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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The nature of the research

This research forms part of a larger study on NGOs and peace building in complex political emergencies carried out by the Institute of Development Policy Management at the University of Manchester. The Liberian case study consists of five papers including a synthesis study, NGO study, community study and analysis of the role of local NGOs, as well as this paper. The synthesis study in particular provides analysis of the macro situation in Liberia for which this paper is a supplement. 

In the Liberian context, research into NGOs and peace building is a necessary exercise for the evaluation of 20th century experiences if any meaningful lessons are to be learned for the promotion of the radical changes required in the 21st century.  Incidentally, the appearance of social movements in the form of either mass organizations or interest groups with a dynamic that has impacted the direction of politics in Liberia has usually been described only in passing without receiving conscious, organized treatment committed to an explanatory approach. While reluctant to suggest the need to transform the history and roles of political NGOs into an independent subject in the discourse on NGOs and peace building, it is also a sad admission that the area is unlikely to receive adequate treatment before the close of the 20th century. Yet, the significance of the impact of political NGOs on changing processes should not go unnoticed.  In fact, it is an essential requirement of 21st century advocacy that the role of political NGOs should be elevated to a respectable and important place.

The attempt is made here to discuss the history and role of political NGOs in the struggle for peace and progress in Liberia.  And in giving attention to organizational input in the search for peace, it is not imagined that the thrust of the activities of political NGOs did not contribute to the emergence of conflicts and reoccurring conflicts at the macro level.  Thus, in attempting to reconstruct the history of political NGOs in the peace building process, there is the search for new directions that are to be located in collective advocacy based on the mobilization of consensus concerning what is the concrete, strategic national interest. And this cannot be a mere academic exercise that fails to accommodate the import of burial in thought on the part of participant observers who might know more than is generally observable.

1.2  Defining political NGOs in the Liberian context

While the term political NGOs is relatively unknown terminology in Liberia, it is effective for describing civil society institutions that have had the most enduring impact (negative as well as positive) on the politics of the country.

There is no pretense that a precise definition of such a complex phenomenon as NGOs, that has assumed pervasive presence as a consequence of war and perennial crisis in Liberia, is easily achievable.  In Liberia, NGOs are commonly non-political and not for profit making development oriented agencies incorporated by government.  Such organizations are usually also employment creating agencies for their incorporators or owners who in contemporary times have been required by donors, international implementing partners as well as the logic of realistic development drives to emphasize sustainable development for poverty alleviation and the achievement of peace. Added to this understanding has been the concept of empowerment which recognizes the right of disadvantaged people to participate in the making and implementation of decisions on questions that affect their lives.  And if the traditional advocacy for peace in Liberia did locate the danger in deprivation and economic injustice, it should be seen then that the idea of empowerment was at the base of the required operations that were necessary for socio-economic change and consequently the attainment of peace in the political arena.  

Seen in this way, it might be suggested that political NGOs are those NGOs which emerged as autonomous of government or the state bureaucracy in order to pressurize the political system to give attention to the problems of poverty and structural violence at the mass level, empowerment for the impoverished, and the democratization of national politics.  Again emphasizing that there is no pretense of putting forward a better possibility for defining political NGOs, any existing definition as already recognized could be expanded to include those social movements, mass organizations, populist formations or institutionalized advocacy mechanisms that were established to influence the making and implementation of public policies and decisions, to pressurize the political system to conform to constitutional requirements, as well as to fight exploitation and oppression through advocacy for the empowerment of the impoverished.  If we accept this in the Liberian context, then we may have succeeded to derive a rough understanding of what might be regarded as political NGOs, except that what, for the lack of better terminology or research phraseology, has been remembered as institutionalized advocacy mechanisms should also be contextualized to include individualized practice in advocacy that, all the same, made profound impact (either as catalysts or undercurrents of change) at the national political level.

Considered together, these forces may have taken different forms and may have been based on different intentions. But they eventually gained recognition as ‘anti-establishment’ organizations or concerns that were critical of the status quo and insistent on producing new directions in the nature of politics and the pattern of economic distribution that had dignified the tiny minority (settler elite- the so-called Americo Liberians) of Liberian society and degraded the mass majority of the so-called indigenous population. Thus generally speaking, the intervention of what we shall now call Political NGOs, which was essentially an aspect of the 1970s, was based partly on the traditional Liberian NGO inclination towards development and, to a much greater extent on a preoccupation with changing the direction of politics at the macro level.      

As a matter of reflection and possible laughter today, it might be contended also that, knowingly or unknowingly, the concentration of political NGOs during the period on political change was a tacit acknowledgment of the powerful presence of the state because of the weakness and despite the rise of the so-called NGO sector.

2. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF POLITICAL NGOs

2.1 The rise of political NGOs

We begin our historical analysis from the 1950s when political repression was the order of the day. The gerontocracy of President William V. S. Tubman not only refused to tolerate opposition, it ruthlessly crushed opposition leaders. Not satisfied with presiding over a one party dominant state,  President Tubman banned via legislative action the Reformation and the Independent True Whig parties in 1955 and transformed Liberia into a one party  state. By removing from the scene the opposition parties who had served as a link between the people and the government, it seemed as if the society had been atomized and the individual citizen now stood vulnerable to official harassment in an oppressive political environment.

It was immediately after this period in the late 1950s that the Liberia National Students Union (LINSU) and the National Teachers Association of Liberia (NTAL) were organized to champion the cause of students and teachers respectively. Thus, these organizations were concerned mainly to protect and defend the interest of their own constituencies. It was initially much more a struggle in economism than political action. But as we shall see later, these organizations developed and graduated from the exclusive advocacy of constituency demands. By the 1980s when the military dictatorship banned the political NGOs that had been especially created in the 1970s to pursue political goals on behalf of the general citizenry, both LINSU and NTAL threw themselves into the vanguard of the struggle to re-establish constitutional rule by the insistence on military disengagement from the political arena.

In the 1960s, trade unions began to evolve on the agricultural plantations and at the mining concessions which formed the core of the developing formal economy. The first major strike action occurred on the Firestone Rubber Plantation, to be suppressed by the national army, the coercive apparatus of the state. Also by 1964, the Press Union of Liberia (PUL) was organized to cater to the needs of its members. As with other unions, the Press Union also was later to become an important vanguard advocacy group. This was not only because the Press would become the major medium through which advocacy was being expressed, but also because the press union itself began to fight for fundamental freedoms as guaranteed by the constitution of the Republic of Liberia as well as for the democratization of Liberian society.

 However, it was in the 1970s that what we have sought to discuss as political NGOs, organizations that were especially created to promote development and empowerment for ordinary citizens and pressurize the system for the attainment of national political goals, actually gained in profoundity and appeared in the national political domain to politicize the Liberian people.  Such organizations were devoted to building mass consciousness for social, political and economic change as well as practically challenging and actively questioning the basis for the legitimacy of the Americo Liberian settler dominated state. The theme of the time mainly focused on the struggle against economic exploitation, political suppression, nepotism, corruption and the illegality of minority settler rule.

Since the establishment of Liberia as an independent State in 1847, political power and wealth had been concentrated in the hands of the settler minority.  In the midst of an estimated 80% illiteracy, mass poverty and rising urban unemployment, the political NGOs who emerged in the 1970s found fertile grounds for anti-government agitation. William Tolbert, having served Tubman’s totalitarian regime as Vice President for 19 years, when Tubman died in a London clinic in July 1971, took over as the 19th president of the Republic of Liberia. His government was early on discredited in the public eye, with the legitimacy of over a century of settler rule gradually eroded, bringing to the fore mass demand for the change of national political leadership.

The assumption of the presidency by Tolbert coincided with the rise of political NGOs.  In the early 1970s, SUSUKUU, a development oriented NGO, was organized to mobilize rural peasant farmers into agricultural cooperatives and promote savings mobilization among grassroots people.  In 1973 the Movement for Justice in Africa (MOJA) was formed, while the Progressive Alliance of Liberia (PAL), organized in the United States of America in the early 1970s, transferred activities to Liberia in 1978.  Both organizations pressed demands for the liberalization of the conservative settler regime, for the inclusion of the so-called indigenous elements of society who had earlier been marginalised from the mainstream of politics, and by extension, for a change of the political administration based on democratization of the politics. By providing national leadership in the struggle for political change, the political NGOs (mainly MOJA and PAL) considerably influenced the interest groups that had earlier emerged, and in turn were supported by such groups in the struggle for political change.  In this way, the trade unions and the student movement in Liberia, operative at the university and secondary levels, became the main constituency and support base of the political NGOs. Radical publications, including Gwe Fei Kpei - ‘the struggle continues’ by MOJA, The Revolution by PAL, and APFA FANGA by the All Peoples Freedom Alliance, played an important part in this consciousness-raising. 

One factor which worked in favor of the mass organizations was the liberal outlook of President Tolbert. President Tolbert himself was a product of an old system that thrived on exploitation and suppression and was therefore confronted with the old habits, practices, prejudices, and caste-like social orientation of settler political society.  Like Tubman, Tolbert presided over the one party state of settler controlled society and was constrained to maintain a conservative system of domination and subordination. Unlike during the time of Tubman, Tolbert presided to the dislike of an enlightened and politically conscious indigenous intelligentsia who assumed the task of organizing the disaffected masses against a minority controlled regime. At the head of the one party state, Tolbert had inherited all the antagonistic relations and problems of the past and was expected by members of the settler political elite to provide the protection required for the continuity of settler domination.  In practice however, Tolbert was a liberal who at least tolerated opposition and by so doing brought the system under popular criticism while at the same time having to contend with internal opposition to his ‘unsolicited’ liberalism. Tolbert’s liberalism thus came under direct attack both from the growing popular opposition as well as from within the True Whig Party itself.

2.2 Political NGOs and the collapse of the settler State

As has been noted, the political NGOs rose in direct antagonistic relations to settler political rule and thus sharpened the contradictions in Liberian society. Interestingly, the evidence available now shows that mere political agitation for mass mobilization was not sufficient for the achievement of the overthrow of settler political community.  To be sure, the agitation activities of the political NGOs greatly affected every sector of the society, including the army. However, it does not seem as if the mass organizations were adequately aware of the implications of their intervention activities nor did they consciously design a built-in programmable concern for the reconstruction of a peace that would become a necessity in the event of chaos, anarchy or state collapse resulting from their activities. In any event, it is an incontrovertible fact that the existence of the political NGOs of the 1970s immensely facilitated the speedy demise of settler political hegemony. If it were possible to produce empirically based incisive analysis on the impact of political NGOs on conflict dynamics and peace building endeavors in the period, only then would it be possible to construct a theory of social science on the impact of political NGOs on the generation of conflict or peace. Despite this humble admission, it must still be emphasized that while settler political rule could have inevitable changed, the work of the political NGOs became particularly instructive and was primarily responsible for the military intervention of 1980 mediated through a coup d’etat by non-commissioned officers, which brought to an end a hundred and thirty-three years of settler minority rule in Liberia.  That is why following the intervention, the military immediately turned to the leaders of the political NGOs for support, including them in the top political administration of the country, and placed in their hands the writing of a new constitution for the Republic of Liberia.

In historicising the process of change in Liberia, uncareful analysis could easily gloss over the magnitude of change that is likely to be produced almost automatically by the nature and arrangement of the political economy.  Indeed there could be no denying that the catalyst role of political NGOs was a necessary input that occasioned political change in the period.  For instance, the riot against the government proposed increment in the price of rice, championed by PAL and supported by MOJA has punctuated April 14, 1979 as a turning point in the evolution of the political life of Liberia.  For the first time in modern Liberian political history, the dispossessed sector of society decisively opposed State policy and confronted the State police.  The blood bath experienced and the casualty on the side of the protestors increased the anger of the urban underprivileged and the 70% of rural dwellers, mainly peasant farmers, that were directly related to the dispossessed urban dwellers, consequently entrenching belief in and support for the opposition program of the political NGOs. Interestingly, the army refused to take government instructions during the demonstration and actually sided with the demonstrators, in an important expression of support for the political NGOs. Over a hundred years of settler rule had been variously resisted through individual actions such as the constitutional campaigns of Mr. Albert Porte, the patriotic pamphleteer, or through intermittent, spontaneous mass actions.  It was only a matter of time for settler political society to experience organized opposition. The political NGOs of the 1970s created just that condition by the launching of organized mass opposition to the settler political administration.  

2.3 Impact of the military intervention on the political NGOs

While after the 1980 coup d’etat, it was anticipated that the collaboration between the military and leaders of the political NGOs would become mutually reinforcing and enduring, in reality, the contrary was the case.  And this is where the nature of the political economy has to be viewed as instructive for understanding State orientation; that if explanation for the military intervention can be found in the advocacy activities of the NGOs, then one should not forget that said advocacy was advocacy against the failure of the state to satisfy the socio-economic expectations of the mass majority of the citizens.  The dominant impression that emerged however immediately after the 1980 coup d’etat was the erroneous view that the overthrow of settler political administration had solved the major source of political crisis in Liberia, with every other concern treated as secondary. Hence the first action of the military regime was to suspend the constitution and ban political activities, including the activities of the political NGOs. These organisations, after the co-option of their leaders in the military government, officially and publicly suspended their own activities, an indication that they did not understand the nature of the military controlled State and the fact that it was only an extension of settler State but with a greater coercive possibility and determination to crush any form of opposition.  With the banning of the national political movements, the important role of the student movement, the press, the church and the trade unions came to the fore.  Where once there were the mass meetings and the radical publications, the military coup had brought all such consciousness building activities to a halt, leaving the Liberian people yearning for leadership and direction.

Sooner than later, there was a ban on the President of the Liberia National Students Union (LINSU) for insisting on a time-table for the return to constitutional rule.  Meanwhile, in the government itself the purge had begun. When the Head of State decided to eliminate the Vice Chairman of the ruling  Peoples’ Redemption Council (PRC) which emerged as a result of the coup, the president of MOJA 

was framed as having associated in a plan to overthrow the military government.  Both the LINSU and MOJA presidents went into exile. At the same time some elements of the leadership of the disintegrating political NGOs remained in the top leadership of the government despite the crack down on their colleagues. The fragmentation among leaders of the traditional, progressive political NGOs were further intensified by life in exile which found individual members scattered in many different parts of the world. Nevertheless, the struggle continued for the return of the country to constitutional civilian rule. By then, the mass organizational activities found expression in the formation of political parties. The Liberian Peoples Party (LPP) was formed by MOJA whereas the United Peoples Party (UPP) was formed by PAL. Both parties were banned from participating in the 1985 elections which was aimed at the disengagement of the military from politics.  That action served to suppress further the legacies of the political NGOs, in conjunction with the constant imprisonment of personalities who had been active in those formations of earlier times.

As a result of highly repressive actions by the military State, it is clear that no other period produced impact of such magnitude on the existence of political NGOs as during the reign of the military dictatorship in the 1980s. Admittedly, even after attempts by MOJA for example to resurface in the 1990s, it can be said that MOJA today is virtually in oblivion. On the other hand, it is fair to suggest that the leaders of the traditional political NGOs share part of the blame for their own disintegration.  Lack of mutual cooperation and theoretical clarity, indecisiveness and a failure to appreciate the nature and power of authoritarian systems in obstructing the work of political NGOs, should also be considered in the explanatory scheme.

3. POLITICAL NGOs SINCE THE CIVIL WAR
3.1 Impact of the civil war

To suggest that political NGOs physically ceased to exist in their organizational form in the 1990s does not imply that said broad movements have come to be historically dead in motion.  Firstly, most of those who were active in the leadership and vanguard of the political NGOs have continued to play an active role in the politics of the war years and the transition to peace.  It was in consideration of the historical role of Amos Sawyer as a leading executive in MOJA and the Association for Constitutional Democracy in Liberia (organized in the late 1980s in the USA) that he was generally accepted as President of the Interim Government of national Unity (IGNU) created in 1990 to associate with the ECOWAS Peace initiative to achieve a cease fire in Liberia, disarm the combatants, and organize democratic elections.  After Sawyer assumed power, many of those who had been exiled by the military dictatorship of the 1980s developed the courage to return to Liberia.  Since 1990, several attempts have been made by formal activists to set in motion the traditional activities of political NGOs, but with very little success if any.

In 1992, MOJA collaborated with other NGOs in Liberia to organize the Interest Groups of Liberia. In the same period, an attempt was made by members of the Liberian Business Class and political elite across ethnic lines to form the Movement for the Protection of Liberian Interest (MPLI).  Both aimed at producing positive impact on the peace process.  But both were organized by personalities who were politically incompatible or who would eventually demonstrate a lack of will to cooperate politically, a perennial problem in Liberia. The civil war thus impacted the dynamics of political NGOs in many ways, by laying bare an uncertain political future for the country, by promising new and varied chances of political advances to the activists, by exposing the treachery of most actors, and by providing opportunities to rethink previous political alliances and positions.

In the midst of all this then emerged then a new wave of activity within civil society composed of advocates for human rights law and international humanitarian law.  That community, classified as the human rights community today, which has benefited to some degree from international support and encouragement, has been active in serving as a countervailing force to the excesses of the political system of the war years.

Although times have changed, and the requirements might demand new approaches, the challenge in Liberia as elsewhere remains the same. That is, the need for political NGOs that will serve as a check on the system and give direction and thrust to the democratization endeavors without being consumed in the process.

3.2 Political NGOs and peace building processes

Looking closely at the activities of political NGOs, it would seem that through their critical outlook on the system and insistence on change, they do in effect usually disrupt ‘peace’ and promote instability. Given the results seen in Liberia from their mobilizing activities, such a conclusion cannot be outrightly rejected.  But there is yet another way of approaching this matter.  Indeed, it is simply because political NGOs might desire peace that they raise advocacy against social injustice in society, considering that failure of the system to address problems of structural violence is always a cause for instability.  Evolving from this understanding is the need to appreciate the dialectical unity between conflict and peace. This same dialectic is to be found in the discourse on stability and democracy in that to democratize, undemocratic structures are usually destabilized, thereby generating conflict that undermines the peace but eventually producing a qualitative advance that justifies the attendant conflict. Thus in the long term, a positive impact on the peace process is expected to arise from the temporarily disruptive impact of the progressive attacks on unjust systems. In the present circumstances however, it has become clear that the end of war has not in and of itself assured peace, given continued structural violence and associated lack of democratization.  The argument has by now been well made both in Liberia and elsewhere, that the conditions that led to war in the first place are part of the root causes of the conflict and must therefore be addressed. These include economic exploitation, mass poverty, structural violence, invisible violence against women and children, political suppression, etc.. As in the past, political NGOs must continue to be part of processes that attempt to challenge these patterns, in order to contribute to structural peace and stability in the long term.

3.3 Reconceptualizing the role of political NGOs in post-war Liberia

In view of the above, it must be stressed that political NGOs remain relevant to the search for justice and peace in Liberia.  But as a matter of necessity, such NGOs would need to critically examine themselves, review the relevance and effectiveness of traditional approaches and adopt new strategies in the face of intransigent forces that seek to keep Liberia in a state of social, political, economic and cultural backwardness.  The first proposal which emerges from this consideration then is the need for individualized, fragmented, disorganized, disunited advocacy to give way to coordinated, collective advocacy - based on a mobilization of consensus on what the national interest is, and a resolve to work together in the uncompromising defense and protection of said national interest.  On this note, the following positions are advanced as considerations to make in enhancing the capacity of political NGOs to make positive impacts on peace building processes in Liberia.

1.
Whether Liberians blame outsiders or themselves for the existing problems of crisis and instability makes no difference., as the continuing problem of achieving peace remains essentially a Liberian problem.  So Liberians must rise to the occasion and take the lead in solving their own problems if they desire to live in peace. Several years now after the initial call for a war crimes tribunal to bring to justice war criminals, the very intractability of the Liberian crisis seems to be demanding the need for such a deterrence. But since the emphasis of the initial declarations calling for the establishment of the war crimes tribunal, and the important role of these threats of an end to impunity in the resolution of open conflict, Liberians seem to have forgotten that there was ever such a call on the national agenda.

2.
The struggle for development, social justice, empowerment and democracy is complicated and complex.  For that reason, it will be difficult for us to predict with absolute certainty its occasional outcomes if we are not keen, conscious and deliberate in the impact we choose to create. We cannot continue to take chances in this struggle, so it will be profitable both for us always to have an idea of what we desire, and also to strive to produce a correct view of the impact that our actions are likely to produce.  Only through such conscious evaluative activity can we hope to enhance our capacity to contribute creatively to processes of conflict prevention, management and resolution.

3.
The post war state in Liberia is weak, politically confused and economically so dependent that it is inclined to adopting anti-democratic and defensive tendencies when confronted with its own inability to address itself responsibly to popular demands and the burning problems of the country.  Left unchecked, the anti-democratic tendencies of the military-bureaucratic post-war State could assume a self-fulfilling dynamics of its own, as if said situation were the order of things desired in Liberia.  Therefore, there is the strong need for a collective approach that would serve as a countervailing force to pressurize the political system in the positive direction of service in the general national interest. Examples of such collectives that exist and need to be strengthened and supported are the Liberia Advocacy Group (LIBAG) and the National Human Rights Center (NHRC).

4.
The post war Liberian State remains an arena of competing demands for political power and wealth, particularly between heads of the former warring factions and fractions of the political class.  In the 21st century, Liberians cannot afford the luxury of subordinating the national interest to the narrow, parochial concerns of unpatriotic mediocrities.

4. CONCLUSION

In the history of the struggle for justice and political change in Liberia, political NGOs appeared both in Liberia and the United States of America to raise advocacy against the status quo.  Said advocacy undermined the ancien political regime, justified violent opposition and therefore set into motion a conflict situation which degenerated into the situation that now makes peace the most urgent need in Liberia.  Yet that advocacy, while it generated conflict, was an advocacy for peace.  Why? Because it was an attack on the ills of society and therefore devoted to removing all those conditions of injustice that undermined peace.

In spite of such historical efforts, the state has remained authoritarian in character and demonstrably committed to defending its anti-democratic tendencies by violent means.  This has necessitated the reorganization of approach on the part of civil society.  And any such approach, if it is to make positive and enduring impact, will have to be based on the strategy of collective advocacy. On the other hand, if civil society remains disorganized and allow the prevailing situation to continue, the false impression will have been created that civil society is supporting the reproduction of authoritarian regimes in Liberia.

Finally, in the Liberian context, the crux of the matter will have to revolve continuously around the need for the advocacy of political NGOs to go beyond the call for reforms and raise demands for fundamental structural changes if the construction of sustainable peace is to be attained.
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