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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to analyze the root causes of the Sierra Leone civil war and to 

understand why war broke out. After the war, scholars began to debate whether the war was 

caused by underlying grievances in the society, or whether it was ca~ed by the greed to 

control abundant natural resources in the eastern part of the countr(The 'greed' side of the 

debate gained a lot more attention as Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler proved (through their 

econometric studies) that economic motivation incentivized both government troops and rebel ,fccJLI; 

parties to continue the war effort.J;1owever, scholars such as David Keen, Frances Stewart and j ,,// 
Mansoob Murshed have highlighted the importance of grievances in the build up to the 

intrastate conflict. The reason behind my interest in understanding why civil war broke out in 

Sierra Leone in 1991 is because I believe that post-conflict resolution depends immensely on 

solving the underlying causes of the civil war. If we assume that greed is the main cause, we 

ignore underlying grievances which are then not dealt with after the war, as has been the case 

in Sierra Leone. This increases the risk of civil war recurrence as people continue to feel 

aggrieved. I therefore call for better research to be done on analyzing the causes of civil war so 

as to ensure that post-conflict resolution policies are molded accordingly. Just because natural o 

resources are abundant, this does not mean that the breakout of civil war is necessarily caused 

by greed. A combination of greed and grievance: is nearly always the catalys_!_~r the breakout 

of intrastate conflicts which usually last for long periods of time due to the war economy and 

the numerous stakeholders who profit from the conflict. 
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Introduction 
The war in Sierra Leone lasted for over a decade, between 1991 and 2002. Many of the 

effects of the civil war continue to plague the people of Sierra Leone today. A lot of scholarly 

attention has been given to analyzing the role of diamonds in the conflict. For this reason, a 

debate arose after the war which juxtaposed the role of greed versus the role of grievances in 

the lead up to and continuation of the intrastate conflict. The aim of my paper is to explain that 

the civil war in Sierra Leone has many more angles to it than what scholars such as Paul Collier 
., vc,i.Jv.,t- tv-C.-7 ) ,<l ! 

and Anke Hoeffler argue/Although greed was definitely one of the main contributors to the 

continuation of the war, the build up to the war was influenced by many more fundamental ---·--------------
and underlying causes that had been accumulating since the end of the 1970's. Therefore, in --------------. ___ _ 
order to understand the causes of the war, I will begin by analyzing the role of greed and the 

role of grievances in civil cor:,_flicts by bringing to the table the main arguments from both 

camps. . fJ-0(};;~ 
Once I am done with ~:~ical framework, I will provide a historical context to my 

topic. This will explain how the war playe out and who the main stakeholders were. At this 

point, I will move on to the second part oft e paper, which aims to fuse the theory with the 

actual conflict in Sierra Leone. What exactly h pened in the war? Was greed the main cause, 

or did grievances, that had accumulated for man decades, lead to the war in 1991? After this, I 

will discuss several implications relating to my fi dings and call for bett~r_research to be done 

on understanding the root causes of civil wars. I m particularly interested in understanding the 

causes of civil wars because I believe that in ord r to prevent the recurrence of such wars, the 

causes of civil conflicts must be addressed imn;iediately after the war has ended .• ~erra Leone 

:~~If in the dire po~!_i_9~~!_J_~J_~ to~_<3.y/beca)J5e _many of_~~~~~-- ~~lJ~~~ ~~v~-;t to .be 

addressed. This has come as result of the foc~s on natural resources and on the 'greedy' rebels 
------ I 
rather than on the social, economic and p~}ltical obstacles that have existed in Sierra Leone for 

over four decades. / 
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Theoretical Framework 
The Sierra Leone civil war is a conflict that has created numerous debates among 

scholars. A number of scholars argue that the cause of this conflict was the greed to control the 

diamond mines located in the eastern part of the country (Collier and Hoeffler}. In contrast, 

other scholars argue that grievances caused the outbreak of war (Frances Stewart and David 

Keen}. Collier and Hoeffler, on the one hand, believe that it is merely economic incentives 

which lead to the eruption of civil war. They state that those who are in favor of grievances, as 

an explanation to the causes of civil war are "seriously wrong" (Collier, 2000, p. 96}. On the 

other hand, Frances Stewart argues that "horizontal inequalities'-'inequalities in economic, 

social or political dimensions or cultural status between culturally defined groups" (Keen, p.3} 

serve as one of the most dominant causes of civil war. Although there is ample evidence which 

supports the 'greed' side of the debate, it is important to pay attention to the other side of the 

debate as grievances often fuel the rebels' greed. In order to understand the main causes of 
,.,-------·····"·· 

civil war we must therefore understand the ~:}um:_nts and viewpoints of thes~holars. --.,.\: " ·~ 

/11 I\ /'\') 7 ..453··,""\l 1 ') ! ,I 'Ii,. ,., '"' ,, !1 

v v I L-•\l.·' , ~ / --·/t.-4·. ,j.i~).)/ ; I lk (P'L.1 ,l 
\. \ r-·r--, \f 

The first model which is used to analyze civil wars is based n 'gre 'ang)focuse "ori 

the sources of finance of civil war" (Collier and Hoeffler, 200 , 

Hoeffler are the two main scholars that support the 'greed' side of the debate, as the main 

cause of civil war. They base their findings on statistical models and come to the conclusion that 

countries with natural resources are more pr~~-=-~~-=~ivi~_:~_nfl~_an~~~~t-~~-~-~-~-nt_ro_l~~~~~~e 1/1. 
natural resources is the main incentive to go to war. Whether a rebellion is successful depends ~ f 
on how well it is financed. It has been argued by Collier that in order for war to occur there 

must be an opportunity as well as a motive (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004}, which means that 

/flict reflects "elite competition over valuable natural resource rents, concealed with the fig 

7 leaf of collective grievance" (Murshed & Tadjoeddin, p. 5}. The fact that war is economically 

7ated means that there is a huge incentive to continue the war effort. The longer the war 

J,asts, the more each party can profit from it. It is important to bear in mind that rebellion which 

comes out of 'greed' is like organized crime, as it generates revenue from extortion. The main 

difference between war and organized crime though, is the number of casualties. Civil wars are 
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~fined as wars that include the government and at least ,'J!;e rebel group, with the number of 

V battle related deaths exceedin~~~__:_!housand (Collier, 20#/f~ilie'r and Hoefflerstate that civil 

wars erupt from the greedy behavior of rebels which organize insurgencies against the 

government. Greed comes about because of an abundance of opportunities. Such opportunities 

are usually based on resources which can be controlled and influenced by recruitment 

strategies and geographical positioning. The most common manner of financing for rebel 

armies is through the natural resources present in a country. As for recruitment, child soldiers 

/ften used although it is easy to increase the numbers of a rebel group as there are many 

Jpeople who are willing to fight for a cause, whether it is the poor, uneducated or unemployed. ) 

Lastly, geographical positioning is key to rebel groups as they need mountainous area~ i~ ~rder C{ .;: __ 
---, .. ,7 

to outplay the government forces. The proponents of greed therefore argue that economic -,c-::::::: 

motivation is the sole cause of civil conflicts; which rebels pursue by recruiting soldiers and by 

gaining advantageous geographical positions. /--------- -----~- '-
/ ~ \'] 

___ j L-1- 11-/~ /lfis,_7·· 1 . 
~~"'\ '- , r 

Apart from the greed model, there is also th(grievance ased model whic 
I , 

"inequality, political oppression, and ethnic and reli~ious divi · ns as causes of conflict" (Collier ~----
and Hoeffler, 2002, p.l). When discussing grievances, it is important to understand that there is .________ 
also an incentive to gain something, as there is in the greed model. The one difference though 

is that such a model is based not on the self-interest of the actors but on the collective effort to 

attain justice and improve the social, economic and political conditions in a country. Another 

difference in the two models is that the second model is based on group identity and group 

formations. Numerous scholars state that a person's discontent with his or her economic status 
~~~~~~~==:::-----

plays a major role in whe er they will be part of or against a rebellion. As a community begins 

to feel weak socially (high nemployment rates, insufficient healthcare etc.), economically (low 

conditions), or even politically (little opportunity for political 

participation), disconte grows until people decide to take matters into their own hands. 

Dissatisfaction, when nalyzed at a larger scale (community or ethnic group), is therefore the 

basis for violence gainst the state. When it comes to grievance-based rebellion it does not 

involve predatio (extortion, rent seeking, pillaging, and violence against civilians) but is an 

9 
\ 



Pagelo/13 

Whether people feel aggrieved or not can often be seen by the likelihood of protest. The 

reason for this is that rebellion is regarded as a failed protest, "a theory of rebellion as a failed 
,// 

, ~est move e-ntm~~\thus explain two stages: the initial impetus for protest, and the failure 

\,,/of escalatio " (Collier an~ Hoeffler, 2000, p. 11). If governments make changes once they see 
/ 

protests a dissa · faction, it is unlikely that war will break out, but if governments 

continuously ignore the demands of their people, war often-times will break out. When people 

protes( due to grievances such as, "inter group hatred, political exclusion and vengeance" 

(~~allier a~d 'effler, 2000, p. 11), they sometimes ignore the numerous risks which result from 

~e re:taHatt6n of government troops. The most common reason for civil war outbreak is inter

group hatred, whether religious or ethnic. An example of a conflict involving inter-group hatred 

is Bosnia. Other examples include Shia Muslims versus Sunni Muslims or Armenia versus 

Azerbaijan. In addition to inter-group hatred, another main reason for grievance-based 

rebellion is political exclusion. What this means is that people do not have a say in what 

decisions their government makes which causes social, economic and political unrest within the 

population. 

Apart from the collective motivation to rebel, there are also many individual 

motivations which influence the likelihood of rebellion. Social class is a very important variable 

that dictates who will rebel and who will not. An example which supports this is Karl Marx's, 

suggestion that the proletariats (wage-earners) are the ones that would drive a revolution 

against the system. Even though this may be the case, revolutions tend to be driv~y-p,q__or--< 

rural people rather than the working class. Therefore the "rage of the poo(t(Collier a~d) 

Hoeffler, 2000 p. 12) is the most popular reason for conflict after inter-gro~ 

example of such a conflict is the Castro rebellion in Cuba. Furthermore, grievance-based 

rebellion can be political and/or ethnic. This is very evident in numerous conflicts in which 

communities are made up of different ethnic groups that have opposing political orientations. 

All of the above motivations prove that an individual's position in a community dictates 
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whether they will pick up arms or not. Grievances are therefore a lot more powerful than 

scholars tend to think. This is because grievances are not only economically driven (as is greed) 

but also politically and socially. Ethnic identity, religious affiliation, political opportunities, social 

conditions and financial stability are all included under the 'grievance' side of the debate which 

is multifaceted and very complex. There is no doubt that the occurrence of violence within a 

country is highly influenced by the aforemention~aeconomic, social and political dimensions. 

L,//// 

Historical Context 
The Sierra Leone civil war ended just thirteen years ago. The country has been unable, 

since then, to get back on its feet mainly because of the devastation caused by the war. Even 

though a lot of attention has been given to understanding the causes of the Sierra Leone civil 

war, scholars have been unable to decide on whether the war was caused by greed or by 

grievances. Some scholars, as we have seen, argue that the war was motivated by the greed to 
~---~ 

t
fOl·-th~ resources, particularly the diamonds present in the eastern part of the country 

ier an~ Hoe~r, 2004). Others, point towards a num~}',' of social, economic and political 

g 1,7arrc-eswhich paved the way for civil unrest (~art, 2000). The Sierra Leone civil war 

erupted in March 1991 when the Liberian civil war ~159-1996 spilled over into Sierra Leone. 

The rebel army, Revolutionary United Front (RUF), along with the support of the National 

Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) overthrew President Joseph $.aidu Momoh in 1992 in a coup 
.,,///' 

d'etat led by Valentine E.M. Stasser (who later that ye,.a('became the head of state in Sierra 

Leone until 1996). ~ 

The Sierra Leone Army (SLA) was able to push the RUF rebels back in 1993, but the 

rebels did not stop there and the fighting continued. Executive Outcomes (EO), a South African 

private military company was brought in to fight the RUF rebels. In 1996, Valentine E.M. Stasser 

was ousted in a military coup by his own National Provisional Ruling Council (NPRC) led by his 

defense minister, Julius M.W. Bio. In February 1996, Ahmed Tejan Kabbah, was elected as 

president, but was disposed by the SLA and the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) one 

year later. The RUF joined the AFRC in captu?..-freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone. The war 

was declared over by the new goy,nment led by Johnny Paul Koroma. After this 
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announcement, there was looting, theft, rape and murder around the country. Due to this civil 

unrest, the European Community of West African States Monitoring Group {ECOMOG} 

intervened in 1998 and retook Freetown, as part of the government. In the beginning of 1999, 

world leaders decided to take over in order to help solve the ongoing conflict between the RUF 

and the Government. The intervention concluded with the Lome Peace accord in 1999. The 

agreement stated that Foday Sankoh, commander of the RUF, would become vice-president of 

Sierra Leone's diamond mines in exchange for the ceased fighting and the allowing of UN 

peacekeeping forces to patrol the disarmament. Unfortunately, the RUF did not keep their part 

of the agreement, as they attacked Freetown. With the help of the UN, the British were able to 

defeat the RUF and take control of Freetown. In 2002 the war was declared over. 

Since then though, the Sierra Leonean society has not recovered from the devastating 

war. The conflict forced millions of people out of their homes, civilians were amputated, raped 

and killed, and the political and economic infrastructures that existed prior to the war were 

completely destroyed. Today, the capital of Sierra Leone, Freetown, is overpopulated as people 

are scared to live in the surrounding villages after what happened during the civil war. This has 

led to sanitation issues, widespread disease and high unemployment. Little access to education 

has made things even worse for the younger generations as they are unable to make something 

out of their lives. One wonders whether the situation today is even worse than what it was 

prior to the breakout of war in 1991 and one fears as the country is at risk of civil war 

recurrence in the future. By shedding light on all the causes of the civil war, we can help 

organizations focus their efforts on creating accurate strategies for post-conflict resolution. 

Although Sierra Leone is not the only country in danger of civil war recurrence, focusing on this 

case can help these organiza~{~ork towards improving the conditions of other conflict-torn 

societies as well. V 

A lot of research that has been done on African wars shows that military forces are 

poorly disciplined and barely paid. In fact, fighters are paid on a "pay-as-you-go basis, 

essentially funded through loot, and commercial opportunism ... The RUF rebels dis_mantled and 

sold anything that could be moved from mining sites. This took place i~ke the Sierra 
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Rutile operation at Mobimbi, or the diamond rich town of Koid~chlrds, 2003, p. 19). In the 

trade transactions between government troops and rebel soi'a-fers;r,~erous businessmen 

from the following countries were also involved: Netherlands, Belgium, Israel and South African 

(United Nations Organization, 2000). A war economy was therefore established as rebels, 

government troops and international companies took advantage of the abundance of natural 

resources in the country. This is also why the war went on for so long as all stakeholders 

continued to profit. 

When discussing diamonds and the effect they had on the Sierra Leone civil war we 

must keep in mind that this war was not based on rebels fighting government troops like a 

majority of civil wars are. Instead, rebels attacked civilians in order to frighten them, which then 

allowed the rebels and government troops to continue making money out of the diamonds. 

Additionally, the presence of diamonds in Sierra Leone helped finance the war in its later 

stages. These diamonds had little to do with the initial outbreak of war. Diamonds also helped 

armies, such as the CDF, to expand from having hundreds of soldiers to having thousands. They 

also helped sustain the ARFC and RUF in 1998-1999. There have also been claims that UN forces 

in Sierra Leone bte'fffec!.!rom the iamo\ds present, since Nigerian troops were eager to stay 

in Sierra Leone (Richards 200 ; Kumar, 2000). Furthermore, RUF rebels bribed Nigerian 

commanders to k ~ry f m-tavo( of Foday Sankoh's presidential bid. It has been 

estimated that the RUF made two hundred million dollars a year between 1991-1999 in illegal 

diamond trade. These diamonds were mainly traded to Charles Taylor in return for weapons 

and /munition. Furthermore, the proponents of the greed debate argue that the war in Sierra 

Le ne was caused by greed because the RUF rebels stripped and sold anything that could be 

ved from mining sites that they took over. In fact at.PRC commander said that "real soldiers 

not return from the battlefront carrying TV sets" Ric~ards;,9. 16). This once again portrays 

the fact that the purpose of war is to return with some ~ore valuable than just a TV set. 

Even though diamonds were very important in financing the war, the control of natural 

resources cannot be taken as the sole motivation for participation in the civil war. The 

abundance of diamonds in fact is more effective !J'1 explaining the inequality present in Sierra 

Leone, which ended up feeding the war. ::tple, there were unfair benefits arising from 
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diamond mining as most licenses and mine ownerships were in the hands of higher class 

families and loyal supporters of the ruling government. Therefore, the economic inequality 

present led to grievances as poorer people felt excluded from the benefits of the diamonds. 

What caused even greater frustration in the Sierra Leonean society was the fact that the 

government failed to collect tax revenue from the diamond sector of the country, "The low 
/' 

~rcha_,,/price of the Government Diamond Office (GOO) encouraged smuggling and, as a 

~failed to increase tax revenues necessary for empowering civil sectors including armies" 
I 

/Jang, 2012_}:fdditionally, although th. e country was very rich, there was little investment by 

~ment in healthcare, education etc. while there was high unemployment among 

young men who needed to find something to do in their lives. Therefore, it can be argued that 

greed came about because of the grievances that the people of Sierra Leone had felt for two 

and a hatf,.,decades prior to the start of the war. It makes a lot of sense to see that people 

deppfe~ of everything would fight a war in the hopes of becoming financially independent. If 

\.tKe government had been stronger, and if the country had been ruled correctly after its 

independence, the war could have been avoided. 

Conclusion 
As we have seen, there is more to the Sierra Leone civil war than just greed. Although 

natural resources played a significant role in prolonging the conflict, the war broke out because 

of numerous underlying social and ,economic grievances that had been building up in the 

twenty years preceding 1991. Tn.efeason I chose to look at the causes of the Sierra Leone civil v 
war is mainly because I believe that conflict resolution must be based on how a particular 

conflict has erupted. Scholars and politicians have assumed that greed was the main cause of 

the devastating civil war due to the abundance of natural resources, and the existing grievances 

have therefore been ignored, which leaves Sierra Leone very vulnerable to the recurrence of 

war. Many of these grievances .. most of which continue to exist today, such as high 

unemployment among you7", or an inadequate healthcare system, have left the country 

in a terrible position. T6argue that the war was caused by greedy rebels, ignores these 

grievances and alth~ there is peace today (mainly because the people in the country have 

been devastated by the war), it is likely that we could see a ~:C::of civil war in the future. 
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The aim of this paper has been to shed light on the importance of identifying and 

understanding the causes of civil wars which should ultimately influence the strategies of post

conflict resoluti~governmental organizations or leading institutions do not ensure 

that grievances are resolved or at least improved, we cannot be sure whether people will 

refrain from waging another war by using the natural resources available to them. I conclude 

that a combination of ed and grievances led to the start and continuation of the war in 

Sierra Leon . A lo careful research must therefore be done, even for wars that have ended 

because grievances tend to build up over the years, and unless concrete solutions are found, 

many states could soon experience renewed political turmo)I. I ar~ttrat avoiding civil war 

recurrence should be one of our top priorities so as to ensure\t-safer and peaceful tomorrow. I 

call on non-governmental organizations and leading political institutions to ensure that the 

causes of civil wars are fully understood before strategies are drawn up for the resolution of 

these conflicts. If intrastate conflicts like the o/_in Sierra Leone are partially explained and 

understood, we run the risk of renewed v~flte in a number of continents around the world. 

Finally, scholars need to understand that they hold an ethical and moral responsibility to 

ensure that the information they disseminate is correct. A lot of post-conflict strategies have 

been based on the 'greed' side of the debate which has led to inappropriate and incomplete 

policies that have often failed to revive these damaged societies. Rather, a holistic approach 

should be taken, which also looks at the social, economic and political grievances within a 

conflict torn society. Scholars need to work together with politicians and leading diplomats to 

ensure that all angles of these conflicts are cov~d:-Only then will the people on the ground be 

able to tackle the multifaceted problem\:9-P(exist in such societies. 
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G: PRESENTATION OF THEORIES relevant to PACS. Thelanguageused is ... 
(0) is inaccurate and unclear 0. No effective use of terms appropriate for P /C Studies 0. 
(1) sometimes communicates clearly 0/ not consistently. 0 Partially accurate use of P /C terms. 0 
(2) for the most P._~rt communicates clearly. App~riat€:f usua_!!y_~~Ef P /C tern_:s. D 
(3) communicates clearly 0. Accurate use of P /C terms, occasional lapses. 0 
( 4) communicates clearly and precisely 0. Accurate use of P /C terms showing skill and understanding. 0 

H: CONCLUSION: Assesses if a relevant conclusion, consistent with the evidence in the essay, is provided 
Lictle or no attempt made to provide a conclusion relevant to RQ. (0) 
Conclusion attempted relevant to RQ / not entirely consistent with the evidence presented in EE. (1) 
Effective cor.clusion clearly stated O; relevant to RQ 0, consistent with evidence presented O Incl. unresolved questions, where approp. (2) 

K: HOLISTIC JUDGEMENT: Assesses intellectual initiative, depth of understanding and insight. While these qualities will be clearly present in 
the best work, less successful essays may also show some evidence of them and should be rewarded under this criterion. 
Evidence of initiative, depth of understanding and ins· t. 
Supervisor Comment suggests no IT ft;~o (2) ~!ear (3) considerable ( 4) 

-Examination o essay shows no ( littl ~) sothe;f:2-l clear (3) considerable ( 4) 
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