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INTRODUCTION
T h e coup in Liberia on April 12, 1980, which toppled the administration of President William Tolbert, also brought to an end 133
years of minority settler rule over the indigenous people ofthat country. The new Head of State, Master Sergeant Samuel Kanyon Doe
(now Dr. and Commander in Chief of the armed forces) and his
Peoples' Redemption Council (PRC) as well as cabinet ministers, have
described the coup as a 'revolution.' Since April 1980, the words 'coup'
and 'revolution' have been used interchangeably by government officials and commentators alike, giving the impression that the two
words are synonymous. Besides, slogans have also been invented by
the new administration to give substance to the perception that the
coup is indeed a revolution. 1 Furthermore, Doe has himself publicly
stated that one of the objectives of the PRC is to create a 'new Liberia'
and a 'new society' in Liberia which would be drastically different
from that which was presided over by Tolbert. T h e rhetoric and
slogans have led government officials and civilians in the country as
well as foreign commentators, to believe that what happened on April
12, 1980, in Liberia was much more than an ordinary coup d'etat.
It is the thesis of this article, however, that in spite of the rhetoric
and slogans, the death of Tolbert as well as the execution of 13 of his
former officials, there has not been a revolution in Liberia. What
happened on April 12, 1980, in Liberia was merely a coup, a successful
rebellion by a handful of soldiers against the 'constituted' civilian
authority. This argument is based on the belief that since the putsch
three years ago, there have not been any far reaching structural and
institutional alterations in the country.

WHAT IS A REVOLUTION?
There is no universally accepted definition of what constitutes a
revolution, or indeed, revolutionary change. 2 According to the Dictionary of the Social Sciences, a revolution in contemporary usage denotes
"sudden, radical changes which take place both in political and social
conditions, that is, when an 'established' government (as well as racial
and legal order) is suddenly, sometimes violently replaced by a new
one." A revolution thus involves "changes of a radical political character even if the changes in question take place slowly without violence . . ."3 While this definition could be used to describe some of the
events of April 1980 in Liberia, such as the assassination of Tolbert
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and the execution of thirteen of his officials as well as the changes in
political leadership itself, it would not be useful in evaluating the
changes that have since taken place in the social, political and economic structures of the country. T o be useful for our purpose, a
definition must be able to indicate the nature of change and how
extensive the change that took place has been. In other words, the
acceptable definition must give us some idea regarding the extent of
the change that occurred after the overthrow of the old government.
This is necessary because without concern for the character of the
change, then, almost any successful coup could be described as a revolution. Other definitions support this idea.
According to Cohan, "a revolution may be measured by the amount
of change that occurs over a particular time span . . . if the change is
minimal, then a revolution cannot be said to have occurred. If on the
other hand, the change is 'radical' then, it may be said that a revolution
has occurred." "The mechanism by which the transfer of power occurred," Cohan continued, "is not itself of great significance. Thus,
some coups may be part of a revolution but a coup in itself is not a
revolution simply because it represents illegal change." 1 The nature
of the change and its extent as opposed to the way change is brought
about, has also been emphasized by Hannah Arendt, in her definition
of a revolution. Accordingly, she has argued that ". . . violence is no
more adequate to describe the phenomenon of revolution than change;
only where change occurs in the sense of a new beginning, where
violence is used to constitute an altogether different form of government, to bring about the formation of a new body politic . . . can we
speak of revolution." 5 Finally, Cohan has reminded us that "one of
the hallmarks of revolution when compared with other forms of social
change is the degree to which the new state of the system differs from
the original state of the system. . .."6
T h e implications of the above definitions for our analysis of the
Liberian coup are obvious. First, that the coup cannot be regarded as
a revolution simply because it involved some violence and a change
of government. T h e second implication is that the Liberian coup could
only be called a revolution if it involved drastic changes in the country's
body politic. Third, the coup could be regarded as a revolution il the
domestic alterations are followed with a revamping of the country's
international relations. 7 Using these criteria, then, we can say that the
coup in Ethiopia in 1974 is a revolution. In the same vein, we can also
say that the events of 1979 in Iran which led to the overthrow of the
government of the Shah and the installation of the Muslim fundamentalists under the leadership of the Ayatollah Khoumeni, also denoted a revolution. In both cases, the systems brought into being after
the overthrow of old authorities are fundamentally different from
their predecessors. In Ethiopia, a Marxist-Leninist regime replaced a
feudal-capatilist political and economic order under late Emperor
Haile Selassie, while in Iran, a Muslim Republic was formed whose
political, economic and value systems were completely different from
those of Iran under the Shah.
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In their external relations too, both Ethiopia and Iran pursued
policies which were a complete departure from those of their predecessor regimes. For Ethiopia, there was a dramatic move from the
pro-western policies of the Emperor to closer ties with the Soviet
Union and other socialist states in Europe and Africa. In the case of
Iran, the hitherto ultra-pro-American policy of the Shah was replaced
with a very nationalistic and non-aligned foreign policy with the major
objective being the promotion of Muslim fundamentalist ideals in the
Gulf area and, indeed, throughout the world. In both countries the
change of government was followed by a 'radical' alteration of their
societies. In each, the modifications involved: 1) "a change in the
composition of the elites," 2) "the elimination of the previous political
institutions and their replacement by others," and, 3) "changes in the
social structure which would be reflected in the class arrangements
and/or the redistribution of resources and income." 8
In evaluating the policies of the Peoples Redemption Council in
Liberia to determine whether the April coup is a revolution, we shall
be concerned with two broad areas: the domestic and the foreign
policies of the PRC. In both cases, the policies must be assessed against
the background of the objectives which the cow/j-makers set out for
themselves soon after overthrowing Tolbert and the actual policies
since 1980. These policies and their results will further be juxtaposed
with those of Tolbert whose administration the PRC overthrew.
It is this paper's position that, after the initial Shockwaves resulting
from such events as the death of Tolbert and the killing of thirteen
of his former officials as well as the formal end of 133 years of minority
rule by the Americo-Liberians 9 had passed, the PRC administration
halted what was initially conceived as a revolution. Since that point,
there has been no fundamental alteration in the political, economic
and social structures of the country. Nor have there been any radical
departures from the foreign policies of Tolbert.
DOE IDENTIFIES THE PRODROME
The major grievances of the indigenous Liberians that had
prompted the putsch were identified by Doe soon after he became the
new Head of State. In a nation-wide radio broadcast, the then Master
Sergeant told his country that:
There has been uncontrolled corruption that we can see all around
us in the form of conflict of interest, the selling of influence, the
use of official positions for private gain, and other forms of
corruption. . . . In our country, the unemployment situation is
so bad that there are more people looking for work than those
who are employed. . . . T h e cost of food is too high, and most
of our people cannot afford $20. for a bag of rice. T h e health
situation in the country is so terrible that nearly one out of every
five newly born babies dies before reaching the age of one
year. . . . Corruption was accepted as a way of life. Most govern50

