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1. INTRODUCTION

To achieve sustainable peace is the overall goal of 
contemporary United Nations (UN) peace operations. 
However, peacebuilding by the UN has been heavily 
criticised by various scholars, inter alia, for imposing 
a set of universal approaches, for being too state-
centric, for being culturally biased, for neglecting 
the local and for lacking well-grounded concepts 
(Barnett et al. 2007; Kahane 2003; Lederach 1995; 
Mac Ginty 2008; Richmond 2009; Sending 2009). 
As a consequence, they argue, UN peace operations 
are not only ineffective, unsustainable and lack local 
legitimacy but have also recreated conditions for 
violence and counteracted the “do no harm”-principle. 

However, the methods of critics are highly problematic 
as their lines of argument are mostly stuck on an 
abstract theoretical level and lack the empirical 
foundation and evidence necessary to verify the 
accusations. The implementing level and everyday 
peacebuilding efforts of UN peace operations are 
largely treated as a black box (see also Sending 2010: 
1). Furthermore, it is not only the reality in the field 
that is all too often neglected but also UN policies, 
directives and handbooks that serve as theoretical and 
methodological guidance for UN field staff. This paper 
examines what the UN is actually doing in a particular 
peace operation, particularly how it engages the local. 
Conflict resolution itself is hereby not understood as 
a comprehensive concept or school of thought (see 
Paffenholz 2009) synonymous with the concept of 
peacebuilding. The term is used more literally as aiming 
at the settlement of actual conflicts while still taking 
into account root and structural causes of the meta-
conflict that made the UN intervention necessary. 

The Republic of Liberia has been chosen as a case 
study as it has a long and violent history of exclusive 
state building. Approaches towards conflict resolution 
that only focus on rebuilding the Liberian state, its 
formal institutions and statutory practices of conflict 
resolution and that neglect customary/traditional 
approaches could recreate the conditions that led 

to the civil war in the first place. Liberians are, on the 
one hand, highly critical of the state and, on the other 
hand, have distinct, popular and culturally legitimate 
traditional practices of conflict resolution the UN can 
build upon. As there are various UN documents that 
call for local approaches towards conflict resolution, 
this paper does not question if the UN practices local 
conflict resolution. Besides, field work by Neumann 
and Schia (2012) has already shown that the UN in 
Liberia is adapting its overall activities to the local 
level. This paper therefore asks: How does the United 
Nations practice local conflict resolution in Liberia?

The first part of this paper outlines the theoretical 
framework. Conflict resolution is regarded as culture 
specific. In consequence, culture acts as an enabler 
for local conflict resolution. With culture embedded in 
a practical approach to conflict resolution, this paper 
discusses local as well as international concepts for 
conflict resolution. It will further be shown that UN 
peace operations have taken a local turn on the policy 
level. However, this turn is not without limitations. 
The second part of the paper deals empirically with 
Liberia’s conflict formation and practices of conflict 
resolution. It analyses the country’s violent state 
building history and assesses post-war conflict 
resolution systems. Following an overview of Liberian 
perceptions of justice as well as customary practices 
of conflict resolution and their limitations, the paper 
outlines the UN operation in Liberia and analyses 
two decisively different UN approaches to conflict 
resolution by UNMIL Civil Affairs and by UNMIL Rule 
of Law. Besides extensive desk research, 17 semi-
structured interviews with UN, government and NGO 
officials were conducted in July/August 2014 in Ghana 
and Liberia.        
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2. APPROACHING LOCAL CONFLICT RESOLUTION PRACTICES

2.1.  Looking Through the Lens of Culture

In this paper, culture is understood as a system of 
accepted and shared meanings, beliefs, values, norms 
and knowledge that identifies and defines certain 
people as a group (Adair, Brett 2004: 158; Faure 2009: 
507). It is regarded as a lens, as a tool that creates 
and provides meaning and that gives its members 
a particular way of perceiving and dealing with their 
surroundings. This makes culture one causal variable, 
though not a determining one. It provides guidelines, 
structures and order (Avruch and Black 1993: 135-140; 
Rubinstein 2003: 46). Culture as a distinguishable, 
fundamental and mutual identity comes with a great 
degree of social interaction and collective practices. 
It is always an “aspect of groups, not of individuals” 
(Rubinstein 2003: 32). Within this context, a group can 
be defined, inter alia, by its geographical, institutional 
and/or social component (Bernhard 2013: 20). People 
vibrantly construct, negotiate, dispute and reconstruct 
aspects of culture (Murithi 2006: 15). This means, culture 
is not static or linear but dynamic and fluctuating. It 
can change in time and space due to new knowledge, 
demands, external influences and further more. 

Everybody is multicultural, even without crossing a 
national border. Every person is part of a set of cultures 
(and therefore groups of different size) which are 
assigned different personal priorities. If explicitly aware 
of one’s inherent set of cultures, one can choose what 
cultural system to apply in a certain setting. There are 
(overlapping) cultures that are shared by people, inter 
alia, from a region or village, institution or organisation, 
clan or ethnic group (Bernhard 2013: 20). One can 
therefore neither assume that every citizen shares 
the same culture(s) nor that the “ranking” of cultures is 
the same. Knowledge of varying and even conflicting 
aspects of culture is key. Of course, people interacting 
on an international level also develop and share a 
distinct system of meanings. For example, the practice 
of peacebuilding by the UN is guided and shaped by 
a distinct and inherent culture. It must be stressed, 
however, that there is a great variety of cultures on the 
international level as well – one just needs to look at 
the number of institutions and organisations involved 
in peace operations. 

There are at least two things about culture that can 
be problematic. First, culture highlights differences. 
Members of a defined group tend to see their cultural 
aspects as normal while groups that differ from that 
become strange or abnormal (Avruch and Black 
1993: 133). Cultures can be put in an asymmetrical 
relationship, with a dominant culture that regards 

its particular characteristics as universal and forces 
other cultures to adapt (Kahane 2003: 19-22). Second, 
international interventions are allotted a variety of 
meanings as such actions are performed in a complex 
entanglement of cultures. Meanings for actions 
are constructed by the interveners but those who 
are affected by the intervention make up their own 
meanings stemming from a different cultural context 
(Rubinstein 2005: 529). To follow Lederach (1995: 
44), “we are only able to locate something in our own 
accumulated bank of knowledge”. Neglecting this 
could miss impacts or, even worse, work against the 
“do no harm”-principle. However, this is a two-sided 
sword – external interveners have to internalise local 
culture(s) and also share the implicit meanings of 
their own actions by providing the necessary cultural 
context. 

2.2.  Culture, Conflict and Conflict Resolution

Many peace practitioners and scholars such as 
Ramsbotham et al. (2011: 332) consider the interplay 
of culture and conflict resolution “in the end the most 
important issue of all”. Just as culture is a particular 
social construct, conflict as well as its resolution are 
also constructs grounded in a particular culture. 
Conflict is not seen as something that just happens 
to people but rather as a “human creation” (Obiekwe 
2009: 7), as a “socially constructed cultural event” 
(Lederach 1995: 9). To quote LeBaron (2003): “Culture 
affects the ways we name, frame, blame, and attempt 
to tame conflicts. Whether a conflict exists at all is a 
cultural question.” Culture sets the basis for what is 
considered acceptable and legitimate – and what 
is not. A constructed “conflict reality” serves as the 
framework within which a certain conflict can occur. 
Clashes of different cultural constructs can be found 
in Liberia from its founding until today. As these 
constructs were and are often inherent to the very 
identity of a particular group, compromise between 
groups can be very difficult to achieve. 

However, culture not only serves as a framework 
in which conflicts occur and take shape but also 
provides rules on how conflicts should be pursued 
and resolved. Faure (2009: 513) puts it in a nutshell: 
“Culture permeates all components of conflict 
resolution such as the understanding of the problem, 
the choice of strategy, and the handling of the process.” 
Thus, conflict resolution practices are understood as 
“culturally socialized patterns of response to conflict” 
(Goetsch 2012: 4). In consequence, culture should not 
be regarded as an obstacle to conflict resolution or 
as a challenge to be mastered and overcome through 



KAIPTC Occasional Paper 41, 2017  |  3

Neef  |  Local Rules?! The Practices of Conflict Resolution by the UN in Liberia

technical recipes but rather as an enabler for conflict 
resolution (Faure 2009: 519; Lederach 1995: 120; 
Murithi 2006: 15). It can be a powerful and effective 
tool that provides context as well as resources for 
practitioners (Werner 2010: 62). Nevertheless, it 
must also be emphasised that no method of conflict 
resolution is inherently the best (Goetsch 2012: 15). It 
is not only the practices of conflict resolution coming 
“from the outside” that must be carefully tested for 
their appropriateness but also the ones that are 
predominant in a given local setting: “Rather than a 
romantic defense of all things traditional or indigenous 
[...], all peace-making techniques and assumptions 
should be exposed to rigorous tests of relevance and 
fitness for purpose” (Mac Ginty 2008: 149).

2.3.  Putting Culture into Practice

Adler and Pouliot (2011: 6) define practices as “socially 
meaningful patterns of action which, in being performed 
more or less competently, simultaneously embody, act 
out, and possibly reify background knowledge and 
discourse in and on the material world”. This definition 
includes seven components:

1. Practices are always social. They involve a certain 
form of social behaviour within a given cultural 
context (Reckwitz 2002: 250). 

2. Practices are structured and meaningful patterns 
of actions: “Running in the streets aimlessly is 
mere behaviour, running after a thief is an action 
endowed with meaning. […] Police squads chasing 
down a criminal gang is a practice, because it 
is socially structured and reiterated” (Adler and 
Pouliot 2011: 6). Meaning can also be embedded in 
tangible objects like the human body or symbolic 
items (Reckwitz 2002: 251). 

3. A practice is always a performance, a process of 
doing something. Performances can be verbal as 
well as non-verbal. If the performance is shared, 
it can either develop or establish a practice or be 
grounded in such (Adler and Pouliot 2011: 7). 

4. To perform a practice competently, one has 
to internalise its specific cultural background 
knowledge and acquire the relevant practical 
skills. Not doing so will miss meaning and impact 
the practice is aiming at. A competent performance 
implies standardised execution and a predictable 
process. However, a practice may also be performed 
incompetently. Performing a practice competently 
means maintaining the status quo; performing 
a practice incompetently means modifying it 
(changing/adding/removing components) which 
can result in a desired change of a given status quo 
– if done appropriately (ibid.: 7). 

5. The basis of a practice is its specific cultural 
background knowledge. A practice embodies, 
enacts and reifies such knowledge all at once. 
Background knowledge refers to theoretical and 
empirical knowledge as well as to practical skills 
(ibid.: 8). Background knowledge is largely implicit 
and specific to a group’s historical, socio-economic 
and political context (Reckwitz 2002: 253). 

6. Practices are discursive – in two ways: First, 

many practices involve communication and 
discourse to negotiate and ascertain meaning. 
Second, practices themselves can be embedded 
in a discourse, for example, regarding their 
appropriateness to make an impact in a given 
situation (ibid.: 255). 

7. A practice requires a material world. Practices 
evolve in a material world, are performed in such 
and exert influence on it (Adler and Pouliot 2011: 8).

In sum, practices carry meaning and constitute the 
shared “possession” of a collective. Each individual is 
part of a community of practice (Adler and Pouliot 2011: 
15; Reckwitz 2002: 250). Hence, UN conflict resolution 
is most effective when it is being integrated into the 
community of practice of a given local group.

2.4.  The Concept of ‘the Local’

The turn to “the local” that started in the mid-1990s 
highlights “the importance of culture, history and 
identity” for peace operations to successfully achieve 
sustainable and locally legitimate peace (Mac Ginty 
and Richmond 2013: 769). The concept takes a 
perspective “from below”, arguing that conflict can only 
be effectively resolved when “solutions are derived 
from cultural resources, relying on local actors and 
local knowledge, including the local understanding of 
conflict and its resolution” (Duffey 2000: 145). Similarly, 
international blueprints for conflict resolution, which are 
designed to be applied universally in different conflict 
settings, are objected, along with an exclusive focus 
on goals to be achieved in a linear fashion. Instead, a 
non-linear process-based approach focusing on local 
agency is seen as key for sustainable peace (Chandler 
2013: 18). International peace practitioners must be 
highly sensitive to local culture(s) and learn from their 
local counterparts to develop approaches that are 
“rooted in the cultures, traditions and rituals prevalent 
in the intervened societies” (Neumann 2011: 48) since it 
is in “the encounter with local traditions that important 
lessons about conflict resolution are being learnt, 
particularly about the limitations of the dominantly 
euro-american model” (Ramsbotham et al. 2011: 183). 
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Peace projects should not be developed externally 
or a priori by international organisations but must be 
“designed locally” (Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013: 
770). Locals should not only guide the way peace is 
being promoted but also how peace is being defined 
(Mac Ginty 2008: 142). Especially in the direct aftermath 
of a conflict, people use indigenous resources 
and approaches naturally. It is therefore logical to 
study, understand and build on their approaches 
(Pouligny 2005: 503). Furthermore, besides greater 
effectiveness, engagement with the local can also 
increase the legitimacy of peace interventions and 
make exit strategies more sustainable. This is the idea 
of “local ownership” that is inherent to the general, 
local approach. However, there are different notions 
of the scope of local ownership and how to define it 
(Sending 2010: 2). Internationals and locals often have 
a different understanding of local ownership, which 
can lead to friction between them.

2.5.  Concepts of Local Conflict Resolution

Three highly interrelated approaches for local conflict 
resolution will be discussed: Community-Based 
Approaches (CBA), Infrastructures for Peace (I4P)/Local 
Peace Committees (LPCs) and Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR):

1. A Community-Based Approach empowers 
communities by promoting participatory and 
inclusive governance where state authority is 
weak (Göransson 2013: 1). Community mechanisms 
for conflict resolution continue to be applied 
during civil war or can easily re-emerge when a 
meta-conflict has been settled (Haider 2009: 4). 
Communities are supported in “re-establishing 
familiar cultural patterns and support structures” 
of conflict resolution (UNHCR 2008: 15). Existing 
institutions will be enhanced or new ones 
created. Compliance with human rights is ensured 
(Göransson 2013: 3). 

2. To create Infrastructures for Peace is to build 
permanent institutions for indigenous conflict 
resolution. I4P can be mandated formally or be 
established independently from the government. 
The point of reference is the Local Peace 
Committee (van Tongeren 2013: 91, 102). The 
main objectives of LPCs are (1) to prevent or 
reduce violence through collective measures; 
(2) to facilitate dialogue and create a mutual 
understanding of the conflict; (3) to solve problems 
and build community spirit by creating mutual 
trust; and (4) to reconcile divided communities 
(Odendaal and Olivier 2008: 3). LPCs rely heavily 
on local conflict resolution practices. However, 
traditional approaches are usually modified by 
creating incompetent practices that are compliant 

with international norms. This approach is quite 
popular as it is very cost effective. 

3. Alternative Dispute Resolution is “a set of informal 
practices and norms of negotiation and mediation 
that are intended to help parties reach self-
enforcing bargains faster than can the courts” 
(Blattman et al. 2014: 100). It aims at win-win 
outcomes and reconciliation (Mac Ginty 2008: 
141). As ADR is similar to or highly compatible with 
popular practices of conflict resolution in Africa, it 
can easily be applied. In 2003, for example, 300 
cases pending in Ghanaian statutory courts were 
mediated in a period of five days, with 90 percent 
of the disputants expressing satisfaction (Uwazie 
2011: 3-4). 

There are also limitations. LPCs usually do not have 
the power to (legally) enforce agreements. In addition, 
such approaches can hardly address root causes of a 
meta-conflict. They are not a substitute for statutory 
justice systems but are complementary. Sustainability 
is problematic as financial means are usually derived 
from external organisations (Odendaal and Olivier 
2008: 4, 22). Bringing traditional practices in line 
with human rights standards by creating incompetent 
practices might trigger new conflicts. 

2.6.  United Nations Peace Operations and the Local

Various UN documents show that United Nations peace 
operations have taken a local turn since the mid-1990s 
- at least on the policy level. A DPKO lessons learned 
report of 1996 states that the operation

“is best advised to work through existing local 
authorities and community elders and its peace 
initiatives must be closely tailored to indigenous 
practices of conflict management” (United Nations 
1996: 41).   

UN staff members are not only “obliged to respect 
local norms, culture and practices” but also “to learn 
as much of the local culture” (United Nations 2000a: 
45). It has been recognised that there is “no ‘one-size-
fits-all’” approach (United Nations 2012: 39) because 
“no single strategy will be universally effective” (United 
Nations 2000b: 31). Rather, peace operations “must be 
tailored to fit the political, regional and other realities of 
the country” to become successful and “must respond 
to the desires and aspirations of the local population” 
(United Nations 2003: 7). Even the UN Security 
Council “highlights the importance of […] locally-driven 
solutions” (United Nations 2013a: 2). Sustainable peace 
can “only be achieved by the local population itself; 
the role of the United Nations is merely to facilitate the 
process” (United Nations 2001: 2). The same is true for 
the definition of peace: “Peace can only be defined […] 
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by the people of the country themselves; it cannot be 
imposed from outside” (United Nations 2013c: 16). 

UN Civil Affairs Officers (CAOs) are the link between 
a UN mission and the local and supposed to build 
relationships with communities. Therefore, they 
must “understand local culture, customs, institutions 
and laws and [be] prepared to learn from local 
stakeholders” (United Nations 2003: 35). CAOs should 
“always start by considering the skills and expertise 
that local actors possess” and “seek to identify, protect 
and nurture local capacity” (United Nations 2012: 169). 
This includes building on traditional practices as these 
“may be more culturally appropriate, enjoy greater 
legitimacy [...] and be perceived as more inclusive then 
externally imposed solutions” (ibid.: 170).  

Judicial Affairs Officers (JAOs) are advised to study a 
host country’s justice system to “reinforce, enhance 
and strengthen the capacities of local actors, and 
not […] replace or undermine them” (United Nations 
2013b: 97). The development of a post-conflict legal 
order should be done in line with “international norms 
and standards but in a culturally acceptable manner” 
(United Nations 2003: 97). It is further recognised that 
“public confidence in informal justice mechanisms 
may be higher than for formal justice institutions” and 
that the statutory system may “seem ‘foreign’ and 
intimidating” (United Nations 2013b: 206). However, 
it is stated that “traditional and informal justice 
mechanisms are neither suitable nor acceptable for 
adjudicating serious crimes” (ibid.: 196). 

2.7.  Limitations of the United Nations’ Local Approach

Critics see a significant discrepancy between theory 
and the actual practices of the UN. The local turn 
by the UN is regarded as merely “paying lip-service 
to the local while continuing with top-down policies” 
(Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013: 777). In addition, the 
more “multiconceptual” peace operations become, the 
more inherent contradictions arise. Six limitations will 
be outlined:

1. UN practices are regarded as highly culturally 
biased. UN peace operations have their own 
particular cultural grounding that staff members 
are not aware of (Richmond 2009: 157). Besides, 
UN principles of neutrality and universality are 
rather indicators for a dominant culture (Kahane 
2003: 22). 

2. There is a great bias towards using the state. 
Meta-structures that might have caused the 
conflict are rarely challenged (Mac Ginty 2008: 

146). Building on and expanding state structures 
can lack local legitimacy and remain ineffective. In 
countries where statutory and customary systems 
are in competition, new conflicts are likely to arise 
(Werner 2010: 61). Statutory court processes can 
be difficult to understand for locals and further 
escalate disputes if local culture is neglected 
(Uwazie 2011: 2; Kahane 2003: 8). 

3. There is a lack of coherent peacebuilding 
strategies. Within the UN system, agencies, 
departments, funds and programs all have their 
own particular concepts and definitions of conflict 
resolution that can be difficult to balance (Barnett 
et al. 2007: 44). 

4. Critics argue that internationals corrupt local 
culture and practices since “indigenous institutions 
must align with international reconstruction efforts 
rather than the other way around” (Richmond 
2009: 155). Internationals have the power to set 
the priorities for a country’s peace agenda (Werner 
2010: 60). Ownership is reduced to “transferring 
responsibility of externally defined reforms to local 
authorities” (Sending 2009: 19). 

5. Peace approaches are highly biased towards the 
liberal. The dominant approach “to build a liberal 
state is in the first place prejudged against local 
social, political and cultural practices” (Richmond 
2009: 150). The approach has “rested on little 
more than hopeful assumption” (Paris 2004: 42) 
and even “rekindled the conditions for conflict” 
(Barnett et al. 2007: 51). 

6. It is argued that internationals do not consider what 
is already working on the ground. The UN behaves 
as if the deployment of a peace operation marks 
the “year zero for the country, as though nothing 
had happened before” (Pouligny 2005: 502). The 
approach of “operating on a tabula rasa basis” 
and assuming “that nothing is working” (Schia and 
Carvalho 2010: 6) overlooks functioning customary 
practices. 
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3.1.  Forceful and Exclusive State Building 

In 1816, the American Colonization Society (ACS) was 
founded to ship freed slaves from the United States 
of America to the West African coast from 1817 until 
its dissolution in 1964 (Convey 2011: 4). However, the 
region that would later be known as Liberia was already 
inhabited by various societies. These groups were 
highly organised within different political structures 
ranging from centralised chieftaincy to kinship and 
secret societies (Levitt 2005: 21). ACS and its settlers 
were ignorant of local institutional arrangements 
(Sawyer 1992: 205). In 1822, 57 local leaders ruled 
that the settlers should leave the region for good 
(Levitt 2005: 49). However, the settlers had superior 
military strength and were able to force the locals to 
acknowledge their authority or to drive them off their 
land (Kieh 1992: 26; Sawyer 1992: 86).      

In 1847, Liberia became a self-governing state. Its 
Constitution, party system and social arrangements 
were closely modelled on the US-American ideal 
(Jackson 1970: 49). Locals (“African-Liberians”) 
were excluded from the state building project and 
citizenship was restricted to settlers only (“American-
Liberians”) (Kieh 2009: 72). African-Liberians were not 
citizens of the Liberian state but subject to its control. 
The state forced African-Liberians to pay taxes and to 
perform public tasks, and used “draconian measures, 
including physical abuse, to coerce, and make the 
indigenous compliant” (Kieh 1997: 24). In 1860, the 
government commenced its “imperial project” of 
territorial expansion to “reinforce its institutional and 
economic structures by replacing indigenous forms of 
economics, society and politics” (Kieh 2009: 72). To 
do so, the Frontier Force was established in 1904. This 
implied that “military capability was an integral part of 
interior administration” (Sawyer 1992: 200). 

In 1944, President Tubman granted suffrage to African-
Liberians and developed a unification program that 
aimed at their inclusion into the Liberian state (Kieh 
1992: 33). However, these measures were undertaken 
only to sustain the power of the small ruling class of 
American-Liberians (Osaghae 1996: 45). Political and 
legal dualism had been consolidated:

“The customary inhabitant of Liberia was subject to 
statutory laws, while not being able to participate 
in them – meaning they possessed little in the way 
of constitutional rights, resulting in an inability to 
hold land under statutory law. At the same time 
Americo-Liberians were not subject to customary 
laws” (Unruh 2008: 5).      

This was once more codified in the Rules and Regulations 
Governing the Hinterland of 1948 (“Hinterland 
Regulations”) that distinguished between “civilised” and 
“native” Liberians (International Crisis Group 2006: 7). 
These rules “are, in large part, an archaic blueprint for 
nineteenth-century colonial-style rule” (Lubkemann et 
al. 2011: 200) and determined that only minor (civil) cases 
shall be dealt with by the customary system while all 
major (criminal) offences shall be subject to the statutory 
system (Neumann 2011: 62). However, the dual legal 
system “evolved with limited coordination and without 
effective oversight mechanisms” (United Nations 
2010: 3). Furthermore, a variety of security agencies 
were employed to “spy on, intimidate and harass the 
population for the ultimate purpose of cowing them into 
submission” (Kieh 2010: 12). 

In 1980, a coup d’état overthrew American-Liberian rule 
and an African-Liberian, Master Sergeant Samuel Doe, 
became president. However, for most African-Liberians 
things got even worse: “Doe’s regime continued the 
patronage-based, murderous predatory state of his 
predecessors” (Call 2010: 349). A long and devastating 
civil war followed, starting with the invasion of forces 
led by Charles Taylor in 1989. During its period in 
office, “the Taylor regime engaged in the same actions 
that led to the first civil war” (Kieh 2009: 81). By the end 
of the civil war in 2003, more than 250,000 Liberians 
had perished, and over 2 million were refugees or 
internally displaced persons (Pajibo 2008: 10). This 
history of conflict and dualism “could have been 
avoided if the settlers had recognized the authority of 
the natives instead of the ACS” (Government of Liberia 
2009a: 106).  

3.2.  Assessment of Post-War Conflict Resolution 

Besides the heavy human toll, the civil war destroyed 
most of Liberia’s infrastructure. Public buildings, 
court houses, police stations and correctional 
facilities had been looted and destroyed (ILAC 
2003: 4). Furthermore, judges, public defenders 
and prosecutors, general court personnel, legal 
documents, records, record-keeping devices and so 
on were in extremely short supply (International Crisis 
Group 2006: 4). The National Transitional Government 
of Liberia (2003-2006) “had virtually no control over 
the territory and practically no ability to deliver basic 
services” (Andersen 2010: 137) and was perceived as 
the most corrupt government ever – the “come, grab 
and go government” (Pajibo 2007: 288). The collapse 
of the statutory system did not mean that mechanisms 
and practices for resolving conflicts were missing. 
Even before the civil war, statutory conflict resolution 

3. THE LIBERIAN CASE
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was available only in Liberia’s capital, Monrovia, and 
in a few major towns (Lubkemann et al. 2011: 194, 205). 
Meanwhile, customary institutions and practices were 
functioning to a great extent (Liberian Legal Working 
Group 2009: 2). In addition, town, clan and paramount 
chiefs were still trusted by local communities (Richards 
et al. 2005: 32). 

The first post-war assessment by the International 
Legal Assistance Consortium acknowledged that 
“most Liberians living in the counties have access 
to a system of traditional courts” (ILAC 2003: 11) and 
concluded that “traditional courts could provide 
a useful forum for resolution of conflicts among 
Liberians in a rural setting” (ibid.: 12). Furthermore, the 
report stated that “traditional and community-based 
approaches can be a complementary, if not alternative 
form of justice” while “it is essential that traditional 
justice mechanisms are consistent with international 
human rights” (ibid.: 5). The assessment called for 
the establishment of a system of Alternative Dispute 
Resolution, which was regarded as analogous to the 
practices already used by customary institutions. 
ADR “would seem extraordinarily appropriate for this 
country” (ibid.: 23) because “it appears that where the 
traditional courts operate they provide relief to a large 
number of Liberians” (ibid.: 24).
 

3.3.  Customary Practices of Conflict Resolution

While there is no universally applied practice of 
customary conflict resolution in Liberia (Raddatz 2013: 
189), there are certain principles and processes that 
are shared among most Liberians. The overriding 
concern is to restore relationships and to achieve 
social reconciliation (Isser et al. 2009: 26). This is 
done by finding out root causes of a conflict and social 
factors that surround it, by revealing truth, by providing 
compensation and by achieving consensus among the 
parties involved (Liberian Legal Working Group 2009: 
2-3). Guilt has to be admitted and repaired publically as 
conflict resolution is usually a practice that involves the 
whole community (Neumann 2011: 61). To compensate 
for or restore a loss is of utmost importance and renders 
an outcome fair (Government of Liberia 2010: 26). 

The overall practice of conflict resolution is some 
form of arbitration, mediation and compromise. Chiefs 
or elders serve as the main judges or mediators. 
Enforcement of a respective solution is assured by 
social pressure and because of the authority of a chief. 
Customary conflict resolution is therefore supposed 
to increase community cohesion (Neumann 2011: 60-
62). However, the purpose of mediation is to make 
agreements self-enforceable. In Liberia, cases are 
often being compromised: sanctions or compensation 
are lessened or waived so as to bring about agreement 

and reconciliation (Isser et al. 2009: 26). Popular 
practices are “Palava Hut”, “Sharing of the Kola Nut” 
and “Trial by Ordeal”: 

1. The Palava Hut is a forum used to settle civil 
conflicts as well as criminal matters (Raddatz 2013: 
189). Chiefs, elders, spiritual leaders, parties in 
conflict and their families as well as community 
members will gather in a hut to discuss the issue at 
hand. The importance of admitting guilt and ending 
a conflict is emphasised (Isser et al. 2009: 28). 
After truth has been established, the perpetrator 
has to publically apologise and ask for forgiveness 
(Chereji and King 2013: 11). Public shame as a 
form of deterrence and punishment is regarded 
as more effective than imprisonment or fines. If 
a solution has been found, reconciliation rituals 
follow. In fact, punishment without reconciliation 
“may be regarded as actually aggravating root 
causes and antagonisms that trigger even worse 
and unwanted behavior between litigants” (Isser 
et al. 2009: 28). To further ensure that parties 
stick to their commitments, ancestral spirits are 
invoked – incurring the wrath of ancestral spirits is 
a strong fear factor. In the case of theft, restitution 
or compensation has to be provided (Pajibo 2008: 
18). In criminal cases like murder, the perpetrator 
will be banned from the community and cleansing 
ceremonies follow. Rape is regarded a private 
matter. The fathers of both parties will meet to 
discuss the issue and agree on a fine (Chereji and 
King 2013: 11-12). Nevertheless, rape and murder 
are sometimes viewed as beyond social repair, 
and punishment and compensation become the 
overriding objectives. This is why there is a greater 
willingness to refer such cases to the statutory 
system (Isser et al. 2009: 30).  

2. The Sharing of a Kola Nut is a practice that is based 
on forgiveness. It is usually exercised to finally 
seal an agreement. A popular Liberian proverb 
says: “He who brings the kola nut brings life” 
(International IDEA 2006: 7). A kola nut symbolises 
peace and pure intentions (Olukoju 2006: 117). 
The perpetrator shares a kola nut with the victim. 
Guided by social coercion, the victim will accept 
it, which signals that a conflict has finally been 
settled (Chereji and King 2013: 9). 

3. The practice of Trial by Ordeal is used to identify the 
culprit and to ensure that truth is spoken by all the 
parties involved (Isser et al. 2009: 58). There are 
various such practices ranging from the unharmful 
such as swearing an oath to the physically 
harmful such as “sassywood” where the alleged 
perpetrator is supposed to drink a poisonous drink 
made from the bark of the sassywood tree. Those 
who do not manage to regurgitate the drink (or who 
refuse to drink) are pronounced guilty (International 
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IDEA 2006: 7). Liberians have a strong desire for 
impartial judgments that cannot be corrupted. The 
sassywood practice incorporates this desire, as “a 
tree cannot lie” (Isser at al. 2009: 45).   

3.4.  Limitations of Customary Practices 

There are at least four limitations to traditional 
customary practices in Liberia that a peace practitioner 
has to be highly aware of:    

1. Customary practices cannot work if there is no 
interest in reconciliation. This can especially be the 
case in a post-war setting where social corrosion 
and prejudices are immense. If a community is 
ethnically and religiously diverse, grievances 
stemming from the civil war can be inherent to the 
conflict resolution process thus making it highly 
biased (Isser et al. 2009: 36). 

2. A chief’s authority can be contested. The civil war 
inflicted damage on customary institutions and 
lines of authority, even if to very different degrees. 
At times, chiefs themselves prolonged the civil 
war by directly supporting factions. In other cases, 
chiefs fled the war: on their return, they found 
their community either in the hands of a former 
rebel chief or their traditional authority diminished 
(Government of Liberia 2009b: 10). 

3. Customary practices can be highly patriarchal, 
exclusive and biased against women and the 
youth. While women and the youth are allowed to 
be present in a palava hut, they are not part of the 
decision-making process. In addition, the practice 
of compensation can include the exchange of 
women (Richards et al. 2005: 19, 26). The case 
of rape is also a critical issue. While it is said to 
be a serious and shameful crime, punishment or 
compensation can be minor (Chereji and King 
2013: 11). 

4. A fourth issue are certain practices of trial by 

ordeal. Trial by ordeal can involve exposure to 
severe pain and can even result in death. While 
the Supreme Court proscribed trial by ordeal in 
1940, the revised Hinterland Regulations of 2000 
still authorise it as long as life is not endangered. 
In addition, the Ministry of Internal Affairs still 
licenses traditional healers to perform such rituals 
(International Crisis Group 2006: 9). However, 
there are many other non-harmful practices (see 
Isser et al. 2009: 55-56). Liberians strongly believe 
in such practices as they find them objective and 
not corrupted (Chereji and King 2013: 7). 

3.5.  Local Perceptions of Conflict Resolution      

It is important to know Liberian perceptions of justice 
and conflict resolution in order to make interventions 
successful and sustainable. A study by Vinck et al. (2011) 
revealed that most Liberians prefer to use customary 
institutions. Only when it comes to severe criminal 
offenses such as murder and rape do Liberians mention 
statutory courts as more appropriate. While it seems 
that many are quite knowledgeable about statutory 
laws, this cannot be said with regard to its system and 
practices of conflict resolution: among respondents, 
50 percent and 41 percent respectively had no or little 
knowledge of the statutory system (ibid.: 63). 

Why do most Liberians prefer customary practices 
of conflict resolution? In short, this is, first, due to the 
violent history of the state and how Liberians perceive 
its institutions and, second, because customary 
practices better reflect local culture(s). The statutory 
system is not only associated with a foreign culture 
but has always been used by powerful individuals as 
a political tool (International Crisis Group 2006: 1). To 
most Liberians, the statutory courts are “opaque and 
virtually incomprehensible” and their experience with 
them is “characterized by confusion and a deep sense 
of disempowerment” (Isser et al. 2009: 43). Liberians 
regard statutory rulings as highly biased, partial and 
corrupt. Graph 1 illustrates perceptions and capacities 
of both conflict resolution systems.

Graph 1: Capacities and Perceptions of Statutory and 
Customary Justice  (Source: Isser et al. 2009: 90) 

Statutory practices aim at clearly determining guilt and 
punishing the offender. As there are no measures for 
compensation or reconciliation, conflict can still prevail 
even after a perpetrator has been imprisoned. The 
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statutory understanding of justice is “diametrically 
opposed to prevalent Liberian understandings of 
what ‘justice’ requires” (ibid.: 47). For most Liberians 
“it is not considered good community spirit to go to 
the formal courts” (International Crisis Group 2006: 
6). Liberians “prefer to retain the customary system 
which they consider to reflect their values more than 
the ‘foreign’ Monrovia-based system” (Liberian Legal 
Working Group 2009: 3). This explains the findings 
by the Centre for the Study of African Economies at 
Oxford University: of a total of 3,181 civil cases, only 3 
percent were actually taken to a statutory court while 
38 percent were taken to a customary institution. With 
regard to the examination of 1,877 criminal cases, 
only 2 percent were taken to a statutory court while 
45 percent went to a customary institution (Isser et al. 
2009: 4).

Customary practices are not only more attentive to 
the root causes of conflicts, Liberians also perceive 
them as faster, more affordable, predictable and more 
likely to achieve a fair outcome (ibid.: 42). Chiefs have 
frequently been pressured by community members 
to resolve cases that are subject to the jurisdiction of 
statutory courts. In addition, chiefs are often requested 
to handle cases that have already been brought to a 
statutory court (a request that is often granted), or 
the police or statutory judges refer cases back to 
customary institutions at their own initiative (ibid.: 
54). Probably the most interesting point is that “most 
Liberians would still be unsatisfied with the justice 
meted out by the formal system, even if it were able 
to deliver” (ibid.: 46). The statutory system is “seen to 
undermine the objectives that most Liberians believe 
should define justice” (Lubkemann et al. 2011: 194-195). 

3.6.  The United Nations in Liberia

The United Nations in Liberia is made up of two key 
components: the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) and 
the UN Country Team in Liberia, a collection of 16 
specialised UN agencies, funds and programmes 
(United Nations in Liberia 2008a: 2). Security Council 
Resolution 1509 (2003) established UNMIL in 2003 
as a multidimensional peace operation. The mandate 
combines the immediate provision of security with 
long-term peacebuilding activities. After Liberia’s 
presidential elections in 2005, UNMIL’s focus shifted 
towards long-term peacebuilding measures. UN 
County Support Teams were established to support 
capacity-building in Liberia’s 15 counties (ibid.: 18). The 
County Teams not only strengthen the decentralisation 
process of the mission but also serve as an important 
source of information at sub-national level (Neumann 
and Schia 2012: 9). 

In 2009, the Government of Liberia and the UN 
developed a priority plan for peacebuilding that 
focused on three strategic areas: (1) fostering 
national reconciliation and conflict management; (2) 
critical interventions to promote peace and resolve 
conflicts; and (3) strengthening state capacity for 
peace consolidation (Government of Liberia and 
United Nations in Liberia 2009: 4). The plan called 
for the institutionalisation of dialogue and conflict 
management processes through capacity building at 
all levels, including paramount chiefs and traditional 
leaders. Furthermore, local ownership of peacebuilding 
projects was strengthened by moving the Liberian 
Peacebuilding Office, that serves as a secretariat for 
the UN Peacebuilding Fund, from UNMIL to the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs. The office is still funded by the UN 
but its staff members comprise Liberians only. 

In 2010, Liberia was placed on the agenda of the UN 
Peacebuilding Commission and three peacebuilding 
priorities were agreed: (1) strengthening the rule of law; 
(2) supporting security sector reform; and (3) promoting 
national reconciliation (Government of Liberia 2012: 
2). In 2011, a joint peacebuilding programme was 
developed that includes the strengthening of local 
conflict resolution capacities “through the use of 
traditional and conventional conflict resolution methods, 
including ADR” (Government of Liberia and United 
Nations in Liberia 2011: 10). This is in line with the UN 
Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF). The first 
UNDAF (2008-2012) lists as output, inter alia, “conflict 
management structures and systems in place at national 
and county levels, drawing on and supporting the use 
of traditional mechanisms” (United Nations in Liberia 
2008b: 31). In the second UNDAF (2013-2017), the UN 
commits itself, inter alia, to “strengthening capacities, 
systems and structures for dialogue, mediation and 
conflict resolution (including ADR) at national, county, 
and community levels through community-based 
peace committees” (United Nations in Liberia 2013: 
30). Furthermore, customary and statutory systems of 
conflict resolution are to be harmonised (United Nations 
in Liberia 2008b: 35; 2013: 29). 

3.7.  UNMIL Civil Affairs: Local Peace Committees

UNMIL Civil Affairs is the only civilian component 
that has continuously been present in all 15 counties 
of Liberia since the start of the operation in 2003 
(Neumann and Schia 2012: 27). At the start of the 
mission, CAOs were confronted with a major conflict 
trigger: huge movements of refugees and IDPs who 
were returning to their homes only to find them being 
occupied by former rebel soldiers. Most Liberians 
did not have deeds that could confirm their rightful 
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ownership. Even in the rare cases where documents 
existed, people could not claim their property as 
statutory courts and the police were non-existent, 
non-functional or not affordable. To address this issue, 
UNMIL Civil Affairs started to set up local “peace 
committees” in communities where people could make 
a claim for their property:

“Most people at the county level use traditional 
mechanisms, it was functioning. You, in a village, 
they don’t take you to court, they go to paramount 
chief. […] We bring all relevant stakeholders to a 
meeting where they hear the complains” (Interview 
with UNMIL Civil Affairs Officer 1).

For CAO, it became a major task to organise such 
meetings and bring together people who had 
previously refused to talk to one another (Neumann 
and Schia 2012: 31). At first, peace committees were 
created on an ad hoc basis and mostly dealt with 
conflicts over property. However, CAOs started to 
set up permanent committees where communities 
could resolve different conflicts on their own. The UN, 
together with national partners such as the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and local NGOs, started to train locals 
for each peace committee in the practice of ADR. 
While some chiefs or elders had practiced mediation 
before, others were unfamiliar with it as they were 
used to delivering judgments what is often regarded 
as inappropriate: 

“Most time is you wrong, you right. In a sense, 
it created hard feelings, hatred. It [mediation] 
was something new to them. But they also gave 
them basic training and see how they can better 
understand the issue of mediation. […] It also helps 
them to see not only the conflict, the problem 
conflicts could have, but also to look into the 
future. It also reflects the local values” (Interview 
with UNMIL Civil Affairs Officer 4). 

ADR strongly builds on local culture as it aims at 
reconciliation and sustained relationships: 

“If you look at the practice of mediation, it’s an 
open and voluntary process. You don’t force 
people to agree; they agree by themselves. If the 
mediation ends up this way, you have a sustained 
relationship. If you say, you must agree to this, 
it’s like in the courts.” (Interview with West Africa 
Network for Peacebuilding official).

Besides the conflict resolution practice, the composition 
of the committees is seen as crucial: 

“Peace structures were traditional chiefs and 
elders that excluded women, youth. We had peace 

structures in the country but there was a need to 
modernize and make them more participatory. 
UNMIL facilitated that. It built on an initiative and 
tried to make it better, modernize it” (Interview 
with Peacebuilding Office official).  

While communities could choose mediators for peace 
committees, UNMIL also demanded women and 
youth mediators. However, this sometimes triggered 
conflicts as it challenged traditional male authority. 
CAOs therefore tried to convince local leaders, not 
by referring to their mandate but by appealing to their 
better judgement and highlighting successful efforts 
by women to resolve conflicts in the past. The concept 
of the peace committees heavily builds on the palava 
hut system Liberians have used for centuries:

“Of course, we have to work within cultural and 
traditional beliefs of the people. […] What we 
normally do is to use a system on the ground, 
for example the peace huts system [palava hut], 
where you call the parties involved and they sit 
down and discuss” (Interview with UNMIL Civil 
Affairs Officer 2). 

CAOs themselves do not mediate or practice conflict 
resolution within the peace committees but facilitate 
the process and strengthen local capacity: 

“We just set up the necessary skills and they go 
ahead. What we do once in a while, we monitor 
and discuss a particular conflict they mediated. […] 
Sometimes we give them the necessary advice 
on how to go about it but we don’t sit there and 
help them. They do it themselves” (Interview with 
UNMIL Civil Affairs Officer 4).  

Community members are not obliged to use ADR 
forums. If they are not willing to solve conflicts within 
peace committees or if they are not satisfied with the 
proposed solution of the committees they can still 
approach statutory courts. When a case is already in a 
statutory court, it is possible for a mediator to intervene 
and take the case to the peace committee. When the 
parties in conflict eventually reach consensus and 
agree to a mediated solution, they either have to sign 
a written agreement or share a kola nut.

What makes the peace committees successful, 
however, is one of its greatest issues. Service is free 
and mediators are volunteers which makes their 
poor economic situation even tougher. It is therefore 
questionable how sustainable this approach is. CAOs 
hope that mediators can eventually be paid by the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs. Nevertheless, conflict 
resolution by the peace committees seems to be quite 
successful as the approach strongly takes into account 
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local culture and incorporates indigenous institutions 
and practices of conflict resolution. Furthermore, the 
approach improves these practices and promotes 
incompetent practices to alter local cultural values and 
perceptions that are normatively seen as inappropriate 
– not only in the eyes of the UN but also in the eyes 
of locals. 

3.8.  UNMIL Rule of Law: State-Centric Conflict 
Resolution

The strengthening of the rule of law in Liberia is a 
priority of UNMIL. The Rule of Law section of UNMIL 
has assisted in the reopening of a law school, trained 
numerous judges, court and correctional staff as well 
as police officers, and has built court houses and 
correction facilities besides refurbishing existing ones 
and supporting the training of lawyers (International 
Crisis Group 2006: 1; United Nations in Liberia 2008a: 
17). Besides such capacity building measures, the 
Rule of Law section works closely with the Ministry 
of Justice to provide legislative support for Liberian 
law reform and to strengthen human rights. However, 
the approach taken has been very state-centric 
and focused mainly on the statutory system while 
neglecting customary approaches. There is little 
engagement with the Ministry of Internal Affairs which 
is responsible for customary matters. As one former 
UNMIL senior official put it: 
 

“In a situation of a post-conflict setup, you have 
to make the formal system work. Because it is 
when law and order as managed by the formal 
system breaks down that you have a civil crisis to 
begin with. […] The traditional system is helpful in 
interpersonal issues of interpersonal conflict. But 
when you have a multicultural society, when you 
have a formal state system that applies a system 
of law that is different from what the traditional 
system is, you have to make the formal system 
work first” (Interview with former UNMIL senior 
official).

Engagement with the customary system is rather to 
limit the jurisdiction of customary institution to civil 
matters and to restrict certain customary practices 
(like trial by ordeal) that are generally considered 
as in contradiction with international human rights 
standards: 

“We again came up against issues like the 
traditional leaders say ‘leave those things to us, 
we are capable of taking care of those things’. But 
an examination of some of their rules for example, 
we couldn’t leave murder to traditional rulers to 
negotiate private solutions. Murder is a public 
wrong that has to be dealt with in the public way” 
(Interview with former UNMIL senior official).

“Do we restore relationships at all costs? I don’t 
think relationships should be restored at all costs. 
If we are going to violate human rights principles 
just to give way for relationships, I don’t think 
the relationship will be restored. There is a limit 
to what we can sacrifice” (Interview with UNMIL 
Human Rights Officer).

However, the exclusive focus on the statutory system 
and the restriction of customary practices is highly 
problematic. First, it seems that within the UNMIL 
Rule of Law section there is little understanding of 
customary conflict resolution (see also Schia and 
Carvalho 2010: 11; Raddatz 2013: 183). On the contrary, 
there is a tendency to view anything customary 
as poor. Second, restrictions on the jurisdiction of 
chiefs have created a dangerous justice vacuum as 
the statutory system is still highly constrained and 
corrupted. Statutory infrastructure is very poor as 
people have to walk for hours to reach the nearest 
police station in some regions (Vinck et al. 2011: 57). 
Correctional facilities are inadequate, and treatment 
of inmates according to human rights standards is not 
ensured. In addition, slow court processes have led 
to overcrowded prisons and a high level of pre-trial 
detainees who account for 80 percent of the national 
prison population (United Nations in Liberia 2013: 29). 
Moreover, Isser et al. (2009: 68) found evidence that 
while rape is now supposed to be handled by statutory 
courts only, it is being exploited and capitalised by both 
genders; false accusations are intended to generate 
money. In addition, while Liberians of both genders did 
not seem dissatisfied with the customary practice of 
resolving rape cases, this cannot be said for the actual 
practice by statutory courts (ibid.: 70). Third, general 
restriction of trial by ordeal has done more harm than 
good. The majority of Liberians “feel fairly strongly 
that at least some forms of trial by ordeal should be 
reinstated because the ban is causing considerable 
harm in their communities” (ibid.: 60). Fourth, while 
interview partners are highly aware of Liberia’s history 
– especially regarding the oppressive state building 
project – UNMIL’s rule of law strategies have not been 
adapted accordingly. As one UN Liberia senior official 
put it: 

“I think that there are people who just want to 
make everything legal. But I think, most people 
who look at the history of this country see that just 
making it a whole statutory system isn’t going to 
work” (Interview with UN Liberia senior official). 

UNMIL’s rule of law strategy somehow neglects the 
fact that Liberians are “virulent in their opposition” 
(Isser et al. 2009: 71) to yet another effort to extend the 
statutory system into the hinterland:



12 |  Faculty of Academic Affairs and Research 

“You have this constant clash between people 
feeling that they have less power than they used 
to have because things have changed. But they 
ought to have less power if you are strengthening 
the state again” (Interview with former UNMIL 
senior official).

Most Liberians do not understand the procedures and 
practices of statutory courts. This not only highlights 
the fact that the Liberian state has hardly been present 
in their lives but also that its cultural grounding does not 
match overall Liberian culture. It is assumed, however, 
that lack of knowledge and negative perceptions can 
be countered with education: 

“People are trapped in what they know. The 
community is all they have. […] It is important to 
explain the formal justice system to the citizens, 
respect the culture of communities, include them 
in the decision-making process. Tell them that 
you don’t want to take away what’s theirs but the 
world has moved on. […] This is an African context, 
I don’t think we can eradicate or do away with the 
informal justice system. Reduce but not take away” 
(Interview with UNMIL Judicial Affairs Officer).  

“In 2010, USIP, Interpeace and so on had done 
some work in different communities and were really 
strong on the fact that traditional mechanisms 
had been ignored. I didn’t have a quarrel on that 
because dependent upon your resources you 
have to ignore something. We had to first get 
the system running, educate the people about 
the place of the rule of law in their lives. Let them 
know the boundaries of what would have been 
acceptable for them to resolve as community 
issues. Let them know what aspects of community 
laws could not be tolerated in the formal system” 
(Interview with former UNMIL senior official).

Fifth, there is also the question of sustainability. The 
statutory system is far more expensive than customary 
approaches and Liberia’s governmental revenues 
amounted to roughly US$500 million in 2014. At a 
national conference in 2010, Liberians agreed that the 
role of the customary system should be enhanced, 
customary laws codified and chiefs included in statutory 
court processes (Government of Liberia 2010: 45). This 
again highlights the fact that a more sophisticated 
engagement with customary approaches is needed 
and locally desired. 
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4. CONCLUSION

The approach towards conflict resolution taken by 
UNMIL Civil Affairs is to be seen as best practice 
on how the local turn of the United Nations can 
be implemented on the ground. This is also due to 
the fact that guidance’s for UN Civil Affairs Officers 
heavily rely on the local. Liberians highly welcome this 
approach as it reflects and builds upon local culture 
as well as local perceptions of justice. If UNMIL Civil 
Affairs manages to make the peace committees also 
financially sustainable by integrating them into official 
structures, they will have a great share on achieving 
the national peacebuilding priorities such as fostering 
national reconciliation, conflict management and 
conflict resolution. Similar or follow-up approaches 
have been taken by other UN entities in Liberia such 
as UN-Habitat, UNHCR, UN Women and UNDP. 

The conflictive approach taken by UNMIL Rule of 
Law is, in some aspects, rather to be seen as lesson 
learned. Right from the start of the mission, it ignored 
recommendations by legal experts that called for a 
system of Alternative Dispute Resolution; it ignored 
the fact that Liberia still has, despite its civil war, a 
functioning system of traditional conflict resolution 
that provides justice for Liberians especially in rural 
settings; and it ignored UN guidance’s that call for 
culturally acceptable approaches towards justice. 
On the contrary, UNMIL Rule of Law builds upon old 
(American-)Liberian laws and state structures which 
are the reason for Liberia’s history of conflict formation. 
It comes without surprise that most Liberians do not 
consider the measures taken by UNMIL Rule of Law 
as serving their perceptions of justice. In fact, UNMIL 
Rule of Law has in parts created a dangerous justice 
vacuum in the country.

This paper recommends, first, a change in UN Rule of 
Law institutional culture that focusses on the significance 
and effectivity of traditional conflict resolution 
mechanisms – especially in African countries. In 
addition, UN Rule of Law policies and guidance’s should 
include concrete strategies for engaging traditional 
conflict resolution in a comprehensive, creative and 
also pragmatic manner. Second, there is a need for 
coherent UN-wide strategies to conflict resolution 
and justice since UNMIL Rule of Law and UNMIL Civil 
Affairs work in parts in opposite directions. Third, 
cooperation and information sharing between UNMIL 
Rule of Law and UNMIL Civil Affairs (as well as other 
UN entities working in this field) has to be enhanced. 
Fourth, to make peace and security sustainable in 
Liberia, statutory and customary systems of conflict 
resolution must be harmonised. In fact, UNMIL actually 
reflects in parts a fundamental Liberian issue: the 
Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Internal Affairs 
do not cooperate and work in opposite ways. Local 
ideas to merge both systems should be listened to – 
thus getting rid of the competitive legal dualism that is 
the reason for Liberia’s violent history. 
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