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Liberia: Return to Civilian Rule? 

Liberia is one of Africa's two oldest independent states, 
yet it is regarded by many of its 1. 7 million inhabitants 
as a recently liberated new nation. The coup of April 
12, 1980- in which a group of 17 enlisted men under 
the leadership of Master Sergeant Samuel Kanyon Doe 
assassinated President William R. Tolbert, Jr. and 
many of his political associates-terminated 133 years 
of a form of colonial domination not unlike that ex
perienced by Africans elsewhere on the continent. 

Although Liberia's colonists were black, they came 
from across the sea. Freed American slaves of diverse 
African origins whose return to the continent was organized 
beginning in 1821 under the protection of the United 
States and the private sponsorship of an organization 
known as the American Colonization Society, they 
came to be called Americo-Liberians and followed non
African models in establishing their political 
predominance. The strategies employed included out
right conquest, purchase of land not actually subject to 
sale, establishment of claims to territory on the basis of 
"journeys of discovery," and conversion of treaties of 
friendship into deeds of ownership. Indeed, the formal 
declaration of Liberia's independence from the ACS in 
1847 was primarily a move by the settlers to frustrate 
competing European commercial a nd colonial designs 
on hinterland areas claimed by the Americo-Liberians. 

The process by which Liberia was settled led to the 
creation of a caste-like relationship between the colonists 
from the New World and the indigenous residents, in 
which the roughly five percent of the population who 
claimed Americo-Liberian antecedents dominated the 
lives of the remaining 95 percent. The Americo-Liberians 
not only insulated the tribal hinterland against rival 
European influences, but created a closed social sys
tem. A single dominant party, the True Whig Party, 
ruled continuously for 103 years . Political leadership 
among the True Whig "honorables" (as the elite called 

- themselves) was consolidated through ties based on 
membership in the Masonic Order, the formation of ex
clusive social clubs, and the operation of a tightly-knit 
family network based on birth and marriage into the 
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leading families of the Americo-Liberian stratum. The 
indigenous majority was controlled in part by force and 
in part through the co-opting of traditional leaders in a 
system of colonial administration based on indirect 
rule. 

Although the system was not without both external 
and internal challenges, it remained relatively static-if 
not stagnant-until World War II. Beginning in 1944, 
developments in neighboring West African colonies led 
the newly-elected president, William V.S. Tubman, to 
launch a two-pronged program which (1) addressed for 
the first time the issue of gradual integration of the 
"tribal people" into a national society that would con
tinue to be fashioned according to Americo-Liberian 
norms, and (2) opened the country to overseas invest
ment and trade in an effort to move beyond subsistence 
agriculture and reliance on a single export crop (rub
ber, developed largely by the Firestone Plantations 
Company). The discovery of extensive high-grade iron 
ore deposits, and their subsequent development by 
U.S., Swedish, German, and other investors, set in 
motion major changes in the Liberian economy, in
cluding a vast expansion of interior roads. 

Although President Tubman paid lip-service to the 
concept of national integration, the benefits of the new 
economic development continued to be distributed 
unequally throughout his presidency, and the inequi
ties became more pronounced under Tolbert, who suc
ceeded Tubman upon his death in 1971. The major 
economic structures were largely in the hands of 
European and U.S expatriates, Lebanese traders, and 
Americo-Liberian politicians. A private Liberian, 
whether tribal or settler in origin, had little prospect 
of developing a competitive business without a firm 
political base. President Tolbert's family acquired 
many expatriate-launched businesses, and took vast 
tracts of land out of the traditional communal tenure 
system and into its own hands. Despite electoral 
reforms, significant elective and appointed offices were 
monopolized by a few leading patrons and their rela
tives by birth. While more and more indigenes and 
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lower-income Americo-Liberians were beginning to 
receive education at the University of Liberia, at 
Cuttington College, or abroad, and were employed by 
the government, they received lower pay and fewer 
perquisites than those received by the similarly edu
cated from the elite. According to a 1979 survey, 
roughly four percent of the population owned or con
trolled 60 percent of the country's wealth. 

A similar hierarchical relationship developed within 
the military, whose officer class consisted almost 
exclusively of Americo-Liberians, while the enlisted 
ranks were recruited from the tribal sector. It is also 
relevant, in light of the developments of 1980, that 
the enlisted ranks were selected from the least devel
oped districts, were posted to regions away from their 
home areas, and were poorly paid, poorly housed, 
and assigned to units and tasks on the basis of ethnic 
stereotypes. 

The Populist Time Bomb Explodes 
Against this general background, other more immedi
ate developments were taking place in Liberia that 
help to explain the events of 1980 and since. These 
included rising inflation, inadequate attention to the 
agricultural sector, declining food self-sufficiency, in
creasing migration from the rural sector to the urban 
centers in a quest for jobs that did not exist, and a 
severe balance of payments problem associated with 
the decline in the world iron ore market and worsened 
by increased imports of luxury consumer goods. Also 
fueling the populist time bomb were flagrant examples 
of nepotism in public a nd private employment, the 
ostentatious life-style of the elite, and the new costs of 
international representation (the latter marked most 
dramatically by President Tolbert's budget-breaking 
hosting of the 1979 annual summit of the Organiza
tion of African Unity). 

In addition to student and labor strikes, the emer
gence of two new political opposition groups began in 
the late 1970s to pose challenges to the elite without 
parallel in Liberian history. Ironically, many of the 
young Liberians who launched the Movement for Jus
tice in Africa (MOJA) and the Political Alliance of 
Liberia (PAL, later reorganized as the Progressive 
People's Party, or PPP) had been educated in the 
United States. Discontent from these various quarters 
came to a head in April 1979, when the government 
abruptly raised the price of a 100-pound bag of rice 
from $22 to $30. This action sparked major street 
demonstrations, to which the government brutally 
over-reacted. Hundreds were left dead or wounded in 
the wake of a massive police (not army) crackdown, 
initiating a year of ferment that was to culminate in 
the overthrow of the regime. · 

Master Sergeant Doe and the equally young enlisted 
men who carried out the coup and constituted them
selves as the People's Redemption Council (PRC) con
solidated power with relative ease-an indication of 
the domestic hostility that had built up against the 
Tolbert regime in the last year of its existence . In con-
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trast, serious problems were created for the govern
ment by the negative reaction within Africa and the 
larger international community to the violence of the 
takeover (notably the killing of Tolbert and 25 others 
on the day of the coup, and the televised execution of 
13 other former officials a week later). The blood
letting associated with the end of the Tolbert era 
delayed official recognition of the Doe regime by other 
governments as well as responses to the PRC's des
perate appeals for financial and economic aid. 

While the violence of 1980 cannot be condoned, it 
can be explained. The killing of Americo-Liberian prin
cipals vented anger stored up during some 160 years 
of oppression, an experience not shared by any of 
Liberia's neighbors. The military excesses can also be 
attributed to a high degree of paranoia about possible 
countercoups, to the youth and limited education of 
the new leadership, and to their lack of any kind of 
experience whatever in statecraft. To their credit, Doe 
and his colleagues recognized this latter gap and 
quickly assembled a predominantly civilian cabinet, 
drawn from the ranks of MOJA, PPP, and reform
minded officials associated with the prior Tubman 
regime. This military-civil coalition largely secured the 
support of the bureaucracy, and, after a shaky start, 
has presided over a governmental system and an eco
nomy which continue to function. 

The Restoration of Public Order 
In drawing up a balance sheet of the PRC's perfor
mance in the three and a half years since the coup, 
the analyst comes up with mixed results. The harass
ment of innocent citizens, confiscation of vehicles, and 
occupation of homes of former officials by enlisted 
personnel intoxicated by their status reversal cannot 
be expunged from the PRC's early performance 
record. Petty shakedowns of pedestrians and com
muters became almost institutionalized extortion at 
the highway checkpoints or during the evening cur
few- a procedure that remained in force for almost 
two years, even though real threats to the regime 
simply did not materialize. 

Despite this aberrational beginning, the weight of 
evidence on PRC rule as of 1983 leads to a more pos
itive judgment than seemed possible at the outset. A 
considerable measure of military discipline has been 
reintroduced, due in part to the joint training exercise 
carried out with the U.S. Green Berets in 1981. 
Weapons are now being stored in the barracks, and 
the more benign "walkie-talkie" has become the 
visible symbol of military authority. In his 1981 
Christmas message, Doe announced the release of all 
political prisoners, making Liberia one of the few 
African states which can make that statement. Occa
sional announcements from the army command indi
cate that cases of soldiers engaging in extortion still 
occur, but my observations are that these incidents 
are not representative of the general situation. 

In 1981, the process of returning confiscated proper
ties began (except for those belonging to officials ex-
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ecuted during or just after the coup), and many 
Liberians who fled to exile abroad were encouraged to 
come home. The PRC's emphasis of the point that 
the revolution was directed against a discredited 
political system, rather than against a class of people 
who could be ethnically identified, did much to restore 
confidence among those who wanted to make their 
contribution to a new Liberia. Concerted efforts, by 
way of radio skits, editorials in the press, and other 
devices, to downplay ethnic differences have helped. 
Most important, the changes in cabinet and other 
government posts in the last year provide solid evi
dence of a commitment to bridge the gulf between 
Americo-Liberians and indigenes. 

An effort is also under way to give new meaning to 
the symbols and institutions of nationhood, including 
the old official motto, "The Love of Liberty Brought 
Us Here." Some PRC initiatives, such as introduction 
of the Redemption flag and the elimination of In
dependence Day celebrations, have been discarded as 
counterproductive; but other efforts, including the long 
overdue elimination of the Americo-Liberian bias in 
history textbooks, are moving forward. 

One continuing source of concern is the question of 
the coherence and loyalty of the military. This is es
sential if the PRC is to live up to its pledge to return 
the army to the barracks. Rumors and allegations re
garding military plots against Doe and other members 
of the PRC persist even in 1983, although none in re
cent months has reached the scale of the 1982 con
spiracy which resulted in the secret trial and subse
quent execution of Doe's second-in-command, Major 
General Thomas Weh Syen, and four other members 
of the PRC. 

Civilian Rule in 1985? 
A second area in which the government has made 
visible progress is in moving to honor its pledge to 
restore civilian rule. The PRC has approached this 
challenge in a rational way, by establishing both a 
target date (April 12, 1985) and a series of incremen
tal steps. The process began in April 1981 when Head 
of State Doe appointed a very distinguished group of 
civilians to serve on a National Constitution Commis
sion. In addition to its chairman, Dr. Amos Sawyer, 
who had braved the wrath of the Tolbert government 
by running as an independent candidate for mayor of 
Monrovia in 1979, the commission included others 
who had over many years risked their freedom and 
the confiscation of their property by their criticism of 
the Whig regime. Although underrepresentative of 
women, the commission membership spanned a vari
ety of geographic, economic, ethnic, religious, and 
other major interests. It operated iii an open fashion, 
consulted widely with the public in various forums, 
and in general conducted what almost amounted to a 
nationwide seminar on the important constitutional 
issues. 

The group wound up its work in January 1983 and 
presented its draft constitution to the PRC for its 

approval and action. The PRC then set in motion the 
election of a broader Consultative Assembly in May 
and June. The Consultative Assembly, like the com
mission, was a distinguished panel of citizens under 
the chairmanship of Dr. Edward Kesselly. This body 
reviewed the draft during August and September. 

The instrument of government as now envisaged 
does not differ radically from the suspended 1847 con
stitution. The draft constitution calls for a unitary 
rather than federal form of national government, 
reflecting a judgment that the latter might accentuate, 
rather than diminish, regional ethnic conflict; Based 
on some of the same reasoning followed in Nigeria in 
the late 1970s, the commission proposed a presiden
tial rather than a parliamentary system, but one with 
relatively strong legislative and judicial branches. This 
distribution of powers is designed to prevent the re
emergence of the "cult of the presidency" that pre
vailed in Liberia under the old regime. The aim of the 
drafters was to encourage the emergence of a multi
party or at least a two-party system, but to restrict 
competition to "democratically oriented" parties. 

Moreover, the commission took extraordinary pains 
to prevent the emergence of a Whig-like interlocking 
elite directorate by building firm walls between religi
ous and secular power, between the military and the 
political system, and between the political system and 
voluntary associations. Mindful of the abuses of liberty 
in the past, the commission included a requirement 
that the writ of habeas corpus is not to be denied, 
even in times of national emergency. A commitment 
to civil liberties and equal protection under the law is 
also expressed in unmistakable terms. The one point 
challenged by the more liberal-minded has been the 
clause that restricts citizenship to persons of African 
ancestry. 

At this writing, the recommendations of the Consul
tative Assembly are awaiting review by the PRC be
fore the document is submitted to the general public 
in a nationwide referendum in January 1984. Despite 
continuing skepticism regarding the commitment of 
the PRC to its own political demise, uncertainty about 
the solidity of the military as a whole with the PRC 
on this and other points, and concerns about funding 
the process, it is apparent that the move to restore 
civil rule has acquired a dynamism of its own. The 
Special Elections Commission has already been 
created, under the chairmanship of Emmett Harmon. 
It has become almost an article of faith that voters 
will be registered, that constituencies will be deli
neated, and that the ban on political organization and 
activity will be lifted on April 12, 1984, preparatory to 
the nominating and electoral campaigns and to the 
general election in January 1985. The new govern
ment would take office on the fifth anniversary of the 
coup. 

This is the scenario. There are, however, a number 
of serious questions which still have to be addressed: 

(1) Will the PRC leave behind, on its withdrawal to 
the barracks, a civilian-dominated and civilian-oriented 
bureaucracy and judicial system? The suspension of 
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the 1847 constitution effectively put the legislature out 
of business, but after three and a half years of PRC 
rule, the fears regarding the entrenchment of the mili
tary in the executive and judicial branches have proved 
to be groundless. Recognizing the limited education of 
most PRC members, Doe reached beyond the military 
for civilian help within hours of the coup. In addition 
to increasing the membership of the PRC from 17 to 
28 (to establish ethnic balance), he quickly assembled 
a very respectable cluster of civilians who have man
aged most of the major governmental departments 
since 1980. As previously noted, the pool included not 
only career bureaucrats but also leaders of the two 
political groups that were challenging Talbert as well 
as some former officials identified with the Tubman 
era. There have been frequent cabinet reshuffles, 
some involving charges of corruption or differences 
over ideology and style. Remarkably, however, the 
pool of educated and experienced talent available to 
replace those who have departed appears to have 
grown rather than diminished. Ironically, this 
phenomenon serves as testimony to the commitment 
of the Tubman and Tolbert regimes to developing the 
quality of the University of Liberia and to expanding 
opportunities for education of Liberians abroad. 

A few cabinet posts have been reserved for the mili
tary in carrying out its "balance wheel" role. These 
have included defense, finance, and information. This 
is a major adjustment from the immediate post-coup 
period, when the PRC created an administrative 
nightmare by assigning various of its members a 
"watchdog" supervisory role over the day-to-day func
tioning of departments of the government. An early at
tempt to subordinate the existing court system to a 
Supreme Military Tribunal was also abandoned. 

(2) Has adequate time been permitted for the emer
gence of a viable political system? In a society that 
thrives on political gossip and intrigue, the PRC's con
tinuing ban on political activity has rankled not only 
those who have future political ambitions but also 
those who believe it is essential to allow responsible 
criticism of the performance of the PRC and of the 
process for restoring civilian rule. There is growing 
concern that the privately-owned Daily Observer and 
even the government-owned New Liberian have been 
harassed by arrests of staff, banning of particular 
issues, and other threats when the level and character 
of their editorial commentary has piqued the sensitivi
ties of the PRC. Similarly, university and high school 
students (who considered themselves participants in 
the pre-1980 ferment which made the PRC coup im
mediately acceptable) have experienced school 
closures, reprimands, arrests, and even the threat of 
the firing squad. Now that the linkages between religi
ous office and political power have been severed (and 
permanently prohibited under the draft constitution), 
churches, too, have become forums for criticism of 
the military's sensitivities and the pace of civilian 
restoration. 

Doubts also arise that the envisaged period of less 
than a year will be long enough to organize new 
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parties, get them registered, nominate candidates, and 
campaign. The leadership of MOJA and the PPP has 
been fragmented and some of the key leaders are 
sidelined at the present time because of the prohibi
tion against any member of the government using his 
post as a base for consolidating a constituency. The 
PRC appears satisfied that its stratagems have made 
it difficult for any individual or group to jump the gun 
in advance of the April 1984 deadline on resumption 
of political activity. , 

(3) What are the prospects that Samuel Doe will be 
a candidate for the presidency? It is evident that Doe 
enjoys a great deal of popularity among all sectors of 
the population for his role in bringing the Whig sys
tem to an end and for his actions in establishing a 
coalition of military and well-qualified civilians to run 
the transitional government. Those who have worked 
closely with him, as well as journalists and others 
who have observed him from a distance, are impressed 
with the manner in which he has literally grown with 
the job and acquired a better speaking style and other 
outward attributes that have won him points both at 
home and abroad. 

Hints regarding his future designs may be found in 
his transition from the Master Sergeant Doe of 1980, 
dressed in battle fatigues and with hand grenades at 
his belt; to Commander in Chief or Head of State Doe 
of 1981, dressed in flowing tribal robes or the informal 
"swearing-in" suit; to Dr. Doe (honorary degree from 
the University of South Korea) of 1982, punctiliously 
dressed in a three-piece business suit-and insisting 
that others dress the same. Perhaps more revealing is 
the fact that he observed his twenty-eighth birthday 
within weeks of the 1980 coup but, by an accelerated 
aging process, celebrated his thirty-third birthday in 
May 1983. This would just make him eligible for the 
presidency in 1985 under the draft constitution. Although 
the foreign press often refers to him as "President" 
Doe, he has studiously avoided the appearance of 
having usurped the civilian title, and that, too, might 
be part of a long-term strategy. In any event, few 
believe that he is committed to going back to his 
rural village and becoming a clerk for the traditional 
clan chief-as he once suggested. 

(4) Will the military as a corporate unit honor its 
pledge to return to the barracks in 1985? Assuming 
that Doe and his allies retain control within the PRC, 
it is now reasonable to expect that the military will 
honor its pledge. Significantly, there seems to have 
been as yet no objection raised by the PRC regarding 
the extraordinary clause in the draft constitution that 
would deny suffrage to citizens while serving with the 
police or the armed forces. 

In general terms, the legitimate complaints of the 
army rank-and-file regarding their low status in Liberian 
society during most of this century have been substan
tially addressed since 1980 in terms of better salaries, 
housing, and uniforms, as well as in manifestations of 
the public's gratitude for the risks undertaken by the 
soldiers to end the Whig tyranny. 

Some observers suggest that the major considera-
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tion militating, in favor of th~ honoring of the pledge 
Jies elsewhere. What impact would a failure to return 
to the barracks have upon the principal supplier of 
both economic and military aid to Liberia, namely the 
government of the United States? 

Foreign Policy Under the PRC 
The fact that the African country with the strongest 
links to the United States fell victim to a coup by a 
group that styled itself "revolutiqnary" led many 
observers to conclude that Liberia would embark on a 
radical realignment of its foreign commitments, as 
well as develop new domestic institutions. Much atten
tion was given in the European and American press to 
the fact that the Soviet ambassador was called in on 
the morning of the coup (as was the highest-ranking 
U.S. diplomat in Monrovia at the time) and that sev
eral key civilian members of the new government had 
been vocal about the need for Third World solidarity 
and Liberia's nonalignment. The immediate expres
sions of support for the new regime from Ethiopia, 
Cuba, the Soviet Union, and Libya, as well as several 
quick visits by Liberian officials to key capitals in this 
group, were taken as signals of new directions. 

In making these premature judgments, observers 
failed to note that a de-emphasis on the American 
linkage and a strengthening of Liberia's relationships 
with other Western states, with its African neighbors, 
and with the Third World in general were initiated as 
early as the Tubman era and accelerated during 
Tolbert's quest for the 1979-80 chairmanship of the 
OAU. Libyans, Russians, and Bulgarians were already 
in Monrovia at the time of the coup. 

The external analysts a lso overlooked the virtual 
quarantine of Doe by his closest African neighbors. 
The major exception was Guinea, which urgently needed 
continued access to Monrovia's free port for its exports 
and also wished to live down the support given to Tolbert 
during the 1979 rice riots. It must also be remem
bered that the Carter administration in Washington 
was initially cool toward the new regime, largely 
because of human rights considerations. With Western 
financial and economic aid on hold until the United 
States declared itself, the situation in Liberia took on 
the appearance of a tilt to the East. 

Whatever thoughts the PRC may have had about a 
realignment of foreign policy from that of the previous 
regime, the realities of Liberia's "special" relationship 
with the United States ultimately were overriding. Not 
only was the United States the primary instrument in 
the country's founding. Over the past 160 years, the 
U.S. government or American private interests have 
been the major sources of direct loans to the govern
ment; have taken the lead in the development of the 
rubber and iron ore industries; have constructed 
roads, harbors, and other infrastru~ture; have estab
lished schools in Liberia and provided educational op
portunities for Liberians abroad; and have founded 
mission churches which still maintain links with the 
United States. For half a century, the unit of currency 
in Liberia has been the U.S . dollar. Liberia is one of 

the few African states that has signed a comprehen
sive military agreement with the United States (1951}, 
and Liberia is the site of a major Voice of America 
transmitter, an OMEGA navigational station, and tele
communications links important to the United States. 
The registration of many American-owned ships under 
the Liberian "flag of convenience" has complex mutual 
benefits. Once Washington adjusted to the coup, 
moreover, the U.S. government, both directly and 
through its role in the World Bank and the IMF, 
became the primary economic and financial supporter 
of the PRC and its program for restoring civilian rule. 
Total U.S. bilateral assistance in fiscal year 1984 will 
be about $76 million. 

For these and other reasons, the realignment of 
Liberia's foreign policy since the coup has been in the 
direction of a closer relationship with the West, and 
the United States in particular, than that pursued by 
the Tolbert regime. This was clearly signalled in the 
intra-cabinet and intra-PRC struggle in 1981, which 
culminated in the closing of the Libyan People's 
Bureau and a drastic reduction of the staff of the 
Soviet embassy, which had been growing steadily in 
the preceding years. 

Aside from the United States, the most significant 
supplemental funding (for the development of the 
timber industry, a palm oil plant, urban transit, and 
other projects) is coming from West Germany, Bel
gium, France, and other Western sources. In seeking 
new diplomatic and economic linkages in the Third 
World, moreover, the PRC has looked to those states 
which not only are regarded as friendly to the United 
States but often have the means to provide forms of 
"South-South" aid. Thus, Sudan's President Numeri 
was an honored guest at the 1983 Redemption Day 
celebrations; Doe paid a state visit to Saudi Arabia in 
1983; an embassy has been opened in South Korea; 
the Taiwan mission has been providing much-needed 
agricultural assistance; and the most dramatic devel
opment was the reestablishment of diplomatic links 
with Israel in August 1983. In undertaking this step, 
Liberia joined Zaire (see "Zaire and Israel," by J. · 
Coleman Kitchen, Jr., CSIS Africa Notes, No. 10, 
March 21, 1983) in breaking ranks on the linked 
quarantine of Israel and South Africa forged by the 
Arab and sub-Saharan African states between 1967 
and 1973. 

Liberia's decision has been viewed by critics as 
toadying to the United States, but it could also be 
assessed in terms of Liberian self-interest. Although 
Liberia has received roughly $46 million in repayable 
loans from Arab states, it has had no concessions 
from OPEC states on the price of its imported oil 
(which has been central to its balance of payments 
problems, to its recurrent oil and gas shortages, and 
to other problems of development). Israel's technical 
assistance before the diplomatic rupture was signifi
cant, and the benefits from the reestablished relation
ship are expected to include military assistance, tech
nical training, new trade and investment opportunities, 
and assistance in development of transport . 
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The PRC has also accorded considerable attention 
to repairing relations within West Africa strained by 
the assassination of a sitting OAU chairman. A mis
understanding with Sierra Leone unrelated to sub
stance led to the massing of troops on the two 
nations' shared border in 1983, but "good offices" 
mediation by President Sekou Toure of Guinea has 
apparently healed relations between Monrovia and 
Freetown, and reaped the additional bonus of making 
a reality of the three-nation Mano River Union. 

In Sum 
"The Perils of Pauline" come to mind when one 
catalogs the dramatic shifts of funds from one account 
to another and quick assists from the IMF or the U.S. 
government that have repeatedly saved the day for a 
PRC beset by recurrent payroll crises, fuel shortages, 
and threats of default on international loans . Yet the 
fact is that the government is still financially afloat. In 
assessing the performance record of the government 
in dealing with the economy since 1980, moreover, we 

should not lose track of the fact that many of Liberia's 
problems of this decade derive from the excesses of 
the Tolbert and even the Tubman eras and from the 
drop in prices for the country's key exports . 
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