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INTRODUCTION

The first popular idea about Africa and Islam, is also the first major misconceptions about Africa and Islam from Euro-Christians perspectives. The notion of Africa as Dark Continent and its savage occupants, is a parochial European idea, which gained currency because Africa was the last of the continents to be opened to the gaze of the outside world, and because it was the last to experience the full impact of European people ideas and techniques which was so marked a feature of world history from the sixteenth century till the early twentieth. At the beginning of the so-called modern period of history in view of Europeans, however, Africa was far from the most back ward of the continents on planet earth. For instance, the Australians, when they were discovered by Europeans, they were still living as hunters and getter, and were using stone tools comparable with the Neolithic or middle stone age cutlers abandoned by most Europeans and African

people from three to six thousand years before." Throughout the Northern third of the continent of Africa, most of them belonged to the urbanized civilization of Islam"1.

Even in the Southern, two thirds of the continent most of the African peoples were organized into states and communities along Islamic-African traditional lines, powerful enough to deter European-Christian invaders. It is however, significant to point out some of the reasons why Europeans did not go inland and seize the gold mines of West Africa; (1) the Africans in the inland were already well enough organized through Islamic lines, (2) the African were skillful enough to exploit those resources for themselves and (3)

to keep the overland trade in their own hands. It was in large measure the progress already made by the Africans in earlier centuries that enabled them to resist the so-called modern age, because of their Islamic-African traditional value system which entails communalism, and collectivitism.

 Upon this end, the purpose of this paper is to acquaint our Western-Christian African believers in general, and our westernized Christian Liberians and their allies in

particular, the significance of Islam to humanity, and the impact on the African peoples during their historic trying times. Taking this topic as a major focus: Islam and Its Political Development in Liberia, the case of the Muslim Mandingo ethnic group and the Liberian civil conflict, implies that  the actual discussion  on  Islam and the Muslim Mandingo Ethnic groups in Liberia, must also discuss a brief  synopsis of historic background of the last prophet-Muhammad.

BRIEF HISTORIC BACKGROUND OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD:

I was in the drowsy stillness of Meccan afternoon that Muhammad was born in a small house at the foot of Jebel Abu Qubays on the city's eastern outskirts. Muhammad's mother Aminah belonged to the Zuhrah Clan of Quraish; his father Abdullah was a member of Banu Hashim Clan. But weeks before Muhammad was born, Abdullah had died on his home from caravan journey to Gaza. And so Muhammad was born fatherless. The year Muhammad born was about 570, although the date has never been historically established. Traditionally it is known as "the year of the elephant"2, because in or around this year, an Ethiopia army attempted unsuccessfully to capture Mecca with the aid of a war elephant. There are several major similarities of the prophet's birth to that of many people in the world most especially in the so-called third world countries, specifically Africa; such as: (a) being born without a father, the researcher can relate to this; (b) being an orphan, which many African can relate to this from their early child hood as the prophet was, (c) being send away from home to learn traditional Islamic discipline ie, the

Holly Quran, the researcher and many African Muslim Mandingo ethnic group can also relate to the birth and up bringing of the prophet Muhammad.

The relevance of the prophet's brief background to this research is to reveal to mankind in doubts of the prophet and Islam,  especially our westernized Christian Africans; and to demonstrate the existed proximity of Islam and humanity and to the oppressed of our one world. Muhammad did not have a formal education, in terms of learning how to read and write. There were no formal schools in those days in Arabia. In fact it was not even considered an asset for men to write or read since these were functions

performed by paid scribes who acted as secretaries when needed. Learning and knowledge were kept in man's minds and passed down verbally from generation to generation. On the continent of Africa during the old days; a child's education depended on the wisdom, knowledge, courage and blessing from his parents and the elders of the villages, such was the case with the prophet and such was and is the case with many Africans, especially those traditionally inclined Africans of wish the research can relate to.

To clearly comprehend the role of the prophet Muhammad, is to account for the historic

significance of Islam to African solidarity in recent history; however, experiencing the weigh of Christianity as African, and its instrument of cultural devastation; African can not afford to give up on Islam in my personal perspective. As a matter of fact, one of the great religious appeals of Islam is its simplicity. Its approach to God is direct-man standing before God with no intermediary. Its disciplines regarding prayer and fasting establish a bond between religious adherents. Its appeals also lies in Islam's

basic philosophy, consistently practiced down the ages, that all men and women  are brothers and sisters  and equal before God, regardless of race, color, or station in life. Al-Haji-Malik Sebah (Malcolm X) expressed this when he returned from Mecca to the United States. Looking back on the history of Africa, one can say that Africa has made a progress, taking into consideration of its struggle to maintain its self, and its people; having gone through all of the European exploitative exercises, Africa has made an ameliorating progress through Islamic culture including many similarities in African Traditions and Philosophies.

THE MUSLIM MANDINGO ETHNIC GROUP AND THE LIBERIAN CIVIL CONFLICT:

Liberia can be perceived by many as been unique on the continent of Africa due to its history which seems so far removed from the supposed mainstream of  Tradition and Philosophical,  and  political development as to exempt it from comparative analysis. The differences between Liberia and most other African countries are fundamental. However,  many scholars have argued that Liberia has never had a foreign colonial rule, it has not experienced a populist movement aimed at driving out foreign colonizers and stripping away an alien culture. It seems safe to say that the above political, and historic analysis about Liberia must not be viewed as compliments, but ridicule and national degradation for a nation that was transplanted in the midst of traditional Black-Nubian Nations on the West of the South of the Sahara. Liberia isolated itself from the rest of Africa in many instances during its embryonic  contemporary political development, under the custodian of America due to its repatriated free black slaves to that region. This had not served

in the best interest of Liberia and the African community in most of its contemporary integration struggles." The most obvious domestic consequences of Liberia's membership in the international organizations revolved around the government's treatment of

the traditional ethnic people3." In Liberia, the first opposition to European rule was of course that of the un negotiable settlements of freed black slaves from America to Liberia, resentful of the new mould into which the American Colonization Society vehemently sought to force the indigenous to succumb. This kind of opposition was

mainly characteristics of the more remote areas of Liberia, and during the early days of American Colonization Society; but sometimes the cohesion of a traditional society was so strong that in the end colonial government had to compromise with it.

 In such cases, traditionalism may still be politically relevant even today in Liberia; as the American Colonization Society became more firmly established through wars with the indigenous Liberians, and as the economic and social climate also began to change, so new types of opposition began to emerge admits traditional lines. Some of these were not overly political. Thus on the Coaster land areas of Liberia where the settlers had

already gained grounds, where Christian missions has already permeated the fabric of the indigenous Liberian society, and has preceded the colonial administration, and overall where the development of the freed American black slaves and their white slave masters began their severe maladjustments in their infiltration of the Liberian society. The formation of compulsory Christian Churches in Liberia under the pseudo so-called modern civilization, which beliefs and practices learnt from the missionaries were often colored to suit local ways. The compulsory members, ie, the already exposed indigenous ethnic groups of such churches occasionally break out into blind revolt against the European administrators and settlers, who generally regarded the  ethnic groups  with

suspicion and hostility. One of the examples of this was in "the 1915 rebellion led by John Chilembwe in Nyasaland. Also in different way, the Mau Mau movement among the Kikuyu of Kenya in 1952-6 was perhaps as much a psychological and magico-religious as a political reaction to alien pressures."4 Among the people of Liberia first influenced by Islam during this period were the Mandingos, the Vais,  and the Gola ethnic. It is imperative to point out that the researcher himself belongs to the Muslim Mandingo ethnic group of Liberia, and speaks many of the indigenous Liberian languages including the Mandingo and the Vai languages. Nineteenth-century settler-ethnic groups relations can still be recalled by living Liberia. The Vais and the Mandingoes ethnic groups have always been known for their independence and advance culture, especially the Vai ethnic groups. The Vais developed their own script in the nineteenth century. It is alleged that the Vais were never taken as slaves, and often had their own servants working their farms. Although there are many possible explanations for the advancement of Islam in Liberia by the Mandingos Muslim, during the infiltration of the American Colonization Society in the 1800s. It is however, seemed to me that one of the essential reasons is education through moral, cultural and indiscriminate Islamic discipline." Muslims felt with some justification that Western education was simply an instrument to be used for the purpose of converting them and the rest of the non-Christian population to Christianity."5 Such has been the case with Mandingo Muslims in the pre-dominantly Western cultural assimilated society such as Liberia in the past. It is essential to note that there were more than one million Muslim Mandingo ethnic group in Liberia prior to the civil conflict which started on December 24, 1989. 

The Muslim- Mandingo Ethnic Groups  in Liberia have been very instrumental in the social and economic booming, and yet, very isolated from the Liberia political mainstream. Even though, the Muslim- Mandingo are generally dispersed in small communities with their economic development in the country, their former political domination of much of West Africa and diamond mining have afforded

them a special prestige under different colonial leadership. Muslim- Mandingo Ethnic Groups  have served under two of the last Americo-Liberian presidents, Williams V.S. Tubman and William R. Tolbert as chiefs, in the central legislature, and in the central government administration. Because they are Muslims, however, majority have not rarely attained high position in most of the Liberian administrations and  government. Is

hypocritical to see that the Liberian constitution does not provide for an official state religion, but the Christian inheritance of the early settlers has made membership in one of its denominations, usually protestants, "a sine qua non" for political leadership. Yet, as peripatetic traders, and in their symbolic relationship, the Muslim-Mandingo Communities close to larger Monrovia city municipalities, such as Gbarnga,

Nimba County, and Voinjaman, the Muslim Mandingo ethnic group have played important roles in commerce and as communicators of so-called alien cultures in the eyes of some Liberians compensatory opportunists.

Many non-Muslim Liberians, and Liberian scholars can attest to the facts that most of the economic development through local, national, and intra-state Liberian commerce, are done by the business Muslim Mandingo ethnic group. More capital taxes are collected by the Liberian government from the Muslim Mandingo business community along with the Muslim Lebanese business community. It necessary to point out that we Liberians have not invested more developmental interest in our country through taxation, voluntary contributions. But people whom the status co deems alien based on their  religious and cultural commitment, and solidarity, which defer from the mainstream-assimilated culture. This cultural hypocrisy master minded by Christian European settlers and their freed black slave counter parts, have created a disguised division amongst the Liberian ethnic groups over the years. It is however save to say that the settlers under took the following techniques during their infiltration process: (1) they took sides with submissive ethnic groups of their first contacts, (2) they armed those  ethnic groups against the others, (3)they despised, detested the un submissive ethnic groups, (4) they denied them representation, (5) they dispatched their colonial soldiers to collect taxes from them.

Contributions made by the business Muslim Mandingos ethnic groups to the Liberian government altered the minds of some policy makers within the Liberian government in contemporary political perspective, by legislating a proposition to include more

Muslim Mandingo ethnic groups in the political fabrics of Liberia, since many Muslim-Mandingo parents have sent their children to schools and have acquired high western-Islamic education for the purpose of fitting the so-called Americanized-Liberian society. 

The Muslim Mandingo community has become in resent time an agent

of economic save-haven for the Liberian government during economic crisis.

Yet, this has however created an inter-ethnic antagonism against the Muslim Mandingo business communities in Liberia. This community has supported all political leaderships that exists in Liberia for the safety of their businesses, just like the Jews in the United States. When the civil war broke up in Liberia on December 24, 1989, the Muslim-Mandingo Communities were the centers of genocidal focus, by other ethnic groups  that

had had a long historic animosity against hard working business Muslim Mandingo ethnic group. One would like to ask why the Muslim Mandingo and the Muslim Mandingo business ethnic groups were targeted by all of the Liberian warring factions, miscarrying over 6000 Mandingo ethnic groups during the intensification

of the Liberian civil conflict? Some of the major answers would be as follows: (1) because of their Muslim-Mandingo- Islamic solidarity, (2) because of their national and international business mechanism, (3) because of their persistence economic support for an existing Liberian government, (4)because of their abrupt economic permeability within the fabric of the Liberian society, (5) because of their communal proximity with one another, and (6) because of their voluntarism and love for humanity. It is significant to embrace and utilize some post-conflict Religious Diversity and Solidarity program such as 
PROCMURA AREA COMMITTEE (PAC) SIX-YEAR STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION LIBERIA : SUBMITTED BY: PROCMURA AREA COMMITTEE to include  LIBERIA, GUINEA & MALI. See REV. ST. JOHN YORK (ADVISOR), JUNE 2008 to   AUGUST, 2008

The history of this post conflict religious diversity and solidarity  and its  existence in Liberia can be traced back to 1983 when the Liberian Council of Churches hosted the Consultation of Church Leaders from the Sub-region in Monrovia to study the issues of co-existence of Christians and Muslims in Liberia. The activities, however became overshadowed by the political events that characterized the beginning of the prolonged conflict in Liberia. Until in 1999 it once again resurfaced , where Church Leaders in Liberia were called upon to study a way forward for a sincere approach for collaboration between the Christian organizations and Islamic ones. An Area Committee was formed in 2002 and her affairs coordinated by a trained Interfaith Adviser. The Adviser ran the day to day program activities of the Area Committee. The Committee successfully implemented the following projects: 
In October 2002, the Committee staged a forum for the sensitization of the Christian Community on Christian-Muslim relations, which was attended by 300 Church Leaders. This was held at Life Tabernacle on Benson Street, Monrovia. 

1. In December 2002, the Committee conducted a Church Leaders Sensitization and awareness program on Christian-Muslim Relations, which was attended by 40 Clergy persons from the Christian Community in Liberia. This was held at Brown Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church, on Benson Street, Monrovia.

2. In August 2004, the Committee with support from the Liberian Council of Churches conducted a workshop on Awareness on the art of Christian-Muslim relations in Buchanan, Grand Bassa County. 40 persons benefited.

3. In November 2004, the Committee conducted Meetings with the conflicting parties in the October 28, 2004 Conflict between Christians and Muslims in Jacobstown, Paynesville.

4. In March 2006, Team from the Central Office of PROCMURA, facilitated two (2) workshops; HIV/AIDS prevention techniques with Christian and Muslim Youth in Liberia. 30 youths benefited. Christian-Muslim Relations in the Liberian Context was the theme for the working of 30 Christian women from the Churches in Liberia 

The question of Religious Diversity and Inter-Denominational Solidarity in post conflict Liberia is one of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s  plan of action and implementation  dimensions as one looks in the structures of her administration. Case in point; In November 2007, for instance, the above institution and its Committee launched an Inter-religious dialogue and consultation for 30 religious leaders on conflicting issues of national concerns to them. In March 2008, the Committee conducted a Religious Leaders consultation on Global warming and Climate Change, and HIV/AIDS.

In April 2008, in collaboration with the Catholic Archdiocese of Monrovia, the Committee had a three-day retreat for 100 youths/students with different religious backgrounds to discuss on religious tolerance and co-existence.  In post conflict Liberia, the concepts of religious, ethnic, and cultural diversity and solidarity is clearly  articulated through  the Institutional strengthening of the Liberian Area Committee in order to be more effective and proactive include developing a fundraising strategy that will make the current Program sustainable and better institutionalized. This suggests reviewing organizational policies and guideline in areas of administration, financial and human resource management systems, program monitoring and evaluation systems including provision of equipments especially for the Advisor to give it the needed potential to attract funding. This also calls for diversified approaches for engagement of Christians and Muslim to discuss relevant areas such as religious rights and freedoms, gender, poverty elimination and development, globalization, climate change and global warming, etc.

It must be mentioned that Christian-Muslim relations like else where in the world is a complex business as it has its core issues in politics, economics, culture, religious and social standings between the West and the East. In a six-year strategic plan, the Area Committee will focus on seven (7) thematic points:

1. Awareness and Capacity-building of Church Leaders in Christian-Muslim relations

2. Provision of adequate information and education on women issues in Christian-Muslim relations

3. Youth capacity to practice their faith peacefully

4. Increase Christian-Muslim literature production, dissemination and communication programs 

5. Increase research and training for resource persons

6. Advocacy programs

7. Finance and Administration

AWARENESS AND CAPACITY BUILDING FOR CHURCHLEADERS

Overall goal:

Sensitized and conscientized Church Leaders on the art of faithful and responsible Christian Witness in an interfaith environment of Christians and Muslims to the extent where Christian and Muslim Leaders team up to work for peace and peaceful co-existence for the holistic development of the peoples of Liberia and the recognition of freedom of religion as an acceptable norm.

:

CONCLUSION

This research attempted to elucidate Islam and its political development in Liberia, the case of the Muslim Mandingo ethnic group and the Liberian civil conflict. The roles of the Muslim Mandingo ethnic group and the Muslim business communities in the political, economic, social and educational arena of Liberia, despite their potentials in these areas, yet, there still exist an exclusion of the Mandingos from the

political mainstrain of Liberia. The historic background of Islam in Africa and Muhammad, the prophet's brief historic background was also elaborated.

The major variables of this research are: (1) the mistreatment of people of Islamic religious believers by people of Christian orientations, (2) the misconceptions of Islam,(3) the naivety of the West to vision the total failure of Christianity. If unification be the true basis of humanity and human civilization as a whole, then I believe Islam is undoubtedly the greatest civilizing force the world has ever known or is likely to

know. Thirteen hundred years ago, it was Islam that saved the world from crushing into an abyss of savagery, that came to the help of a civilization whose very foundations had collapsed, and that set about laying new foundations and rearing an entirely new edifice of culture and ethics synonymous with that of African traditional ethics and culture. A new idea of unity of the human race as a whole, not of the unity of only Europe or the so-called United States. Islam did not only magnanimously unite the Arabs world but

every where it touches, Islam, according to an English writer obliterated

differences of color, race, language, geographical boundaries and even differences of culture. In post conflict Liberia, the rise and articulation and overall religious diversity and inter-determinational  cultural solidarity is a hands. Religious, Islam, Muslim, and Ethnicity were not the primary objective for the 25-years Liberian civil conflict. In many ways, it was in equality, injustice, corruption, the haves and the have nots concepts were some of the precipitating factors of the Liberian civil conflict. The researcher is with the conviction that the forces that divided the Liberian indigenous groups have been mightier than those which tended to unite them, but with the excruciating circumstances experienced by the Mandingo Muslims and the Mandingo ethnic communities in Liberia during the civil conflict, will show as a source of inspiration to Muslims that The Muslim-Mandingo Ethnic Groups are significant Liberian citizens and contributors to the building of Liberia and they are  in Liberia to stay because they are Africans, Liberians, and they are relevant to the overall survivability of the Liberian political, economic, social, and national and international  capability.. 
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