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Cameroon's Democratic Process: Vision 2020

Identity Conflict and Africanity

The underlying assumption of this
essay is that multipartyism has
failed in Cameroon not because

multipartyism has proven to be an ill-
adapted political model in most of Africa
but because the political elite in
Cameroon have been unable to provide a
vision of a future for Cameroonians and
a realistic strategy for achieving it. The
essay therefore calls on Cameroonians to
see beyond Presidential elections 2004
and to ponder over the question: ‘What
will Cameroon look like in the year
2020?’

Introduction
It is 2004, Cameroon is in the heat of an-
other multiparty election fever. Since the
elections are presidential, the stakes are
high and the expectations even higher.
Leaders of thought and presidential hope-
fuls are raising their apocalyptic voices
above the din of disillusionment just like
it happened in 1992 and in 1997. Since
Multipartyism got reintroduced in
Cameroon in 1990, Cameroonians have
learnt to make do with a presumptuous
yet ubiquitous incumbent and an ambi-
tious yet fragmented opposition.

Democratic content
For more than a decade, the goals of mul-
tiparty democracy still elude the masses
and within the present political context
of unbridled demagogy, multiparty may
remain a façade and charade, promising
much but delivering little. Many reasons
have been advanced for the dismal per-
formance of neo-liberal democracy in
Cameroon but let us dwell on just a few.

Lack of democratic will
Cameroon's leadership yielded to demo-
cratic pressures (both internal and exter-
nal) in the early 1990s more out of con-
venience than of conviction. In his politi-
cal book Communal Liberalism, the in-
cumbent President, Paul Biya, had mani-
fested his apprehension for multipartyism
as he wrote:

‘A new generation in Africa is within the range of a new vision of the best future Africa is yet to see.’
Jonathan N. Moyo, Minister of Information, Zimbabwe

The present phase of the history of
Cameroon does not permit the insti-
tution of a multiparty system. Our
Party (Cameroon People's Democratic
Movement–CPDM) is therefore re-
sponsible for the reduction of the ex-
isting ethno-cultural divisions in or-
der to promote national integration…
(Biya 1987: 127).

Hardly had Paul Biya, who took power
as President in 1982 from Amadou
Ahidjo, settled down to experiment his
political thought than the 6 April 1984
aborted military coup jostled his grip on
power and the 26 May 1990 launching of
another political party (Social Democratic
Front – SDF) defied his one party
ideology.

From May–November 1990, opponents
of multiparty politics marched the streets
of Cameroon calling those who had dared
to upset the apple's cart ‘merchants of il-
lusions’ and ‘enemies of national unity’.
This did not stem the tide of internal pres-
sure. As for external forces the then
French President François Mitterand be-
lieved to have facilitated Biya's accession
to power, made a speech at La baule
(France) in the direction that African
countries should henceforth ‘expand their
democratic spaces.’ Arguably because of
Cameroon's legendary servitude to
France, the Biya leadership reneged on
its initial ideology of one party rule. At
the same time the international commu-
nity was waving the ‘stick and carrot’ bait
to African countries reluctant to swallow
multiparty democracy. Prominent among
them was the then British Foreign Secre-
tary Douglas Hurd who said ‘those coun-
tries tending towards pluralism, public
accountability, respect for human rights,
and market principles, should be encour-
aged. But governments which persist with

repressive policies… should not expect
us to support their folly with the scarce
resources which could be better used else-
where’ (Africa Confidential: 1991).

With both internal and external pressures
on Paul Biya, but without any concrete
rules on the exigencies of multiparty poli-
tics, without a change of the monolithic
constitution, without a defined role of the
opposition, without a clear cut line be-
tween the party and state and without any
referendum, he (Biya) promulgated into
law on 19 December 1990, the reintro-
duction of multiparty democracy in
Cameroon (Ngwane 1996:175).

Lack of democratic transition
Patrick Quantrin highlighted several fea-
tures of the democratisation processes in
Africa for over a decade as non-transi-
tion, transitions without change, authori-
tarian rehabilitation and fragile transitions
(cited in CODESRIA Bulletin, 2002)
Cameroon was one of the countries that
embarked on a non transition democracy.
Either oblivious of or bankrupt in other
political models, Cameroon trigger-hap-
pily discarded the ‘devil’ of the one party
system to embrace the ‘god’ of
multipartyism. But unlike other African
countries, like Benin (1990), Mali (1991),
then Zaire (1991) and South Africa (1994)
that planned a transition, the leadership
of Cameroon  resisted any form of demo-
cratic transition. Such a context only en-
couraged the emergence of a new elite in
the political arena, next to the old ones
who switched over, for the occasion, to
the virtues of political pluralism (Tidjani
Alou 2002: 28). The setting up of Con-
stitutional Conferences, Sovereign Na-
tional Conferences and Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commissions as modes of tran-
sition was meant to provide new political
and economic paradigms suited to the
demands of pluralism. As discussion fo-
rums, transition modes served as the balm
of national reconciliation and catharsis as
well as avenues to put in place reforms
and structures that would change the qual-
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ity of lives of the masses. When Presi-
dent Paul Biya therefore declared on 27
June 1991 at the National Assembly that
‘Je l'ai dit et je le maintiens, la conférence
nationale est sans objet pour le Camer-
oun’ (I insist that a national conference is
baseless in Cameroon). Cameroonians
were stunned into both rage and revolt.
Biya's refusal to yield to popular demand
for a national conference was partly due
to the opposition parties' misconception
of the purpose of such a conference–their
perception was not one of overhauling the
obsolete monolithic apparatus but one of
impeaching and eventually stripping Biya
of legitimate power. Cameroonians there-
fore missed a rare opportunity to reassess
the gains of independence and to exam-
ine the expectations of a democratic re-
newal. Instead, Biya offered
Cameroonians a Tripartite Conference
consisting of the ruling party, the opposi-
tion and the civil society. This conference
that was held from 30 October –18 No-
vember 1991 proved to be futile as na-
tional aspirations became mortgaged on
the altar of parochialism. The main weak-
ness of this conference was the quasi-
obsessional temptations of the ruling
party, which wanted rules and results for
its prime benefit alone.

Lack of democratic vision
When the wind of change blew in Africa
in the late 1980s and early 1990s most
countries made the error of aping neo-lib-
eral democracy as if no other innovative
and home-grown democratic choices ex-
isted. It was as if ‘greater democracy’ au-
tomatically meant multipartyism and
multipartyism was seen to be succeeding
only if elections were free or fair.

Whatever the reason for the emphasis on
multiparty election it is misleading and
threatening to the process of democrati-
sation in Africa because it trivialises de-
mocracy (Ake 2000: 150). The
Cameroonian experience proves that
while the ruling party sees multiparty elec-
tion as a source of prebend, the opposi-
tion supports it as a strategy of power.
Each one wants to sustain or inherit the
system not necessarily to change it.

The over fourteen years of Cameroonian
democracy is arguably all about voting
without choosing. Despite these multi-
party years, most Cameroonians have had
little reason to believe that they are any-
thing other than pawns in a game of chess
played by the power elite. The latter set

their agendas for the masses, use them
(masses) to serve their ends and abandon
them to the misery and ignorance to which
they are accustomed (Nyamnjoh 2002).

By reducing democracy to a historical
practice of election and the peddling of
compensatory development advantages to
the voter, multipartyism only seeks to hold
the ordinary citizen in perpetual captiv-
ity. To be sure this capture may be sweet-
ened by allurements and material induce-
ments, which underline the contempt and
devalorisation of the voter (Ake 2000:
170). Indeed, with human development
now being replaced with the triumph of
peace, the success of Cameroon's multi-
party experience lies only in counting up
the number of permitted parties as in the
medieval manner of counting up the
number of angels who can stand on the
point of a pin (Davidson 1991). Peace is
a means to an end; the ultimate end being
development. And so Cameroonians
sometimes look back with nostalgia at the
Amadou Ahidjo authoritarian years of one
party rule, when they enjoyed economic
prosperity. According to Milton Krieger,
Cameroonians sustained steady, even
(with petroleum's help) buoyant growth
in the economy, and sufficient patterns of
opportunity in the patronage distribution
of their domestic proceeds. There was
enough for many Cameroonians to aspire
to, if not to attain (Krieger 1994: 607).
From all indications, the quest for greater
democracy in the 1990s in Cameroon was
predicated on greater participation in de-
cision-making, greater devolution of
power to the regions, greater focus on the
Anglophone problem, greater ownership
by the population of its natural resources
and assets of Independence, greater eco-
nomic empowerment and greater, fairer
and more equal opportunities for any
Cameroonian to contest and win any elec-
tive position. Unfortunately, Cameroon
like most African countries embraced
multipartyism not as a vista of social de-
mocracy but as a reversal of fortunes from
the dominant ruling party (CPDM) to the
sharing of sources of prebends and cen-
tres of power to party coalitions in pro-
portion to their political or vocal weight.

Lest we forget, Africa is not in short sup-
ply of indigenous democratic visions,
hence the no-party system in Uganda, the
consensual  democracy in Swaziland and
the new found consociational democracy
in Rwanda. Cameroon itself is not in short
supply of state persons who can provide

a democratic vision that has an organic
socio-historical link with the dynamics of
its social formations. The problem is that
innovative rather than orthodox ideolo-
gies are easily met with institutional
blockages even from the political parties
themselves like Mila Assoute's ‘White
book’ in the CPDM party or the Article
8.2 subversion act in the SDF.

The repercussions of the absence of a
democratic will, democratic transition and
democratic vision on Cameroon's politi-
cal, social and economic landscapes are
as many as they are complex, but let us
spell out just a few.

Personalisation of power
Cameroon's present Parliament (2004) is
made up of five parties. The CPDM, SDF,
Cameroon Democratic Union (CDU),
National Union for Democracy and
Progress (NUDP) and the Union des
Populations du Cameroun (UPC).

The founders of these political parties
have remained leaders of their parties
since their creation (for the CPDM since
1985 and the rest since 1990). The found-
ers/leaders have presented themselves as
candidates for all presidential elections
without first submitting themselves to
primary elections within their respective
parties. Apart from the SDF that in 1997
was obliged to stage-manage primary
elections between the incumbent leader
Ni John Fru Ndi and the little-known and
Paris-based Chretien Tabetsing, the other
parties have acted as if their leaders, Paul
Biya (CPDM), Ndam Njoya (CDU),
Bello Bouba (NUDP), and Augustine
Kodock (UPC) were ‘les candidats
naturels’ and ‘Présidents à vie de leur
parti’ (life presidents of their parties). The
lesson one can draw from this is that there
is no political culture of alternatives and
debate in Cameroon since each founder/
leader has positioned himself to the point
of confiscating party powers (Biombi
2001: 5). This tenacity syndrome charac-
teristic of African heads of state does not
augur well with those who wish to steer
the state of affairs in a new dispensation.
Probably the worst form of power con-
fiscation is in Cameroon's state corpora-
tions. Some of the barons of these corpo-
rations have overstayed their grip on these
corporations that they act as if they had
no one to render account to. As auditing
is a rare feat in Cameroon, the barons
parade with state wealth, distribute it in
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fake philanthropy until the corporations
are brought to ruin or to privatisation. It
was as if Cameroon was an empire with
parastatals looking like personal king-
doms. This phenomenon of patrimonial
and personalised management of public
affairs now runs through every facet of
the Cameroonian bureaucracy. No one
sees his/her office as a civil/state prop-
erty for which service has to be granted
without favours; tribalism, nepotism, lax-
ity and egoism are now at loggerheads
with nationalism and patriotism. Public
and even the private sectors have openly
become racketeering spaces; the law of-
ficer on the road, the teacher in school,
the nurse in the hospital, the magistrate
in court and the typist in the secretariat.
Everyone is master and the only boss is
God. Civil servants are using the cloak of
party loyalty to kill the efficiency of the
public service.

It must be for this reason that Paul Biya's
address to the nation on 31st December
2003 focused on the word ‘inertia’. He
decried the public service which is
plagued by deplorable laissez-faire, lax-
ity and lack of good citizenship. But while
the ordinary citizen is an accomplice to
this crime, he or she is only drawing in-
spiration from his/her almighty bosses.

Embourgeoisement of the state
For the most part, the political atrophy
and economic malaise Cameroon is fac-
ing can be blamed on its political elite.
The political elite have failed to squarely
and frankly address and redress the prob-
lems in Cameroon preferring instead to
safeguard their privileges and sinecures.
Since President Biya has adopted the
seminarist approach of leadership (dwell-
ing on philosophical and abstract
rhetorics) unlike Ahidjo's pragmatic ap-
proach (dwelling on feasible and concrete
projects), since Biya has dwelt on a lead-
ership by proxy with a routine agenda,
unlike Ahidjo's leadership by rapproche-
ment with a reform agenda, since Biya's
diplomacy is one of distance and discre-
tion, unlike Ahidjo's diplomacy of prox-
imity and presence, the elite in Cameroon
have arrogated to themselves the wisdom
to interpret every gesture and intention of
the President. It is this political elite,
which occupy public space; garbed in
Biya's effigy, they tell the masses of Biya's
messianic achievements and drum support
for his eternity in power. They do this
knowing that their own survival depends

largely on their loyalty to the man and not
to the nation or the institutions. It is not
about supporting the system wholeheart-
edly, it is about the benefits that accrue
from this hypocrisy. In the end the build-
ing of nationhood has been sacrificed on
the altar of self-aggrandisement and per-
sonality cult. Instead of the political elite
being the people's earphone they have
become the president's megaphone; in-
stead of the political elite being role mod-
els, they alienate citizens and act in their
own corporate interest, erecting new
ascriptive barriers that limit positive con-
tributions to national life and development
(Nsamenang 1992:117). Until the state of
Cameroon recognises that vocal party
militancy is not always tantamount to in-
ordinate patriotism; until it recognises that
the rent seeking behaviour of the elite has
retarded the pace of shared citizenship
and national concord, Cameroon's lead-
ership shall never establish a true part-
nership with a greater number of its hu-
man resources–the masses, and democ-
racy is also about numbers. No democ-
racy is as dangerous as one that puts pre-
mium on people (elite) with a high con-
sumption capacity over a people (masses)
with a high productive potential. Indeed
if the democracy of the elite prevails, Af-
rica would have democratised in form but
not in content, and in a way that is largely
irrelevant to its social realities (Ake 2000:
192).

Pauperisation of the masses
Despite the fact that Cameroon has one
of the best endowed primary commodity
economies in sub-Saharan Africa, its
population remains among the least in
human development.

In 1993, government slashed civil serv-
ants' salaries by 70 per cent and in 1994
the CFA franc was devalued by 50 per
cent. This, according to Clovis Atatah,
considerably weakened the buying power
of Cameroonians thus jeopardising the
chances of a consumer-led economic
growth (Atatah 2003: 11). This economic
crisis has been compounded by the dra-
conian structural adjustment measures of
the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank. In spite of all the
rhetorics about a 5 per cent economic
growth and the glorious projections of the
IMF, the average Cameroonian is still to
witness an economic miracle on his/her
dining table. Because of the social and
economic dislocation caused by the IMF,

Cameroonians find it difficult to send their
kids to school. Hospitals are bereft of
drugs or, where available, the prices are
prohibitively exorbitant. Despite pious
proclamations about alleviating poverty,
pauperisation is the order of the day. In
short the standards of living are bleak; the
future grim (Wache 2003: 8).

Companies that had a large labour mar-
ket like ALUCAM, SOSUCAM,
SODECOTON, BATA, CIMENCAM are
either folding or laying off their workers.
The adjustment process has not only re-
inforced a sharp polarisation between a
rich minority and a largely impoverished
majority, it has raised concern about the
dangers of recolonisation facing the con-
tinent (Olukoshi and Laakso 1996: 21).
But was Cameroon not in a position to
learn from the experiences of other coun-
tries which in the throes of economic cri-
sis, resisted the IMF? For example China,
Poland and Malaysia are three countries
that ignored IMF advice and yet became
successful. During the Far East crisis,
Malaysia refused to take any IMF loans.
Its leadership mapped a national inte-
grated economy and within two years all
was well with its economy. President Sam
Nujoma of Namibia is quoted to have
boasted that in 13 years as an independ-
ent country, ‘we have not taken a penny
from the IMF and World Bank simply
because they (IMF and World Bank) are
the imperialists’ well-organised machin-
ery to get African cheap labour and raw
materials for their economic develop-
ment’ (New African, Nov. 2003). Instead
Namibia embarks on bottom up develop-
ment agendas backed by a strong impe-
tus for regional integration. Botswana is
a country that has made remarkable so-
cial and economic progress since inde-
pendence in 1966. No country in the
world, over a period of more than three
decades has had higher growth rates like
Namibia. It has 6 billion dollars on its own
reserves, free education and health. Bot-
swana's success story is based on first its
Vision 2016 framework that was launched
in 1996 by the first President Sir Ketumile
Masire, then its sound management of its
natural resources, fiscal discipline and a
planning process that presents develop-
ment plans with achievable goals. As for
Libya its economy remains buoyant in
spite of decades of international embargo
because of the leader's (Muamar
Gadaffi's) vision of participative econom-
ics and popular socialism. No doubt Libya
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is the only country in the world with no
debt.

Equatorial Guinea is making positive
strides in its economy since oil was dis-
covered a couple of years ago. The fall-
outs of the discovery can be seen in both
its human development and especially its
transport network. There should be many
other countries in Africa linking their en-
dogenous macroeconomic gains with hu-
man development but whose bright eco-
nomic performance does not feature on
the Western media simply because they
are not Bretton Woods- inspired. These
countries may not be complete develop-
ment models but the reality is that only
countries which have their heads in the
sky of globalisation and their feet firmly
rooted to the grounds of localisation will
achieve the long awaited Independence
goals. When will Cameroon and the rest
of the African countries realise that ‘de-
velopment is endogenous; that it can only
come from within society, which defines
in total sovereignty its vision and its strat-
egy and counts first and foremost on its
internal strengths?’ (Lopes 1994: 37). As
Adebayo Olukoshi rightly observes ‘blind
adherence to orthodox structural adjust-
ment with the authoritarian political and
repressive socio-economic costs which it
carries, will do more harm than good to
the cause of democratisation in Africa’
(Olukoshi 1998:13). Why has Cameroon
surrendered its economic sovereignty to
both the IMF and World Bank on the one
hand, and to the phenomenon of aid and
privatisation on the other hand? Schools
and hospitals are built today with aid from
the Japanese and the Chinese – in spite
of this goodwill by foreign partners, Presi-
dent Museveni of Uganda remarks that
aid has never developed a single African
country to the stage of social transforma-
tion (New African, Nov. 2003). Whether
in our democratic option or economic
choice, Cameroon seems to implement
policies it does not decide. Dependence
on external aid and the Bretton Woods
institutions can compromise a country's
independence leading to what political
scientists call ‘state delegitimisation.’  For
like Kenneth Kaunda says ‘whereas the
first round of democratisation was under-
mined by the strength of the state, the sec-
ond round is likely to be undermined by
its weakness’ (West Africa, January 1998).
African countries must depend on them-
selves through home-grown development
models and the pursuit of the objectives
of the African economic community.

When this aid comes in trickles it becomes
media hyped that one forgets the com-
parative reality between aid in Europe and
that in Africa. A United  Nations Devel-
opment Program's (UNDP) Report 2003
shows that in the year 2000, the European
Union's (EU) annual aid to sub-Saharan
Africa amounted to $8 per African per-
son while EU annual daily subsidy to EU
cows was $913 per cow. The case of Ja-
pan was even more incongruous. In 2000,
Japan's annual aid to sub-Saharan Africa
was $1.47 per African but Japan's annual
daily subsidy to its cows amounted to an
astronomical $2,700 per cow (UNDP
2003:155). So on the face of it, one would
rather be a cow in Europe than a human
being in Africa.

As for (flawed) privatisation, it still con-
tinues to ravage Cameroon's economy.
Assets like electricity, telecommunica-
tion, transport and water, gained during
independence are being thrown back to
colonial managers. The country's second
largest employer Cameroon Development
Corporation (CDC) was forced to release
into privatisation one of its largest arm of
production-the Cameroon Tea Estate
(CTE). Only recently the CTE proved that
privatisation is about profit not people.
On 15 January 2004, CTE laid off 585
workers ‘in a bid to reduce the compa-
ny's cost of production which had soared
to an unbearable level’ (The Post, 26 Janu-
ary 2004). Cameroon's recognition of its
economic dire straits was confirmed when
it applied to join the Heavily Indebted
Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative. Experts
put the unemployment rate in Cameroon
at 25 per cent and more than 50 per cent
of the population lives below the poverty
line. Cameroon's Minister for Public In-
vestment and Regional Planning, Martin
Okouda, defined poverty in Cameroon as
people not having the material or finan-
cial resources to satisfy their basic needs
(food, housing, health etc); the lack of
these essential services in some localities
makes not only the individual poor, but
also households that would otherwise be
able to afford them. Minister Okouda at-
tributes poverty in Cameroon to bad gov-
ernance, which people put down to cor-
ruption, to siphoning off public money,
to impunity, to milking public services,
to the lack of decentralisation and the
unequal distribution of the fruits of growth
(The Courier, July/Aug 2002). Yes, it
beats all economic logic that a country
that is crammed with natural wealth and
skilled human resources like Cameroon

should be ranked 125 out of 162 by the
UNDP's 2001 Human Development In-
dex. The 2003 UNDP report now classi-
fies Cameroon as ‘low in human devel-
opment.’ Of what use then is political free-
dom without economic emancipation?
Cameroon's democracy is like its football;
much ado about victories little to show in
infrastructure. Democracy without devel-
opment is as useless as winning football
trophies, without football stadia.

Beyond Presidential 2004
What all of these comments show is that
since 1990 there has been a considerable
alienation between the politicians and the
people–a gap temporarily closed only
during elections. Apart from grotesque
manifestations of condescending sympa-
thy to the people (bags of rice, beer and
bank notes) and empty slogans of com-
mitment (build roads, schools, hospitals,
power to the people) during election cam-
paigns, will the 2004 presidential elec-
tions live on a promissory note of a per-
manent social contract between the poli-
tician that only thinks of the next election
and people that should be thinking of the
next generation?

The last few months have been charac-
terised by calls both by the ruling and
opposition parties for the population to
register their names in the electoral list.
The government has made overtures to
the Opposition parties and human rights
organisation in selecting the names of fu-
ture members of the National Election
Observatory (as opposed to the Constitu-
tional Council) who will be charged with
supervising the presidential elections. If
statistics are anything to go by, the already
disillusioned electorate may not hearken
to these pleas. According to reports by
international observers, while about 65
per cent of the electorate took part in the
1992 presidential elections, only 25 per
cent answered present in 1997 presiden-
tial elections (The Courier, July/August
2002). These reports see systematic boy-
cott by the opposition, low voter regis-
tration, bias in the public media, targeted
arrests and electoral fraud as traditional
opiums of multiparty elections in
Cameroon. According to the researcher,
Dr. Mamoudou Gazibo, ‘the democratic
process in Cameroon is terribly frag-
mented and riven with conflicts between
the dominant party in power and an op-
position divided by leadership disputes’
(The Courier, July/Aug 2002). Further-
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more, the absence of a wide-ranging de-
bate and clearly presented opposition
policies saps interest in electoral contests.
The electorate is so dismayed with present
politicians on both sides of the divide that
voter apathy remains high.

 Ntemfac Ofege attributes voter apathy to
the stark realisation that Mr. Biya will al-
ways rig elections and also to the fact that
the so-called opposition is full of politi-
cal illiterates, unprincipled dead beats,
who pretend to oppose Mr Biya when they
are indeed part of the Cameroon problem
(The Post, February 23, 2004). Accusa-
tions of lack of probity and accountabil-
ity that have been heaped on the ruling
regime seem to have also fallen on some
of the local councillors and parliamentar-
ians of the opposition.

So what new mechanisms have been put
in place to make presidential elections
2004 democracy-friendly and voter
attractive?

What are the ingredients in the various
party manifestoes or politico-economic
blueprints that guarantee the electorate
that after Presidential 2004, Cameroon
will expand its democratic space and re-
distribute its economic resources?

What are the chances that Presidential
2004 will this time, no matter the victor,
reverse the pyramid of power and re-
sources that have long been the preserve
of a predatory cartel? The chances are
slim and the average Cameroonian voter
is tired  of being a mere gesture rather
than a partner in the democratic process.
Since 1990, Cameroon's democratic proc-
ess has been like a journey without maps.
Prayer sessions and ecumenical services
have been done, asking the Almighty God
to intervene and save Cameroon. But
God's response seems to be ‘I will help
those who help themselves.’  It is about
time Cameroonians took a break and char-
tered a political, social, economic and
cultural map that would go beyond presi-
dential 2004 to the year 2020. Cameroon
needs not just a political transformation
but also a social transformation of its so-
ciety and economic upliftment of the poor.
Unfortunately those who have the power
to transform the society do not have the
will and those who have the will do not
have the power. But one cannot give up
because other countries in other conti-
nents that lagged behind Africa in eco-
nomic development are now tigers in
world economy. Germany and Japan that

were destroyed in World War II came
back because of their people (Molua,
2003: 4). Cameroon may be losing its
Independence assets but it has not yet
mortgaged its national soul. It can still
strengthen the union of brotherhood (not
bondagehood c.f Bole Butake) between
all Cameroonians whatever their origin.
Cameroon does not need repeated elec-
tions whose results are often predictable;
what Cameroon needs today is what
Thandika Mkandawire and Charles
Soludo propose for Africa:  a system of
democratic governance in which politi-
cal actors have the space to freely and
openly debate, negotiate and design an
economic reform package that is integral
to the construction of a new social con-
tract (Mkandawire & Soludo 1999:133).
Beyond Presidential 2004 therefore is the
dire need for a Pax Cameroona Congress
that will focus on vision 2020.

All Cameroonian Congress
The aim of this Congress would be to pro-
vide Cameroon with a genuine demo-
cratic, development and citizenship
agenda up to the year 2020. 2020 because
it would have marked 30 years of
Cameroon's institutionalised democratic
process began in 1990. This congress
could be held in 2005 marking 15 years
of stock taking and giving Cameroonians
another 15 years of adequate planning.
These 15 years of planning, would be in-
terrupted every five years for compara-
tive analysis. The Congress participants
would decide and define what democratic
strategies and economic choices to make
in order to attain both the Independence
and Millennium Development goals. It
would be about reconnecting the politi-
cal forces and the social forces; I have
also had to wonder aloud why this coun-
try should maintain the name ‘Cameroon’;
why should the country continue with a
name imposed on it by a group of Portu-
guese adventurers? Simply because the
Portuguese caught and ate a variety of
‘crayfish’ at the Wouri Estuary was no rea-
son to have a country named after ‘cray-
fish’ prawns (cameroes) in Portuguese or
in pidgin ‘njanga’. Except Cameroonians
accept that they are ‘njangas’, the new dis-
pensation may also demand that the coun-
try be given a new indigenous name that
spells dignity, integrity and nationalism.

The congress would provide a vision born
out of tolerance, moderation, intellectual
honesty non partisan consideration and

sense of realism with regard to the con-
duct of public affairs in Cameroon; a vi-
sion needed to provide a legal framework
and foundation suitable for the construc-
tion of a new Cameroonian order. While
the 1991 Tripartite conference was too
election concerned, the All Cameroonian
congress should have a long term and
broad-minded goals. The congress must
identify the challenges implied by these
goals and propose strategies to meet them.
Documents abound in Cameroon that
have attempted to provide a durable so-
cial contract between the rulers and the
governed. They may be used as references
during this congress. Some of these docu-
ments include  The Political Philosophy
of Ahmadou Ahidjo, as told by Ahmadou
Ahidjo, Communal Liberalism by Paul
Biya, National Economic and Social Pro-
gram (NESPROG) by the SDF, The White
Book by Mila Assoute, La crise
économique du Cameroun by Robert
Nyom, Proposals from the Coalition for
National Reconciliation and Reconstruc-
tion, and Front for Alternative Forces.
This list is not exhaustive. There are also
resource persons that have proposed the
way forward for Cameroon either through
newspaper articles or other channels.
These personalities need to join other
members of the political and civil society
and party leaders in the All Cameroonian
congress. The initiative to convene such
a congress lies on the shoulders of all
patriotic Cameroonians. The impetus lies
on the incumbent leadership. There has
indeed been little dialogue and fair play
in Cameroon's multiparty democracy,
even in comparison with most African
countries (Nyamnjoh 2002). Cameroon
must be one of the few countries in Af-
rica where opposition leaders and mem-
bers of the civil society have never pub-
licly met with President Paul Biya. It
would also be necessary to include a fresh
discussion on a new constitution in the
All Cameroonian congress. The 1996
constitution and other party proposals
may serve as a point of entry. The out-
come of this congress therefore would be
a document called ‘Vision 2020-frame-
work for a long-term vision for
Cameroon’.

End note: A new generation
Cameroonians born during or after inde-
pendence (1960) owe a lot of gratitude to
those who fought for the country's inde-
pendence and who have been at the helm
of state affairs since independence. Most
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of those who were politically active dur-
ing and immediately after independence
did so when they were in the primes of
their lives–almost in their thirties. With-
out the ultimate sacrifice of these nation-
alists, Cameroon's political agenda would
have been completely mortgaged. Thanks
to the wisdom and knowledge of those
who have so far been in the corridors of
power, Cameroon's image of an island of
peace in an ocean of conflict is intact. It
is an image that must be consolidated with
deeper significance. It is therefore a natu-
ral design that the old politicians who are
mostly above their fifties should start
thinking of passing the mantle of leader-
ship to the children of independence who
are in their thirties and forties, today.
Amadou Ahidjo born in August 1924 be-
came Premier of Cameroon on 18 Febru-
ary 1958 at the age of 34. Paul Biya born
on 13 February 1933 became Prime min-
ister of Cameroon in 1975 at the age of
42 (he had already held the prestigious
posts of Director of Cabinet and Secre-
tary General at the Presidency). Ahidjo
quit politics at the age of 58, Biya just
celebrated his 71st birthday. The charis-
matic leader of the Social Democratic
Front (SDF) Ni John Fru Ndi is already
in his early 60s, the meticulous leader of
the Cameroon Democratic Union (CDU)
Adamou Ndam Njoya is in his 60s, the
taciturn leader of the National Union for
Democracy and Progress (NUDP) Bello
Bouba Maigari has almost hit 57. One of
the longest serving politicians and Secre-
tary General of the Union des Populations
du Cameroun (UPC) Pa Augustine
Frederick Kodock has attained the ripe
age of 80. Their names have been in the
lips of the Independence children for over
two decades. These politicians have for
so long determined the course of this
country and should now be serving as
torchlights of succeeding generations. Of
course, democracy is not about exclud-
ing people on the basis of age, it is even
more about including people on the basis
of ideas. But if one has to go by the UNDP
2001 Report that puts life expectancy for
Cameroon at 50 then these politicians
need to think about an early retirement to
provide a smooth transition of leadership
to another generation. Julius Kambarage
Nyerere did it in Tanzania exposing young
turks like Salim Ahmed Salim to the po-
litical limelight. Salim Ahmed Salim was
Tanzania's Ambassador to the United
Nations at the age of 22. Nelson
Rolihlahia Mandela did it in South Af-
rica preferring to step down in favour of

younger people like Cyril Ramaphosa and
Thabo Mbeki. When Sam Shafiishuna
Nujoma was asked about prospects of
running for a fourth term as President of
Namibia he said ‘You know I am grow-
ing old. Age does not wait for anybody. I
am not going to run for a fourth term. I
must give the chance to the young people
who have the strength to run the country’
(New African, November 2003). Exam-
ples are few because Africa's democracy
still resides in the weird policy of
gerontocracy. Yet politics is also about
knowing when to quit especially as there
are now diplomatic opportunities in the
African Union and international organi-
zations for those who have had  rich dip-
lomatic careers in their countries. The
generation gap is a major political issue
in Africa, an issue which hitherto has gone
unnoticed, ignored or unanalysed by na-
tional and international researchers, opin-
ion makers but the truth is that the old-
guard nationalists are increasingly find-
ing themselves out of step with the
younger population (Moyo 1998: 7).
What is incumbent on the old leadership
is to stand by the energetic youth. This
past-present continuity undoubtedly will
provide lessons as the new generation at-
tempts to recuperate the disintegrating
mantle of leadership (Chiabi 1997: 215).

The youths must equip themselves with
what I call ‘Youth Power’. According to
Dibussi Tande, as the laboratory of Afri-
ca's democracy, youths should be uncom-
promising critics of their socio-political
environment. They should be instilled
with a healthy skepticism towards values
that might be accepted blindly. They
should adopt a way of thinking that is
contrary to all forms of monolithism with-
out being carried away by the illusions
and fantasies of pluralism. They should
clearly say ‘no’ to the utopia of the new
demagogues wearing borrowed demo-
cratic robes (Tande 1992).

What I propose for young people who
wish to overhaul their rustic democratic
machinery is to come back to the strategy
of pioneer pan africanist which is ‘think
African, implement national.’ At the na-
tional level, youths should create broad-
based associations, unions, NGOs and
grassroots organizations that only they
can control. Addressing grassroots, na-
tional and continental problems allows
youths to groom themselves towards lead-
ership. This is the time for a new genera-
tion in Cameroon to develop leadership
skills based on enduring African values

(sharing not accumulating), ubuntu phi-
losophy (I am because we are)  and re-
spect for the old.

Africa is not only losing its young and
virile population to poverty, war and dis-
ease but also to Western exodus prima-
rily because the young see the doors of
opportunities closed in front of them by
politicians whose future is behind them.
When indeed will the Cameroonian
youths of today be leaders of tomorrow?
Far from being a conflict of generation,
the rite of passage of the young into power
is a complimentary act meant to let the
young realize their own dreams. For  what
indeed is vision 2020 all about? It is about
equipping Cameroon with a new dream
that would revitalise the economy and
reorient the democratic order. Vision 2020
needs new energies and fresh ideas from
the Cameroonian youth. But these new
energy and ideas will not come from pe-
cuniary associations like PRESBY (Presi-
dent Biya's Youth) NEDY (New Deal
Youths), JACHABY (Jeunesse Active
pour Chantal Biya) and a host of window-
dressing youth -wing party organisations.
Vision 2020 shall be managed by youths
who have an independent mind and those
who can dare to invent the future.

How the present political dinosaurs be-
gin to involve the young political ‘indomi-
table lions’ in the pursuit of a new
Cameroonian order packaged in vision
2020 will determine the success of
Cameroon's democratic process begun
more than a decade ago.
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Democracy and the Performance of Power:
Observations from Nigeria

In the early 1990s, Cameroonian
scholar, Achille Mbembe, wrote a
classic essay analysing the insidious

and subtle ways in which political power
and its accompanying discourses become
so banal as to be appropriated, sometimes
unconsciously, by a wide segment of the
population of African states. In Provi-
sional Notes on the Postcolony (1992),
Mbembe argued that power in
postcolonial Africa is so pervasive and
ubiquitous that it invades the most sacred
domains of life. At such levels of power,
even indisputably private and innocuous
decisions such as the desire to wear a
beard or bear the nickname  ‘president’
could bring one into confrontation with
the state. In this situation, the limit of state
power is occluded, and the state is able
to exert influence, however indirect, on
both mundane and serious matters.

The most interesting aspect of this banal-
ity of power is the way in which citizens,
consciously, unconsciously, and some-
times inevitably, appropriate the terms and
linguistic devices through which power
is disseminated and wielded. The result
of this is that no aspect of national life
escapes the reach of the state and no do-
main is too mundane to accommodate the
performance of power by postcolonial
autocrats and pretending democrats. This
last contention applies vividly to what has
obtained in Nigeria since the current gov-
ernment of Olusegun Obasanjo came into
power in 1999. The situation in the Nige-
rian polity, where new mediums of per-
sonalizing power and of creating the ap-
pearance of popularity and ubiquity have
taken hold, bears an uncanny resemblance
to the Cameroon and Africa of Mbembe's
eloquent narrative. In this encounter,
words, symbolism, and images have be-
come powerful as agents of power.

Moses Ebe Ochonu
Doctoral Candidate
 (African History)

University of Michigan,
Ann Arbor, USA

This brief essay relies on the author's ob-
servations while conducting doctoral field
research in Nigeria in 2001. I use these
observations, newspaper reports, and
popular discourses to sketch the contours
of a fast-growing phenomenon: elected
state officials exercising power through
multiple, seemingly contradictory, appa-
ratuses, and engaging in clearly undemo-
cratic political practices, while seeking,
at least rhetorically, to cast the present
dispensation of power as a departure from
its military predecessors. This preliminary
sketch and analysis uses insights from
Mbembe's essay and from Michel
Foucault, whose works vividly capture the
subtleties of power by arguing that power
in the modern world is not wielded in
crude structural forms but through the
deployment of knowledge and discourses
that are laden with power implications
(Foucault 2000, 1977).
One of the insights from Foucault's theo-
risation of power that is relevant to  the
following analysis is his argument that
resisting power or authority must some-
times be understood as an unconscious
submission to that which is purportedly
being resisted, and a fulfilment of the
wishes of the power wielder. For instance,
if a Nigerian says  ‘President Obasanjo
has no power over me,’ ‘I cannot be in-
fluenced by President Obasanjo’  or  ‘I
cannot be controlled by President
Obasanjo,’ they are indirectly acknowl-
edging the prevalence and reality of
Obasanjo's power. Denying or resisting
this power as implied in the statements
above paradoxically confirms Obasanjo's

power as something that is potent and
dangerous and hence something that can/
should be resisted or escaped. You have
to acknowledge the dangerous reality of
a thing before you can seek to escape or
resist it. Denial or resistance here works
to affirm that which is being denied or
resisted. In this sense, power operates
through irony. This essay examines novel
manifestations of power in  ‘democratic’
Nigeria in light of these multiple insights.

The banality of power in
‘democratic’ Nigeria
The way in which power is wielded and
performed in the current political dispen-
sation in Nigeria bears out and challenges
Foucault's thesis of subtle and stealthy
power at the same time; it is at once
crudely tangible and subtle. It is so bru-
tally real that one could only speak of a
power-knowledge regime with some in-
tellectual trepidation. At the same time, it
takes such subtle and discursive forms that
it makes contemporary Nigeria some kind
of ethnographic present for Foucault's
thesis. Nigeria's political leaders, espe-
cially state governors, have been employ-
ing the carrot and the stick as two sides
of a strategic exercise of power. On the
one hand they sponsor projects that seek
to engender consent and popularity. They
have been gently but steadily planting
their persona and their image on the land-
scape by inscribing their names on any
edifice with the remotest connection to
their tenure–a seemingly innocuous thing
to do, but an act that is packed with power
implications. On the other hand, they hire
thugs and intimidate opponents and dis-
senting members of the public. Elected
officials have been building little armies
of cohesion. And, most recently, they have
resorted to the use of blackmail (employ-
ing state resources and state-funded pro
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