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As these case studies will show, these groups after the war did not re-emerge only once, for a 

single purpose and task. These groups constantly adapt, by taking on new tasks and changing 

their purpose, depending on the current security political situation in Liberia and the motives 

of actors within the Liberian elite who are looking to use their services. The case studies will 

show how the leaders within post-war rebel networks (often, but not always, former rebel 

commanders) can navigate among the elite and individual influential actors to find new roles 

and tasks for ex-combatants and informal security groups emerging from their networks, 

highlighting their adaptive capacity. I will, for example, present post-war rebel networks 

involved in the provision of local informal security for individuals and communities (such as 

vigilantism), while showing how members of the same network, due to the connections of 

their leader, later could re-emerged as informal security providers during the 2011 elections. 

The case studies will show how post-war rebel networks have been involved in informal 

security provision due to political or commercial interests, but also how they are maintained 

for social reasons. Taking a point of departure in several examples from these case studies, I 

will suggest that moving from perpetrator to protector, no matter how contradictory it may 

sound, might often be a natural progression for ex-combatants, given the opportunity. 

 

Methodology  

This dissertation relies upon empirical material from fieldwork in Liberia, mainly concentrated 

in the capital Monrovia in Montserrado County and the area and villages around the rubber 

plantation in Bomi and Grand Cape Mount Counties. Fieldwork for this qualitative analysis was 

conducted in different periods normally of one to two months at a time between 2009 and 

2013. The most important contribution to this material is original data consisting of in-depth 

and unstructured interviews that I carried out with Liberian ex-combatants, but the analysis 

also draws upon interviews and private discussions I had with other Liberians without a 

combatant past, UN and humanitarian workers in the country, and more general field 

observations. In this section I will present the empirical material in more detail as well as the 

research design by discussing the selection of the Liberian case, specific case studies and by 

















  27  
  

following these specific informants we will be able to see examples of when an ex-combatant 

identity can both be beneficial and a burden. Among my informants there is a significant 

difference in how well these men have managed to use their ex-combatant status in order to 

find employment and an accepted social position post-war. This makes them interesting from 

a methodological perspective, as we can compare how, for example, different choices, skills 

and political connections make ex-combatants attached to post-war rebel networks more or 

less successful.  

 

Among my six informants with a combatant past, as many as five have been rebel commanders 

for periods during the wars. This has been a strategic methodological choice for this study. I 

have chosen to mainly focus on commanders due to their special position in relation to post-

war rebel networks. Former rebel commanders may have the advantage of having secured 

important connections both to elite actors as well as foot soldiers during times of war that can 

prove useful post-war. A different approach, based on ex-combatant narratives from the 

perspective of mainly foot soldiers would of course also had provided us with valuable 

information on ex-combatants within post-war rebel networks. Yet, in this dissertation I 

wanted to capture the unique positions former commanders can have within these networks, 

both as gate-keepers to, and mobilisers of, such networks, and the special dynamics generated 

from these actors. By focusing on their stories specifically I believe, due to their unique 

position within these networks, that we will have a better chance of understanding what post-

war rebel networks look like, how they function, and how actors at different societal levels 

benefit from them. A comparative approach, where the positions of former commanders and 

foot soldiers are measured against each other in order to, for example, compare advantages 

and disadvantages of an ex-combatant identity, depending on positioning within post-war 

rebel networks, would be an interesting theme for future studies.  

 

All of my main informants are men. Considering the fact that many combatants during the war 

were women and girls, this might seem odd. However, among the post-war rebel networks I 

have conducted research on, very few women have been visible. I discuss in more detail why 

this is so and what this could be an indicator of in chapter six.  
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Ethical considerations and security concerns  

I started to work on this thesis in early 2011 and conducted field research in Liberia during 

September and October the same year. However, this was not my first period of fieldwork in 

Liberia or within these networks. Between 2009 and 2013 I have had the opportunity, through 

a number of research trips, normally spending one to two months in the country each time, 

to focus my research on different types of informal security groups. These groups relied 

mainly, or in part, on former rebel structures. They were based both in the capital Monrovia 

and other parts of the country. As I returned for my field research in 2011, many of my 

informants had gotten to know me over the years, and I believe that they therefore found it 

easier to trust me, allowing me an insight into their everyday lives and activities and access to 

their wider networks. Even though I have not had the opportunity to spend longer than a 

month or two at the time with my informants, I do believe that my repeated interactions with 

them over the years have strengthened the reliability of the information I have been given. I 

have had the possibility to compare information given to me at different points in time, but 

even more importantly, I believe that my informants find it more worthwhile to interact with 

me given that I have followed them for a longer period of time. Although I am still an outsider, 

it has made me less of a stranger.  

 

My earlier interactions with some of these networks also made it possible for me to reflect 

upon developments over time and on how important political events, such as the Presidential 

elections of 2011, affected the dynamics of their activities and interactions. It has also given 

me the opportunity to examine what happens to the post-war rebel networks and the ex-

combatants within them when there are no important political events or security assignments 

to be mobilised for. It has allowed me to follow and interview my informants in times that 

have been good as well as bad. I believe that the continuity of my field research over a number 

of years is an important, and quite rare, contribution when it comes to understanding not only 

post-war rebel networks and the reality for ex-combatants post-war, but also the wider 

context of security, and political instability in a post-war country several years after peace was 

declared.  
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combatant identity can be compatible with that of being a post-war informal security 

provider. Or in other words how, and to what extent, the perception of an ex-combatant can 

be transformed from being that of a perpetrator to that of a protector.           
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From rebel soldiers to ex-combatants 

No one knows exactly how many they were, the men and women who fought in the many 

rebel factions in the Liberian civil wars. Some moved from one rebel movement to another, 

some laid down their weapons when the first war came to a halt in 1996, only to take up arms 

again as violence resumed in 1999. Some even avoided the whole disarmament, 

demobilisation, rehabilitation and reintegration process that followed the official end of the 

war in 2003. Others enlisted as combatants in the DDRR process even though they might not 

have had that status, due to the benefits offered. According to the official numbers given by 

the UN, by November 2004, when the disarmament and demobilisation phase ended, 103,019 

persons had been disarmed.89 No matter the exact numbers, the Liberian wars, which 

according to popular estimations may have taken between 60,000 and 200,000 lives, created 

a large category of Liberians referred to as ex-combatants. In order to specifically understand 

the ex-combatants who have remained active in post-war rebel networks, their lives and 

opportunities (and lack of such) after the peace agreement had been signed need to be 

analysed.  

 

I will not go into detail on the Liberian civil wars here, except for a brief description, and I do 

not attempt to examine root causes and political developments during the course of wars 

either; that has been done elsewhere.90 Instead, my focus here will be on post-war Liberia and 

the transition from rebel soldiers to ex-combatants active in post-war rebel networks which 

some of these Liberians went through.  

 

A brief history of the Liberian wars  

The first Liberian civil war began on Christmas Eve in 1989 when Charles Taylor and a group of 

about 150 rebel soldiers, known as the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL), entered the 

                                                      
89 National Commission on Disarmament, Demobilization, Rehabilitation and Reintegration (NCDDRR), DDDRR Consolidated 
Report Phase 1, 2 & 3, 2005. 
90 For a more detailed discussion on the Liberian civil wars see for example; Adebajo, 2002, Ellis, 1999, Moran, 2006, Reno, 
1999, Sawyer, 2005.  
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and because there is a great risk of impunity if these actors decide to take the law into their 

own hands.  

 

The motives for formal security institutions and authorities to see the continued presence of 

post-war rebel networks as an advantage might not be so obvious. But as theories on 

vigilantism explain, formal and informal security institutions often co-exist when state 

capacity is low. In such instances, formal authorities can call upon informal actors unofficially 

to act as security providers, or to cooperate with formal security providers to strengthen their 

capacity to protect ordinary citizens. Yet, the increasing delegitimization of formal institutions, 

as well as impunity and mob violence, are believed to be among the risks these actors must 

take into consideration when using informal security providing networks. 

 

For the political and economic elite there are often hidden motives for promoting the 

continued existence of post-war rebel networks. Officially a government, and in this case the 

Liberian one, would argue that they would do anything in their power to break up wartime 

networks as there are great risks of continued violence, or even renewed violence, if these 

networks are not abandoned and the ex-combatants are not reintegrated. But as the case 

studies of this dissertation will show, there can be both political and financial gains to be made 

for these actors by unofficially utilising post-war rebel networks. The forthcoming chapters 

will reveal, for example, how the political and financial elite made financial gains by their 

unofficial cooperation with the post-war rebel network that had taken over one of the most 

important rubber plantations in Liberia, while they officially struggled at the same time to 

evict the ex-combatants from the plantation. Later, when the ex-combatants were finally 

removed from the command of the plantation the management continued to use them as 

informal security providers, both due to their capacity for intimidation (as other workers could 

be threatened into carry out their job even when the management failed to pay them), and 

due to their skill and knowledge in security and protection in general. Another example 

provided in this dissertation reveals how such networks can be used to mobilise votes, show 

force or simply as personal bodyguards for the elite. But beyond these examples, we will see 
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consequences of the neighbouring wars as hundreds of thousands refugees throughout much 

of the 1990s fled the violence across the Guinean borders. As we shall see, President Conté 

and the political and military elite were also actively involved in these wars. As a result of their 

taking sides against Taylor, incursions on Guinean soil were one of the results that became a 

reality for Conté and the Guinean population. By following the young Liberian men in this 

chapter, through this time of war and crisis, we will move across West African borders and 

discover how the mobility of the rebels, in addition to the antagonisms, or loyalties, between 

the ruling political actors in the region, entangled the conflicts to such a degree that it was 

impossible to tell where one stopped and the other one began or whether the different 

conflicts in fact just were one great West African war, with different battlefields.    

 

The logic behind post-war rebel networks and how individual ex-combatants like Michael, 

Simon and Jacob,111 on the one hand, and the Liberian political and financial elite, on the 

other, made strategic use of these structures following the end of the war is at the very centre 

of analysis in this thesis and will be highlighted in the subsequent chapters. We will follow 

these networks as illegal plantation occupiers, informal security providers, neighbourhood 

vigilantes and security forces mobilised for the Liberian presidential elections. Each case will 

give us further insights into why these structures simply did not vanish with the end of the 

war, how they function and why they have become so relevant in the post-war context. 

However, the post-war rebel networks were in these cases not used in their capacity as 

combatants, or with any obvious attempt at renewed warfare. The use of the very same 

networks in this chapter differs. The young Liberian men and their network of former rebels, 

became valuable to regional elites specifically due to their combatant past and their readiness 

to be used in warfare, as soon as the first Liberian civil war had come to an end, in a still 

turbulent time of violence and crisis in West Africa. As we shall see, the on-going war in 

neighbouring Sierra Leone, the crisis in Guinea, and the instability in the whole Mano River 

                                                      
111 This chapter was written based on several interviews and conversations with Michael, Simon and Jacob during periods of 
fieldwork in Liberia between 2009 and 2013. My first meeting with Simon was in 2009, while my first meeting with Michael 
was in 2011. However, Michael is the one of my three informants mentioned in this chapter whom I have had the most 
frequent contact with during the years. Jacob and I met for the first time in 2013.  
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war rebel networks have been used specifically in their capacity as combatants, as mobile 

warring networks with the ability to be used in a wider context of regional conflict. Themnér, 

in his research on why some communities of ex-combatants re-engage in organised violence 

while others do not, argues that there is an increased risk for renewed organised violence if 

the ex-combatant community is remarginalised after the arrival of peace due to a lack of 

political influence, personal security or economic assistance. He also notes, however, that 

such re-engagement in organised violence often requires the involvement of domestic and 

regional elites, as well as lower-level actors such as local politicians, communal leaders or 

former mid-level commanders who can serve as a link between the elite and the ex-

combatants.151 This assumption is well in line with the reasoning in this chapter. One of the 

main and overall arguments of this thesis is, as discussed, that post-war rebel networks tend 

to linger long after peace agreements have been signed and despite DDR initiatives. However, 

contrary to what is often assumed, and usually taken as a given, I argue that the maintenance 

of post-war rebel structures is not necessarily a bad thing or a threat to lasting peace. Of 

course, it can be, but such a negative development where networks of ex-combatants are used 

for renewed warfare never occurs without the involvement of elite actors, and substantial 

financial resources. If this happens, lingering networks can, have a great and devastating 

impact on the development of conflict within a large regional context, as we have seen in this 

chapter. 

 

- A regional war with regional warriors? 

Hoffman notes that accounts of the wars in Liberia, Sierra Leone, as well as the periods of 

violence in Guinea, often explore the influence of one conflict on another but that they are 

more rarely treated as the same war. Hoffman questions this. In his analysis of warfare in the 

Mano River region, he focuses on the seminal role that border-crossing and movement played 

in this context, referring to movements of personnel, war materiel, financing, plunder, 

refugees, tactics, ideas etc.152 And as Reno has pointed out in his analysis of the wider 

interstate political contexts of this (or these) wars, regional politics of personal alliance shaped 

                                                      
151 Themnér, 2011, p. 7. 
152 Hoffman, 2011, p. 27.  
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structured way of mobilising and organising its troops, to a great extent consisting of Liberian 

post-war rebel networks with high-level Guinean support. 
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For the Liberian ex-combatants I have followed, before, during and after the elections, the use 

of their wartime rebel structures has become a way to access the informal employment 

market in post-war Liberia. They are also valuable as labour; as was seen from the way they 

were used during the 2011 elections. They can use their skills in security learned during the 

war, they are potentially violent and they can be rather influential and very efficient in 

mobilising support for their candidate, as their networks are often large and loyal to former 

commanders. I would therefore argue that for many ex-combatants, in order to find 

employment, it thereby becomes strategically important to preserve, rather than abandon 

wartime rebel structures. Meanwhile, as developments during this election process are yet 

another example of, for the Liberian political elite, the reintegration of ex-combatants and the 

dissolution of post-war rebel structures, contrary to the official approach and statements, 

would be counter-productive, as the networks of ex-combatants are useful for their own 

political and financial interests. As could be seen during the 2011 Liberian elections, a mutual 

dependence between the elite and the ex-combatants still existed even eight years after the 

war had been declared over. And during events like these, this mutual dependence becomes 

even more visible. Nonetheless, the stakes are incredibly high for the ex-combatants when 

they take sides in political events such as elections. While this can be an opportunity to 

sometimes even gain formal employment, it may also end disastrously, as survival in Liberia 

in many ways is connected to having the right connections to the political elite.   

 

- The 2011 Liberian elections - a wartime logic?  

The disbandment of rebel structures is commonly considered vital, due the general view that 

ex-combatants in lingering rebel structures constitute an imminent security risk with the 

potential to drive a post-conflict country back into warfare. However, in the 2011 Liberian 

elections, the use of post-war rebel networks was not necessarily contributing to a risk of 

renewed war. In fact, I would suggest that the involvement of post-war rebel networks during 

the election process could possibly have had conflict-mitigating effects, as the elections gave 

many ex-combatants some sort of employment opportunity, albeit informally. Furthermore, 

there were no signs of any remobilisation to new rebel factions during the elections. As 





  152  
  

networks were trained and capable of violence and warfare. Used in the wrong way by the 

political elite or other financially powerful and influential actors, they are potentially 

dangerous to future stability and peace in Liberia. There is no doubt that the Liberian political 

elite were playing a dangerous game with their strategic use of post-war rebel structures and 

that democracy was far from stable in the country. 
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7. Conclusion  

 

This dissertation places itself within a growing body of literature on post-war Liberia, but more 

specifically on ex-combatants post-war, in Liberia and beyond. The DDR literature, both 

academic and policy-oriented, has been particularly occupied with the complexity of the 

challenges that ex-combatants, and the society they are returning to after war, are faced with. 

But as the failures to successfully break down former rebel networks and reintegrate ex-

combatants into civil society have been many, the focus in recent years has been on how to 

improve the practice of DDR for better and more long-lasting results. Special attention has 

especially been devoted to the complexity of one of the three components in particular: 

reintegration. While disarmament and demobilisation have been considered to be more 

short-term processes involving mainly technical challenges, reintegration has been identified 

by contrast as the maybe most vital, and difficult, component when it comes to turning 

combatants into civilians. The research for this thesis has taken a different approach. As a first 

theme in this concluding chapter, I will therefore discuss what I call the reintegration paradox. 

I will argue that demobilisation of former rebel groups is much more than a technical 

procedure and is much more complicated than is often assumed. As this thesis has shown, 

rebel networks in practice can easily remain mobilised long after their initial rebel group has 

been dissolved, while individual members of these post-war rebel networks may in fact be 

much more reintegrated into civil society than is often understood.  Secondly, I will discuss 

the demobilisation dilemma that arises from this paradox. Findings from the thesis will be 

summarised in relation to a wider discussion on why failures or successes to demobilise ex-

combatants have had less to do with the practice of DDR than is generally recognised. I argue 

instead that the fundamental question should be whether there in fact exists a will, or even a 

need, for former rebel networks to stay active and mobilised, even though there are no wars 

to be fought in post-conflict societies. 

 

In this dissertation I have aimed to shed light on the relevance of post-war rebel networks in 

Liberia. But, as we shall discover in the next theme of this chapter, which I call post-war rebel 

networks in Liberia and beyond, this is not only a Liberian phenomenon. In this section I 
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state and civil and military, Christensen shows how ex-militias in Sierra Leone morph into 

security contractors in Iraq, or are mobilised into militarised networks in other parts of West 

Africa. Christensen examines processes of mobilisation of militarised networks in Sierra Leone 

that are less visible and take place in the shadows. She makes an important point when she 

argues that shadow soldiering is not a marginal phenomenon, taking place in situations of 

armed conflict and open warfare. It is also a peacetime phenomenon that is becoming 

increasingly central in the context of security outsourcing and militarisation in a global 

economy.282 Acknowledging that networks of ex-militias can be engaged for both violent as 

well as non-violent purposes, Christensen focuses on violent forms of labouring in which male 

ex-militias engage, and particularly their mobilisation into militarised networks. By doing so 

Christensen illuminates how the post-war networks have transformed into political task forces 

and presidential guards, have become regional mercenaries and have been engaged in 

international security contracting for private and military companies in Iraq.  

 

An important similarity to the Liberian post-war rebel networks I have followed in this thesis 

is that the networks of ex-militias that Christensen follows merge in a similar manner from 

one constellation of shadow soldiering to another over time in their struggle for survival, 

sometimes bringing them closer to their aspirations, while at other times, a step further 

away.283 As chapter four demonstrates, taking sides and letting oneself be mobilised for an 

informal security group during an election in Liberia will either have fortunate or disastrous 

consequences for my informants in a winner-takes-all context as post-war settings can be. 

While the examples Christensen presents of post-war mobilisation of ex-militias have mainly 

emerged in order to be used in zones of renewed warfare (with the exception of the case 

study of the mobilisation of ex-militias during the general elections in Sierra Leone), my own 

research provides only one example of post-war rebel networks used for this purpose. Instead, 

I have mainly focused on the mobilisation of informal security groups from post-war rebel 

networks in times of peace, or post-war. By doing so I hope to contribute to the understanding 

of the less visible continued mobilisation of wartime networks that is still security-related but 

                                                      
282 Ibid., p. 5. 
283 Ibid. p. 9. 
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not connected to renewed warfare, which remains an under-researched area that clearly 

would benefit from future in-depth research on these mechanisms.  

 

I would argue that post-war rebel networks must be understood as a peacetime phenomenon 

to a higher extent than they are today. What my case studies show is that the need, and the 

will, to keep such networks mobilised does not automatically vanish with the end of war. In 

other words, the continued existence of post-war rebel networks is not primarily a token of 

forces seeking to sustain war or start renewed warfare. Post-war rebel networks are powerful 

tools for warfare that can be, and are, from time to time used for such purposes. But as this 

thesis has provided examples of, individuals within post-war rebel networks are not 

necessarily part of them because they are interested in taking up arms once again. This might 

be an important alternative for them but we should not assume that this is naturally their first-

hand choice. Ex-combatants linger in these networks because they provide them with their 

most likely opportunity for livelihood, as such networks might open up doors for temporary 

employment such as informal security assignments. It would not make sense for an ex-

combatant in a severely marginalised post-war setting to abandon his perhaps most important 

network when there are so few other opportunities. For this reason, post-war rebel networks 

cannot be understood simply as a threat to peace. They can be dangerous tools for actors 

seeking to conduct warfare and violent operations, but they can also be the very structures 

that keep ex-combatants away from conflict and provide some sort of stability following the 

end of war. 

 

A similar conclusion has been drawn by Utas, Themnér and Lindberg in the Liberian case, as 

they argue that collaboration between governing elites and ex-commanders and their 

informal networks can in fact be central to the promotion of peace and stability. By using 

commanders as brokers for socio-economic services, elites can reach ex-combatants they 

would otherwise have difficulty accessing to distribute support such as money, food, 

scholarships and employment, but also information and political influence. In return, elites 

can secure loyalty that consequently will lead to stability, which is key in a successful post-war 

environment, they argue. Such collaboration can help the reintegration of ex-combatants into 
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remain within post-war rebel networks, contrary to what often is argued, not for sentimental 

reasons, in other words not because the ex-combatant identity in itself is something they are 

proud of and wish to preserve for such purposes. Neither is it because the ex-combatants are 

primarily seeking yet another war to fight. Ex-combatants are part of these structures due to 

their potential to provide a livelihood. The post-war rebel networks can provide a social and 

economic safety net where few other opportunities are available. The post-war identity as an 

ex-combatant thereby becomes important for the individuals within such networks, and it 

entails advantages as well as disadvantages. Negative perceptions are clearly attached to the 

ex-combatant identity, perceptions that are not easily escaped. Ex-combatants are seen as 

violent and unpredictable. And for some the stigmatisation has been too much to bear. For 

them, hiding their combatant past has been the only way of coping. But for my informants, 

the ex-combatant identity, despite the difficulties ensuing from being categorised as an ex-

combatant, has been the factor that has granted them access to work opportunities. Working 

with informal security may not be what most of them dream of, but with a background as a 

rebel it is within this field they seem to have the most realistic opportunities for making a 

living. The ex-combatant identity is important because in a marginalised post-war society you 

need to play with what you have. For these individuals a mere civilian identity, even though 

this would imply less risk of stigmatisation, would not be beneficial from a livelihood 

perspective. The ex-combatant identity is, therefore, for better or for worse, the very element 

that may provide individuals in post-war rebel networks with a role in civil society and enable 

a transformation in which they are seen to have evolved from perpetrators to protectors.                                                                         

 

 

  
























