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ANALYSIS  

The twentieth century has witnessed a remarkable rise in armed conflicts that are most 

likely to occur in a weak state as well as a poor country. Furthermore, the rise of 

“new” non-state actors such as, organized criminal gangs, religious groups, 

mercenaries, ethnic militias and private security companies are widely recognized. 

‘New War’ involves an apparent blurring of the boundaries among struggle for 

economic and political ends (war) and the force used for private material gain 

(criminal violence).1 In the light of the criminal motivations, the civil war in Sierra 

Leone (1991-2002) is an example of a recent complex conflict, amenable to both 

grievance and greed-based explanation. My position is that, although the violence is 

in part a reaction to political repression, the drive to possess the country’s valuable 

resource of diamond explains more convincingly the conflict. In this paper, I will 

argue that the greed theory is more convincing than the grievance theory in this period 

of “new wars”. 

The post- Cold War era, in particular, challenged the conceptions of modern warfare; 

most wars were fought within countries rather than between countries, the bordered of 

which became “old-fashioned”. According to Singer and Small’s seminal data 

collection, a civil war is an internal conflict with at least 1,000 combat-related deaths 

per year. 2 According to Stockholm International Peace Research Institute in 2001, 15 

major armed conflicts occurred were internal. Greed and grievance are regarded as the 
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two crucial causes for civil war and the key driving forces of rebellion. A greed-based 

conflict is a battle over resources in which war is waged a larger share of resources. A 

grievance-based conflict, on the other hand, represents a response to usurped rights or 

oppression, often in the sense of ethnic or religious tension, inequality or political 

repression. Hence, there is different rebel motivation, atypical profitable opportunities 

versus atypical grievances. 3   

One the one hand, some argue that grievances are the principle causes of rebellion.  

For instance, inequality and injustice in Sierra Leone, a former British colony, are 

rooted in both the slave trade and the colonial period histories. In the fifteenth 

century, the Portuguese arrived, later the British, in Sierra Leone to exploit its human 

sources by capturing and sending slaves to the Caribbean and America.  Also, in 

1896, during the British colonial rule, Sierra Leone became a Protectorate and was 

divided into small “chiefdoms” that are appointed by the colonial government. The 

chiefs served the British interests and in return receive economic rewards. The British 

exercised indirect rules over those chiefdoms by allowing them to have considerable 

power, thus, have authority over the indigenous people. 4  For example, the chiefs 

enforce the customary rights by asking for excessive cash levies, used forced labor 

and unpopular land allocations. The competition was high among the ruling class for 

the office of paramount chiefs since they want to benefit from the British economic 

rewards. The rural community was marginalized, and thus, discontent about the 

unequal treatment. The resentment against the chiefdom administration increased 

especially after the independence in 1960.    

The history of “grievance” in Sierra Leone was also a product of political repression. 

Under President Joseph Momoh (1985-1992), Sierra Leone sank deep into both 

political as well as economic turmoil. Sierra Leone has a one-party system dominated 

by the All People’s Congress (APC) in which Momoh was politically active. The 

executive authority was in the hands of the president; he appointed two vice 

presidents, the cabinet and the Supreme Court judges. Conteh-Morgan states that 

during “the 1970s and 1980s witnessed the rapid decline in the efficacy of political 

and economic relations in Sierra Leone. Sierra Leone’s problems revolved around 

political instability and repression during the All People’s Congress (APC) regime, 

blatant misuse of political power for individual enrichment, gradual decline of total 

output, neglect of agriculture, increase in unemployment, deterioration and neglect of 

education, increase in food imports, mounting foreign debts, increasing inability to 

finance recurrent expenditure, and neglect of infrastructural development” 5 

Nevertheless, in 1990, before a year of the civil war in Sierra Leone, the president and 
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the commission established a constitutional review commission in order to set up a 

democratic state. For example, they took into account the establishment of a multi-

party system, guaranteeing basic human rights.  

However, the president did not keep his political reform promise and the APC 

continued to consolidate its power. Some scholars such as Richards argue that the 

Revolutionary United Front (RUF) did not begin as an armed group, but as rebels who 

were guided by political grievances. The RUF claimed that the failings of the corrupt 

regime increased the need to overthrow the one-party regime by putting forward the 

“No More Slaves, No More Masters. Power and Wealth to the People.”6 slogan, 

however, their voices were not heard because they were politically excluded.  

Nevertheless, grievances are not the principal cause for the civil war, since on the 

other hand, the observable increase of self-financing nature in intrastate wars was a 

new focus on the importance of economics in intrastate conflicts. Sierra Leone slipped 

into decline, as corruption, cronyism, and political patronage controlled state/society 

relations. The president enriched himself through illicit deals involving different 

resources (diamonds, in particular). Through the ongoing violence in society, the 

elites and the entrepreneurs created “an alternative system of profit, power and even 

protection.” 7  They benefited from the “resource wars” that were fueled by their 

“greed”. One can argue that governance in Sierra Leone was not about using the 

resources of the country to develop it or fulfilling the function of a state such as 

providing security and services to its citizens but enrich the elites their patronage 

networks. 8 

Paul Collier and his team used a statistical analysis of the civil wars that occurred 

since and 1965 and assessed numerous variables in order to determine whether 

“greed” or “grievance” causes that lead to the risk of brutal conflict. On one side, 

there are two main factors that put a country at high risk of civil war: low growth rate 

and low incomes.9In the case of Sierra Leone, according to the Human Development 

Report of 2001, the country is among the lowest in the world; it ranks dead last in 

terms of life expectancy and the United Nations Human Development Index. The 

infant mortality rate is one of the worst, not only in Africa but the whole world, 146 

deaths per 1,000 live births. 10  According to World Bank’s World Development 
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Indicators, 2006, the per capita GNI of Sierra Leone was $180. This means that in this 

case, people do not seek to enrich but to have the basic needs for human survival. 

Nevertheless, Collier and his team did not find a strong correlation among socio-

economic inequality neither within nor between different groups. 

These data, on the other side, have shown that conflicts escalated when a country 

depends on primary commodity exports and illiterate young men. In a “new war”, the 

‘political economy’ is taken into consideration, specifically, the economic incentives 

to perpetuate or initiate a conflict. There is no doubt that the economic factors have 

been extremely important in Sierra Leone’s civil war. In fact, the word “diamonds” 

can become a one-word summary of this war. Thus, civil wars and resources are 

causally interconnected. Becoming officially a diamondiferous economy was both a 

curse and a blessing. In 1991, the rebels of the RUF invaded Sierra Leone from 

neighboring country Liberia and launched its insurrection against the All Peoples’ 

Congress government of the Sierra Leonean president, Joseph Momoh. The RUF 

were mainly composed of drugged and uneducated teenagers. The main goal of the 

RUF is to seize control of the lucrative diamond-producing country in Africa, a greed-

based belligerence.  

Collier and his team claimed that it is more important for a rebel organization to be 

military and financially viable in order to purchase military equipment and pay the 

rebels than “grievance”. The illegal diamonds trade was used to finance its activities 

and fighting, creating a vicious cycle of greed financed by the fruits of greed.  Foday 

Sankoh, the founder and leader of RUF in 1991, who received training in the “art of 

revolution” in Libya under Qaddafi regime, had close connections to the Liberian 

president, a warlord and the head of the Liberian rebels (NPFL), Charles Taylor. 
11The RUF traded diamonds for the guns. Liberia spilled over the border into Sierra 

Leone and made “things” worse. The RUF collaborated with the Liberian rebels, 

which led to the beginning of long, brutal civil war. In 1988, the war was fought 

among other factions such as the Civil Defense Force (CDF), a local fighting group 

that protected itself from the RUF terror, and the Armed Forces Revolutionary 

Council (AFRC), a military organization. 12 For them, the quickest route to wealth 

and power under a weak state unable to impose its economy was the control of 

Freetown, the capital, in order to gain control over of local and international trading 

and mining. They then sell the diamonds with large profits. The diamond sector and 
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the conflict were interconnected. The diamonds were an incentive for violence to 

exploit the local economy. 13 

 In the mid-1930, Sierra Leone produced $300 million to $450 million worth of 

diamonds annually.’’14 This most precious stone is sold by the “$6 billion per year 

international diamond industry, a luxury market that sells 80% percent of its products 

to American customers.” 15 The diamonds were converted into either U.S dollars or 

euros.  By financing its activities through the trade in diamonds, RUF became more 

powerful. Terror was on the side of RUF where brutality, inhumanity, shopping off 

hands, mass rape, cannibalism, torture, recruitment of child soldiers and random 

execution were the main resources of their strategy. This proves that the data revealed 

by Collier and his colleagues, which is “greed” lead to a higher risk of brutal conflict 

than “grievance” is more convincing. Diamonds resources that had a key role in the 

violence have been exploited by different actors at the expense of innocent civilians, 

youth in particular.  

In addition to the case study of Sierra Leone, numerous neighboring countries and 

other actors benefitted from this “endeavor”, whether directly or indirectly. The 

Guineans reported “2.6 million carats of officials diamond exports at an average of 

$96 per carat to Belgium”16 In order for the rebels in Angola, UNITA, to fund its 

decades-old war, they raided the fields of oil operations. Also, in Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), diamonds were the prizes to whichever group that would 

be able to control the areas where they are found.17 Unfortunately, after the death 3.7 

million and the displacement of more than 6 million people, either internally or 

externally in these war zones in Africa, it is estimated that the global output of the 

sold diamond by those rebel groups are between 4 or 5 percent and the other 95 

percent of diamond sold in the market of the world come from legitimate source.18  

To sum up, a greed-based explanation is favorable in this case of Sierra Leone, even if 

the conflict possesses certain factors that can be explained by grievance. Diamonds 

have both allowed this conflict and fueled it, both as finance and as a symbol of 

greed. Both sides continue to fight although the original “grievance” is a long, lost 

memory.   
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