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1 For more on the roles of women in the peace process, see e.g. Moran & Pitcher 2004. 
2 This is not meant to be a comprehensive overview of Liberia’s civil wars. To gaining a 
deeper understanding of these wars and their background, it is worth examining the 
volumes by Mats Utas (2003), Mary Moran (2006), Stephen Ellis (2007), Danny Hoffman 
(2011) and Colin M. Waugh (2011), for example. 



 
 

 
 





 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 



 INTRODUCTION 3 

 

Samuel: The problem with the show is that there are no women. I mean, in a way 
that women used to be there. They only have their girlfriends here, just to have 
sex. But it wasn’t so. 

Angela: That is true. 

Grace: This is a show, it is not perfect. 

Juliet: The events that are taking place in the show, many are real even though 
there are mistakes as well. Many of these things were happening. But the big 
mistake is that there are no women except as lovers. They should have put 
women there, more women. Going to the frontline and leading women and men. 
That is a real mistake. 

Leena: The kinds of girls and women you have in the movie, do people [former 
female and male soldiers] calculate them when I ask about the number of girls 
and boys, women and men in each faction? 

Angela: No. They don’t count them. They are just along the male soldiers. 

 

                                                           
3 Johnny Mad Dog (2008) draws inspiration from the novel Johnny Chien Méchant (2002) 
by Emmanuel Dongala. The main actors of the film are Liberian children and youth, of 
whom some took part in the second Liberian civil war as child soldiers. 
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4 This quote is often attributed to Union Army General William Tecumseh Sherman, 
although its origin has often been disputed (Keyes 2006, 240–241). 
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5 According to a widely endorsed definition, a child soldier is ‘any person under 18 years of 
age who is part of any kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in any 
capacity, including but not limited to cooks, porters, messengers and anyone accompanying 
such groups, other than family members. The definition includes girls recruited for sexual 
purposes and for forced marriage. It does not, therefore, only refer to a child who is 
carrying or has carried arms’ (UNICEF 1997). 
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Challenging the taken-for-granted 

• 



 INTRODUCTION 7 

 

• 

• 

• 
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6 Balomenou & Garrod (2015) provide a profound introduction to the various strands of 
participant-generated photographic methods. Interestingly, Denov et al. (2012) utilised 
Photovoice, a version of this methodological genre, with former Sierra Leonean child soldiers 
already in 2012. However, their approach differs both methodologically and theoretically 
from the one presented here. 
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7 NVivo is a qualitative data analysis software utilised widely in social sciences. 
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Female war veterans as social rafters 

                                                           
8 Emmi Nieminen’s artwork can be found at http://mobile-emmi.tumblr.com. 
9 The metaphor of a river fits perfectly with the Liberian (post-)conflict zone, since some 
researchers (e.g. Hoffman  2011) argue that the Liberian civil wars should be scrutinised 
and understood in the regional Mano River context. See also Chapter I. 
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10 ‘Western art music’ is a widely endorsed concept that also Said frequently utilises. The 
concept is, however, highly contentious since it firstly elevates only itself as ‘art’ with 
regards to other genres of music. Furthermore, when scrutinised with curious 
contrapuntalism, one comes to realise that the whole canon of ‘Western art music’ is both 
extremely masculine and colonial. ‘Western art music’ was, indeed, a blind spot for the 
great postcolonial thinker Edward Said, who adopted, praised and thus strengthened the 
canon without hesitation.  
11 The term worlding has been traced back to Heidegger’s (1962) notion of being-in-the-
world. Said utilises the term throughout his texts. 
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12 Geeta Chowdry’s comparison between African-American women’s traditional quilting 
techniques and Said’s contrapuntal method is another possible visualisation of 
contrapuntalism. Also, the method and ‘philosophy’ of art collage fits in perfectly here 
(Sylvester 2005; Särmä 2015).  
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Practicing feminist curiosity as a researcher 
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(a) that armed force is the ultimate resolver of tensions; (b) that human nature 
is prone to conflict; (c) that having enemies is a natural condition; (d) that 
hierarchical relations produce effective action; (e) that a state without a military 
is naive, scarcely modern, and barely legitimate; (f) that in times of crisis those 
who are feminine need armed protection; and (g) that in times of crisis any man 
who refuses to engage in armed violent action is jeopardizing his own status as 
a manly man (Enloe 2002, 23–24).  
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Worlding texts with contrapuntal approach 

It is hard to write a beautiful song. It is harder to write several individually 
beautiful songs that, when sung simultaneously, sound as a more beautiful 
polyphonic whole. The internal structures that create each of the voices, 
separately must contribute to the emergent structure of the polyphony, which in 

                                                           
13 Sachs 2001: 551. Contrapuntally organised music is most common in classical music, but 
can also be found in pieces composed by popular music artists from Beach Boys to 
Massive Attack and from Fugees to Sufjan Stevens. 
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turn must reinforce and comment on the structures of the individual voices. The 
way this is accomplished in detail is what I am calling "counterpoint." 

[W]e must be able to think through and interpret together experiences that are 
discrepant, each with its particular agenda and pace of development, its own 
internal formations, its internal coherence and system of external relationships, 
all of them co-existing and interacting with others.  

In practical terms, ‘contrapuntal reading’ as I have called it means reading a text 
with an understanding of what is involved when an author shows, for instance, 
that a colonial sugar plantation is seen as important to the process of maintaining 
a particular style of life in England. […] In reading a text, one must open it out 
both to what went into it and to what its author excluded. […] In addition, one 
must connect the structures of a narrative to the ideas, concepts, experiences 
from which it draws support. Conrad’s Africans, for example, come from a huge 
library of Africanism, so to speak, as well as from Conrad’s personal experiences. 
[…] This is, perhaps, to overstate the matter, but I want to make the point that 
far from Heart of Darkness and its image of Africa being ‘only’ literature, the 
work is extraordinarily caught up in, is indeed an organic part of, the ‘scramble 
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for Africa’ that was contemporary with Conrad’s composition (Said 1994, 78–
80). 

                                                           
14 Gayatri Spivak (2005, 525), a personal friend of Edward Said, has described Mufti as 
Said’s ‘beloved student’. 
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Curious contrapuntalism as a theoretical backbone 
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15 This article sparked a lively debate within the (postcolonial) feminist community. Sixteen 
years after ‘Under Western Eyes’ was published, Mohanty (2003) wrote an explanatory, 
updated version of the article entitled ‘”Under Western Eyes” Revisited: Feminist Solidarity 
through Anticapitalist Struggles’. 
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If any real efforts are to be made to free Black people of the constraints and 
conditions that characterize racial subordination, then theories and strategies 
purporting to reflect the black community's needs must include an analysis of 
sexism and patriarchy. Similarly, feminism must include an analysis of race if it 
hopes to express the aspirations of non-white women. Neither black liberationist 
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politics nor feminist theory can ignore the intersectional experience of those 
whom the movements claim as their respective constituents.16 

                                                           
16 The bibliography on both intersectionality and feminist postcolonial theory is colossal 
and, for this reason, the references provided here are necessarily inadequate. For a more 
comprehensive introduction to feminist postcolonialism see, for example, Lewis and Mills 
2003. For intersectionality see e.g. Grzanka 2014.   
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Conclusion  

                                                           
17 Taking street knowledge and “popular art’ seriously would have most likely horrified 
Edward Said. In her memoir to her father, Najla Said (2005, 23) writes that when she was 
introduced to Batman comic books in a class on postmodernism in Princeton, his reaction 
was of the most passionate kind. Edward Said apparently stated: ‘No daughter of mine is 
going to Princeton to read comic books; my daughter reads Shakespeare and Virgil. That 
class is a waste of time; it's utter rubbish. I will not allow it!’ 
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Visualising the ‘pain of others’ 

                                                           
18 See e.g. Andersen et al. 2013; Andersen & Möller 2013; Aradau & Hill 2013; Campbell & 
Shapiro 2007; Hansen 2011 & 2014; Heck & Schlag 2013; Möller 2009 & 2013; Shapiro 
2009; Särmä 2014; Vuori 2010. 
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19 “The BBC” is an umbrella term used in Liberia for international media, so the reference 
to this broadcasting company does not mean that the “BBC” had actually published the 
picture. 
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The auto-photographic research approach 

Our viewing experience is thus intertwined not only with previous experiences, 
such as our memory of other photographs we have seen in the past, but also 
with the values and visual traditions that are accepted as common sense by 
established societal norms.20 

                                                           
20 Bleiker & Kay 2007, 143.  
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 AUTO-PHOTOGRAPHING RIVERS OF INSECURITIES 37 

 

From social navigation to social rafting 

I talked to sailors who had got safely away in boats after the seas had made their 
ships founder. But the men knew little about rafts. A raft - that wasn't a ship; it 
had no keel or bulwarks. It was just something floating on which to save oneself 
in an emergency, until one was picked up by a boat of some kind. [...] "But you 
can't navigate a raft", he added. "It goes sideways and backward and round as 
the wind takes it".  

- Drawn from Kon-Tiki21 

                                                           
21 Heyerdahl 1984, 23–24. 
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Whereas Utas wanted to problematize the predominant notion of women as 
victims in humanitarian discourse, I, on the other hand, have been more 
interested in examining local social relations and my informants' position in 
them. Although I do acknowledge that some of my informants may at times 
have chosen to become fighters or lovers to commanders, it is crucial to 
emphasize the structural constraints circumscribing those choices; sometimes, 
the only choice was between becoming a fighter/lover or dying, which is not 
really much of a choice, more a matter of bare survival. Here, I find Aretxaga's 
concept of choiceless decisions useful precisely in its subtle double critique: it at 
once questions women's passivity and victimization while also challenging the 
liberal belief of agents' free choice (Aretxaga, 1997: 61).  
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Amy, Teta and Priscilla as social rafters 
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Strengthening the rafts of survival 
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 AUTO-PHOTOGRAPHING RIVERS OF INSECURITIES 47 

 

                                                           
22 See e.g. Adelekan 1996; Akyeampong 2005; Ellis 2009; Carrier & Klantschnig 2012: 41; 
UNODC 2014; WACD 2014. 
23 Communication with Monrovian drug users and the Deputy Chief of Investigation from 
the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) of Liberia in July 2014. To put these prices into 
perspective, in 2007 the average retail price of a gram of brown heroin in the UK was USD 
90 (EMCDDA 2014). 
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Leena (L): What is happening in this picture? 

Teta (T): We were thinking about the police in this picture. When I went inside 
the room, they all looked sad and so I asked them: ‘But what has happened?’ 
And they told that it will not be easy today since the police is arriving.  

L: But how were you able to tell in advance that the police were coming? 

T: Someone called them! It is funny [laughing] but also serious. Because when 
the policemen come, they can capture you and take your picture in the station. 
After, they will ask money from you: 40, 30, 20, 10, 15 USD. It all depends. So 
when they are coming, everybody is in worry. You see, me and you it is not the 
same [gives me her hand]. Now smell my hand. Smell it? So if they smell the 
drugs on you, next they will ask you to show your teeth. You can also tell from 
the teeth if a person is smoking. 

__________ 

Leena (L): Priscilla, the last time when I was here, you had your small business. 
Can you tell me once again what happened with your bucket? Why don’t you 
have it anymore in your pictures? [Priscilla had had a small bucket that she 
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carried around on top of her head. It contained cigarettes, matches, candies and, 
on occasion, drugs.24] 

Priscilla (P): The police people came and took my bucket. They said that I’ve got 
drugs in the bucket. 

L: Did you have [at the time]? 

P: No. But they took it and beat me and put me to jail. I spent two days there 
and then my boyfriend came and freed me [paid a bribe]. They took my bucket, 
took my small money, turned me around and took my picture.  

L: But why? 

P: They took it to tell people that I am a drug seller. If you will pay, they can 
take your picture off the wall.  

Jessica (research assistant): The reason they are putting these pictures up is that 
if they are taking your picture three times, the first two times someone can come 
and free you with some money. But with the third one they will carry you straight 
to South Beach [central prison in Monrovia with a very bad reputation]. That is 
where armed robbers, the rapists, the murderers, all those are kept. 

                                                           
24 I did not have a chance to ask Priscilla in private if she had drugs among the items she 
was selling on that particular day, and I wanted to respect her right to deny it. However, 
since Priscilla was a substance abuser and had previously spoke about her small-scale drug 
business, it is likely that she had drugs in her bucket on this occasion as well. 
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Street sisters and brothers as security providers 

[Street brothers and sisters are] the people that can protect us in the street. If 
somebody is beating me, he comes and fights with me. If somebody is cursing 
to me, he can come and put his mouth there. 

- Priscilla, Monrovia 
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Priscilla (P): This is my [street] brother’s baby here. The other people, I don’t 
really know them.  

Leena (L): What is the child doing? 

P: She is playing on the ground. That is why I took the picture.  

Jessica (research assistant): What are you thinking of when you see this picture? 

P: If I will have a good home someday, that is how I want to take care of my 
children. 

L: And how is that? 

P: I will bathe him, feed the baby, see that he is not sick, make sure that the baby 
has a good health.  

L: So you want a baby one day? 

P: Yes. That is why I took the picture. 
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L: When you look at the picture, how do you see her future? 

P: Well, the baby’s mother ran away and left the baby with her father. Nobody 
really knows where she went. We are the ones who can take care of the baby, 
especially me, I am the one taking care of her.  

L: So how do you see this girl’s future? 

P: I hope she will have a good future. 

L: What is a good future? 

P: She will have her own house, her own car, a job, she will be working and 
helping people.  

Conclusion  



 AUTO-PHOTOGRAPHING RIVERS OF INSECURITIES 53 

 

                                                           
25 Thank you Juha Vuori for the inspiration for this idea. 
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26 It is of course impossible for a civilian to accurately grasp the true nature and horrors of 
warfare. Nonetheless, maybe a fraction of understanding can be achieved through art, such 
as poems written by frontline soldiers themselves. Even though the most celebrated war 
poets are typically educated white men, and can therefore be neglected as suitable 
candidates for describing the realities of young Liberian female soldiers, these poems seem 
to grasp something universal: they narrate realities and emotions that may seem almost 
inexplicable (see e.g. Reilly 1981; Sassoon 1983; Stallworthy 2008). 
27 Compare to Ellis 2003, 462; Ellis 2007. 
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28 See e.g. Mazurana et al. 2002, 100; Coulter et al. 2008; MacKenzie 2010, loc. 4529. 
29 In her research, Zoe Marks (2014, 80) found that the statuses of females within the 
Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone were determined by their age, military 
ability, pre-war social status (education) and wartime relationships. 
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Joining the Forces 

                                                           
30 See also Honwana 2006; Mazurana et al. 2002; Rosen 2005; Wessells 2006. 
31 It has to be noted, however, that some interviewees might have calculated it to be in 
their best interest to claim that they were abducted even if they were not. This type of 
behaviour seems to have taken place both in Liberia (Utas 2011, 218) and neighbouring 
Sierra Leone (Brett & Specht 2004, 85, Coulter 2009, 99). Nonetheless, since numerous 
women (30%) stated that they joined the forces willingly, I do not see a consistent pattern 
of “victimcy talk” in my data in this regard. 



60 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  

Abduction and the first few weeks in the forces 

                                                           
32 On single-sex vs. dual-sex systems in Liberia see Moran 1989 & 2006.  
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33 See also Basini 2013. 



62 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  

Hawa: 

I was stopping with my mother at the age of 14. We were in Gbatala. This is during 
the second war now, because me, I was small during the 1990 war. When we were 
going, they were fighting behind us. It was on the 24th of August, when the people 
attacked our home. They [Taylor’s ATU] were having a base there, Gbatala base. So 
that is how we started running and they were behind us. We were going to Monrovia. 
I was the only big girl and my mother was pregnant at that time. I was having our 
load: our bags and pots, my clothes and my older brother’s clothes. I was having 
them. And they nearly caught my late brother because of me, because I was small 
and I was having our load. When I was walking, my ma told me that I should leave 
the load and my late brother. But I said no, and so we started going. When we 
reached one of the hottest area, the soldiers came with a pickup and they said ‘you 
there with a bag’. That is how they took the bag from me, held the bag and put it 
down.  

They put me in the car. My mother told them that please put my daughter down. 
And they told my mother: ‘If you are talking, we will fire you!’ True story! They told 
her: ‘Either you want your daughter’s or your own life.’ That is how they carried me 
and brought me to Totota. We left the car and they tied my hands! At the age of 14. 
They tied my hands. The man said: ‘If you cry, we will kill you.’ And that is how they 
carried me away to another village. Far away. At that time I didn’t know about life. 
I assure you, I didn’t know about life.  

And I said to them: ‘please let me go, I only want to go back to my ma’. At that time 
my mother was already going because the soldier boys were behind them. So the 
man said that the only way for me to go back to my ma would be for me to become 
his woman. I said: ‘I don’t know about man business.’ At that time I was at the 
fourth grade. And they said that you cannot go to your pa or you will die. And I said: 
‘Please don’t kill me’.  

So they put me in a certain house. I was in the house and I didn’t want to be there. 
I was just there crying, crying, crying. He returned in the evening and that is how he 
forced me. [silence] He showed me life. He forced me and he showed me life. That 
whole day I was bleeding. My stomach. [silence] I was feeling pain! I started crying. 
And I said: ‘I’m begging you, don’t kill me!’ He said: ‘I’m am not going to kill you. I 
will take care of you, you will be my woman now.’ I said that I didn’t want to be his 
woman and asked him to carry me back to my ma.  
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Injustice  
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34 One can find an excellent description of the pre-war lives, struggles and naiveties of the 
privileged Liberian elite in Helene Cooper’s (2008) memoir The House at Sugar Beach. 
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Revenge 

I was 14 years old. I was 14 when I took a gun to pay my family debt, I never 
took a gun for freedom. And I killed. I never joked with them, I fucked with 
them. I was on the frontline. Sometimes when I left the frontline, I knew the 
tribe that killed my family. And the people that killed my people, they were Gio 
people. And I killed them. I used to go from village to village and I damaged 
people’s lives.  

- Ciata, Monrovia 

                                                           
35 See the introduction of this book. See also BBC News 2011a; Gbowee & Mithers 2011; 
Johnson-Sirleaf 2009; Solomon 2009. 
36 Sjoberg (2010, 32-33). Julie Rajan (2011: 1–2) has shown that women suicide bombers 
have been portrayed by the Western media as special cases whose physicality, mental 
wellbeing, sexuality and victimisation have been given enormous emphasis. At the same 
time, however, female bombers’ motivations and perceptions of their missions have been 
almost completely neglected.  
37 Mary H. Moran (2010) provides an excellent overview of the body of literature on 
gender, militarism and peacebuilding, whereas the literature review of Maria Eriksson Baaz 
and Maria Stern (2014) details gender and violence in the African context. See also Tickner 
1992; Turshen & Twagiramariya 1998; Enloe 2000a; Enloe 2000b; Goldstein 2001; 
Mazurana et al. 2002; Sjoberg & Gentry 2007; Coulter 2009; Sjoberg, 2010. 
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38 In autumn 2013, for example, Samantha Lewthwaite, popularly known as “White 
Widow”, was seen day after day on the front pages of the world’s leading newspapers (E.g. 
BBC News 2011b, see also Sjoberg & Gentry, 2007). 
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Peer pressure / Advantages 

                                                           
39 Wessells (2006: 23 & 110)  remarks that in some situations child soldiers might indeed 
have better living conditions than civilian children (e.g. medication, protection, food), and 
thus the decision to enlist is completely rational. 
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40 See also Utas 2005a on the looting economy in the first Liberian civil war. 
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Females’ roles and duties in the ranks 

                                                           
41 See e.g. Sheriff 2008. 
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Combat service support: Managing the daily life within the forces 

For me, I was in a cooking department in the government troops. We were 
cooking for them, taking care of them—if some of them were wounded, we 
fixed hot water and massaged their bodies and other things to stop the pain. 
Sometimes we gave them sponge baths. 

- Marthaline, Monrovia 

For since men who are well treated by one whom they expected to treat them 
ill, feel the more beholden to their benefactor. 

- Machiavelli42 

                                                           
42 In The Prince (2009, 34). 
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43 For more on the history of “camp followers” in the Global North, see e.g. Enloe 2000, 
Vining & Hacker 2001.  
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44 The exportation of the concept of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) to non-western 
populations, for example, has faced this kind of criticism (see e.g. Johnson & Thompson 
2008, 43; Kienzler 2008).  
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So he told me that the first thing to do was to plait his hair. You know, at that 
time some of them were having bushy hair! And I went there to do it but I was 
not able. He told me that if I would not plait his hair, he would kill me. So we 
were there. We were there. And he and I fell in love. Because we were there, 
what to do. Because if I didn’t do it, they would kill me. So I was there with 

                                                           
45 Graham et al. 1994. For more on the ambiguities surrounding the concept, please see 
Namnyak et al. 2008 & Adorjan et al. 2012. 
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them. And then our boys from this side too, they came to attack them. He held 
me. Mostly the boy, the man, I was with, he was really good. Yes. The 
commander, he was very good. 

Fighting: A sense of respect 
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46 Compare to Coulter 2008. 
47 See also Singer 2006: 81; Wessells 2006: 76–77. 
48 See also Hoffman 2011; Wessells 2006: 77. 
49 See also Ellis 2000. 
50 See also Ellis 1995, 2001 & 2007; Hoffman 2011; Utas 2003. 
51 See e.g. Käihkö 2016 on military cohesion within LURD, MODEL and Taylor’s GoL. 
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Black Diamond could be the prototype for an action hero, a sort of African ‘Lara 
Croft.’ She's all sleek muscle and form-fitting clothes, with an AK-47 and red 
beret. She has a bevy of supporting beauties, equally stylish, who loiter nearby, 
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polished fingernails clutching the cold steel of semi-automatic weapons (Itano 
2003). 

A 22-year-old woman in embroidered jeans, a bright top and heeled shoes sips 
a soft fruit drink through a thick smudge of lipstick. Meet Black Diamond, one 
of the most feared woman fighters in Liberia's civil war (Reuters 2003). 

                                                           
52 See Morgan (2007) on individualisation of uniforms and the persistent masculine ideals 
among the United States Corps of Cadets at West Point, N.Y.. 
53 See also Enloe 2000b; Wheelwright 1989. 
54 Lara Croft is a fictional character of a highly popular video game Tomb Raider released 
in 1996. For more information, see e.g. Mikula 2003. 
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Juliet (J): In this one I just imagined. [silence] Because in the wartime you have 
certain areas in the bush where they train you to do these things. Sometimes they 
use ropes. So when I saw this thing [silence], then I remembered. Sometimes 
when you are hiding from the people who are firing at you, your enemy, you can 
hide from them [with the help of ropes]. Later, you use the ropes to come down.  

Leena (L): So you were learning this when you were trained? 

J: No, they don’t teach you these things. But they teach you to use signals, like 
putting a rope in a certain way as a sign to go somewhere. Like choosing the 
right road to go to. You know?  

L: Yeah. What other these kinds of things you learned? And can you use some 
of these skills even today? 

J: Yes, yes.  

L: What kinds of things? Like what you learned? 

J: Oh, I learned so much but now you cannot use it now. Because we are not 
fighting anymore, now are the normal days.  
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J: In this picture, I imagined the time in the bush. Because sometimes when you 
see one house here, the other would be far away. And there is sometimes water, 
like small waters in between the houses [there is a small area of water like this in 
the picture as well]. And you have cross the water like that. And you have to 
drink the water. And you have to crawl.  

L: How did you feel when you had to do it? 

J: Well, you know, when you are running away from the enemy… The people 
are firing at you. You have to go to the bush. And you have to go across the 
dirty water and drink it. At that time we used to drink any kind of water.  

L: When you were there, were you afraid? 

J: Yes, you are trying to find a way to meet your friends. Because in the bush you 
cannot fight as a group, you have to go one-one, or sometimes two-three. 
Because if you go as a group, sometimes the people can find you. You are 
making a lot of noise and all that.  

L: And when the night fell, how were you able to sleep? 

J: You just have to lay down on the grass and sleep. Even if the rain is falling, 
that is what you have to do. And all kinds of lice and animals can come, but what 
to do? 

L: Yeah. Sometimes when you saw a house [like that in the picture], did you go 
and take over it? 

J: Yes. If there is nobody there, you can just go in there to sleep.  

L: And if there were people…? 

J: You can just go in there and say; please, can I come. And as long as they know 
that you are a soldier, they open their door for you. And they can ask you to 
come inside. 

L: So they were kind? 

Glorious [research assistant]: Yes, but they were also afraid. 
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J: Yeah. 

L: Sometimes you stole from them? 

J: No. 

L: But if you didn’t have any food, you just drank the dirty water—how were 
you able to find food? 

J: In the bush you are able to see a plantain, banana, you can cut it down. And 
sometimes you can go to some people and cook in their kitchen. And then you 
can eat. Or sometimes, you just drink water and that is all. If there is no food. 
Or sometimes, you eat ripe fruits that you can find from a tree. 

L: How about if you needed to wash your clothes? 

J: Then you just need to wait until you reach the base. 

L: And if you menstruated? 

J: Then you just go to the creek and wash yourself. 

L: But you had some kind of a cloth or something? 

J: Yeah. Sometimes you have your pack bag and you have things there. Or you 
have a lappa with you and you can tear the lappa and use that.  

L: Were there some other kinds of problems? Like coldness? Or sickness? 

J: Yeah. Sometimes the leeches are all over your skin, or you are having a cold, 
all that. Sometimes you can come to Monrovia with money and buy some pain 
tablets: malaria medicine and all that, but there are always too few of them. And 
the medicine will always be spoiled as well when it’s wet and cold. Or sometimes 
you can take it and you don’t know if you will still be sick tomorrow.  

L: If your friends were very sick, did you carry them with you? 

J: Yes, no way you can leave a person if it isn’t his time to die! If a person dies, 
you just have to leave him there. 

L: Yeah. You have to, because there are no other opportunities. And what other 
things can you think about when you see this picture? 

J: What I think now, what I told you about, drinking the dirty water and all. 
Sometimes we were so hungry. And we used to lay down anywhere.  

L: Yes. It is not a life for human beings.  
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L: Hmm… How were you able to tell if a person who came was an enemy or 
not? 

J: We had a sign and the enemy had a sign. For example, cutting a banana leaf 
in a certain way. Or waving in a certain way.  And sometimes you can leave some 
signs on the ground for your own people, secret signs, and so you know that 
this is a road your people had passed. 

L: So you had all kinds of signals you agreed on before? And so you knew where 
to go and if it is safe or not? 

J: Yeah, yeah.  

L: Did you ever make mistakes on the signs? 

J: No. You cannot make mistakes. 

 

                                                           
55 Chris Coulter (2008, 88) has described a similar unwillingness of former female soldiers 
to discuss their violent acts in Sierra Leone.  
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At that time, I never knew about life. After they had done what they were doing, 
I saw blood coming out of me. When they had finished, my friends then took 
me from there and I began to have that kind of a bad heart saying to myself that: 
‘As long as they killed my ma and pa right in front of me and raped me, then I 
will stay with them until I will find somebody to pay my debt on them.’ That’s 
how I was with them. I spent more than a year with them. 

 

                                                           
56 Several of my interviewees had witnessed acts of horrific violence such as that described 
by Evelyn. I do not wish to provide “pornography of violence” by detailing all these 
atrocities here, but in providing this one example, I hope to make the reader aware of the 
scale of brutalities these women had to witness and commit. 
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So myself, I was part of them and my heart was already cooked. So in the night 
when the WAC57 girls then came, they brought liqueur, they brought opium and 
started to smoke and to drink. So that is how myself, up to now, I’m still smoking 
and drinking. That is how we started fighting until we attacked Bomi highway. 
When we attacked Bomi highway, I saw somebody passing and then the same 
things these people did to my ma and pa, I did the same to that person too. I 
commanded the women and our children and took everything from them. I 
replaced my slippers, I replaced my clothes, and that’s how I was doing my 
fucking cat [that is how I was harming them]. We were there until they killed our 
big man; the man commander, and that’s how we became vampires on our own. 
That is how we came in town here. And that is how I was assigned with my new 
commander [a notorious NPFL general]. 

 

Commanding: Only for the strongest and bravest 

I was able to go on the frontline, I was able to be there with [a male commander 
called] Foot to Foot, and I was able to fire just like the way the men were doing 
it. Anywhere they went, I went there. So they saw that the other women were 

                                                           
57 WAC = Women’s Artillery Commandos. Please see below for a detailed description. 
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not fit. The other girl, they called her Snake in the Grass, they took the ring 
[signifying rank] from her and gave it to me. So that’s how I became a 
commander for the girls. 

- Mariama, Monrovia 
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Juliet: Leena, it is like that in the war, when they see that you are active and sexy 
[charismatic], people will always put you in a position of a big person. Because 
you are active and you have a certain way of talking to the people, that is why 
the other people will always want to be behind you. 

Leena: Okay. So you will take your place.  

Juliet: Yes, so people can tell that this is our commander, this is our leader. So 
people can come to you and tell you that I want to follow you.  

Leena: So they start to trust you. 

Juliet: Yeah. 

 

                                                           
58 See also Specht (2006, 23). 
59 Compare to Hoffman (2011, loc. 1797). 
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How I got them? Because at that time I was selling drugs, cocaine and all. So 
when I was doing my business, I had all my customers. They got used to me. 
And some of them did not know about the war. So I explained to them how the 
war is taking place. For most, their parents had died for them. I then started to 
talk with them how to make war and teach them. So after some time, they started 
showing interest in fighting the war and so you got more men behind you. 

 

                                                           
60 Usually, the terms brigade and unit were used synonymously in the interview situations. 
The size of a brigade / unit could range from ten to several hundreds of soldiers. 



88 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  

I protected them. If we were going on the frontline to fight, I supplied them 
with arms and advised them. I told them that if you go there, you should take 
time to do things; don’t put yourself in rush. Take your own time. Of course the 
war we were fighting, we weren’t fighting to get rich-o, but we were fighting for 
our country for us to get peace. And you were not going to fight to become a 
hero. So when you’re fighting, you should take your own time to fight, don’t put 
yourself in rush. The way you fight will tell me what kind of a soldier you are 
and it is the supportive fire I can give then. Just how they are firing, that’s how 
I’m firing too with them. It’s not to say that you should go and run in front of 
them, if you do that, a straight bullet will pick you up. So you need to take your 
own time on how to fire, ain’t seeing it? If we were ready to go sometimes, I 
advised them first and then we would go and come back safely.  

The reality: Multitasking 



 YOUNG FEMALE SOLDIERS IN LIBERIA’S CIVIL WARS 89 

 

                                                           
61 The stereotype of vulnerable women has been used all over the world. For example, 
between 1909 and 1919 there were more than six thousand women serving as members of 
the British intelligence community (Proctor 2003, 1). Not surprisingly, similar tactics were 
used in Liberia’s neighbouring country, Sierra Leone (Coulter 2009, 15). 
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Veral:  

I was 14 years old in 1994 and we were captured from Bong mines. They used to 
call it greater Liberia. So we were captured from that side to this side. We came here, 
it was not in Gbarnga itself but in a bush in Bong County. Soldiers took us and at 
the time the commander was in the area. He said his name was Bullet Bounce, and 
that I should be accepted as his wife. I said that I was small. I never knew about life. 
He told me that if I would not agree, he was going to kill me. The first time we talked 
about it I said no, I will not do it. I was too small. So after two days we were with 
them, they were feeding us and everything in the base, he decided that this day he 
will call for palm wine. He started to drink. He announced that it was his birthday 
and he called all the soldiers from around for a celebration. So they danced from the 
morning until night. He also told that he had decided a certain thing. He had two 
wives at the time, and he told that if anyone of the soldiers would go against his will, 
he would destroy the person. He would kill the person. But I was not thinking that 
it was for my sake or anything.  

So in the night—there were eight of us girls in that room—he told that he had 
decided a certain thing. And if anyone would go against his will, he would kill the 
soldier. So we went to bed. We used to go to bed soon, my friends and I, our parents 
were not around. When we were in the room lecturing, he came and asked all the 
girls out. When we were going out, he grabbed me, he told me that he was not talking 
to me but to the others. So he came and said that I should have sex with him. I said 
no, and so he jumped on me. We fought, we were wrestling for some time. And he 
had his ring, he said it was for his protection. And the ring got broken that night. So 
he left soon after and he said that something was wrong with him. 

Leena: But he didn’t rape you that night? 
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Veral: No, he didn’t do it that night. It was because he was thinking about his ring. 
So the next day, he came into the room and he called again the soldiers and said that 
I had destroyed his life. Since he had started fighting, a bullet had never entered him. 
But because I had broken his ring now, anytime he would go on the frontline he 
would be either killed or wounded. So he was going to kill me that night if I was not 
going to accept to have sex with him. That is how he came, he surrounded the house 
and told the soldiers to guard the place. And he came, he jumped on me in the room 
and he raped me. That is how I was raped. I was raped and I had nowhere to go to; 
I was his third wife. We were three now. Anywhere he went, I should now go with 
him. If he went on the frontline, I would go as well.  

Glorious (research assistant): What was the name of the group? 

Veral: NPFL, Charles Taylor. So everywhere he went, I would be with him. If he 
went on the frontline, I would follow. If he went to the bush, I would follow. When 
they went to fight, I needed to be there when he came back. This was because he 
had to have sex and he needed for me to be there as a sex organ for him.  

Leena: Was it only him that you were with? 

Veral: Yes, it was only him. 
 

Systematic inequalities inside the armed forces 

                                                           
62 See the Introduction chapter. 
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Rank as a foundational category 

They were treating those girls well because they were fighting; they had equal 
rights. We the others were the slaves. No water, no small beating. 

- Mary, Gbarnga 
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Gender and sex-based discrimination in the ranks 

This time now, you cannot be raped by any person. So if you don’t want 
someone, nobody will put a gun behind you. But during the war, they put a gun 
behind you and told you to do it or otherwise they would kill you. Or sometimes 
they put a gun behind you and told you to go over your brother. So if you didn’t 
do it, they would kill you.  

- Magdalena, Ganta 

                                                           
63 Compare to Marks 2014, 74. 
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64 Building on the concept of ethnoscape, which was coined by Arjun Appadurai, Carolyn 
Nordstrom (1997, 37-38) developed the term war-scape [often referred as 'warscape'] to 
describe the multifaceted and complex environments where violent conflicts occur. In 
these environments, warring factions as well as a vast array of national and international 
actors form a mesh of counteracting and contrasting interests that ‘link solider and civilian, 
violator and peacemaker, for none make sense in isolation from the other.’ 
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I told him. And it was not easy for him to accept me. Sometimes he does not 
feel fine about us, especially when it comes to sex. Because I really don’t have 
sexual feelings in me. That’s a problem. I don’t have such feelings and sex can 
be painful to me. So this one time he took my complaints to the people and they 
said that I’ve got another sex partner out. But he is not considering the situation. 
Up to this day we are still disputing on sex. Sometimes when I take a bath 
touching my [silence], it’s painful. Sometimes when he comes to [silence] for 
having sex, if I’m not responding properly [silence]. So that’s the problem for 
us. He even called my brother and told him about these difficulties. I told my 
brother that I don’t want to tell you about my problem. But because he brought 
it up, I had to do it. So I told him that I don’t have such feelings [silence]. That’s 
how we decided to go to hospitals now.  
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65 There were also commanders who very clearly protected soldiers and civilians from 
sexual violence (see also Eriksson Baaz & Stern 2013, 71.) 
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The importance of social relations 

I used to lay down with anybody who could give me power. 

- Hoatha, Monrovia 

My commander’s wife used to like my business when I was with them, and that 
is how they treated me well. She said that she likes me because I was so active. 

- Annie, Monrovia 

                                                           
66 Basing her statement on a profound literature review, Moran (2010, 262) reminds us that 
“[w]ith some notable exceptions, the term gender is still commonly used as synonym for 
“women”. 



 YOUNG FEMALE SOLDIERS IN LIBERIA’S CIVIL WARS 99 

 

Van Velsen sees social action as the manipulation of formal roles and statuses 
in the pursuit of specific goals. The present study adopts this approach, but 
focuses as well on the importance of social fictions for particular ends […] kin 
ties to powerful leaders are often fictionalized, and kin ties that are ambiguous, 
such as fatherhood, can be claimed or denied as the occasion warrants. 

                                                           
67For more on the three typical stereotypes attached to child soldiers in Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, see Murphy 2003. 
68 The concept of wealth in people, or wealth-in-people, was first used by Suzanne Miers 
and Igor Kopytoff in Slavery of Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives (1977). See also 
Guyer & Belinga (1995, 91, footnote 1). 
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69 Compare to Marks 2014. 
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Conclusion  
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the recommended reintegration program does not stimulate the identification 
and treatment of these victimized women and girls [females without guns], they 
will be ignored. By default, the proposed program will end up largely focusing 
on ex-combatants (mostly boys) and missing the opportunity to identify and 
help many abused women and girls (Bernard et al. 2003, 94). 

                                                           
70 The UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSC 1325) was approved unanimously on 
31 October 2000. The resolution stresses the importance of adopting a gender perspective 
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to all stages of conflict and its aftermath. Since the passing of the Resolution 1325, six 
complementary Security Council Resolutions have been adopted. 
71 Data based on 128 cases. Five interviewees either did not want to discuss their DDRR 
experiences or the data were inconsistent. 
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Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of ex-combatants form a 
continuum that is itself a part of the entire peace process: Where disarmament 
ends demobilization must begin and must eventually lead to reintegration, if 
sustainable peace and development are to be secured in countries emerging from 
conflict.72 

                                                           
72 A detailed summary of each stage of the process can be found in the same document on 
page 15. Please note that the word combatant is utilised in this context (see e.g. Enloe 
2004b, 96). 
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73 According to James Pugel (2009, endnote 10), who interviewed various UNMIL and 
UNDP employees on the matter, rehabilitation ‘was essentially a “non-component” (never 
realized) for the Liberian DDRR programme.’ 
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Exit battlefield, enter civilian life 

                                                           
74 Data based on 123 cases.  
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Leaving the frontlines 

Sometimes I started bleeding for months. Once, I bled for three good months. 
I went to a hospital and they told me that I will never have a child if I don’t stop 
having sex with whoever I was doing it with. That is what made me to leave. 
Maybe if I continued to stay with him, I would never have children.  
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I left the forces because I was loving to one ATU boy and he told me that I 
should come to town for me to be safer. So, I turned my weapon over to my 
commander and came to town. That’s how my boyfriend was living in the bush 
until the day he died.  
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I was cooking at that time. They were coming from a fight. So after we were 
through the cooking, I saw, what is the name of that man again, General Peanut 
Butter’s group. I went to him because my grandma helped Peanut Butter in the 
World War 2 [a famous battle in Liberia’s 2nd civil war]. She was a midwife. So 
during that time Peanut Butter’s wife was not used to giving births so he brought 
her to my grandma. She helped her, she did medicine for her. Through that 
relation now, when he saw me, I started crying on him. And so he put me in his 
car, put me down in a certain place, and I started to look for my people.  

Programme guidelines after the first civil war  
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DDRR plans after the second civil war 

                                                           
75 Please note that the word combatant is used here (see footnote 66).  
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76 UNSC 2003b, para. 3f. Once again, notice the word choice of combatant. 
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Female veterans’ view on Liberian DDRR activities 

                                                           
77 UN Internal report on DDRR (United Nations 2006, 7, note 23). 
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Lessons on how to misuse poor institutions 

I disarmed three times after the war. When I received the first money, I was 
getting high in a ghetto and the police were chasing us. And so my [first] 
disarmament ID card dropped. But after that I also disarmed with other people’s 
guns. This is how I disarmed three times in different different camps. After, I 
gave all the money to this certain woman to keep. But she ate all of it and I went 
to live in a ghetto.  At that time I never knew about money business because I 
never went to school.  

- Catherine, Monrovia 
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But they gave the money to our various commanders. So we said to ourselves 
that we as well suffered in the war and some of us have marks all over our bodies. 
Some of us are wounded and we need to benefit from this. So we left them and 
went instead to LURD forces site. And we did re-disarmament. The re-
disarmament we did, they gave us all our money which was 150 USD cash. When 
they gave us the first 150 USD, they also gave us ID cards. And they said that 
before we could receive the second money, you needed to show your ID card. 
After all this, I did tailoring in the programme. The people in the programme 
told us that before we graduated, they would provide us materials. But we were 
the last people and they never gave us anything. They just put us on a waiting 
list. They told us to wait. And up to now we are still waiting. We haven’t heard 
anything from them. 

The joy of returning home 
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78 In Liberia and elsewhere in the Global South, it is possible to gain some modest income 
by purchasing a huge sack of small plastic bags of mineral water (“cold water’—sometimes 
stored with ice in a cooler) and sell those individually e.g. on streets, in marketplaces, or at 
coach stations.  
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Bintu (B): After the war my mind wasn’t set. 

Mama P (M): Yes. [And that is why] taking this child from the street wasn’t an 
easy thing. 

Jessica (research assistant): So you went there and asked her to come so, come so?  

M: Yes. 

Leena (L): Now why did you decide to do it? 

P: What? I love girl children! I myself have given birth to girl children and 
educated them. And to see a fine little child like this on the street, and she is so 
beautiful, I decided to call her. I called her and told her ‘come on, come here’. 
So she came. And I asked her but was she doing on the street. And she told me 
that she ain’t got a ma, she ain’t got a pa, so she can do whatever she wants to 
do. So I said no, come. I am your mother now: I can take care of you. And I 
talked to her. Every day I talked to her.  And I told her to stay here [in my house]. 
And I took care of her, counselled her… Now I bless God so much that she 
could come to me. But to talk with these children on the streets, to tell them 
how life is looking like, it is not easy! They don’t know right from wrong. It can 
take time! 

P: For this one here, I have told her to go to night school so that she could, at 
least, learn how to read and write. So at least to write her name down. And you 
will see, the people there, if you can read small and write your name, people 
there will see you in the society. So you can become someone. And the business 
that you are doing now, selling dry fish, if you don’t know the figures, you cannot 
do anything. You have to mark down everything. So she has told me that she 
will do it. Now she is at the third grade.  

L: You are going to school now! That’s great. 

L: So how did you manage to tell her that street life is not good? 
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P: I told her that every night you dress and go out, you dress and go out, and 
nothing there. Just to suffer your body. So I told her that don’t go there, I will 
give you food to eat. Don’t go there. Come. Come, I will give you food and we 
will eat. And she came. And I told her to wash her clothes. So, I believe, this is 
the least you can do in human life to treat a child.  

L: B, do you remember when she called you the first time? 

B: When she called me first, I remember it.  

L: Do you remember how you were feeling at that time? 

B: I was feeling so bad.  

L: Why? 

B: Because everything was disturbed; my people had died and there was no one 
to comfort me. I thought about my future and the future of my children. So 
[finally] I decided to sit down and listen to her as a mother.  

 

My pa said that as it all had happened so that my ma had taken me away from 
him, and forced me to come with her, then anything that had happened to me 
is not his business anymore. From that very moment on my father said that I’m 
not his daughter any longer. Up to now, he doesn’t even have time for me 
anymore.  
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They came to me so I felt fine. I felt at home and they still accepted me as their 
daughter. Even though what had happened, they never hold me for it because I 
was under tension; I was just forced to do it. So my father told my mother and 
my stepmother that even if my daughter had taken a gun to kill me at that time, 
and I would now be in my grave, I wouldn’t say that it is my daughter who had 
killed me. She was under tension at that time. I wouldn’t blame her. So if 
anybody will treat my daughter differently [than before], I will treat that person 
the same. So there really was no segregation after the war. 

Overcoming shame and stigma 
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I can say that life is alright today. But right now, because they spoiled my womb, 
I cannot borne again. But what to do? I have gone from hospital to hospital, 
from clinic to clinic and no help. My boyfriend is facing problems with this. He 
has brought three children to our home already to live with us, but he is still 
having problems with me. He wants to have our own child. So sometimes we 
can go to hospital and we can both have check-ups. But the problem is not him, 
it is me.  

There are some people who never wanted to lay eyes on me. But for now, it is 
not 100%, but at least 25 to 50% that accept me. Like this one woman, who 
never used to speak to me before, I begged her. She said that we were rebels. 
But I begged her. I said: ‘please forgive me if there is something wrong that I 
have done against you.’ I told her that I was captured and raped and I was forced 
to join the forces. At that time I was like a hungry lion— I did anything I could 
do to get my life back. So I said, I’m sorry if I have ever done wrong to you. But 
gradually they just have to accept us anyway. Although sometimes it is not easy.  
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Niti, nyaya and institutional justice 
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What you measure is what you’ll get 

I used to measure the skies, now I measure the shadows of Earth.                                                                              
Although my mind was sky-bound, the shadow of my body lies here. 

- Johannes Kepler [in an Epitaph he wrote for himself] 



132 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  

                                                           
79 The Draft Interim Secretariat 2003, 64. It is clarified in Foreword for the Strategy (p. 2) 
that the ‘draft interim secretariat was constituted to formulate the DDR programme - with 
the co-ordination responsibility vested in the UNDP. The secretariat was composed of the 
UNDP, UNMIL, OCHA, USAID, UNICEF and World Vision. […] This document 
represents the concerted effort of various organizations and expertise. It envisages an 
implementation arrangement that brings together the strong political leadership of the UN 
mission and the programmatic capacities of the various UN agencies to ensure an effective 
and comprehensive implementation process  - as well as local ownership. As a result, all 
contributors of this document will collectively identify with the success of the programme.’ 
80 See Chapter II. 
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Another problem was UNMIL’s approach to persuading former fighters […] to 
turn in their weapons and rejoin society. […] We [members of Women of Liberia 
Mass Action for Peace] visited the UNMIL office on Tubman Boulevard to 
offer our help. ‘You should involve people with local knowledge of who and 
what’s involved,’ I said. No one was interested. ‘Don’t worry!’ we were told. 
‘We’re bringing in experts with a great deal of experience from Kosovo.’ 

Institutions as manifestations of justice 
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81 The original version of the story can be found in the Indian epic Mahabharata under the 
section called Bhagavadgita. 
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82 The Idea of Justice is indeed a sophisticated, multi-layered argument for a move towards 
a nyaya-based elaboration, both in theories of justice and the practical world. In this 
context, it must be noted that Sen (2009, 40) divides theories of justice into ‘transcendental 
institutionalist’ (Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Rawls) and “comparative’ (Smith, 
Condorcet, Wollstonecraft, Bentham, Mill) clusters. Sen maintains that whereas the former 
hope to achieve perfectly just societies and institutions through social contracts, the latter 
compare people’s lives and social realities, and, through these comparisons, try to enhance 
justice and diminish injustices in the given circumstances. Amartya Sen is thus clearly 
speaking on, or rather subscribing to, the second school of thought. 
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Tracking the depth of militarisation  

1) Are the words of ‘combatants’ given extra weight when they are 
addressing officials or the public in post-conflict societies? Does this emphasis 
favour certain types of manliness and exclude most women? Here, curiosity 
should be directed towards listeners. Whose stories are given extra weight in 
social gatherings? Whose viewpoints are presented in the chambers of power?  

2) If one wishes to gain ground in public life, to what extend does she 
have to turn to people with militarised power? These are people who can 
e.g. label a certain party as a security threat or an ally, and threaten others with 
the use of coercive force. In the process, those parties that are not able or willing 
to communicate in a masculine and militarised way will be marginalised.  

3) Does ‘security’ refer to militarised security in official and everyday 
discussions and to what extent does it do so? If security is simply being 
understood as militarised security, then ‘women’s’ or ‘soft’ security matters are 
almost always sidestepped and postponed for the unforeseeable future. These 
can include, for instance, ‘private matters’ such as high rates of domestic or 
sexual violence in the given society. 

4) What proportion of the (internationally mentored) institution’s budget is 
allocated to the security sector and especially military and police forces? How 
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is the gender composition within these institutions? If women are allowed to 
enter, do they have posts also in the upper ranks?  

5) To what extent do local decision-makers define the statuses obtainable 
by women in terms of their roles during the war? Typically, some women 
are seen as ‘heroic mothers’, whereas others are labelled ‘victims of sexual 
assault’ or even ‘enemies of the state’. These types of categories, often put 
forward by decision-makers and journalists [and the international aid industry], 
can lay the foundation for the post-war roles available to women and men in the 
given society.  

6) What kinds of patriarchal patterns are embedded in the organisations 
that participate in the reconstruction of a post-conflict society? Do some 
of the more patriarchal organisations and their departments hold the most 
important roles in the reconstruction efforts?  

 

• No proper needs assessment of female soldiers took place at the preparation 
phases of the DDRR process; there was no gender advisor at UNMIL when 
the programme was planned; no gender budget was included in the DDRR 
programme (Basini 2013, 11 & 177, questions no. 4 & 6) 

• (Male) generals and commanders were given the right to draft lists of eligible 
DDRR participants (see e.g. Jaye 2009, 14, questions no. 1–3) 

• Since priority was placed on the DD phases and the weapons-for-cash 
method was chosen (see e.g. Knight & Özerdem 2004, 505), the approach of 
the programme can be described as ‘guns, camps, and cash’ (Ibid., questions 
no. 1, 3 & 6) 

• Reintegration became securitised, and as such the (temporary) removal of 
male idleness took precedence in the reintegration phase (see e.g. Jennings 
2008 & 2009, questions no. 3 & 6) 

• Vocational training was highly gendered. Girls and women were offered skills 
in ‘feminine’ fields (e.g. baking, hairdressing, sewing, soap-making), whereas 
boys and men were encouraged to participate in ‘masculine’ education (e.g. 
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masonry, plumbing, mechanics). It is obvious that in a post-war society 
undergoing reconstruction the ‘masculine’ skills are especially valuable and 
marketable (see also Jennings 2009, 488 & Basini 2013, 198–199, question 
no. 6) 

• Since gender concerns were underlined e.g. in an external mid-term 
evaluation report of the second DDRR programme (Bugnion et al. 2006), but 
were again side-lined (e.g. Gawler et al. 2009, 21–22), it can be stated that the 
overall culture within (the participating) UN organisations was both highly 
masculine and militarised (Questions no. 3 & 6). 

 

Conclusion 
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The big big people that we were behind during the war, they have already left 
us. Some of them have died. And we can’t continue to sit here and wait. So we 
need to manoeuvre on our own. 

- Dorris, Monrovia 

Sometimes the tension is too hard on me when I think about the past. I just 
want to smoke drugs and forget. I can do anything to erase my mind. If I am 
getting high, I can forget about the past. Because in the war everything was too 
hard. Also in the wartime, when you were getting high, you couldn’t even feel 
the bullets if they hit you. You can do anything when you’re high! You can be 
strong. So after everything, the war business, the war habit can still be inside of 
me. I can try to stop, but it is hard, it’s hard! The drugs are hard to leave. For 
that, I would need someone to come and counsel me, to talk to me all the time. 
It is like this is the only way for me to relax my mind. So if my life would be 
proper—like if I had my own place and small business—then I could forget 
about everything. 

- Tracy, Monrovia 
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83 In ‘Liberian English’, cold bowl can mean leftover food that is stored for later use in a 
covered ‘bowl’. Cold bowl can also refer to a plate of food that is being sold individually in 
modest restaurants for a price starting at 100 LD. 
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The chicken that digs for food will not sleep hungry85 

                                                           
84 In this context, ‘gigolo’ refers to a young male who has a ‘sugar mother’ as a lover and 
financial supporter. For a more thorough discussion of the definition, please see the 
discussion later in the chapter. 
85 African proverb. 
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Temama (T): I buy dry cow skin and soak it in water so it can rise. After that I 
clean it, I remove the sand inside that can sometimes be plenty. I mix some 
spices, cook it, and put it in a bucket. After that my sister will carry it around to 
sell it.   

Leena (L): How much can you earn a day? 

T: I buy 250 LD for one skin, then I use 150 LD for small small things like 
pepper, chicken soup, bitter ball, pepper, oil. When I fix it, sometimes I can get 
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450 profit from it, sometimes 300 a day. Sometimes 200, sometimes 150 because 
the prices can go up and come down.  

L: You sell during the weekends as well? 

J: Every day. Only on Sundays we usually don’t sell but go to the service. So 
normally I can wake up early in the morning, like 5 a.m., clean up my place, fix 
the market and give it to my sister to go and sell. If there is food in the house, I 
also cook before leaving and go to school.  

L: So what about the profit? You share it? 

J: We can put most of it in susu. So by next year my sister can go to school as 
well.  

L: So no money for you? 

J: When we put it to susu, the money is for me and for her [depending who 
needs it more].  

L: Is there sometimes confusion with susu? 

G: No there can’t be confusion because before you join susu, you will choose 
the person carefully. It all depends of the person who is keeping the money. 

 

                                                           
86 Again, many individuals who find themselves under the ‘nothing’ category are likely to 
resort to occasional prostitution. 
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These are grona [street] boys, grona girls who live here. There are more than ten 
of them sleeping in this one room. Many of them are expected to provide help 
for their families in the interior. Going back there [without money] would be a 
disgrace. So instead you start your life from there, from the floor. 

                                                           
87 In 2015, a charity called Lawyers Without Borders finalised an index of antiquated court 
reports from Liberia. The aim of compiling old court cases was to help to restore the 
country’s legal system (Bowcott 2015). 
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I took this picture when I was digging my cassava. This cassava you see, I found 
the place, I brushed it myself, planted it, and here [in the photograph] I am 
digging it. So no man brushed it for me. I planted this to help myself because I 
don’t want to fall in sin! The salary [as a teacher in rural Liberia] is very small. So 
at times I sell some, and me and my children eat some. These are some of the 
things I can do to help myself. But this work you see here is hard for a woman! 
It is very hard for a woman. 

Manoeuvring in the storms of life 



152 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  



 SOCIAL RAFTING IN POST-WAR LIBERIA 153 

 

my activeness and my smartness. You see, tailoring is not considered a very good 
job but masonry is. They chose to transfer me because at certain time I had a 
confusion with this one girl in our class who claimed that I was gossiping about 
her. So she wanted to fight with me. And that is how the teacher took us to the 
counselling room and told me that throughout the time you’ve been in this 
school, you’ve been very respectful. And we can see that you are strong. So we 
will transfer you to masonry because of your strengths and your activeness. 

- Martha, Monrovia 
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88 On the links between education, empowerment and substance abuse, see e.g. Perkins & 
Zimmerman 1995; Kim et al. 1998; Peterson & Reid 2003; Beckerleg & Lewando Hundt 
2005; Bourgois & Schonberg 2009 
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‘Ebola in town’ 89 

                                                           
89 Starting in March 2014, West Africa was hit by the largest outbreak of Ebola virus 
disease (EVD) ever recorded. EVD belongs to a group of diseases called viral 
haemorrhagic fevers and is often fatal: in human infections, the case fatality has varied 
from 25% to 90% depending on the species of the virus and the available supportive care. 
Human to human transmission happens when infected bodily fluids such as blood, faeces, 
vomit, semen, genital secretions and breast milk come into contact with breaks in the skin 
or mucosa. At the start of the epidemic in particular, there were warnings that Ebola could 
also be spread by sweat, but the evidence with regard to sweat and some other bodily fluids 
remains unclear. Indeed, EVD is still rather poorly studied if compared to other viral 
diseases such as influenza (Chughtai et al. 2016). As of March 2016, the epidemic had 
claimed 11,323 lives, with 4,809 dying in Liberia alone (WHO 2016). 
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90 Such speculation was not only heard on the streets, but also at the highest levels of 
power (see e.g. Front Page Africa 2014b). 
91 For more on the song’s background and purposes, see e.g. Pflanz 2014. 
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The death of Mariama 

                                                           
92 Without proper diagnostics, it is almost impossible to tell the difference between the 
early symptoms of EVD and e.g. malaria and typhoid, both of which are pervasive in the 
region (see e.g. Bernstein 2014). According to one study (Walker et al. 2015), the number 
of untreated malaria cases may have increased by 140% in Liberia in 2014 alone. 
93 For more on the overlapping roles of the formal and informal health care providers in 
Liberia, see e.g. Kruk et al. 2011a; 2011b. 
94 I have argued elsewhere that the EVD outbreak in Liberia reinforced intersectional 
discrimination patterns in the country (Vastapuu 2015). 
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Sometimes when I think about my problems, mostly my ear, I can really be 
worried. I have to tie my head anywhere I’m going because people can stare at 
my ear and take me as a grona woman [prostitute]. I can be so ashamed and also 
embarrassed of this ear!  It is only with my family-people and someone I know 
very well that I don’t have to tie my head. 

 

Mariama (M): When I see this picture, I can be laughing because I can think 
about my past. 

Leena (L): You’ve stopped smoking, right? 

M: Yes. 

L: How did you do it? 

M: I have a strong mind. I was sick when I was carried to a hospital. The doctor 
asked me what kind of a sickness I had. I said that I can smoke cigarettes and 
grass. But he said no, you are not only smoking cigarettes and grass but 
something else as well. And so I told him that I can smoke drugs but I want to 
leave it all behind. He asked me if I was sure about my decision. I replied yes. 
That’s how he put the medicine in a drip and gave it to me. That is how it went 
all over my body. That is how I forgot about smoking. 
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M: ‘Even though the treatment can make you feel bad when you begin to take 
drugs again, you can just put it in your mouth and feel sick at first, but you will 
still force it. I smoked until all my teeth were brown in my mouth!’  

L: Why were you smoking before? 

M: Really it was not my mind but the friends I used to go around. Everybody 
was smoking. When I went to Red Light [a neighbourhood in Monrovia 
considered very dangerous at night], I met a friend who used to smoke so much 
that she didn’t even find us food to eat. But I really, really wanted to be friends 
with her. So I also started smoking with her. There, I also met one boy I began 
loving to. He used to have money but carried everything to the ghetto to smoke 
it all. Like if he gave me small money, he would expect for me to keep it so that 
he could carry it later for drugs. So I told myself that let me smoke too so all of 
us can smoke the money together. And that is how I started using, and my 
friends and I got close. When I wasn’t smoking, we were not close.  

L: Some of the women I’ve met have told me that they can still be thinking about 
the time of the war and that is making them feel bad.  And that is one of the 
main reasons why they continue smoking. What do you think about that? 

M: Yes. It is not a lie. It can make you forget about everything. Like this one 
time, when I had left it all behind me for the first time, my boyfriend was loving 
around and I got frustrated. So just for me to stop thinking, I began smoking 
again. Just for me not to worry. But after a while I looked at my situation again 
and decided that I can’t mind this man so much that he makes me to continue 
smoking.  I said to myself that I have two boy children with him, and if I 
continue to smoke and these children grow up like this, they will do the same. I 
had seen it happening before.  That is how I left my old friends and moved to 
my sister’s house. Because when I am among my old friends, I will think about 
smoking again. Sometimes if they are offering it to me now, I can say that I am 
not feeling alright, that I am sick. 
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The calm waters of Gbarnga 
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I took this picture because my son was crawling on his knees for trying to take 
the water. So that is why I took this picture here. I was feeling bad. Because he 
was crawling on his knees.  

Here I was begging him to walk. And he is walking here together with his little 
brother. So I was feeling happy small! The time he was walking, I was feeling 
happy! That is why I took the picture. But now, he cannot walk again and that 
is why I came to seek bush medicine from Gbarnga sometime ago. I pray for 
him to start walking again but God says no. That is why we are carrying him 
around. 

I see my mom going to school here, I can see my son standing—I can feel happy 
small!  

In this picture he is really trying to get up. That is why I took the picture here. 
It was his time to wake up and go to take his bath.  

I can feel happy! Because here he is walking by himself. So it can make me feel 
happy. 

I was feeling bad again! That is why I took the picture. Because he burned 
himself again. His hand. He was walking beside the fire and burnt it. So I was 
feeling bad for him. I carried him to a doctor and he felt a bit better later on. 
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Here we are thinking—she was visiting us at that time. We were dreaming of the 
time when God will change my life. So when my mother would visit me, she 
could be happy. Yeah. We lecture, sometimes we can talk about good things too. 
Not every day are we worrying like this. And you see, that would be so good if 
she came to see me one day and I could tell her: ‘ah, this day now, things are 
fine with me.’ Yeah! My mother is the one who can sometimes counsel me. 
Because each time my father goes against my will, I can go to her. She will 
sometimes tell me to forget about it; he is your father. And she can say that 
anything you do, he is still your father. If God helped me, the first thing I would 
do is to invite her to live with me. If I had money. So she would live with me 
and have a better life. 

- Hawah 2013 
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Hustling is not stealing95 

This prostitution life is getting more and more dangerous. Because in Liberia 
now, the current system is down. Also the security system. Poor men don’t have 
access to justice in this country. So if you are doing prostitution job and you will 
be killed by somebody, your poor mother will just walk walk walk [from the 
police station to court etc.] and nothing will come out of it. So in this country 
there is no justice, no rights for the poor. In this country you mind yourself the 
best way you think you can mind yourself. If you have money, you’ll have all the 
rights. So if you are doing prostitution work, you will schedule yourself and tell 
God that ‘God, today I’m jammed. Let me just go on the street and maybe you 
will give to me what I want.’ But if you take it to be like a working thing from 
Monday to Sunday it is not good. Because the street is risky nowadays. The street 
is very risky.  

- Patience, Monrovia 

                                                           
95 Subtitle borrowed from the superb book entitled Hustling is Not Stealing: Stories of an 
African Bar Girl (2003) by John M. Chernoff. 
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Short time for a cold bowl 
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These times now I can smoke grass, I take narcotics. And there is also something 
you can fry that is called coco. When the night then comes, we will put on our short 
skirts and men can have us. 150, 100 LD for a short time: under the market tables 
near Point 4, in Duala market. Sometimes they can also carry me to a motel and they 
can pay 200 LD for sleeping and 150 LD for a short time. I can do it because the 
habit is in me now, I am used to it. During the war I got used to narcotics and I am 
used to it now. If I am not taking narcotics, I cannot feel fine. I take it, and if there 
are not any narcotics around, I will smoke grass.  

- Princess, 2013 

This time now, if you go on the street, you see plenty of girls who have spoiled the 
prices. Even small children are all on the street. Before we used to go and stand on 
a particular area to wait for these men to come. And if they came, they would ask 
us: how much I am giving to you for a short time? And maybe we would say 200 or 
250. But nowadays we are too many in number. So when you see one man coming, 
everybody will start running after that man. And some of us feel shame because if 
you go with that man, he will have you for cheap. So it would be good to wait for 
them to come to you. But it is not happening now.  

- T-Girl, 2013 

I will go on the street and any man I encounter, I will sleep with him. But you see, 
these days the women are plenty! So they can give you 50, they can give you 100. 
When one man gives you 50 LD, it is not enough for you to buy your things and 
support yourself. And so you have to sleep with five-six men a night. So if I go there 
eight o’clock and stay there until twelve o’clock, I can sleep with five men and have 
enough for myself to support myself. Find a place to sleep, do other things.  

- OB, 2012  
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Glorious (G, research assistant): Oh, what are they doing here? 

Chantal (C): These are the boys that like sleeping in front of the ghetto. 

G: Why are they sleeping there? Don’t they have a sleeping place? 

C: No, they don’t have it. They smoke there, sleep there, eat there. They don’t 
have a home. 

Leena (L): Why? 
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C: Because some of the ex-combatants feel that their lives are useless, and some 
of their parents don’t look for them, don’t care about them. So they feel that 
there is no hope for tomorrow. 

G: So what do you think when you see this picture? 

C: I think about myself, when I was on the street. At that time I was not settled. 

L: You have also some women who are living like this? No home, sleeping just 
like this? 

C: Yes. But I was unable to take their picture.  

L: They are also ex-combatants? 

C: Yes, the majority. But some of them are not ex-combatants. 

G: How do you see the future of these people [the most deprived ex-
combatants]? 

C: They are already damaged. But if some of them decide it, they can have a 
good future. I believe that they can have another chance. There is still hope. 

L: But how? 

C: If they try to leave the drugs, put themselves together, go back home and ask 
for forgiveness. As for their families, I’m sure that they can accept them back.  

G: So if they don’t have family, what can they do? 

C: I’m sure they can make lives better for themselves. If people come in and 
counsel them, they will take it in if only they are willing.  

G: Why you took the picture? 

C: I took this picture for other people see it. To show that only you can make 
yourself to become somebody.  

G: So what are they doing for living? 

C: They can steal and do armed robberies. 

L: Do you think that they would be willing to fight again if somebody would pay 
them. 

C: Yes! Some of them.  



 SOCIAL RAFTING IN POST-WAR LIBERIA 169 

 

                                                           
96 Rumours should not be neglected in these types of interview situations but should be 
taken seriously since they are typically treated as reality in the local contexts. Therefore, 
rumours not only affect the behaviour patterns of individuals and groups, but also shape 
and narrate important aspects of the social environment in which they are produced and 
situated (see e.g. Scheper‐Hughes 1992; White 1997; Musila 2015). For example, I 
encountered a devastated woman one morning in one of the shanty towns I lived in. It 
appeared that her daughter had been found on the seashore the previous night with some 
of her organs missing. Everyone in the neighbourhood with whom I discussed this event 
later on agreed that these kinds of crimes occur on a regular basis in Liberia. 
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‘The luck is not the same for all of us’ 

                                                           
97 According to the World Bank Group (2015), the economic impact of EVD in 2015 in 
the three worst-affected countries (Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea) alone was expected to be 
more than USD 1,6 billion. In Liberia itself, the GDB growth for 2014 fell from the 
expected 5,9% prior to the crisis to 2,2% in the midst of the epidemic. 
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I’ve only had one UN man as a customer in Ganta. He asked me why I am doing 
prostitution for. And I told him that this is my living. Since I’m not working, I’m 
not selling, so this is what I need to do for survival. That’s how he asked me 
what I would like to do. And I said anything! So he gave me one hundred US 
dollars. And I was selling in Ganta after that time [with the assistance of the 
money received], but then my house got burned - everything that I had was 
destroyed. That is how I came to Monrovia 

- Mary, 2013 

                                                           
98 E.g. Murphy 2006; Higate & Henry 2009; Simić 2010 & 2012; Karim & Beardsley 2016. 
See also the special issue of the Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding (2015). 
99 See, for instance: http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/issues/cdu [11.7.2016]. 
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UN men are not treating me better than Liberian men. You see, all men are the 
same. But they can pay me better—sometimes they can give me 70 USD, 
sometimes 50.  

- Angeline, 2014 

The luck is not the same for all of us. Even if you will wear your best clothes, if 
the [UN] men don’t want to see you, they will not see you. Liberian men, for 
me, they are not good. They are only there when I’m jammed. That’s the only 
time I go with the Liberian men because they don’t give any good money. 
Liberian men don’t respect Liberian women when it comes to prostitution life. 
They insult us in all kinds of ways. Sometimes, when we make an agreement and 
then you sleep together, then in the daybreak they will start insulting you and 
make the people to look at you in the whole community. That is why I prefer 
different men than Liberian men.  

- Patience, 2012 

I brothel with the UN men a lot because of my height! They can always tell me 
that they want to teach me how to drive a car because I have a good height for 
driving. They can go out with me before they give me money. They can give me 
good money but still they go over me first. 

- Careen, 2012 
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100 For edited volumes on ‘African’ sexualities, see e.g. Arnfred 2004; Tamale 2011a.  
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Anthony (A): After the war we are seeing our elderly women loving our little boys.  
It was not happening before. But this time around it is a normal thing, whereas 
it used to be something that was hidden from the parents. So it is even like a 
business now. Your parents know today that you are loving to four-five girls and 
you bring them home each in turn. You introduce them to your mother and they 
will accept your behaviour. It is happening! Like for me, I come from a poor 
background and I don’t have money. So I am supposed to love an elderly woman 
who is supporting me and my family!   

Leena : Is this escalation because of disadvantage; because of poverty or 
something? 

A: Oh yeah! People don’t really have their daily income. Well some of the boys 
don’t even want to do a normal job and they still wish to wear decent clothes. 
They want to be sharp you know.  And when you see your friends doing it, you 
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think that you can also do it. Or you are just forced to do it. It is that peer 
pressure—you just have to be into it.  

‘Everybody pot boiling, my pot can't boil’ 101 

Nowadays there is a kind of peer pressure already for small children. In this 
picture she is wearing slippers and these kinds of basic clothes on her. But her 
friends tomorrow, they want to wear jeans trousers, blouses and chains on their 
necks that she can’t afford. So if her friends have those kinds of things, they will 
want her to join them. And for that she would need to go to look for men from 
the streets to give all those things to her because I don’t really have it now. 
Especially taking into consideration her current school fees—some seven 
thousand and plus.  

In the old times people thought differently. Their minds have changed. So today 
other people are there with those nice things and with all this peer pressure you 
will do everything you can just to get what that other person has. More especially 
for women. But now even the men have joined—everybody wants to look 

                                                           
101 Lyrics from Pot Boiling Remix performed by a group of well-known Liberian hipco 
artists (Rahimian 2013). 
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decent. Men can even dress up more than the women. So nowadays you have to 
have a very strong mind to resist all this, or otherwise you will find yourself 
doing things that you are not supposed to do, you know? The peer pressure is 
too hard nowadays.  The pressure today is on everybody’s mind. Really Leena. 
On everybody’s mind.  
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Leena (L): So this is something I cannot understand. How can you have a radio 
if sometimes you don’t have enough to eat?  

Sonia (S): But I was having it before! 

L: Okay, okay, I understand. 

Quita (Q, research assistant): You know, the issue with the radio is that 
sometimes these small boys can cut the palm and sell the oil and buy a radio. So 
it is not that if you have the money or you don’t have the money… 

L: Yes, I understand this. But what I don’t understand is that when you cut the 
palm, why not to save the money instead of buying the radio? 

Q: Aha! 

M: You know, when your friends have it, everyone has to have it! Everybody 
has to have one because the friends are having one. 

Q: So it is peer pressure. You know, not too long ago you saw so many young 
boys with a big towel on their shoulder in the evening. That was a style they 
learnt somewhere.  

L: Aaa! 

Q: Another lesson [laughter]. 
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L: I was also talking with some women in Monrovia and they told me that there 
is a huge pressure nowadays to have a beautiful hair, clothes and all that, and at 
the same time there is no money. And this combination can make you do all 
kinds of bad things. So you have to have a strong mind to resist all this. Is it the 
same here? 

M: The same thing is here. But even more in Gbarnga.  

L: Even in the village? 

M: Yeah! You see the things that your friends have and then you ain’t got a hand 
for it. But you are hoping to get some.  

L: Sometimes, if you happen to have money, would you buy slippers instead of 
food even though you were hungry? 

M: Yeah! You can choose like that because you want to have those slippers.  
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Conclusion 
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102 ’Scraps of Hope’ is an inspiring art-based postcolonial feminist research project headed 
by Dr Marjaana Jauhola. For more information, please visit the project website at 
http://scrapsofhope.fi/ [11.7.2016]. 
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In this picture I’m sitting silently. Worrying how my future will be. Sometimes, 
if I’m like this, my friends come to me and we share fun. Like when I sat silently 
one day, my friend whose picture you saw earlier asked me: but why are you 
sitting silently? I told her that I am thinking and that is why I’m sitting like that 
in my room. In this picture I’m worrying about my school and my daughter’s 
future. Because now now [a Liberian way of emphasising the present moment] 
she doesn’t have a father. Since her father is not carrying his responsibilities, she 
doesn’t have one in my eyes. I’m really regretting why I born a child for him. 
Love is blind.  

- Temama (2013) 
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I want to learn book 

When I look at this picture [a photograph of a school building], I can just 
imagine myself going to school in the future. So I can feel sorry for myself 
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anytime I see a school. My older brothers are all learning book but I don’t have 
the hand for it. You see, my parents are already paying for my children’s fees. So 
I need to do something to generate money for myself, to get myself to school.  

- Juliet (2013) 
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Liberia’s education sector: a ‘mess’ 

                                                           
103 See also the Garland International Handbook of Early Childhood Education (1992) that 
separates the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ education systems and remarks that only the former 
was available in Liberia prior to the arrival of the settlers (Gormuyor 1992, 337).   
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104 Since Poro and Sande require oaths of silence from their members, I decided early on to 
rely primarily upon previously published studies in the matters of secret societies. Some 
exceptions were made however when an interviewee initiated the discussion herself. 
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ŋ

                                                           
105 The plural of a “medicine person” zóo (Bledsoe 1980, 66). Another typical way to write 
the word is zoe.  
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106 See also Ellis 2007, 251–252. 
107 See e.g. Tamale (2011b, 19–20) on the intersections between colonialism and FGM 
responses by the international community. 
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We know the country has changed. We are in modern days. So, we are changing 
the system small small until we reach to the end. […] But it can't be the way they 
want it to happen, as quickly as they want it to happen. We're not ready for 
people to say, 'No more Sande'. We can't do that. You will damage the country 
(Allen and Werman 2012). 

 

While no system, education or otherwise, whether in a developing or developed 
state, operates completely smoothly or works exactly as planned, the extent of 
fragmentation, conflict, and drift in Liberian education was so great that it was 
difficult to view the state of affairs as accidental. Ironically, the chaos seemed 
ordered, organized in a way that suggested that systematic forces were at work, 
forces that were pulling the education sector apart.  
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108 Compare to Chapter III. 
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‘Contribution is not corruption’ 
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109 According to a report by UNMIL (2015, 19), a man riding a motorbike in the Bomi 
County was ‘allegedly abducted and forcibly initiated when he accidentally strayed into 
Poro territory and interrupted their activities’. 
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I would like to become a big business woman 

My dream? I want to find a job so that I could help my children to have their 
own future.  

- Rhoda (2013)110 

I’m a legal hustler now. But my first dream is to sit down and complete my career 
in cosmetology. If I could afterwards find work in any of these beauty salons, 
that would be alright for me. 

- Anna (2013) 

                                                           
110 A case study by Sirleaf Market Women’s Fund (2012, 1) also found that the first priority 
for the majority of the interviewed market women was to educate their children with the 
generated income. 
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111 Second-hand clothes typically originating in the U.S. that are purchased ‘blind’ in bulk 
packages costing from USD 100 to USD 300.  Another term utilised from DK clothes is 
dogafleh, a term that originates from a Kpelle saying for ‘bend own market’ (Sheppard 2012, 
loc. 1940). DK clothes are normally sold at a fixed price (USD ‘2 for 5’) from market stalls 
or wheelbarrows being pushed around. Considered to be ‘good quality clothes’ that are 
much more durable than ‘Chinese clothes’, dogafleh can be found in almost every Liberian 
household. 
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I want to be a big business woman but not in Monrovia. I want to be going out 
of the country and coming back. 

So if I had money, I would like to open up a big business. Now I’m selling small 
small myself but I would like to have other people selling for me. By next year, 
I want to do out of town business.  

I really want to go to school. But I have no hand.  So after school I would like 
to sell, and if I go to school, I could do even bigger business afterwards. In the 
future I’d like both my boyfriend and myself to work. That is my dream. 

 

Veral (V): This is about my future. For now, I’m in school [university]. So I think 
that after my graduation, I should have an office like this with my own computer. 
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I will be working there and submitting reports to my bosses, or people are 
submitting their reports to me.  

Leena (L): Is it NGO work? Or some other kind of work? 

N: Yes, NGO work. At the moment I’m doing agriculture as my major. This is 
my first year at the university and I have three more years to go. So after my 
studies, I want to produce food for my country and that is why I decided to do 
agriculture. This is my future because after my graduation I’m educated and will 
be working with my computer. But at the same token, I will be working in the 
field. I have to calculate everything that I must put into the fields that year and 
how many dollars I have generated so far. So I want to work for an NGO but 
have my own fields as well, to produce food also for my own needs.  

L: Is it very expensive to study at the university? 

N: Sure, very expensive. Like for this semester I’m paying 650 USD. I don’t have 
a scholarship. But my boyfriend is paying for it. He sells by the road and helps 
me with the fees. But in the future he won’t be able to help me because he 
himself is also going to school. Now we are trying to look for scholarships: 
they’ve got county scholarships and such. So maybe for next semester I could 
find one. It is not easy, especially with the condition of my eyes.  
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Veral (V): I took this picture because of my eyes, especially to show the infection 
in my eyes. What happened to me, how my eyes are red. I took it so you can see 
the main problem I face in my life.  

Leena (L): How do you survive with this pain and all this suffering? 

N: Well, the doctors only put me on drugs. They have given me some medicine 
to drop in my eyes so that at least the pain could go away for a little while. But 
it can’t finish altogether. So this is just life. I just have to accept the common 
life. What are good or bad things, I’m living with them. I can’t cut my eyes, I 
can’t take them and throw them away. But it is also not easy. Even when I go to 
classes, I have to sit right in front the board before I can see. Too much light is 
not good for my eyes, so I don’t really play a lot with computers. Also sunlight 
is too much, I must go under the shade and wait after the sun has set before 
getting under it.  

L: You’ve got dark glasses? Sunglasses?  

N: Yes, I’ve got them. But I bought them from the market so they were not 
prescribed to me by any doctor. But actually I feel shame about this condition.  

L: Why? 

N: Well, that is one of the main reasons why I even bought the shades. Because 
when the people see that my eyes are getting red, they will say that ‘Oh, but 
you’re eyes are red!’, or ‘What have you done to your eyes?’ So sometimes this 
condition makes me feel rejected even among my friends. 

Let me have a concrete house 

I want to have a house like this [house in the picture], this is my dream house. 
Because in Liberia now, if you build a house you’ll have a fortune. Like if your 
children need a hand or anything else, they can be there. It should be a concrete 
house, a very strong house that my children and even grandchildren could stay 
in. There should be three bedrooms in my house: one for me and my husband, 
one for my children, and another one for my parents or other visitors. The two 
bathrooms and kitchen should be inside the house, and in the garden I would 
grow greens, cassava leaves and other food stuff. 
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Conclusion 

‘So I decided that life ahead of me will be better 
tomorrow’ 

I want to be like this in the picture. I don’t want to be dry [thin]. In this picture 
I am looking clean like that. Look at me! [laughter] 

- Sonia (2013) 
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Anna (A): When I see my picture, I can feel bad because of the life I’m living.  
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Leena (L): How do you see the future of this woman? 

A: When I see this picture, I can only think about the past, not the future. When 
I see this, it makes me think about how to get money, make business and live a 
good life.  

L: What can make it happen that you’ll have a good life? 

A: Money can make you happy. By stopping my smoking habit, by going to 
church and thinking hard about everything [I can become happy]. It all depends 
on my seriousness. 

 

This is a very lovely and smart boy. He is in the fifth grade now, but I don’t 
know what he wants to do as his work. We have never spent enough time 
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together. But I would like him to become a lawyer, I see his future very bright. 
I want him to be a good man, a very respectable person. He should be very good 
to his wife. And kind to other people as well.  

 

Our children shouldn’t be like us in the future. We saw all types of things in the 
war that we were not supposed to see. So I want my children’s future to be 
bright. Let them do something reasonable in the future. 
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Hope is not gone altogether. I feel that as long as I’m young, I still have a positive life 
ahead of me. So that is the reason I decided to go to school. No matter if the 
conditions will be hard and what have you—I must go to school. The world we 
now live is filled with competition. So I decided that life ahead of me will be 
better tomorrow, and for that reason I should go to school. At least to help my 
child.



 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

                                                           
112 Liberian proverb. 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 



 A LITTLE RAIN EACH DAY WILL FILL THE RIVERS 215 

 



216 HOPE IS NOT GONE ALTOGETHER  



 A LITTLE RAIN EACH DAY WILL FILL THE RIVERS 217 

 

The intellectual's representations, his or her articulations of a cause or idea to 
society, are not meant primarily to fortify ego or celebrate status. Nor are they 
principally intended for service within powerful bureaucracies and with generous 
employers. Intellectual representations are the activity itself, dependent on a kind 
of consciousness that is sceptical, engaged, unremittingly devoted to rational 
investigation and moral judgement; and this puts the individual on record and 
on the line. Knowing how to use language well and knowing when to intervene 
in language are two essential features of intellectual action. 
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Warscapes as contrapuntal environments 

                                                           
113 Some of the researchers indicated here might possibly prefer to be called with some 
other terminology. Therefore, it is necessary to emphasise that the ‘labelling’ here is 
performed by the author herself. 
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