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citizenship in Southwest Cameroon

Peter Geschiere

One of the strengths of Piet Konings’ work is that his consedquent focus on labour
throughout his academic career enabled him to relate in seminal ways to widely
different aspects of society — not only the broader economic conlext but also io
politics, gender relations or religious organizations. in this text I want fo link io
his growing interest in struggles over autochthony and citizenship in the South-
West Province of Cameroon. His historical work showed most convincingly how
the specific labour relations that developed in this area since colonial times are
crucial for understanding the recent explosion of autochthony in the region. The
specifics of this regional trajectory were, morecver, 1o play a key role in national
politics, re-affirming the hold of President Biya's former one-party over the coun-
iry despite a promising onset of democratization in the early 1 990s. In line with
Konings' approach I wani to focus on two momenis in the region’s history that
were critical to the interaction between labour relations and tensions over be-
longing and citizenship: firsly, the surprising role of Lord Lugard around 1920
in imposing a labour regime on the region that seemed to his subalterns to go
against the very principle of British colonial rule; secondly the first introduction
of democracy around {ndependence (1960) and the havoc created in the area by
British insistence on the ‘one man, one vote’ rule. A first, more general section
will deal with the introduction of the notion of autochthony in Africa by French
colonials, shortly after 1900, that may help to understand how this notion could
become so central in struggles over labour and citizenship.

Introduction

Piet Konings’ work is marked by a constant focus on labour. With him, this was
never a limitation. On the contrary his work shows in most evocative ways that
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Peter Geschiere

Iabour is a theme at the crossroads of crucial aspects of society and history. Ifmade
him study relations among workers and their efforts at organizing themselves, but
also their relations with their bosses — in practice often the management at the
working place —, with politicians at the local or national level, and even broader,
workers” position in changing religious or gender coniexis.

An important transition in his research career was his move from Ghana to
Cameroon.’ I am not sure whether this was a completely agreeable switch for him
personally. In 1987 when we worked together in Buea (SW Cameroon) he seemed
overjoyed when we met a Ghanalan teacher on the road. At this occasion Piet
solemnly declared that Ghana was his second home country. I doubt whether, even
after more than 20 vears of fieldwork in Cameroon, he will say the same about this
country. Indeed, shortly after Piet’s first visit to Cameroon in 1985 things in this
country went downhill under the rule of the country’s second President Paul Biye,
whose regime became ever more marked as an outstanding example of the crim-
inalization of the state in the continent (see Bayart and others 1997). When in
1990, Biya was forced — under direct pressure of his close ally President Frangois
Mitterand — to half-heartedly accept the democratisation of the political system,
this finally seemed to announce a real Renouvear (the President’s own favourite
notion). However, this soon got bogged down in conflicts over autochthony and
the exclusion of ‘strangers’ that helped the former one-party regime to hang on to
power up till this day due to its tactical successes in dividing the opposition. More-
over, it was precisely the Southwest Province, where Piet did his main research,
which was to play a key role in the regime’s political manipulaticns. For many
years now, observers have predicted that things ‘cannot get worse’ in the country;
yet, the everyday economic and political realities tend to get ever more desperate
for the large majority of the population — in sharp contrast to the growth figures of
the World Bank for the national economy, especially recently gquite optimistic. So,
I cannot help wondering whether Piet ever regretted to have made this move to
Cameroon ~ there might, indeed, be a note of nostalgia when he speaks nowadays
of Ghana.

Yet, in scientific respect his choice to adopt a new country was most enrich-
ing. The move may have been inspired by practical motives — in the early 1980’s
the African Studies Centre decided to concentrate its research on two countries,

1 The Center’s choice for Cameroon was inspired by Jan Verhoeven, at the time the chairperson of
the African Studies Centre, and by promising possibilities for close collaboration with the newly
founded Institute of Human Sciences in Cameroon. My contacts at the time with the Ministry of
Scientific Research in Cameroon may also have helped in substantiating this collaboration — so
maybe I owe an apology to Piet for playing some role in pulling him away from his dear Ghana.
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Peter Geschiére

‘autochthonous’ groups — like the neighbouring Douala — the president chose two

fow directly these po
ftical dealings affected relations between immigrant workers and locals in the
o

rea is most eloquently illustrated by the famous ‘back scratching’ speeches by
the first of these Bakweri PM’s, Peter Mafani Musonge, at his appointment in

-

Typically for autochthony discourse, the theme of the speeches was ‘grati-
tude’, which Musonge developed in two ways. On the one hand, the Southwest’s
gratitude 1o President Biya for appointing their son to this high position; as Mu-

1

on the other hand — and most relevant to our theme — the gratitude the immigrants
owed in Musonge’s view to the Southwestern autochthons for allowing them to
come and tive with them. He reminded them *. .. even if you have a long hand you
cannot scratch your own back. You need someone to do it for you...  The latter
phrase was apparently supposed to mean that cut of gratitude these immigrants
should go along with the political choices of their ‘hosts’ if they did not want to
be treated as ‘ungrateful’ came-no-goes.” The message was clear: if the South-
west wanted 1o retain the unexpected blessing of special access to the sununit of
the state — a Southwesterneér as Prime Minisier —not only the locals had to vote for
Biya’s CPDM, but also their ‘guests’ had to be forced to do the same, one way or
another. These were hardly the kind of future trends we had in mind, when in the

U

w

The front stage role of the Bakweri group, both in the region and at the national level, is all the
more surprising since into the 1980’s observers feared for a finai eclipse of the group as such.
Not only did they seem unable {0 retain their lands — immigrauts succeeding in appropriating,
in ail sorts of ways, ever more plots — but also Bakweri marriage became a constant worry for
the colonizers who noted an increasing tendency among Bakweri women to leave their marriage
in order to live in some sort of concubinage with immigrant workers (cf. Ardener 19623, Thus
George Courade characterized the group, still in 1982, as beset by une marginalité volontaire
and une conduite volonaire & I'échec. Such older stereotypes suggest that the combination of
autochthony and democratization & la camerounaise gave, indeed, a powerful boast to Rakweri
identity.

Cameroon Post 12-18 November 1996, p. 1; quoted in Konings & Nyamnjoh 2003: 119; the
latter quote also The Herald 6-8 June 1997, p. 1 for a remarkable statement by South-West
governor Oben Peter Ashu (another SWELA/CPDM diehard) during the campaign for the 1997
elections: "We are ready to fight to the last man fo mainiain our son as Prime Minister. This is
the time for all South-Westerners to be ready to die or survive ... We have the Prime Minister
and what we need now is satisfaction and social amenities ...’

7 The Herald, 13-14 December 1996; with thanks to Francis Ny

ninjoh.
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of identity, this study shows how its vicissitudes have to be rsia ed 6 a continuous
struggle over labour relations and their political i 3;}11 ns in various parts ef
the Anglophone part of Cameroon. These studies highli 'ont how vital the n
of autochthony has become for re-defining citizenship and excluding ali@gé» es,
relegating to the rank of some sort of secondary citizens. There is a sharp contrast
with the first decades after independence (1960) when both the 1 regime and many
focal politicians at least formally heavily emphasized the unity of Cameroon and
the entitlement of all Cameroonian citizens. However, as we shall see, the au-
tochthony notion has a longer history ~ and a quite twisted one at that — in the
region.

The major lesson of Konings® thorough studies of recent developments in
Cameroon might be to show in detail how lluminating it is (o relate struggles
over identity and belonging to changing politico-economic circumstances. The
fervour of autochthony discourse in the Southwest — for instance, the frenzy of
funeral rituals turned into celebrations of belonging or the resentment with which
the ‘ungratefulness’ of came-no-goes and their mendacity are exposed — may seem
to speak for themselves. Yet, Konings’ studies masterfully show — especially be-
cause of their powerful empirical nature — how enlightening it remains to relate
all this excitement to changing economic parameters. The aim of Konings’ work
is certainly not to try and reduce the strong emotional charge of recent tensions
in an area like the Southwest to a politico-economic ‘infrastructure.’ Yet, he most
convincingly outlines how 2z detailed analysis of the political economy of such
identities can help to highlight their volatility and proneness to rapid re-definitions
under a seemingly self-evident, ‘traditional’ appearance.

In the remainder of this contribution I propose to efaborate on these lines in
Konings’ research by following the historical trajectory of notions of belonging
and autochthony in this area.”’ Three moments might be of specific interest:

— The introduction of the term autochthony to the African continent by French
empire-builders in the Sudan around 1900. This moment can highlight the cru-
cial importance of what could be called ‘the colonial paradox’ for present-day
conflicts of autochthony: the recurrent contrast between the official effort to fix

See for the uneasy relation (in Cameroon as elsewhere) of discourses on autochthony with his-
tory: Geschiere 2009, ch. 1; the main aim of that chapter s to try and show how important it
s ‘to give back’ autochthony to history — precisely because autochthony discourse boils down
to a straightforward denial of history and movement. The French classical historian Nicole Lo-
raux (1996) offers 2 brilliant analysis of this impossibility with reference to the very cradle of
autochthony thinking, Athens of the days of Pericles and Plato.
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Peter Geschiere

first criterion for bringing some order into the confusing proiiferation of all sorts
of diffuse groupings — some more or less integrated in larger state-formations,
others constantly splitting up in segments — that confronted the new
Indeed, qutochtonie was a basic principle for la politique des races,
the well-known Governor-General of French West Africa William Ponty around
1900, which to the French was, at least in the first decades of colonization, their
alternative to British Indirect Rule.”® While to the British it scemed increasingly
vital to discover the ‘real’ chiefs in order to base the native admimistration on
them, the French were initially rather bent on circumventing at least the higher
chiefs, who in some parts of the Sudan had offered determined resistance.” In-
stead, homogeneous cantons had to be formed, populated by the same race (here
used in the sense of what today is called an ethnic group) and administered by lo-
cal power-holders who would constitute the building blocks for le commandement
indigéne. Therefore, it was urgent for the administrators to discover — within the
confusing medley of groups and sub-groups, more or less related but constantly
segmenting — the ‘real aufochiones’, who were so central in this conception of the
politique des races.

A typical example is provided by the huge, three-volume book Haui-Sénégai-
Niger {from 1912 — but based on research done in the 1890s) by the French
ethnographer-administrator Maurice Delafosse, who was to become very infiu-
ential in the building of a French colonial empire. Indeed, a recurrent principle in
the book was that ‘... some indigénes are autochthons, whereas others are defi-
nitely not... " (see Delafosse 1912: 280; cf. also Arnaut 2004: 207). And thus the
first question in his encyclopaedic description of the various groupings in this area

2 In adopting the notion of auiochione the French colonizers in the Sudan may have been inspired
by earlier French policies in Algeria, where the notion was used to refer to the Berber culture in
order to construe a split within the local populations between Arabs and Berbers —I thank Baz
Lecocq for pointing out this direction for further research.

Recent authors emphasize that all the binary oppositions that have been used to contrast French
vs. British colonial rule are highly tenucus: politique des races against Indirect Rule, as much
as assimilation versus association. Especially during the first decades of colonial rule French
officers had often a free hand in imposing highly variable arrangements at the local or regional
level. And, as military men, many of them were as impressed as the British protagonists of
Indirect Rule by African chiefs and their often theatrical display of power. Still, it is alsc tue
that French governors — may be more than their British colleagues — learned to be distrusiful
of the powerful chiefs, like Samory (or earlier Omar Tall) who opposed them so fiercely in the
Sahelian region (see Geschiere 1993; also Cohen 1971, Lombard 1967 and Crowder 1964).

In practice, however, the French also soon saw themselves obliged to give chiefs —even if these
were somewhat condescendingly qualified as auxiliaires indirects — a central role in the their
colonial administration (see Crowder 1964, Lombard 1967 and Geschiere 1993).
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Peter Geschiere

ternal origin as their justification to rule. Yet, the ‘chief of the land” formed, an
still forms, a ritual counterpoint to the chief of the ruling dynasty. To the French
ethnologists, ‘autochthony’ was an obvious termi to describe this counterpoint po-
sition.

A good example is the vast litersture on the Mossi, the largest group in
present-day Burkina Faso. For generations of researchers, the opposition in Mossi
society between what they termed autochtones and ‘rulers’ became the central is-
sue inspiring highly sophisticated, structuralist studies (Zahan 1961; Izard 1985;
Luning 1997; see also Gruénais 1985). In this context, the notion of autochthony
took on somewhat primitivist overtones. Luning (1997: 11), for instance, points
out how in the prevailing discourse of the Mossi Maana, the tengabiise {(a term
now currently translated, also among the people themselves, as les autochiones),
were characterized as some soit of ‘pre-social,” ‘terrestrial” beings, who were only
fully humanized — that is, inclnded into a society — by the coming of the naam,
their foreign rulers. In practice naam power was limited in all sorts of ways by the
tengabiise. Nonetheless, the naam, as foreign rulers, were formally at the apex of
the prestige scale dominating les autochtones. Here, this latter term had a strong
chtonic, more or less primitivizing meaning.”

This was certainly not the meaning Delafosse had in mind in his search for
autochtones in la politique des races. It was also not the meaning that emerged
with such force in the 1990s in the wake of democratisation processes in this part
of Africa. One of the main targets of the upsurge of autochthony in neighbouring
Ivory Coast, under Houphouét-Boigny’s successors — first H.K. Bedié and later
L. Gbagbo — were precisely these Mossi immigrants, who were supposed io have
taken the land of the “autochthons’ of the rich cocoa belt in southern Ivory Coast.
In this version of the term — as in the version propagated by Delafosse and la
polifique des races - an autochthon is certainly not a subordinate; on the contrary
the notion implies a claim to priority and the right to exclude strangers. Clearly
the notion of autochthony — despite its self-evident appearance — can take on very
different meanings depending on the time and the context.

The same ambiguity that marked Delafosse’s attitude towards the au-
tochthonous groups — when he finally had identified a group as such — marked
the colonials’ attitude towards the local population of the Southwest, the Balw-
eri. Already quite soon after their first penetration into this area (early 1890s) the
Germans became very disappointed about the Bakweri because of their ‘apathy’,

7 Cf. Malkki 1995 on the role this pejorative aspect of the notion plays in the tragic opposition
between Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda and Burundi.
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which seemed fo make them utierly unfit to provide a reliable work-force for the
newly created plantations.”® At the time, a strong argument for Strafexpeditionen
itive expeditions} into the interior was that thus new labour reservoirs could
be opened up of peeph more fit for productive labour. And, indeed, such expedi-
tions invariable ended with the levying of Strafarbeiter {forced labourers), to be
deported to the coast (Riiger 1960, Mandeng 1973). As noted before, this stereo-
type of indolence and a somewhat tragic conduile veoloniaire a I’ échec (Courade
1682) was to stick to the Bakweri throughout the colonial times and up to the
present day. For the British as well, after they had conguered the area, it scemed
evident that they had to appeal to more industrious immigrant workers if the im-
pressive plantation complex had to be maintained. As in so many present-day
hotbeds of autochthony strife on the African continent, the colonial intermezzo —
and notably the colonial paradox of officially building on the locals while in prac-
tice favouring immmigration — was to be vital in setting the stage for present-day

confrontations.

Lord Lugard and the ‘betrayal’ of British policy principles in the
Southwest

the more surprising discoveries when working in the Buea archives — a
:sury, created by BEdwin and Shirley Ardener, where Piet has chopped file
any months — was o stumble upon the towering figure of Lord Lugard,
rect Rule in British Africa. Working my way through a
n the taking over of the German plan uat 13 by he new
utk : during the FH‘S“ Woﬂé War, I discovered how directly Lugard
ria, had intervened in this area — then seen
he px(}ud colony of Migeria. Moreover, his
interventior 7 guite unor b dm — to the British officials on the spot it
seemed even (o go against the very principles of British colonial rule, in a way
that was to be of heavy consequence for present-day relations in the area.

S‘)D

rdly related such apathy to the fact that large parts of Bakwerl land had been
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i creation of plantations. Striking is, moreover, that at the very beginning of
pletely dif terem s‘zereotype of the Bai(wer‘; prevailcd when the
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Peter Geschiere

The first District Officers (DOs) on the spot saw the huge plantations that the
British had conquered so easily as a major challenge. Their reactions were quite
mixed. On the one hand, they were clearly impressed by the whole complex, its in-
frastruciure and the concomitant provisions for the settlers. Yet, on the other, they
soon began to fear that this was some sort of poisoned gift, foreseeing that espe-
cially the guestion of how to mobilize all the labour needed for the maintenance of
these extensive plantations would became an overriding problem. Indeed, die Ar-
beiterfrage (the labour problem) had been a central issue also prior to 1914 under
German rule, when it had led to fierce and constant clashes between the govern-
ment and the planters (see Rudin 1938, Wirz 1972, Geschiere 2006). However, as
said, to the Germans the solution had been self-evident: coercion — the con
levying of forced labour — was the only way to deal with the Arbeiterfrage.

To the first British officials after 1914 it was self-evident that this was against
the very principles of British colonial policy. To them it was unthinkable that the
brutal coercive labour policies of the Germans would be continued under British
rule. However, this made the question all the more urgent of how then sufficient
labour could be mobilized. Several officials referred to the Gold Coast example
of cash-crop production by local peasants as the obvious alternative. This implied
that the plantations would have to be divided into small holdings “to be leased to
the natives of the country.””

However, they were in for a surprise. In 1917, Lugard intervened himself,
in his capacity of Governor of Nigeria. After he had made a site visit, he was
clearly so impressed by the whole outlay of the German plantation complex that
for him there was no more question of splitting it up. Moreover, he apparently felt
that the DOs on the spot were too sensitive in their objections to forced labour.
Lugard’s careful formulations are a masterpiece of combining the keeping up of
appearances (the British could not condone forced labour) and being practical
(the German plantations had to be maintained at all costs):

1 do not guite grasp why the European plantations have been a curse. There was, 1 under-
stand, ample land, mostly forest and unoccupied. ... I am not wholly in agreement with
the Resident re genuine voluntary labour and I think greater encouragerment to labour-
ers to go in voluntarily would probably have done a good deal. It must be remembered
that the transition stage from being forced to go in and their going voluntarily must take
some time and T am not in any way in favour of relaxing all at once the strict hand of
German rule. ... We want to get to British methods, but to relax suddenty would be apt to
encourage the natives in their naturally lazy ways. I would therefore encourage by every

19 Qee, for instance, Buea National Archives (henceforth BNA), CF 1913, report Stobait,
April/May 1916, under ‘Plantations.”
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means in my power the native to labour. He has learnt under iron discipline what labour
eans and I should like him to come to realize gradually that we are eniirely in favour of
s working though we do not wish to force him. This must however dawn on him very
gradually or chaos might easily result.?

ot

1

-
o

Accordingly, in the next few years the Resident in Buea ordered the various DOs
i no uncertain terms that they had to deliver their contingent of labourers by
whatever form of pressure they saw fit. The DOs were apparently appalled. Espe-
cially the reactions of George Podevin, the DO in Bamenda (that is, in the famous
‘Grassfields’ with which so many colonials fell in love) are of interest in the con-
text of this chapter, since this is also the area from where a big part of the labour
force for the plantations was to come.” Apparently Podevin was so shocked by
he orders to use, if necessary, force to make labour available, that he even dared
t ask the Resident to send him the full text of Lugard’s comments, not only the
xcerpt, * 28 it is somewhat difficult to understand his Honour’s observations
without these references.’ But the Resident refused this, using strong language t©
exhort this DO to finally take the recruiting of labour in his district seriously: ‘If
you still persist in this passive resistance, it may be found necessary tc remove
you from Bamenda.”” Apparently, even to the British, the desire to maintain the

o=k

O]

impressive plantation complex had priority over the official preference for the
‘peasant option” — that is, cultivation for the market by independent peasants (by
British officials at the time labelled as ‘the Gold Coast option.””

However, from 1920 on, the DOs in their annual reports trivmphantly an-
nounced that labour was coming forth now ‘voluntarily” and that the controversial

>

Y
J

2% BNA, Qd{a), Lugard, 11 October 1917,

This Podevin must have been a charismatic figure. He is described as one of the first victims of
the Camerocnian version of M s (many British civil servants in Cameroon were as fasci-
nated by these Grassfields, as their colleagues in East Africa were by the Masai). Podevin would
even die in his beloved Bamenda.

2 BMNA, Qd{a), 1916, letters by DO Bamenda (Podevin) to Resident in Buea (Young), 22 August
1917; and Resident Buea to DO Bamenda, 22 September 1517; Qe, 1917,2, letter by Resident
in Buea to DO Bamenda, 1 November 1917. Podevin was not alone in his resistance against the
new policy. In his 1918 annual report Rutherford, then DO in Victoria, still sharply protested
against the imposition of forced recruitment (BNA, Cf 1518, 31 December 1918).

C$. Clarence-Smiith 1993 and Philips 1989 on British problems with the ‘peasant option.” The
uggests that if there seemed to be a more profitable alternative

Southwest Cameroon exa 5
even people like Lugard or Hugt Clifford, his successor in Nigeria (both quoted by Philips as
{ fot hesitate to go against the peasant option. Cf. also
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German recruiting methods no longer had to be followed. Did this mean that Lu-
gard’s prediction had been right and that, indeed, coercion had been necessary
only for a short intermezzo in order to make labour come forth ‘voluntarily’? It
seems that more hidden forms of force did play a crucial role in this surprisingly
rapid solution to the labour problem by the British. Already by 1920, the British
system of Indirect Rule had been installed, aiso in the populous Grassfields (the
present-day Northwest Province). In their new role, the ‘customary chiefs’ were
made to mediate in the recruitment of labour, sending their contingents of ‘volun-
tary’ labourers down to the coast. As Konings shows in his thorough studies of the
evolution of the labour force on the plantations since the 1920s (1993, 1998, 2003,
2008), its composition was highly complex. At least initially there was also an im-
portant infiux of labourers from the French part of Cameroon, who were fiecing
the draconic fravaux forcés imposed by the French. But in retrospect it would be
especially the pressures by ‘customary chiefs’ in the Northwest to making labour
come ‘voluntarily’ available that would have a great impact on subseguent devel-
opments in the Anglophone region. As said, this solution of mobilizing labourers
through reinforcing the chiefs involved precisely the groups that are now at the
heart of the autochthony issue in the Southwest: the Grassfielders, who are re-
sented as ‘came-no goes’ in the local Pidgin.

After Lugard’s forceful intervention to save the big plantations on Mount
Cameroun’s slopes — even if this meant recruiting labourers by force — the prin-
ciple of Indirect Rule became sacrosanct for several decades. Subsequent genera-
tions of D.0.s remained obsessed with finding the ‘true local authorities” in order
to build their administration on them. In their application, Indirect Rule became a
celebration of the local — a passionate search for the pure local form. Yet, as Lord
Lugard must have clearly foreseen, in practice Indirect Rule was not only about
localism and the fixing of people under the authority of their chief. On the con-
trary, the redoubtable power of the Grassfields chiefs, further fortified by colonial
rule, played a pivotal role in making their young men migrate to the economic
centres of the colony near the coast. Clearly the colonial paradox, noted before, is
even present inside the model of Indirect Rule, which may appear as a celebration
and affirmation of the local, yet in practice could imply mobilizing migrants, if
need be by force.
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DOs increasingly emphasized the slogan ‘no taxation without representation’ as
the very principle of British policy.

The Bakweri notables on their part seem to have foreseen quite rapidly that
the diluting of the Indirect Rule idea and the undermining of the chiefly positions
which the British had so strongly supported during the 1920s would have threat-
ening implications. Already in 1942 a group of 34 Bakweri ‘motables’ protested
angrily in the nare of ‘native custorn’ against the changes in Indirect Rule:

The Bakweri ... had heads from time immemorial. The Government would appear to
redace us into a republic to admit the false history that our ancestors had no head.... We
are sinking into a lethargy if this continues. . B

Thus the British were confronted with their own constructions: not only that of a
hereditary structure of chiefs within a group that seems to have been mostly ruled
by some sort of ‘big men’ (Geschiere 1993), but also the lingering stereotype
of a threatening indolence that would beset the Bakweri group. However, further
reforms imposed by the British from the 1940s reflected their firm intention that
one way or another the presence of so many immigrants in the area had to be
addressed. These immigrants paid their taxes — in fact an increasing part of the
total sum for the area; so, in the British view, they should be represented on way
or another.

How threatening all this was to the Bakweri leaders is clear from the minutes
of a 1944 meeting of the ‘Bakweri Clan Council’ in Buea. The DO opened the
meeting by sternly admonishing the council to make at last a definitive decision on
the reform of the ‘Native Administration.’ The councillors were clearly impressed
by this opening shot and approved all his proposals without any discussion —un-
til the issue of the ‘strangers’ representation’ was raised. Then, a true firewort
of protest exploded. One after another, the councillors passionately argued why
‘strangers’ could never sit on amny council of the Bakweri Native Administration:

Tn our tradition, 2 stranger cannot become a chief —how can we call a stranger sango boa
(it “father of the village”)? — We very much oppose it. ’

However, the DO stood firm:

Here you are, the Bakweri Native Administration receiving approximately L 1500 a year
in tax money of which the strangers in your midst pay almost exactly half. You benefit by
their money and you decide how their money shall be used. This is absolutely contradic-

25 BNA SAg (1934/38), petition of Bakweri Court members, 28-1-1941.
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Peter Geschiere

taining a united front — further facilitated the imposition of a ‘one man, one vote’
procedure in the last years before Independence.

Epilogue

The preceding may have indicated that if is important t¢ relate all the emotions
and stereotyping of the present-day confrontations between ‘autochthons’ and
‘strangers’ in Southwest Cameroon to history and political economty. Indeed, this
is why Piet Konings’ studies are so valuable for understanding the upsurge of
identity politics in this area. As said, autochthony always sits uneasily with his-
tory (see Geschiere 2009). It evokes history, but in the form of ‘memory,’ reducing
it to a simple scheme of first- and late-comers.” Already the brief sketch above
may have shown that the history of the Southwest is much richer and more var-
icgated. The present-day opposition to the Grassfielders, as the autochthonous
“others,” is certainly not an historical inevitability. It is the outcome of specific
historical turns and decisions, notably in the colonial history of the area. Even
up to more recent times, altemnative trajectories were present. For instance, the
vital plebiscite of 1961, in which the area voted to join former French Cameroun
rather than stay with Nigeria, was mainly determined by local resentment of Nige-
rians, notably Igbo immigranis from neighbouring East Nigeria. Several leading
politicians among the Bakweri — notably Dr. Emmanuel Endeley — defended, at
least for some time, the Nigerian option as the better one. In those days, the Igbo
were ‘the Other’ 1o the locals, and hence the latter voted for the Cameroon option
defended by Foncha and other Grassfields leaders. Even today, the realities of ev-
eryday life — the resentment of the gendarmes who always speak French (even
if they come from the South- or the Northwest) — oppose people rather to the
Francophones as their Other. Indeed, Konings and Nyamnjoh (2003) are right to
emphasize that in many respects — in domains that are very important for people,
like the school systems or the running of the administration — there is a common
Anglophone identity opposed to the threat of Francophone domination. Clearly,
some insight into the rapid switches from one ‘Other’ to the next one, depending
on the changing politico-economic context is crucial since it may help to rela-
tivize the naturalizing self-evidence claimed by the advocates of autochthony — in
Cameroon as elsewhere in our globalizing world.

29 Gee Nora 1989 on the contrast between ‘memory’ and “history’; and for an elaboration of this
contrast with reference to autochthony in general and to Cameroon and the Netherlands in par-
ticular, Geschiere 2009, especially chapters 1 and 5.
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