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Editor’s Note
Liberia is being restored. Liberians rightly 
understand that peace, reconciliation, and 
reconstruction are essential to their demo-
cratic experiment, economic recovery, and 
lasting prosperity. It is widely heralded that 
the rise of democracy, accountable govern-
ments, and better economic policies, the eas-
ing of the debt crises, improved relationships 
with the international community, modern 
technologies, and new leadership will bring 
about fundamental changes in African soci-
eties. These changes are taking shape in Libe-
ria and transforming the country.

Liberia is experiencing a period of rela-
tive peace. Its citizens are learning what it 
means to participate in and be governed by a 
democracy. The government is strengthening 
the protection of civil liberties and political 
freedoms not as a matter of benevolence but 
as fact and law. Liberian leaders recognize 
that the rule of law must govern the creation 
and enactment of policies and changes in 
government. This commitment to the rule of 
law is the basis for making Liberia a peace-
ful and stable place that is suitable for human 
flourishing. 

Such changes, however, are not accom-
plished overnight. Time is required to repair 
the damage done by generations of misrule 
and to establish a strong foundation for the 
future. Growth and change is not a matter of 
flipping a switch that may be simply turned 
on and off. The rebirth of a society requires 
transformation in the hearts and lives of 
its people. And with people, change always 
takes time. Even Lee Kuan Yew, that great 
Singaporean model of efficiency and good 
order, acknowledged this about national 
development. At its essence, development 
is about growth in knowledge, understand-
ing, and behavior, in short being, that brings 
about human flourishing.

This issue of Marketplace Liberia reflects 
on and explores topics related to my trip to 
Liberia in the fall of 2012. The first article is 
a personal reflection, a kind of travelogue, 
observing changes in Liberia, the work 
and progress of Isoko’s partners in Liberia, 

growth in national and personal leadership, 
political and metropolitan development, Li-
beria’s citizenship law, and other issues that I 
encountered and discussed in Liberia. At the 
same time, it also includes contemplations 
on the development, meaning, and purpose 
of human society.

Maavi A. Norman, a colleague and 
friend, has contributed the article, “Leader-
ship Matters,” which builds and expands on 
what I observed in Liberia during my visit.  

A third work, “Comments to the Con-
stitution Review Committee,” is taken from 
a memorandum to that committee in Libe-
ria. It deals with certain aspect of Liberia’s 
citizenship law and the movement to declare 
Liberia a Christian State. The full text of this 
document is published in the Liberian Stud-
ies Journal. Staying on the theme of law, we 
have included a brief review of a recent com-
mentary written by David Williams and Li-
berian legal scholar Jallah A. Barbu regarding 
Liberian law since the founding of the repub-
lic in 1847.  

Andrew Falk, a Sagamore Institute Senior 
Fellow, has contributed an article exploring 
the possibilities of solar power and batteries 
as alternative sources of energy in Liberia. 

This issue closes with my article on Chi-
na’s Role in African Agriculture. While it is 
true that the future of Liberia and sub-Saha-
ran Africa is in the hands of its own people, 
these countries must continue to partner 
with the international community to sustain 
their national development. No man – and 
no country – is an island. A version of this 
article is published in Bridges Africa, a pub-
lication of the Center of International Trade 
in Switzerland. We believe that Africa should 
sagely and proactively engage China and not 
just let China “happen” to Africa.   

Signed,

Donald L. Cassell, Jr.
Senior Fellow, ISOKO Institute   
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Visit to Liberia: October-November 2012
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute

The sweet old days recalled revive our joys...
-  Tang Dynasty Poet

In connection with my ISOKO Insti-
tute research portfolio, I visited Libe-
ria in the fall of 2012. My goals were 
to strengthen and expand our devel-
oping partnerships with individuals 
and institutions in both the public and 
private sectors there and to promote, 
refine and deepen our research agenda 
regarding the role of the private sector 
in international development. But the 
visit was also personal in that Liberia 
is my home country.

The flight to Liberia was uneventful 
and pleasant. I reviewed a fourteen 
page special report on India in The 
Economist magazine during my travel 
time. India has growing links with Li-
beria and is one of its major investors, 
perhaps second only to China. Indian 
corporations make great organiza-
tions; its ArcelorMittal, the steel giant, 

is investing in Liberia. But India’s 
experiment with democracy makes 
democracy unattractive; their inter-
minable debates grind the machinery 
of government to a halt. Yet, I am not 
sure how else the sub-continent could 
be governed in light of its complexities 
and the great diversity of its people 
and their multiple ways of being in the 
world. Because of the moral and phil-
osophical necessity of human freedom 
under law, however, it is encouraging 
that there are many functioning forms 
of democracy.

I arrived safely at Roberts Interna-
tional Airport a few miles outside of 
Monrovia. This airport was built by 
the United States government during 
World War II. Its integrity was greatly 
compromised during the civil war, but 
it is now on the mend, as is so much 

Monrovia’s Busy Streets
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else in Liberia today.

Attitudes in Liberia have also changed 
for the better. In 1994 when I visited, 
Liberia was a very violent and threat-
ening place to be; an educated person 
was suspect in that environment and 
for good reasons. My movement 
around town then was with stealth, re-
stricted and careful. By 2006, Liberia 
was changing, but there was still an air 
of caution and carefulness. This time, 
the people were unabashedly friendly, 
perhaps too friendly, with a much 
greater sense of security, purpose 
and hope. This demeanor is closer 
to the kindliness and beauty of the 
people I remember from my youth. 
At the port of entry, I was graciously 
and professionally welcomed into the 
country, being also warmly received 
by my brother and his young son. In 
the international terminal I noticed 
many foreign visitors going through 
customs. The international commu-
nity is returning to Liberia, which is a 
good thing.  

I was happy to be home again. Even 
after many years of living in the 
United States and visiting both Europe 
and Asia, and appreciating their great-
ness, Liberia still has a stronger pull 
on my heart than any other place in 
the world. Its influence on me, though 
shorter in duration and a much less 
developed place to be, has neverthe-
less been more formidable. This depth 
of influence may be attributable to 
the depth of my ancestral connection 
to the place and to having lived there 
during my formative and impression-
able years.

 I resided primarily with my brother 
and his family in the small city of 
Brewerville, a few miles outside of 

Monrovia. In contrast to Monrovia, 
Brewerville is less crowded, busy and 
noisy, and more residential and peace-
ful. It is not far from heavily forested 
areas. I remember when we were 
little children: adults would point to 
animal tracks early in the morning 
as evidence that a leopard had been 
roaming the grounds in the dark of 
night. I am not sure how true that 
was, for we were little and gullible. 
But my brother tells me now that no 
one says this anymore, not even in jest 
with little children. Brewerville, while 
still small compared to Monrovia, has 
nonetheless grown much larger than 
when we were children. And the leop-
ards, if ever there were some in the 
nearby forest, have been driven deeper 
into the forest with the expansion of 
human habitation.  

Monrovia is the business hub of the 
country. I did most of my business 
there in an old restaurant and hotel 
that has been there since my youth, 
across the street from where I lived 
growing up in the city center. It used 
to be called the El Mansion. I was 
told that it was even managed by a 
Spanish couple. Incredibly, the place 
was not destroyed in the civil war and 
remains in operation today under 
different management with the rather 
prosaic name of Hotel Monrovia. I 
was so bold as to suggest to the new 
management that they go back to the 
old name. They did not accept my 
suggestion, perhaps knowing that it 
was only nostalgic and sentimental. 
I used the place as a sort of office for 
meeting people and for access to the 
internet. This was very helpful, though 
the Wi-Fi could be down for days at 
a time for any number of reasons, 
including severe weather conditions. I 
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remain thankful for this little conve-
nience. I also had internet access in 
Brewerville. This was good as I was 
able to accomplish so much more then 
I had anticipated.    

Monrovia has become overgrown and 
is bursting at the seams. When I grew 
up there, the city may have comprised 
no more than 150,000 persons. Now 
there may be upwards of a million 
people living in the city proper with 
an additional 500,000 in the sur-
rounding areas. Nearly half of Liberia 
lives in Monrovia. For the most part 
all of this growth has come about 
since 1980, and the growth intensi-
fied during the civil war. The war has 
been over for about ten years, but 
the people have not returned to their 
villages, towns and cities. Big city life 
has gotten into their blood. They may 
never go back to their old homes.

Largely because of the war and politi-
cal upheaval, the city infrastructure 
has not kept pace with the popula-
tion increase. The growth could not 
be managed under those conditions. 
But with the return of normalcy to 
Liberia, there are many signs that city 
planning has begun anew. Develop-
ment has returned to the city and even 
in its current condition, the city has 
about it an air of vigor and renewal. 
Liberia is on the move again.                      

I spent the first few days meeting with 
various scholars and thought leaders 
as well as members of civil society, 
non-profit, business, religious and 
educational institutions. The focus 
of these meetings focused on green 
energy, integrity and ethics in leader-
ship, the Liberian Constitution, gover-
nance, education, and philanthropy.

During that first week, Mrs. Christine 
Norman, one of ISOKO’s development 
partners, invited me to a small formal 
reception held at Monrovia City Hall, 
a well-maintained and well-managed 
public facility. The evening’s reception 
brought together a group of distin-
guished Liberians, mostly alumni of 
the Pointman Leadership Institute, 
an international leadership training 
institute stressing character, ethics, 
and integrity in leadership, public or 
private. Many toasts were made at the 
reception as Liberians love to make 
toasts, reminding me of where I devel-
oped my love for the toast.

On average, I have visited Liberia once 
every four years since I left in 1980. 
And it is inspiring to see how many 
Liberians have borne the personal 
and national tragedy that has become 
their lot. Many have made peace with 
all the ill fortunes and many evils that 
have befallen them and their families. 
Notwithstanding the work still to 
be done in peace and reconciliation, 
many Liberians have forgiven and 
become reconciled and are moving 
on with their lives. They are making 
meaningful positive contributions 
to Liberia’s renewal and national 
development. Mrs. Christine Norman, 
a daughter of the assassinated former 
President William Tolbert, is a case 
in point, and as a result a source of 
encouragement to many who still suf-
fer psychologically and physically the 
enormities of the civil unrest.

The next day I was privileged to attend 
a one-day leadership training seminar 
conducted by Pointman. This time it 
was attended by members of the Mon-
rovia business professional commu-
nity. It was a full house hosted by Mrs. 
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Norman. She is at the forefront of the 
efforts to develop good leadership in 
Liberia (see the article, Leadership 
Matters in this issue). Pointman has 
been active in Liberia since the civil 
war ended. Indeed, the reduction in 
Liberia’s corruption index is not mere-
ly the result of proper law enforce-
ment, but also of proper instruction in 
ethics and integrity, a case of speaking 
softly while carrying a big stick. This 
reduction in the corruption index is a 
good example of public-private effort 
to achieve a common good.

I was also fortunate to meet with 
a committee working on national 
leadership development in Monrovia. 
The meeting focused on develop-
ing a national leadership policy with 
an emphasis on ethics and integrity, 
with an administrative structure (a 
secretariat) to house this policy initia-
tive. This proved to be a very profit-
able meeting. The committee hopes 
to enshrine their efforts into law, and 
so would like to structure the na-
tional leadership policy into a bill for 
submission to the Liberian legislature 
for passage into law. All of my study 
and reflection on a fellowship or 
leadership workshop program were 
very profitable in this situation. The 
secretariat work that we discussed will 
include the development of a fellow-
ship program, widespread teaching 
on character-based leadership, and a 
yearly publication to further extend its 
reach in the country. I am hopeful that 
the secretariat will come to be. There 
are plans afoot to expand the delibera-
tions to include a larger group and a 
broader cross-section from Liberian 
society. I understand these efforts 
have since stumbled at this level, but 
still have traction otherwise.  

So much good work is being done on 
developing good leadership. I talked 
with a Liberian Christian ministry 
leader, Mr. Amos Harris, whose focus 
is on Liberian leaders in government 
(executive, legislative, and judiciary), 
civil society, business/professional and 
non-profit sectors. Mr. Harris told 
me that his organization ministers to 
these leaders as whole persons, deal-
ing not only with their professional 
and official lives, but also with their 
personal, family, and spiritual lives. 
The individual is but a microcosm of 
the larger world; therefore, for change 
to be effective, it must begin with the 
individual. The individual matters 
very much. In the course of our con-
versation, I was pleasantly surprised 
to learn that Mr. Harris has two older 
sisters in Indianapolis, both of whom I 
know quite well. The reach of Liberia’s 
diaspora is extensive indeed.

Liberians are engaged in a lively 
conversation about a movement to 
declare the country a Christian State. 
From a Western perspective, this is 
antiquated debate. Of course, inter-
nationally, the idea of a religious state 
remains a hotly contested one. The 
Liberian effort at its core seems to be a 
quest for an official legal acknowledg-
ment of Liberia’s Christian missionary 
roots at its founding. Liberia’s 1847 
constitution, the constitution of the 
first republic which lasted until 1980, 
makes an overt reference to the coun-
try’s Christian roots, but makes no 
formal declaration of a Christian state 
(see the article, Comments to Liberian 
Constitution Review Committee, in 
this issue). Of course, this can become 
a fairly complicated matter since 
Liberia has a 15% Islamic population. 
This much is simple though: Love is 



9www.isoko-institute.org

best manifested in deeds rather than 
words.

The meeting on green energy centered 
on the combined use of solar panel 
and lithium batteries for the electrifi-
cation of single family homes. This is 
Sagamore Institute Senior Fellow John 
Waters’ research interest, and my role 
was primarily mediatory. The Liberian 
businessmen with whom I was meet-
ing nevertheless took me seriously 
and worked very hard to hammer out 
a letter of intent. I hope that they are 
duly rewarded in time for their labor. 
If all goes well, this could be very 
good for Liberia and for everyone 
involved. It could be as consequential 
as the cell phone, though I do not 
think that it is capable of rending the 
electrical utility authority redundant. 
It is rather an alternative energy 
model most helpful to single family 
homes. It could be a win-win situation 
for everyone.

Liberia is seriously considering 
renovating and expanding the John F. 
Kennedy Medical Center in Monro-
via. The Center is a 500 bed teaching 
hospital that was built in the early 
1970s. This appears to be part of a 
larger effort at advancing the educa-
tion of healthcare providers, strength-
ening healthcare service, and improv-
ing facilities in the country. Indiana 
University, along with other interna-
tional partners has been integral to 
this effort. As an architect, I was able 
to tour the facilities and assess the 
infrastructure needs. 

I was caught in the middle of another 
public debate about dual citizenship 
status for Liberia. Many Liberians are 
faced with this difficulty because of 
the late civil unrest. They left Liberia 

by force of circumstance and thus 
became citizens of other countries. 
Now that peace has come, in no small 
part as a result of their efforts even 
as war was wage, they would like to 
return home and become active par-
ticipants of the restorative process and 
national development. For most of 
them, returning home is not subtrac-
tive, denying what they have become 
and acquired, but additive, building 
upon what they have acquired aboard, 
including their rights of citizenship 
in their adopted countries, for the 
good of themselves and Liberia as she 
rebuilds. The present law, however, 
limits the participation of the dias-
pora by flatly denying dual citizenship 
status without any recourse. It is hard 
to see how this could be profitable to 
Liberia’s national development. There 
is a strong movement to change this 
law, but it is not without a seemingly 
equally determined opposition. This 
may be a classic case where the law ac-
tually impedes development and does 
not actively encourage it. I am happy 
to say that President Johnson-Sirleaf 
appreciates this difference. The debate 
centers around the so-called threats 
that the returnees might pose in the 
quest for jobs, resources and business 
opportunities. Overlooked in this 
controversy is the unprecedented op-
portunities provided by the returnees 
in closing the capacity gap, providing 
technology transfers, establishing in-
ternational connections, and protect-
ing Liberia’s national security. While 
the issue is difficult and complex, I 
fear that opposition to dual citizenship 
casts the shadow of Liberia’s dark past 
debating who belongs and who does 
not. In my comments to the Constitu-
tion Review Committee, published in 
this issue of Marketplace, I have sug-
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gested various ways that this national 
matter could be addressed that might 
satisfy the concerns of all involved for 
the benefit of Liberia. 

I spent three days in Nimba County in 
northern Liberia. The road to Nimba 
was a real challenge to navigate.  It is 
my understanding that the scheduled 
repairs and reconstruction of the road 
to Nimba are being completed now. 
We shall have an easier ride of it in 
the future; these repairs will greatly 
facilitate the work of Liberians and 
their many international partners, 
such as ArcelorMittal, which operates 
in Nimba County. Once in Nimba, I 
found the hearts of the people to be 
warm and friendly. 

I was very well received and surpris-
ingly given the welcome of a dignitary. 
I did not know quite how to respond 
to these formalities, being accustomed 
to more subdued professional meet-
ings with U.S. academics and lead-
ers. In the case of ABC University 
(ABCU), the university’s president led 
the welcoming delegation. I visited, to 
my knowledge, the only two Evangeli-
cal tertiary educational institutions in 
Liberia: Liberia International Chris-
tian College (LICC) founded recently 

by Dr. Sei Buor, a 
Liberian, and ABCU, 
founded by American 
missionaries in the 
1970s. Dr. Buor is a 
graduate of ABCU. 
ABCU now has its 
first Liberian Presi-
dent, Dr. Amos Mia-
men, a distinguished 
and competent man 
with a profound sense 
of his responsibil-
ity and a great depth 

of experience in both Liberia and 
abroad. Dr. Miamen has been a great 
lifelong mentor to Dr. Buor. Dr. Mia-
men has done some good research 
work on Liberia and it would be well 
to see this work published soon. 

I was privileged to address both 
schools on the importance of people 
and leadership. I promised that if 
they would have me back next year, I 
would give a lecture on St. Augustine’s 
City of God, observing that St. Augus-
tine was a Christian African theolo-
gian. I met the students and adminis-
trators of both schools. The future for 
these institutions looks bright. Their 
leaders are possessors of the vision of 
greatness. An internship/fellowship 
program for American students and 
academics with Liberians at these 
schools could prove mutually ben-
eficial. I arrived back in Brewerville 
simultaneously exhausted and excited.

I next visited the Bomi County 
Community College, which is about 
an hour and fifteen minutes from 
Brewerville by automobile. Building 
community colleges in all 15 Liberian 
counties is part of the government 
education policy, with the funding for 
the colleges coming primarily from 

ABC University Staff and Friends
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local sources. The Bomi Community 
College had established connections 
with the Ivy Tech Community College 
of Indiana through the influence of an 
Ivy Tech administrator who is origi-
nally from Liberia and two African 
businessmen.

I was escorted to the Community 
College by Mrs. Josephine Snorton, 
a consummate professional, a nurse 
practitioner, and acting Dean at the 
Community College’s Nursing School. 
She is a resident of Brewerville and a 
member of William’s Church (United 
Methodist) in that same town. She is a 
symbol of so much that is good about 
Liberia. She represents the peace that 
Liberia is growing into, being from 
Nimba County and married to a pas-
tor from Brewerville, a marriage that 
represents the mixture of different 
sections and groups in Liberia. This 
is a good thing for a country so long 
marred by tribalism and sectionalism. 
A distinguished Liberian historian is 
studying the extent of these relation-
ships in Liberian society. These are 
ties that bind, smothering debilitating 
distinctions wrought by tribe and sec-
tion. I told Dr. Buor about her and he 
remarked kindly that it was good to 
hear that we (Liberians) are marrying 
each other again. Even President Tol-
bert kept such marital bliss. I met with 
Dr. Samuel Monweh, the President of 
the Bomi Community College, who at 
the time was not feeling well but was 
determined to meet with me. He has 
been faithful in building a relation-
ship with me and has a real interest 
in seeing the College well established 
and administered. He and his admin-
istration would like to reestablish their 
contact with Ivy Tech in Indianapolis 
and garner more support for the nurs-

ing program, which seems to be their 
strongest emphasis. Mrs. Snorton has 
brought a good measure of academic 
and professional excellence to the 
program. They are now focusing on 
expanding the school facilities to 
accommodate the growing nursing 
program.

While visiting the school, I also met 
with the County Superintendent, the 
Hon. Samuel F. Browin, who sent his 
sport utility vehicle for me, my car 
being too low to handle the deterio-
rated road conditions to his office. He 
told me about his plans for hosting 
the 2013 Independence Day celebra-
tion, which is typically a big event in 
Liberia. He was determined to find 
funding to spruce up the Community 
College.

Of course, all of these talks assumed 
a strong primary and secondary edu-
cational base, for which Liberia is yet 
greatly challenged. I made a courtesy 
call to the Gbowee Peace Foundation 
of Nobel Laureate Leymah Gbowee, 
in one of Monrovia’s suburbs. There 
I spoke with a staffer on this theme 
about how to strengthen Liberia’s pri-
mary and secondary education so that 
students might more competitively 
seize the opportunities presented by 
international scholarships for tertiary 
education and training. The Liberia 
Philanthropy Secretariat could really 
be helpful here in targeting and pri-
oritizing donor support in this area. 
The development of people is so very 
important. One thinker has said that 
it is the one investment whose returns 
are never exhausted.                

One memorable evening I again ex-
perienced excellent Liberian hospital-
ity and generosity with friends and 
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learned more about my family history 
than I knew, going all the way back to 
Liberia’s thirteenth president, William 
Coleman. I was particularly impressed 
that these thoughtful Liberians ranked 
the Liberian capacity gap to be of 
greater importance than corruption. 
That is, Liberia’s citizens are more 
incompetent than they are corrupt. 
Eighty percent of the inefficiencies in 
the system flow from incompetence, 
not corruption. So Liberia’s greater 
need is for better training and instruc-
tion. Of course, these are not the 
findings of any sociological study, but 
merely anecdotal observation from 
knowledgeable Liberian people. But if 
this is true, this is good news, because 
the difficulties are more straightfor-
ward than were thought. Let us not 
forget, however, that it is righteous-
ness that builds up a nation.  

I held substantial talks with another 
one of those knowledgeable Liberi-
ans, Dr. D. Elwood Dunn (forsooth, 
he is my learned friend), where in 
the course of our extensive conversa-
tion he asked me to prepare a for-
mal memorandum for the Liberian 
Constitutional Committee dealing 
with the Negro clause in the constitu-
tion. This clause permits only persons 
of African descent to become citizen 
of the Republic of Liberia. Dr. Dunn 
also requested a discussion in the 
memorandum regarding the matter 
of dual citizenship status and the call 
to declare Liberia a Christian state. 
He thought that some of my ideas on 
these matters may be helpful to the 
committee. We also discussed Liberia’s 
and Africa’s tripartite heritage in 
Semitic-Islamic, Western-Christian 
and African traditional-animist 
worldviews. I noted the decline of 

traditional-animism and observed 
that even in Liberia almost no one 
formally identifies with it any longer. 
The last census established that the 
Liberian population was 85 percent 
Christian and 15 percent Muslim. 
Liberia is a microcosm of this trend 
in Africa. This decline represents 
a major cultural shift, nationalist 
rhetoric and anthropological presup-
positions to the contrary. The African 
people understand themselves and 
their world differently. Culture is not a 
static thing.

I was very much encouraged to visit 
with Professor Dr. Jonathan C. Taylor 
of the Graduate School of Interna-
tional Affairs, University of Liberia. 
Dr. Taylor is significant in this narra-
tive because he is at the center of the 
University’s effort to establish a think 
tank. A kind and gentle man, I met 
with him at his office and was well re-
ceived. Our conversation centered on 
developing a research agenda, kinds of 
research as in primary and secondary 
research, and researchers that might 
be needed.

Alas, I did not meet the President of 
Liberia, her Excellency Mrs. Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf.

State-making is such a complex and 
difficult task that the success and 
endurance of a city represents a 
monumental human achievement, 
and for that reason it is a great hu-
man challenge. In the setting of this 
developing country, one feels the force 
of the great philosophers’ reflections 
on a raw encounter with the reality 
and meaning of law in human society; 
how it is that to some real degree, the 
authentication of the law depends on 
the will of the human person, and 
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their understanding of the world and 
their place that world. For the law 
to be obeyed, I must obey it. I must 
be lawful to give the law gravitas, 
to deepen reverence for it, and so 
promote group adherence. Perhaps at 
some level, Kant’s categorical im-
perative is indeed true. I must be the 
State that I wish to create. Confucian 
thought has it thus: 

The ancients who wished to 
illustrate illustrious virtue 
throughout the kingdom first 
ordered well their own states. 
Wishing to order well their 
own states, they first regu-
lated their families. Wishing 
to regulate their families, they 
first cultivated their persons. 
Their persons cultivated, their 
families were regulated. Their 
families being regulated, their 
states were rightly governed. 
Their states being rightly gov-
erned, the whole kingdom was 
made tranquil and happy.

For, as John Stuart Mill said, “the 
worth of the state in the long run is 
the worth of the individuals compos-
ing it.” Yet there are consequences 
when the law is not obeyed, and 
points to the fact that in spite of us 
the world is a moral universe. Thus, 
we may not disobey these moral laws 
without consequence even if there be 
no system of human accountability 
either in law or custom to check our 
behavior. The golden rule remains un-
broken. It is a moral imperative with 
consequence.

This context also prompted me to 
reflect on the regime of rights, that is, 
human rights, civil rights, property 
rights, legal rights. Men and woman 
are so easily exploited by those of their 

fellows with power. Protection is not 
ultimately established in a regime of 
rights. This, however, must not stop 
us from trying to establish a rights 
regime. It is, nevertheless, secure 
in something spiritual, intellectual, 
moral and philosophical of a people 
who knows what they are about, with 
a strong sense of their own personal 
dignity and destiny, poise, an intellec-
tual clarity, a strong sense of purpose. 
The great Dutch philosopher, Herman 
Dooyeweerd, said, “Meaning is the be-
ing of all that has been created and the 
nature even of our self-hood. It has a 
religious root and a divine origin.”        

Politically, at the moment, Liberia 
looks very stable. Most Liberians see a 
future for themselves and their fami-
lies in Liberia. There remains the big 
question of who succeeds President 
Johnson-Sirleaf and continues her 
policies of national development, at 
the very least. Another closely related 
question is how to develop a mature 
competent and loyal opposition? 
In the last week of my visit, my cell 
phone worth U.S. $172 was artfully 
stolen from me. It was loaned to me 
by my sister-in-law for the time that 
I was in Liberia. This disappointing 
episode was a good reminder that 
Liberia still faces many challenges 
notwithstanding her many very recent 
successes.    

And so my professional visit to Liberia 
was concluded. Liberia is an integral 
part of my calling. God bless Liberia.

A vast expanse of misty water lying 
ahead,  I find myself in tears, waving 
farewell to you.  Off you go like a flying 
bird to places remote,  I’ll be missing 
you, deep in sorrow.
             -  Tang Dynasty Poet
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Leadership Matters
By Maavi A. Norman, NU Leadership Coach & Consultant 
PhD Candidate, Northwestern University 

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can 
change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has…
-  Margaret Mead

Africa is at a crossroads. The carica-
ture of the African despot, inclined 
toward repression and personal 
enrichment, is being reconstituted and 
replaced by a new reality. A cohort of 
national leaders is at the forefront of 
changing the perception and indeed 
the economic prospects and demo-
cratic trajectories of their respective 
countries. Long castigated as the “dark 
continent,” Africa’s overwhelming 
resilience during the recent world-
wide recession is a testament to its 
resurgence. Economies have grown, 
while those in other regions have con-
tracted. Considered the final frontier 
for development, multinationals and 
other investors are flocking to the re-
gion. On the democratic front, signifi-
cant strides have been made. Elections 
are becoming more credible, with 
incumbents being voted out peace-
ably in record numbers. Civil liberties 
are being increasingly respected. Civil 
societies are holding their leaders 
to greater account. Indeed, overall 
governance is improving across the 
continent. Progressive leadership is 
bringing about social, economic, and 
political transformations.

The sustainability of this evolution, 
however, is not without challenge. 
External economic shocks, internal 
reactionary forces, lack of political 
will, and capacity and leadership defi-

cits are factors that have the potential 
to impede progress and catalyze rever-
sals. Progressive change is no longer 
elusive but its sustainability appears 
to be tenuous. Indeed, economic and 
political regression has occurred in 
numerous African countries over the 
past decade. African success stories 
such as Cote d’Ivoire, Zimbabwe, 
Mali, and increasingly South Africa 
have experienced varying degrees of 
political and economic setbacks in 
recent times. The paradox of change 
is that the factors that bring about 
transformations may not be the same 
factors necessary to sustain it. 

Transformational leadership makes 
the difference, as evidenced by the 
progress obtained under leaders such 
as President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of 
Liberia, President Paul Kagame of 
Rwanda, and President Bai Koroma of 
Sierra Leone. But leadership is not the 
sole province of the individual sitting 
at the apex of political power. Indeed, 
no transformation is possible without 
an accompanying committed team/
coalition within the government and 
without agents of positive change at 
the societal level committed to nation-
al development and stability. Sound 
leadership based on integrity, ethics, 
and vision needs to be inculcated and 
dispersed throughout society. Good 
governance at the national level needs 
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to be complemented and reinforced 
by good citizenship and civic-minded-
ness at the local level. 

Thankfully, in the case of Liberia, a 
dynamic movement has developed 
to lead this charge. Since April 2005, 
during the period of the National 
Transitional Government of Liberia, a 
critical mass of national leaders have 
initiated a series of talks and plan-
ning sessions to establish a Liberia 
National Leadership Development 
Program. Acknowledging the leader-
ship capacity crisis existing in Liberia 
and recognizing the role of leadership 
in furthering peace, security, unity, 
and overall national development, 
national and civil society stakeholders 
have collectively committed them-
selves to developing interventions to 
address the leadership deficit. Key 
stakeholders include the Governance 
Commission Restoration of Educa-
tional Advancement Programs, the 
Ministry of Planning and Economic 
Affairs, the Liberian Institute of Public 
Administration, the Angie Brooks 
International Center, the Association 
of Liberian Universities, the Federa-
tion of Liberian Youth, the Ministry 
of Education, the Foreign Service In-
stitute, and the Ministry of Youth and 
Sports. Consultative meetings have 
been held and a policy for a National 
Leadership Development Program 
has been drafted for submission to the 
Legislature of Liberia for ratification. 
The goal of this policy is to ensure that 
ethical and principle-based leader-
ship development is systematically 
integrated into national training ef-
forts being undertaken in the public, 
private, and social sectors.

In the interim, various stakeholders 
are addressing this dilemma in a mul-
titude of ways. The President’s Young 
Professionals Program (PYPP) was 
established in 2009 and tasked with 
developing a critical mass of emerging 
leaders to take over from professionals 
now serving in various sectors of the 
government. Participants in the pro-
gram benefit from relevant training, 
mentorship/coaching, internships, 
and exposure to leadership modules 
centered on integrity, honesty, and 
professionalism. The PYPP is sup-
ported by a generous contribution by 
the Hess Foundation, with additional 
support from Open Society Institute, 
Humanity United, Mailman Founda-
tion, Daphne Foundation, and the 
Simonds Family Foundation. 

Another stakeholder in this move-
ment is the Restoration of Educational 
Advancement Programs (REAP), 
under the leadership of Christine 
Tolbert Norman. Since 2005, REAP 
has partnered with the Pointman 
Leadership Institute of Colorado and 
Character Solutions International of 
California to conduct workshops and 
seminars on principle-based lead-
ership and ethics in management. 
Individuals from all walks of life in 
Liberia have participated in this short-
term development program, including 
members of the President’s cabinet, 
the legislature, and the judiciary. 
Mayors, county superintendents, 
traditional leaders at the grassroots 
level, police and immigration officials, 
security forces, members of the press, 
youth, teachers, pastors, civil servants, 
and corporate sector representatives 
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have also participated. Roughly 5,000 
participants have gone through this 
program. Support has come from the 
National Oil Company of Liberia, the 
Governance Commission, and the 
United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, exemplifying the positive 
effects that public-private partnerships 
and global partnerships are having on 
the Liberian landscape.

Olubanke King-Akerele, the former 
Liberian Minister for Foreign Affairs, 
has also launched several leadership 
and empowerment initiatives includ-
ing a “Development Diplomats” train-
ing program for emerging diplomats, 
an Ambassadorial Lecture Series at 
the Foreign Service Institute, and the 
Liberian Institute, an action-driven 
center for fostering patriotism, com-
mitment, and service, with a focus 
on Liberia’s emergent leadership. The 
aim is to reconstitute the prevailing 
mindset and attitudes while groom-
ing emerging leaders to actively and 
constructively contribute to the imple-
mentation of the nation’s development 
policies and strategies.

Similarly, a student-run leadership 
incubator has been established at the 
Stellar Maris Polytechnic Institute 
where students meet twice a week to 
discuss contemporary issues pertain-
ing to leadership in Africa. Students 
give presentations, debate issues, and 
debate the challenges and prospects 
of leading change. A similar program 
is being developed at the University 
of Liberia. Apart from lectures, it will 
include real-life leadership simula-
tions, internships, leadership coach-
ing, and individual and group projects 

that involve researching best practices 
in other African countries and other 
regions and devising innovative ways 
to address pressing Liberian societal 
issues such as youth unemployment, 
reconciliation, and crime. 

Other countries in Africa and around 
the world are taking leadership 
development seriously. The Obama 
Administration’s recent commitment 
to empowering the next generation 
of African leaders through the Young 
African Leadership Initiative (YALI) 
Washington Fellowship is a testament 
to this and a much welcomed develop-
ment.  Over the next five years, up-
wards of twenty-five hundred young 
African leaders in the public, private, 
and social sectors will be selected to 
participate in intensive leadership 
development programs at key uni-
versities in the U.S.  The objective of 
this flagship initiative is multifold. 1) 
To provide targeted training in public 
management, business and entrepre-
neurship, and civic leadership to the 
next generation of African leaders. 2) 
To strengthen partnerships between 
the U.S. and Africa. 3) To establish a 
prestigious network of young African 
leaders who will catalyze positive 
change in their respective sectors. 

The first decade of independence 
saw significant growth in Africa, 
with Africa’s performance exceed-
ing all other developing regions in 
the world.1 These positive develop-
ments were not sustained. Economic 
reversals coincided with widespread 
democratic reversals and a rash of 
1   Jomo Kwame Sundaram.  “Globalization and 
Development in Sub-Saharan Africa” DESA 
Working Paper No. 102.



17www.isoko-institute.org

military coups that beset the continent 
in the late 1960’s through the1980’s.  
There is greater hope for the current 
resurgence underway on the conti-
nent.  If one subscribes to the positive 
link between economic development 
and democracy, then increasing levels 
of democracy and political freedom 
on the continent will serve as an effec-
tive safeguard.  National leaders who 
are irresponsible in their steward-
ship of their economies can be held 
to account at the ballot box. But it is 
not only national leaders who drive 

societal change. The adage that “gov-
ernment is the product of the people” 
is sobering. Change is not necessarily 
a top-down phenomenon. Progres-
sive change can reverberate from the 
bottom-up, and in many successful 
nations. If Africa’s resurgence is to be 
sustained, it is also incumbent upon 
the younger generation of leaders, 
equipped with resources, support, and 
opportunities, to continue the process 
of reinvigorating their economies, 
revamping their political systems, and 
transforming their communities. 
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Comments to the Constitution Review Committee
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute
  
The comments below, dated March 1, 2013, were distilled from a memorandum 
addressed to Dr. D. Elwood Dunn in his capacity as a member of Liberia’s Consti-
tution Review Committee. I am responding to an invitation from him to formally 
comment on aspects of Liberia’s Citizenship Law and the issue of declaring Liberia 
a Christian State. Presently, the citizenship law in Liberia does not accommodate 
Liberians who have acquired the citizenship of another country. Additionally, this 
same law does not afford citizenship to persons of non-African descent. There is a 
movement in Liberia to formally declare Liberia a Christian state via the constitu-
tion, the highest law of the land. Lastly, on my own initiative, I have made some 
additional cursory remarks on Presidential term limits. Of course, these are but 
considered opinions that I hope will prove useful to the committee in its delibera-
tions. I am grateful for this opportunity to participate in Liberia’s public life, and 
hopefully to be of some small service there.
      
On Dual Citizenship: Some maintain 
that this is not a constitutional issue 
but rather a statutory one. This may in 
fact be the case. It really does not mat-
ter. Nations around the world have ad-
dressed this issue both through statute 
and constitutional changes, according 
to the dictates of their circumstances 
and to the advantage of their state and 
people. Liberia may choose one path 
or both to create a dual citizenship 
category. As a whole, the Liberian Di-
aspora has been the most vociferous in 
calling for a resolution to the dual citi-
zenship dispute. This is not unusual. 
In many parts of Africa, the Diaspora 
has been foremost in calling for this 
change in their country’s citizenship 
laws. The Liberian Diaspora has been 
particularly active in the whole of the 
Liberian experience in the last thirty 
years. Generally, prior to the last thirty 
years, most Liberians who traveled 
abroad did not remain abroad after 
completing their business. Liberia was 
for most the central base of operation. 
In the course of the political turbu-

lence of the last thirty years, Liberians’ 
travel abroad lengthened, to the extent 
that many Liberians became citizens of 
other countries. This action was often 
a practical and involuntary decision, 
driven by the political turbulence 
at home. Likely, many left Liberia 
without imagining they would have 
to become citizens of other countries, 
and only did so in response to chang-
ing circumstances at home. Even so, 
the change did not affect their resolve, 
then or now, to continue their partici-
pation in the Liberian state. They still 
had extended families in Liberia and 
an emotional attachment, not easily 
severed, to their country of birth. 

Thus, while living abroad the Dias-
pora continues to participate in the 
national life of Liberia. The continu-
ing yearly growth of their outlay in 
remittances substantiates this obser-
vation. The economic significance of 
the Diaspora’s investment in Liberia is 
undisputed. The World Bank recently 
estimated remittances to Liberia at 
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$360 million annually. The Diaspora 
is a rich reserve of human capital and 
knowledge. The Liberian Govern-
ment has recognized the resolve and 
resources of the Diaspora in develop-
ing a national policy to encourage 
even greater Diaspora participation in 
Liberian economic development and 
nation building. Granting dual citizen-
ship status will be very much in line 
with this national policy. Dual citizen-
ship status extends the national policy 
of developing an inclusive society that 
gives all Liberians their own a stake. It 
will make formal and legal the integra-
tion of the Diaspora into the national 
life of the country and so strengthen its 
participation. Dual citizenship status 
is not an added burden to the state but 
a blessing. That dual citizenship status 
be granted to Liberians aboard is a 
reasonable request and serves the best 
interest of all concerned.

The United Kingdom and Hungary 
fully support a dual citizenship regime 
in their respective countries. The 
Czech Republic in central Europe 
made just such an adjustment to ac-
commodate some of its citizens who 
had to leave because of the severe 
extremities of the Communist era. 
The last thirty years in Liberia could 
likewise be characterized as a period of 
national emergency and deep politi-
cal crisis. Dual citizenship status will 
prevent Liberians from being forced 
to choose between their home country 
and the nations that provided them 
refuge in their distress.

The nation of India has done some-
thing similar, not as a response to a 
national emergency, but rather as part 
of its national development strategy 

to encourage investments, trade, and 
capacity growth. The Indians have 
developed a legal status called Over-
seas Citizenship. Strictly speaking, 
this is not a dual citizenship legal 
status. It is more a form of permanent 
residency for India’s overseas nation-
als, maintaining certain legal restric-
tions defining the meaning of their 
rights and duties to the state. It is a 
sufficiently strong intermediate status 
that in many respects resembles dual 
citizenship status. The Indian govern-
ment has recognized the benefits of 
integrating their Diaspora into the 
national life of India. Though faced 
with legal obstacles provided by their 
constitutional framework, the Indian 
government was determined to bring 
this benefit to India and so resolve the 
legal problem with the creation of the 
intermediate status that accomplishes 
nearly the same thing. Other nations 
have taken multiple variations of these 
approaches, not only nations in Europe 
and Asia, but also nations in Africa. 

In fact, more than half of African states 
now allow for dual citizenship status 
(Citizenship Law in Africa: A Com-
parative Study). In other words, more 
African States permit dual citizenship 
than prohibit it. Ethiopia, like India, 
has set up an intermediate status for 
its Diaspora. It has given them rights 
and privileges that foreigners do not 
enjoy. Some of these rights include 
visa-free entry, more ready access to 
employment, and rights to immov-
able property and public services. 
Ghana has gone both ways, devising 
an intermediate legal status and a dual 
citizenship status, being so convinced 
of the advantages of its Diaspora to the 
state. Ghana is aggressive in pursuing 
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its Diaspora: it has set up a non-resi-
dent Ghanaian Secretariat to promote 
further links with Ghanaians abroad, 
encouraging them to return home. 

When Liberia comes to a clear policy 
direction in this matter, expert legal 
help in this branch of the law may 
be sought to determine the varying 
degrees of careful, but not draconian 
restrictions, as have unfortunately 
occurred in other African countries, 
which may be applicable to an inter-
mediate or dual citizenship legal status. 
Clearly, restrictions may be needed 
regarding certain offices of state con-
sidered too sensitive for a dual citizen. 
Given the interconnectedness of the 
world in which we live, it is in Libe-
ria’s strategic national interest not to 
deny or restrict this status only to her 
overseas nationals. Dual citizenship 
status will exponentially increase Libe-
ria’s opportunities to compete glob-
ally, both at home and abroad. Dual 
citizenship has become an imperative 
in this era of economic globalization 
and increasingly globalized migra-
tion patterns. We are likely to get any 
number of nationality combinations: 
Liberian-Ghanaian, Nigerian-Liberian, 
Liberian-American and British-
Liberian, living and working anywhere 
from Monrovia to New York City. In 
light of Liberia’s developmental needs, 
judiciously expanding the reach of the 
dual nationality status to other non-
Liberian nationals could prove, under 
good management, most advantageous 
to Liberia. The law, as it now stands, is 
counterproductive. It is not in Liberia’s 
best interest.

The Negro Clause: Given my personal 
experience in Liberia, I strongly agree 

with the argument that the Negro 
clause, found in Article 27(b) of 
the Constitution of the Republic of 
Liberia, is not racist but protection-
ary. Indeed, I do not think that the 
restriction of Liberian citizenship to 
only people of African descent has 
ever been otherwise. Nonetheless, 
race is the operative element of the 
clause. This is a problem, both in light 
of current international norms, and 
by virtue of widely held notions of 
humanity. Of course, citizenship is 
about protection, and to some degree, 
exclusivity. But it is also about equal-
ity under the law. It is a bond between 
a person and the state with abstract 
duties and rights. Notwithstanding the 
protectionary character of the Libe-
rian law of citizenship, we may also 
clearly admit that it is now antiquated, 
obsolete, and reflects a bygone era. The 
Negro clause is best comprehended 
within its 19th-century context. The law 
is itself reactionary. It is a reaction to 
Western imperialism and racism. But 
two wrongs do not make a right. The 
Liberian law of citizenship is no longer 
of any value in the globalized world in 
which we live. This law is a contradic-
tion to the expectations that we have 
of other nations concerning Liberian 
nationals abroad. The law is not concil-
iatory, but divisive.
                            
Liberia may be one of only a few 
countries in the World conferring 
citizenship based on race alone. In 
Africa, Liberia is the only country 
where this is true. This singularity is a 
rather dubious distinction. Presently, 
international norms prohibit granting 
citizenship on racial, ethnic, gender, or 
religious grounds. 
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In 2005, the UN Committee 
on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination adopted a 
General Recommendation on 
discrimination against non-
citizens that included specific 
provisions affirming that states 
party to the International Con-
vention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation have the obligation to 
provide access to citizenship, 
including that to ‘ensure that 
particular groups of non-cit-
izens are not discriminated 
against with regards to access 
to citizenship or naturalization’ 
and to recognize that depriva-
tion of citizenship on basis of 
race, color, descent, or national 
or ethnic origin is a breach of 
States parties’ obligations (Citi-
zenship Law in Africa: A Com-
parative Study). 

Granting citizenship solely on the basis 
of race involves a violation of inter-
national treaties on human rights of 
which Liberia is signatory. Indeed, this 
is a human rights issue. The civil war 
in Liberia dispersed many Liberians all 
around the globe. Many have inter-
married and are returning home with 
their non-Liberian and “non-Negro” 
spouses. Liberia’s existing citizenship 
law does not appreciate the complex 
composite of ethnicity and race in Li-
beria and in the world. The law should 
be moving us as a people towards 
a race neutral society. The removal 
of the Negro clause will be good for 
national development in the transfer of 
skills and capital as well as cultural and 
intellectual exchange. It will lead to 
rich admixtures of peoples. To admit 

non-Negros to Liberian citizenship 
will provide Liberia with added state 
security in tying her national destiny 
with those of the great nations of the 
world, leaving her less exposed to 
internal and external security threats. 
Essentially, if well crafted, a new 
citizenship law could benefit Liberia’s 
national security interest. 

Citizenship can be multiform, having 
different degrees and applications. The 
ancient Romans used their citizenship 
laws wisely and strategically in the 
interests of Roman security and gov-
ernance, unifying the Empire. Their 
laws created an enabling environment 
extending the Roman franchise far 
beyond the city of Rome itself. We 
must not have only a negative vision of 
the nationality law - who it is keeping 
out - but also a positive vision - who it 
is letting in. This is why it is imperative 
that the new law be well crafted to our 
national development needs. In spite 
of negative experiences with the West-
ern world in its colonial expansion and 
forced migration, immigration can be 
a real blessing. This is true for many of 
the great nations of the world. In fact, 
immigration is part and parcel of their 
greatness. We must ask, “How can our 
citizenship law be used to promote 
Liberia’s national interest in develop-
ment and security?” Liberia must 
address the fear of many its citizens, 
namely that a change in the citizen-
ship law will diminish their status in 
their own country. Their concern for 
protection is reasonable indeed, and 
does not reflect a cowardly fear of 
competition, but rather the disadvan-
tages with which they began the race 
of knowledge and life. The law must 
promote the socio-economic competi-



22 Marketplace: Liberia  

tiveness of Liberians, not constrain it, 
and give them the opportunity to grow 
and advance.

Liberia has a duty to develop a legal 
path to citizenship consistent with 
international best practices. The cur-
rent law creates a situation of involun-
tary loss of birth nationality when a 
Liberian becomes a citizen of another 
country, without court proceedings or 
effective due process of law. This needs 
to be changed. The law has impeded 
and retarded national development. 
Capital and labor have been diverted 
to other nations where no negro inves-
tors in Liberia have found security 
with the privileges of citizenship. 
Over the years, Liberian citizenship 
law has forced investors to repatriate 
their earnings to either their home 
country or some other safe haven. 
In fact, under current international 
human rights standards, a reform of 
Liberia’s citizenship is long overdue. 
I strongly recommend to you for the 
consideration of the committee the 
document “Citizenship Law in Africa: 
A Comparative Study,” published by 
the Open Society Institute. Citizen-
ship law is not static or fixed, but a 
constantly changing legal status that 
reflects a nation’s policy priorities and 
interests. Citizenship is a great good, 
but as one Liberian commentator has 
perceptively written, this great good, 
the Liberian nationality, that we rightly 
hold so dear, may become worthless if 
we are unable to share it with others. 
This is rather close to what the great 
African theologian, St. Augustine of 
Hippo, had to say about goodness: 

A man’s possession of goodness 
is in no way diminished by the 

arrival, or the continuance of a 
sharer in it; indeed, goodness 
is a possession enjoyed more 
widely by the united affection 
of partners in that possession 
in proportion to the harmony 
that exists among them. In fact, 
anyone who refuses to enjoy 
this possession in partnership 
will not enjoy it at all; and he 
will find that he possesses it in 
ampler measure in proportion 
to his ability to love his partner 
in it.

We have a good thing in the Liberian 
nationality. Let us heartily share it 
with others. And in the sharing, we 
shall find that we are the better for it. 
Indeed, we shall gain in many more 
ways because of our generosity.      
           
On the declaration of Liberia as a 
Christian State: The great twentieth 
century thinker Herman Dooyeweerd 
said, “Meaning is the being of all that 
has been created and the nature even 
of our selfhood. It has a religious root 
and a divine origin.” Church men and 
women have often translated that into 
a proclamation of the lordship of Jesus 
Christ over all of knowledge and life. 
The separation of Church and State, 
or for that matter, of religion from 
the state, is a recent development in 
the thoughts of men and women. We 
may date it as recently as the Euro-
pean Enlightenment in the Eighteenth 
Century. Until only recently it was 
the highest aspiration of most leaders 
to become simultaneously priest and 
king. Even the ancient Greek thinker 
Plato, in his Republic, would have the 
ideal leader be both philosopher and 
king. Perhaps he does not expressly 
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mention a priest because of the limita-
tions of ancient Greek culture.  But 
it could be argued that what he says 
amounts to the same thing.  Indeed, 
some of the most profound leaders of 
modern times have had the quality of a 
priest: Abraham Lincoln of the United 
States, or the contemporary Vaclav 
Havel of the Czech Republic. Some 
have even referenced Lee Kuan Yew 
of Singapore as a modern example of 
Plato’s Philosopher-King, though Lee 
himself claims no religious commit-
ments. Notwithstanding a modern bias 
against religious claims, it is impossible 
to study the philosophical disciplines 
of ontology, the meaning of being, or 
metaphysics, and not appreciate the 
force of the religious interest. Jürgen 
Habermas, that great prince of the 
German academy, has made this ob-
servation of Christianity and modern 
society: “Christianity and nothing else, 
is the ultimate foundation of liberty, 
conscience, human rights and democ-
racy...we continue to nourish ourselves 
from this source. Everything else is 
postmodern chatter.” Religion contin-
ues to play a significant and meaning-
ful role in the political and social life 
of nation-states throughout the world. 
For nation-states are not only about 
making policies and delivering public 
services, these administrative units 
also express the values, beliefs, and 
experiences of a people.
 
The clamor amongst many Christians 
in Liberia for the constitutional dec-
laration of Liberia as a Christian state 
may reflect a reaction to the trauma of 
the past three decades, a longing for a 
peace founded on endless love, purity, 
beauty, knowledge, and dignity. This 
peace defines the kind of holy society 

that these Liberians want for Liberia. 
This is certainly a most noble desire. 
But it is not within the competence of 
the modern nation-state to give us this 
kind of society. On the other hand, 
their desires may be more modest then 
I have stated. They may be looking to 
the leavening influence that Christi-
anity has had in Zambia as a model, 
asking, “How it is that Zambia was 
able to deal with a major political crisis 
without bloodshed and violence?” But 
this happened before Zambia declared 
itself a Christian State. What is most 
important about the Zambian experi-
ence is not the declaration itself, but 
the action of the people before the 
declaration. The declaration itself 
has become somewhat controversial, 
as it was an afterthought not care-
fully deliberated. The action of the 
people and the witness of the Chris-
tian Church remain uncontested. The 
declaration was not necessary to the 
preservation of peace and good order. 
What was necessary was the ultimate 
commitment of the people and the 
quality of the witness of the Church. 
It has been said that “manifestos do 
not change nations, good people do.” 
Another commentator has said “bad 
people cannot achieve good gover-
nance. Good governance must have 
good governors.”  Zambia may well 
be a modern day testimony to the fact 
that religion powerfully contributes 
to the maintenance of a democratic 
republic. That it is indispensable to the 
maintenance of republican institutions. 
Religion facilitates the proper use of 
freedom. Freedom can be abuse, and 
become anarchic, and a disadvantage 
to its practitioners. 

St. Ignatius of Loyola has said that love 
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is best manifested in deeds and not 
words. What you do is so much more 
important than what you say. The 
irony is that the long crisis in Liberia 
has led to a spike in the growth of the 
Christian faith and not otherwise. 
Church men and women may not see 
this as irony, because the Church his-
torically has often grown in the midst 
of great sufferings. What is important 
to note is that this great growth in the 
Christian faith in Liberia did not come 
about because of a law articulated 
somewhere in Liberia’s state papers, 
but rather as a consequence of the 
heroic Christian witness of Liberia’s 
great Bishops and their Christian com-
munities. This growth will continue 
and deepen through that same quality 
of Christian witness. Even though 
Liberia’s first Republic did not declare 
itself a Christian State, it did acknowl-
edge the blessings of the Christian 
religion. Some have wondered if a 
similar minimum cannot be written 
into the present constitution. This is a 
rather reasonable request, since consti-
tutions reflect a country’s history and 
traditions. Yet this still does not reflect 
the fact that what counts most in the 
business of statecraft is the moral and 
spiritual quality of life in the individual 
and the community. Notwithstanding 
modernity’s assertion to the contrary, 
private family and individual arrange-
ments do affect public action. “The 
family, not the state is the basic con-
tinuing unit and constitutive element 
of society”  The Dutch legal scholar 
Hugo Grotius wrote, 

He knows not how to rule a 
Kingdom, that cannot manage 
a Province; nor can he wield a 
Province, that cannot order a 

City; nor can he order a City, 
that knows not how to regulate 
a Village; nor he a Village, that 
cannot guide a Family; nor can 
that man govern well a Family 
that knows not how to govern 
himself; neither can any gov-
ern himself unless his reason 
be Lord, Will and Appetite her 
Vassals; nor can Reason rule 
unless herself be ruled by God, 
and (wholly) be obedient to 
Him.

The great Chinese sage Confucius 
similarly observed that institutions 
and societies reflect their individual 
members (see article Visit to Liberia: 
October-November 2012). The ancient 
Greeks maintained that man was a 
microcosm, a miniature form of the 
larger world. In other words, there 
are other governments besides state 
government: there is family govern-
ment, personal government, etc. And 
where these governments are strong 
and healthy, they will issue forth and 
create a strong and wholesome state 
and society. 

Thus, my reticence to the declaration 
of Liberia as a Christian state also 
relates to the coercive nature of state 
power, as compared to the persuasive 
moral and spiritual nature of Church 
power. The State is always passing 
away. The Church remains forever. 
The great twentieth century poet T. S. 
Eliot wrote in The Idea of a Christian 
Society: 

To identify any particular form 
of government with Christian-
ity is a dangerous error: for it 
confounds the permanent with 
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the transitory, the absolute 
with the contingent...Those 
who consider that a discussion 
of the nature of a Christian so-
ciety should conclude by sup-
porting a particular form of 
political organization, should 
ask themselves if they really 
believe our form of government 
to be more important than our 
Christianity.

It would be revealing to count the 
many states that have risen and fallen 
since the advent of the Christian 
Church in the world. Any list will 
include the great Roman Empire, an 
imperium so impressive and durable 
that some have taken to listing it in the 
history of ideas, amongst the greatest 
thinkers and ideas that have come into 
being. And yet, where is Rome today, 
while the Church continues to grow 
and expand? It is best that the Church 
be above the everyday vicissitudes of 
running a state. And indeed, the Con-
stitution of Liberia provides: 

No religious denomination or sect 
shall have any exclusive privilege or 
preference over any other, but all 
shall be treated alike; and no reli-
gious tests shall be required for any 
civil or military office or for the ex-
ercise of any civil right. Consistent 
with the principle of separation 
of religion and state, the Republic 
shall establish no state religion. 

I therefore believe that a formal decla-
ration of Liberia as a Christian State is 
not advisable. 

This does not mean that we necessar-
ily raise an impenetrable wall between 

the State and the Church. Nor am I 
suggesting that Christians in Liberia 
abandon their holistic view of reality 
to make hard separations between the 
sacred and the secular or the spiritual 
and physical. Nor am I suggesting that 
legal scholarship or other reflections 
on statecraft cannot reference reli-
gious learning, traditions, and ideas. 
The relationship between the Church 
and the state need not be adversarial, 
but rather cooperative. I am, how-
ever, concerned that the Church be 
non-partisan towards the State. The 
Church should be in a position to play 
a significant role as agent of recon-
ciliation, independent from political 
influence, challenging the nation-state 
to high moral and spiritual standards, 
and highlighting the limitations of 
state sovereignty and politics. Despite 
the modern conceit, man is not the 
measure of all reality. To maintain 
otherwise is to relive the tragedy of the 
ancient Greek story Oedipus Rex. This 
story is a clear warning against hubris, 
the arrogant boast of the comprehen-
sive powers of human intelligence. 
Montesquieu accurately observed that 
a democracy is not properly ordered 
without virtue. The historian Will 
Durant declared that after millennia of 
human history, we have still not found 
a successful attempt at the cultivation 
of virtue, piety, righteousness, etc., 
without religion. Essentially, while 
recommending that we not go the 
route of declaring Liberia a Christian 
state, I am also not endorsing a naked 
public square devoid of all moral and 
spiritual meaning. Even the American 
founders, in the Federalist Papers and 
elsewhere, argued that religion was 
essential to the success of a democratic 
republic. 
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Christians have often heralded the 
theme of human equality and dignity. 
Declaration of Liberia as a secular state 
is not a neutral position. Secularism 
is a philosophical point of view that 
has a bias against any conception 
of reality that makes reference to 
transcendence. If the best constitutions 
reflect an understanding of a county’s 
own history, traditions and politics, 
then any declaration of Liberia as a 
secular state can be considered foreign 
or a gross misunderstanding of the 
Liberian people’s highest aspirations. 
It is best that no formal declaration 
of any sort be made in the Liberian 
constitution concerning the nature 
and meaning of the Liberian State. Yet 
this may not be possible, since states 
are moral agents. And indeed, the 
Preamble to the Constitution provides 
that Liberia “acknowledges our devout 
gratitude to God for our existence as a 

Free, Sovereign and Independent State, 
and relying on His Divine Guidance 
for our survival as a Nation.” Our 
Constitution should be appreciated as 
a legal mechanism for regulating the 
various competing interests in the state 
while also recognizing the dignity and 
inestimable value of the human person 
and human communities. Beyond this, 
the meaning of the state should be left 
to the social makeup of the people as 
they grow and expand or contract in 
their understanding of the meaning 
and purpose of human existence.

Presidential terms limit: This was 
something that you did not ask me to 
comment on, though we did discuss 
it. I do think that we should keep the 
Presidential terms at the current six 
years, or extend it by an additional 
year with a two term limit. Elections 
can be expensive and destabilizing. 
The further apart elections cycles 
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Brief: The Meaning of the Liberian Constitution
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute; Andrew R. Falk, Senior Fellow, Sagamore 
Institute; and Jim Pavlik, Research Assistant, Sagamore Institute

In 2009, American constitutional 
scholar David Williams and Liberian 
legal scholar Jallah A. Barbu 
published their monumental work, 
A Commentary on the Meaning of 
the Constitution of the Republic of 
Liberia.1 Williams is the John S. 
Hastings Professor of Law and the 
Executive Director of the Center for 
Constitutional Democracy at the 
Indiana University Maurer School of 
Law. In an effort to provide Liberian 
law students with opportunities 
for advanced studies and to better 
prepare them to teach at the Liberian 
Louis Arthur Grimes School of Law, 
the Maurer School of Law started 
a Liberian Fellows Program. Barbu 
is one of the scholars who came to 
Indiana through this program. He 
initially helped with the research 
for the commentary and ultimately 
became its co-author. Barbu is now a 
professor at the University of Liberia’s 
Louis Arthur Grimes School of Law 
and the Chairman of the Law Reform 
Commission.

Williams and Barbu’s commentary was 
initially proposed when the Liberian 
Supreme Court asked Williams to 
write a commentary that would serve 
as a guide for Liberian attorneys and 
judges. Williams and Barbu accepted 
that challenge, and flowing from that 
request is their stated goal: “to offer a 
reliable guide to what the Constitution 
means in practice today for Liberian 
citizens, judges, and lawyers, as well 

1    The commentary may be downloaded at ccd.
indiana.edu/file_download/22/lib_const_com.pdf.

as interested foreigners.”2 To achieve 
this task, it focuses on three aspects: 
the decisions of the Supreme Court, 
and not other sources of constitutional 
meaning; the present meaning of the 
Constitution; and a description of how 
the Constitution is interpreted, not 
how it should be interpreted.

Although Williams and Barbu sought 
to focus on a present view of the 
Constitution, they also recognize that 
to comprehend its current meaning, 
they must also understand its past. 
The commentary thus traces Liberia’s 
constitutional history through 
decisions from the original 1847 
Liberian constitution to the present 
Constitution adopted in 1986. Like its 
American counterpart, the Liberian 
Supreme Court assumes the sole 
right of judicial review. As such, 
Williams and Barbu use Liberian 
Supreme Court decisions as the 
primary focus of their assessment of 
the modern Liberian legal landscape. 
The commentary notes key cases, 
contradictory rulings, and specific 
discontinuities between the current 
constitution and its predecessor as a 
means of highlighting what is known 
and what remains to be decided. The 
commentary does not provide merely 
a list of important constitutional cases, 
but instead explains the jurisprudential 
process by which the Court settles 
controversy and thereby articulates 
its constitutional framework. What 
Williams and Barbu thus provide is a 
2    Williams, David, and Jallah A. Barbu, A 
Commentary on the Meaning of the Constitution of the 
Republic of Liberia A Commentary, 1.
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commentary that eschews judgment 
and evaluation and instead offers an 
important and eminently valuable 
description of Liberian constitutional 
law.

Nevertheless, while Williams and 
Barbu’s intent was to be descriptive, 
not prescriptive, some needs in the 
Constitution and Liberian society 
at large are made obvious. For 
example, it is clear that the Liberian 
Supreme Court’s attitude towards the 
presidential office is so deferential 
that in practice the presidential 
office is nearly a form of monarchy, 
or at least an imperial presidency.3 
Williams and Barbu recognize that as 
an “officer of the law” the President 
“must follow its edicts,” and that “[h]
is will is subordinate to the law, not 
superior over it.”4 At the same time, 
the Supreme Court has held that the 
President does have discretion how 
to enforce the law: “[I]t must not be 
forgotten that the oath to faithfully 
execute the office of President does 
not deprive the President of the 
right to exercise his discretion in the 
proper circumstances to determine 
what constitutes proper execution of 
all laws.”5 Moreover, the Court has 
held that the President has “extensive 
inherent powers” and that “the 
President has the power to do anything 

3    For example, see the discussion of the Supreme 
Court’s lack of authority to order the President to 
enforce the Court’s decisions, A Commentary, 18-26, 
75, 129, 139-40; the recognition that the Legislature 
similarly may not compel the President to enforce 
the law, id. 139; the President’s immunity from any 
lawsuit while in office, id. 139; the requirement that 
“with the exception of the Attorney General (now 
Justice Minister) all cabinet members must agree with 
the President or resign,” id. 135; the President’s sole 
authority to show clemency to a defendant, id. 140-42. 
4    Id. at 137.
5    Id. 

not specifically forbidden by law.”6

This deference may be reflective 
of an ingrained cultural proclivity. 
Given this strong cultural proclivity 
and the abuse of it in the past, the 
implicit advice from Williams and 
Barbu’s commentary is to prescribe 
definite constitutional constraints on 
presidential powers. Liberians may 
also benefit from a close reading of 
Samuel Rutherford’s Lex, Rex (The 
Law is King), which emphasized 
the rule of law and advocated for 
constitutionalism.7  

Liberia’s legal heritage has its 
roots in the Anglo-American legal 
heritage. This Anglo-American legal 
heritage provides Liberia with many 
advantages, but Liberia must apply 
this great heritage in accord with 
its African context. For example, 
Williams and Barbu’s Commentary 
deals with the source of the Liberian 
Constitution and Supreme Court 
decisions that have much to say about 
individual rights, but A Commentary 
has little to say about the rights of 
communities or groups, which are 
integral to the African landscape, even 
in a society as greatly influenced by the 
West as is Liberia. It is still not entirely 
clear how Liberia as a modern unitary 
state with an Anglo-American legal 
heritage will interact with a customary 
tribal law system. The Liberian legal 
system might need to address this 
issue at least in the short run.
It may be profitable to subject the 
1986 Constitution to a complete 
review. There are things in it that 
are not justiciable and others that 
are more a matter of politics than 
6    Id. 142-44. 
7    Lex, Rex may be found at http://www.digitalpuritan.
net/samuelrutherford.html.

http://www.digitalpuritan.net/samuelrutherford.html
http://www.digitalpuritan.net/samuelrutherford.html
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of law. Some issues would be better 
dealt with secondarily in statutory 
law rather than in a constitution. 
Constitutions should generally 
be flexible enough to handle any 
eventuality in the experience of 
a state. For example, Williams 
and Barbu observe that Article 7, 
dealing with “Liberianization,” the 
management of the national economy 
may not be justiciable.8 And the 1986 
Constitution’s provision regarding 
habeas corpus may be so broad that it 
renders ineffective the State’s ability to 
respond to a real emergency. Williams 
and Barbu observe that the habeas 
corpus protection “is extremely broad 
and reflects the framers’ apparent 
concern that the State might abuse 
its traditional power to suspend” that 
protection.9 

The regression of Liberia is apparent 
in the quality of the Supreme Court’s 
decisions. The decisions of the court 
prior to 1980 seem stronger, well-
reasoned and thorough. In contrast, 
during the mid-1980s and the late 
1990s the Court’s decisions were 
weaker, more unreasonable and 
lacking in professional standard 
of care, and even fantastic in some 
cases. Williams and Barbu noted the 
“political turbulence” and observed 
that some of the Court’s decisions 
from that time “depart radically from 
well-settled law, often without even 
noting the earlier cases.”10 They also 
suggest that these cases may not “really 
[be] the law of the land, but the Court

8    A Commentary, 327-30. 
9    Id. at 496.
10    Id. at 6; see also id. at 268-72, discussing the 
Grand Coalition cases, which, if read broadly, “would 
dramatically limit the liberties of Liberian political 
associations.”

has not yet had occasion to overrule 
them.”11 

Though it is beyond the scope of 
Williams and Barbu’s commentary, it 
is nevertheless obvious that behind 
the formal structures of the law in 
Liberia lie a people and a culture. 
The effectiveness of the legal system 
depends on the quality of the country’s 
people and their way of being in the 
world. It is one thing to adopt a new 
constitution espousing democratic 
freedom and quite another to enforce 
that constitution. Being true to the 
text of the constitution in the everyday 
is where it counts. This involves 
commitment and character from each 
citizen. Attention to Aristotle’s Ethics 
or another similar work may be helpful 
here, since so much is dependent on 
the character of the people, both as a 
group and as individuals.

To achieve a wholesome, functioning 
democracy, a developed order 
comprised of a strong legal system is 
essential. Democracy is not sustainable 
outside the context of law. But the 
people themselves must be lawful for 
democracy to succeed. A Commentary 
on the Meaning of the Constitution of 
the Republic of Liberia is not only for 
lawyers; it is clearly written and easily 
comprehended and accessible to the 
general educated public in Liberia. 
It is a work that should be read and 
understood to help make the Liberian 
democracy successful. 

11    Id.
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Alternative Energy for Liberia 
By Andrew R. Falk, Senior Fellow, Sagamore Institute 

President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 
recently wrote an article in Foreign 
Policy in which she lamented that 
Liberia’s twenty-three year civil war 
left the country’s energy infrastructure 
“in shambles.”1 She observed that of 
Liberia’s 4.1 million citizens, only 
about one percent of urbanites – and 
almost no one living in rural settings – 
has access to electricity.2 

President Sirleaf is not making up 
excuses when she cites the impact of 
the country’s civil war: in 1980, when 
the war began, Liberia was producing 
852 million kilowatts of electricity, 
and using 792 million kilowatts.3 By 
1991, production and consumption 
had fallen by about sixty-eight percent 
to 273 million kilowatts and 253 
million kilowatts, respectively.4 By 
2010, the most recent year for which 
data is available, production and 
consumption had only risen to 335 
million kilowatts and 311 million 
kilowatts, respectively.5

A startling analogy employed by 
President Sirleaf in the same article 
puts Liberia’s electrical woes into 
perspective: AT&T Stadium, the home 
of the Dallas Cowboys, uses more 
electricity than the total installed 
capacity of Liberia.6 While this 
analogy could be misleading – as 

1   Sirleaf, Ellen Johnson, “Let’s Power Africa,” Foreign 
Policy, August 29, 2013, http://www.foreignpolicy.com/
articles/2013/08/29/let_s_power_africa_ellen_johnson_
sirleaf_liberia_energy.
2   Id.
3   U.S. Energy Information Administration, http://
www.eia.gov/countries/country-data.cfm?fips=LI.
4   Id.
5   Id.
6   Sirleaf, “Let’s Power Africa.”

the Wall Street Journal noted, AT&T 
Stadium only consumes that amount 
of power for several hours a day on 
eight regular-season NFL games – it 
is staggering to consider that AT&T 
Stadium’s ten megawatt electrical usage 
is more than three times the amount 
that Liberia can put into its national 
grid.7

President Barack Obama visited 
Africa during the summer of 2013 
and announced a new initiative, 
Power Africa, which is designed to 
work with six African countries, 
including Liberia, to increase 
electrical production and provide 
electrical access to twenty million new 
households and businesses.8

In contrast to the large-scale programs 
proposed by President Obama and 
being planned by multinational 
corporations, several individuals and 
small organizations are already on the 
ground making a difference in Liberia. 
One such organization is the Liberian 
Energy Network (LEN), a nonprofit 
organization started by Richard Fahey, 
a retired environmental attorney from 
the United States. LEN imported two 
hundred solar lights in May 2013, and 
two more shipments are anticipated 
before the end of the year.9 LEN 
7   Lefebvre, Ben, “What Uses More Electricity: 
Liberia, or Cowboys Stadium on Game Day?” Wall 
Street Journal, http://blogs.wsj.com/corporate-
intelligence/2013/09/13/what-uses-more-electricity-
liberia-or-cowboys-stadium-on-game-day/.
8   Sirleaf, “Let’s Power Africa”; Helman, Christopher, 
“Obama’s ‘Power Africa’ Plan Greases Billions In Deals 
For General Electric,” http://www.forbes.com/sites/
christopherhelman/2013/07/01/with-power-africa-
plan-obama-to-grease-billions-in-deals-for-g-e/.
9   LEN: Who We Are, http://www.lightingliberia.
org/about.html#staff; LEN: Our Mission, http://www.
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sells the lights through retail shops 
in Monrovia and through partner 
organizations such as Ganta Methodist 
Mission Hospital, Advanced Youth 
Project, and the Christ Network for 
Good. It charges only enough to cover 
its costs of manufacturing, shipment, 
and operating expenses. Several types 
of lights are available, from a small 
reading light to a much larger unit 
capable of lighting a hospital ward. 
A third model also has the ability to 
charge a cell phone.10

Meanwhile, a Liberian construction 
company is seeking to address the 
country’s electrical shortage by 
building sustainable, off-the-grid 
homes. MenKaR Construction 
Company is in discussions with John 
Waters and Donald Cassell, Sagamore 
Institute Senior Fellows, to design 
and build housing units powered by 
lithium batteries that are recharged by 
solar power.11 The proposed units will 
be close to the University of Liberia in 
one of Monrovia’s suburbs.12

Waters is an expert in alternative 
energy with a long history in battery 
design and development.13 He was 
one of the General Motors engineers 
who helped develop the EV1, one of 
the earliest successful electric vehicles. 
Since then, Waters has worked on 
battery research for Delphi, Segway, 
and Bright Automotive.

Waters has developed a battery that 
lightingliberia.org/about.html#about; Atherton, 
Lori, “Saudek, ‘69: Harnessing Solar Energy to Light 
Up Liberia,” http://www.lightingliberia.org/images/
michigan_law_quadrangle_Fall2012.pdf.
10   Atherton, “Saudek, ‘69.”
11   See Letter of Intent, on file with the author.
12   Id.
13   Information regarding John Waters and his Light 
Village obtained from interviews with Mr. Waters.

he calls a Universal Battery Module 
(UBM). The UBM has a ten-year life in 
the worst-case scenario where it would 
be completely drained of power every 
day, 300 days a year, and completely 
recharged. The battery is designed to 
provide 3,000 one hundred percent 
discharge cycles. If, for example, the 
battery were only drained halfway 
every day, its life could extend to 
twenty years.

The UBM can be used to power 
lights and cooking appliances in 
the home; to run water pumps for 
drinking, bathing, and washing; and 
to recharge cell phones. The UBMs 
are also designed to be compact 
and light enough that they may be 
removed from the home to power 
electric scooters, motorcycles,14 four-
wheel devices, and small tractors. For 
example, one application in the active 
planning stages is powering motorized 
water carts in Nigeria, where Waters 
is working with an international 
company to provide battery-powered 
14   “The battery-powered motorcycle is powered by 
a 2kWh UBM. It can be ridden all-out for 25 miles, 
uphill, downhill, over rocks and stumps and some of 
the worst terrain you can imagine. It was designed 
for off road. It does have a slight audible whine but 
otherwise it’s dead quiet. There are no gears and no 
clutch. No exhaust pipe. No spark plugs. No fuel filters. 
No air filters. No tune-ups. In essence, there are no 
parts to service. It has a brush motor, which is kind 
of a low budget motor but we can provide a brushless 
motor in the future, which doesn’t physically have any 
friction or replacement parts. So all you really have in 
lubrication is chain oil. You have electronics in there 
of course, which are designed to meet automotive 
standards. They can take bounces, vibrations, shakes, 
dust, salt and all the environmental hazards known. 
Automotive electronics have proven to be pretty reliable 
for three decades. You and I, as westerners, don’t 
think about getting stuck in our cars very often. In the 
1920’s and 30’s every trip was an adventure where you 
might not come home. Automotive reliability has been 
accomplished. We drive our cars for 100,000 miles 
without a major expense. It’s pretty amazing what we 
take for granted. This is the low maintenance, low cost, 
high reliability approach we want to make in electric 
mobility for developing nations.” – John Waters.
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carts to replace those presently pushed 
by eighteen to twenty-two year old 
young men.
 
Waters has also integrated his UBMs 
into a design for off-the-grid homes. 
In designing a concept called Light 
Village, Waters envisions an off-grid 
family using ten compact florescent 
lights (CFLs) in their house (to 
replace kerosene or candles). Each 
CFL requires ten watts for ten hours, 
which is one kilowatt hour (kWh) for 
10 lights used on a daily basis, and 
throughout the week. The family may 
use five hundred watts for cooking 
for three hours a day (for three 
meals) for a cumulative total of 1.5 
kWh. The same family could use five 
hundred watts for an hour to pump 
water (0.5 kWh). And they move one 
battery to their scooter, which they 
ride for at least twenty-five miles for 
transportation to work or the market, 
which would use another 2 kWh. All 
together, the family has used 5 kWh. 

To meet this need, the family mounts 
a 1 kW solar panel on the roof of their 
home. With six hours of sun, they 
generate 6 kWh, which they can store 
in three 2kW batteries. The 6 kWh is 
more than the 5 kWh the family needs 
daily, but it could be either shared, 
saved, or used for other electrical 
needs. The solar energy used to meet 
the family’s needs is abundant, “free,” 
quiet, and produces no emissions. 

One of the unique aspects of Waters’ 
model is the mobility of the battery. 

The battery’s mobility makes it possible 
to also have a battery station in the 
village where a station owner invests 
in solar panels. The residents of the 
village could come in every two days 
and swap batteries for a fee. This 
option would relieve most people from 
having to invest in and install solar 
panels for their homes. Expanding the 
model further, Waters is in discussions 
with large capital companies that 
would purchase the UBMs and lease 
electrons back to customers at a 
lower cost than they spend daily on 
firewood, charcoal, kerosene, and 
candles. 

In addition to the solar power and 
battery packs, Waters has worked with 
Architects and Sagamore Institute 
Senior Fellows, Scott Truex and 
Donald Cassell, to design the Light 
Village homes to collect rainwater 
on the roof, which is then used in 
the kitchen and in the toilet. The 
resulting brown water could be then 
flushed outside the house where it is 
filtered and could even provide natural 
fertilizer for the family’s micro garden. 
Waters hopes the western idea of 
complex, expensive, and centralized 
energy and sewage infrastructures will 
be a thing of the past. 

While it will probably be many years 
before Liberia begins to generate 
and consume electricity at rates 
similar to cities in the West, thanks 
to organizations such as LEN and 
projects such as Waters’ Light Village, 
many Liberians could be enjoying the 

benefits of sustainable 
electricity much 
sooner.

Multiple Light Village units
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China’s Role in African Agriculture
By Donald L. Cassell, Jr., AIA, Senior Fellow, Isoko Institute

China’s engagement with African 
agriculture represents perhaps Africa’s 
biggest opportunity in history. China’s 
partnership with Africa has evolved 
from the donation-aid model of as-
sistance to a more sustainable donor-
investment engagement. The Chinese 
bring to bear on African agriculture 
their national experience of develop-
ment and growth. Africa’s manage-
ment of this engagement will be criti-
cal to maximizing the opportunities 
and minimizing the risks that China 
presents.

Introduction   

Agriculture is central to African 
development. Agriculture in Africa 
generates 40% of the continent’s gross 
national product. It constitutes 40% 
of Africa’s export and 70%-80% of 
employment. Despite agriculture’s 
importance to the African economy, 
it has failed to meet the continent’s 
growing need for food. From 1960 

to 2005 grain yield has increased 
disappointingly by only 60%.  Com-
paratively, grain yield has increase in 
East Asia by 220% for the same time 
period. By 2005, Africa’s food produc-
tion per capita had declined by 15% in 
comparison with figures from 1960. 
Africa’s share in agricultural exports 
declined from 15% to 3% (Bruntrup 
2). Africa average level of cereal food 
energy per person dropped from 1.086 
kcal in 1961-62 to 1.008 kcal in 2008-
10 (McArthur 7). Africa went from be-
ing a net exporter of agricultural goods 
in the early 1960s to a net importer 
of agricultural goods in the 2000s, 
spending $33 billion on agricultural 
imports by 2006 (Bruntrup 2). Sierra 
Leone imports 85% of its grain, while 
Liberia imports 75% of its grain. These 
are amongst the highest in Africa. 
Mozambique, Liberia and Senegal 
total imported rice bill amounts to 
$2 billion annually (Brautigam 233, 
251). Additionally, there has been 
widespread degradation of the soil 
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and natural vegetation. An acute lack 
of skills and political neglect has left 
African agriculture largely untapped. 
African governments and donors have 
scaled back expenditures on agricul-
ture in the last 3 decades, with African 
governments reducing their budget 
allocation from 7.3% in the 1980s to 
3.8% in 2000, and donors scaling back 
from 18% to 3.5% in the same time 
frame (Bruntrup 2). African agricul-
ture is in decline. Africa is the only 
region in the world that has seen no 
appreciable growth in the agriculture 
sector in the last 50 years. Africa needs 
to reverse this decline.

During all this time China has been 
engaged in African development and 
agriculture. The nature of China’s 
engagement with African agriculture 
is complex. It started as an instrument 
of diplomacy in opposition to Taiwan. 
China reclaimed its recognition at the 
United Nations (UN) partly through 
the votes of African countries. It has 
also insisted on the One-China policy, 
encouraging diplomatic recognition 
of the government in Beijing and the 
denial of the same to the government 
in Taipei as a separate nation-state. The 
One-China policy remains central to 
China’s engagement with Africa today. 
China has now emerged as a major 
donor-investor in Africa. Bruntrap 
has noted that traditional donors have 
increased agriculture expenditure from 
$4.2 billion to $8.7 billion, between 
the years 2000-2005. Could China also 
prove significant in reversing Africa’s 
agricultural decline?  

China: Africa’s Strategic Develop-
ment Partner

China has a significant presence 
in trade and national development 

cooperation on the continent. It has 
articulated its interest in the frame-
work of the one China policy, south-
south cooperation based on respect for 
national sovereignty, national interest, 
non-intervention and non-imposition 
of conditionalities. The accent of 
this policy framework is on mutual-
ity, trust, partnership and win-win 
cooperation. At the moment, China is 
Africa’s largest trading partner at $200 
billion in 2012 (Ncube and Fairbanks). 
China sees its approach to develop-
ment cooperation in Africa of aid, 
trade and investments as novel and 
revolutionary. This approach informed 
by China’s own experience of national 
development and transformation is 
being presented to African nations as a 
model. Using this approach, China has 
eradicated more poverty in the whole 
of human history, reducing poverty 
from over 60% to less than 7% since 
1978. (Ncube and Fairbanks).

But China also has interests in its own 
food security needs. The Food and Ag-
riculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) has determined that 
food production will need to increase 
by 70% to meet the world’s growing 
urbanized and affluent population. 
This food demand is coming primar-
ily from the rapidly advancing highly 
populated emerging economies. At the 
moment, China, as the second largest 
food consumer in the world, is meet-
ing domestic demand by its dimin-
ishing local resources in arable land 
and irrigable water. Therefore Africa, 
abounding in these resources, may fac-
tor prominently in China’s long range 
plan to address its food security needs. 
There has been a pronounced growth 
in demand for African agricultural 
commodities in China. Chinese lead-
ers are careful to note that raising the 
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level of African agriculture productiv-
ity is in the interest of the whole world. 
The Chinese see their role in African 
agriculture as helping to address global 
food security needs.

China’s Cooperation in African 
Agriculture

Until relatively recently, China’s 
partnership in African agriculture had 
focused on technical assistance and ca-
pacity building. In the interest of sus-
tainability, the development of markets 
and the potential for expanded trade, 
China has encouraged public-private 
partnerships and provided incentives 
for its agribusiness corporations to 
invest in African agriculture. The busi-
ness and investment components of 
this new approach are linked to China’s 
“Going Global Strategy”.

China’s approach to Africa is still bilat-
eral aid-based. But increasingly China 
has been willing to be part of multilat-
eral and regional arrangements. Chi-
nese aid is now packaged with trade 
and investment, involving various 
state and private actors. Present Chi-
nese policy is to prioritize local food 
security and market stability in Africa. 
By the end of the 1980s, a quarter of 
Chinese total aid to Africa was toward 
agriculture. China’s support for the 
outward expansion of the agriculture 
sector is still minimal comparatively, 
being $190 million in 2006, 0.9% of 
total outward investment contrasted 
with $8.5 billion invested in resource 
extraction (Freemantle and Stevens 9). 
From the poorest African countries, 
China has expanded the list of com-
modities allow duty free into China 
from 190 to 440 (Brautigam 241).

In the 1960s and 70s China built over 

80 demonstration farms covering a 
total of 45,000 ha. The focus then was 
on technology transfer and train-
ing. By 2009, China had carried out 
200 agricultural projects, established 
23 fisheries, stationed 1,100 Chinese 
agricultural experts in various parts 
of Africa, established 11 agricul-
tural research stations and initiated 
60 agricultural investment projects 
(Freemantle and Stevens 9). Most of 
the investment projects were initiated 
by large to medium size state-owned 
Chinese farming groups. Smaller Chi-
nese private firms and individuals have 
secured new opportunities in Africa. 
From 2003 to 2008, more than 4000 
Africans traveled to China for agricul-
ture-related courses lasting from three 
weeks to three months (Brautigam, 
Xiaoyang 695).

China-Africa agricultural cooperation 
is being informed not only by China’s 
own development experiences, but also 
by recent policy changes in Africa, and 
by global economic trends. China says 
that its interest is global food security, 
and not to grow food in Africa for 
export to China. So far, most Chinese 
for-profit agricultural initiatives in Af-
rica are focused on meeting local and 
regional demands. At least for now, 
Africa is still no more than a backup 
strategy for China. Africa presents 
China with an opportunity to deepen 
bilateral ties with friendly African 
states by providing developmental and 
technical assistance and investments in 
agriculture.

 Implications and Conclusions

China’s engagement with African ag-
riculture like China’s engagement with 
the rest of Africa represents perhaps 
Africa’s biggest opportunity in history. 
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China has done more to alleviate 
poverty in Africa than anything ever 
attempted by western colonialism or 
the initiatives of traditional partners 
(Ncube and Fairbanks). The Chinese 
engagement might be more meaning-
ful if Africans are careful to manage 
it well. African policy makers must 
clearly define their development objec-
tives and engage China with those ob-
jectives in mind. The African Union’s 
Comprehensive African Agriculture 
Development Programme (CAADP) is 
a good place to start defining Af-
rica’s agriculture policy objectives for 
engagement with China or any other 
development partner. African policy 
makers should seek to break down 
market barriers both domestically and 
regionally. Africa can use China’s as-
sistance to develop its agricultural sec-
tor and the associated infrastructure 
to encourage a more efficient market 
structure. Chinese investments have 
the potential of changing agriculture 
for good on the continent. Investing 
in agriculture is the surest path to 
reducing poverty and hunger in Africa. 
Chinese aid could be used to develop 
crops suited to Chinese demands. 
There is a vast potential for Africa’s ag-
ricultural goods in China. Africa needs 
to exploit this opportunity.  

Investing in African people is the one 
investment that holds out the pos-
sibility of infinite returns (Ncube and 
Fairbanks). “Changing people changes 
history. If people do not change, little 
else changes in the long run” (Myers 
217). “The only real revolution is in 
the enlightenment of the mind and the 
improvement of character” (Durant 72). 
African leaders in partnership with 
China should invest in the work force, 
skills and abilities of the people. Skills 
and abilities will be required to realize 

Africa’s agricultural potentials and 
bring about a great measure of food 
security. Though estimates of China’s 
land-lease or purchase is overstated, 
policies should be crafted that would 
make any “land grab” a most remote 
possibility, and would protect the 
people from any process that would 
alienate and displace them from their 
own land. The legal infrastructure 
around property rights and land title 
should be much better defined and 
more clearly established. Major posi-
tive changes to China agriculture begin 
with legal changes regarding rights of 
ownership and titles, etc. Intangibles 
in law or thought are often central to 
major changes in tangibles such as 
agricultural productivity and physical 
infrastructures.   

There should be a continual empha-
sis on people to people exchange in 
China-Africa partnership to promote 
better understanding of Chinese 
and African societies. The social and 
political context shaping agricultural 
practices in Africa must be integral to 
Africa-China partnership, which will 
do well to interact and consult with 
the CAADP, the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in African (AGRA), faith-
based institutions and nongovernmen-
tal organization (NGOs) working in 
the agricultural sector. CAAP pillars of 
sustainable management of land and 
water, rural infrastructure and agri-
cultural trade, food security, research 
and technology overlaps with much of 
China-Africa partnership in agricul-
tural development. Africa should be 
sagely proactive and not passive in 
its partnership with China. This is in 
Africa’s best interest.
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