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Liberia has had a turbulent recent history, and today deals with extreme 
poverty, high crime, ethnic tensions, widespread impunity and corrup-
tion. In addition to this, there is a complex and contradictory relationship 
between law and religion, which further complicates the ongoing efforts 
towards peace building and reconstruction. This paper aims to highlight 
the fundamental question of whether certain laws and human rights — in 
this case, religious or cultural freedom — can or should be actively pro-
moted by the state and by society in such a unique scenario as fragile, 
SRVW�FRQ¾LFW�/LEHULD��7KH�SDSHU�½UVW�DGGUHVVHV�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�
the country’s contradictory dual-justice system, highlighting the problems 
that arise when the weak state struggles to enforce statutory and human 
rights law, while much of the population still sees legitimate justice to be 
rooted in traditional mechanisms, such as trials by ordeal, which oppose 
these laws. The second section of the paper considers the extent to which all 
Liberians enjoy religious freedom. It is shown that, while Liberia is de facto a 
secular state, it is essentially de jure a Christian country. Although there are 
historically and presently few indications of unrest based strictly on religion, 
it is argued that there is underlying religious tension that makes it danger-
ous for the state or society to suggest any major integration of Islam into 
public life. Some of this tension can be attributed to the growing number of 
Pentecostal and charismatic churches, which are especially vocal about the 
encroachment of non-Christians. However, because of Liberia’s fragility, it 
might be the case that promoting religious equality and actively eliminating 
the Christian bias might cause more harm than good in Liberia today.

* BA (Northampton), MA Study of Religions (SOAS, London), PhD candidate, 
Department of the Study of Religions (SOAS) researching the socio-political role of 
3HQWHFRVWDO�DQG�FKDULVPDWLF�&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�SRVW�FRQ¾LFW�/LEHULD��LQ�FRXQWU\�IRU�½HOG-
work from September 2007 until July 2008; gwendolynheaner@yahoo.com

458



�� ,QWURGXFWLRQ

A consideration of the relationship between religion, law and human 
rights is a critical endeavour that has been attracting interest from a 
YDULHW\�RI�½HOGV�LQ�UHFHQW�GHFDGHV��,W�LV�EHFRPLQJ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�DSSDUHQW�
that, when dealing with legal issues, one cannot sideline religion and 
LWV�VLJQL½FDQW� LPSOLFDWLRQV� LQ�D�ZRUOG�WKDW� LV�QRW�VHFXODULVLQJ��DV�SDVW�
theorists so strongly argued. As Witte poignantly writes, ‘Religion is an 
LQHUDGLFDEOH�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�KXPDQ�OLYHV�DQG�KXPDQ�FRPPXQLWLHV�©�SUR-
vides many of the sources and scales of values by which persons and 
SHRSOH�JRYHUQ�WKHPVHOYHV�©µ1 Examining varieties of religious beliefs, 
which are often inextricably linked with varieties of cultural practices,2 
with respect to law and human rights, opens the door for a number 
RI�TXHVWLRQV��$UH�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�XQLYHUVDO�RU�FXOWXUDOO\�VSHFL½F"3 More 
VSHFL½FDOO\�� VKRXOG� WUDGLWLRQDO� FXOWXUDO� SUDFWLFHV� EH� SURWHFWHG� ZKHQ�
aspects of human rights law are antithetical to such tradition?4 To what 
extent should religious practices of one person or group be allowed to 
impinge on the religious practices of another? When should freedom 
WR�SUDFWLVH�D�UHOLJLRQ�EH�UHVWULFWHG�LI�LW�FRQ¾LFWV�ZLWK�RWKHU�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�
ODZV"�:KHQ�LV�RQH�JURXSµV�ULJKW�WR�SURVHO\WLVH�D�YLRODWLRQ�RI�DQRWKHUµV�
ULJKW�WR�½JKW�DJDLQVW�VXFK�XQZDQWHG�HQFURDFKPHQW"

The complicated, contradictory and unstable relationship between 
UHOLJLRQ��ODZ�DQG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�LQ�/LEHULD��FRPELQHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRXQWU\µV�
turbulent recent history, ethnic tensions and current state of widespread 
impunity and corruption, risks impeding ongoing efforts towards 
peace building and reconstruction, unless these issues are addressed 
by the government and society at large. In this essay, I address two 
DVSHFWV�RI�WKLV�UHODWLRQVKLS��½UVW��WKH�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�GXDO�MXVWLFH�V\VWHP�
and traditional justice mechanisms and, second, the extent to which 
Liberians enjoy religious freedom, especially with respect to an evident 

1� -�:LWWH�-U�´/DZ��UHOLJLRQ��DQG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV��$�KLVWRULFDO�3URWHVWDQW�SHUVSHFWLYHµ��������
26 Journal of Religious Ethics 257.

2� 7KH� FRQFHSW� RI� ´FXOWXUHµ� DQG� ´UHOLJLRQµ� DQG� KRZ� WKH\� UHODWH� WR� RQH� DQRWKHU�� LV� D�
contentions topic which has received an enormous amount of scholarly attention. 
6HH�HVSHFLDOO\�7�0DVX]DZD�´&XOWXUHµ�LQ�0�7D\ORU��HG��Critical terms for religious stud-
ies� �������������� -�6PLWK� ´5HOLJLRQ�� UHOLJLRQV�� UHOLJLRXVµ� LQ�7D\ORU��DERYH�����������
)RU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�WKLV�SDSHU��´UHOLJLRQµ�ZLOO�EH�XVHG�WR�GHVFULEH�DQ\�EHOLHI�V\VWHP�
WKDW� VSHFL½FDOO\�KDV� WR�GR�ZLWK�VSLULWXDO��FRVPRORJLFDO�RU�PHWDSK\VLFDO� LVVXHV�DQG�
includes all forms of African traditional religions and monotheistic religions. ‘Cul-
WXUHµ�ZLOO�UHIHU�WR�WKH�EURDGHU�LGHD�RI�WKH�´PHDQV�RI�DGDSWLQJ�WR�WKH�SK\VLFDO�ZRUOG�
and creating systems of meaning through which experience can be interpreted; all 
KXPDQ�EHLQJV��E\�GH½QLWLRQ��DUH�URRWHG�LQ�FXOWXUHµ��DV�GH½QHG�LQ�0�0RUDQ�Liberia: 
The violence of democracy (2006) 19.

3 S Ilesanmi ‘Human rights discourse in modern Africa: A comparative religious ethical 
SHUVSHFWLYHµ�����������Journal of Religious Ethics 293-295.

4� $�$Q�1DµLP�´7KH�FRQWLQJHQW�XQLYHUVDOLW\�RI�KXPDQ�ULJKWV��7KH�FDVH�RI� IUHHGRP�RI�
expression in African and Islamic contexts (1997) 11 Emory International Law Review 
30 53-54.

RELIGION, LAW AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN POST-CONFLICT LIBERIA 459



460 (2008) 8 AFRICAN HUMAN RIGHTS LAW JOURNAL

Christian bias. In the process, I highlight important issues regarding 
the extent to which certain human rights — in this case, religious or 
cultural freedom — can be actively promoted in such a unique scenario 
DV�IUDJLOH��SRVW�FRQ¾LFW�/LEHULD��

�� /LEHULD��$IULFDµV�ROGHVW�UHSXEOLF�UHFRYHULQJ�IURP�
ZDU�

���� )URP�SVHXGR�FRORQ\�WR�GLFWDWRUVKLS

The area which is now Liberia was settled upon in 1822 by freed 
American slaves under the aegis of the pseudo-humanitarian American 
Colonization Society (ACS).5 The sovereign state of Liberia was estab-
lished in 1847 by these settlers who later established the True Whig 
Party (TWP) that ruled from 1858 to 1980.6 These settlers, known as 
$PHULFR�/LEHULDQV��ZHUH�QHYHU�PRUH� WKDQ����RI� WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�� \HW�
effectively ran the state with little to no participation from indigenous 
/LEHULDQV�� DQG� ODUJHO\� IRU� WKHLU� SHUVRQDO� EHQH½W�7 By 1980, despite 
WKHQ�3UHVLGHQW� 7ROEHUWµV� DWWHPSWV� WR� IXUWKHU� LQFRUSRUDWH� LQGLJHQRXV�
/LEHULDQV� LQWR� SROLWLFV�� FRUUXSWLRQ� DQG� LQHI½FLHQF\� KDG� OHIW� WKH� VWDWH�
without a channel through which non-Americo-Liberian political views 
and organisations could be effectively incorporated into government.8 
On 12 April 1980, Master-Sergeant Samuel K Doe staged a bloody coup 
ZLWK� ��� RWKHU� ORZ�UDQNLQJ� VROGLHUV� DQG� EHFDPH� WKH� ½UVW� LQGLJHQRXV�
leader of Liberia, with the exuberant support of indigenous Liberians 
who had high hopes for their country.

Within weeks of taking leadership, Doe killed or dismissed most 
VHQLRU�RI½FHUV�LQ�WKH�PLOLWDU\��KDG�KXQGUHGV�RI�FLYLOLDQV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�
the TWP arrested and tortured, and killed 13 prominent members from 
WKH�ROG�UHJLPH��7KH�3HRSOHµV�5HGHPSWLRQ�&RXQFLO� LPSRVHG�D�EDQ�RQ�
political activities, censored the media, and resorted to killing, loot-
ing, cheating and bullying any suspected opponents in order to cow 
dissent. By 1984, relations between civilian and military groups were 
severely fragmented, and the initial popular support and legitimacy of 

5 Although the explanation given by the ACS for repatriation of African slaves was that 
WKH�IUHHG�VODYHV�ZRXOG�EHQH½W��DQRWKHU�NH\�UHDVRQ� LV�SUREDEO\�WKDW�WKH�86�VLPSO\�
wanted a way to get rid of black freedmen as the institution of slavery was becoming 
more controversial. J Levitt 7KH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�GHDGO\�FRQ¾LFW�LQ�/LEHULD (2005) 31-33. 

6 S Ellis The mask of anarchy: The destruction of Liberia and the religious dimension of an 
African civil war (1999) 41.

7 By 1865, when colonisation stopped, there were only about 12 000 settlers in Liberia 
in total. Of these, 4 500 were freeborn, 7 000 born in slavery, and 5 700 freed from 
transport ships that never made it to the US (known as Congoes). S Hale cited in 
P Gifford Christianity and politics in Doe’s Liberia (1993) 9-10.

8� &�&ODSKDP�´/LEHULDµ�LQ�'�&UXLVH�2µ%ULHQ�et al (eds) Contemporary West African states 
(1989) 99-111.



'RH� DQG� KLV� 3HRSOHµV� 5HGHPSWLRQ� &RXQFLO� KDG� GLVDSSHDUHG�9 When 
increasing pressure from America to return to civilian rule became 
HYLGHQW�� HOHFWLRQV�ZHUH�KHOG� LQ������DQG�DIWHU�JHWWLQJ�������RI� WKH�
YRWH� LQ�¾DJUDQWO\�ULJJHG�HOHFWLRQV��'RH�GHFODUHG�KLPVHOI�3UHVLGHQW�WR�
the approval of US President Reagan, who sent him a congratulatory 
telegram.10�)URP�WKHQ�RQ��'RHµV�GHVWUXFWLYH�OHDGHUVKLS�ZDV�ODUJHO\�IRU�
SHUVRQDO�JDLQ��QRW�WR�IXO½O�WKH�SURPLVHV�KH�KDG�PDGH�WR�/LEHULD�DIWHU�
his coup. 

���� &LYLO�ZDU

At the end of 1989, future warlord Charles Taylor and his National Patri-
RWLF�)URQW�RI�/LEHULD��13)/���PDGH�XS�RI�/LEHULDQV�ZKR�KDG�¾HG�WR�&{WH�
Gµ,YRLUH� DQG�ZHUH� XQLWHG� E\� D� FRPPRQ� KDWUHG� RI�'RH�� LQYDGHG� WKH�
country.11�7KH�FRQ¾LFW�GHYHORSHG�LQWR�D�FLYLO�ZDU�DQG�'RH�ZDV�NLOOHG�
by (now Senator) Prince Johnson at the end of 1990, having maintained 
power only over his palace and a small section of Monrovia.12 ‘Greater 
/LEHULDµ�ZDV��DW�LWV�SHDN�LQ�������PDGH�XS�RI�PRVW�RI�/LEHULD��SDUWV�RI�
*XLQHD�DQG�DERXW�D�TXDUWHU�RI�6LHUUD�/HRQH��7D\ORUµV�WHUULWRU\�KDG� LWV�
RZQ�EDQNLQJ�V\VWHP��FXUUHQF\��WHOHYLVLRQ�DQG�UDGLR�QHWZRUN��DLU½HOGV�
and an export trade in diamonds, timber, gold and agricultural prod-
ucts.13 By 1996, a huge number of military factions had appeared, 
many of which were organised with respect to ethnicity, although 
only about seven were ever very strong, whose main intentions were 
to occupy territory so that it could utilise resources, much like Taylor 
did.14 Throughout the war, repeated attempts were made to restore 
peace in Liberia, but one warlord or another would either refuse to 
agree to a deal, or agree, sign papers, and then ignore it altogether.15 

In August 1996, the fourteenth peace accord was signed and most of 
WKH�½JKWLQJ�VWRSSHG��,Q�������&KDUOHV�7D\ORU�DQG�KLV�1DWLRQDO�3DWULRWLF�
3DUW\��133��ZRQ�SUHVLGHQWLDO�DQG�SDUOLDPHQWDU\�HOHFWLRQV�ZLWK�����RI�
WKH�YRWH������RI�WKH�HOLJLEOH�SRSXODWLRQ�YRWHG���SUREDEO\�EHFDXVH�WKH�
people saw little hope for lasting peace unless Taylor was elected.16 
$OWKRXJK� WKH� ½JKWLQJ� KDG� VWRSSHG�� WKH� VHFXULW\� VLWXDWLRQ� ZDV� VWLOO�

9 Clapham (n 8 above) 103-5.
10 Gifford (n 7 above) 235.
11� 6�(OOLV�´/LEHULD������������$�VWXG\�RI�HWKQLF�DQG�VSLULWXDO�YLROHQFHµ�����������African 

Affairs 165-197.
12 Ellis (n 11 above) 167.
13� :�5HQR�´5HLQYHQWLRQ�RI�DQ�$IULFDQ�SDWULPRQLDO�VWDWH��&KDUOHV�7D\ORUµV�/LEHULDµ��������

16 Third World Quarterly 112-113. 
14 Ellis (n 6 above) 104-105.
15� 0$�6HVD\�´3ROLWLFV�DQG�VRFLHW\�LQ�SRVW�ZDU�/LEHULDµ�����������The Journal of Modern 

African Studies 397-405.
16 Ellis (n 6 above) 109-110. See also D Harris ‘From “warlord” to “democratic” presi-

GHQW��+RZ�&KDUOHV�7D\ORU�ZRQ�WKH������/LEHULDQ�HOHFWLRQVµ�����������The Journal of 
Modern African Studies 431-432. 
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precarious. In 1998, after an armed clash outside of Monrovia, Taylor 
imprisoned a number of opponents and declared himself no longer 
committed to the conditions of the peace accord. In 2000, a new group 
of rebels, the Liberians United for Reconstruction and Democracy 
(LURD), gained control of much of Northern Liberia. By 2003, another 
rebel group, the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), had 
taken over most of the country except Monrovia. By then the United 
Nations (UN) had imposed sanctions on the trade of diamonds, timber 
DQG�ZHDSRQV�EHFDXVH�RI�7D\ORUµV�FRQWLQXHG�VXSSRUW�RI�WKH�58)�LQ�6LHUUD�
Leone.17 In the midst of peace negotiations in Ghana in 2003, the United 
Nations (UN) announced that Taylor was to be indicted for war crimes.

In June 2003, LURD attacked Monrovia, resulting in thousands of civil-
ian deaths. Nigerian peacekeepers arrived and Taylor was convinced to 
step down from the presidency and left for exile in Nigeria in August.18 
The peace process continued in Ghana, with Taylor fortunately out of 
the picture, with representation from warring factions, political parties 
and civil society organisations. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
was signed in August 2003 and an interim government was estab-
lished by October, made up of members of various warring factions 
and political parties. By the end of the year, the United Nations Mis-
sion in Liberia (UNMIL) was established and had begun deploying over 
15 000 peacekeepers to the country who disarmed and demobilised 
over 100 000 ex-combatants by September 2004.19 

After largely peaceful, legitimate and free and fair elections in 2005, 
(OOHQ� -RKQVRQ�6LUOHDI� EHFDPH� /LEHULDµV� QHZ� SUHVLGHQW� DQG� WKH� ½UVW�
elected African female head of state. She turned Charles Taylor over to 
the Special Court for Sierra Leone in 2006; his trial is still ongoing at The 
Hague. With the help of UNMIL and many international and domestic 
QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��1*2V���DQG�-RKQVRQ�6LUOHDIµV�DPEL-
tious anti-corruption and development projects, Liberia is undergoing 
D�FULWLFDO�DQG�GLI½FXOW�SHULRG�RI�WRWDO�HFRQRPLF��SROLWLFDO��LQIUDVWUXFWXUDO�
and social reconstruction.

���� 7KH�GDPDJH

7KH� IDFWV� DQG� ½JXUHV� VKRZ� FOHDUO\� WKH� GHVWUXFWLRQ� DQG� GHYDVWDWLRQ�
affecting Liberia today. It is estimated that 270 000 people died during 

17 D Nilsson & MS Kovacs ‘Breaking the cycle of violence? Promises and pitfalls of the 
/LEHULDQ�SHDFH�SURFHVVµ����������Civil Wars 399-400.

18 M Moran & M Pitcher ‘The “basket case” and the “poster child”: Explaining the end 
RI�FLYLO�FRQ¾LFWV�LQ�/LEHULD�DQG�0R]DPELTXHµ�����������Third World Quarterly 506.

19 This only resulted in the collection of 27 000 weapons, most of them small arms, 
strongly indicating that there are still armed individuals, arms caches, or export of 
weapons to other countries. Nilsson & Kovacs (n 17 above) 405. The World Bank 
reports that only 70 000 ex-combatants were disarmed by this time. P Richards et 
al�´&RPPXQLW\�FRKHVLRQ�LQ�/LEHULD��$�SRVW�ZDU�UDSLG�VRFLDO�DVVHVVPHQWµ�LQ�´&RQ¾LFW�
SUHYHQWLRQ�DQG�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQµ�7KH�:RUOG�%DQN�DQG�5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ�6RFLDO�'HYHORS-
ment Department Paper 21, Washington DC, January 2005 2. 



WKH�ZDU� DQG�DW� OHDVW�RQH�PLOOLRQ�ZHUH�GLVSODFHG��������RI� /LEHULDQV�
OLYH�EHORZ�WKH�SRYHUW\�OLQH������RI�/LEHULDQV�OLYH�LQ�H[WUHPH�SRYHUW\��
����RI�WKH�SRRU�OLYH�LQ�UXUDO�DUHDV�20 Between 1987 and 1995, GDP fell 
����DQG�H[WHUQDO�GHEW�ZDV������ELOOLRQ��7KH�DYHUDJH� LQFRPH�LV�RQH�
sixth of its level in 1979 and one-quarter of its level in 1987.21 Formal 
XQHPSOR\PHQW�LV�����22 Between 1987 and 2005, rice production fell 
�����½QDQFLDO� VHUYLFHV� IHOO�����DQG�HOHFWULFLW\�DQG�ZDWHU� IHOO�����23 
Transportation and communication, trade and hotels and construc-
WLRQ�DOO�IHOO�DURXQG������7KHUH�DUH�DQ�HVWLPDWHG���������UHIXJHHV��DQG�
350 000 internally displaced persons still need to be resettled.24 The 
demands on the capital city of Monrovia are massive, not least because 
RI�WKH�PDVVLYH�LQ¾X[�RI�SHRSOH�IURP�WKH�FRXQWU\VLGH�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU��
The population of the city is estimated to have increased from 300 000 
in 1989 to more than 1,3 million by 2003.25� ,OOLWHUDF\� LV�DW� OHDVW�����
and over half of Liberian children ages six to 11 are estimated to be out 
of school.26 The judicial system is in shambles and there is a wide-
spread climate of impunity and lawlessness.27

Nonetheless, the situation is slowly improving. Economic growth 
UHDFKHG� ����� LQ� ������ ����� LQ� ����� DQG� ����� LQ� ������ 7KH�:RUOG�
%DQN�KDV� FDQFHOOHG� /LEHULDµV�PDVVLYH�GHEW� DUUHDUV�� 6RFLDO� VHUYLFHV� DUH�
becoming more available, roads are being repaired, schools are being 
refurbished, businesses are opening and refugees are returning to their 
homes.28 According to the World Bank, Liberia in 2007 had the largest 
LPSURYHPHQW� LQ� WKH�ZRUOG� IRU� ´FRQWURO�RI� FRUUXSWLRQµ�EHWZHHQ������
and 2007.29 The Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL), the Liberian National 
Police (LNP) and Special Security Service (SSS) are gathering new 
recruits and putting them through training processes. Combined with 
this, the continued presence of UNMIL is assuring a maintained peace. 
A Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is collecting statements 

20 Government of Liberia (GOL) Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) 2008 25.
21 n 20 above, 15.
22 GOL Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy (IPRS) 2006, xiii.
23 GOL PRS (n 20 above) 15-16.
24 GOL PRS (n 20 above) 13.
25� (�3DMLER� ´7UDGLWLRQDO� MXVWLFH�PHFKDQLVPV��7KH�/LEHULDQ�FDVHµ� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� ,QVWLWXWH�

for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, Stockholm, 2008 10. The latest census 
SXEOLVKHG�SUHOLPLQDU\�UHVXOWV�ZKLFK�FRQ½UPHG�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�/LEHULD�WR�EH������
million, and the population of Montserrado County (where Monrovia is located) 
to be 1,14 million. Government of Liberia ‘2008 Population and National Housing 
&HQVXV�3URYLVLRQDO�5HVXOWVµ��/,6*,6��-XQH������

26 GOL PRS (n 20 above) 31-32.
27� 6HH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&ULVLV�*URXS�́ /LEHULD��5HVXUUHFWLQJ�WKH�MXVWLFH�V\VWHPµ��$IULFD�5HSRUW�

10, April 2006 1-2. 
28� ,Q�WKH�ODVW�WZR�\HDUV��WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�����LQFUHDVH�LQ�VFKRRO�HQUROPHQW������KHDWK�

facilities, 20 clinics and several hospitals and health centres have been restored. GOL 
PRS 17-19.

29 World Bank Institute, Worldwide Governance Indicators, 2007.
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from victims and perpetrators of atrocities during the war. Still, there is 
a long way to go. At this point, I focus on the particularly weak Liberian 
justice system.

�� /LEHULDQ�ODZV��WUDGLWLRQDO�MXVWLFH�DQG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV

���� 6WDWXWRU\�ODZ

In a Gallup Poll conducted in February 2007, the least trusted institu-
WLRQ�LQ�/LEHULD�ZDV�IRXQG�WR�EH�WKH�MXGLFLDO�V\VWHP�DQG�FRXUWV�������30 
During the war, Liberia descended into almost complete lawlessness. 
As the transitional government took power in 2003, the statutory 
justice system, from its inception based on United States and Brit-
ish common law,31 was totally defunct. Since the 2005 elections, 
this sector is still struggling to improve and achieve some degree of 
DFFRXQWDELOLW\��HI½FLHQF\�DQG�UHVSHFW��7KLV�´FXOWXUH�RI�LPSXQLW\µ�PDNHV�
LW� H[WUHPHO\� GLI½FXOW� IRU� WKH� HQIRUFHPHQW� RI� /LEHULDQ� ODZ� VSHFL½FDOO\�
and human rights law generally. Of the many problems, one of the 
PRVW�FULWLFDO� LV� WKH�VHYHUH� ODFN�RI�FRPSHWHQW��XQFRUUXSW�DQG�HI½FLHQW�
staff.32 Judges and other key staff in county circuit courts are frequently 
absent, resulting in huge delays for trials.33 Salaries are often late and 
very low, encouraging staff members to accept bribes for throwing 
out cases or illegally releasing criminal suspects.34� 0DJLVWUDWHµV� DQG�
ORFDO�FRXUWV�DUH�RIWHQ�IRXQG�WU\LQJ��VHQWHQFLQJ��½QLQJ�DQG�LPSULVRQLQJ�
people for criminal and civil cases that lie outside of their jurisdiction.35 
-XVWLFHV�RI�WKH�SHDFH�DUH�RIWHQ�FRUUXSW��XQTXDOL½HG�DQG�LQHI½FLHQW��\HW�
PDQ\�/LEHULDQV�¾RFN�WR�WKHP�IRU�KHOS�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHLU�SUR[LPLW\�36 The 
prison system is substandard, keeping inmates, including juveniles, in 
overcrowded and unsanitary conditions for months on end; the vast 
majority of whom have yet to be convicted or tried for any crime, in 
violation of international human rights law. Release from jail is often 
expedited with the payment of a bribe. If they do make it to court, 
most defendants and detainees have no access to public legal aid; most 
people cannot afford to pay for a private lawyer.37

30� ����RI�/LEHULDQV�ZHUH�IRXQG�WR�WUXVW�UHOLJLRXV�LQVWLWXWLRQV��IDU�PRUH�WKDQ�DOO�RWKHU�
institutions the poll tested, as with most countries surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa. 
0�5KHDXOW� ´/LEHULDQV� JLYH� KLJK�PDUNV� WR� WKHLU� JRYHUQPHQWµ�*DOOXS� 3ROO�� )HEUXDU\�
2008.

31 GOL Liberian legal codes revised 15: 3.40.
32 GOL PRS (n 20 above) 20.
33 UNMIL Report on the Human Rights Situation in Liberia, November 2006-January 

2007, 16-18.
34 UNMIL Report on the Human Rights Situation in Liberia, May-October 2007, 10-11. 
35 Human Rights Watch Country summary: Liberia (2007) 2.
36 n 27 above, 3. 
37 UNMIL (n 34 above) 15-21.



UNMIL has played an important role in helping restore this sector 
under the Legal and Judicial System Support Division (LJSSD). Much 
has been done, such as the refurbishment and reconstruction of several 
courthouses and detention facilities and the training of key legal and 
MXGLFLDO�RI½FHUV��EXW�WKHUH�DUH�VWLOO�KXJH�FKDOOHQJHV�WKDW�PXVW�EH�RYHU-
come before the judiciary is considered functional.38 The government 
is focusing a lot of necessary attention on this sector as well, including 
enacting and empowering the Law Reform Commission.39

���� +XPDQ�ULJKWV�ODZ

In writing, the government of Liberia generally respects most facets of 
human rights law. In practice, there are many violations. This is mostly 
because of the general absence of the rule of law, and the scale of 
these violations has improved massively since the end of the war and 
the regimes of Doe and Taylor.40 Because of the massive work involved 
in establishing basic rule of law in Liberia, human rights issues are 
RIWHQ�VLGHOLQHG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�2I½FH�RI�WKH�+LJK�&RPPLVVLRQHU�IRU�
Human Rights (OHCHR), in Liberia ‘[h]uman rights are not promoted 
RU�SURWHFWHGµ��DOWKRXJK�WKH�81�LV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�WR�VHUL-
ously address these problems.41 There are many human rights NGOs 
working freely in the country. For decades, Christian churches and 
organisations have been at the forefront of monitoring human rights. 
These groups include the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission (JPC), 
the Association of Evangelicals of Liberia (AEL) and the Liberian Council 
of Churches (LCC). From the pulpit, pastors of mainline denominations 
often preach about the need to appreciate human rights.42 Since 2003, 
there have been demands from civil society groups and international 
parties for the creation of the Independent National Commission on 
Human Rights (INCHR) in Liberia. The government will formally set up 

38 Between May 2006 and August 2007, UNMIL trained 336 magistrates, 220 justices 
RI� WKH� SHDFH�� ���� SURVHFXWRUV�� ���� PDJLVWUDWHµV� FRXUW� FOHUNV� DQG� ��� FLUFXLW� DQG�
Supreme Court clerks. UNMIL Fifteenth Progress Report of the Secretary-General on 
the United Nations Mission in Liberia, August 2007, 9.

39� *2/�356��Q����DERYH������6HH�DOVR�3�%DQNV� ´5HIRUPLQJ�/LEHULDµV� OHJDO�DQG�MXGLFLDO�
V\VWHP��7RZDUGV�HQKDQFLQJ�WKH�UXOH�RI�ODZµ�5HSXEOLF�RI�/LEHULD�*RYHUQDQFH�5HIRUP�
Commission, December 2006, 36-41.

40� 2QH�REYLRXV�FRQVWLWXWLRQDO�YLRODWLRQ�DOORZV� IRU�RQO\�SHRSOH�RI� ´1HJURµ�GHVFHQW� WR�
EH�D�FLWL]HQ�RI�/LEHULD�DQG�HQMR\�WKH�EHQH½WV�JLYHQ�WR�FLWL]HQV��VXFK�DV�RZQLQJ�ODQG��
Constitution of Liberia, 1984; US State Department Report on Human Rights, 2007. 

41� 2+&+5� ´/LEHULD� ���������µ� http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/AfricaRegion/
Pages/ LRSummary0809.aspx (accessed 29 July 2008).

42 This can often be quite vague, and many Christian churches stay away from active 
involvement with human rights altogether. At best, they might pray against FGM, 
rape or child abuse, especially within the newer Pentecostal and charismatic 
FKXUFKHV� WKDW� DUH� UDSLGO\� H[SDQGLQJ� LQ�QXPEHU�DQG� LQ¾XHQFH��%DVHG�RQ�DXWKRUµV�
RZQ�½HOGZRUN�
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this commission in December 2008.43 Meanwhile, the majority of the 
population has little to no knowledge of the law and human rights. 
Moreover, it is by no means taken for granted that human rights laws 
VKRXOG�EH�REH\HG��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�FRQ¾LFW�ZLWK�FXOWXUDO�QRUPV��
most particularly those that have a religious dimension. Furthermore, 
in light of the fragility of Liberia today, one might question the extent 
to which human rights laws should be enforced, especially if they risk 
exacerbating existing tensions.

���� &XVWRPDU\�ODZ

According to article 65 of the Constitution, Liberia recognises custom-
ary law, as written in the Revised Rules and Regulations Governing 
the Hinterland, updated in 2000.44 These rules are nearly identical to 
those of indirect rule used in Anglophone African colonies in the 1930s 
and 1940s. As International Crisis Group (ICG), an NGO dedicated to 
FRQ¾LFW�UHVROXWLRQ��KDV�QRWHG�45 

Ironically, while Anglophone ex-colonies have mostly revised or abandoned 
such laws because of their fundamentally anti-democratic logic, Liberia — 
never a colony — has maintained them. 

%HFDXVH�RI�WKH�SHUSHWXDO�ODFN�RI�HI½FLHQF\��UHSXWDELOLW\�DQG�PHUH�DFFHVV�
to statutory legal resources, especially in rural areas, customary law 
is the most often used recourse to justice for Liberians.46 Customary 
law is formally overseen by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and its rep-
resentative chiefs (paramount, clan and village), commissioners and 
ORFDO�RI½FHUV��,W�LV�LQIRUPDOO\�FRPSOHPHQWHG�E\�3RUR�DQG�6DQGH�VHFUHW�
societies and councils of elders.47 

Administering justice in the hinterland are government-created cus-
tomary courts, presided over by the chiefs with commissioners and 
superintendents who are involved to administer and oversee their 
functions.48 Statutory circuit courts are legally allowed to review cus-
tomary law decisions,49 but this is very rarely done.50 Article 29, the 
General Rule of Administration, states:51 

43 See President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, Annual Address, 28 January 2008. INHCR is cur-
rently campaigning against mob violence and rape, but for the most part they are 
TXLWH�LQDFWLYH��6HH�´'RQµW�VHH�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�DGYRFDWHV�DV�HQHPLHVµ�The Analyst 3 April 
2008.

44 Constitution of the Republic of Liberia, 1984 ch VII art 65.
45 n 27 above, 7.
46 n 27 above, 6-7.
47 n 27 above, 8.
48 n 27 above, 7.
49 GOL Liberian legal codes revised, Judicial Code 3:4, 1986. 
50 n 27 above, 7.
51 GOL Rules and Regulations Governing the Hinterland, Ministry of Internal Affairs, 17.



It is the policy of government to administer tribal affairs through tribal chiefs 
who shall govern freely according to tribal customs and traditions so long as 
these are not contrary to [statutory] law. 

In practice, there are many contradictions. 

���� 7UDGLWLRQDO�MXVWLFH�PHFKDQLVPV

Traditional justice mechanisms in Liberia can be broken down into 
three main varieties: the sharing of the kola nut, the palaver hut, and 
trial by ordeal. These methods, or varieties on them, have been used 
since pre-settler Liberia. That said, state interference with traditional 
leaders and power structures since the 1940s, combined with indus-
trial development, the movement of populations and the adoption of 
a dual system of justice, has led to the corruption of the processes from 
their traditional forms, such that they have lost much of their legitima-
cy.52 Still, they are widely used throughout the country.
7KH�́ VKDULQJ�RI�WKH�NROD�QXWµ�LV�JHQHUDOO\�XVHG�IRU�EUHDFKHV�LQ�FLYLO�ODZ��

such as adultery or debt. The perpetrator will provide kola nuts, cane 
juice and a chicken or a goat to the victim(s). The victim(s) will gener-
ally accept this and forgive the perpetrator according to the popular 
VD\LQJ��´/HW�E\JRQHV�EH�E\JRQHVµ��7KH�SDODYHU�KXW�PHWKRG�LV�HPSOR\HG�
throughout Liberia, with a few major differences depending on the 
region. Generally, the process aims to resolve civil matters pertaining 
to adultery, divorce, land disputes, debts and, in some communities, 
theft, rape and murder. The process is overseen by elders, local chiefs 
and, in some parts of Liberia, by Zoes (traditional spiritual leaders). Its 
intention is to resolve such disputes through dialogue and mediation 
±�VSHFL½FDOO\�FRQIHVVLRQ��DSRORJ\�DQG�IRUJLYHQHVV��IROORZHG�E\�VRPH�
punishment as prescribed by the overseer, which can range from pay-
ment of food, money or manual labour, to scorn or banishment from 
the community.53 There is a clear religious element to this process, in 
which a libation, ranging from palm wine to animal blood, is poured 
in order to invoke ancestral spirits, who then compel the contending 
parties to tell the truth and respect whatever resolution is decided at 
the end of the process. The process is also intended to drive out any 
HYLO�VSLULWV�WKDW�PLJKW�KDYH�FDXVHG�WKH�RIIHQFH�LQ�WKH�½UVW�SODFH�DQG�WR�
prevent it from happening again. If either party disobeys, the spirits are 
expected to cause misfortune. 

Trial by ordeal is the most controversial form of traditional justice. 
This method is used for determining guilt for offences ranging from 
direct murder and theft, to indirect harm using witchcraft and sorcery. 
In the sassywood method, the accused person is made to drink a 

52� 3DMLER��Q����DERYH������6HH�DOVR�9�)XHVW�´5H¾HFWLRQV�RQ�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�DSSURDFKHV�WR�
²SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ³�LQ�/LEHULDµ�XQSXEOLVKHG�GUDIW�SDSHU��$(*,6�(XURSHDQ�&RQIHUHQFH�
on African Studies, 11-14 July 2007, African Studies Centre, Leiden 7-8.

53 Pajibo (n 25 above) 18-22.
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mixture made from the toxic bark of the sassywood tree. Regurgita-
tion of the drink (as opposed to death) proves that the accused is not 
JXLOW\�� )DLOXUH� WR�XQGHUJR� WKH� WULDO� VLJQL½HV�JXLOW�DQG� WKH�SHUVRQ�ZLOO�
be punished by banishment from the village for a charge of murder, 
and scorned and made to pay restitution in the case of theft. Another 
method of trial by ordeal involves putting hot metal on the skin of the 
accused. Withdrawing the leg and the subsequent appearance of a 
festering wound signify guilt, while an innocent will not be burned. 
The person who administers the trial by ordeal is considered to be a 
spiritually powerful and respected individual in the community. Liba-
tions are poured before the ritual in order to invoke the assistance of 
spirits, which make the trial fully legitimate.

The Supreme Court of Liberia in 1940 ruled that all trial by ordeal is 
LQ�FRQ¾LFW�ZLWK�WKH�VWDWXWRU\�ODZ�RI�WKH�VWDWH�EHFDXVH�´QR�RQH�VKDOO�EH�
FRPSHOOHG�WR�JLYH�HYLGHQFH�DJDLQVW�KLPVHOIµ�54 According to article 73 
of the Rules and Regulations Governing the Hinterland, however, trial 
by ordeal is still legal so long as sassywood is not used: ‘[Ordeals] of a 
minor nature and which do not endanger the life of the individual, shall 
EH�DOORZHG�DQG� LV�KHUHE\�DXWKRUL]HG�©µ55 Despite all trials by ordeal 
being made illegal by statutory law over 60 years ago, most Liberians 
are unaware of their illegality. Even if they do recognise that such tri-
DOV�DUH�LOOHJDO��WKH\�VWLOO�FRQVLGHU�WKHP�DQ�HI½FLHQW��OHJLWLPDWH�DQG�IDLU�
PHWKRG�RI�GHWHUPLQLQJ�D�SHUVRQµV�JXLOW�RU�LQQRFHQFH��7ULDO�E\�RUGHDO�LQ�
all its varieties continues to be practised throughout Liberia, especially 
in rural areas.56 The Ministry of Internal Affairs had, until June 2008, 
RSHQO\�OLFHQVHG�´RUGHDO�GRFWRUVµ�WR�SHUIRUP�WKHVH�ULWXDOV�57 but in 2006 
the Ministry revoked the licences of those found administering sassy-
wood.58�$� IRUPHU�RI½FLDO�RI� WKH�0LQLVWU\�RI� ,QWHUQDO�$IIDLUV�GHIHQGHG�
trial by ordeal as one of the best means by which ‘true Africans and 
WUDGLWLRQDO�OHDGHUV�½QG�RXW�IDFWV�DERXW�XQIROGLQJ�GHYHORSPHQWVµ�59 As 
consultants from the International Crisis Group remarked of the Circuit 
Court in Grand Cape Mount County, which held only one licensed 
WULDO�LQ�½YH�\HDUV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GHWHUPLQH��ULWXDOO\��ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�ZLWFKHV�
ZHUH�UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� WKH�FRPPXQLW\µV� ODFN�RI�VFKRROV�DQG�KHDOWKFDUH�
facilities:60 

54 Tenteah v Republic of Liberia 7LLR63 (1940), cited in ICG (n 27 above) 9.
55 GOL Hinterland (n 51 above) art 73, 39.
56 UNMIL (n 34 above) 22-23. 
57 n 27 above, 9. In June 2008, the Ministry claimed to have stopped issuing such 

licences and claimed that notice of the mandate had been sent to government 
RI½FLDOV� DURXQG� WKH� FRXQWU\�� ´,QWHUQDO�$IIDLUV� %DQV� ,VVXDQFH�RI� /LFHQVHVµ�The News 
25 June 2008.

58 US Dept of State, Religious Freedom, 2007.
59� ´-XVWLFH�0LQLVWHU�EDQV�VDVV\ZRRG�SUDFWLFHµ�Daily Observer 8 February 2007.
60 n 27 above, 9.



7KH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH�RQO\�WULDO�©�KDV�EHHQ�D�ULWXDO�SUDFWLFH��FRQGHPQHG�E\�WKH�
judicial branch but condoned by the executive, speaks volumes about the 
VWDWH�RI�WKH�MXVWLFH�V\VWHP�DQG�WKH�H[HFXWLYHµV�XQZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�HQIRUFH�WKH�
judicial decision that outlawed trial by ordeal.

There have been a few recent public statements to educate Liberians 
about the illegality of such practices, despite their cultural founda-
tions.61 According to Tiawan Gongloe, current Solicitor-General of 
Liberia:62 

Because our Constitution guarantees the liberty of every Liberian, for a 
cultural practice that violates the rights of any Liberian I have no moral obli-
gation to protect and respect such culture. 

The government of Liberia has included plans for addressing traditional 
justice in the PRS, which states:63 

A national framework will be developed for the exercise of informal and 
customary justice to ensure that it conforms to human rights standards. It 
will include measures to inform the community and law enforcement agen-
cies of harmful traditional practices and their contravention of Liberian law, 
particularly those that are harmful to women and marginalised groups.

���� ,QIRUPDO�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�DQG�VRFLHWDO�UHJXODWLRQ

Not all forms of reconciliation and societal regulation are overseen by 
the government. There exist a number of informal societies that have 
an evident amount of authority over their communities, and are inextri-
cably linked with traditional religious beliefs. Of course, these are many 
and varied, but the most well-known and widespread in Liberia are the 
3RUR�DQG�6DQGH�VHFUHW�VRFLHWLHV��RU�´EXVK�VFKRROVµ��7KH�H[DFW�QDWXUH�RI�
these societies varies, depending on the locale, and they have under-
gone many adaptations as they have spread throughout the country 
over time.64 A few researchers have highlighted the political and legal 
functions of these societies have had in Liberia.65

In general, they are overseen by traditional leaders or Zoes, who are 
FRQVLGHUHG�WR�KDYH�VLJQL½FDQW�VSLULWXDO�SRZHU��+LVWRULFDOO\��WKH�PHWKRGV�
used by Zoes and initiates of the societies for obtaining and maintaining 
power were within an unwritten but very organised and rigid structure 
of spiritual authority that translated into authority in society at large. 

61� Q����DERYH��´7ULDO�E\�RUGHDO�GHFODUHG�LOOHJDOµ�Informer 8 April 2008.
62 BBC News The World, Interview with Jesse Graham, 22 February 2007.
63 GOL PRS (n 20 above) 92.
64 Poro and Sande societies were originally found in the border regions between 

Guinea and Liberia, but in modern times they have spread throughout Liberia, in 
various forms. Ellis (n 6 above) 226-229.

65 See especially RP Fahey ‘The Poro as a system of judicial administration in Northwest-
HUQ�/LEHULD��,WV�LQWUDFODQ�DQG�LQWHUFODQ�IXQFWLRQVµ����������African Legal Studies 1-25; 
50�)XOWRQ�´7KH�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�IXQFWLRQV�RI�3RUR�LQ�.SHOOH�VRFLHW\µ�����������
American Anthropologist 1218-1233; JL Gibbs ‘Poro values and courtroom procedures 
LQ�D�.SHOOH�FKLHIGRPµ�����������Journal of Anthropological Research 279-288. 
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7KH� VSLULW� RI� WKH� IRUHVW�� RU� ´%XVK�'HYLOµ��ZDV� DQ� DPELYDOHQW� EXW� SDU-
ticularly powerful deity that needed to be supplied with (sometimes 
KXPDQ��EORRG�VDFUL½FH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�´NHHS�SHRSOH�LQ�WKHLU�SURSHU�SODFHV�
in society, to prevent individuals from transforming in ways which are 
dangerous to others and to ensure orderly progress from one phase of 
OLIH�WR�DQRWKHU��VXFK�DV�IURP�FKLOGKRRG�WR�DGXOWKRRGµ�66�7KHVH�VDFUL½FHV�
were done by particularly powerful Zoes, in secret, for the purpose 
RI� WKH� EHWWHUPHQW� RI� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� DQG� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� YHU\� VSHFL½F�
rituals.67 

Many facets of these institutions have greatly changed over time, 
not least because of the adoption of formal statutory and customary 
law systems, massive migration, the disruption caused by the war and 
the adoption of monotheistic religions. Nonetheless, individuals in 
these communities are still expected to respect the authority of the 
Zoes, including in matters of local reconciliation.68 However, some of 
the methods allegedly used by the Zoes and other traditional religious 
leaders have endured through history and are quite contrary to mod-
ern statutory law and human rights law. For example, it is still widely 
believed that one can gain spiritual and physical power through human 
VDFUL½FH��:KLOH�KLVWRULFDOO\�VXFK�DFWLRQV�PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ�UHODWLYHO\�UDUH��
and restricted to the most powerful of traditional religious leaders,69 
today there are reports of ritual killings throughout the country, in which 
a person is murdered and a body part removed for ritual purposes.70 
It is believed that these body parts can be used, perhaps eaten, for a 
person to gain spiritual power. Such ritual killings were relatively com-
mon during the war, for the purpose of gaining power in battle,71 but 
are strictly forbidden by customary and statutory law. According to the 
Revised Rules Governing the Hinterland, Poro, Sande and other ‘cul-
WXUDO�VRFLHWLHVµ�DUH�DOORZHG�WR�FRQGXFW�WKHPVHOYHV�KRZHYHU�WKH\�ZLVK��
so long as there is no ‘abuse committed that is detrimental to public 
LQWHUHVWµ�� 7KH�+XPDQ�/HRSDUG�6RFLHW\�� IRU� H[DPSOH��ZKLFK�GHPDQGV�
KXPDQ� VDFUL½FH� LQ� UHWXUQ� IRU� VSLULWXDO� SRZHU�� LV� LOOHJDO� DFFRUGLQJ� WR�
FXVWRPDU\�ODZ�DQG�LWV�SUDFWLFH�FDQ�OHDG�WR����\HDUVµ�LPSULVRQPHQW�RU�
capital punishment if the victim is, in fact, murdered in the process.72 
Still, in order for the society to be considered legitimate by its members, 
such rituals are vital. 

66 Ellis (n 6 above) 278-279.
67 Ellis (n 6 above) 231-237.
68 C Hojbjerg ‘Masked violence: Ritual action and the perception of violence in an 

XSSHU�*XLQHD�HWKQLF�FRQ¾LFWµ�LQ�1�.DVWIHOW��HG��Religion and African civil wars (2005) 
156-157.

69 Ellis (n 6 above) 232-235.
70 US State Department report on human rights, 2007. It is likely that such killings 

happen far more than is reported.
71 Ellis (n 6 above) 261-265.
72 GOL Hinterland (n 51 above) art 68-69 38. About Leopard Society, see Ellis (n 6 

above) 235-237.



Such contradictions between traditional religious beliefs and mod-
ern statutory laws are not only relevant in rural areas in the context of 
secret societies. Indeed, it is common for Liberians, regardless of locale, 
religion, age and level of education, to consider misfortune or strange 
HYHQWV�WR�EH�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�ZLWFKFUDIW�±�SRSXODUO\�GH½QHG�DV�D�SK\VLFDO�
RU�VSLULWXDO�DWWDFN�RQ�DQ� LQGLYLGXDO�E\�DQ�´HYLOGRHUµ�� IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�
RI� KDUPLQJ� WKH� YLFWLP� DQG� WKXV� HQDEOLQJ� WKH� ´ZLWFKµ� WR� JDLQ� VHO½VK�
spiritual and physical power.73 Regardless of the number of people 
actually practising witchcraft for malevolent purposes, the suspicion 
and near-panic that Liberians have regarding such attacks prove prob-
lematic when it comes to bringing the alleged perpetrators to justice. 
Because a suspected witch cannot legally be arrested or convicted, 
unless he or she has actually been caught breaking a statutory law, 
members of the community take justice into their own hands via mob 
violence or trial by ordeal.74� 7KHVH� SUREOHPV� DUH� VLJQL½FDQW� HQRXJK�
to have been highlighted by Deputy UN Envoy for Rule of Law, Ms 
Henrietta Mensa-Bonsu, at the launching of the most recent UNMIL 
Human Rights Report.75 

���� %ULGJLQJ�WKH�GLYLGH

There are clearly a number of problems with customary and statu-
tory law in Liberia, both in terms of the discrepancies among laws as 
they are written, the ability to enforce such laws, and in the (mostly 
UXUDO�DQG�SRRU��SXEOLFµV�ODFN�RI�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKHLU�ULJKWV�XQGHU�ERWK�
systems. This is especially complicated when dealing with religiously-
based traditional justice mechanisms, because they are considered to 
be fully legitimate to the public, yet are totally contrary to statutory 
and customary laws. Here one must appreciate the fundamental differ-
ence between the bureaucratic nature of law — punishment dictated 
by written laws and human administrators — and the moral nature of 
justice — punishment dictated by tradition and a common sentiment 
of what is morally fair or unfair.76 This disparity, as manifest in the 
SUREOHPV�VXUURXQGLQJ�WUDGLWLRQDO�MXVWLFH�PHFKDQLVPV��FUHDWHV�D�VLJQL½-

73� %DVHG�RQ�SHUVRQDO�½HOGZRUN�DQG�LQWHUYLHZV�
74� 6HH� HJ� ´(TXLS�/LEHULD� DERUWV� VDVV\ZRRG� LQ� 1LPED�� YLFWLP� H[SODLQV� RUGHDOµ� Daily 

Observer 5 October 2007; ‘“For killing my mother I have no regrets” says 24 year-
ROG�GLVDEOHGµ�Daily Observer����2FWREHU�������´&DVNHW�EHDWV�ZRPDQµ�Daily Observer 
��1RYHPEHU�������´81�XUJHV�/LEHULD�WR�RXWODZ�WULDOV�E\�RUGHDOµ�Reuters 17 May 2007 
http://www.reuters.com/article/latestCrisis/ idUSL17103867 (accessed 3 August 
2008). 

75� ´81�SXWV�ZLWFKFUDIW�FHQWHU�VWDJHµ�The News 4 April 2008.
76 S Ellis & G ter Haar Worlds of power: Religious thought and political practice in Africa 

(2004) 144-147.
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FDQW�GLI½FXOW\�LQ�SURWHFWLQJ�WKH�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�RI�HYHU\�FLWL]HQ�77 Simple 
abolishment of the law is a weak solution, not least because traditional 
practices would still be practised nonetheless.78 To complicate matters 
further, the abolishment of certain traditional practices might also be a 
YLRODWLRQ�RI�RQHµV�ULJKW�WR�PDLQWDLQ�KLV�RU�KHU�FXOWXUH��7KH�&RQVWLWXWLRQ�
is vague about the extent to which such traditional practices should be 
protected:79 

7KH�5HSXEOLF�VKDOO�©�SUHVHUYH��SURWHFW�DQG�SURPRWH�SRVLWLYH�/LEHULDQ�FXO-
ture, ensuring that traditional values which are compatible with public 
policy and national progress are adopted and developed as an integral part 
of the growing needs of the Liberian society.

Because of this complicated issue — perhaps in spite of it — moves are 
being made not only to publicly declare certain traditional practices 
DV� QRW� SURPRWLQJ� ´SRVLWLYH� /LEHULDQ� FXOWXUHµ�� EXW� DOVR� WR�PDNH� WKHP�
formally illegal and to educate the public about respecting such laws. 
A good example of attempts to bridge this divide between statutory 
law and traditional practices can be seen with respect to the rights of 
women.

���� 5LJKWV�RI�ZRPHQ

There have been a number of legal changes in Liberia to give both rural 
and urban women more rights to be treated as citizens, not property, 
as Liberian tradition and customary law allow. Prior to 2003, the wife of 
a man married under customary law was inheritable property. Further, 
the age of consent was 12 years old in rural areas and 16 years old in 
urban areas. However, in 2003 the Association of Female Lawyers of 
/LEHULD��$)(//��ZDV�½QDOO\�DEOH�WR�SDVV�D�ELOO�WKH\�KDG�EHHQ�SURPRWLQJ�
IRU�HLJKW�\HDUV��WKDQNV�SULPDULO\�WR�&KDUOHV�7D\ORUµV�GHSDUWXUH��´$Q�$FW�
to Govern the Devolution of Estates and Establish the Rights of Inheri-
WDQFH� IRU� 6SRXVHV� RI� ERWK� 6WDWXWRU\� DQG� &XVWRPDU\� 0DUULDJHVµ�80 
which now allows women married under customary law to inherit 
from their deceased husbands and increases the age of consent to 18. 
In practice, most women are not able to take advantage of these new 
ULJKWV�RXW�RI�LJQRUDQFH�RU�LQDELOLW\�WR�DFWXDOO\�HQIRUFH�PHQµV�IDPLOLHV�WR�
respect them.81

77� )XUWKHU�� ´7UDGLWLRQDO� MXVWLFH�PHFKDQLVPV�©�QHHG� WR� EH� VHULRXVO\�� ULJRURXVO\� LQWHU-
rogated so that a dual justice system — one for the rural poor and one for the urban 
HOLWH�±�GRHV�QRW�EHFRPH�HQWUHQFKHG�©�WKLV�ZRXOG�LQHYLWDEO\�SRODULVH�FLWL]HQV�DQG�
UHVLGHQWV�DQG�VRZ�IUHVK�VHHGV�RI�GLVFRUG��SRVVLEO\�HYHQ�YLROHQFH�µ�3DMLER��Q����DERYH��
24.

78 n 27 above, 9-10.
79 Constitution of Liberia, art 5.
80 An Act to Govern the Devolution of Estates and Establish Rights of Inheritance for 

Spouses of Both Statutory and Customary Marriages, approved 7 October 2003, 
published by Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1 December 2003.

81� 81'3�3UHVV�5HOHDVH��´81'3�HPSRZHUV�$)(//µ����0D\������



Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a common practice in Liberia, 
HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�UXUDO�DUHDV��DV�SUHVFULEHG�E\�WKH�LQLWLDWLRQ�LQWR�JLUOVµ�6DQGH�
VRFLHW\�� 7KHUH� DUH� QR� ODZV�� VWDWXWRU\� RU� FXVWRPDU\�� WKDW� VSHFL½FDOO\�
prohibit FGM and the government has not taken any substantial steps 
to banish or discourage the practice.82 There is some public discourse 
surrounding the practice. AFELL have been especially vocal about 
their opposition to the practice, which they consider a human rights 
violation. In early 2006, the Minister of Internal Affairs vowed to not dis-
FRXUDJH�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI�)*0�EHFDXVH�LW�ZDV�SDUW�RI�/LEHULDµV�WUDGLWLRQDO�
culture.83 Again, a clear complication arises when the enforcement of 
KXPDQ�ULJKWV�FRQ¾LFWV�ZLWK�WKH�UHVSHFW�IRU�FHUWDLQ�FXOWXUDO��DQG�LQ�WKLV�
case inextricably linked with religious) practices. 

This section has considered the complications that arise between the 
GXDO�V\VWHP�RI�FXVWRPDU\�ODZ�DQG�VWDWXWRU\�ODZ��ZLWK�VSHFL½F�UHIHUHQFH�
to traditional practices which are popularly considered to be legitimate 
and given a degree of legitimacy through customary law, yet are con-
trary to statutory law and international human rights law. At this point 
LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�VSHFL½F�LVVXH�RI�UHOLJLRXV�IUHHGRP�LQ�
Liberia, and the problems in trying to promote it fully.

�� 5HOLJLRXV�IUHHGRP�LQ�/LEHULD

���� 5HOLJLRXV�GHPRJUDSK\

The religious demography of Liberia is a contentious subject for a 
YDULHW\�RI�UHDVRQV��)LUVW��LQ�0DUFK������WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�KHOG�WKH�½UVW�
national census since 1984. The results of this latest census are not 
expected until 2009, but it will determine the percentages of Muslims, 
Christians, followers of exclusively African traditional religion, other 
religions or no religion.84 Second, and equally problematic, is the 
H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�D�/LEHULDQ�PLJKW�½W�LQWR�WKH�QHDW�FDWHJRU\�RI�&KULVWLDQ��
Muslim, African traditional religion or other. In reality, as is the case 
in much of sub-Saharan Africa, many individuals overlap African tradi-
tional religion with another monotheistic faith, whether they profess 
to be exclusively one or the other or not. Thirdly, the immigration and 
HPLJUDWLRQ�VFHQDULRV�RI�SRVW�FRQ¾LFW�/LEHULD�KDYH�KXJHO\�FRPSOLFDWHG�
the demography. Many Liberians became refugees during the war and 
may or may not have returned. Similarly, many refugees from other 
unstable West African countries, especially Guinea, Sierra Leone and 

82 As above. State Department, Human rights, 2007. This issue is given absolutely no 
PHQWLRQ�LQ�WKH�HQWLUH�½QDO�GUDIW�RI�WKH�356��ZKLOH�RWKHU�LVVXHV��VXFK�DV�UDSH�DQG�*%9��
are given ample attention. GOL PRS (n 20 above).

83� ´)HPDOH�FLUFXPFLVLRQ�VSDUNV�GHEDWHµ�Daily Observer 20 February 2006.
84 In addition, a Pew survey is currently being developed in order to determine, very 

VSHFL½FDOO\��UHOLJLRXV�DI½OLDWLRQV�LQ�/LEHULD�DQG�RWKHU�VXE�6DKDUDQ�$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV��
Results for this, though probably not available for years, will be extremely helpful. 
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&{WH�Gµ,YRLUH��KDYH�VHWWOHG�LQ�/LEHULD��PDQ\�RI�WKHVH�DUH�WKRXJKW�WR�EH�
Muslims. Finally, depending on where the statistics come from, num-
bers can be grossly overestimated. Because of these complications, 
estimates for the religious demography of Liberia are hugely varied 
and often disputed. According to the most reliable estimates, as of 
������0XVOLPV�PDNH�XS������&KULVWLDQV�����DQG�´H[FOXVLYHO\�DQLPLVWVµ�
����85 

The Portuguese had contact with the area that is now Liberia as early 
DV�WKH�½IWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��EXW�&KULVWLDQLW\�ZDV�RQO\�WUXO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�
1822 when Baptist settlers from the United States arrived and built the 
Providence Baptist Church on the coastal stretch of land they named 
Christopolis, now Monrovia. Other mainline Protestant denominations 
— the Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans and Presbyterians — were 
established in Liberia soon after and formed the religious backdrop for 
Americo-Liberians, especially those in power under the TWP, who were 
often ministers or bishops in these churches. The Roman Catholics 
have been present since the mid-nineteenth century, but only in 1906 
did they establish themselves permanently.86 Presently, among the 
Christian population, the United Methodists and varieties of Baptists 
are probably the most numerous,87 although the many varieties of 
Pentecostalism, charismatic Christianity and non-mainline Evangelical 
Christianity have been growing phenomenally since the 1980s. Some 
of these churches were planted by churches in the United States, 
Europe or elsewhere in Africa, while many are Liberian-initiated. A few 
of the US-based variety, such as African Methodist Episcopal, African 
Methodist Episcopal-Zion, Church of God in Christ and Assemblies of 
God, have been in Liberia since the early 1900s, but most are less than 
30 years old. In Monrovia, at least, these newer churches form a large 
percentage of the Christian population.88 Many of these churches are 
also adamantly anti- African traditional religion, and actively demonise 
anything to do with traditional practices or world religions, especially 
Islam. Also represented are Seventh Day Adventists, Jehovah Witnesses 
and a sprinkling of Latter Day Saints. 

85 US State Department, Religious Freedom, 2007. Based on other sources, these per-
centages vary widely — eg, in 1986 it was estimated that the percentages of Muslims 
DQG�&KULVWLDQV�ZDV����DQG�����UHVSHFWLYHO\��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��PDQ\�0XVOLP�OHDGHUV�
FODLPHG�WKDW�����RI�/LEHULD�ZDV�0XVOLP��*LIIRUG��Q���DERYH������

86 Gifford (n 7 above) 55-56.
87 In 1989, according to estimates, there were 67 109 Methodists, about the same 

number of Baptists, 75 000 Catholics, 30 000 Lutherans, 20 000 Episcopalians, 3 000 
Presbyterians; all of which were claiming to be growing substantially at this time. 
Gifford (n 7 above) 51-57. Baptists in 1998 numbered 60 000 members according 
to the Baptist World Alliance, http://www.bwanet.org; Roman Catholics in 2004 
numbered 170 000 members according to diocese counts reported on http://www.
catholic-hierarchy.org. UMC claims 168 300 members, http://www.umcliberia.org.

88� %DVHG�RQ�DXWKRUµV�RZQ�½HOGZRUN�



0XVOLPV�KDYH�EHHQ�LQ�WKH�DUHD�ZKLFK�LV�QRZ�/LEHULD�VLQFH�WKH�½IWHHQWK�
FHQWXU\��SHUKDSV�HDUOLHU��EXW�QHYHU�LQ�VLJQL½FDQWO\�ODUJH�QXPEHUV��7KH�
demographic concerning the different types of Islam is even more com-
plicated, because many Muslims might not self-identify as belonging 
to a certain school or sect. They are overwhelmingly found among the 
Vai of Western Liberia, the Mandingo who are dispersed throughout 
the country, and the Fulah who have immigrated from surrounding 
:HVW�$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV��HVSHFLDOO\�0DOL��*XLQHD��&{WH�Gµ,YRLUH�DQG�6LHUUD�
Leone. Most Liberian Muslims are Sunnis of the Maliki school, although 
Wahhabi Muslims are to be found especially among the Mandingo, in 
addition to a small movement of ultra-conservative Iranian-supported 
National Repentant Muslims.89�7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�D�QXPEHU�RI�6X½�0XV-
lims, many of them immigrants from Mali, Guinea or Senegal, and 
a few thousand members of the Ahmadiyya sect, especially among 
the Vai.90 A small number of Shiite Muslims are among some of the 
Lebanese community, many of whom have resided in Liberia for three 
generations. 

Those who practise any variety of African traditional religion exclu-
sively are predominantly in rural areas. Traditional religious beliefs 
and institutions, like Poro and Sande, have lost much of their historical 
IRUP�� OHJLWLPDF\� DQG� LQ¾XHQFH� LQ�PDQ\� FRPPXQLWLHV�� )RU� H[DPSOH��
initiations into Poro take as little as two months, when historically it 
would take up to three years.91 The societies have also lost much of 
their secrecy, especially due to the growing number of born-again 
Christians, who no longer consider Poro and Sande authority to be 
OHJLWLPDWH��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�DUH�QRW�UHOXFWDQW�WR�´H[SRVH�WKH�WUXWKVµ�DERXW�
WKHLU� ´GHPRQLFµ�ZD\V�92 Despite these changes, it is still common for 
most individuals in rural areas to be active members of society, even if 
they are also active Muslims or Christians, or else they will be scorned, 
punished or banished from the community and their families, often 
WKHLU�RQO\�VRXUFHV�RI�VXSSRUW��7KH�VWDWLVWLF�RI�����exclusive practitioners 
of African traditional religion is, arguably, far too high, not least due to 
the spread of Pentecostal and other non-mainline Evangelical churches 
LQWR�WKH�LQWHULRU�DQG�WKH�PDVV�LQ¾X[�RI�SHUVRQV�IURP�WKH�UXUDO�DUHDV�LQWR�

89 Gifford (n 7 above) 287.
90 Based on e-mail correspondence with John York, head of the Inter-Religious Affairs 

desk of the Liberian Council of Churches (LCC), 20 July 2008; Mohammad Sheriff, 
Vice-President of the IRCL, 14 July 2008. See also Gifford (n 7 above) 261-263.

91 Ellis (n 6 above) 224.
92 When being initiated into Poro or Sande, individuals take an oath of secrecy; they 

are told that to reveal anything about their initiation will result in death. Many born-
again Christians will talk about their initiation in detail, claiming that although they 
still believe in the power of the societies (controlled by Satan), Jesus Christ is strong 
HQRXJK�WR�½JKW�WKH�HYLO�IRUFHV��0DQ\�YDULHWLHV�RI�&KULVWLDQLW\��HVSHFLDOO\�WKRVH�ZLWK�
Pentecostal and charismatic learnings, are very active in attempting to eradicate the 
LQ¾XHQFH�RI�WKHVH�VRFLHWLHV�LQ�PHPEHUVµ�OLYHV��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�DQ\�RWKHU�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�
EHOLHIV��%DVHG�RQ�½HOGZRUN�DQG�SHUVRQDO�LQWHUYLHZV�
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Monrovia during the war.93 Most of these individuals are probably at 
OHDVW�QRPLQDOO\�&KULVWLDQ�RU�0XVOLP�DQG�DI½OLDWHG�ZLWK�VRPH�PRQRWKH-
istic place of worship.94 

���� $�VHFXODU�VWDWH��D�&KULVWLDQ�FRXQWU\

Since its inception as a sovereign state, Liberia has granted legal freedom 
of religion to everybody. In practice, the country, founded and ruled by 
the Christian Americo-Liberians, was for many years a de facto Christian 
state because of its failure to incorporate indigenous Liberians and thus 
DQ\�QRQ�&KULVWLDQV�LQWR�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�RU�RWKHU�VLJQL½FDQW�SRVLWLRQV��
7KH� RULJLQDO� &RQVWLWXWLRQ� GLG� QRW� VSHFL½FDOO\� GHFODUH� /LEHULD� WR� EH� D�
&KULVWLDQ�VWDWH��EXW�XQWLO�LW�ZDV�UH�ZULWWHQ�LQ�������LW�ZDV�QRW�VSHFL½FDOO\�
secular either. A very lively debate has been going on in Liberia for years 
regarding religion in public life, and to what extent Liberia can be con-
sidered a Christian country.95 Christians will very often point out that 
´/LEHULD�ZDV�IRXQGHG�RQ�&KULVWLDQ�SULQFLSOHVµ��EHFDXVH�DOO�WKH�RULJLQDO�
settlers were Christian, the Declaration of Independence was signed in 
WKH�½UVW�&KULVWLDQ�FKXUFK�LQ�/LEHULD��3URYLGHQFH�%DSWLVW�&KXUFK��DQG�DOO�
of its presidents, until Samuel Doe, were prominent Christians. There 
is also a fairly widespread opinion among Christians that Samuel Doe 
changed the Constitution to make Liberia a secular state against the 
general consensus of the land, and was only able to do so because of 
the government that he put in place, which was anti-Americo-Liberian 
and thus opposed to Christian hegemony.96 The wording of each Con-
stitution is worth examining in detail. 

The 1847 Constitution of Liberia clearly grants freedom to practise 
any religion, but mentions Christianity twice and does not specify a 
separation between church and state. Article 1 of the Declaration of 
Rights reads:

Therefore, we the People of the Commonwealth of Liberia, in Africa, 
acknowledging with devout gratitude, the goodness of God, in granting 
to us the blessings of the Christian religion, and political, religious, and civil 
liberty, do, in order to secure these blessings for ourselves and our posterity, 
and to establish justice, insure domestic peace, and promote the general 
welfare, hereby solemnly associate and constitute ourselves a Free, Sover-
eign and Independent State.

and further:97

93� $�UHFHQW�VWXG\�RQ�PHQWDO�KHDOWK�LQ�/LEHULD�PHDVXUHG�UHOLJLRXV�DI½OLDWLRQ�DQG�IRXQG�
WKDW�������RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�LGHQWL½HG�DV�&KULVWLDQ�������DV�0XVOLP��DQG������DV�$IUL-
can traditional religion or other. K Johnson et al ‘Association of combatant status and 
VH[XDO� YLROHQFH�ZLWK�PHQWDO� KHDOWK�RXWFRPHV� LQ�SRVW�FRQ¾LFW� /LEHULDµ� �����������
Journal of the American Medical Association 681.

94 Ellis (n 6 above) 245.
95 Gifford (n 7 above) 265.
96 Based on personal interview with John York, 19 January 2008.
97 Constitution of the Republic of Liberia, 1847.



All men have a natural and unalienable right to worship God, according 
to the dictates of their own consciences, without obstruction or molesta-
tion from others: all persons demeaning themselves peaceably, and not 
obstructing others in their religious worship, are entitled to the protection 
of law, in the free exercise of their own religion; and no sect of Christians 
shall have exclusive privileges or preference, over any other sect; but all 
shall be alike tolerated: and no religious test whatever shall be required as a 
TXDOL½FDWLRQ�IRU�FLYLO�RI½FH��RU�WKH�H[HUFLVH�RI�DQ\�FLYLO�ULJKW��

7KH� 3HRSOHµV� 5HGHPSWLRQ� &RXQFLO� PDGH� VRPH� NH\� FKDQJHV� WR� WKH�
treatment of religion, removing all mention of Christianity, as in the 
Preamble, ‘[a]cknowledging our devout gratitude to God for our exis-
tence as a Free, Sovereign and Independent State, and relying on His 
'LYLQH�*XLGDQFH� IRU�RXU� VXUYLYDO�DV�D�1DWLRQ�©µ98 Even more impor-
tantly, article 14 reads:99 

All persons shall be entitled to freedom of thought, conscience and religion 
and no person shall be hindered in the enjoyment thereof except as may 
be required by law to protect public safety, order, health or morals or in 
the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. All persons who, in the 
practice of their religion, conduct themselves peaceably, not obstructing 
others and conforming to the standards set out herein, shall be entitled to 
the protection of the law. No religious denomination or sect shall have any 
exclusive privilege or preference over any other, but all shall be treated alike; 
DQG�QR�UHOLJLRXV�WHVWV�VKDOO�EH�UHTXLUHG�IRU�DQ\�FLYLO�RU�PLOLWDU\�RI½FH�RU�IRU�
the exercise of any civil right. Consistent with the principle of separation of 
religion and state, the Republic shall establish no state religion.

Despite the clear mandate for Liberia to be a secular state and to allow 
religious freedom and equality, these principles are not actively pro-
moted by the government and much of the Christian population does 
not acknowledge it as such; if they do, they do not necessarily agree 
with it. Although non-Christians are not actively persecuted, restricted 
or treated as lesser citizens by the government, the Christian religion 
still enjoys evident preference and, historically, the Christian religion has 
shaped much of the culture, law, government and practices of modern 
Liberia. Further, because of the tendency of the average Liberian not 
to appreciate or even understand a government totally separate from 
God, this translates into a tendency for public outcry when it seems 
this Christian hegemony might be violated. There are most certainly 
calls within the (mainly Pentecostal and Evangelical) Christian com-
munity to not only spread the Christian message throughout Liberia, 
but to make it a legal Christian state.100 Although such proposals are 
not given serious attention by the government and would certainly be 
overturned by the Supreme Court, there is still a tense debate which, 
although not yet violent, is certainly not getting any less impassioned. 

98 Constitution of the Republic of Liberia, Preamble, 1984.
99 n 98 above, art 14.
100� ´7KH�/LEHULDQ�&KULVWLDQ�FKXUFK�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VDOYDWLRQµ�The Perspective 21 June 2002; 

´%URSOHK�SOD\V�ZLWK�½UH�µ�The Analyst 7 January 2008.
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While it is not uncommon for countries in sub-Saharan Africa to be de 
jure secular states, yet de facto Christian states, many of these coun-
tries do not have as many non-Christian citizens as Liberia. As will be 
addressed below, the discrimination that non-Christian religions face 
makes the situation concerning religious freedom in Liberia consider-
ably more problematic. 

���� &KULVWLDQ�ELDV�LQ�SXEOLF�OLIH

������5HOLJLRQ�LQ�VFKRROV

There are a number of private Christian and Muslim schools through-
out Liberia which are permitted to teach the Bible or Koran and to 
conduct prayers, as long as they adhere to the basic requirements for 
curriculum. In public schools, however, according to the Education 
Law, religious education is forbidden: ‘No special or sectarian religious 
instruction shall be given in the public schools of this Republic other 
than such general instructions in morals and ethics as the Ministry of 
(GXFDWLRQ�VKDOO�E\�UHJXODWLRQ�UHTXLUH�µ101 However, the Bible is taught 
as a major subject in all government schools from primary school to 
high school and is on the national curriculum as a required course. 
The Koran is not taught in public schools, and Muslim students do not 
have a legal option to opt out of Bible class. According to the Bureau 
of Curriculum, this law forbidding religiously-biased education is in the 
process of being revised.102 

It is also common for public schools to practise daily devotional 
(Christian) prayers in which Muslims are expected to take part. There 
have been reports of Muslim students not being allowed to use school 
facilities or be excused from class in order to perform their daily prayers, 
as there is no legal requirement for schools to allow them to do so. 
Such discrimination is sometimes fought against by the Muslim com-
munity. President Ibrahim Al-bakri Nyei of the Organisation of Liberian 
Muslim Youth (OLMY) once remarked that the government ‘is deeply 
involved in evangelising Christianity in public schools at the expense 
RI�0XVOLPµ��2/0<�KDV�PDGH�DSSHDOV� WR�WKH�0LQLVWU\�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�WR�
introduce Islamic education in the public school curriculum, or at 
least general religious knowledge, but no changes to the curriculum 
have yet been made.103 The Bureau of Curriculum is aware of these 

101 Liberian Codes Revised, vol III, ch XIV, 94, 216.
102 However, nobody was able to show me any documentation of such changes. Per-

sonal interview with attorney Zeor Daylur Bernard, 8 April 2008; personal interview 
with Rev P Tehnesse Brohdonyeu, Bureau of Curriculum, Ministry of Education, 
��$SULO�������6HH�DOVR�́ %URSOHKµV�FDOO�IRU�UHOLJLRXV�WROHUDQFH�LV�WKH�ULJKW�FDOO��EXW�SDWUR-
QLVLQJ�WR�JDLQ�SROLWLFDO�DGYDQWDJH�LV�ZURQJµ�The Liberian Dialogue 8 January 2008.

103� ´0XVOLPV�DGRSW���FRXQW�UHVROXWLRQµ Daily Observer 17 January 2008.



demands and claims to be addressing them in a new curriculum, yet 
to be released.104

When asked for comment regarding this discrimination, most law-
\HUV��RI½FLDOV��VWXGHQWV�DQG�WHDFKHUV��0XVOLP�DQG�&KULVWLDQ��DOOXGHG�WR�
WKH�´JHQHUDO�WROHUDQFHµ�WKDW�PRVW�&KULVWLDQV�KDG�IRU�0XVOLPV��DOORZLQJ�
them to perform their religious duties during school or work hours, 
despite there being no legal mandate to do so.105 That said, whenever 
asked whether there should be a legal mandate, Christians generally 
LQVLVWHG�� ´1R�� WKLV� LV� D� &KULVWLDQ� FRXQWU\µ�� ZKLOH� 0XVOLPV� VDLG� WKH\�
would welcome such changes. Whatever moves are made to formally 
make any changes to the laws involving religion, heated debates are 
likely to be the result.

������ 5HOLJLRXV�KROLGD\V

Liberia celebrates Christian holidays as national holidays along with 
QRQ�UHOLJLRXV�KROLGD\V� VXFK�DV�H[�SUHVLGHQWVµ�ELUWKGD\V�� DQG� UHTXLUHV�
all businesses to be closed on Sundays and holidays. Some members 
of the Muslim community have vocalised a desire for equal observance 
of their religious holidays, as well as time off on Fridays in order to 
pray and permission to conduct business on Sundays and Christian 
holidays. In one case, Muslim leaders took the issue of the ban on 
doing business on Sundays to the Supreme Court. Their efforts were 
ineffective, as the Supreme Court ruled that markets must be closed on 
Sundays on the grounds that they needed to be cleaned.106 Although 
such legal actions are not at all common or widely supported, even 
within the Muslim community, there are periodic calls from Muslims 
to remove the Christian bias. For Christian leaders to suggest more 
rights for the Islamic population is extremely rare. When it does occur, 
it sparks an impassioned debate. A prominent example occurred in 
January 2008 when Minister of Information and Methodist Reverend 
Lawrence Bropleh publicly called for, among other things, the national 
recognition of Islamic holidays or the proscription of Christian holidays 
in order to achieve a Christian-Muslim balance in Liberia:107

As we seek religious tolerance, our national legislature needs to revisit the 
exclusivity of national holidays granted to the Christian religion, and think 
RI� D�PRUH� HTXLWDEOH� UHOLJLRXV� DUUDQJHPHQW�©� ,�ZLOO� HYHQ� GDUH� WR� UHFRP-
mend that we enact a legislation that will set a day aside at the height of 
the Muslim Hajj as a national holiday. Alternatively, all religious holidays 

104 Personal Interview with Rev P Tehnesse Brohdonyeu, Bureau of Curriculum, Ministry 
of Education, 2 April 2008. 

105 Based on personal interviews.
106� 86�6WDWH�'HSDUWPHQW�´5HOLJLRXV�IUHHGRPµ������
107� 6�7HZURK�:HKWRH�´%URSOHKµV�FDOO�IRU�UHOLJLRXV�WROHUDQFH�LV�WKH�ULJKW�FDOO��EXW�SDWURQLV-

LQJ�WR�JDLQ�SROLWLFDO�DGYDQWDJH�LV�ZURQJµ�LQ�2QOLQH�1HZVSDSHU�The Liberian Dialogue 
8 January 2008 http://www.theliberiandialogue.org/articles/c010808tws.htm 
(accessed 30 September 2008).
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could be declared as working holidays wherein those persons who are reli-
giously inclined would seek time out to give special prayers and thanks to 
the Almighty God. 

In churches, Pentecostal and mainline, in the media and on the street, 
these statements invoked a huge response, overwhelmingly critical of 
%URSOHKµV� FRPPHQWV�� /HDGHUV� RI� WKH�&KULVWLDQ� FRPPXQLW\�� LQFOXGLQJ�
the Liberian Council of Churches, which represents over 32 Christian 
denominations and organisations, immediately spoke out. A Baptist 
PLQLVWHU�DFFXVHG�%URSOHK�RI�EHLQJ�´DQWL�&KULVWµ��DQRWKHU�FKXUFK�FRP-
PHQWHG�WKDW�%URSOHK�ZDV�´SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�½UH�DQG�ZKLSSLQJ�XS�UHOLJLRXV�
WHQVLRQµ��$�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�JURXS��'LVDEOH�5LJKWV�:DWFKGRJ�IRU�3HDFH�%XLOG-
LQJ�DQG�'HPRFUDF\� �',5:$3'(0���ZHQW�VR� IDU� WR�VD\� WKDW�%URSOHKµV�
comments clearly indicated that his belief system had been tampered 
with, that he needed to be delivered from the hands of satanic pow-
ers with a week of fast and prayer, that his licence as a UMC Minister 
should be revoked and that he should undergo spiritual counselling. 
President Sirleaf skirted around the issue, commenting that Bropleh 
KDV�D�ULJKW�WR�KROG�´SHUVRQDOµ�RSLQLRQV�RQ�QDWLRQDO�LVVXHV��EXW�WKDW�VKH�
was not in a position to comment any further. Even some Muslim lead-
HUV�VDLG�WKH�0LQLVWHUµV�FRPPHQWV�ZHUH�QRW�KHOSIXO�DQG�VLPSO\�FDXVHG�
more religious tension.108 

������ ,Q¾DPPDWRU\�SXEOLF�VWDWHPHQWV�

,W�LV�QRW�XQFRPPRQ�WR�KHDU�LQ¾DPPDWRU\�SXEOLF�VWDWHPHQWV�WKDW�WDUJHW�
the Muslim population in Liberia. Police director Beatrice Munah Sieh 
once condemned Muslim women dressed in veils, comparing them 
to terrorists and publicly declaring that they could not wear these. 
Despite this demand, there were no reports of arrest for such activity, 
and full veils are not a rare sight on the streets in Monrovia. President 
6LUOHDIµV� UHOLJLRXV�DGYLVRU�� (VWKHU�1\DPHK�� VSDUNHG�FRQWURYHUV\�ZKHQ�
she remarked that she would boycott any forum in which Muslims were 
allowed to offer prayer. After a public outcry from Muslim groups, she 
offered a public apology.109� ,Q� -DQXDU\������ WKH�KLJK�SUR½OH� �&KULV-
tian) National Youth Council led by Reverend Manasseh Conto blamed 
0XVOLP�H[WUHPLVWV�IRU�EXUQLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�0LQLVWHUµV�KRXVH�110 

This diabolical attack on the lives of Bishop Conto and his family is believed 
to be perpetrated by a group of Islamic (Muslim) extremists who have 
vowed to eliminate Pastor Conto as a means of silencing him from opening 
the eyes of the Liberian people on the Islamic faith, and his stand that Liberia 
EH�GHFODUHG�D�&KULVWLDQ�QDWLRQ�©�ZH�VHH�WKH�EXUQLQJ�GRZQ�RI�WKH�%LVKRSµV�
residence as no accident, but rather a calculated plan by the agent of evil.

108 Analyst (n 100 above).
109 As above.
110 Daily Observer (n 103 above).



In addition, many Pentecostal and Evangelical churches are extremely 
numerous and vocal and very concerned with ridding Liberia of all 
Islam, a religion they consider to be equivalent to Satan worship. Dur-
ing loud outdoor crusades, on the radio, during street preaching, and 
from the pulpit, it is very common to hear the speakers asking God 
to rid Liberia of the demons of Islam. Spiritual warfare is a common 
theme; Christians are told that the devil is attacking them, and that 
the spread of Islam is making this threat more severe. Church leaders 
often encourage their members to focus on evangelising to the Muslim 
community, and doing whatever it takes to make them born again in 
Christ.111 

������ :HDN�SXEOLF�GLVSOD\V�RI�UHOLJLRXV�HTXDOLW\�DQG�WROHUDQFH

There is one Muslim in the cabinet of President Sirleaf and one Muslim 
Supreme Court Justice.112 There is little formal promotion of religious 
tolerance or anti-bias education in Liberia, aside from the Inter-Religious 
Council of Liberia (ICRL) which mostly concerns itself with general 
SHDFH� EXLOGLQJ� DQG� ZRPHQµV� LVVXHV�� QRW� LQWHU�UHOLJLRXV� GLDORJXH�
VSHFL½FDOO\�113 There are sporadic actions or statements made by the 
President to show support for the Muslim community, such as donat-
LQJ�ULFH�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�5DPDGDQ�LQ�������+LJK�OHYHO�JRYHUQPHQW�RI½FLDOV�
are required to take oaths. Whoever is being sworn in has the choice of 
swearing on a Bible or Koran, then opening it and kissing it. Govern-
ment meetings, NGO workshops and conferences generally open and 
close with Christian hymns and prayers, although occasionally these 
are mixed with Islamic prayers. In some cases they begin and end with 
a moment of silence. However, even this can be controversial.114

������ 2SHQLQJ�UHOLJLRXV�LQVWLWXWLRQV��UHJXODWLRQ�RI�UHOLJLRXV�
LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�SURVHO\WLVDWLRQ�

In order for a religious institution to be opened and classed as non-
SUR½W��WKH\�PXVW�SURGXFH�D�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�DUWLFOHV�RI�LQFRUSRUDWLRQ�
and apply through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for approval. The 
process is straightforward. According to the Liberian Council of 
Churches (LCC), the ministry forwards all applications for Christian 
FKXUFKHV�WR�WKHLU�RI½FH�IRU�DSSURYDO��WKH\�KDYH�\HW�WR�GHQ\�DSSURYDO�

111� %DVHG�RQ�DXWKRUµV�RZQ�½HOGZRUN�
112 US State Department (n 106 above).
113� %DVHG�RQ�DXWKRUµV�ZRUN�ZLWK�WKHP�IURP�-DQXDU\�WR�-XO\�������SHUVRQDO�LQWHUYLHZV�

with ICRL leaders Mohammad Sheriff and Rev Boimah Freeman throughout.
114 The author witnessed an impassioned hour-long debate regarding religion in Liberia, 

brought on because the agenda did not include an opening prayer, in a workshop 
IRU�ZRPHQµV�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�/LEHULD��VSRQVRUHG�E\�DQ�,1*2�DQG�DWWHQGHG�E\�DW�OHDVW����
LQ¾XHQWLDO�ZRPHQ�LQ�JRYHUQPHQW��EXVLQHVV�DQG�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�����)HEUXDU\������
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for any institution.115 In rural areas, it is expected that the chief is 
asked permission to open a new religious institution. They are gen-
erally tolerant of such activity, and in some cases have granted the 
church land on which to build a facility. In one case, the town chief of 
Medina, a Muslim-dominated area in Grand Cape Mount County, for-
bade a second church from opening after already giving permission 
to another.116 There is a huge amount of Christian mission activity 
throughout Liberia, mainly Evangelicals from the United States and 
United Kingdom. Legally they enjoy full freedom to work and gener-
ally face few restrictions in practice.
7KH� VSHFL½F� DFWLYLWLHV� RI� DQ\� UHOLJLRXV� JURXS�� RQFH� UHJLVWHUHG�� DUH�

mostly unregulated by the government, provided the religious group 
is not breaking any statutory laws. Religious groups are classed as 
QRW�IRU�SUR½W�FRUSRUDWLRQV��DQG�WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�QR�IRUPDO�PRYHV��WR�
WKLV�DXWKRUµV�NQRZOHGJH��WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�VRPH�UHOLJLRXV�
LQVWLWXWLRQV�DUH�PDNLQJ�DQ�LOOHJDO�SUR½W��,QIRUPDWLRQ�0LQLVWHU�/DZUHQFH�
Bropleh once called on churches to report their earnings and explain 
what they did with the money. In response, 20 pastors collectively 
LVVXHG�D�VWDWHPHQW�FDOOLQJ�KLP�WKH�́ DQWL�&KULVWµ�117 No legal actions were 
ever taken regarding this matter. It is almost certain that many pastors 
and overseers of some churches, especially those of the Pentecostal 
and charismatic variety that preach the gospel of prosperity, are mak-
ing a very good amount of money and using it to purchase personal 
automobiles, houses, clothing, trips abroad, and the like. By their the-
ology, such wealth is considered to be legitimate, and prosperity is 
essential to their faith. Therefore, even if they were brought to court 
UHJDUGLQJ�WKHLU�QRQ�SUR½W�VWDWXV��LW�ZRXOG�SUREDEO\�EH�GLI½FXOW�WR�JHW�
a conviction. Of course, such issues are by no means limited to the 
African context.118

In general, there is great freedom for religious proselytisation. In 
practice, there is far more vocal Christian activity than Muslim activ-
ity, in the form of loud crusades and church services, free tracts, street 
preachers, posters, banners, and sermons on the radio. Muslims are 
sometimes heard preaching in front of mosques, and they are largely 
tolerated, although in many churches, people vocalise that such Mus-
lim preaching invokes demons to attack Christians, so they should 
sing and pray louder to combat it. There are no laws to regulate the 

115 Interview with J York, LCC, 30 March 2008.
116 Personal interviews in Medina, GCM, February 2008. Also based on interviews with 

$IULFD�IRU�-HVXV��D�&KULVWLDQ�PLVVLRQDU\�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�IRFXVHG�VSHFL½FDOO\�RQ�HQWHULQJ�
Muslim areas to open churches.

117 ‘In praise of the Almighty God or the almighty dollar?’ The New Democrat 15 October 
2007.

118 See especially the recent US Senate investigation into six prominent evangelists: 
´6HQDWRU�TXHVWLRQV�PLQLVWULHV�RQ�VSHQGLQJµ�The New York Times 7 November 2007; 
´7HOHYDQJHOLVW�SUHDFKHV�SURVSHULW\�±�DQG� UHODWLYHV�JDLQ� LWµ�Chicago Tribune 27 July 
2008.



volume of a worship service, or the hours in which they may go on. 
)RU�ODUJHU�JDWKHULQJV�LQ�SXEOLF�½HOGV��WKH�FKXUFK�LV�UHTXLUHG�WR�UHJLVWHU�
with the government, a procedure that is straightforward and non-
discriminatory.

������ 5HOLJLRXVO\�PRWLYDWHG�YLROHQFH

Despite these incidences of Christian bias, discrimination and heated 
debate, there have been no substantiated incidents of religiously-
based violence and few reports of religiously-motivated murder or 
assault, although this may just be due to a lack of reporting. In 2007, 
½YH�PHQ�LQ�*UDQG�*HGHK�&RXQW\�ZHUH�VHQWHQFHG�WR�OLIH�LPSULVRQPHQW�
for the September 2005 beheading of Hastings Tokpah, who refused 
to join a traditional Poro society because he was a Christian.119 It is 
believed that such killings are relatively commonplace, especially in 
rural areas. Quite possibly the mere threat of violence or oppression 
upon an individual who might refuse to join such a society might be 
considered a violation of his or her right to practise whatever religion 
he or she chooses. The power that Zoes and other traditional religious 
leaders have over their people in rural areas must not be understated. 
One well-established NGO president who has worked in Northern 
Liberia for over 20 years described it as nothing more than a ‘reign of 
WHUURUµ�RQ�WKH�SHRSOH��ZKLFK�KDV�LQFUHDVHG�LQ�LQWHQVLW\�VLQFH�WKH�ZDU�
ended.120

Both during and after the war, there were periodic reports of 
churches or mosques being burned down. However, these attacks were 
DLPHG�DW�HWKQLFLW\��QRW�UHOLJLRQ�VSHFL½FDOO\��5LRWV�RFFXUUHG�LQ������LQ�
Jacobstown, Monrovia, and a number of churches and mosques were 
EXUQHG�� ,QLWLDOO\�� WKLV� ZDV� UHSRUWHG� DV� D� FRQ¾LFW� EHWZHHQ� &KULVWLDQV�
and Muslims, but after investigation it was discovered to have erupted 
over a land dispute between Mandingo and other non-Muslim ethnic 
groups, not over religious matters.121�7KHVH�HYHQWV�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�GLI½-
FXOW\�LQ�GHWHUPLQLQJ�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�LQFLGHQWV�GXULQJ�/LEHULDµV�FLYLO�
crisis, which in many cases turned Christians against Muslims solely 
because of the ethnicity, might have fuelled religious tension, and to 
ZKDW�GHJUHH� WKLV� WHQVLRQ� UHPDLQV� DQG� FRXOG� OHDG� WR� VSHFL½FDOO\� UHOL-
gious violence in the future. Although many Liberians might argue that 
there seems to be great tolerance between Muslim and Christians, any 
in-depth consideration of these two groups, given the recent history 
of Liberia and current attitudes among believers, raises the great need 

119 US State Department (n 106 above).
120 Personal interview, June 2008.
121 J York ‘A study of the events leading to the October, 28 2004 violence in Jacobstown, 

3D\QHVYLOOHµ�-XQH�������XQSXEOLVKHG�SDSHU�LQ�DXWKRUµV�SRVVHVVLRQ�
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to address these existing tensions before they are manifest in increased 
discrimination or violence.122

�� &RQFOXVLRQ

This essay has only skimmed the surface of the issues and problems 
surrounding religion, law and human rights in Liberia. A few issues are 
clear and require much more discussion and debate, both in academia 
and in Liberian public life. Overall, with respect to the current state 
of the Liberian justice system, one must question how human rights 
can be promoted in a scenario where customary laws and traditional 
religious practices are widely considered to be more legitimate than 
statutory and human rights laws. This is due to a number of factors. 
First, because of the dual-system of law in Liberia, a large proportion 
of Liberians are unaware of their human rights. In many cases these 
human rights contradict their cultural and religious practices under 
customary law. Therefore, even if they did know about their statutory 
and human rights, they might not necessarily respect them. Second, 
a major challenge stems from the current dysfunctional state of the 
justice system in Liberia. People generally have little trust in these insti-
tutions. Because they fall under the jurisdiction of humans, many of 
whom have proven themselves to be endlessly fallible, untrustworthy, 
LQDFFHVVLEOH�DQG�XQGHSHQGDEOH�� LW�ZLOO�EH�YHU\�GLI½FXOW�WR�GLVFRXUDJH�
recourse to traditional and sacred justice mechanisms that are legiti-
mised by the spirit world, which does command great respect. That 
trial by ordeal is still widely considered to be legitimate indicates a 
notion of causality that is not necessarily conducive to a respect for 
profane systems of statutory law.

With respect to the level of religious freedom in the country, one 
must consider whether or not promoting religious equality and actively 
eliminating the Christian bias might cause more harm than good in 
Liberia today. Several factors might make such efforts highly problem-
atic. First, the lack of public understanding or appreciation for what 
FRQVWLWXWHV�D�´VHFXODUµ�VWDWH�PDNHV�LW�GLI½FXOW�WR�HYHQ�EHJLQ�D�OHJLWLPDWH�
dialogue concerning religious freedom and equality. Second, the 
WHQGHQF\�IRU�KLJK�SUR½OH�/LEHULDQV�WR�ODUJHO\�DYRLG�DGGUHVVLQJ�FHUWDLQ�
FRQWURYHUVLDO� WRSLFV� WKDW�PLJKW� LQ¾DPH� VHQWLPHQWV�� FDXVH� GHEDWH� RU�
´RSHQ�ROG�ZRXQGVµ��IRU�WKH�VDNH�RI�NHHSLQJ�SHDFH��PDNHV�LW�GLI½FXOW�WR�
address a variety of issues relating to human rights. This is especially 
UHOHYDQW�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�WKH�JRYHUQPHQWµV�UHOXFWDQFH�WR�DGGUHVV�LQ�

122 York concludes that the Jacobstown violence ‘has therefore gone way ahead in 
justifying these suspicions of Christians in Liberia about Muslims and obviously 
worsened the relations of Christians and Muslims in Jacobstown in particular, to 
the extend [sic] that people in the community do still entertain the fears that any 
OLWWOH�GLVFRUG�KDV�WKH�SURSHQVLW\�WR�FDXVH�D�¾DUH�XS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�JURXSVµ��Q�����
above, 64-68.



any serious capacity the tensions between Muslims and Christians. 
That said, it should be noted that any premature attempts to address it 
PLJKW�VLPSO\�JHQHUDWH�IXUWKHU�XQUHVW��7KLUG��WKH�SRZHUIXO�LQ¾XHQFH�WKDW�
traditional religious leaders have over their communities in rural areas 
should not be overlooked as a form of widespread and active religious 
oppression. However, regulating such practices might be considered 
an attack on Liberian culture. Finally, the growing tendency for Pente-
costal Christian churches to indoctrinate their members, many of them 
young children who also attend Evangelical Christian schools, with an 
ideology so focused on spiritual warfare and the African traditional reli-
gion and Islamic threat, must be considered to be counterproductive 
in encouraging religious tolerance and respect for religious freedom. 
Many are toeing the line of actively promoting religious intolerance, 
inequality, and therefore, perhaps coming close to violating human 
rights law. However, to regulate the ideology of a religious group is not 
only contrary to freedom of religion, but if it were done, many of these 
FKXUFKHV�ZRXOG�SHUFHLYH�LW�DV�DQ�DWWDFN�E\�WKH�´DJHQW�RI�HYLOµ��IXUWKHU�
generating religious tension.

The extent to which all of these issues may in fact impede the 
peace-building and reconstruction efforts, increase religious tensions 
or engender religious violence, is yet to be seen, but in such a frag-
ile country that is improving so slowly and is home to hundreds of 
thousands of demoralised, poor and uneducated citizens, one can see 
the potential danger it not giving these issues serious and thoughtful 
attention.
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