoderedesneopatrimoniales,recursosdelconflicto,
agravios sociales y etnicidad.Adicionalmente, se analiza el carácter de las guerras
“nuevas”y,enespecial,eldiseñoylógicafuncionaldeunatípicaeconomíadeguerra,
puesseasumequeesestoloquepromuevesignificativamenteelconflicto.La“Gran
Guerra”(1989-2003)enLiberiaesunclásicoejemplodeconflictoarmadopersistente
en conexión con las economías de guerra en África, y sirve efectivamente como
ilustraciónempíricaenlacualsepuedenemplearlossupuestosanteriores.

Palabras clave: África, Liberia, guerra civil, conflicto armado, economía de guerra,
“nuevasguerras,”recursosnaturales,insuficienciaestatal,etnicidad,agravio,fuentesde
financiamiento.
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Introduction

I n the aftermath of 9/112001,theattentionofstate
leaders andgeneral public

moved increasingly to the‘peripher-
ies of the world’ and towards weak
and failed states with their latent
crises and smouldering conflicts.
The assumption is that a combina-
tionofdisruptingstatehoodtogether
withtheruleofviolenceandasitu-
ation of continuous war has poten-
tialtobecomeabreedinggroundfor
organised crime and terrorists’ net-
works causing supraregionaldestabi-
lisationandglobalthreat.

Lookingattheratherwar-torn
continent of Africa, one could ask
thequestionwhyarmedconflictsin
obviously less developed countries
areoftenverypersistentanddifficult
toextinguish.Howdoviolentactors
in these poor regions obtain access
to sufficient finances and military
equipmentnecessaryforcontinuous
warfare?

The ‘Great War’ (1989-2003)
inLiberia is a classic exampleofper-
sistent armed conflicts in connection
withwar-economies inAfrica. It suits
wellasempiricalillustrationtoemploy
selected assumptions regarding the
longevityofarmedconflicts inAfrica,
which the article presents in a prece-
dingtheory-relatedpart.Thatincludes
aspectsoffragilestatehood,collapseof
neo-patrimonial networks, existence
of conflict-resources, social grievances
andethnicitywhichare considered as
advantageous preconditions. Further-

more, the character of the‘new’wars
andespeciallythedesignandfunctional
logicofatypicalwar-economywillbe
takenintoconsiderationasthelatteris
assumedto fuelarmedconflicts signi-
ficantly.

Eventually, the knowledge and
theory-basedexplanationsofthe‘Great
War’ inLiberiawill contribute to the
understanding of comparable (Afri-
can)conflictsfoughtoutagainstsimilar
backgroundsinsimilararenas.

1. Armed Conflict    
and War-Economies in Africa: 
Theoretical Considerations

a) Favourable Preconditions   
fostering Persistency of War

Fragile Statehood and Breakdown   
of Neo-Patrimonial Networks

Persistentarmedconflictsrequire
favourable preconditions that facilitate
their emergence and foster continuity.
Considering thepolitical situation, the
terrain for armed conflict and future
war-economies is prepared best if the
state–asdecisiveactor–isveryweakand
unabletointerruptanevolvingconflict.
Fragileandfailedstatesarecharacterised
bypoliticalinstabilityanddisintegrating
stateauthority,whereascollapsedstates
are –in their extreme form– anarchic
andwithnostateauthorityatall.Such
circumstances can lead to the emer-
genceofinfluentnon-stateactors–e.g.
warlords1 and rebellious organisations–
that strive to fill the power-vacuum
thestateleavesbehind(Münkler2006:
142ff,195;Rotberg2003:4f;Zartman
1995:5ff).

1 Variousdefinitionstrytoexplainthisterm.Takingmanyintoconsideration,awarlordisalocalstrongmanabletoauto-
nomouslycontrolaterritorybymeansofviolenceandwarfarewithoutbeingdependentonasuperior,centralauthority
(LeBillon,2003:155).
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Nevertheless,theseplainWeberian
assumptionsaboutstateandstatepower
are rather insufficient against African
reality.The postcolonial state inAfrica
ismostlycharacterisedbyaninterwea-
ving or parallelism of patrimonial and
bureaucratic rulewhichdepicts justan
outsidefaçadeofitsEuropeancounter-
part (Chabal1992: 69).Political elites
and officeholders use state resources
to maintain extensive patronage-sys-
tems to secure their power-position
and eventually enrich themselves.
However,itisthesenumerous,rhizo-
matic neo-patrimonial networks and
patron-clientrelations–sometimeseven
connectedtoreligiousbeliefsandsecret
societies(Ellis&terHaar2004:100ff)–
whichkeepthestateanditsbureaucracy
fairly functioning, maintain its autho-
rity and link society to its institutions.
Against thisbackground,destabilisation
and‘state failure’ inAfrica is likely to
occurincaseneo-patrimonialnetworks
and patronage-systems are damaged or
destructed.Thiscouldbecausedbye.g.
a radical exchange of elites or a shor-
tageofthenecessaryinflowofresources
(Bayart1996:60ff,218ff;Chabal1992:
68ff;Mgbeoij2003:33ff).

Facing such a faint state with
powerless or absent executive and
legalinstruments,non-stategroupscan
easilybuildtheirownregimeandseek
materialgainsbymeansofintimidation
and violence.The emergence ofwar-
economiesthenbecomeslikely.

Conflict-Resources,    
Ethnicity and Social Grievances

Natural and mineral resources
canhaveastronginfluenceontheper-
sistency of armed conflicts in relati-
vely poorAfrican countries. So-called
conflict-resourcescan“actas a‘honey

pot’thatprovidesincentivesforprofit-
seeking groups to engage in violent
actions” (Soysa 2000: 115) and may
becomea‘curse’foraffectedcountries
(LeBillon2005;Soysa2000:113ff).

Diffuse resourcesareterritorially
widespread,easytoaccessandexploi-
table even by unskilled labourers.
Trading is simple as their value is
very high in relation to volume
whichmakesalreadysmallquantities
extremelyprofitable.Preciousstones,
rareores,minerals–andtoacertain
degree tropical timber–belong into
this category. Point resources, on the
contrary, occur at fewer locations.
Access and exploitation is generally
difficult while their value is com-
parably low in relation to volume.
Thismakes trade only profitable in
large quantities. Oil, copper, iron-
ore and non-alluvial gems fall into
thiscategory(LeBillon2005:32ff;
Ross2003:64ff).Diffuse resourcesplay
thecentralroleastheyeasilysuitfor
trade and thus have the best poten-
tial to generate high profits for war
entrepreneurs. Ifmetwith demand,
their existence can strongly fuel a
war-economy, lead tohigh fragmen-
tationofactorsandcontributetocom-
plexity and persistence of conflicts in
suchregions(Ross2003:66f).

Nevertheless, the greediness
and‘resource-curse’argumentalone is
probably insufficient regarding persis-
tentcivilwars inAfrica.Various social
grievances –especially among a youth
without employment and promi-
singperspectives in life– andopenor
latentcleavagesamongdifferentethnic
groups,identities,religiousgroups,cen-
trevs.periphery,richvs.poorandtra-
ditionalelitesvs.newcomersmaybreak
thesurfacehandinhandwiththeevol-
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vementofviolenceandthusaddtothe
disruption of state, society and finally
longevityofconflict.Thehighnumbers
ofyouthsandchildrenparticipatingin
anallegedstatusandwealth-promising
warcantosomeextentbeexplainedby
theexistenceofthesegrievances(Keen
2000:19ff;Lock2003:102).

Furthermore, the aspect of
ethnicityisparticularlyimportantas
mostAfrican states are inhabitedby
numerousethnicgroups.Thismulti-
tude alone is certainlyno sufficient
factor regarding the outbreak and
persistencyofarmedconflicts(Keen
2000:22).However,ifasingleethnic
groupisabletodominatetheothers
bye.g.capturingthestate-apparatus
or through repressive and exploit-
ative measurements, the discrimi-
natedanddisadvantagedgroupsmay
challenge the establishedordervio-
lently. In case of open conflict and
weaknationalidentity,ethnicitymay
finallybecomeausefultoolforvio-
lent actors to reach their goals as
existing ethnic cleavages andpreju-
dices can easily be politicised and
utilisedtomobilisesupporters,form
military factions and create a com-
monfeelingof identityagainsthos-
tile ‘others’(Goulbourne 1997: 163
ff;Tshitereke2003:85f).

b) Character of belligerent   
Actors and Warfare
Withtheonsetofviolentaction

ofnon-stateactorsopposingremaining
state authority and competing against
each other, the political reality beco-
messimilartoHobbes’anarchicstateof
nature.Participatingmilitaryforcescan
bedistinguishedbetweenregular(state)
troops and paramilitary (non-state)
forces. Additionally, foreign mercena-

riesandinterventionarmiesmayenter
conflictfromoutside(Kaldor2000:148
ff;Klare2004:117).

Thepatternofviolencereminds
of guerrilla warfare and the resulting
armed conflicts are sometimes classi-
fiedas‘New’or‘SmallWars’whichare
ratherdenationalised,autonomisedand
asymmetric.Lackof ideologicalback-
groundcausessplittingandpermanent
metamorphosis of conflicting parties
and the actors’ individual strive for
resourcesandgainsaddstofragmenta-
tion.Inaccordancewithgroup-theory,
thisstronglycontributestotheduration
ofconflictaspeacenegotiationswillbe
complicated(Kaldor2000:147).

States’ regular armies are
mostly badly equipped, unmotivated
and poorly esteemed in collapsing
states.Troops are likely to dissolute
whenfinally facingwar and tend to
converge to paramilitary forces as
disciplinefurtherdecreasesandtheir
leadersneedtoorganisefinancialand
material resources by themselves. In
suchcircumstancesthedeclinefroma
superiorofficertoagain-seekingwar-
lordbecomeslikely(Kaldor2000:148;
Münkler2002:10f).

Paramilitary groups and armed
irregular bands generally outnumber
anyother typeof forcesandactvery
autonomously. Led bywarlords, who
skilfully combine the logics of busi-
ness,politics andwarfare inoneper-
son(Münkler2002:161),thosegroups
seekpreyforself-enrichmentandsupplies
for keeping themselves active and alive.
They are often extremely undisciplined
andbrutalastheirmembers aremainly
recruited from deserted regular sol-
diers, criminals, daredevils and des-
perate people. Youths and children
additionally contribute amajor share
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totheirtotalnumberastheyarevery
‘cost-effective’(Mcintyre2003:93ff).
Paramilitarybandsarecheaptomain-
tain as they aremainly alimented by
plunder andnotwell equipped (Kal-
dor2000:148ff).

The‘new’warsshowaspecific
patternofwarfarewhich is characte-
rised by brutality and extensive use
ofviolence.Thisrootsinthefighters’
behaviour and is closely related to a
war-economy’sskim-off-systemwhere
plunderaccountsassourceofincome
orpayment.Irregulartroopsandwar-
lords,with no need to fear sanctions
by the state or anyone else, are thus
likely to behave solely according to
their gain-seeking interests without
deferencefor lawsorother individuals.
Unsurprisingly,(war-)crimeslikeextor-
tion, pillage, mutilation and (ritual)
murderaresteadyeventsofthesecon-
flicts,thatcanevenbecommitteddue
toreligiousbeliefsandspiritual‘neces-
sity’ (Ellis& terHaar2004;Münkler
2002:131ff).

A second distinctive feature
of guerrilla warfare is affordability.
Predominant use of cheap weapons
such as automatic guns, pistols, hand
grenades and landmines explains this
feature. Although this equipment is
often scrap or outdated, it is still fit
for service and fulfils its deadlymis-
sion. Since the endof theColdWar,
weaponry of the mentioned types
from former Warsaw Pact member
stateshasflooded(black-)marketsand
iswidely available for low costs.The
disposalofthisdecommissionedarse-
nal happens inter alia in these armed
conflictsthrough‘practicalapplication’
andasteadyinfluxofsuppliescontri-
butes to theirduration (Kaldor2000:
154;Klare2004:123).

Cheapnessofpersonalrefersto
its vast availability and cost-effective
maintenance.Besidevoluntaryparti-
cipationfore.g.ethnicreasons,addi-
tionally, themilitary career allegedly
offers fighters the chance to accu-
mulate wealth, power and prestige
in a speed unknown in a civilian’s
life. Especially discontented youths
are attracted by those temptations
and easily to recruit because being
an‘insider’ provides certain security
and material livelihood. Child sol-
diers, mostly enslaved for war and
often drugged-up to‘function’ well,
are the cheapest military personnel
as they are weak, undemanding and
easytocontrol(Mcintyre2003:93ff;
Münkler2002:33ff;131ff).

c) Model of a Typical War-Economy
A variety of ideas and notions

regarding thecharacterand functional
logicofwar-economies canbe found
in the literaturebutno standarddefi-
nition exists yet.War-economies can
bespokenof if violence and resources
condensetoaselfdynamicrelationthat
perpetuatesarmedconflictsbecausethe
accumulation of (financial) resources
throughmeansofcompulsionandforce
becomes a profitable business that is
likelytostabiliseitself(Tull2003:380).
Withthehelpofthiseconomicsystem,
its sources of income and distributive
channels,war is able to fuel and pro-
long itself in accordancewith theold
principlebellum se ipse alet.

Internal Sources of Financing and Income
Themost simple and frequent

methodtosourcegoodsandfinances
istheso-called‘transferofassets’.This
euphemism includes offences like
theft, robbery, extortion and looting.
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Pillage of larger settlements particu-
larly worthwhile as the prospect for
richbootyisbetteramongurbanciti-
zens and their shops andwarehouses.
Mineral/natural resources can also
fallprey towarentrepreneurs if they
areeasytoaccessandexploit(Kaldor
2000: 162). In doing so, conflicting
parties disregard sustainability as they
areincompetitionwithothergroups
and only interested in short-term
gains.Abduction belongs also to this
category as humans are ‘living capi-
tal’usefulforransomdemands,forced
labourandwarfare(Kaldor2000:162;
Rufin1999:27ff).

Financesaremoreovergenerated
byreprisalsandeconomiclevers.Con-
flictingpartiescancontrolmarkets,dic-
tatepricesandforceinhabitantstobuy
andsellgoodsunderunfairconditions.
They can introduce‘taxes’ on certain
products or services and collect tolls
on roadblocksor checkpoints in their
sphereofinfluence.Besidesgenerating
financesthisalsodemonstratesacertain
degreeofparastatalauthorityassover-
eignfunctionsofthestateareabsorbed
(Kaldor2000:162f).

Regarding (international) com-
panies and their production facilities,
conflicting groups may impose spe-
cial taxes, charges or demand protec-
tion money. In case of compliance,
companiesaresparedfrompillageand
can continue operation. Due to their
financial strength, they can contribute
abigsharetoawarlord’sbudgetwhich
makes areas they are located in often
highlyembattled(Kaldor2000:163).

Organisedsmuggle,moneylaun-
deringandotherinformalorcriminal
businessactivitiesonalocalorregio-
nal level require certain organisation.
Without threat of legal prosecution,

thislucrativebusinesswith–evenillicit
orinternationallybanned–goodsand
resourcesisveryattractiveasitpromi-
ses highest profits. Examples include
tradewith drugs, ivory, precious sto-
nes and especially ‘blood diamonds’.
Participation in local informal black-
markets does also generate income
althoughmargins are probablymuch
smaller as legalgoodsaremainly tra-
ded there (Atkinson 1997: 13;Rufin
1999:32).

External Sources of Financing and Income
External sources of income play

themajorroleinawar-economy’ssystem
andfuelarmedconflictssignificantly.

Foreign remittances from pri-
vate persons and associations are one
channel directing cash into troubled
regions and to individuals, clans or
organisations locatedthere.Of signifi-
cant importance are financially strong
Diasporacommunitieswithpoliticalor
economicalinterestsinthecrisisregion
and good connections to the global
economy.Theycaneasilydirectfinan-
cialandmaterialresourcestoparticular
conflicting parties despite spatial dis-
tanceandmayevenfunctionasreser-
voirformotivatedfighters(Lock2003:
104;Rufin1999:41).

Beside private actors, foreign
statesmayactasfinanciersorpatronsof
particularconflictinggroupsforsimilar
reasons.Thiscansignificantly fuelwar
asthefinancialcapacityofnationstates
is by far stronger. Generally, foreign
statesandgovernmentssupportparties
servingtotheirowninterestsandthus
helpakin-country,befriendedgovern-
ment or armed ethnic group mainly
forideological,political,economicalor
strategic reasons (Kaldor 2002: 164 f).
Itisnoteworthytomentionagain,that
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through theconflicts,ethnic identities
areoftenmanipulatedforpoliticaland
economicalpurposes.

Eveninternationalaidagencies
andNGOscanactasexternalsources
offinancing.Theirreliefsuppliesmay
be misdirected by corrupt recipients
andtheirfreight‘tolled’ordirectlyfall
prey to armed groups.The dilemma
of aid assistants is based on the fact
that those‘friction losses’ aremostly
unavoidable if relief supplies are
brought to suffering people in crisis
regionscontrolledbyimperiousbelli-
gerent groups. In extreme, the latter
may deliberately increase the degree
ofhuman sufferingwith thepurpose
to direct additional flows of aid into
theirsphereofinfluence(Kaldor2000:
165;Rufin1999:64).

Analogoustothetradewithcon-
flict-resources and (legal, illegal) goods
on local and regional level, conflicting
partiesmayadditionallyfindcustomers
for these (raw) materials far beyond
theirownrealm.Theconnectiontothe
legal, informal and/or criminal global
economyopensupmuchwidermar-
ketswithmoredemandandfinancially
stronger customers.This characteristic
is prevalent inmost present-daywar-
economies and gives them an open
character.Depending on the sort and
valueofexportedresourcesandgoods,
thelinktotheglobal(shadow-)economy
tapssignificantexternalsourcesoffinan-
cingandcanbecomethemainpillarof
income for war entrepreneurs. Export
directshighflowsofcashintothewar-
economy’ssystemandprovidesitsactors

withdesiredconvertiblecurrencies.The
latter is needed to purchaseweaponry
andotherstrategicequipmentonglobal
markets(Lock2003:106ff).

2. Lessons from Liberia:   
The ‘Great War’    
and its War-Economy

a) Tinder for the Spark: Favourable 
Preconditions for persistent Conflict
The Republic of Liberia is a

small tropical country inWestAfrica
with an area of 111,370 Km² and a
populationofabout3.5millionpeople.
The state declared its sovereignty in
1847 andwas never colonised during
imperialism.However,itwaspolitically
dominatedbyaprivilegedoligarchyof
settlersconsistingofmostlyfreedslaves
from theAmericas.This small elite of
Americo-Liberiansruledthestateand
its rather discriminated indigenous
inhabitants2 for decades through the
True Whig Party (TWP) and its influ-
ential patronage-system and extensive
clientelistic networks. Regarding its
economy, Liberia was always highly
dependent on the export of natural/
mineralresources(Clapham1976;Ellis
1998:158ff;Levitt2005).

Declining until total Breakdown:   
A Neo-Patrimonial State collapses

In1980SergeantSamuelDoe3 
and some members of the Armed 
Forces of Liberia (AFL) succeeded in
a coup d’étatagainstPresidentTolbert
and took over government in Libe-
ria.This violent incidentwas a cru-
cialeventfortheRepublic’spolitical

2 Thehinterlanders’accesstopoliticalpowerandsocio-economicstatuswaslimited,astheAmerico-Liberianswerefora
longtimearatherclosedeliteandlookeddownontheindigenousinhabitants(Clapham1976:6ff,17ff).

3 DoebelongedtotheKrahnethnicgroupandwasthefirstrulerofthecountrywhowasnotanAmerico-Liberian(Du-
yvesteyn2005:24).
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system and power-structures, as it
suddenlyoverthrew the lasting reign
of theTWP,destroyed itsestablished
patronage-machine and interrupted
numerous patron-client relations.
With the ruling elite deprived of
poweranditsnumerouspersonalnet-
worksandpatronage-channelscutoff
from necessary resources, the rather
neo-patrimonial system of Liberia
was seriously shaken (Ellis 1999: 60
ff;Mgbeoij2003:12ff,35).Although
Doeandhismilitaryregimeintrodu-
cedasimilarsystemofpatronageand
nepotism,maladministration,financial
mismanagementandethnicdiscrimi-
nationsoonledtodeepcrisis,econo-
micdepressionandfinallycivilunrest.
Afterafailedcoupin1985,therule
of lawdiminishedentirely and legal
statehoodwassignificantlyhollowed
outasDoeprohibitedmostpolitical
activities4 (van den Boom 1993: 11
ff,297)andgovernedthecountryby
decreesandcoercivemeasures.Libe-
ria finally lost its global reputation
and foreign direct investments and
aid nearly stopped.The state’s eco-
nomy and patronage-system collap-
sed after the financial reserves were
finished (van den Boom 1993: 17;
Reno1998:86ff).

ThedeclineoftheLiberianstate
turned into total collapse with the
attackofCharlesTaylor5andhisrebel-
liousNational Patriotic Front of Liberia 
(NPFL) in December 1989.Aiming
to overthrow Doe’s regime,Taylor’s
initially small force increased on its

rapidadvancethroughthecountryto
about 10,000 fighters by June 1990
(Reno1998: 79).By then thebattle
between the NPFL and the regular
army had turned into a full-grown
civil war and various other rebel-
lious groups and warlords emerged
and participated in the conflict
autonomously.Despitehuge internal
competitionandregardlesstheinter-
ventionoftheEconomic Community of 
West African States(ECOWAS),Taylor
remained the strongest actor andhis
NPFL controlled about 90 percent
ofLiberia’sterritorybyAugust1990.
The usurper declared himself presi-
dent and head of government even
beforeDoewasremovedfromoffice6 
(Tetteh2000:121).

Atthis stagetheformalstateof
Liberia, its institutions and legitimate
government were physically nearly
non-existent.The sphere of influence
and governmental authority of the
Interim Government of National Unity 
(IGNU)underPresidentAmosSawyer
waslimitedtothecapitalcityMonrovia
protectedbytheECOWASMonitoring 
Group (ECOMOG). State disruption
manifestedinthebreakdownof(pub-
lic) infrastructure as e.g. lack of elec-
tricity and non-operating schools and
hospitals. Formal Liberian trade came
to an end as the export of natural/
mineral resources throughMonrovia’s
port became impossible due to terri-
torialisolationandsurroundingrebels’
activity(Adebajo2002:74ff;Montclos
1999:224ff).

4 Particularlyactivitiesofprotestingstudentswerebannedandtheirleadersprosecuted.Thisaddedtothedissatisfactionof
thehighereducatedyounggeneration(Mgbeoij2003:17).

5 CharlesTaylorwasahalfAmerico-LiberianandalignedhimselftotheManosandGios(Mgbeoij2003:19).
6 TheatrocitiesandmurderofDoebyPrinceJohnson,leaderoftheIndependent National Patriotic Front of Liberia(INPFL),

werevideotapedanddistributedamongthepublic(Youboty1993:411ff).
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Taylor filled the power-vacuum.
With thehelpofhismilitarypowerhe
fairly successfully established a parastatal
regime and new patronage-system tai-
lored according to his needs (Adebajo
2002: 74 ff).Taylor’s shadow-state, also
knownasGreater Liberia(Korte1997:66)
or Taylorland (Reno 1998: 92),was the
undisputed authorityonLiberian terri-
toryfrom1990until1994.Ithaditsown
government, army, currency and capital
city.However,thepowerofTaylor’spara-
statalentityslowlydeclinedbytheendof
the1990sdespitehis‘election’ as presi-
dent in 1997.Other conflicting parties
and warlords increasingly gained influ-
ence and thus Liberia’s fractionalisation
anddisintegrationgatheredspeedasmore
violentactorswereabletoestablishtheir
autonomousrealms(Montclos1999:229
ff;vandenBoom1993:53).

Summarisingthefindings,Taylor’s
rebellious campaign could be seen as
thelaststepinalong-timedegenerating
process that gave an already weak and
disrupting Liberia the final death-blow.
In this violent surrounding the “state
simply disappeared into the maelstrom
ormorphedintoautonomousparamili-
tarybands” (Klare2004: 119).Destruc-
tingoflong-establishedneo-patrimonial
networksandcrumblingofcentralstate
authority in combination with highly
fragmented,moreorlesspowerfulpara-
statalactorsthuscreatedinLiberiavery
advantageouspreconditionsforpersistent
armedconflictandawar-economy.

Dangerous Cocktail:   
Plenty of Natural Resources,   
Discontented Youths and Ethnic Tensions

Liberia has plenty of natural/
mineral resources which are widely
distributed across its territory. In the
East, the Nimba-Region, are consid-

erably diamond deposits and mines,
while gold and the majority of the
country’s rare timber are in the part
west of Buchanan.The large rubber
plantationstogetherwithsomesmaller
goldanddiamonddeposits arewithin
atriangleframedbythecitiesMonro-
via,BuchananandYéképainthecentre
ofLiberia.Iron-oreandotherlesspre-
ciousnon-ferrousmetalscanbefound
alloverthecountry(Atkinson1997:9
ff,17;Montclos1999:220).

Most of Liberia’s precious raw
materials fall into the category of
diffuseandthuslootableresources.Due
to their plenty and dispersal across
the country, chances were good that
everyconflictingactorwouldbeable
to find and exploit one or more of
themwithintheirsphereofinfluence
and thus secure survival. Even small
quantities allowedwarlords to gene-
rate high personal profits and buy
necessary equipment to continue
warfare. Demandwas given as parti-
cularlyWestern countries purchased
gold, diamonds, ores, raw rubber and
rare timber from Liberian warlords
without considering the illegal cir-
cumstancesofitsproductionandori-
gin (Atkinson 1997: 9 ff;Ross 2003:
49, 60, 66). Although the multitude
of diffuse conflict-resources did not
directlycausethewar,itsurelycontri-
butedsubstantiallytoitsdurationasit
fuelledthewar-economysignificantly.

Furthermore,varioussocialgrie-
vancesandethniccleavageshaveproba-
blyhadanimpactontheoutbreakand
durationofviolenceinLiberia.Worth
mentioning is the (indigenous) youth
–includingstudents–andtheirgrowing
discontentwitholigarchicrule,closed
elites, repressive governments, econo-
mic crisis and limited perspectives in
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life. Although Doe’s coup overtur-
ned the Americo-Liberian establish-
ment and was initially welcomed by
the discriminated youths, they were
soonconfrontedwithcoercivemeasu-
res, intimidation and socio-economic
standstill(Levitt2005:193ff).The‘cri-
sis of the youth’ –which also depicts
thecleavagebetweenhinterland/peri-
phery vs. centre–wasnot settled and
theoutbreakofwarfinallyofferedthis
disaffected and hopeless young gene-
rationprofoundlynew‘career-oppor-
tunities’ to reach their long-awaited
economicgoalsandsocialstatus.Beco-
mingafighterwasthusonepromising
optioninaviolentenvironmentwith
diminishing social values and support
(Duyvesteyn2005:57f;Ellis1999:285
ff;Moran2006:141ff).

Regarding ethnicity, the long-
standing cleavage between Americo-
Liberiansandindigenousethnicgroups
has already been mentioned. Under
Doe’s rule, the formerlydiscriminated
Krahn and Mandingos gained politi-
cal influence and preferred access to
new patronage-structures, while after
a failed putsch the Gios and Manos
becamevictimsofhisrepressiveregime
andpersecutions(Mgbeoij2003:18f).
WithTaylor’s take-over the situation
changedagain,ashealignedparticularly
tothelatterethnicsgroupsinorderto
gainsupportersinhisfightagainstDoe.
Thiswasnotleastthetimewhenethnic
origin became increasingly politicised
andutilisedbyviolent actors to form
their factions and mobilise personal.
However,althoughseveralparamilitary
groups (initially) had a certain ethnic
backbone and support, the conflict
lostmost of its ethnic character soon
asotherrivalriesgainedmoremeaning
(Smith&Wiesmann2003:2,7).

Obviouslythediscontentofthe
youthandethnictensionsareadditional
factorswithimpactonthepersistency
ofthe‘GreatWar’astheyfuelleditwith
hatredandnumerouscheap,motivated
fighters.

b) Complex, cheap and brutal: 
Liberia’s Guerrilla War
Special about Liberia’s warwas

itsextraordinarilybrutalnatureofwar-
fareandthehugenumberofconflict-
ing actors ofwhich the following are
worthmentioning:

The Armed Forces of Liberia(AFL)
instrengthof6,000soldiersrepresented
the state’s regular army. Nevertheless,
theywereunabletodefeatTaylor’sreb-
elsduetopoordiscipline,lackoftrain-
ingandshortagesinmilitaryequipment
(Duyvesteyn 2005: 29). During the
campaign, theAFL changed its char-
acter significantly and shifted away to
amerebandofmarauderswithmany
soldiersmoving“fromvillagetovillage,
shootingattheinhabitantsindiscrimi-
nately,lootingthepropertiesandburn-
inghutsandhouses”(Duyvesteyn2005:
27). Starting to dissolve by late 1990,
theAFL’s lost meaning in 1994 with
several high-rankedofficers becoming
warlords.

The numerous paramilitary
groups commanded by warlords
constituted the majority of all con-
flictingparties.They fought autono-
mously and competed against each
other in loose and varying alliances
for the purpose of power, resour-
ces andwealth accumulation (Korte
1997:59ff).TheNPFLwasthemost
influentialrebelliousgroupandchan-
gedfromasmallraidingpartytothe
parastatal army of Taylor’s shadow-
state. The faction recruited increa-
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singly‘amateurs’,youthsandchildren
and conjoined the latter in special
child-battalions of which the Small 
Boys Unitsweremost notorious due
totheirfearandrecklessness.Parallel
toTaylor’s declining influence, seve-
ral‘officers’ of theNPFL emancipa-
tedthemselvesfromtheorganisation
and fought as autonomous warlords
ontheirownaccount(Sesay&Ismail
2003: 146 f). One of them was the
Independent National Patriotic Front of 
Liberia(INPFL)underthecommand
of Prince Johnson.As political aims
wereratherabsent,theINPFLandits
leader can be classified as predomi-
nantly self-interested and gain-see-
king actors (Duyvesteyn 2005: 25 f;
vandenBoom1993:38).

ThemajoropponentofTaylor
wastheUnited Liberation Movement of 
Liberia for Democracy(ULIMO).Foun-
ded in 1991, the organisation strived
to removeTaylor’s regimeanddestroy
hisparastatalentity.However,inreality
ULIMOaimedtoseizethestateappa-
ratusanditssinecuresforbetterpartici-
pationinthewar-economyandthusfor
thesakeofprofitsandpersonalenrich-
ment.By1994,theorganisationbroke
apart along an ethnic fault-line into
two competing factions with rather
little influence (Duyvesteyn 2005:
34; Korte 1997: 60 f). Other worth
mentioningparamilitarygroupswere
theLiberian Peace Council (LPC), the
Lofa Defence Force(LDF),theLiberian 
United for Reconciliation and Demo-
cracy (LURD) and theMovement for 
Democracy in Liberia(MODEL).These

groups and all the numerous small
commandos, militias and warlords
withmicrocombat-unitswereacting
autonomously and engaged in war
predominantly for profit, status and
economical reasons than for politi-
calaims(Duyvesteyn2005:33;Korte
1997:70f;Levitt2005:216ff).

Regular foreign troops have
participated in conflict since the
interventionofECOWASinAugust
1990.Fearingfurtherdestabilisation
in the region, neighbouring states7 
sent 3,500 troops to support and
safeguard the legitimate Liberian
government againstTaylor’s aggres-
sion.ECOMOGbecameaconflict-
ingactoritselfasitactivelyengaged
in the conflict and its war-econ-
omy. Similar to theAFL, the char-
acter of these international regular
troopschangedovertimeandshifted
towards that of paramilitary unites
asECOMOG’satrocitiesandpillage
gaveproofof(Duyvesteyn2005:30;
Montclos1999:238).Theimpactof
theUnited Nations Observer Mission 
in Liberia (UNOMIL), entering the
countryin1993,wasratherinsignif-
icant(Mgbeoji2003:117f).

Beside themultitude of com-
peting actors, the typical pattern of
violenceofthe‘new’warswasprev-
alent in the Liberian case. Lack of
discipline, inexperience, young age,
drug consumption, brutal leadership
anddubiousidols8causedanenviron-
mentofbrutalitywithinthosearmed
groups9thatcreatedafeelingofsoli-
darity among insiders and deterred

7 CountriesprovidingtroopswereGambia,Ghana,Guinea,NigeriaundSierraLeone(Duyvesteyn2005:30).
8 AccordingtoEllis,“fewLiberiansdoubtthat[…]fighterswereinfluencedbyviolentactionvideostheyhadseen,often

American-made,whichencouragedarmedrobbery,rape,andotherrelatedcrimes”(Ellis1999:121).
9 Armedsplinter-groupsoftengavethemselvesmartialnameslikee.g.‘Cobra’,JungleFire’or‘Marines’(Montclos1999:227).
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outsidersandespeciallyenemies.For
this reason atrocities were generally
not concealed and some units even
“advertised their ferocity by putting
skullsatthesideoftheirroad-blocks”
(Ellis 1999: 146). The own brutal-
ity –sometimes spirituallymotivated
andincludingdeadlyinitiationrites–
was openly celebrated and made
publicly known (Pham 2004: 119).
This behaviour inevitably sparked
thefusetoaspiralofviolentretalia-
tion,revengeandself-justicewithno
central authority available to stop it.
Therefore this particular pattern of
brutalwarfare isanother factorcon-
tributing to the tenacity of conflict
(Duyvesteyn2005:65;Ellis1999:120,
129,146ff).

War in Liberiawas cheap and
cost-effective.Theweaponryconsisted
mainlyoflightweaponssuchaspistols,
AK-47s, grenade-launchers, machine-
gunsandlandmineswhichwerewidely
availableandcouldbepurchasedforlow
prices directly or through middlemen.
Additionallymachetes,knivesandsticks
wereusedifnomodernequipmentwas
available.Itwasvitalforconflictingpar-
ties that weapons were easily trans-
portable in difficult terrain and that
evenunskilledandphysicallyweaker
fighters such as youths and children
couldhandlethem(Duyvesteyn2005:
27, 58). Instead of military vehicles,
mostconflictingpartiesusedcarsand
pick-up trucks for transport of per-
sonnel, equipment and loot as they
weresimpleinmaintenanceandreq-
uisition. Expenditures for uniforms
wereinexistentinparamilitarygroups
astheirfighterseitherworetheirown
styleofcivil-clothesorwerejustfit-
ted out with specially imprinted or
coloured t-shirts. Their appearance

itselfaddedtotheblurringofbounds
between soldiersandcivilianswhich
wasanotherdistinctcharacteristicof
the Liberian war (Ellis 1999: 115 f,
122;Kaldor2000:148).

Beside cheap weapons and
equipment, expenditures for fight-
ing personal were very low or even
nonexistentatall.Recruitmenteither
happenedbycompulsion andviolent
round-ups or by putting up desper-
ate volunteers. Military training was
deficientordoneonthejobwhilethe
multitudeofyouth-andchild-soldiers
wereratherenslavedandinmostcases
notpaidatall.Fightersfromthelatter
agegroupmadeupabout30percent
(that is roughly 20,000) of all com-
batants and were highly valued due
to their cheap costs ofmaintenance,
risk-taking attitude, easy supervision
and ‘programmability’. Adolescents
wereregardedasreservoirofpotential
soldiers andconflictingpartiescom-
peted heavily for this easy exploit-
able‘humanresource’(Sesay&Ismail
2003:146f).

Fighters from paramilitary
groups,warlords–andeventhereg-
ulararmy–didnothaveafixedpay.
Robberyandpillageoccurred“when
unpaidfightersatlastsawtheoppor-
tunity tocapture thingswhich they
thoughttobetheirrewardfortaking
uparms”(Ellis1999:124).Plunderas
compensationforabsentsalarywasthus
intheinterestandauthorisedbymili-
taryleaders.Thishadinfluenceonthe
scene where war was actually taking
place. In Liberia, “fighting occurred
where easy money could be made.
In towns, the shopping districts
were looted almost systematically”
(Duyvesteyn2005:57).Nevertheless,
plunder generally only covered the
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current costs of warfare.Additional
capital needed to be generated to
purchase expensive supply, equip-
ment and weaponry not available
locally.Thiscouldonlybemanaged
through the system of a war-econ-
omy(Atkinson1997:5f).

c) Greedy and Grievous:   
The War-Economy in Liberia
The origins of the Liberian

war-economyrootbacktothetime
of Doe’s regime when the rather
formaleconomicsystemwasturned
intoasmuggle-economymanagedby
acorruptstateelite.Thissystemwas
already in peacetime connected to
globalinformalandcriminalmarkets
andthusmetwellthepreconditions
to become an open war-economy
as soon as violence would activate
it (Atkinson 1997: 12 f; Montclos
1999:222 f).The followingempiri-
cal account will focus on Greater 
Liberia andTaylor, as he is regarded
asmostinfluentialwarlordandbyfar
biggest exploiter and beneficiary of
the war-economy (Montclos 1999:
228;Pham1993:121).

Plunder and Protection Money:   
Internal Sources of Financing and Income

Virtually all conflicting par-
ties extensively ‘transferred assets’
to seize goods andmoney. Fighters
strivedtoget“whattheyconsidered
tobetheirjustdeserts,theconsumer
goodswhichtheyprizedasmarksof
high status andwhichwere sohard
forthepoortocomeby”(Ellis1999:
122).Bigcities,especiallyMonrovia,
werethemost lucrative locationsto
lootandplunderedgoodsfromthere
were(forcefully)exchangedoverand
overagain.Thehigherthedegreeof

organisationandcapacityof theactor,
the more could be ‘transferred’.That
iswhye.g. theNPFLcould steal fuel
worthy1.5millionUS-$fromtheLibe-
rian Petroleum Refinery Corporation and 
the ECOMOG tons of scrap metal,
machinery and cars with Liberians
joking that ECOMOG stood for
‘Every Car Or Moveable Object
Gone’. Stolen goods of inhabitants
wereoften turned to cashon local
‘Buy-Your-Own-Thing-Back-mar-
kets’ in order to get hold of their
last financial reserves (Atkinson
1997: 13; Ellis 1999: 124 ff; Pham
1993:128).

Othergoods–especially food-
stuffs– were gained through ‘taxes’,
e.g. on locals’ harvests. Additionally,
conflicting parties established road-
blocks along main roads that were
usedtocontrolpassengersbutalsofor
collecting various tolls and ‘custom
duties’ on transported freight. The
NPFLcreatedaclose-meshednetof
road-blocksalongarterialroadslead-
ingfromMonroviatoGreater Liberia 
which suited this purpose perfectly.
Even theAFL used its control-posts
for skimmingofffinancesandmate-
rial (Atkinson 1997: 13; Ellis 1999:
116,120;Williams2002:147).

Beside charging individuals,
major factions andwarlords imposed
‘extraordinary taxes’ and demanded
protection money from international
companies operating within their
spheres of influence. This was per-
hapsthewar-economy’smostgushing
internal sourceof income.Taylorand
hisNPFL in particular profited from
itduringtheirruleovermostofLibe-
ria’sterritorybecauseseveralinterna-
tionalcompanieslocatedthereagreed
in contracts with them. In exchange
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for their regular payments, compa-
nies received a guarantee to remain
unharmedandallowancetocontinue
production.TheLiberia Mining Com-
pany, a branch of the BritishAfrican 
Mining Consortium Limited,paidTaylor
monthlyseveralmillionUS-$andFire-
stonerecommencedrubberproduction
in1991inexchangeforaspecialwar-
related‘tax’tobepaidinfoodstuffsto
theNPFL.The company’s additional
protection money was about 2 mil-
lionUS-$ a year (Atkinson 1997: 10
f;Montclos1999:229ff).Manyenter-
prisesof the timber industry, likee.g.
Timco, paid several different‘taxes’ to
the NPFL and after a local power-
shift finally protectionmoney to the
LPC.TheCoca-Cola Companystopped
productioninLiberiabutwaskeento
financiallycompensateprevailingwar-
lordsforprotectingthebottlingplant
and its inventory(Atkinson1997:11;
Montclos1999:232,236).

Informal and criminal business
activities on local and regional level
–especially smuggling– were another
source of income for particularly less
influentialconflictingpartieswithpoor
connection to the global economy.
However, their smuggle of diamonds,
preciousmetalsandrawrubber–espe-
ciallywithpartnersinSierraLeoneand
Ivory Coast– was rather small scaled.
Nevertheless, the majority of war-
related economic activity happened
on this level and virtually all factions
participatedinthisbusinesswithcivil-
ians in border regions even profiting
(Atkinson1997:6,10;Ellis1999:120;
Montclos1999:235).

In case of Liberia, the war-
economy’sinternalsourcesofincome
–especially looting and ‘taxation’–
were particularly important for less

powerfulconflictinggroupsandwar-
lords as they contributed the major
part for satisfying the fighting per-
sonnel.Therebycostsofdailywarfare
weresignificantlyreducedwhatmade
continuous engagement in conflict
possible.Althoughonlylimitedwealth
andcapitalcouldbeaccumulatedby
these methods, the violent actors’
chances for individual self-enrich-
mentwereenticingenoughtoconti-
nuewarfare.Thusthewar-economy’s
internal sources of financing fuelled
the conflict considerably at its roots
andthereforecontributedto itsper-
sistency(Rufin1999:30f).

Collaboration and Conflict-Resources: 
External Sources of Financing and Income

Themajorviolentactorsgenera-
tedmostpartoftheirincomethrough
thewar-economy’sexternalsourcesof
financingandincome.

Remarkable are material and
financial inflows and remittances
from abroad.TheDiaspora of about
140,000 to 400,000 Liberians living
intheUSAsupportedtheirpeoplein
WestAfricawith regular, small-scale
transfers of cash. Around Christmas
1994, about 1.5 million US-$ were
sentviaTransglobal toLiberiawithin
a few days (Montclos 1999: 225).
Although this money was mainly
donated by private persons for their
relatives in the crisis region, the
NPFL and other groups opposing
Doereceivedsignificantfinancialand
logistical backing by the Americo-
Liberians. Especially backflows from
thedrug-businessintheUSA(Reno
1998: 97 f).The opposing ULIMO
benefited from expatriates of the
Krahn andMandingo ethnic groups
(Duyvesteyn2005:25f).
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Several foreign powers have
contributedtofueltheLiberiancon-
flictalthoughlittledetailsareknown.
Libya financed, trained and sup-
plied the rebellious NPFL in order
to undermine traditional American
influence in the country. Gaddhafi
helped theNPFL togain access and
purchasecheapweaponsfromEastern
Europeanstatesandassistedintrans-
portingthemilitaryequipmentfrom
NorthernAfricatoLiberia.Payments
were mainly met by profits of the
NPFL’s external sources of income
(Körner 1996: 136 ff;Huband1999:
85). Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso
also assistedTaylor as they intended
tobalanceNigeria.Thelatter,together
with Sierra Leone and Guinea, sup-
ported opposing groups like the
ULIMO–and later theLURD–with
finances,militaryequipmentandlogis-
tics.The USA played a minor role
as they only financed ECOMOG’s
intervention besides supplying food
totheIGNU.Thusmanyconflicting
groups had a foreign country acting
as theirpatron (Adebajo2002:34 ff,
93 f; Körner1996: 149 ff.; Smith &
Wiesmann2003:4ff).

International aid organisations
andNGOsoperatinginLiberiaunin-
tentionallybecameanothersourceof
incomeforwarlords.Thelattercom-
peted to persuade them to work in
theirterritoriesasthishadtheeffect
of an inflow of foodstuffs, vehicles
and other goods into their sphere
of influence.The organisationswere
regularly ‘taxed’, often embezzled
and eventually plundered if fighting
occurred close to their headquarters
or residences.Taylor and his NPFL
clearly perceived relief aid as source
to fund their war-efforts and‘taxed’

it extensively (Shearer 2000: 192).
OnehugedeliveryarrivingviaIvory
Coast was intercepted on the scene
and diverted to the NPFL (Kör-
ner1996:150).A‘highlight’was the
pillage of Monrovia in April 1996.
Severalparamilitarygroupsandwar-
lordsmanagedtotake322cars from
the United Nations (UN), 167 from
other NGOs together with their
computers and other precious equi-
pment.EvenECOMOGtookadvan-
tageofthechaosandparticipatedin
plunderingandtradingtheaidorga-
nisations’possessions(Ellis1999:108;
Pham1993:129).InLiberia, looting
of those agencies was a central aim
of competing factions. However, its
overallimpactonfuellingtheconflict
was rathermarginal (Ellis 1999: 139
f;Montclos1999:240;Williams2002:
107,145,175).

The most important external
source of income and financing of
the Liberian war-economy was the
connection of its local and regional
trade in conflict-resources andother
precious (illicit) goods with the
spheresoflegal,informalandcriminal
trade-andbusiness-networksof the
globaleconomy.Besideinternational
involvement and obvious evidence,
this fact has often been neglected
regarding its impact on fuelling the
war-economy and prolonging the
conflict(Atkinson1997:5).

Taylor and theNPFLwereby
far the biggest beneficiaries in this
respect.ByJune1990,theyexploited
iron-ore mines in Nimba County
in cooperation with a French com-
pany and shipped the raw material
from the harbour-city Buchanan to
business partners inDunkirk/France
(Ellis 1999: 164 ff).ULIMO and its



54

C olombia Internacional 67, ene - jun 2008, Pp. 192, ISSN 0121-5612, Bogotá, Pp. 38 - 59

succeeding splinter-groups did the
same in Bomi County from 1993
onwardsandsoldiron-oreviaNige-
rianmiddlementointernationalcus-
tomers(Pham1993:121).

Considerably high incomes
generated Taylorland with the illi-
cit trade of precious woods. About
200,000m³ of this slowly regenera-
tingnaturalresourcewasexploitedby
theNPFL and cooperating logging-
companiesin1992alone.Itsmajority
wasexportedtotheEuropeanUnion
withFranceinparticular.ForTaylor,
thistradewas“animportantsourceof
extra-budgetaryrevenue[…]hethen
usedtofueltheconflict”(GlobalWit-
ness 2004: 10).At this time Liberia
became the third largest exporter of
precioustropicalwoodsintheworld
and itwas estimated thathalfof the
country’s rainforests would vanish if
indiscriminate logging would have
continued for another five years.
Otherwarlords–especiallyBoleyand
theLPC–werealsoheavilyengaged
inthisbusinessalbeitonmuchsma-
ller scale (Pham 1993: 121; Sawyer
2005:38).

Productionandtradewithraw
rubber was managed by Firestone in 
Taylorland with its rulers indirectly
profitingthroughlicensesand‘taxes’.
Furthermore, various smaller con-
flicting groupswere involved in this
business as rubber plantations were
nearlyeverywhereandrelativelyeasy
toexploit.However,duetotheirlim-
itedspheresofinfluencetheirharvest
andtrade-volumeswererathersmall.
Asanexample, in1994Boley’sLPC
sold3,000tonsillegallyharvestedraw
rubber for about 1.5 million US-$
viaBuchanan–excluding‘taxes’tobe
paidtoECOMOGwhowasincon-

trol of the harbour at that time and
equallyinvolvedintheillicittradeof
this resource (Ellis 1999: 167; Pham
1993:121).Exportdestinationswere
mostly Europe and Southeast Asia.
Later on, MODEL was remarkably
active in selling raw rubber to cus-
tomers in overseas via Ivory Coast
(Atkinson1997:10).

By far most important were
Liberia’s plenty gold and diamond
depositswhichwereoftenexploited
manually on very small scale. All
conflicting groups and warlords
made strong efforts to gain access
to these highly profitable resources.
Most successful were again Taylor
and theNPFLwhocontrolleddur-
ing Greater Liberia’s peak of power
most of the country’s –and part of
SierraLeone’s–alluvialdepositsand
mines.There is evidence that they
exported gold and diamonds with
a value estimated to 300-500 mil-
lionUS-$ until 1995while smaller
factions like ULIMO and the LPC
contributedonlyalittlesharetothis
total amount from 1993 onwards.
AlthoughLiberiaofficiallyexported
only2.5caratsofdiamondsin1994
(Montclos 1999: 235), the informal,
real outflow of ‘blood-diamonds’
wasincrediblyhigherasthecountry
became “the third-biggest supplier
of diamonds to Antwerp by 1994,
and in 1995 its supplies increased
by 227 per cent measured by car-
ats and 91 per cent by value” (Ellis
1999:168).Thewholedimensionof
thistradeisdifficulttotracebackas
itwas rather secretive.Nevertheless,
middlemen helped to arrange con-
tacttotheglobalmarkets–especially
to financially strong customers in
Europe(Atkinson1997:10).
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Even more secretive than the
trade with ‘blood-diamonds’ was the
drug-businessinwhichmostconflicting
groupswereequallyengagedforsame
reasons.Marihuanacouldbecultivated
wellandwithfeweffortsinthehumid
environmentofLiberia’s tropicalrain-
forests.Thisallowedparticularlyweaker
and less organised factions to exploit
thiseasy sourceof income.Neverthe-
less,againtheNPFLwasmostactivein
theexternaltradeandsolddrugsfrom
“NPFL-heldterritoryviaSanPedroin
Côte d’Ivoire, where well-organised
Ivorian, French, Lebanese and other
crimesyndicatesoperated”(Ellis1999:
169).Atalaterstage,theNPFLdirectly
tradeddrugstocustomersinoverseas,
especiallytotheUS,wheremembers
of theLiberianDiaspora in inter alia 
StatenIsland,NewYork,NewJersey
and Philadelphia had the right con-
nections and assisted in creating and
opening local and regional distribu-
tive networks. Although no data is
available regarding total exports and
profits, the drug-business must have
beenlarge-scaledandhighlylucrative.
Even high-ranked officers of ECO-
MOG were involved as the capture
ofaGhanaianvesselleavingMonro-
viawithfourtonsofmarihuanagave
proof of inMarch 1994 (Ellis 1999:
170ff).

Not last, illicit trade with rare
piecesofAfricanartandantiquitieswas
partoftheLiberianwar-economyand
thusa–forsureverymarginal–source
ofincomeforacquaintedwarlords.By
themid of 1990s, a splinter-group of
ULIMO was systematically searching
for these artefacts and its leaderKro-
mahsuccessfullysoldstolenpiecesvia
middlemen to the global antiquities-
market(Ellis1999:128).

Infrastructure such as major
transport routes, harbours, airports
andbigcitieswerethewar-economy’s
interfacetotherestoftheworldand
functioned as trade-hubs. The har-
bour-citiesMonrovia, Buchanan und
Gbarngba suited for large-scaled shi-
pment of timber, iron-ore and raw
rubber. Airports –later even simple
runways in the jungle– were mainly
used for the import of weapons and
export of diamonds, precious metals
and drugs (Vines 2005: 345). Loss
of control over these centres caused
severe cut-offs from trade networks.
For this reason they were highly
embattled.TheNPFL’slossofBucha-
nan in 1992 e.g. brought their illicit
tradeinraretimbernearlytoanendas
thecentralplaceoftranshipmentwas
suddenlygone(Korte1997:61;Reno
1998:100).

Several conflicting parties and
warlords forcefully expanded their
spheres of influences to promis-
ing, unexploited regions –even across
nationalborders–inordertosiphonoff
additionalinternalandexternalsources
of income there.The LPC advanced
several times into the Ivorian border-
regions and theNPFLcontrolledvast
diamond areas in Sierra Leone from
March 1991 until ULIMO’s mili-
tary offensive in 1992.The violation
of neighbouring country’s territorial
integrityincombinationwithresource
exploitation and plunder destabilised
the affectednations andevendragged
SierraLeone–andnearlyGuinea–into
theLiberianWar(Ellis1999:179f;Wil-
liams2002:155f).

Conflicting parties and war-
lords altogether generated profits
amounting to about 500 million
US-$ through Liberia’s war-eco-
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nomy between 1990 and 1994,with
thepeakofbusinessin1992.Although
totalfiguresvary,TaylorandtheNPFL
doubtlessly profited most from the
war-economy and the international
trade with (illicit) conflict-resources
(Reno 1998: 99; Sawyer 2005: 38).
Taylor himself is estimated to have
extracted values worthy between
400 and 450 million US-$ out of
his sphere of influence from 1992
until 1996. Figures that highlight
his central position as main profi-
teer of the Liberian war-economy
and conflict. Exploitation intensi-
fied again after Taylor’s ‘election’
forpresidency,whenheorderedthe
whole territory, its natural/mine-
ral resources, agricultural products
andothervaluablecommoditiesby
decree under his personal disposal.
With this ‘formal authorisation’,
Liberia’s most famous warlord had
the key to exploit the country’s
richesmuch easier, extensively and
recklessly(Sawyer2005:39).

4. Conclusion
Summarisingthefindings,one

canconcludethatthepersistencyof
the ‘GreatWar’ in Liberia roots in
the combination of very favourable
preconditions. The violently indu-
cedcollapseofanalreadydisintegra-
tingstateincombinationwithsocial
grievancesandethnictensionscrea-
ted an anarchic environmentwhich
became the breeding ground for
countless violent non-state actors,
warlords and particularly the emer-
gingwar-economy.

WarfareinLiberiawascheapdue
toinexpensivemilitaryequipmentand
anover-supplyofpotentialfighters.The
reasonfortheirbrutalconductcanbe

bestexplainedagainst thebackground
of thewar-economy’s internal sources
of financing. Robbery and plunder
weremainsourcesofincomeforfight-
ersandsmallerconflictinggroupsand
significantlycontributedtothecheap-
nessofwarfareandthusdurationofthe
conflict.

Nevertheless,mostimportantfor
fuellingtheconflictwerethewar-econ-
omy’sverydiversifiedexternalsources
ofincomeastheyprovidedthemajor-
ity of financial and material inflows
and kept the whole system running.
Taking advantage of Liberia’s plenty
ofconflict-resourcesandtheuncritical
demandinoverseas,numerouswarlords
–withTaylorontop–enrichedthem-
selvesandturnedparticularly‘blood-
diamonds’intoweaponrytocontinue
warfare andmaintain their comfort-
ablestatus.Thusarmedconflictswith
the mentioned characteristics are
likelytosmoulderendlesslyuntilthey
eithervirtuallyburnoutor till their
main sources of fuelling are cut-off
byinternationalembargosormilitary
intervention.TheendoftheLiberian
bloodshed,leaving200,000deadand
1.8millionasrefugees(Sawyer2005:
43),wascausedbyboth.

Bibliography
Adebajo,A.2002.Liberia’s Civil War. 

Nigeria, ECOMOG, and Regional Security 
in West Africa. Boulder, London: Lynne
RiennerPublishers.

Atkinson,P.1997.The War Economy 
in Liberia: A Political Analysis.London:RRN
Newsletter,No.22.

Bayart,J.F.1996.The State in Africa. 
The Politics of the Belly.London,NewYork:
Longman.



57

The‘GreatWar’inLiberia•JohannesMuntschick

Boom,D.vanden.1993.Bürgerkrieg 
in Liberia. Chronologie-Protagonisten-Prognose.
Münster,Hamburg:LITVerlag.

Chabal,P.1992.Power in Africa. An 
Essay in Political Interpretation.Houndmills,
London:PalgraveMacMillan.

Clapham,C.1976.Liberia and Sierra 
Leone. An Essay in Comparative Politics.
Cambridge, London: Cambridge Univer-
sityPress.

Duyvesteyn, I. 2005. Clausewitz 
and African War. Politics and strategy in 
Liberia and Somalia.NewYork:FrankCass
Publishers.

Ellis, S. 1999.The Mask of Anarchy. 
The Destruction of Liberia and the Religious 
Dimension of an African Civil War.NewYork:
C.Hurst&Co.Publishers.

Ellis,S.&terHaar,G.2004.Worlds of 
Power. Religious Thought and Political Practice in 
Africa.Oxford:C.Hurst&Co.Publishers.

Global Witness. 2004. Liberia: 
Back to the Future. What is the Future of 
Liberia’s Forests and its Effects on Regional 
Peace?London,Washington:GlobalWit-
nessPublishing.

Goulbourne, H. 1997. “Ethnic
Mobilization,WarandMulti-Culturalism”.
In:Turton,D.(Ed.):War and Ethnicity. Global 
Connections and Local Violence. Studies on the 
Nature of War.No.2.SanMarino:Univer-
sityofRochesterPress,pp.163-177.

Huband,M. 1999.The Liberian Civil 
War.London,Portland:FrankCassPublishers.

Kaldor, M. 2000. Neue und alte 
Kriege.Frankfurt/M:SuhrkampVerlag.

Keen, D. 2000. “Incentives and
Disincentives forViolence”. In: Berdal,
M. & Malone, D. M. (Ed.): Greed and 
Grievance. Economic Agendas in Civil Wars.
Boulder, London: Lynne Rienner Pub-
lishers,pp.19-41.

Klare,M.T.2004.“TheDeadlyCon-
nection. Paramilitary Bands, Small Arms
Diffusion,andStateFailure”. In:Rotberg,
R.(Ed.).When States fail. Causes and Con-
sequences. Princeton: Princeton University
Press,pp.116-134.

Körner,P.1996.Macht- und Interes-
senpolitik in der ECOWAS-Region und der 
Krieg in Liberia. Die politische Dimension 
regionaler Integration in Westafrika.Hamburg:
InstitutfürAfrika-Kunde.

Korte, W. 1997. “Prozesse des
Staatszerfalls in Liberia“. In:WeltTrends
(Ed.): Afrika. Staatsversagen und politische 
Organisation jenseits des Staates. No. 14.
Potsdam, Posen: Universitätsverlag Pots-
dam,pp.55-80.

LeBillon,P.2005.Fuelling War: Nat-
ural Resources and Armed Conflict.Adelphi
Paper373.Oxon,London:Routledge.

LeBillon,P.2003.“NatürlicheRes-
sourcenunddiepolitischeÖkonomiedes
Krieges“.In:Ruf,W.(Ed.):Politische Ökon-
omie der Gewalt. Staatszerfall und die Priva-
tisierung von Gewalt und Krieg. Opladen:
Leske+Budrich,pp.144-164.

Levitt, J. I. 2005. The Evolution of 
Deadly Conflict in Liberia. From ‘Paternaltari-
anism’ to State Collapse.Durham:Carolina
AcademicPress.

Lock, P. 2003. “Kriegsökono-
mie und Schattenökonomisierung“. In:



58

C olombia Internacional 67, ene - jun 2008, Pp. 192, ISSN 0121-5612, Bogotá, Pp. 38 - 59

Ruf, W. (Ed.): Politische Ökonomie der 
Gewalt. Staatszerfall und die Privatisierung 
von Gewalt und Krieg.Opladen: Leske+
Budrich,pp.93-123.

Mcintyre, A. 2003. “Rights, Root
CausesandRecruitment.Theyouthfactor
inAfrica’sarmedconflicts”.In:African Secu-
rity Review,Vol.12,No.2.,pp.91-99.

Mgbeoji,I.2003.Collective Insecurity: 
The Liberian Crisis, Unilateralism, and Global 
Order. Vancouver: University of British
ColumbiaPress.

Montclos,M.-A.de.1999.“Liberia
oderdieAusplünderungeinesLandes”.In:
Jean,F.&Rufin, J.-C. (Ed.).Ökonomie der 
Bürgerkriege.Hamburg:HamburgerEdition,
pp.219-242.

Moran,M.H.2006.Liberia. The Vio-
lence of Democracy.Philadelphia:University
ofPennsylvaniaPress.

Münkler, H. 2006.Der Wandel des 
Krieges. Von der Symmetrie zur Asymmetrie.
Weilerswist:VelbrückWissenschaft.

Münkler,H.2002.Die neuen Kriege.
Hamburg:RowohltTaschenbuchVerlag.

Pham,J.-P.2004.Liberia. Portrait of a 
Failed State.NewYork:ReedPress.

Reno,W. 1998.Warlord Politics and 
African States. Boulder, London: Lynne
RiennerPublishers.

Ross, M. L. 2003. “Oil, Drugs and
Diamonds: The Varying Roles of Natural
ResourcesinCivilWar”.In:Ballentine,K.&
Sherman,J.(Ed.).The Political Economy of Armed 
Conflict. Beyond Greed and Grievance.Boulder,
London:LynneRiennerPublishers,pp.47-70.

Rotberg, R. 2003. “The Failure
andCollapseofNation-States.Breakdown,
Prevention, andRepair”. In:Rotberg,R.
(Ed.):When States fail. Causes and Conse-
quences. Princeton: Princeton University
Press,pp.1-49.

Rufin, J.-C. 1999. “Krieg-
swirtschaft in internen Konflikten“. In:
Jean,F.&Rufin,J.-C.(Ed.).Ökonomie der 
Bürgerkriege. Hamburg: Hamburger Edi-
tion,pp.15-46.

Sawyer, A. 2005. Beyond Plunder. 
Toward Democratic Governance in Liberia.Boul-
der,London:LynneRiennerPublishers.

Sesay,A.& Ismail,W. 2003.“The
PhenomenonofChildSoldiersinArmed
Conflicts in Liberia and Sierra Leone”.
In: Sesay,A. (Ed.).Civil Wars, Child Sol-
diers and Post Conflict Peace Building in 
West Africa. Ibadan: College Press Pub-
lishers,pp.137-166.

Shearer,D.2000.“AidingorAbet-
ting? Humanitarian Aid and its Eco-
nomicRoleinCivilWar”.In:Berdal,M.
&Malone,D.M.(Ed.).Greed and Griev-
ance. Economic Agendas in Civil Wars.Boul-
der, London: LynneRienner Publishers,
pp.189-203.

Smith, J. & Wiesmann, V. 2003.
“KriegkenntkeineGrenzen.Die region-
aleTragweitedesKonfliktsinLiberia.Eine
Hintergrundanalyse“. In: Afrika im Blick-
punkt.No.3.,09,Hamburg.

Soysa, I. de. 2000.“The Resource
Curse:Are CivilWars driven by Rapac-
ityorPaucity?”In:Berdal,M.&Malone,
D.M. (Ed.).Greed and Grievance. Economic 
Agendas in Civil Wars. Boulder, London:
LynneRiennerPublishers,pp.113-136.



59

The‘GreatWar’inLiberia•JohannesMuntschick

Tetteh, B. 2000.Liberia. Diary of the 
Start of a Civil War or This Business of Chopping 
Ourselves up.LiberiaWorkingGroupPapers,
No.12.,Berlin.

Tshitereke,C. 2003.“On theOri-
gins ofWar inAfrica”. In:African Security 
Review,Vol.12,No.2.,pp.81-90.

Tull,D.2003.“Verteilungskonflikte
und ihreRegulierungsmöglichkeiten.Die
internationaleDynamik vonKriegsökon-
omien am Beispiel der demokratischen
RepublikKongo“.In:Friedenswarte,Vol.78,
No.4,pp.373-394.

Vines,A.2005.“Combatinglight
weapons proliferation inWest Africa”.

In:International Affairs,Vol.81,No.2,pp.
341-360.

Williams,G.I.H.2002.Liberia. The 
Heart of Darkness. Accounts of Liberia’s Civil 
War and Its Destabilizing Effects in West Africa.
Victoria:TraffordPublishing.

Youboty,J.1993.Liberian Civil War. 
A Graphic Account. Philadelphia: Parkside
ImpressionsEnterprises.

Zartman, W. 1995. “Introduction:
Posing the Problem of State Collapse”.
In: Zartman, W. (Ed.): Collapsed States. 
The Disintegration and Restoration of Legiti-
mate Authority. Boulder, London: Lynne
RiennersPublishers,pp.1-11.


