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ORTHOGRAPHY AND CONVENTIONS 
 
 
The Kwanja terms used in this book will be written in the Sundane 
dialect using the following conventions (based on the work of Joan 
and Martin Weber): 
 
Vowels: 
i like in tree 
y like in yes 
d like in tray (closer to the french "eà" like in "mangeà") 
ø like in bed  
« like in cut  
u like in two  
o like in potato  
— like in taught  
ÿ high front rounded vowel, between u and i 
À high central unrounded vowel, between i and ø 
 
Consonants are generally pronounced as in English. Note, however: 
œ like in singer 
c like in charm 
j like in leisure  
g like in game 
 
Kwanja is a tonal language distinguishing between: 
 ì high tone 
  è low tone 
 ^ falling tone 
  ¿ rising tone  
 

A list of Kwanja concepts mentioned in this book can be 
found in appendix, as well as a list of the names of persons (chiefs), 
groups and places. Note, however, that the writing of names, groups 
and places will be simplified in the book; the Latin alphabet will be 
used to facilitate reading. 



 
  

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

This book is about the Kwanja of Cameroon – who they are, how 
they are organised, and how they came be the way they are. It de-
scribes how their society is constructed, both socially, through eve-
ryday interactions determined by norms, values and personal 
choices, and cognitively, through a specific worldview and an un-
derstanding of the self in relationship to others. It also discusses 
how I became aware of the complex social construction that I found 
in the field and how I came to reconstruct it in the present manu-
script. This focus on construction will lead me to make extensive 
use of building metaphors to talk about society, and to place a great 
deal of emphasis on identifying building materials, building rules, 
building structures and builders.  

The first chapter will start by discussing the impact that the 
Fulbe have had on the way the Kwanja live today, both from a his-
torical perspective (including the slave trade initiated by the Fulbe, 
which decimated the Kwanja), and in relation to the complex 
relationships of power that still link these two groups today. I will 
then go on to a discussion of the kinship system, which constitutes 
one of the most important cements of social life. Chapters three and 
four will focus on the cultural and religious diversity found among 
the Kwanja. It will be shown that the Kwanja are an aggregate of 
groups with very different historical origins, but nevertheless shar-
ing a common set of political and ritual structures. I will then move 
on to analyse the Kwanja world-view by looking at how the social 
and natural orders are defined and maintained. Chapter six will fo-
cus on the moral economy of the Kwanja and on some of the fun-
damental micro-political rules governing everyday life. I will end 
with a discussion about how the Kwanja use commonalities and dif-
ferences with their neighbours in order to construct their social 
identities.  

Throughout the book, the analysis will move back and forth 
between the Kwanja as a whole, the different groups within the 
Kwanja and the Kwanja’s neighbours, balancing between similari-
ties and differences, between homogeneity and diversity. Although 
the “Kwanja” number only around 10,000 people, they display an 
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astonishing cultural diversity: one can distinguish at least nine dif-
ferent groups speaking different languages, with a great variety of 
rituals and claiming widely different geographical origins. In fact, 
the differences are so great among the different Kwanja groups that 
one might question the legitimacy of calling them all “Kwanja” and 
thus implying some (imagined) homogeneity. However, I will argue 
that, beyond this formal diversity, one nevertheless finds kinship, 
ritual and political structures that are common to all of these groups, 
some of which are also shared with the Kwanja’s neighbours.  

Clearly, such a description of the Kwanja is basically my 
construction of their constructions, and one can legitimately ask 
what legitimacy I have in doing so or how close my representation 
is to reality (Marcus and Cushman 1982; Clifford 1986; Marcus and 
Fisher 1986; Pool 1991; Rosenau 1992: 21). My construction is made 
from a certain perspective. I worked much more with men than with 
women,1 something reflected in the views presented in this book. I did 
not become fluent in any Kwanja dialects and relied mainly on French 
or on the help of interpreters in speaking to informants. My own edu-
cation in the French anthropological tradition led me to place a greater 
emphasis on structures and world-views than on praxis, social organi-
sation and agency. Yet, like all ethnographers, I claim authority and 
legitimacy on the basis of my own first-hand experience. Living for 
almost two years among the Kwanja forced me to learn and interiorise 
local rules in order to be accepted by others and to solve the conflicts 
into which I was drawn. I will use memorable episodes from my field-
work and describe some of the events that made me learn new rules 
and adjust my behaviour in order to show how I gradually became 
socialised into Kwanja society and how I came to construct the 
Kwanja the way I did. 

A construction needs building materials as well as rules or 
structures and builders to assemble them. Identifying the builders of 
Kwanja society is difficult, as it has been elaborated by the daily 
interactions of thousands of people in the course of time. However, 
some have been more instrumental than others, and I will provide 
examples of actors who have been influential in redefining the 
                                                
1 In a society in which most activities are gender-specific, it is difficult to bridge 
this divide or to interview a woman alone without raising suspicions of a sexual 
relationship being involved. 
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Kwanja in a certain way. For example, Kwanja identity has recently 
witnessed a strong revival, after its educated “elites” worked hard to 
unite all the different villages of the Kwanja region into one devel-
opment association. The translation of the Bible into one of the 
Kwanja languages has furthermore added to the pride of the com-
munity and to a new sense of homogeneity. Some institutions, such 
as the Sultan of Banyo and his administration, have also been in-
strumental in (re-)shaping Kwanja society and identity. These ex-
amples will show that the construct is not immutable, but dynamic 
and changing. 

Studying the Kwanja as a construct while working within 
the structuralist tradition allowed me to try and identify the smallest 
meaningful units constituting the social fabric, as well as the rules 
determining how legitimately to use this material according to the 
context. One of the dangers of talking about structure is to adopt a 
strictly deterministic position that leaves place for neither individual 
choice nor change. I will nevertheless argue throughout this book 
that the existence of deterministic rules or structures does not pre-
clude change or indeterminacy. In fact, it is the very co-existence of 
different competing deterministic rules that creates the unpredict-
ability of individual and collective action, although the outcome 
will always remain familiar, since people are obeying the same set 
of rules. When different explanatory systems compete to give 
meaning to misfortune and to deal with it (Chapter 5) and when the 
exchange of services derives from the concurrent interplay between 
four different types of obligation (Chapter 6), the choices made in a 
given context cannot be predicted in advance, although the outcome 
remains within a range of expected possible actions. Likewise, line-
ages (Chapter 2), historical narratives (Chapter 3) and ethnic groups 
(Chapter 7) are constructed in accordance with sets of competing 
rules that can account for both their homogeneity and their diver-
sity.  

Another recurring argument running through the book is that 
the complexity found at higher scales of social interaction often re-
flects the structure found at lower scales. For example, I will argue 
that large-scale rituals happening once a decade and involving thou-
sands of people represent a scaling-up of smaller rituals that occur on 
a weekly basis and involve a few people (Chapter 4). Likewise, I will 
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argue that large-scale ethnic cleansing between the Fulbe and local 
populations has the same structure as small-scale agro-pastoral con-
flicts (Chapter 1), and that large-scale alliances between Kwanja 
groups or their neighbours are constructed in accordance with the 
same structures as alliances struck between individuals or lineages 
(Chapter 2). In Chapter 7, I will show that major ethnic identities have 
the same structure as any collective identity found at a higher or lower 
level. 

These two lines of argument are inspired by chaos fractal the-
ory. First, mathematicians and physicists have shown that there can be 
order in apparent chaos, and that simple mechanistic and determi-
nistic equations can produce what look like randomness and unpre-
dictability (Gleick 1988: 79). Chaotic systems are characterized by 
an extreme sensitivity to initial conditions, small differences being 
susceptible of having major and unpredictable consequences. And 
yet, despite the unpredictability, nonlinearity and non-periodicity of 
chaotic systems, they are also characterized by long-term regular 
patterns of alternation and oscillation (ibid.: 122-53). Although 
these systems never repeat themselves and never take a path that 
has already been taken, they nevertheless look familiar, as the paths 
taken have structures that are similar to previous ones. This line of 
thought can be found in my argument. The constructions or percep-
tions of conflicts, lineages, narratives, misfortune, rituals, ex-
changes or collective identities produce very different outcomes, 
although they all stem from the application of the same sets of de-
terministic rules.  

Secondly, fractals are mathematical objects that are charac-
terized by a self-similar structure, that is, a structure that is repro-
duced regardless of the scale of magnification or “minification” 
used when analysing them. A fractal can be created by taking an 
initial object to which is applied a transformation, or rule, which is 
repeated in a recursive (iterative) manner, ad infinitum. The object 
created is thus built around a structure that remains self-similar, re-
gardless of the scale or perspective that one adopts to look at it. 
While the measure of an object changes according to the scale 
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adopted,2 the ratio between elements on one scale remains similar to 
the relations between elements on other scales. Whether seen close 
up or from afar, from a local or global perspective the structure re-
mains the same, regardless of the different forms that it takes on 
different scales. Thus, just as large earthquakes are a scaled-up ver-
sion of a smaller ones, so major Kwanja rituals or major ethnic con-
flicts with the Fulbe are scaled-up versions of smaller ones, all oc-
currences sharing the same fractal structure.  

Such mathematical approaches, when applied to anthropology, 
have the potential to build a bridge between the old dichotomies 
opposing determinism and unpredictability, structure and agency, as 
well as local and global processes (see also Mosko 2005). As already 
mentioned, construction needs building material, construction rules 
and builders – all of which need to be thoroughly described in order 
for us to understand how societies are constructed. This book is an 
attempt to use the Kwanja as a case study and to provide an example 
of how this might be done. 

 

                                                
2 The length of the coast of Denmark, for example, or of the border between Bel-
gium and the Netherlands, will differ according to the scale chosen (see Gleick 
1988: 95). 





 
  

CHAPTER 1 
 

KWANJA-FULBE CONFLICTS 
 
 
The Kwanja live in Adamawa, Cameroon (Fig. 1 and 2) and anyone 
living in this region cannot help being struck by the presence and 
dominance of the Fulbe. The Fulbe arrived in the region during the 
first half of the nineteenth century and initiated slave raids on a 
large scale, which decimated the Kwanja and many other local 
communities. Today, they dominate the region politically through a 
number of Sultanates to which people owe allegiance and services. 
They dominate it economically through their control of the flourish-
ing cattle industry and of trade and transport. Finally they also 
dominate Adamawa religiously and culturally, as Islam is present 
everywhere (and is controlled by the Fulbe) and as Fulfulde is the 
regional lingua franca. One cannot study the Kwanja without under-
standing their historical and political relations with the Fulbe, as the 
old wounds are still unhealed and the Kwanja constantly talk about 
their problems with the Fulbe. Their situation is not unique, how-
ever, as positioning vis-à-vis the Fulbe is very important for other 
local populations of Adamawa.3 Likewise, one cannot talk about the 
Fulbe in Adamawa without describing their relations with the local 
populations that lived in the region prior to their arrival at the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century. Although the history of the re-
gion is often simplified and presented in terms of an opposition be-
tween the Fulbe and local populations in school books and both 
Fulbe and local narratives, it is in reality much more complex. 

                                                
3 Finding a neutral generic term for local populations in order to distinguish them 
from the Fulbe is not an easy task. Calling them Macube (slave or pagan), Kirdi 
(mountain-dweller) means using derogatory Fulfulde terms. “Non-Fulbe” is more 
neutral but still Fulbe-centric. I prefer the term “local populations”, even though I 
do not mean by this that the Fulbe are “not local” (I do not question the fact that 
most Fulbe living in Cameroon, including the first president of the country, are 
and were legitimate Cameroonian citizens). Moreover, by “local” I do not mean 
that such populations lived in isolation of one another. On the contrary, they were 
linked by wide networks of trade (Warnier 1985). The term “local” refers, rather, 
to their presence in Adamawa prior to the arrival of the Fulbe. 
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The conquest of Adamawa 
 
Generally speaking, the cohabitation of Fulbe and Fulbe-ized peo-
ple4 with the local populations, both in the towns and in rural areas, 
is non-violent, but characterized by serious tensions. In rural areas, 
one finds primarily local communities living more or less within the 
limits of the customary land that they controlled before the arrival 
of the Fulbe. Although many have moved around due to past migra-
tions or slave raids, they continue to exert some form of political 
and religious control over their ancestral land. Some areas, how-
ever, passed under Fulbe control when the communities that used to 
live on them were either wiped out by slave raids, or integrated into 
the Fulbe community, as is the case for the Bute territory around 
Banyo. The population in the towns consists mainly of Fulbe and 
Fulbe-ized people, as well as migrant traders, administrators, spe-
cialized workers or local villagers.  

All Cameroonian history books and most people in Camer-
oon state that the greater Adamawa (corresponding roughly to 
northern Cameroon) was conquered by the Fulbe waging a jihad or 
religious war at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In southern 
and western Cameroon, the north is usually described as a region 
mainly peopled by Fulbe under the leadership of Fulbe sultans and 
as almost uniformly Muslim. When local populations are taken into 
consideration, it is in terms of a dichotomy that dates back to colo-
nial times, when the Fulbe were described as “natural-born rulers” 
and “conquerors” who brought history, civilisation (Islam), urbani-
sation, trade and global links to a variety of disorganised, tribal, 
stateless, pagan, backward and isolated rural local communities 
(Salamone 1975). These dichotomies between historical/a-
historical, organised/disorganised, Muslim/Pagan, urban/rural, 
global/local and civilised/backward societies not only derive from 
the Fulbe’s Manichean self-definition (see below), they have also 
been reinforced by the fact that, while historians have concentrated 

                                                
4 “Fulbe-ized” people have a local patrilineal origin, but present themselves as 
Fulbe (although this identity is sometimes contested by both the Fulbe and the 
local communities). They are also called “detribalised” (Hurault 1964; 1970) and 
are either descended from former slaves or became Fulbe-ized when they mi-
grated to the towns and/or converted to Islam.  
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their studies on Fulbe states, anthropologists have focused on local 
communities (Sharpe 1986). 

The reality, of course, is very different from these clichés. 
The dichotomies are artificial, and the interconnections between the 
different groups run so deep that one cannot study one in isolation 
of the other. One must deconstruct clichés simplifying the history 
and sociology of Adamawa in order to reconstruct a model that can 
account for the social and historical complexities of the region. 
True, Adamawa was conquered. The conquest was initiated by the 
Fulbe, and it did create sweeping and long-lasting changes through-
out northern Cameroon within a relatively short period of time. 
However, spreading the Koran was used as a religious excuse to 
wage a war that was political and economic in nature. Moreover, 
the Fulbe could not have conquered Adamawa without making 
military alliances with some local populations. These populations 
fought freely alongside the Fulbe (sometimes against other Fulbe 
sultanates) and benefitted from slave raids and trade. Finally, the 
definition of identity is complex and cannot be reduced to a model 
of the “free Fulbe” versus the “slave non-Fulbe”. Apart from the 
differences of status within both the Fulbe and local populations, 
one should not forget the categories that exist in between, such as 
the half-caste sultan and his culturally uprooted local dignitaries. 
This institution, situated at the intersection between Fulbe and non-
Fulbe communities, quickly gained relative independence from both 
the Fulbe and the local communities, and developed its own instru-
ments of power to defend its specific interests.  
 
 
A religious war? 
 
The conquest of Adamawa is often presented as part of a jihad initi-
ated by Uthman Dan Fodio in Sokoto in 1803, who quickly asserted 
his authority over a large area, after quite unexpectedly defeating 
several Hausa kingdoms (Hiskett 1973; Johnston 1967; Last 1974; 
Smith 1966). The term jihad should, however, be used with caution. 
In Nigeria, it should rather be described as religious revivalism, 
since the defeated Hausa kingdoms were officially Muslim, while 
many Fulbe soldiers supporting Uthman Dan Fodio had not yet 
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converted to Islam (Smith 1966: 412; 417-8; Last 1974: 9). One 
could argue that the only true jihad of the Sokoto empire took place 
in Adamawa, since most of Adamawa populations were “pagan” at 
that time. Indeed, the Fulbe from Adamawa who visited Adama of 
Gurim (the person chosen by Uthamn Dan Fodio for this task) were 
given special flags to wage a jihad and spread Islam in Adamawa 
(Mohammadou 1965; 1978; Njeuma 1981; Lacroix 1952). How-
ever, this “jihad” must be critically reviewed in light of the fact 
that, until 1950, most local populations had not yet converted to Is-
lam and were even actively prevented from doing so. There are sev-
eral possible reasons for this.  

First, some parts of Adamawa were densely populated 
(Hurault 1975a; 1986; 1988) and the Fulbe, despite their military 
superiority based on cavalry (Bah 1982 and 1993), were not numer-
ous enough to conquer Adamawa alone. They were therefore forced 
to create alliances with some of the local populations in order to 
subdue others, and they played cleverly on local rivalries to achieve 
this (Hurault 1975a: 425; Mohammadou 1966: 255; 269). On the 
one hand, it is probable that the allies (such as the Wawa) had to be 
carefully handled, and that care was taken not to upset them by 
forcing them to convert against their will. On the other hand, the 
enemies (such as the Kwanja) were raided mercilessly for slaves, 
which constituted the backbone of the economy of the new sultan-
ates. Even after they had been subdued, conquered communities 
still had to provide a quota of slaves each year. Since it is, under 
Islam, forbidden to enslave a fellow Muslim (Bah 1993: 82; Mo-
hammadou 1966: 270; Willis 1985), allowing the conquered people 
to convert to Islam would have ended the slave trade (Büttner 1967; 
Froelich 1966: 165; Hurault 1975a: 428; Levtzion 1985: 192). Ad-
dto this the fact that different sultanates fought one another in order 
to control the biggest territory, and therefore as many slaves and 
pastures as possible (Adeleye 1974; Mohammadou 1988: 21; Smith 
1966: 423), it is clear that the main drive behind the conquest of 
Adamawa was not religious, but economic and political. 

 Secondly, Islam was brought to Adawama by the Fulbe, and 
it became so closely associated with this group that converting to 
Islam meant engaging in a process of Fulbe-ization (Burnham 1996: 
48; Schultz 1980b: 144). In short, Fulbe identity was associated 
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with a superior position in the social and political hierarchy, a supe-
riority reinforced by the association of Fulbe identity with Islam. 
Converting to Islam and becoming Fulbe were thus seen as a strat-
egy to move upward (Gausset 1999; 2002b; 2003). Preventing peo-
ple from converting to Islam and to Fulbe-ize became a Fulbe strat-
egy to maintain “ethnic” boundaries as well as power and religious 
hierarchies. The only local people who were allowed to (or rather 
“forced to”) convert, although they were still prevented from going 
very far in their religious studies, were the “slaves” working in the 
palace, who enjoyed a certain amount of prestige and power over 
both local and Fulbe populations. Any other local people who tried 
to learn about Islam, as well as the Fulbe who taught them, were 
beaten or jailed as soon as they were discovered. Similarly, the local 
people who started herding cattle (another characteristic of Fulbe 
identity and economic superiority) had to hide or run the risk of see-
ing their herds seized by the Sultan. It was only on the eve of Cam-
eroon independence that the first local villagers’ conversions were 
recognised by the sultan, and that local communities were allowed 
to keep cattle.  

 Thus, although the arrival of Fulbe in Adamawa is presented 
as a jihad aimed at spreading Islam, the reality was more complex. 
The prime motives were political and economic, and local popula-
tions were either allowed to keep their faith as important allies, or 
prevented from converting to Islam both to fuel the slave trade and 
the flow of servants to the palace, and to maintain the boundaries 
and hierarchy between the Fulbe and local communities. 
 
 
Peaceful arrival and alliances 
 
The Sultanate of Banyo is situated at the southern limit of the Fulbe 
expansion in Adamawa. It was founded around 1830 by Haman 
Dandi (also called Haman Gabdo), who was given a “jihad flag” by 
Adama of Gurim5 and who had already established the Sultanate of 
Koncha, north of Banyo (Kirk-Greene 1958: 133; Lacroix 1952: 28; 
                                                
5 The flag is still carefully preserved in the palace and is proudly seen as legiti-
mating the prominence of Banyo over some other sultanate which does not have 
any such flag, such as the neighbouring and competing Tibati.  
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Mohammadou 1964: 47). Although several scholars depict the 
foundation of Banyo as the result of a fierce battle and conquest 
(Kirk-Greene 1958: 133; Lacroix 1952: 28), local narratives de-
scribe the arrival of the Fulbe in Banyo in peaceful and friendly 
terms leading to an alliance with a few local communities. Some 
informants say that the initiative was taken locally, as the Fulbe 
were invited by the Wawa and some Bute to help them fight against 
other Bute communities,6 while others say that it was the Fulbe who 
took the initiative to explore the region and make an alliance with 
the first local populations they met. But all accounts agree that the 
first encounter was peaceful. In the words of Alhadji Ndotoua 
Mboutsam Boutong, one of the most respected griots (local histori-
ans and praise singers) of the Sultan: 

 
The Wawa and the Bute heard that some people had arrived in Koncha 
with a lot of meat, and they asked them to come to Banyo. The Fulbe 
came with some cattle and seven horses. They killed the cattle, distrib-
uted the meat, and said that if the Wawa and the Bute wanted more, they 
had to dig a path in the mountain so that the cows and horses could 
come safely, without breaking their legs. The Wawa and the Bute pre-
pared the road. When the Fulbe of Haman Gabdo came, they did not 
fight. They slaughtered cattle, cooked the meat, and distributed it to the 
people. This was a trick to persuade the local people to co-operate with 
the Fulbe and raid their neighbours. At that time, the Fulbe were very 
kind. When an old man died, they came to the funeral with a lot of pre-
sents. They flattered people. They asked girls to marry, and the local 
people accepted, because they received a lot of gifts from them. When 
the girls gave birth, the children were sent to their families to ask for 
help in order to raid the Mambila and the Niem-Niem.  

 
 As we shall see in Chapter 2, the episode about slaughtering 

cattle fits well with the archetype of the chief as a generous 
“hunter”, or meat provider. This historical account also challenges 
the widespread cliché that all the local girls who ended up in a 
Fulbe household were taken by force. If it is true that the exchange 
of women has been one-sided, with the Fulbe taking local girls but 
refusing to let Fulbe women marry local men, several reasons might 
be advanced. There is the issue of religion, since Muslim girls are 

                                                
6 The Bamoun king Njoya adopted the same strategy and asked the Sultan of 
Banyo for help to get rid of his political opponents. 



 
Chapter 1: Kwanja-Fulbe conflicts 22 

not allowed to marry non-Muslim men. Then there is the issue of 
brideprice. Traditionally, the brideprice found in local populations 
is extremely low – some palm-wine, cola nuts and a few iron shov-
els. The brideprice required by the Fulbe is comparatively very high 
– a few head of cattle. As a result, many local parents were quite 
happy to let their daughters marry a Fulbe man and receive much 
more brideprice than they would receive from a local son-in-law. 
Finally, it should be noted that, given the strong local emphasis on 
matrilineal kinship and the strong Fulbe emphasis on patrilineality, 
the offspring of mixed unions were important mediators in the rela-
tionships between Fulbe and local populations. 

One should be cautious in taking the signs of inequality be-
tween local populations and the Fulbe and the allegiance of local 
populations to the Sultan as proof that the arrival of the Fulbe was 
imposed by force and conquest. Most Wawa informants I spoke to 
insisted on the peaceful arrival of the first Fulbe in Banyo and on 
their alliance with the Wawa and some Bute (see also Mohamma-
dou 1978: 172). This was confirmed by the late Sultan himself and 
by a local anonymous historical document kept in the Sultanate. Al-
though a historical document written in Arabic by a Fulbe in 1908 
presents the arrival of Haman Gabdo in Banyo in terms of a military 
conquest, it also says that Hamman Gabdo went to Banyo at the re-
quest of a local chief with whom he made an alliance (Adama and 
Bah 2001: 37-8). 
 
 
Different types of Fulbe and non-Fulbe communities 
 
The local communities who engaged in political and matrimonial 
alliances with the Fulbe soon followed them in slave raids against 
neighbouring communities. One must thus distinguish those local 
communities who were the allies of the Fulbe from those who re-
fused to submit and were raided violently. For their part, the Fulbe 
should not be considered a homogenous group either, as different 
groups fought against one another (together with their respective 
allies) in order to increase their power. Consider the following ac-
count from an informant: 
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The first Fulbe to arrive in Banyo was Haman Gabdo, who came from 
Koncha. He left his son Oussoumanou in Banyo and went to live in 
Gashaka with another son called Sambo. Sambo was not happy with the 
small number of cattle in Gashaka, and he attacked his brother Oussou-
manou while he was touring his sultanate in the countryside. Haman 
Gabdo scolded Sambo for attacking his brother, but he was old and sick, 
and he died soon afterwards in Gashaka, leaving the two brothers con-
tinuing to fight. While Oussoumanou was besieging Gashaka, his Kai-
gama Kembam (one of the most important dignitaries of the sultanate), 
whose name was Wam, dug a fortified trench around Banyo and seized 
power. He slaughtered many cattle and chicken and distributed them to 
the Fulbe and Bute in order to gain their political support. When Ous-
soumanou came back from Gashaka, Kembam did not allow him to enter 
the newly fortified town. There was war. Oussoumanou had a weak 
daughter who lived in Koncha and had married a Fulbe from the Janti 
clan, to whom Oussoumanou had given many slaves. When his daughter 
heard that he had been dethroned by one of his local dignitaries, she sent 
him one hundred Kutin slaves. Without them, Oussoumanou would 
never have been able to retake Banyo, as everybody was supporting 
Kembam. His people let him escape, and the Bute Mba even followed 
him. The Bute who live today in Banyo are not originally from here but 
come from Tibati. The Fulbe were not many; it was the slaves who gave 
them strength. 
QG: When Kembam rebelled against Oussoumanou, who did the Wawa 
and Kwanja support? 
The Wawa followed the Fulbe in everything. Sihuto, the chief of 
Gandwa (a Wawa village), made an alliance with the Fulbe and fought 
so fiercely that he made the Wawa famous. The Kwanja were afraid of 
the Fulbe and ran away as soon as they approached. The Fulbe took their 
children at will. 
 
These historical narratives provide a number of important 

pieces of information. First, the Fulbe fought among each others in 
fratricidal wars. Secondly, the narratives stress the difference be-
tween those local communities that were the allies of the Fulbe 
(Wawa, some Bute) and those that opposed them, such as the 
Kwanja and the Mambila, who fought fiercely and even succeeded 
in killing Sultan Oussoumanou. Thirdly, the Fulbe were few and 
quite weak without the help of the local people, whether “slaves” 
(Kutin, Kwanja) or allies (Wawa, Bute). The strength of the Fulbe 
came not just from their military prowess, but also from their apti-
tude in creating alliances and playing on local rivalries between dif-
ferent local groups. The local populations were not passive subjects 
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but active actors, not only as allies of the Fulbe, but also as possible 
competitors capable of rebelling against the Sultan and overthrow-
ing him. All these pieces of information challenge the widespread 
view that the conquest of Adamawa was the result of Fulbe superi-
ority over weak and passive local populations.  
 
 
Slaves and servants; captives and tribute 
 
Nobody doubts that there were many violent slave raids that fuelled 
an important slave trade over long distances. What must be ques-
tioned, however, is who played what role, and for how long. Several 
distinctions must be made. First, one must distinguish between slaves 
who could be sold and exported on large distances from domestic ser-
vants who remained in the region and were able to maintain some 
contact with their original communities. Then one can also distinguish 
between the captives who were raided and seized by force and those 
who were given as tribute by their own parents, either of their own 
free will or because they were legitimately compelled to do so. Gen-
erally speaking, most slaves were captives, while most people given 
as tribute were servants.7 The captives could be either sold or retained 
as servants, while young people given as tribute could not be sold and 
would usually serve in the palace. Servants could also become the 
Sultan’s concubines or dignitaries, thus acquiring important political 
influence.  

Although one often hears that “the local populations used to 
be the slaves of the Fulbe”, one should not forget first, that the local 
allies of the Fulbe were not raided, and secondly, that they also ac-
quired slaves when they took parts in raids. According to Wawa in-
formants, the warriors who captured slaves were given one third of 
the catch, the rest going to the Sultan and his dignitaries. The slaves of 
non-Fulbe raiders were either sold or became so well integrated into 
the local communities that it is very difficult today to know who is 
descended from slaves.  

                                                
7 There were some exceptions, though. For example, when Bankim was besieged 
by the army of the Sultan, it bought peace by paying a tribute of 100 person whom, 
although they were not captives as such, were nevertheless seen as slaves (Gausset 
1997b: 433). 
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Fig. 3: The Sultan and his “slave” bodyguards in front of the palace 
 

As the first slaves were all captured in war, and as those local 
communities that resisted were sooner or later either destroyed or in-
tegrated as subjects into the Sultanate, the ability to acquire new 
slaves dried up. As soon as they became subjects, however, local vil-
lages would have to give an annual tribute of one or two young people 
to the Sultan, plus a proportion of what they produced (grain, iron, oil-
palm, salt, etc.). The Sultan of Banyo would then give annually 100 
slaves to the Emir of Yola (Gausset 1997b: 41), who would receive 
5000 in total and send 2000 on to Sokoto (Fisher 2001). The obliga-
tion to give servants to the Sultan reinforced matrilineal and bilateral 
kinship ties (or marriage in uxorem, as opposed to marriage in ge-
netricem), as a man would rather send his sister’s or daughter’s child 
than his own. The abolition of the slave trade in 1900 ended slave 
raids, but it allowed the giving of children as tribute to continue. 

 It is often thought that the colonial administration weakened 
the power of the sultans, as they forced them to submit. However, it 
has also been argued that their power was actually reinforced by the 
system of indirect rule through which the Germans and the French 
administered northern Cameroon, using the existing Fulbe administra-
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tive structure in order to save money (Burnham 1996: 34; Lacroix 
1952: 57; Sharpe 1986). Indirect rule made the sultans less dependent 
on their traditional local allies. Although the raids officially ceased, 
the sultans were placed in charge of collecting taxes, and sometimes 
engaged in “raid-like” expeditions under the pretence of punishing 
those who refused to pay them – as well as those who refused to pay 
the customary tribute. Moreover, the colonial administration turned a 
blind eye to “domestic slavery” (serfdom), which continued to exist 
until the 1950s. In fact, the colonial administration had no interest in 
ending domestic slavery, since this was likely to be resisted by its 
Fulbe allies and since administrators benefited directly from it, need-
ing “forced labourers” to transport goods, work on infrastructure 
(roads, administrative buildings), work in the tin mines of Mayo Darle 
or work in the military. Sultans were required to provide forced la-
bour, as well as pupils for the first schools, and would usually send 
their own servants or members of local communities. Local communi-
ties paid a high price for the “development” of Banyo, but they also 
benefited from being the first to acquire access to education. Forced 
labour decreased as the colonial administration became less coercive. 
Domestic slavery was abolished in the 1950s, after coming under in-
creased criticism from a number of influential actors, including 
Catholic priests (Oswald 1994).  

 The fact that local populations gave servants to the Sultan 
should not be taken as proof that the local populations were, collec-
tively, the “slaves of the Sultan” (and even less the “slaves of the 
Fulbe”). First, it is a customary obligation among the local commu-
nities to provide the chief with goods, services, wives, and even 
servants. A chief is not supposed to work, but should rather be fed 
and provided with food, wealth and wives by his people. Secondly, 
all the subjects of the Sultan, including the Fulbe, had to give him 
tribute. In Adamawa, the jakka (the charity to the poor that consti-
tutes one of the five pillars of Islam) is not given directly to the 
poor but rather to the Sultan, who is supposed to redistribute it him-
self. In practice, it has become a kind of mandatory tax or tribute. 
Moreover, each pastoralist migrating to Banyo to graze his cattle 
has to ask the permission of the Sultan and to offer him one or sev-
eral head of cattle (depending on the size of his herd). Those who 
refuse are expelled manu militari out of Banyo by the Sultan’s pri-
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vate army, which creates tensions with the national administration 
when the herders appeal to the civil courts. In economic terms, the 
contribution (taxes, tributes, “gifts”) of the Fulbe communities has 
always been very important – probably more important than the 
contribution of services and servants by the local communities. If 
there is no doubt that a son or daughter are of inestimable value to 
their parents, we must not forget that a head of cattle used to be 
much more valuable than a human being in the heydays of the slave 
trade. Heinrich Barth, for example, reports that a slave could be 
sold for a goat or some baskets of millet (Barth 1860: 248). This 
leads us to challenge the general assumption that the local commu-
nities were the victims of the Fulbe, as it is more accurate to say 
that both Fulbe and non-Fulbe were the “victims” of the Sultan, and 
that both paid a high tribute. 

 

 
Fig. 4: Some of the “slave” women serving in the palace, wearing the new clothes 
they received for the end of the Ramadan 
 

As long as the Sultan is recognised as the legitimate leader, 
the girls he marries without paying bridewealth and the annual trib-
ute or customary taxes he receives, whether from the local or the 
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Fulbe communities, cannot be interpreted as slavery, but must be 
seen as acts of political allegiance. However, as soon as a commu-
nity ceases to recognise the legitimacy of the Sultan (such as the 
Kwanja villages, who have always challenged his authority, or no-
madic Fulbe entering the Sultanate without asking his permission), 
it can no longer be seen as a customary tribute but rather as a forced 
exaction. The crucial difference is a question of political recogni-
tion and legitimacy. When a new Sultan is nominated to the throne, 
for example, those local communities that were the allies of the 
Fulbe (mainly Wawa and Bute) voluntarily give him a young girl in 
the hope that their daughter will give birth to the next Sultan, thus 
providing implicit acceptance of and legitimacy to the existing 
power structure, and hoping to derive a personal or collective bene-
fit from it. But former enemies (such as the Kwanja communities) 
seldom give anything, as all past tributes were based on coercion 
rather than allegiance. 

A last point that needs to be emphasised is that Fulbe iden-
tity is defined with reference to the pulaaku, a moral code of con-
duct and values which is based on race,8 good manners, bodily and 
emotional control, Islam, pastoralism and nomadism9 (Bierschenk 
1992; Burnham 1996: 53, 106; Dupire 1981: 170; Kirk-Greene 
1986: 41-42; Riesman 1974; Schultz 1980a, 1980b; Vereecke 1994: 
30). The pulaaku has fuelled an ideology of distinctiveness and su-
periority, ranking the Fulbe above all other groups. The Fulbe use it 
to define themselves as free men, not only because they cannot be 
sold as slaves, but also because ideally they practice a free, nomadic 
life, are free from superstition, and put great emphasis on control-
ling (i.e. freeing themselves from) bodily contingencies and emo-
tions (Riesman 1974: 128, 138; Vereecke 1994: 30; Willis 1985: 

                                                
8 Despite many intermarriages with local women, the Fulbe tend to define them-
selves as “white-skinned”, as opposed to the “black-skinned” local populations 
(Burnham 1972; Dupire 1981: 168). 
9 Most Fulbe are sedentary, but some remain nomadic or semi-nomadic (they are 
also locally called Mbororo). Each kind of Fulbe claims to be “more Fulbe” than 
the other group (Botte and Schmitz 1994: 9; Burnham 1991: 92-3; Schultz 
1980a). Sedentary Fulbe see themselves as superior because they are supposedly 
better Muslims (a nomadic way of life is often seen as incompatible with the or-
thodox practice of Islam). Nomadic groups, on the other hand, define themselves 
as the “true Fulbe” because they continue to live an idealised pastoral life. 
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16-26). By contrast, local communities are seen as slaves, not only 
because they used to be captured and sold, but also because they are 
attached to their territory, are caught up in a web of “superstition”, 
and are enslaved to their emotions and bodily needs. This partly ex-
plains why, long after the slave trade has been abolished, the Fulbe 
continue to consider any local population, especially non-Muslim, 
as “slave”. 

Thus, the widespread statement that the local communities 
used to be “the slaves of the Fulbe” must be seriously challenged. 
First, the Fulbe were not the only ones to benefit from the slave trade: 
their local allies, who constituted the bulk of the sultan’s army, also 
took a share of the catch. Secondly, one must distinguish the slaves, 
who were usually captured and could be sold, from the domestic ser-
vants, who would usually not be sold. Thirdly, the tribute of servants 
was not given to “the Fulbe”, but rather to the Sultan and his dignitar-
ies. Fourthly, the Fulbe communities also had to give an annual trib-
ute, which surpassed, in monetary terms, the local tribute. Finally, one 
must realise that the Fulbe define themselves as “free” and in opposi-
tion to local communities who are thereby automatically defined as 
“not free”, although this does not necessarily refer to rights in persons.  
 
 
The palace (the Sultan and his dignitaries)  
 
The main actors of domination and exploitation in Banyo are not 
“the Fulbe” as a group, but rather the Sultan and his dignitaries – 
what I call “the palace”. When he arrived in Banyo around 1830, 
Haman Gabdo, the first Sultan, depended closely on the good will 
of his local allies – to such an extent that he was almost overthrown 
by some of them. He succeeded, however, in gaining progressively 
more independence from local communities, as he increasingly built 
his power on a pool of slaves and servants who owed him alle-
giance. In the words of Jean Hurault (1975a: 434-5, my translation): 
 

Just a few in numbers, and above all preoccupied by their cattle and their 
personal slaves, the Fulbe could only constitute the framework of a per-
manent military force, essentially the cavalry. The conquest of the coun-
try had as its initial instrument a numerous infantry recruited from 
among the captives. It seems that quite early the Lamido gave the com-
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mand of his troops to servants’ dignitaries, and even created a cavalry 
corps entirely recruited among captives…. The hope of receiving a title 
and of escaping, if not in status, at least the ordinary fate of the slave, 
created an emulation among the captives which incited them to fight 
with courage. Their exploits were rewarded with gift of slaves, concu-
bines and horses, as well as honorific titles. 

 
The slaves and servants were not only the backbone of the 

sultan’s economy and power, they were also able to gain advantages 
from their position and to enrich themselves through fighting, or to 
become powerful dignitaries. They were thus able to acquire impor-
tant influence over the Sultan (Lacroix 1952: 37-8). Having no 
Fulbe father kept them out of the competition over the succession to 
the throne and made them generally more loyal to the Sultan than 
the Fulbe dignitaries. However, their loyalty was built on reciproc-
ity. The dignitaries were loyal to the Sultan only in so far as he was 
loyal to them and furthered their interests. A French colonial admin-
istrators in Banyo describes palace intrigues as follow: 

 
The new sultan is, at least at the beginning, in a state of relatively strong 
dependence vis-à-vis his electoral committee. He will thus be subject to 
their influence and follow their suggestions. It happens, moreover, that, 
once nominated with a few means compared to the expenses he is ex-
pected to face, he needs the complicity of the big dignitaries so that the 
abuses of power, exactions, pillages, or thefts to which he is compelled 
in his first years are not too great.10 After some years exercising power 
… he believes he is strong enough not to take into account the pressure 
that his committee continues to exert on him. The influence of the com-
mittee being compromised, the dignitaries plan the accession of a new 
sultan. (cited in Hurault 1994: 62, my translation) 

 
 As we can see, the “slaves” or servants are not powerless, 

and to describe them in a relation of submission to their master 
would neglect the benefits that they derive from their status, as can 
be deduced from the fact that men and women continue to serve in 
the palace despite the abolition of domestic slavery (see for exam-

                                                
10 Today this type of exaction is rarer, although pastoralists are still under heavy 
pressure to give cattle to the Sultan. Instead of plundering villages, the new Sul-
tan of Banyo toured and spent a night in all the communities known to support 
him (such as the Wawa villages), and received gifts of cattle from all the rich 
herders or traders originating from these villages. 
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ple fig. 3-5). They may have a strong influence on the Sultan, who 
is chosen by them and depends on them to keep his throne, despite 
the increased involvement of the national administration in the 
nomination of new sultans. It must be stressed here that, although 
they continue to call themselves Wawa, Kwanja, Tikar or Mambila, 
these dignitaries have little in common with the local villagers shar-
ing these identities. They have usually been raised in or around the 
palace from a very young age and have little contact with their rela-
tives in the villages. They speak Bute or Fulfulde and are usually 
unable to communicate in any other vernacular. They are Muslim, 
dress like the Fulbe, and will not participate in local rituals. In fact, 
they can easily (and are often) mistaken as Fulbe by those who visit 
the palace without knowing its complex history. Some of them even 
presented themselves as Fulbe to me, although I was told later on 
that they were of local origin – which they admitted when I asked 
them specifically. The dignitaries are part of that larger group of 
“detribalised” people, i.e. of people who have lost their local cul-
tural roots and have Fulbe-ized. 

 
Fig. 5: The Sultan in his courtyard, surrounded by his most important dignitaries 
(some of whom are of “slave” origin) and his bodyguards, waiting for the crowd 
of princes and chiefs to come before him and swear allegiance to him. 
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If the dignitaries are neither totally powerful nor powerless, 
and neither totally non-Fulbe nor Fulbe but somewhere in between, 
the same can be said of the Sultan. The rule that only the children of 
a sultan having a local mother can claim the throne is very impor-
tant. First, matrimonial alliances have been instrumental in forging 
political alliances between the Fulbe and the local communities. 
Secondly, this rule excludes from the succession all the children 
born of a Fulbe mother, meaning that all sultans have a “slave” or 
“servant” as a mother, and several servants as close maternal kin. 
When this rule is repeated over four generations, it also means that 
only one of the sixteen great-great-grandparents of a sultan is a 
Fulbe (in the strict patrilineal line, i.e. the original Sultan; see fig. 
6), while the fifteen others are of local origin. The sultan is so close 
to the local communities that I have heard several Kwanja strongly 
deny that he was Fulbe at all, describing him instead as a mixture of 
Wawa and Kwanja. If the Sultan is able to claim a Fulbe identity, it 
is because of his patrilineal inheritance of this identity. The palace 
and its surroundings constitute a small town within town, with 
bodyguards, doormen, secretaries, messengers, grooms, cooks, 
maids, concubines and dignitaries mainly of local extraction. The 
lingua franca of the palace is Bute, the mother tongue of the Sultans 
and also one of the lingua franca of Banyo. The Sultan himself em-
phasises the local origin of his mother when he tours the local 
communities. I was told that he jokingly calls everybody “grand-
mother” when he visits a Kwanja village, in order to emphasise his 
local maternal ties. His close ties with the local populations is seen 
locally as a guarantee that he will not harm them, while the Sultan 
regards it as a guarantee that they will remain loyal to him. Thus, 
instead of being characterised by a relation of dominance and sub-
mission, the relations between the Sultan and the local populations 
should rather be described as ones of mutual dependence. And in-
stead of being seen as “pure” Fulbe, the Sultan must be situated at a 
crossroads between the Fulbe and the local communities. He de-
fines himself as Fulbe in public or when talking to Fulbe interlocu-
tors, but he speaks Bute and emphasises his local origins on his 
mother’s side when it suits his interests to do so. 
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Fig. 6: The current Sultan of Banyo, sitting in front of the list of his predecessors
 

Thus, the palace (the Sultan and his dignitaries) constitutes a 
kind of “half-caste” institution, whose interest is distinct from both 
the local and Fulbe communities. Many Kwanja tend to see the pal-
ace as illegitimate and biased towards the Fulbe communities from 
which it now derives most of its economic support. However, the 
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institution’s survival also depends on the political support it can 
raise from local communities, and it is therefore bound to keep a 
delicate balance between the Fulbe and the local populations in or-
der to remain in power. Before independence, this balance was 
partly maintained by preventing ethnic switching from one identity 
to another, thus preventing local men from adopting Islam and pas-
toralism so as to prevent their Fulbe-ization and maintain the major-
ity of the population in a lower status, bound to support the Sultan 
to gain advantages. After independence, with the new principle of 
“one man-one vote” and the fact that the Fulbe were a numerical 
minority in northern Cameroon, Islamisation and Fulbe-ization 
were encouraged by Fulbe politicians (including President Ahidjo) 
in order to recruit political supporters (Gausset 2003). However, 
this process was resisted by the bulk of the Fulbe, who continue to 
define themselves in opposition to the local populations.  
 
 
Agro-pastoral conflicts 
 
The balance of power between the Fulbe and the local populations 
is a delicate one. If the Fulbe tend to have the upper hand economi-
cally and politically in Adamawa, the local communities still retain 
the advantages of numbers and of territorial control, which are es-
sential in times of conflict. The situation remains tense between the 
Fulbe and the local communities (especially those who never ac-
cepted an alliance with the Sultan), and violent conflicts erupt once 
in a while, which often turn out to the advantage of the local com-
munities and to the disadvantage of the Fulbe. For example, when 
one agro-pastoral conflict degenerated into a full-blown local war in 
Gashaka (the Nigerian part of the Banyo Sultanate) during my 
fieldwork in December 2001, thousands of Fulbe and Fulbe-ized 
people from the Mambila plateau crossed the Cameroonian border 
within a few days (see fig. 7) to seek refuge in the area of Banyo 
after their houses were burnt down and dozens of them (and hun-
dreds of their cattle) were killed. Had the military waited another 
day before intervening, it is believed that the palace of the Sultan in 
Gashaka would have been attacked and sacked by the Mambila 
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mob. In what follows I will argue that such large-scale violent con-
flicts are of the same nature as smaller scale agro-pastoral conflicts. 
 

 
Fig. 7: Fulbe fleeing from agro-pastoral conflicts in Nigeria and seeking refuge in 
Cameroon 
 
 
The Adamawa plateau and the Tikar plain 
 
The war on the Mambila Plateau in 2001 erupted suddenly, but was 
nevertheless the result of planned events that were widely known. 
Two weeks before the conflict started, the Sultan of Banyo was tell-
ing me of increasing tensions in Gashaka, and Mbororo informants 
knew that the Fulbe were hiring mercenaries in Nigeria. Nobody 
was really surprised when these mercenaries attacked a Mambila 
village two weeks later killing a few villagers, but everybody was 
surprised by the scale and speed of the Mambila reaction, which 
cleaned the whole area of most rural Fulbe within a few days. The 
situation on the Mambila plateau is characterised by a high density 
of population, and by the fact that the enclosure of large private 
grazing areas has been pushed to the point where local communities 
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are facing a shortage of farming land (Boutrais 1995: 1094-8; 
Hurault 1998), two characteristics which are not found in the Tikar 
Plain. Moreover, Nigeria is, generally speaking, the object of much 
more violent “ethnic conflicts” than Cameroon (Dare 1997; Levin 
1997; Lovejoy and Williams 1997). That said, many of the prob-
lems are the same on the two sides of the boundary, and agro-
pastoral conflicts in the Tikar plain have great potential for violence 
too. 

 Generally speaking, the conquest of Adamawa stopped at 
the end of the Adamawa plateau. Although local communities liv-
ing further south were raided and integrated into the sultanate as 
subjects of the Sultan, no Fulbe village was established permanently 
in the plain. Until recently, the only Fulbe in the plain lived in the 
towns as traders, marabouts or farmers. Pastoralists avoided the 
plain, which was seen as inhospitable to cattle due to the presence 
of tse-tse flies and bovine trypanosomiasis. The plateau, on the con-
trary, having in general an altitude above 1000 meters, was seen as 
providing relative protection against such disease. After the slave 
trade was abolished by the German colonial administration, cattle-
herding rapidly replaced the slave trade as the main source of 
wealth in Adamawa, thus preventing the economic and political col-
lapse of the Sultanates (Siran 1980: 55). Pastoralism was encour-
aged through the introduction of vaccinations by the colonial ad-
ministration, which benefited from its taxation. 

 The cattle are usually grazed close to households during the 
wet season, when it is not difficult to find good grazing areas. How-
ever, during the dry season, when grass becomes scarcer, herders 
may travel great distances to find better opportunities, either com-
ing back to their houses when it starts raining again, or else decid-
ing to establish a new house closer to good pastures. This move-
ment of transhumance and slow migration has pushed increasingly 
south and east, as the semi-nomadic Fulbe have each year become 
more daring in their search for new pastures. Forty years ago, the 
transhumance was reaching the end of the plateau. Then some Fulbe 
started building houses on the edge of the plateau and, encouraged 
by improvements in veterinary services and the use of fly repellent 
for cattle, they began spending the period of transhumance in the 
Tikar plain, which is a few hundred metres lower in altitude, is wet-
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ter and has a lot of grass available. This strategy has proved ex-
tremely successful, and has been each year been adopted by an in-
creasing number of herders. The Tikar plain has progressively ac-
quired greater and greater importance for pastoralism in southwest-
ern Adamawa.  

Only a tiny minority of Kwanja and Tikar keep small rumi-
nants (mainly goats). They are not used to cattle, although a few 
own some cattle, which are usually kept by the Fulbe on the pla-
teau. The annual arrival of great numbers of cattle has therefore had 
profound consequences for both farming practices and the relation-
ship between the Fulbe and the local communities. In particular, it 
has brought about many agro-pastoral conflicts and increased ten-
sions between the Kwanja and the Fulbe, at least during the dry sea-
son. Every year, some cattle damage fields of yams, manioc or dry-
season maize, or ruin the coffee harvests. As most Kwanja commu-
nities were displaced by the colonial administration to live along the 
national road, the fields are situated far away from the village. Since 
without infrastructure it is difficult for people to bring all their har-
vest back to the village, they keep it in granaries in their fields. Al-
though the granaries are protected by thorny bushes, each year some 
cattle find a way into some of them and eat up the harvest of entire 
families, who then face starvation. Each year, some cattle are in-
jured or killed by angry farmers. The destruction of fields, granaries 
or cattle can degenerate into fights between herders and farmers, 
and blood is sometimes shed. The opposition and tension between 
the two communities is widespread and pervades all levels of social 
interaction, paving the way for possibly large-scale wars between 
them. 

One often reads that agro-pastoral conflicts originate in 
population growth, the scarcity of resources, or the overexploitation 
and degradation of resources (Anderson and Woodrow 1998: 248; 
Bennett 1991; Blench 1994: 208; Cousins 1996: 44-5; Grainger and 
Tinker 1982: 11, 21, 34; Homer-Dixon 1994; Hussein 1998: 45, 60-
61: Jacobson 1988: 12-13; Oxby 1999: 233-4; Spencer 2000: 19-22; 
Stryker 1989: 91; Tonah 2000: 557). However, this line of argu-
ment cannot be applied to explain agro-pastoral conflicts in the Ti-
kar plain, which is still characterised by a low density of population 
and a relative abundance of resources, making it an area of great 
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agricultural and pastoral development (Gausset 2005a). Agro-
pastoral conflicts should rather be explained by conflicting percep-
tions of resources and incompatible livelihood strategies, as well as 
by conflicting ways of defining political legitimacy and the failure 
of the state to act as a fair arbitrator.  
 
 
Farming and herding strategies 
 
Farming in the plain relies mainly on coffee plantations in forested 
areas and on maize produced through shifting cultivation. Forested 
areas are therefore central for farmers. However, with the growth in 
population and the decrease of nearby forests, savannah regions are 
increasingly being cultivated for groundnuts and maize. Herders, on 
their side, depend on the presence of grass and tend to avoid forests 
if they can (some plants found in forested areas are poisonous to 
cattle, especially after the forest has been felled and invaded by 
pioneer species). In short, farmers want more forests and less grass: 
any grassland is a waste and is liable to come under agriculture. 
Herders, conversely, want more grass and less forest: any harvested 
fields or fallow is liable to be used for grazing during transhu-
mance. Farmers’ resources are thus a nuisance for herders, and 
vice-versa.  

Herders’ strategies focus on maximising the mobility of cat-
tle and its access to grass. They light bush fires in different places at 
different times during the dry season in order to hasten the regen-
eration of grass and, indirectly, prevent the growth of trees in fallow 
areas. They graze their cattle in any harvested field or fallow area 
without asking the permission of farmers. They resent agricultural 
development in areas that are used for grazing, as well as any 
change that limits the movement of cattle. Farmers’ strategies, on 
the other hand, focus on maximising agriculture output and mini-
mising labour input. They therefore try to protect fields against pest 
(including wandering cattle), and to secure access to forests and fer-
tile soils. Farmers resent the bush fire management of the herders, 
as this sometimes burns down granaries in the bush (see fig. 8) and 
thatched houses in villages, or even (though rarely) kills people 
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trapped by a fire.11 Farmers resent the fact that herders graze cattle 
in their fields without asking their permission, as the trampling of 
cattle might make the soil harder and more difficult to cultivate 
(Hurault 1975b). However, they tend to create new fields in places 
where herders have established their camp during transhumance, so 
as to benefit from the presence of cattle manure. This is resented by 
the pastoralists, not just because the farmers benefit from their pres-
ence without compensating them, but more importantly because it 
constitutes an invasion of their former grazing areas, which reduces 
their space and multiplies the risk of field damage when they graze 
their cattle. As we can see, the strategies of farmers and herders are 
often directly opposed.  

 

 
Fig. 8: Three granaries in the bush, two having been burnt down by bush fires and 
one remaining intact 

                                                
11 Farmers do light fires, such as early fires in order to protect their village or 
granaries from later and more serious fires. They also light fires during the dry 
season for hunting purposes, but this is usually done further away from agricul-
tural areas. When practising shifting cultivation, they burn the timber felled on 
cleared fields, but they do this at the end of the dry season and try to contain the 
fire within the parcel of land. In short, although they do light fires for different 
reasons, they tend to be better controlled (both collectively and privately) than 
those lit by herders. 



 
Chapter 1: Kwanja-Fulbe conflicts 40 

The mobility of cattle is the object of specific struggles. On 
the one hand, such mobility is crucial for herders in their strategy of 
optimising access to good pastures (Swift 1977: 462). On the other 
hand, it is a threat to farmers, as it creates damage in fields and cof-
fee plantations. There exist two types of local solutions to prevent 
problems. The first consists in keeping an eye on either cattle or 
fields. There is a broad consensus (generally accepted by the herd-
ers as well) that the surveillance of cattle should be undertaken by 
herders. The problem is that guiding and following the cattle in 
their daily search for grass is a tough job: one can walk dozens of 
kilometers per day. The crux of the problem concerns the grazing 
that takes place very early in the morning. Cattle start grazing 
around 4 am, at a time when herders are usually asleep, still tired 
from having followed the cattle during the day, and most damage to 
fields, plantations and granaries is done during this period of the 
day. Herders who follow their own herds are better motivated to 
prevent any agricultural damage, but many herders are hired by rich 
cattle-owners for a miserable salary and tend to feel less responsible 
for any damage (Bassett 1994). Some types of arrangement exist, 
such as the hiring of two herders, one being responsible during the 
daytime, the other during the early morning grazing. Or else the 
owner might agree to be responsible for any damage made during 
the night, while still holding his shepherd responsible for damage 
done during daytime. However, regardless of how motivated and 
responsible herders are, they always end up leaving their cattle un-
attended at some point for a variety of reasons (mistakes, sickness, 
participation in festivities or rituals, the need to go to the market, 
etc.). Watching cattle is therefore a strategy that has its limitations. 

The second strategy to prevent field damage done by cattle 
consists in fencing either cattle or fields. However, there is deep 
disagreement on what should be fenced. Farmers insist that cattle 
should be fenced, especially in the early morning, when herders are 
most likely to be asleep and the risk of field damage is at its great-
est. Herders resent this, however, as they consider the morning 
grazing to be an important aspect of the food diet of their cattle (see 
also Boutrais 1995: 732). Moreover, farmers tend to think that it 
does not make sense to fence something that is mobile, and that it 
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makes much more sense to fence fields, since one would not need to 
move the fence around, and it would not prevent cattle mobility.  

Ultimately, the debate about fencing is not so much about 
what should be fenced, but rather about who should bear the cost of 
fencing. The farmers do not mind their fields being fenced, as long 
as the cost is born by the herders. They argue that they have lived in 
the area since long before the Fulbe started pursuing transhumance 
in the Tikar plain. They have not asked the Fulbe to come, and think 
it unfair that they should bear the cost of adapting to the arrival of 
migrants and cattle in the plain. Herders, however, refuse to bear 
this cost. They frame the debate in terms of either citizenship (they 
are Cameroonian citizens and have therefore the same rights as “au-
tochthonous” people) or benefits, arguing that the Cameroonian 
state derives great benefit from the cattle industry, and that local 
farmers also benefit from manure, milk, cheap or free meat,12 and 
from selling their agricultural products to herders (Hussein 1998: 
17-20; Swift 1977: 461; Tonah 2000: 552; Waters-Bayer and Bayer 
1994: 222-4). They therefore consider it normal that farmers should 
bear at least part of the cost of their presence in the plain. Farmers 
contest this view and argue that they do not derive any benefit from 
the presence of cattle – only problems. They insist that one cannot 
eat a meal without maize or manioc, although one can eat any meal 
without meat. Farmers’ sources of meat are primarily fish, game, 
chicken and goats – not cattle.13 There is almost no integration of 
cattle into farming in the Tikar plain: cattle are never used for 
draught power and seldom for manure. Thus, farmers see agricul-
ture as a necessity, herding as a costly luxury.  

                                                
12 Herders are Muslims and do not eat the meat of a cattle that has not been ritu-
ally slaughtered. When a cow dies of disease or in a road accident, the dead car-
cass is given to a neighbouring local community. 
13 A survey of 352 Kwanja households showed that only 4% of Kwanja (mainly 
on the plateau) own at least one head of cattle, while 9% of men and 2% of 
women own at least one goat or sheep (usually either sold or eaten during relig-
ious festivities). In comparison, about 50% of men and 41% of women own some 
chickens. 43% of men and 57% of women go fishing during the rainy season 
(about half of them fish at least once per week). 32% of men go hunting with 
guns (most of them hunt regularly, at least twice per month), and many more use 
traps to catch game. Thus, the main source of meet is chicken, game and fish. 
Beef is only bought occasionally.  
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To sum up, agro-pastoral conflicts are not grounded in re-
source scarcity, but rather in different environmental perceptions 
and strategies. What is perceived as a resource for some (fires, 
grass, forests or fallow) is perceived as a nuisance for others. The 
strategies developed by a community to secure its own interests 
(mobility of cattle, shifting cultivation) are opposed to, and compete 
with, the strategies of the other community. The solutions to avoid-
ing field damage (watching, fencing) are themselves the object of 
conflicting perceptions and strategies, as there is broad disagree-
ment over what should be watched or fenced, as well as over who 
should do it and bear the cost. Even the arguments used by each 
side (social justice for farmers, equal citizenship and cost-benefit 
analysis for herders) reflect a wide gap between the perceptions and 
interests of each community. 
 
 
Conflict management 
 
It would be too easy to conclude from the above description that 
agro-pastoral conflicts can be explained simply with reference to 
cultural differences. Of course, conflicts derive from competing in-
terests, which might be partly grounded in cultural differences, as is 
the case here. But cultural differences and competing interests do 
not need to lead to violence if there exists an efficient and legiti-
mate political framework to manage conflicts. Violence can develop 
only with the failure or absence of political and social mechanisms 
to mitigate conflicts. If there were an institution to ensure that peo-
ple would be fairly compensated if someone else damages their 
property, coexistence between farmers and herders would be much 
more peaceful. One problem is that farmers and herders disagree 
over which customary institution should solve conflicts. Another 
problem is that the national administration, supposedly neutral, is 
corrupt and inefficient. 

Kwanja communities welcome foreigners as long as they 
accept the authority of Kwanja chiefs over their customary land (see 
Chapter 2). Thus, the right of free movement is usually accompa-
nied by a duty to respect the local customs of the area within which 
one migrates. When migrants want to establish themselves some-
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where, they are expected to ask the permission of the local leader, 
who distributes farming and grazing rights and resolves any con-
flicts arising from this process. The problem is that customary 
authority in the Tikar plain is ambiguous. In theory, Kwanja village 
chiefs (chiefs of the third degree in the official administrative hier-
archy) are under the authority of the Sultan of Banyo (chief of the 
first degree). If they cannot solve a matter at the village court, peo-
ple can appeal to the customary court of the Sultan or to the national 
courts. However, for historical reasons, Kwanja chiefs are reluctant 
to recognise the authority of the Sultan. More importantly, the 
chiefs and the Sultan compete for control over territorial resources, 
since the Sultan allocates grazing rights (and derives a lot of benefit 
from it) without consulting the local chiefs. As the Tikar plain ac-
quired crucial importance for grazing strategies in the region, the 
Sultan started claiming greater authority over this area than he used 
to have, which conflicted with the authority of the local chiefs. 
Since herders obtain their grazing rights from the Sultan, they sel-
dom bother to announce themselves to the local chief and believe 
they have acquired the right to move around as they wish. In cases 
of conflict, they often prefer to bring the matter directly to the Sul-
tan, rather than accept the authority of the local chief. 

Everybody agrees that those who have suffered from the de-
struction of their property should be compensated. Kwanja chiefs, 
the Sultan and the state all use this principle as the basis of conflict 
resolution. Herders should compensate farmers when their cattle 
enter their fields; farmers should compensate herders when they kill 
or injure their cattle. However, although the principles are simple, 
things are much more complicated in practice. First, there is a dif-
ference between the dry season and the rainy season, and between 
the Tikar plain and the Adamawa plateau. Farmers on the plateau 
face a permanent threat from cattle all year round, are expected to 
build fences around their fields, and would not receive any compen-
sation if their fence is not strong enough or if cattle damage their 
fields (unless a herder deliberately destroys a fence or a field, which 
happens sometimes). In the plain, on the contrary, grazing happens 
only during the rainy season, after most fields have been har-
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vested.14 Fields are generally unfenced, and herders are considered 
responsible for any damage done. Secondly, a victim must find a 
culprit. It is not easy to establish the responsibility of a farmer in 
poisoning animals. It is not easier to establish the responsibility of a 
herder in causing agricultural damage. One must follow the traces 
of animals until one finds their owner, and the owner must accept 
responsibility. The best way is to catch cattle red-handed in a field 
and follow them until they get home to their owner. But this re-
quires one to be in the right place at the right time.  

Once the victim has identified a culprit (or a suspect), the 
conflict can either be brought to the customary authorities (the local 
chief or Sultan of Banyo), or the state authorities (the district officer 
or judge). In practice, however, none of these resolution mecha-
nisms work properly. The problem with the customary authorities is 
that they suffer from a lack of recognition, since, in general, the 
herders do not recognise the legitimacy of the local chiefs, while the 
farmers do not recognise the legitimacy of the Sultan. The reluc-
tance of the herders to obey the local leaders is partly linked to the 
fact that they received their grazing rights from the Sultan, and 
partly because of the way they define themselves as free men and 
the local people as “slaves”. They therefore tend to look down on 
the local farmers and their leaders (especially if they are known to 
be drunkards), and to require a Muslim leader as arbitrator. Farm-
ers, on their side, bring their cases to the local chief and tend to re-
ject the authority of the Sultan, even though he is officially the head 
of the highest customary court to which one can appeal if a local 
chief cannot solve a conflict. Farmers perceive the Sultan’s court as 
being corrupt, with many intermediaries requiring money in order 
to present the case from a favourable angle. Moreover, they per-
ceive the Sultan as being biased towards herders for personal rea-
sons (the Sultan owns some of the biggest herds in the region). 
There is thus competition between The sultan and local chiefs for 
the authority to distribute grazing rights and to manage agro-

                                                
14 The time of the transhumance is determined each year by prefectoral order, 
starting after the harvest and ending before the new farming season. This local 
law prevents herders from establishing themselves permanently in the plain, de-
spite the pressure in this direction. It also prevents agro-pastoral conflicts in the 
plain during the rainy season. 
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pastoral conflicts: the farmers tend to support their local leaders, the 
herders to support the Sultan’s authority.15  

As is usual in such conflicts over customary authority, peo-
ple appeal to the state. The problem is that the state’s procedures are 
very long and costly. First, the extension agents of both agriculture 
and livestock must evaluate the damage and agree on the amount of 
compensation. Then a policeman transfers this information to the 
judge. It is the plaintiff (usually the farmer) who has to pay for the 
transport of the extension agents and the policeman. All the actors 
of the conflict have to spend time and transport costs to be in court, 
which often delays its judgement further. Many people are involved 
in the process, such as extension agents, policemen, secretaries and 
judges. Cameroon being considered as one of the most corrupt 
countries in the world, the high number of actors involved increases 
the potential for influencing the verdict with bribes. Corruption is 
so widespread that it is often practised quite openly. For example, I 
met one new district officer in Mayo-Darle who, instead of being 
concerned, seemed extremely pleased to hear that there were seri-
ous agro-pastoral problems in his sub-district, as this constituted a 
promising source of bribes. During one of my periods of fieldwork, 
the court of justice of Banyo also entered into conflict with the Sul-
tan, who was siphoning off and solving too many cases, thus leav-
ing less business to the official court and fewer opportunities to ob-
tain bribes. Almost all my informants agreed that the cases brought 
to the judicial or administrative authorities are judged in favour of 
those who can bribe the most, not those with the strongest case (see 
also Alou 2001). And since those who are able to give the biggest 
bribe are usually the herders (one head of cattle can fetch the same 
price as what a farmer would produce in a whole year), they usually 
walk away from court without having to pay any compensation to 
the farmers. Being unable to obtain justice in court, farmers then 
become more prepared to seek justice themselves through violence 

                                                
15 A recent decision by the Sultan of Banyo to delegate the power to judge agro-
pastoral conflicts to local chiefs is an important step in the right direction. Pastor-
alists are now forced to deal with local chiefs and must show greater understand-
ing of the local context when grazing their cattle in the Tikar plain. However, as 
long as the allocation of grazing rights have not been decentralised to the level of 
local chiefs, the problem is likely to remain. 
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– what they call “the justice of the machete” (killing cattle, injuring 
herders) or “the justice of the match” (burning herders’ houses). 
 
 
Historical roots 
 
Farmers complain that herders would rather spend more money in 
bribing the authorities than in compensating farmers for crop dam-
age (see also Adebayo 1997: 105-6), and they explain this behav-
iour in terms of Fulbe racism. Whether over fencing or compensa-
tion, farmers believe that the Fulbe strongly resent doing anything 
that would benefit local communities, whom they perceive as being 
their “slaves”. Although we have seen that historical reality was 
more complex than this, the Kwanja simplify it as much as the 
Fulbe when they blame them (instead of the Sultan and his ser-
vants) for raiding their ancestors and selling them as slaves. Each 
community tends to simplify history in order to maximise differ-
ence when defining themselves in opposition to the conflicting in-
terlocutor. Agro-pastoral conflicts then take on an extra dimension 
and build on a very violent history that calls for long-awaited re-
venge.  

Farmers also complain that some herders are so sure of their 
superiority and impunity in the courts that they deliberately bring 
their cattle into the fields, sometimes even opening the gates to a 
fenced field. When the farmer complains, they laugh and say “Well, 
if you don’t like it, you can always bring me to court”, knowing 
very well that they will win their case through bribes. Although 
such behaviour is rare, it is nevertheless extremely detrimental to 
the confidence that people put in the system of justice. As they have 
the feeling that they cannot obtain any justice because the state is 
too corrupt and the herders are wealthier, farmers resort to imposing 
their own justice. They kill or injure cattle with their machetes 
when they find them in their fields, spray coffee pesticide around 
their fields in order to poison cattle, or beat up selfish herders. So 
far, these actions have been strongly condemned by the state. Herd-
ers are prompt to bring violent farmers to court, and they might not 
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even need to bribe the judge in order to win their case.16 Since the 
farmers do not obtain justice in court, and find themselves in even 
greater trouble when they try to inflict their own justice, they build 
up extreme frustrations, and the situation becomes explosive.  

If just one agro-pastoral conflict becomes emblematic and 
degenerates in a murder and a cycle of retaliation, the conditions 
would be met to have a sudden outburst of extreme violence on a 
regional scale. All Fulbe herders and local farmers would be forced 
to take part in it, or suffer from a large-scale conflict started by just 
two of their members, not just because of the antagonism between 
livelihood practices, the historical conflict between local chiefs and 
Sultan or the failure of the state, but also because of the hatred be-
tween the Fulbe and the local populations. Consider, for example, 
the following statement I was given when I asked one Kwanja in-
formant why his matrilineage was so small: 

 
The Fulbe finished my entire family. The mother of my grandmother 
was the only woman who succeeded in escaping the slave raids, and my 
entire matrilineage derives from her alone. She told me that, when she 
was young, the army of the Sultan raided her village several times and 
seized any person it could find. Upon the arrival of the Fulbe, people hid 
in caves or in forests, and when the enemy was near, the mothers put 
their hands to the mouths and their nipples in the nostrils of their babies 
to prevent them from crying and disclosing their hiding place. They 
choked their babies to death while holding them in their arms to escape 
enslavement. Tears were running down the cheeks of my great-
grandmother when she remembered this. For some weeks after hearing 
this story, I felt like fighting against the Fulbe, or even killing any Fulbe 
I met.  

 
 Of course, when this informant blames the “Fulbe”, he for-

gets that it was mainly the “Fulbe-ized” soldiers acting under the 
order of a “localized” Sultan who were involved, something that he 
would otherwise be well aware of (in another interview, this infor-

                                                
16 Some farmers have been brought to court just for having been seen spraying 
pesticide around their fields, even though no cattle had suffered from it. Some 
have also been brought to court when a cow had died a natural death in their field 
and were forced to pay compensation to the herder for the dead cow. As a result, 
they now always try to chase away sick cattle wandering unaccompanied in their 
fields, even in the dry season after the harvest is over. 



 
Chapter 1: Kwanja-Fulbe conflicts 48 

mant insisted upon the fact that the Sultan was not a Fulbe but a 
mixture of Wawa and Kwanja). Yet, the statement is entirely repre-
sentative of a general blaming of the Fulbe for slave raids – possi-
bly reinforced by the way a simplified history is taught at school. It 
shows the important role that Manichean historical narratives can 
play in enhancing conflicts. When a group is blamed for the behav-
iour of a few trouble-makers, and this is perceived to be the prolon-
gation of a long history of harsh exploitation, people are quick to 
say that they can no longer be treated as slaves but must take up 
arms to “free themselves”. The Kwanja village in which I did 
fieldwork takes pride in “being free from the Fulbe influence”. For 
example, villagers beat up one of the Sultan’s messengers who tried 
to force a divorced Kwanja woman to go back to her Fulbe hus-
band. They also beat up a gendarme who was bribed to abuse a vil-
lager who was in conflict with a Fulbe motor-boy. They beat up 
some cattle herders who were caught red-handed grazing their cattle 
in someone else’s field. Such violence is fed by the impossibility of 
obtaining justice from the state – and even by the injustice that 
comes from the state backing up a few rich Fulbe. The statement 
that “We are no longer slaves” and the cry for emancipation is a 
powerful slogan which can easily rally many Kwanja supporters 
(something that appeals also to the Fulbe when it comes to liberat-
ing themselves from the constraints upon the freedom of move-
ment). Thus, as soon as a conflict between two individuals is per-
ceived to derive from a long history of exploitation, it can quickly 
be scaled up. 
 
 
Solving agro-pastoral conflicts 
 
Agro-pastoral conflicts exist at a variety of scales, characterized by 
the number of people participating in them, the level of violence 
and their frequency. At a lower scale, small conflicts between one 
farmer and one herder happen almost daily during the dry season. 
Most of them are solved amicably, but some do not and give way to 
verbal altercations. In the rarer cases when the herder and farmer 
resort to more than verbal violence (such as fighting or damaging 
one another’s property), the conflict generally involves more than 
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these two actors, as family or village members as well as the local 
authorities will intervene. If the conflict is not solved at that level 
by the traditional or legal authorities, violence will erupt between 
groups instead of individuals – I have mentioned cases of village 
mobs beating up one or several herders and chasing them away. If 
such conflicts continue in the longer run, frustration will accumu-
late and civil wars aimed at cleansing a whole region of part of its 
population will be the logical step that follows, although it will need 
to be triggered by a serious crime, such as the death of one or sev-
eral persons.17  

Smaller and larger regional agro-pastoral conflicts in 
Adamawa have a similar structure; the difference between them 
(and the violence found at each level) is a question of degree, not of 
kind. The most serious forms of violence are not the result of anar-
chy or a lack of humanity, but rather of a structure that organises 
conflicts from the lower to the higher levels of social interaction. If 
this analysis is right, then the best way to prevent ethnic cleansing 
is to change the structure of violence that runs through different 
levels of society. Having a well-trained national police force and an 
army in sufficient numbers is not enough to maintain social peace; 
one also needs to solve or mitigate the most common conflicts at 
the lowest scale in order to prevent conflicts at larger scales.  

Focusing on fencing only, as do local farmers, or on secur-
ing access to resources by giving land titles to all as practised by the 
gestion des terroirs approach, or else on marking clear boundaries 
between farming and grazing land (Teyssier et al. 2003) is unlikely 
to prevent future large-scale conflicts. Such approaches rest on the 
idea that insecure access to scarce resources is the crux of the prob-
lem, and better resource management the solution. They fail to real-
ise that agro-pastoral conflicts are about much more than that. They 
are based on opposed perceptions of resources and problems. They 
rely on opposed livelihood strategies, different ways of occupying 
space, and opposite perceptions of who should bear the costs of 
controlling the boundary between agricultural and pastoral spaces. 
Above all, agro-pastoral conflicts are about the right to define man-
                                                
17 Pastoralists are more vulnerable here than agriculturalists in large-scale violent 
conflicts. Farmers do not even need to kill a herder to chase them away; killing 
their cattle is enough to make them lose everything.  
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agement rules and to solve conflicts. This is why a conflict over 
damaged property is commonly transformed into a conflict over 
who has the power and legitimacy to define what is right and 
wrong, and who has the power to judge a case. The Cameroonian 
state, the Sultan and Kwanja chiefs all compete to acquire or main-
tain these rights, which creates much ambiguity in the distribution 
of power. Although in theory Kwanja chiefs are under the authority 
of the Sultan, who is himself under the state, in practice the chiefs 
and the Sultan are seen as representing competing interests (they 
question each others’ authority and judgement), while the Camer-
oonian state is too corrupt and inefficient to be an impartial judge. 
As long as the social and political aspects of conflicts are not ad-
dressed satisfactorily, technical solutions to problems of scarcity or 
resource management will not be enough to prevent conflicts. 

Competing livelihood strategies could be made more com-
plementary if there was a better integration of agriculture and cattle-
herding. At the beginning, having cattle permanently in the Tikar 
plain was likely to enhance conflicts between farmers and herders.18 
But in the longer run, if farmers become herders at the same time, 
there would be the potential to develop draught power and use ma-
nure, which are both so far extremely limited. The day they derive 
some benefit from cattle, farmers are likely to show more tolerance 
vis-à-vis agro-pastoral conflicts. Moreover, the day the Kwanja start 
owning cattle and become responsible for agricultural damage, the 
victim will be the parents or neighbour of the culprit, and this will 
help in framing agro-pastoral conflicts in terms other than the his-
torical opposition between the local and Fulbe communities.19 Edu-
cation can also contribute to downplaying the antagonism between 

                                                
18 Some Fulbe refugees expelled from the Mambila plateau in 2001 have estab-
lished themselves permanently in the Tikar Plain, against the will of both agricul-
turalists from the plain and pastoralists from the plateau. During my last field-
work in 2005, some of them refused to go back to Nigeria under the auspices of 
the UNHCR and were accordingly threatened with eviction from the plain by the 
Cameroonian authorities. What happens to them will be watched carefully, as 
many herders are ready to establish themselves permanently in the plain if it is 
tolerated. 
19 This is what has happened among the neighbouring Wawa, whose rich traders 
often own cattle. Agropastoral conflicts have not disappeared, but they are now 
better accepted and managed differently. 
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Fulbe and non-Fulbe communities by talking more about the inter-
nal slave trade instead of focusing on the transatlantic trade only, 
and by making room for greater complexity when analysing the his-
tory of northern Cameroon. Dissociating Islam from Fulbe identity 
and making room for non-Fulbe forms of Islam would also help to 
combat the image of cultural, religious and political “imperialism” 
attached to Fulbe identity. Encouraging religious tolerance and re-
ciprocal intermarriage between local and Fulbe communities (in-
cluding Muslim women and Christian men) could create social 
bonds to help bridge former hierarchies.  

 The questions of power and rights are more sensitive and 
require careful consideration. Given the weakness of the state and 
the fact that it is unlikely to become much stronger in the near fu-
ture, it would benefit from decentralizing the management of agro-
pastoral conflicts to customary authorities and backing them up in 
case of need. Instead of arbitrating minor conflicts, the state could 
then concentrate on arbitrating those between different customary 
authorities (the chiefs and the Sultan) and on punishing their abuses 
of power. Defining clear responsibilities between local chiefs and 
sultans could help to prevent conflicts. Making it compulsory for 
herders to inform local chiefs of their presence in a chiefdom would 
help to identify the person responsible in cases of damage to fields. 
Moreover, making the Fulbe more dependent on the local chiefs 
would also help to decrease the arrogance of those herders who look 
down on non-Fulbe or non-Muslims and encourage them to look for 
conciliation instead of conflict. Finally, making those who benefit 
from cattle-herding depend more on those who lose from it would 
encourage the first to share benefits with the second. With a better 
share of the costs and benefits of transhumance, farmers (at least 
their chiefs) would probably acquire greater understanding of the 
inevitable problems that might arise from the presence of cattle in 
their agricultural area.  

Autochthony is being increasingly seen as a problem in 
Cameroon, as in the rest of Africa. Claiming differential rights for 
autochtonous and internally migrant populations is perceived by 
many scholars as a dangerous path leading to racism (Bayart et al. 
2001; Ceupens and Geschiere 2005; Geschiere and Nyamnjoh 
2000; Kuper 2003). They advocate on the contrary an ethic of equal 
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rights among all citizens. Howeover, this approach fails to address 
several fundamental and practical points. Most of the land in 
Adamawa is collectively claimed by local communities and their 
customary chiefs, as has been the case for many generations. Local 
people and chiefs are traditionally very hospitable and generously 
share access to their resources under the condition that the migrants 
respect the local structure of power and the local rules of land ten-
ure and resource management. Advocating the right to move freely 
without attaching any duty to this right is the same as advocating 
the right to challenge any rule that existed prior to the arrival of the 
migrant (leading to a situation of “might is right”), and to fuel agro-
pastoral conflicts. Advocating unconditional freedom of movement 
fuels racism instead of fighting it, since this is tantamount to advo-
cating the right of migrants to dispossess the original population of 
power and resources and will inevitably lead to violent “racist” 
clashes expressed along cultural lines. Conversely, advocating the 
acceptance of local rules of ownership and management encourages 
the peaceful cohabitation of all citizens, who might not be equal in 
defining the management rules that apply locally, but who have 
equal rights under the application of these rules, without discrimina-
tion.  

One cannot understand agro-pastoral conflicts in the Tikar 
plain without understanding the different livelihood strategies, his-
tory and social dynamics of the region. Addressing only one of 
these dimensions would do little to address the others, and would 
not be enough to solve pastoral conflicts. The conflicts are based on 
social, cultural, political and economic differences that run through 
local communities, from the lowest to the highest levels of social 
interaction. The more levels and components can be solved at the 
same time, the greater the likelihood that the structure of agro-
pastoral conflicts will be effectively changed and will lose its poten-
tial for large-scale violence.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
One cannot talk about the Kwanja’s social organisation and identity 
without reference to the Fulbe, who have exerted a tremendous in-
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fluence over their lives and culture. There is a danger, however, 
when analysing conflicts between Kwanja and Fulbe, that we con-
struct them as the result of essentialist antagonisms and dichoto-
mies. The danger exists for pre-colonial conflicts, as well as for 
contemporary agro-pastoral conflicts. Both the Kwanja and the 
Fulbe have developed essentialist discourses presenting things in 
terms of unbridgeable oppositions, and running along such lines as 
master/slave, ruler/ruled, white/black, Muslim/pagan, mi-
grant/authochtonous, global/local, legitimate/illegitimate, pastoral-
ist/agriculturalist and sedentary/nomad. Yet, behind these essential-
ist discourses, both Kwanja and Fulbe informants also tell about the 
complexity of the issues, the intermarriages, political and military 
alliances, friendship ties, joking relationships, economic interde-
pendencies, cultural and religious syncretism and grey zones of all 
sorts.  

 Agro-pastoral conflicts are not the objective result of a scar-
city of resources or of an inevitable clash of civilizations, but politi-
cal problems organised along the lines of a regional social structure 
that has deep historical roots. When studying these conflicts, one 
needs to find the right balance between simplistic dichotomies and 
complex realities. Both are necessary, as one cannot understand 
conflicts without understanding antagonisms that are framed in 
terms of dichotomies, or without knowing about the go-betweens 
that mitigate most conflicts before they become violent. In this 
chapter, I have tried to account for both aspects by describing the 
structure of historical conflicts (surviving partly in the structures of 
contemporary ones), and by deconstructing the clichés that present 
the Fulbe as natural-born Muslim rulers and the Kwanja as inno-
cent, righteous, marginalised victims. On the contrary, I have ar-
gued that the Fulbe can only live and prosper in Adamawa by mak-
ing different kinds of alliances with the Kwanja (and other local 
populations), and that the Kwanja, although they have suffered 
much in the past, are not passive subjects, but are successfully 
struggling to defend their own interests.  





 
  

CHAPTER 2 
 

KINSHIP 
 
 
Describing the kinship system of the Kwanja proved to be a chal-
lenge, not least because I was confronted with the difficulty that 
nothing was written about them. I would be the first anthropologist 
who would have to decide whether their kinship structure should be 
described as cognatic, matrilineal, patrilineal or bilineal, and 
whether their kinship terminology should be referred to as Hawai-
ian, Crow or Omaha. According to the anthropological literature, 
the western part of Adamawa is characterised by a high diversity of 
kinship systems. The kinship structures of the Wawa and Mambila 
(to the north and west of the Kwanja) are primarily bilateral 
(Rehfish 1960; Zeitlyn 1994: 28, Gausset 1997b). The Bute (to the 
North and East of the Kwanja) are sometimes described as patrilin-
eal (Hurault 1993: 172), sometimes as matrilineal (Siran 1981a, 
1981b). The Tikar are described as both patrilineal and matrilineal 
(Price 1987, Annaud 2000). Even when looking at the wider region, 
one finds a mix of patrilineal, matrilineal, bilineal and cognative 
kinship systems. I was thus prepared for any possibility but, as my 
research developed, I nevertheless became increasingly puzzled by 
the material I was collecting, which suggested that the Kwanja kin-
ship structure was not cognatic, matrilineal or patrilineal, but every-
thing at the same time, while their kinship terminology was not 
Hawaiian, Crow or Omaha, but all of them at once.  

These questions are not just theoretical: they are important 
because kinship is one of the primary cements of society, defining 
how people relate to, and interact with one another. Kinship influ-
ences all aspects of social life, including the political, religious and 
economic spheres. Finally, the rules defining kinship are often ex-
tended beyond this domain and apply at higher levels of social in-
teraction since chiefdoms or communities all use the idioms of kin-
ship. By focusing on name inheritance and descent as important 
sources of social relatedness, this chapter will describe some of the 
first steps in constructing personal and collective identities.  
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Personal Identities 
 
Among the Kwanja, people acquire a social identity at birth through 
being given a personal name and inheriting membership in their 
parents’ kinship groups. Kwanja names are not just personal but 
also refer to all those who have borne than name before. They are 
shared collectively and have a history, weaving or maintaining 
webs of relations in ways that can have a significant impact on the 
life of the name-bearer. Newborn children are usually given the 
name of a deceased relative. Personal names are not supposed to 
disappear after the death but should survive forever after the death 
of their bearer. When someone dies, his or her name should be 
given to one of his descendants, in either line.20  

When a child is born, it is normally the father who chooses 
the name of his child, picking it from one of the deceased relatives 
on his father’s or mother’s side.21 A child who receives the name of 
a deceased person is supposed to acquire some of his or her person-
ality traits, such as courage or kindness, although people do not talk 
about the reincarnation of the deceased person’s spirit into the child. 
Many Kwanja bear only one name, but Christian and Muslim chil-
dren may also be given a first name (Christian or Muslim), which is 
added to the name.22 

  
One evening, Denis, my neighbour, paid me a visit. With time, he had 
become much more than a neighbour, more a friend. We spent long eve-

                                                
20 The name of the same deceased person can be given to several children (both 
his or her son and daughter can decide to give it to one of their children, for ex-
ample). Children given the same name become homonyms (toké, a term deriving 
from Fulfulde), and usually kindly joke with one another about this, but it does 
not make them the same social person, and they do not merge their kinship net-
works, as is the case when the name derives from a parent’s friend. They bear a 
common relationship to a deceased person rather than with one another.  
21 If the mother wishes to give the name of one of her deceased relatives to her 
child, she suggests this to her husband, who discusses it with his parents to see 
whether they have any objection. 
22 When these people die, both their first name and their other name will be inhe-
rited. But if the child inheriting these names belongs to a different religion than 
that of the deceased person, a new first name (Christian or Muslim) is added to 
the original one. This explains why some Kwanja have mixed Muslim and Chris-
tian first names. 
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nings talking with one another, telling our lives to each other. A few 
days before that evening, Françoise, his wife, who usually prepared food 
for me, had given birth to a boy. Denis asked me for some money so that 
he could buy the oil, food and palm wine necessary for the small ritual 
during which the child comes out of the house. At first, I was annoyed 
and reluctant. I had become tired of the many people asking for personal 
help. But Denis insisted, not just because he had little money at that 
moment, but also (with emotion in his voice) because he wanted to give 
my name to his child. He told me how it had been hard for him to lose 
both parents and to be an orphan when he was a little boy, and how he 
had been struggling to build a family. He tried to find the words to tell 
me how much our friendship meant to him. I understood that I could not 
refuse to help him because it was much more than just a question of 
money. Two days later, I was present at the ritual for the newborn baby, 
who was given my name. Gaston, Françoise’s father, told me jokingly 
that I was now his grandson, because he was the grandfather of Quentin, 
and he insisted on me calling him grandfather (s è̀la——). Different peo-
ple, whom I did not know before, came to me to explain how they were 
related to Quentin, and therefore to me. This is how I started acquiring a 
Kwanja family and an insider’s perspective on the structure and meaning 
of the complex web of Kwanja kinship. Later, when the name of my 
girlfriend was given to a baby girl, everybody joked that I had acquired a 
“wife” in the village. During my last stay in Cameroon (she had by then 
become five years old), her parents jokingly called her to come and greet 
her “husband” each time I visited her family. 

 
Instead of giving the name of a deceased relative, some par-

ents may prefer to give their child the name of a living friend. In 
this case, the adult and the child sharing the same name become one 
and the same social person, and therefore claim to share their par-
ents. They acquire new duties and new rights vis-à-vis each other’s 
parents. For example, they cannot marry the relatives of their 
homonym, although the taboo is not as strictly enforced as it would 
be with their own relatives. The decision to give such a name to the 
child can come either from the parents or from the name-bearer. If 
the idea comes from the name-bearer, the latter usually comes to his 
or her friend with a small present (a chicken or a basin for the baby) 
to express the wish to give his or her name to the coming child, 
provided it is of the right gender. Such name-giving is done to rein-
force an existing friendship by making it closer to a relationship of 
kinship (the two friends become related through the child’s name). 
The fact that people are often called by the name of one of their 
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children reinforces this link. Francoise, my Kwanja “mother”, for 
example, is often called “maâ Quentin” or “Quentin’s mother. 

An exception to these two ways of chosing a name is found 
when twins are born, in which case the first child is called MxÕ ùaÕ ì (if 
a boy) or LÀaÕì (if a girl), the second child Mx`æv« èqÏù  (if a boy) or 
LÀmx ¿̀œ (if a girl).23 Moreover, when someone becomes a chief or 
notable, he is no longer called by his personal name, but automati-
cally assumes the name (the “title”) of his predecessor, i.e. of the 
founder of the position. As will be discussed in the next chapter, he 
or she then identifies with all those who have borne that name be-
fore, to the point that they use the first person singular when ex-
plaining historical events concerning their ancestors. For example, a 
chief might say: “It was I who defeated this neighbouring chief in a 
battle”, as if the battle had happened recently and did not concern 
distant ancestors. Finally, it should also be noted that identity pa-
pers (and therefore, personal identities) can be shared by several 
relatives: 
  

A Kwanja friend in Bankim told me proudly that his brother had once 
won the Mount Cameroon climbing competition, and he showed me an 
article describing this in an old newspaper. To my surprise, my friend’s 
name was in the newspaper headline. He laughed and explained to me 
that the name he was given at birth is different, but that he borrowed the 
birth certificate of his brother to enter secondary school. Since then, he 
has been officially known by the name of his brother, although his fam-
ily continues to call him by the name they gave him at birth. 

 
Many Kwanja children do not have birth certificate. Their 

parents have never bothered to declare their birth to the administra-
tive authorities in Nyamboya or Mayo Djinga. The cost of transport 
and of the birth certificate, and the high rate of children’s mortality, 
makes the declaration of births unappealing.24 Keeping birth certifi-
cates in a safe place, out of the reach of termites, rats, humidity or 
fire, can also be a difficult task for poor farmers living in mud and 

                                                
23 The Kwanja consider that the first born is the youngest twin and the last born 
the eldest, since the eldest has sent the youngest first. But this does not make any 
difference in practice, since it is forbidden to treat twins differently. 
24 Declaring deaths is even less common, unless the widow is eligible to receive a 
pension. 
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straw huts. Nonetheless a birth certificate and/or an identity card are 
required to pass national school exams, enter secondary school, find 
a job in the administration or travel freely. People without either a 
birth certificate or an identity card are kept out of the education sys-
tem and the administrative job market. They remain trapped in their 
own village unless they avoid travelling on the main roads or can 
afford to pay bribes at police roadblocks. Someone without a birth 
certificate can declare the birth retrospectively, several years after it 
happened. The advantage of this procedure is that people can 
choose their date of birth and define themselves as younger than 
their biological age, so as to keep below the age limit for secondary 
school admission or administrative competitions. Or they can bor-
row the documents of a younger relative and be known under that 
name by the administration – as seen in the above quote, a common 
solution among the Kwanja.  

 All these examples show that names are at the same time 
both personal and collective. People are known by their names, but 
these are borrowed, inherited or conferred by parents’ friends, and 
thus shared with many people, deceased as well as living. As soon 
as they are born and are given a name, Kwanja babies are inscribed 
within wider social networks. The next logical step is inscription 
within one’s parents’ kinship groups. 
 
 
Kinship groups  
 
Anthropologists define a patrilineage as the group of persons de-
scended from a common ancestor through the male line. A matri-
lineage, by contrast, is a group of persons descended from a com-
mon ancestor through the female line. A cognatic group is defined 
as comprising all people related to one another through the male 
and female lines or a mixture of both. In other words, to map out 
someone’s patrilineage, anthropologists first draw that person’s 
male parent (father) and repeat the operation indefinitely (father’s 
father, and so on) until the first male ancestor to be remembered, 
then they draw all the children of any male person on the graph and 
repeat the operation indefinitely. For a matrilineage, one just re-



 
Chapter 2: Kinship 60 

places males with females. For a cognatic group, one draws all par-
ents and children, without consideration of gender.  

 In practice, however, kinship groups exist only inasmuch as 
relationships are known or remembered and are recognised as hav-
ing some sort of significance. In other words, such groups exist 
only if they are formalised, corporate and if their members share a 
common interest. All three kinds of kinship group (matrilineages, 
patrilineages and cognatic groups) are important among the 
Kwanja, but the genealogical depth of these groups and their collec-
tive interests differ. 
 
 
Matrilineages 
 
In the Sundani dialect, the matrilineage is referred to either as a— èœ 
or as “one/same intestine” (k ¿̀mÏì l æ̀̀ æm), “one/same witch” (laøæq` è 
l`æ̀ æm), or as both (k ¿̀mÏì laøæq` è l`æ̀ æm). The intestine is seen as an 
extension of the uterus, and is therefore shared through female line 
only. Witchcraft originates in an appendix situated in the intes-
tine/uterus and it is said to be inherited matrilineally25 as is also the 
case for any hereditary disease. It is always the matrilineage that 
deals with any witchcraft accusation, whether proclaimed or re-
ceived. The matrilineages that have become allied after a witchcraft 
accusation (see further down) joke with one another. Matrilineage 
members respect a strict exogamy, must be consulted before mar-
riage, and either avoid or joke with their members’’ in-laws. Some 
matrilineages have titles of nobility acquired during war, and some 
possess land, forests or stretches of rivers acquired in the past, ei-
ther through war or by exchanging it for one young female member 
of the matrilineage.  

People claim that matrilineages (mainly the brothers of the 
deceased) used to inherit all property. Today, the matrilineage just 
takes moveable property (money, clothes, livestock), leaving non-

                                                
25 The matrilineal inheritance of witchcraft is common in the region (even in so-
cieties that are not usually defined as matrilineal); see, for example, the Tikar 
(Beemster et al. 1993: 157; Annaud 2000: 359); Mambila (Zeitlyn 1994: 72); 
Chamba (Fardon 1988: 155); Bamileke and Bangwa (Pradelles 1991: 71); Bafut 
(Rowlands 1985: 211). 
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moveable property (houses, fields) to the children of the deceased. 
Coffee plantations established in the 1960s and 1970s constitute a 
problem since they are non-moveable plantations, but also used to 
grow the main cash crop of the region (moveable property), which 
required the investment of large amounts of money. It is therefore 
the object of conflict between the brothers of a deceased person 
(sharing the same mother, i.e. matrilineage) and the children of the 
deceased person (belonging to a different matrilineage), who feel 
that the plantation is theirs since they have worked it with their fa-
ther. As the matrilineage is responsible for sharing the inheritance, 
the brothers of the deceased have often had the upper hand in inher-
iting coffee plantations, but this has not been without conflict (and 
sorcery accusations) regarding the children of the deceased, and 
there is a tendency to let children inherit more and more of their fa-
ther’s property.  

Apart from inheriting the presence or absence of witchcraft 
and moveable properties, matrilineages are exogamous, and their 
members share an obligation to care for one another in cases of 
need or conflict. They protect one another against witchcraft attacks 
and accusations, contribute to buying medicines in cases of sick-
ness, and contribute to the expenses of burials and death rituals. It is 
rare (and strongly disapproved of) to find conflicts within a matri-
lineage. The depth of the matrilineage does not reach very far. 
Matrilineages do not have specific names, and one does not remem-
ber the name of an ancestress. A matrilineage extends only as far 
back as people can remember the relations of kinship linking its 
members (i.e. a few generations back). They tend to fission slowly, 
a tendency that is reinforced by the fact that they tend to be distrib-
uted in different villages.  
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Fig. 9: Trench surrounding an abandoned fortified village on the plateau 
 
 
Patrilineages, mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q 
 
A patrilineage is called bhqhmÏì+ a term that can also be used to refer 
to a geographical grouping of people having a mixed origin, such as 
a village or an “ethnic group”. Every patrilineage descends from a 
chief or notable and suggests a common territorial origin, usually 
referred to by the name of a fortified village (a “trench”).26 The 
name of the chief and of the original territory or village of the patri-
lineage constitutes one of the most important bases of collective 
identity and defines, in turn, “ethnic identity”, since a Kwanja per-
son should normally belong to a “Kwanja” patrilineage and terri-
tory. Each patrilineage also has a certain number of taboos, and the 
rituals performed by and for someone are defined according to his 
or her patrilineal identity – not all patrilineages own masks, for ex-

                                                
26 Most ancient villages were protected by a deep trench dug around them. These 
trenches can still be seen in abandoned villages, and some remain two to three 
metres deep, despite having been reforested and partly in filled (see fig. 9). 
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ample. The conflicts that one finds within a patrilineage usually 
turn around the inheritance of goods or political titles. Brothers (es-
pecially those of different mothers) are often accused of being jeal-
ous and of wanting to kill each other through sorcery to get rid of a 
competitor. The problems can be so serious that political titles that 
should be inherited patrilineally are often given to the son of a 
daughter or sister of the chief in order to avoid creating more con-
flicts within the patrilineage. This “son of a princess” is outside of 
the competition that takes place between the members of the patri-
lineage and his children will not inherit the title. He has fewer diffi-
culties in dealing with conflicts and maintaining peace within the 
patrilineage. 
 

  
Fig. 10: mcÀœc æ̀, circle of sitting stones for the chief and his dignitaries or family 
 

Because patrilineal identity is linked to tangible territories 
and chiefly titles that are still inherited today, patrilineages do not 
fission easily. If a branch of a patrilineage creates a new village, 
however, the chief might give the title of a dignitary to one of the 
pioneers, together with a part of his territory for him to look after. 
The new notable then becomes the founder of a new patrilineage 
but remains closely allied to the original one. Such alliances are 
formalised by a mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q relationship. The word “mcÏùœmcÏì” 
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derives from mcÀœc æ̀, which means “hearth”. It is said that, at the 
time of the creation of the chiefdom, the chief, his brothers and his 
sons were all living together and warming themselves around the 
same hearth in the chief’s courtyard, sitting on stones arranged in a 
circle (see fig. 10).27 Some of these brothers and sons created their 
own trench and became dignitaries. They founded their own patri-
lineages but remained associated with their brothers’ patrilineages 
by virtue of being one another’s mcÏùœmcÏì (for two men) or b«q (for 
one man and one woman or for two women). McÏùœmcÏì and b«q help 
one another in war and, most importantly, lead each other’s rituals. 

 
Fig. 11: The mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q relationships linking allied patrilineages.  
 

The mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q relationship can also link people who 
are clearly unrelated. Patrilineages that migrated and fought local 
                                                
27 The members of the chief’s patrilineage are said to be “the children of the stone”. 
The stone refers to the “throne” of the chief (a flat stone as the seat, with a rectangu-
lar stone as its back) and, by extension, to the chief himself. A chief inherits the 
name of the first chief and is thereafter seen as the “father” of the patrilineage 
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patrilineages before making peace usually became integrated into 
the mcÏùœmcÏì relationship. The military alliance was thus reinforced 
by a pseudo-kinship relationship (the mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q relation), 
which was accompanied by the reciprocal obligation to organise one 
another’s rites of passages, such as birth, funeral or enthronement 
ceremonies. The different groups of mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q are summarised 
in Table 2 (Chapter 3).  

 
 
Kindreds and cognatic groups 
 
While a cognatic group is ancestor focused and comprises all peo-
ple sharing a common ancestor through the male and female lines or 
a mixture of both, a kindred is rather ego-centred. Both rely on bi-
lateral principles and cut across many different patrilineages and 
matrilineages, a characteristic that is reinforced by polygamy, di-
vorces, and widows who remarry.28 The Kwanja do not have their 
own term for these groups, which are generally referred to with the 
French word famille. The depth of the cognatic group is usually 
limited to adults sharing the same great-grandparent. They must ob-
serve a strict exogamy, help each other in times of need, and either 
avoid or joke with the in-laws of the members of the cognatic group 
members. Cognatic groups tend to share means of production 
(fields, labour), as well as unmoveable property. Fields, houses and 
trees are passed down from parents to children. The father’s un-
moveable property is normally divided among the first children of 
each of the father’s wives, who will then replace their father in be-
ing responsible for their younger siblings. If the eldest child is a 
girl, she can theoretically assume this responsibility, although in 
practice she often leaves it to the eldest son, especially if she is mar-
ried elsewhere. The eldest child can decide to keep the property un-

                                                
28 A household survey of 380 households showed that 32.5% of adult women 
above the age of 25 have divorced at least once in their life (20% once and 12.5% 
more than once). 7.7% of all women 35 years old or below have been widowed at 
least once in their lives. All in all, 61.4% of all adult women live in monogamous 
marriages, 17% live in polygamous marriages and 21.4% remain unmarried and 
are either living on their own or together with their parents. A few of them have 
children but are not yet married, but most of them are divorced or widowed. 
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divided and make his or her younger siblings work together, or else 
decide to share everything according to the siblings’ needs. Al-
though women tend to inherit much less than their brothers, espe-
cially if they leave the village when they get married, they can nev-
ertheless inherit on a par with their brothers if they have specific 
needs: some women have inherited coffee plantations, for example.  

As kindreds are ego-centered and are redefined each time a 
generation disappears, they tend to be filled with conflicts between 
siblings. Such conflicts and jealousies often exist between the half-
siblings of different mothers, although they can also happen be-
tween full siblings. They usually come to the fore after the death of 
the common parent, or they can be triggered by such a death, due to 
conflict over sharing the inheritance. The disappearance of a parent 
in common tends to lead to a weakening of solidarity within the 
cognatic group, as it is much easier for someone to avoid helping a 
relative when no living parent is there to scold him or her. 
 
 
Households 
 
Housholds are the nodes that (re)produce lineages and kindreds and 
link them together. They are typically created by one man and one 
or several women having children. In the course of time, uterine 
nephews or daughters-in-laws and grandchildren may be attached to 
the household.29 When the male and female founders die, their chil-
dren might first decide to stay together in the same household, but 
they will eventually end up creating their own household. Death and 
divorce will also create atypical (but nevertheless common) house-
holds, such as single-headed households, or households with a gen-
eration missing (grandparents and grandchildren whose parents 
have passed away or moved elsewhere). Apart from reproducing 
society and raising children, households also constitute production 
and consumption units. They grow and consume their own food, 

                                                
29 Young people often have children before becoming independent of their par-
ents. They then continue to live with their parents until the young man quits 
school, starts making a living of his own, becomes an active farmer who can sus-
tain himself and his family, and builds a house. Only then does he get married 
and start living with the mother of his children. 



 
Kinship groups 

 
67 

although they also sell some surplus to buy what they cannot pro-
duce. 

 Within the household, women are usually responsible for 
providing ingredients for the daily sauce (salt, taste enhancers, fish, 
leaves for the sauce), and to take care of domestic duties (finding 
water and firewood, cleaning the house, preparing food and caring 
for the children). Men are responsible for providing the staple food, 
building and maintaining the house, and paying for medicines, 
clothes and children’s school fees (although school fees used to be 
paid by members of the child’s matrilineage). Some women work 
together with their husbands in the same fields, especially during 
the early years of marriage. But most women work separately in 
their own fields, have their own granaries, and keep their harvest for 
themselves. They sell their personal production (either as grain or as 
a processed product such as beer or alcohol) to earn cash and meet 
their own social responsibilities. When they are established, women 
are supposed to pay for some of their cloth, the rest being given by 
the husband. Failure to live up to one’s responsibility towards one’s 
spouse is a common ground for divorce. 
 
 
Matriliny and patriliny 
 
Descent is defined on the basis of belonging to a group: “We speak 
of descent as patrilineal when a child belongs to the social group of 
his father, and as matrilineal when he belongs to the social group of 
his mother” (Rivers 1924: 86). There is thus a rule defining be-
longiness (matrilineal or patrilineal rule), and a group that results 
from its application. The problem is that, while the definition of the 
rule is relatively easy and unambiguous (descent through the father 
or through the mother), what counts as a “social group” is more dif-
ficult to define. Does it require exogamy (Rivers 1924; Fortes 
1953), the sharing of common rights (Radcliffe-Brown 1952) or the 
sharing of common inheritable property (Fortes 1953; Goody 
1961)? Is the inheritance of witchcraft enough to define a social or 
corporate group? Does a group need to have a name before it can be 
recognised as corporate? How far removed should the common an-
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cestor be before one can talk of a lineage? Are four or five genera-
tions enough?  

As we have seen among the Kwanja, many things can be in-
herited lineally: witchcraft, hereditary diseases, political titles, ritual 
duties, taboos, identities, moveable property, unmoveable property, 
widows, widowers, children, social rights, social duties, joking rela-
tionships, kinship terminologies, etc. Each one of these aspects, 
taken alone, would be sufficient to presuppose the existence of a 
group sharing a common interest. It might therefore be more correct 
to analyse descent by focusing on the rules defining groups (rules 
that might apply in very different contexts, such as the definition of 
witchcraft, exogamy, the organisation of rituals, the inheritance of 
political titles, names, etc.) than by focusing exclusively on “corpo-
rateness”. Such a shift in focus might help anthropologists clear up 
some of the difficulties in classifying societies and in analysing kin-
ship dynamics.  

For example, many anthropologists have a tendency to dis-
regard the complexity of kinship relations and to simplify the situa-
tion by calling a society based on some form of lineal filiation ei-
ther “matrilineal” or “patrilineal” – sometimes both. These shortcuts 
can create serious problems. For example, the Dìì (living in 
Adamawa, north of the Kwanja) are described as “patrilineal” al-
though they have a Crow-like kinship terminology that implies 
some form of matrilineal principle is at work (Muller 1997), while 
the Bute (living directly north and east of the Kwanja) are some-
times described as patrilineal (Hurault 1993: 172), sometimes as 
matrilineal (Siran 1981a, 1981b), depending on the scholar. It is 
possible that the Bute of Banyo differ greatly from the Bute of 
Yoko. But it might also be the case that the Bute (or the Dìì) em-
phasise both matrilineal and patrilineal descent in different contexts 
that need to be specified in more detail. To say that a society is 
“patrilineal” or “matrilineal” is often a very broad approximation 
that conceals greater complexity. The problem can easily be solved 
as soon as one focuses the rules of filiation (matriliny, patriliny, 
cognatic) and looks at the different domains in which they apply, 
without having to choose only one of these domains as the most 
“corporate” and therefore as the one determining the kinship struc-
ture of a society. A society can be based on matrilineal descent 
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without having “corporate matrilineages”, for example (Fortes 
1949). Thus, defining a society as “patrilineal” or “matrilineal” 
should not just rely on the existence of corporate matrilineages or 
patrilineages and should not be based on an arbitrary definition of 
what constitutes “corporate groups”, but should be accompanied by 
a description of which aspects of social and cultural organisation 
are determined by which rule of filation – something which is not 
done in the Human Relation Area Files, for example (see Murdock 
1981).  

 Classic descent theory, categorizing societies as “patrilin-
eal”, “matrilineal”, “bilineal” or “bilateral”, has allowed anthro-
pologists to simplify the great complexity of combinations of vari-
ous kinship principles in different contexts. It has also led them to 
make sweeping generalizations about the dynamics of kinship. 
Many anthropologists have predicted the decline of matrilineages 
and their replacement by patrilineages or bilateral kinship – thus 
running the risk of unknowingly reproducing evolutionist and 
Eurocentric biases regarding the superiority of patriliny and bilater-
ality (Bachofen 1861; Morgan 1870; Tylor 1889; Frazer 1910). For 
example, it is often believed that, “under economic changes brought 
about by contact with Western industrial nations, matrilineal de-
scent groups gradually disintegrate” (Gough 1974: 631). In the 
1940s and 1950s, most anthropologists supported the view that 
matriliny was a “dinosaur” whose survival was a “matter of won-
der” (Douglas 1969: 123). If matriliny is so easily doomed, one 
might wonder where (and why) it originated at all, a question that 
might help to explain its strong resilience in the 21st century. Like-
wise, “bilineal” systems of kinship have been analysed as originat-
ing from a matrilineal system to which a patrilineal layer has been 
added by later conquerors (Ottenberg 1968: 19-21), by a change 
from matrilocality to patrilocality (Fox 1967: 137), or through a 
minority group of warriors being organized matrilineally in order to 
keep control over a larger confederation of conquered groups orga-
nized patrilineally (Fardon 1993: 195). They have seldom been seen 
as originating from internal changes within a patrilineal society 
from which matrilineal principles slowly emerge. When considering 
the diversity of kinship practices among the societies living on each 
side of the Cameroon-Nigeria border, including what Fardon (ibid.) 
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calls “The matriclanic belt of central Adamawa”, it is very difficult 
to think that “it is the curse of matriliny, in a sense, that it almost al-
ways grows out of the matrilocal situation” (Fox 1967: 121) and that 
it is doomed to disappear when societies change. On the contrary, it 
makes more sense to believe that matriliny can slowly grow and 
assume greater prominence in a society that used to be more 
strongly patrilineal or bilateral. Mary Douglas argues that the rein-
forcement of matriliny is found in certain ecological niches or in 
conditions of economic growth (Douglas 1969). But it can also de-
rive from internal socio-cultural mechanisms, such as societies in 
which rights in uxorem tend to dominate.  

Many societies around the Grassfields distinguish between 
rights in uxorem and in genetricem (Fardon 1984, 1985). To acquire 
more than the rights over his wife (in uxorem) and gain full custody 
of his children (rights in genetricem), a man must either engage in a 
sister exchange that should ideally produce an equal number of off-
spring on each side (Meek 1936, Muller 1980, Gausset 1997b: 220) 
or pay a heavy brideprice. If neither of these conditions is satisfied, 
the children remain under the authority of their mother’s parents, 
who will take any decision concerning their marriage (as well as the 
marriage of the daughters’ daughters if no sister exchange or heavy 
brideprice has been paid for their marriage). Chiefs often refuse 
bridewealth and retain the upper hand over the marriage of their 
daughters’ daughters (and daughters’ daughters’ daughters, etc.) as 
a way of increasing their political support through kinship alliances. 
As can be seen, matrilineages can emerge from systems in which a 
father’s rights in genetricem are very limited. Even when expensive 
brideprices are paid, they might not be able to extinguish the mat-
rimonial debt (Pradelles de Latour 1991), nor might end the interest 
that people retain in their “matrilineal” offspring, since the 
bridewealth can be shared by the wife’s father and the wife’s 
MF/MM and MMF/MMM, and so on, or their heirs (Brain 1972: 
118; Gufler 1995: 106).  

 There might be yet other mechanisms reinforcing matriliny. 
For example, the Kwanja practice neither sister exchange nor heavy 
brideprice (the control of marriages and offspring is of surprisingly 
little importance compared to neighbouring groups), and yet they 
have matrilineages that make decisions over their members’ mar-
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riages. If Kwanja matrilineages are not grounded in the control of 
female offspring, what do they rest on? I would argue that the in-
heritance of witchcraft in the uterine line, as well as the petty jeal-
ousies and conflicts over political inheritance within patrilineages, 
play a major role in the emergence and maintenance of matrilinea-
ges. Patrilineage members are a source of competition and tension, 
while matrilineages provide safe havens in which to seek help and 
protection. The conflict between the matrilineal and patrilineal rules 
of property inheritance does not threaten the concorde within matri-
lineages, but rather creates conflict between the members of a 
matrilineage and the children of its male members. This conflict is 
not between two groups (patrilineages against matrilineages) but 
between two inheritance rules applied to any individual. By chang-
ing a rule, what an individual wins on one side (inheriting more 
from the father, for example), he loses on the other (inheriting from 
the brother). This explains why such changes are not violent and do 
not threaten matrilineages or matriliny, although they might reduce 
its field of application. 
 
 
Joking and avoiding 
 
Joking relationships have been analysed by anthropologists as mecha-
nisms that create equality between groups, an equality that is unfolded 
in speech and actions freed from all formality and conventions and 
that enforces peace, since people cannot be offended by insults 
(Paulme 1968: 24). One can distinguish two main types of joking 
relationship among the Kwanja. The first is based on relations be-
tween in-laws. Here, joking relationships are the mirror images of 
avoidance and respect. While avoidance maintains a formal distance 
between in-laws who are situated in conflicting positions, joking 
relationships diffuse the tensions by creating a “pseudo-kinship” 
between other in-laws. This type of joking relationship is temporary 
and shifts according to matrimonial alliances. The jokes are tender 
or slightly naughty and concern matrimonial duties. 

The second type of joking relationship is based on historical 
truces and alliances between matrilineages, patrilineages, Kwanja 
groups or neighbouring ethnic groups. In this case, they are the mir-
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ror images of war and conflict. Alliances tend to merge two con-
flicting groups through the sharing of blood or gizzard, and defuse 
tension by forbidding joking partners to take offence at insults. This 
type of alliance and joking relationship is permanent and relies on 
gross insults referring to witchcraft, murder and war.  

Both types of joking relationship tend to remind people con-
stantly of an existing alliance and to reinforce it. Both codify com-
pulsory jokes that abolish social difference and diffuse the tensions 
that exist between different social groups, whether individuals, in-
laws, matrilineages, patrilineages or ethnic groups. 
 
 
Kin and affines 
 
As a rule, one jokes with in-laws who are junior to one’s spouse, 
and one respects or avoids those who are senior. Reciprocally, one 
jokes with the spouses of elder relatives (such as the elder brother 
or sister or a maternal uncle or aunt), and one respects the spouses 
of younger relatives. These relationships apply very widely to all 
members of the kindred, as well as to all members of the matriline-
age of the spouse, although the joking and avoidance relationships 
that are strongest are those with the closest relatives.  

The avoidance relationship is called gòn (pl. fnèmlaÏì). 
FnèmlaÏì should avoid meeting, talking to or looking at one another. 
It is the spouse who should actively avoid his or her elder in-laws. 
The gòn avoidance involves especially women, whether between 
themselves or when interacting with men.30 Men do not avoid one 
another as such but must nevertheless respect one another.  

The joking relationship between close in-laws is called 
gvwèèrì. People are allowed great liberty in their joking, calling 
each other “husbands and wives”, or accusing each other of being 
lazy, useless, incapable of taking care of their spouse, etc. For ex-
ample, ego jokingly calls the husband of an elder sister or maternal 

                                                
30 The gòn avoidance can be lifted if the elder in-law gives a chicken or a small 
gift to the younger one, telling him or her that the avoidance must end. The 
spouse must then reimburse the gift with a counter-gift (such as palm wine) and 
some money (for example, 1000 CFA). After this, they no longer need to avoid 
one another. 
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aunt “my husband”, and calls the wife of an elder brother or of a 
maternal uncle “my wife”, regardless of ego’s gender. Gvwèèrì can 
pretend to fight, but can also pretend to be in love, although they 
should not have any sexual relations, unlike among the Bute (Siran 
1981a). When one sees a man and a woman holding one another by 
the hand or the shoulder, they are usually gvwèèrì.  

One also jokes with all grandparents, calling them “husband 
and wife” when they are of opposite sex, and “concurrent” (dwàrá) 
when they are of the same sex. Finally, one jokingly calls one’s 
mcÏùœmcÏì’s wife or b«q’s wife “my wife” and the husband of one’s 
b«q “my husband”, regardless of one’s gender. These types of joke 
are not as strong as among gvwèèrì, and there are no insults be-
tween joking partners. 

The joking relationships among affines can thus be accounted 
for by three rules. The first is that all the members of the cognatic 
group, matrilineage and mcÏùœmcÏì/b«q of a spouse are considered as 
structurally similar to the spouse. Marrying someone is considered the 
same as marrying his or her entire matrilineage, cognatic group and 
allied patrilineages, whose members are called “wives or husbands” 
according to the gender of the spouse, but regardless of the gender of 
the interlocutor.  

The second rule is that one distinguishes between in-laws be-
longing to the spouse’s own generation as well as of generations +1 
and -1 (whom one treats according to their junior or senior position; 
see the third rule, below), and the spouses’ relatives of generations +2 
and -2 (with whom one jokes). This rule applies to the spouses’ matri-
lineages and cognatic groups, but not to mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q. It might be 
accounted for by the common structural equivalence between rela-
tives of alternate generations, allowing them to regard each other as 
either “concurrents” (same gender) or “spouses” (different gen-
der).31  

Thirdly, one distinguishes between the spouses’ junior rela-
tives (with whom one jokes) and senior relatives (whom one re-
spects). This rule applies to the spouses’ matrilineages and cognatic 
groups of generations +1, 0 and -1, but not to generations +2 and -2, 
                                                
31 This equivalence is strongest when marriage with cross-cousins is preferred, 
resulting in the grandchildren reproducing the social categories of their grandpa-
rents (Lévi-Strauss 1967: 365). 



 
Chapter 2: Kinship 74 

nor to mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q. This rule is sometimes explained with ref-
erence to the fact that it anticipates the possible inheritance of social 
status. Calling an elder brother’s wife “my wife”, or a maternal 
aunt’s husband “my husband” might reflect the practice of levirate 
and sororate, and indeed joking partners do sometimes end up as 
husbands and wives. But such marriages are unlikely (only one 
brother or nephew inherits the uncle’s wife, although all the 
younger brothers and nephews joke with her), and only apply to 
joking partners of opposite sex (although people of same sex also 
jokingly call each other husband and wife). Otherwise, this rule 
may stress the fact that the inheritance goes always in the same di-
rection (juniors inherits from seniors and not vice versa). 

Thus, all these rules distinguish between in-laws who are in 
a position of authority vis-à-vis the spouse (whom one respects), 
and those who are considered equivalent to the spouse (with whom 
one jokes), either because they belong to the same kinship group or 
to structurally equivalent generations, or because they are younger 
than the spouse.  
 
 
Gizzards and wizards 
 
A second type of joking relationship is based on historical alliances 
between competing groups. They both help people remember and 
reproduce the alliance, and help diffuse tensions and maintain peace 
by forcing people to joke with one another, thus preventing them from 
taking any insult seriously or from entering into conflicts. Such alli-
ances are sealed by the sharing of a chicken’s gizzard, considered the 
best piece of meat. The gizzard (mi æ̀mÏì, which also means “alliance”) 
is normally eaten by one person only. Its ritual sharing then creates an 
equivalence between those who share it or their entire communities. 
For example, a couple who are deeply in love and want to promise 
each other eternal love can share a gizzard or lick one another’s blood 
from cut thumbs. This creates a strong alliance that forces them to be 
always kind to one another and prevents them from arguing, fighting 
or divorcing. Doing so would bring down curse on them and their 
matrilineages. However, such alliances go beyond the two individuals 
to involve also their matrilineages, since the levirate or sororate must 
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be practised if one of the partners dies while still young. Although this 
alliance helps diffuse tensions and guarantee peace within the house-
hold, as such it does not involve any joking relationship between 
spouses or their matrilineages. However, there exist alliances based on 
the same principles that are much more permanent and imply joking 
relationships.  
 
Allied matrilineages 'Mi æ̀mÏì( - When someone is accused of being a 
witch, the accusation touches the whole matrilineage of the accused 
person because, if hereditary witchcraft is present in one person, it is 
present in the entire matrilineage. The matrilineage can only defend 
its reputation by defending the accused person’s name. In the past, in 
order to clear all doubt, a decision could be taken to look for the pres-
ence of the black ball of witchcraft in the intestines of a member of 
the accused person’s matrilineage, and compare it with the intestine of 
a member of the accusing matrilineage. Both the accused and accus-
ing matrilineages would then kill one of their young girls and open up 
their bellies to examine their intestines. If the appendix of witchcraft 
was found in the girl of one of the lineages but not in the other, the 
matrilineage with the witchcraft had to give one of its girls to the in-
nocent matrilineage as compensation for the one who had been sacri-
ficed. If witchcraft was found in both girls, or in neither of them, the 
two matrilineages became close allies. The heads of both matrilinea-
ges sealed their alliance by sharing the gizzard of a chicken (mi æ̀mÏì+ a 
name also used to characterise their new relation).  

Mi æ̀mÏì help each other whenever someone dies with a big belly 
(a pregnant woman or someone dying of a swollen belly). In the case 
of a pregnant woman, her child must be buried in another tomb, the 
body being orientated according to gender. Hereditary witchcraft is 
also associated with big bellies, as the black ball of witchcraft is said 
to make the bellies of witches bigger than usual. Likewise, the poison 
ordeal is said to make the innocent vomit, but to swell the bellies of 
witches until they die (unless they confess). People dying with a swol-
len belly cannot be buried unless a mi æ̀mÏì operates on them with a rit-
ual knife used only for this occasion to remove what is causing the 
swollen belly.  

People joke with their mi æ̀mÏì and the mi æ̀mÏì of their father. 
They can jokingly insult each another, claiming that they are witches, 
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pretending to have killed or eaten each other’s parents (reference to 
witchcraft), or calling one another “owl” (a nocturnal animal associ-
ated with witchcraft). Another type of joke is when one comes with a 
terribly sad face to announce the death of one’s mi æ̀mÏì’s parents. If the 
affected person believes this, he or she starts crying loudly out of deep 
sorrow until the mi æ̀mÏì starts laughing and saying that it was just a 
joke. When someone dies and is being buried, a mi æ̀mÏì can seize the 
corpse and prevent the burial, pretending that it is his or her meat, un-
til given some money. Although these are some of the worse insults 
conceivable, mi æ̀mÏì partners are forced to joke with one another with-
out resentment. Mi æ̀mÏì partners can pretend to have extremely violent 
arguments, shouting gross insults at each other and fighting, but it al-
ways ends up in great amusement. 

It is forbidden to shed the blood of one’s mi æ̀mÏì. When one is 
injured and meets one’s mi æ̀mÏì, the latter must present one with a herb 
that the mi æ̀mÏì takes and cuts. If the mi æ̀mÏì sees the sore before being 
presented with the herb, the injured person must pay a symbolic fine 
(25 CFA). It is forbidden to point one’s weapon towards one’s mi æ̀mÏì, 
and one must ask permission before one sharpens a machete in front 
of him/her. If one has a cloth that is partly damaged by fire, one can 
bring it to one’s mi æ̀mÏì+ who keeps it and must give a new cloth in ex-
change. If, on the other hand, someone is wearing a cloth partly dam-
aged by fire and a mi æ̀mÏì sees it, the mi æ̀mÏì confiscates the cloth, giving 
anything in exchange, and the person who was wearing the cloth must 
pay a symbolic fine. 
 
Allied villages and ethnic groups (Manjara) - The chiefs of two vil-
lages who are at war and want a durable peace can also share the same 
gizzard, and exchange blood, suck the blood of their ally’s thumb, or 
mix a few drops of their blood in a calabash of palm wine and drink it. 
This new alliance might be accompanied by an exchange of sisters or 
daughters. When two villages make this type of alliance, they become 
“manjara”, allies who are compelled to joke with and help one an-
other.32 While the origin of manjara relations between two villages is 
usually a war that is well remembered, the same relationship exists 

                                                
32 The term manjara is said to come from Fulfulde. It is sometimes referred to as 
mi æ̀mÏì (alliance). 
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between entire ethnic groups (such as Mambila, Wawa, Bute and 
Kwanja), although the historical origins of such relationships are less 
well known.33 Some say that such relationships sealed a peace after 
war. Others explain it geographically, saying that people who live 
along the same rivers are manjara because those living downstream 
drink the dirt of those living upstream. This would explain the fact 
that a manjara living upstream can allow himself to drink the first 
calabash of beer at a party, while a manjara living downstream can 
allow himself to drink the last calabash of beer. In practice, however, 
any manjara can serve him- or herself and drink the first and last 
calabash, regardless of where they live. One drinks standing up and 
holding the calabash in the left hand, to jokingly insult the hosts.  

Manjara must be given the gizzard when they are invited to 
eat chicken. They cannot fight and must warn each other if war or 
some danger is coming.34 As with mi æ̀mÏì, one cannot take a knife out 
of its sheath nor wear a cloth damaged by fire in front of a manjara, 
without being asked for a symbolic fine. It is forbidden to shed the 
blood of one’s manjara, which causes problems for nurses at local 
clinics, since it prevents them from doing injections for their manjara. 
One can jokingly insult one’s manjara, calling him or her “my meat”, 
including, as we have seen, dead bodies during funerals. In the case of 
a manjara relationship between two villages, there might be some 
specific rules. For example, between the Mbonjanga and 
Ndoumdjandi villages, if a man pretends jokingly to give something 
to his manjara, the manjara can take him literally and seize whatever 
was jokingly given, including his child or his wife. Or the people of 
Yimbere and Mbonjanga villages joke a little with one another and 
cannot show a weapon in front of one another since they have col-
laborated in war against a common ennemy. This relationship is 

                                                
33 Although the Fulbe have joking relationships with neighbouring communities in 
other west-African countries such as Nigeria or Burkina Faso, they have none in 
Adamawa. The strong resentment that many people nourish against the Fulbe (see 
the previous chapter) and the lack of a common enemy might have prevented any 
formal alliance between these communities. 
34 This did not prevent some Wawa and Bute from making an alliance with the 
Fulbe and raiding their Kwanja and Mambila manjara. But the raids were mainly 
conducted by people who had been enrolled in the armies of the Sultan, which 
also enrolled Kwanja elements. There was no war between Wawa, Kwanja and 
Mambila villages. 



 
Chapter 2: Kinship 78 

quite loose and seems to be on the decline, but it shows that politi-
cal alliances tend to be built on the model of manjara relations. 

Given that the Kwanja are few and tend to intermarry, they 
are often related to one another. As a consequence, they can find 
themselves in an ambiguous position towards relatives. For exam-
ple, if one marries a mi æ̀mÏì, a manjara or a b«q/mcÏùœmcÏì, one should 
both avoid the spouse’s elder in-laws or joke with them. In this 
case, the respect of the in-laws comes first, but is usually loosened 
by gifts and counter-gifts that end the avoidance and allow some 
jokes between them. The joking relationships are broadly defined, 
and every Kwanja might theoretically joke with thousands of indi-
viduals (all Mambila and Wawa, some Bute, plus most of the 
spouse’s relatives). In practice, however, the existence of a joking 
relationship does not always lead to real jokes, though they tend to 
define the tone of the conversation, whether it is serious or more 
relaxed. Actual jokes are made depending on the mood of the inter-
locutors and the context.  
 
 
Matrimonial alliances 

 
You never flirt with a girl who is related to you in any way. But, sometimes, 
you don’t know that there is a relationship. If the girl is kind, she tells you 
as soon as you start approaching her. If she is nasty, she can let you try to 
seduce her in order to embarrass you later. She just laughs when you talk 
to her and you might think that she is laughing because she likes you and 
what you say. But when you invite her to meet you in your room, she says: 
“Don’t you know that I’m your sister? My father’s mother had the same 
mother as your father”. You then apologise. You are so ashamed of your-
self. You say “I didn’t know, you forgive me, don’t you? Everything I said 
is already forgotten”. If the girl is really nasty, when you propose a ren-
dezvous, she says “Not tonight; I will come tomorrow”. You expect her in 
the evening, but you are surprised to see her come in the morning. She asks 
you to follow her and she brings you to her parents. She tells them: “This 
boy wants to flirt with me. Have you never told him that I was his sister?” 
Your parents are ashamed, and you even more. You don’t know where to 
hide. 
If neither you nor the girl knows that you are related, your relatives might 
tell you that you should not sleep with her, if they see that you are often 
with the girl and suspect that there is something between you. But such re-
lationships are supposed to remain secret until you propose to marry her. 
You are not even supposed to sleep with her before getting married. Of 
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course, nowadays, everybody does it, but you cannot go to someone and 
ask him: “Is there a relationship between that girl and me?” He will guess 
that you are interested in the girl and will tell your secret to the family. You 
will be ashamed. Likewise, you don’t ask a girl directly if she is related to 
you, because such thing is not asked directly. Moreover, it would be tanta-
mount to telling her that you are interested in her, and it would not spare 
you shame if she was related to you. You might ask a friend, but most of the 
time he knows your family less well than you do…. 
In the village, you know your family relatively well. But it is more difficult 
to know people in neighbouring villages. The problem is that, in your own 
village, you have so many relatives that it is difficult to find a girl who is 
not related to you, and people know you so well that it is difficult to hide a 
relationship. On the other hand, if you are after a girl in a neighbouring 
village, you know your relatives less well and it is easier to make a mistake. 
The Kwanja family is so widespread that you have relatives everywhere.  

 
 
Exogamy and the repetition of alliances 
 
It is strictly forbidden to marry someone belonging to one’s matriline-
age. It is also forbidden to marry someone from the father’s matriline-
age, and it is not good to marry someone from a grandfather’s matri-
lineage, but these two last restrictions are less strictly enforced than 
the first one. Reciprocally, one does not marry any child, and one 
should not marry any grandchild born by a man of one’s matrilineage. 
It is also strictly forbidden to marry within the cognatic group, i.e. to 
marry someone with whom one has one grandparent in common, and 
marrying someone sharing the same great-grandparent is also disap-
proved.  

In a polygamous marriage, the second wife cannot be related 
to the first – she cannot come from her cognatic group or her own, her 
father’s or her grandfathers’ matrilineages. Such prohibitions end at 
the death of one of the partners, as the levirate and sororate can be 
practised with a younger sibling of the deceased spouse. Finally, it is 
forbidden to marry a spouse who has divorced a relative belonging to 
one’s matrilineage, cognatic group or mcÏùœmcÏì, or belonging to one’s 
spouse’s matrilineage, cognatic group or mcÏùœmcÏì, because such peo-
ple (especially the mcÏùœmcÏì) will be conducting one’s death rituals, 
and one must keep on good terms with them.  
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Matrimonial strategies 
 
Exogamous rules seem to be aimed at marrying as far as possible 
matrilineally and cognatically. Moreover, people also try to avoid 
marrying a girl belonging to a matrilineage having hereditary witch-
craft. As a result marrying a mi æ̀mÏì can be positively valued since one 
knows that such a partner shares with ego the absence of witchcraft 
and is as close as possible to the matrilineage while still respecting 
exogamous rules. Such unions are supposed to be more stable than 
others, since the spouses can joke with one another and there can be 
no witchcraft accusation between the two matrilineages.35 

Informants say that it used to be forbidden to marry someone 
of the same patrilineage, but that this is no longer the case. Marrying 
one’s mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q, on the other hand, is seen as a very good thing, 
although there are no preferential marriages as such. Since such peo-
ple are allies and are not supposed to fight one another, they are posi-
tively valued as partners, the matrimonial alliance reinforcing an ex-
isting military alliance. In the past, people tried to avoid marrying 
their daughters far away to avoid dispersing their own kin. When sac-
rificing to the ancestors during a masquerade today, people still spe-
cifically ask for many boys, rather than for girls who will marry away 
and whose children might fight against them. Since killing the mem-
bers of one’s own matrilineage is unthinkable, and since wars tend to 
be waged at the level of a village (i.e. patrilineage), there was a ten-
sion between the localisation of patrilineages and the dispersal of 
matrilineages. As a result, people tried to marry their daughters as 
close as possible geographically, i.e. patrilineally, so that matrilinea-
ges would be geographically co-terminous with patrilineages and their 
members would avoid fighting one another.  

Thus, in the past, the ideal partner had to be matrilineally as 
remote as possible, and geographically (patrilineally) as close as pos-
sible, while still respecting exogamous rules. Choosing the right part-
ner required a certain balance between these two competing aims. 

                                                
35 In the case of witchcraft accusations between two matrilineages whose mem-
bers have intermarried, the accusing matrilineage can take its female member 
away from the husband belonging to the accused or accusing matrilineage, even 
if she does not have any conflict with her husband. I witnessed two such cases 
during my fieldwork. 
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While all the rules pushed the system in the direction of widespread 
exogamy, insecurity led to marriages with allied mi æ̀mÏì being posi-
tively valued so as to avoid witchcraft accusations and make the mar-
riage stronger, and similarly those with allied mcÏùœmcÏì in order to “lo-
calise” matrilineages geographically. The fact that matriliny is so 
strong and that maternal uncles could extract their uterine nephews 
from the custody of the children’s father and raise them within a mat-
rilineal environment also tended to localise matrilineages geographi-
cally, thus preventing fighting between members of the same matri-
lineage who belonged to different patrilineages. Thus, despite a for-
mal rule of viri-patrilocality, the Kwanja seem to have succeeded in 
making this rule coincide with a certain degree of “uxori-avun-
culocality” by marrying their daughters to husbands in the vicinity or 
by taking their uterine nephews to live with them.36 

Today, the context defining matrimonial strategies has 
changed. On the one hand, most communities have been broken up 
and dispersed by slave raids, concentrating in a few big villages. On 
the other hand, the pax germanica and pax gallica put an end to war, 
and therefore to the need to maintain patrilineal alliances. The 
mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q have lost their military significance. People can 
therefore be much stricter with exogamous rules than before, since 
they do not need to be bent to accommodate military alliances. It is 
the opposite trend that is witnessed, though. People claim that there 
has been a recent and general loosening of exogamous rules. First, 
Kwanja kinship and exogamous rules are so wide-ranging that they 
make it difficult for people to find a partner with whom they are to-
tally unrelated, or to keep track of relations of kinship. Secondly, if 
elders were to oppose a union because of a distant relationship, young 
people might elope and take refuge among some friends or relatives, 
until they force their parents to accept the marriage. Western educa-
tion has given young people greater courage with which to oppose 
their parents’ decisions. Thirdly, the Islamisation and Fulbe-ization of 
the Kwanja on the plateau has challenged the traditional exogamous 
rules and promoted marriages among cousins. The higher brideprice 
paid by Fulbe and Hausa creates an inflation of brideprice for Kwanja 
                                                
36 Elders claim that matrilineages used to be more concentrated than they are to-
day, and that the knives that are used to operate those who died with a “big belly” 
always used to stay in the same village, which is no longer the case.  
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women on the plateau and might play a role in the Kwanja acceptance 
of marriages among cousins as it keeps the brideprice circulating 
within the family.37 
 
 
Complex or semi-complex structures of kinship? 
 
Although it can be defined as a complex structure (one is free to 
choose any partner among those who are not forbidden), another 
question is whether the Kwanja system of alliance should be charac-
terised as semi-complex (see Lévi-Strauss 1967). The number of for-
bidden partners is so large that only a small number of partners are 
allowed in practice. The Kwanja differ from classical semi-complex 
systems, however, in that the repetition of alliances between two 
patrilineages or matrilineages is allowed, both for people of same sex 
or of different sex (two brothers can marry two sisters, or two men 
can “exchange sisters”).38 One can also marry in the matrilineage of 
the father’s co-wife or of the mother’s second husband. Such mar-
riages can short-circuit some of the rights and duties of individuals. 
For example, “exchanging sisters” leads to a “neutralisation” of 
avoidance rules, since the avoidance between the two men and 
women will be reciprocated (no one will be higher).  

                                                
37 When a man marries, he is supposed to organize work parties for his in-laws. 
He should give between ten and thirty litres of palm wine, up to a hundred cola 
nuts, between five and twenty litres of palm oil, one bag of salt, some money 
(between 5,000 and 50,000 CFA), and possibly soap or clothes to his parents-in-
law. The amount spent depends on people’s wealth. Poor people will not spend 
more than 10,000 CFA, which is extremely low by regional standards. Even in 
the past, iron hoes (some of the most valuable goods of the time) did not form 
part of the brideprice. Despite the low price, young people often get married 
without fulfilling all their obligations and promise to pay later, normally after two 
or three children have been born. Moreover, divorced or widowed women are 
usually married without any brideprice.  
38 The Kwanja have never practised marriage by exchange as such (except, per-
haps, to create or reinforce political alliances). Brideprice has never been an ob-
stacle to marriage, and no attempts are made to reciprocate alliances between 
lineages, although such alliances are not forbidden either. Note that the Dìì also 
have a semi-complex system of alliance, although they allow the repetition of 
alliance between siblings of the same sex (Muller 1998). 
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Contrary to what is found in other semi-complex systems (see, 
for example, Héritier 1981: 124; Sindzingre 1990: 35), Kwanja alli-
ances are ego-centred rather than lineage-centred. The specific matri-
monial strategies (marrying geographically or patrilineally close, or 
marrying allies to prevent conflict, avoid witchcraft or secure a stable 
marriage) conform to a logic of avoiding conflict with relatives, rather 
than obey a logic of matrimonial reciprocity. The prohibition on re-
peating an alliance is thought of in individual terms (avoiding incest) 
rather than in terms of completing an exchange between lineages that 
has to be reciprocated. The repetition of alliances is forbidden for in-
dividuals who have already taken a spouse in one lineage, but not for 
other members of the lineage. Moreover, such ego-centered prohibi-
tions are temporary and end with the death of the spouse. The prohibi-
tion on marrying someone who has divorced a relative is explained in 
terms of conflict avoidance rather than as a measure aiming at pre-
venting the repetition of an alliance. The Kwanja semi-complex sys-
tem of alliances therefore seems to be closer to complex structures 
than to elementary structures. Although some authors (Héritier 1981; 
Copet-Rougier 1990) see the prohibition on siblings of same sex re-
peating an existing alliance between two lineages as a characteristic of 
semi-complex systems, this affects semi-complex systems that are 
closer to elementary structures of kinship than to complex ones.39 
 
 
Kinship terminology  
 
Classical kinship terminologies tend to be associated with a certain 
mode of descent. For example, Crow skewing creating an equiva-
lence among members of the father’s matrilineage usually requires 
matrilineal principles, while Omaha skewing creating a termino-
logical equivalence between members of the mother’s patrilineage 
require patrilineal ones, and Hawaiian terminologies (creating an 

                                                
39 Françoise Héritier herself gives two explanations for the prohibition on repea-
ting alliances. The first, which applies to the Kwanja, is that a man cannot marry 
two sisters because he would connect their sexuality, thus creating a kind of in-
cest between them (Héritier 1979: 218-26). The second, which does not apply to 
the Kwanja, is based on the obligation to reciprocate existing alliances before 
repeating them (Héritier 1981). 
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equivalence within a generation and making no distinction between 
cross and parallel cousins) usually imply the existence of cognatic 
groups. The Kwanja have matrilineages, patrilineages and cognatic 
groups (or kindreds). What sort of kinship terminology do they 
have? As we will see below, it mixes Omaha, Crow and Hawaiian 
principles. In a previous article (Gausset 1998), I have advocated 
deconstructing classical kinship terminologies into their constitutive 
principles. In what follows, I will try to put this into practice and to 
show that the complex Kwanja terminological system is generated 
by the combination of a limited number of diacritical markers with 
reference to a few simple rules.  

A terminology distinguishes people according to a number 
of limited criteria (the most common being gender and generation) 
that are combined in a few terms (such as mother, brother and so 
on). Different societies combine criteria differently and develop dif-
ferent kinship terminologies accordingly. But one needs to decon-
struct the terms in respect of the different criteria that constitute 
them to understand the way they are constructed. In what follows, I 
will formalize these criteria with symbols developed along the lines 
sketched by Lounsbury (1964) and Buchler and Selby (1968). 
 
 
Hawaiian equivalences 
 
In naming close kin within their cognatic groups, the Kwanja use 
terms that combine three different markers: generation ( 0 = ego’s 
generation; -2 = two generation below, +1 = one generation above ego, 
etc.), gender (♂ = male; ♀ = female) and seniority (e = elder; y = 
younger than ego, his/her relative or his/her affine). These markers 
are combined as follows: 

- ♂+2: male of generation +2 = s è̀la—— (grandfather) 
- ♀+2: female of generation +2 = x ¿̀ (grandmother)      
- ♂+1: male of generation +1 = tàtá (father) 
- ♀+1: female of generation +1 = l ¿̀ (mother) 
- e♂0: elder male of same generation = bàbá (big brother)  
- e♀0: elder female of same generation = kwàká (big sister) 
- y0: younger sibling of same generation = dùm (little 

brother/sister) 
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- -1: relative of generation -1 = mon (child) 
- -2: relative of generation -2 = ndòo (grandchild) 

 
In generation +1, one can distinguish between parents who are 

elder or younger than ego’s “biological” father and mother by adding 
e = elder = j«qÏù or y = younger = càm. Thus: e♂+1 = s è̀s æ̀ j«qÏù; e♀+1; 
l ¿̀ j«qÏù; y♂+1 = s è̀s æ̀ b è̀l: and y♀+1 = l ¿̀ b è̀l 

Such formalism, combining only three criteria (generation, 
gender and seniority), can generate, in theory, twenty different terms. 
In practice, however, there is a hierarchy among the different markers. 
All kinship terms characterizing the cognatic group are distinguished 
by generation, and it can therefore be concluded that generation is the 
single most important terminological criterion for the cognatic group 
– which is, indeed, the primary characteristic of Hawaïan equiva-
lences between cognates. Most terms are distinguished by gender, but 
only a few rely on seniority, mainly in generation 0. This type of dia-
critic formalism has the advantage of making the basis of the kinship 
terminology more visible, and it avoids taking the usual kinship sym-
bols (M, F, D, S, Z, B, etc.) for granted.  
 

 

 
 
Fig. 12: Hawaiian terminological principles applying to ego’s cognatic group 
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Crow and Omaha skewings  
 
The terms defined above are also used for relatives of ego’s patriline-
age and matrilineage, who are referred to as fathers, mothers, broth-
ers, sisters, and so on according to generation. However, when talking 
about relatives who are not members of the patrilineage or matriline-
age (and are not members of the cognatic group), the kinship termi-
nology treats all members of a lineage as equivalent. All members of 
a matrilineage will address the child of a male member as “child” 
(mon), as is the case for all members of a patrilineage in addressing 
the child of a female member. Reciprocally, one addresses all mem-
bers of the father’s matrilineage as “father” and all members of the 
mother’s patrilineage as “mother”, regardless of the members’ gender. 
The lineage appears as one individual when interacting with mem-
bers’ relatives (who are non-members). In this context, lineage mem-
bership becomes the most important criterion, and generation loses its 
importance, as it is skewed within relatives’ lineages. 

 
 
Fig. 13: Crow skewing principle. Ay member of a matrilineage (in white) calls any 
child of any man of the matrilineage (in grey) “child”, and calls any grandchild of 
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any man of the matrilineage (in black) “grandchild”. Reciprocally, one calls any 
member of the father’s matrilineage (regardless of their gender) “father”, and any 
member of both grandfathers’ matrilineages “grandfather” and “grandmother”, ac-
cording to their gender. 
 

 
 
Fig. 14: Omaha skewing principle. Any member of a patrilineage (in white) calls 
any child of any woman of the patrilineage (in grey) “child”, and calls any grand-
child of any woman of the patrilineage (in black) “grandchild”. Reciprocally, one 
calls any member of the mother’s patrilineage (regardless of their gender): “mother”, 
except the chief, who is called “grandfather”, and any member of the grandmothers’ 
patrilineage “grandfather” and “grandmother”, according to their gender. The “chil-
dren” of a patrilineage might play important political roles, as we will see in the next 
chapter. 
 

Matrilineages and patrilineages behave as terminological enti-
ties. The kinship terms look the same, but must be accounted for by 
the combination of two new criteria: the lineage as a unit (“Mat” for 
the relationship between a matrilineage and its relative non-members; 
“Pat” for the relationship between a patrilineage and its relative non-
members), and the genealogical distance from a lineage (+1 for the 
patrilineage of a mother or the matrilineage of a father, +2 for the 
patrilineage of a grandmother or the matrilineage of a grandfather, -1 
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for the child of a female member of the patrilineage or the male mem-
ber of a matrilineage, and -2 for a grandchild of these persons). Gen-
der plays a marginal role. These criteria are combined as follows: 
- Mat+1 = l ¿̀ (mother), regardless of the gender of the person. 
- Pat+1 = tàtá (father), regardless of the gender of the person. 
- Mat+2 = Pat+2 = x ¿̀ (grandmother) or s è̀la—— (grandfather), ac-

cording to the gender.  
- Mat-1 = Pat-1 = mon (child), regardless of the sex of the person. 
- Mat-2 = Pat-2 = ndòo (grandchild), regardless of the sex of the 

person. 
 
 
Affines 
 
Formalizing the kinship terms for in-laws (as defined in the joking 
relationships described earlier) is more complex, as it depends on old 
criteria such as seniority and gender, but also on new ones such as a 
matrimonial alliance (∞ for “spouse”) and ego’s gender (defining 
whether someone should be avoided or merely respected). Inverted 
commas are used to help read the chain of relationships (♂∞ = male 
spouse (husband); ♂’∞ = male relative’s spouse; ∞’♂ = spouse’s 
male relative). These criteria are combined as follows:  
 
- ♂∞ = sá (husband)  
- ♀∞ = guvÕìfuvÕŸ (wife)  
- e’ ∞ = ∞’ y = fuvdèdèqÕì (joking partner, term of reference). The 

term of address depends on the spouse’s gender: ♂∞’ y = e♀’ ∞ = 
♂∞ = sá (husband) and ♀∞’ y = e♂’ ∞ = ♀∞ = guvÕìfuvÕŸ (wife), 
regardless of ego’s gender 40 

- y’ ∞ = ∞’ e = ivøè (term of reference defining respect between 
men) or fnèm  (term of reference defining avoidance between 
women and across gender) 

                                                
40 I use the distinction between address and reference to mean the difference be-
tween talking to someone or talking about him or her, although I am aware that 
this distinction can be misleading: for example, there are several ways to address 
or refer to somebody, by using pronouns, names, titles or kin terms (Zeitlyn 
1993a: 202-4). Among the Kwanja, as described earlier, the spouse of an elder rela-
tive is jokingly addressed as “husband” or “wife”, regardless of ego’s gender. 
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As we can see, seniority and the gender of spouses play ma-
jor roles in defining affinal terms. Generation, on the contrary, 
plays no role at all (one jokes with in-laws of a generation above the 
spouse but younger than him or her; one avoids or respects those of 
a generation above the spouse but older than him or her). The gen-
der of ego plays a certain role, since it defines how one avoids or 
jokes with the spouse’s relatives: men avoid women but never men, 
while women avoid women as well as men. 
 
 
Terminology in practice 
 
In theory, the coexistence of a Hawaiian generational equivalence 
among cognates, and of both Crow and Omaha skewing rules, is 
problematic. If we take the case of a patrilateral cross-cousin, for 
example (the son of the father’s full sister), he is a “brother” accord-
ing to the Hawaiian rule of equivalence (he is of ego’s generation), 
a “father” according to the Crow skewing rule (a member of ego’s 
father’s matrilineage) and a “child” according to the Omaha skew-
ing rule (the son of a female member of ego’s patrilineage). In prac-
tice, however, there is a kind of hierarchy between the different 
rules. The Hawaiian equivalence is used for close cognates who 
share at least one grandparent. The Crow skewing rule is used for 
the members of the father’s and grandfather’s matrilineages who are 
not covered by the Hawaiian equivalence, and the Omaha skewing 
rule is used for patrikin who are not covered by the previous rules. 

Besides the confusion of terms due to this competition, it is 
also possible to use two different terms for the same person under 
one rule. This may happen as a consequence of certain endogamous 
marriages. When a man marries a woman of his own patrilineage, 
for example, and has a daughter who bears a child, the patrilineage 
of the child’s mother will be the same as that of the child’s maternal 
grandmother. The child will therefore be able to call the members 
of that patrilineage either “mother” or “grandfather” and “grand-
mother”. It seems that in such a case, relative age compared to ego 
is the decisive factor in the choice, although it might depend on 
other factors. There is room, for example, to prefer to use the term 
“mother” rather than “grandfather”, preferring the closer term in 
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order to stress respect. As Zeitlyn (1993a: 214-16) has shown, the 
use of a kin term is not context-free but can involve a strategic 
choice which depends on the situation. 

As often happens in such terminological systems, there are 
some anomalies. A small child might be the “grandfather” of an old 
man. In such cases, the Kwanja might prefer to use a term referring 
to relative age (or relative generation) rather than to structural gen-
eration or lineage membership, and call an old man “grandfather” to 
show him respect. This also applies to older people to whom one is 
not related. Furthermore, although Kwanja kinship is in theory very 
extensive, people do not know all their kin and do not always know 
the exact relationships linking them to the kin they do know. Con-
sequently, beyond a certain degree of kinship, the terminological 
rules are not followed, and the choice of a term to address a relative 
becomes quite pragmatic, depending on the situation or the age of 
the interlocutor.  
 
 
Conclusions  
 
Kinship constitutes one of the backbones of social organisation. It is 
also often the door through which anthropologists become inte-
grated into their host societies. By being adopted into a local family 
when my name was given to a newborn baby, I became incorpo-
rated into a new network and had to learn all the rules that organ-
ised it – how to address people, how to behave (including joking 
and avoiding), what kind of help and solidarity were expected, and 
so on. I would probably not have been able to understand Kwanja 
kinship in the same way had I remained out of any Kwanja family 
network. 

But experiencing a family network and trying to make sense 
of the different rules that organise it are two different things. One of 
the first challenges I encountered was to answer the simple question 
whether the Kwanja were patrilineal, matrilineal, or both, and to 
what extent I could talk about “lineages” at all. Focusing on lineal-
ity rather than corporateness has allowed me to rethink the defini-
tion of lineages and to argue that matriliny, for example, is much 
more widespread than previously thought, including in many socie-
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ties described summarily as “patrilineal” or “bilateral”. A society 
can be “matrilineal” (based on the limited application of matriliny 
to some aspects of its socio-cultural life), even though it has no 
“corporate” matrilineages, and even though its “matrilineages” 
owns no common property, for example. The dynamic equilibrium 
of lineal principles and kinship groups appears as the result of com-
peting rules pushing and pulling in different directions, each with 
its cost and benefit, an analysis that can be extended to the strate-
gies of patrilineages and matrilineages in matrimonial exchanges. 

Likewise, the kinship terminology of the Kwanja is ex-
tremely complex. The deconstruction of kinship terms in respect of 
diacritical markers based on gender, generation, seniority, and the 
like can help simplify this complexity and allow us to grasp better 
the nature of the building materials used in terminologies. The de-
scription of the different descent rules and of the contexts in which 
they should be used can also seem uncomplicated. But the simple 
fact that different competing rules coexist makes it impossible, in 
practice, to know for sure how someone will address someone else, 
as the particular term will be chosen according to the context and 
the type of social relationship that the two actors wish to stress. 

Two important points should be retained from this chapter. 
The first is that complexity derives from the coexistence and com-
bination of different deterministic rules. The more rules there are, 
the more they enter into competition with one another and the more 
room for manoeuvre there is in negotiating them according to con-
text, as can be seen in the balance between matriliny and patriliny, 
patrilocality and avunculocality, as well as in matrimonial alliances 
or the conflict between different terminological principles. The sec-
ond is that the rules applying at one level of social organisation 
might be reproduced at other levels, as we have seen with the way 
joking relationships are created along similar lines, regardless of 
whether they exist between two individuals, two lineages, two vil-
lages or two ethnic groups. The same mechanism is at play when 
the rules defining kinship are applied at the levels of the village and 
ethnic group, as will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 7 respectively.  





 
  

 
CHAPTER 3 

 
KWANJA CHIEFDOMS AND GROUPS 

 
 
Recording the historical origin of the Kwanja was one of the things I 
had to do to understand who the Kwanja are and where they come 
from. However, this soon proved so complex that I considered setting 
this issue aside and concentrating on other aspects of their social or-
ganization. But I was not allowed to do so, as my assistants and in-
formants insisted on the importance of recording oral histories in de-
tail. Every chief and every lineage wanted to have its history in the 
book I was going to write. I was thus compelled to spend much more 
time than originally planned in tediously recording the historical nar-
ratives of the different Kwanja patrilineages. This is how I came to 
realise that the Kwanja are an aggregate of very different groups dis-
playing a great deal of cultural diversity. In this chapter, I start by pre-
senting the political structure of the Kwanja chiefdoms before sum-
marizing the cultural diversity of the different groups and their oral 
histories. I then analyse the common narrative structure that frames 
the oral histories and discusses what this says about the nature of 
power, as well as about the history of the Kwanja. I end by presenting 
different models of ethnogenesis and discussing which one applies 
best to the Kwanja. 

 
 
Chiefs and territories 
 
Customary chiefs 
 
Chiefs (lfa ¿̀) are usually distinguished from dignitaries (f æ̀œmcÏì) 
in that they have the exclusive right to take the skin of a leopard or 
a python killed on their territory, as well as the feathers of a red 
bird.41 Each “leopard chief” is normally independent of the others, 
                                                
41 The leopard is feared by all animals and is therefore seen as their chief. A cer-
tain bird with red feathers is seen as the chief of all birds since they stop singing 
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and there is no paramount chief (Gausset 1997a; 1997b). All chiefs 
rule over a territory, organise rituals and are responsible for solving 
conflicts within their chiefdom. They have the right to take the back 
leg of any cloven-hoofed game (buffaloes, antelopes, etc.) killed on 
their territory. Some of these rights can be delegated to notables, 
who may have their own village and territory, and solve problems 
or take the back legs of cloven-hoofed game killed within it. Some 
notables do not rule over a territory but have their title linked to a 
certain function, such as bodyguard, war chief, barber, organiser of 
masquerades, and so on. Chiefs and notables are buried in a sitting 
position (if they have organised the enthronement ceremony that 
gives them the right to do so), but only the chiefs and some impor-
tant notables will have their skull removed after a few months and 
placed together with the skulls of their predecessors in a separate 
cemetery. 

There is an implicit hierarchy among the different types of 
chiefs and notables. The highest chiefs are those who can skin leop-
ards and pythons, then come those who have lost these rights but 
retain all the other chiefly prerogatives (over their territory, nota-
bles, and the ritual treatment of their skull), followed by notables 
with their own territory who can take the back leg of cloven-hoofed 
game and are buried in a sitting position, and finally the notables 
without territory. Chiefly prerogatives are taken extremely seri-
ously, especially when it comes to defending territorial rights. Fail-
ure to bring a dead royal animal or the back leg of an antelope to the 
chief can bring mystical sanctions down on the culprit; bringing 
them to the chief of a neighbouring territory is considered a serious 
offence and constitutes a casus belli.  

Territorial boundaries are relatively well known. They fol-
low rivers and ridges and are marked by large stones or specific 
trees in the savannah. Anybody wishing to cultivate a piece of land 
using a resource (fishing, felling trees, taking sands or stones in 
large quantities) or to establish himself within a territory should ask 
the permission to the chief or notable ruling over it. Chiefs do not 

                                                                                                           
when they hear its cry, just as people stop talking and listen when the chief 
speaks. Some chiefs have lost the right to skin leopards and have thus become the 
subjects of those who have won this right, which sometimes makes it difficult to 
judge whether someone is a chief or a dignitary. 
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refuse to welcome “foreigners” (those coming from outside the 
chiefdom) and are prepared to allocate resources to them as long as 
they recognise the chief’s authority and as long as the chief receives 
a share of the profit made out of his natural resources. The region 
being characterised by a low density of population and an abun-
dance of resource, chiefs were traditionally hospitable, providing 
land to foreigners coming from outside the chiefdom in order to in-
crease the number of their followers. The wars to conquer territories 
were linked to acquiring prestige and authority rather than to con-
trol over scarce resources. If there ever were shortages, it was not of 
land but rather of people, hence the welcome given to foreigners. 
The chiefs who were most successful in attracting followers were 
not those with the biggest territory or the most resources, but rather 
those who were seen as good and generous, had firm mystical con-
trol of their territory, could provide abundance and could offer pro-
tection against witchcraft through their magical powers. 
 
 
Modern challenges 
 
Several changes have challenged the traditional power structure. 
First, leopards were exterminated with poisoned baits in the 1950s, 
to improve livestock herding. People still remember which chief has 
the right to skin a leopard, but this is no longer based on practice, 
except in the sense of wearing necklaces of leopard teeth. Secondly, 
very few chiefs live on their traditional territories today. Most of 
their ancestors sought refuge in the Tikar plain from slave raids in 
the mid-nineteenth century, and they were displaced again by the 
colonial policy of regrouping all villages along the national road 
built in 1952.42 The dam on the Mape river built in 1984 drowned 
large tracts of land and forced even more people to resettle along 
the major roads.  

                                                
42 Most Kwanja are concentrating in three large villages and one town along this 
road (Nyamboya, Yimbere, Mayo Djinga and Mayo Darle), although there are 
also many smaller villages situated along minor roads or isolated in the bush. 
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Fig. 15: Regalia of a chief set on his stone throne, including a leopard-teeth neck-
lace, a stick of interwoven buffalo straps and a buffalo tail decorated with cowries 
 

In theory, “two leopard chiefs cannot live on the same sa-
vannah” but must be separated by a river. It is believed that two 
chiefs who live in the same village will inevitably end up compet-
ing for power or for the back legs of game or the skin of leopards, 
and will possibly try to kill one another to concentrate power in 
their own hands. But with the modern displacement of populations, 
many chiefs and notables are today living on the territory of another 
chief or notable and cohabitating with them. For example, the chiefs 
of Nyamboya and Yimbere moved their village on the territory of 
one of their notables when the road was built, together with other 
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leopard chiefs who were regrouped there with their population. 
Cloven game caught in a trap used to be given to the notable ruling 
over the territory, but today it can also be given to another chief or 
notable. When a hunter catches a python snake or cloven-hoofed 
game, he can bring it to different leopard chiefs, but is likely to pre-
sent it to the chief who is the least greedy and who will only take a 
small piece of meat for himself, leaving most of it to the hunter. Or 
else he will choose a chief who will give him good blessings that 
will make him catch more game. As in older days, different chiefs 
are in competition to attract followers, and this is done using the 
same strategies (generosity, strong magical power), but the fact that 
they now compete on the same territory brings new tensions.  

Another source of conflict is the management of land. The 
best farming land (forest, river banks) is becoming scarce, and the 
chiefs have started “selling” it to non-Kwanja. This commodifica-
tion of land, together with the arrival of migrant herders from the 
north and migrant farmers from the southwest, has given renewed 
importance to the control of territories. As a consequence, the titles 
of chiefs, which have ceased being inherited for decades, are now 
being revived and allocated again, so that their territory and mi-
grants establishing themselves on it can be controlled.43 But this 
process has not always been unproblematic, as there are a few cases in 
which two competing individuals claim to be the same chief, usually 
one who has proclaimed himself as such (often living on the custom-
ary territory), the other having been chosen by the rightful mcÏùœmcÏì 
chief or notable (and is often living in a small town).44 They then 
compete for the right to allocate land and solve conflicts.  

The reinvention of ancient titles also exacerbates old con-
flicts and creates new ones. At the time of my fieldwork, for exam-
ple, the title of Nyangvwa was allocated again after a long gap. 
When the new chief decided to establish himself on his customary 
territory, Nyiyar, another chief who had been living there with his 
population for generations, decided to move his village a few kilo-

                                                
43 The titles of Nyangba, Nyamban, Nyawara, Yangogwam and Mabiri were re-
vived during my fieldwork period, for example.  
44 I heard such cases for Nyawara, Nyafama, Nyanyum, Nyamgba or Muko, for ex-
ample. This problem exists for normal chiefs and notables, but is especially acute for 
those who have not been nominated for a long time. 
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metres further to avoid being under the authority of Nyangvwa and 
to retain his political independence. The commodification of land 
also brings new challenges for the control of territories, as can be 
seen from the following case, occurring between two of my periods 
of fieldwork, as told by one of my collaborators:  

 
Nyamakpir owned a small territory but today lives on the territory of 
Nyinyem. He behaved as if he were the chief of Nyinyem’s territory, and 
Nyinyem did not dare to oppose Nyamakpir, but preferred to keep a low 
profile. But when Nyamakpir began to sell some land belonging to 
Nyawangung to some herders, this chief brought the case before the sub-
prefect and the Sultan. The Sultan looked at the map that I had drawn in 
my PhD thesis and asked Nyamakpir: “Is this little square your tradi-
tional territory, limited by such and such rivers?” He agreed. He was 
then asked why he was living on Nyiyem’s territory and why he wanted, 
on top of this, to sell the land of a third chief who did not have any 
boundary with his own territory? He remained speechless and lost his 
case.45  
 
Although resettlements, migrations, the commodification of 

land, and subjection to the sultans’ and government courts have dis-
turbed the customary division of power and territories, the chal-
lenges continue to be addressed within the old political and territo-
rial order. People still know which territory they “come from”, even 
though they were born and have lived all their lives elsewhere. Liv-
ing on the territory and under the authority of another chief than 
their own does not prevent them from wanting to keep control over 
their territory of origin. Chiefly titles are being revived to keep con-
trol of the territories on which migrants are settling. Territorial 
boundaries are contested by many more actors than before, but local 
strategies to manage conflicts have not changed: generosity and 
magical power to attract followers who must swear allegiance and 
political alliance, coupled with the threat of war and magical pow-
ers to deter competitors.  

                                                
45 I had given one copy of my PhD thesis to the Sultan and to the Centre of 
Kwanja Literature. Although the map in my thesis is very approximate and can-
not be used to solve a boundary problem (unlike the maps made by Jean Hurault, 
which are much more precise and often used to solve territorial conflicts), it could 
be used in this case since the land that was disputed clearly did not touch Nya-
makpir’s traditional boundary but was on the boundary of two other chiefs. 
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Female chiefs 
 
All chiefs can have female counterparts who help them solve con-
flicts, organise rituals, and prevent misfortune. Female chiefs are 
respected like male ones, especially during collective rituals or 
when solving a conflict involving women. Those who have organ-
ised their enthronement ceremony are buried in a sitting position, 
although their skull is not buried in a specific skull cemetery. Fe-
male chiefs have no title as such; they do not inherit the name of the 
original female chief like male chiefs do (see below). When a fe-
male chief dies, it is up to the male chief to appoint a new one if he 
wishes to have the help of a woman and if he knows of a good fe-
male candidate of his lineage (female chiefs are chosen within the 
same lineage as the corresponding male title). Some male chiefs or 
notables appoint several female chiefs (up to three or four), while 
other prefer to appoint none and to rule alone. Given the patri-
virilocal preference for residence, female chiefs may live far from 
their male counterparts, making it more difficult for them to fulfil 
their duties. Male and female chiefs are seen as mirror images, on 
an equal footing, even though the institution of female chiefs and 
notables is not as formal as the corresponding male institution. We 
will find a similar situation when studying rituals, showing how 
female secret rituals are seen as mirror images of male ones, even 
though they seem to be less elaborate. Thus, although female politi-
cal institutions seem to be dependent on and second to male ones, 
they are nevertheless symbolically seen as being on an equal foot-
ing rather than as inferior to male chiefs. This gender duality runs 
through most social activities. 
 
 
Chiefs’ status 
 
Chiefs and dignitaries occupy a very ambiguous position in Kwanja 
society. On the one hand, they are highly respected and are given 
magical means to fight against witchcraft and sorcery. Their eyes 
are “pierced” by medicine, allowing them to see the movements of 
spirits in the village. They are told about all the medicines pos-
sessed by any villager, and any person buying a new medicine must 
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inform the chief about it. A chief or notable must know everything 
about witchcraft and sorcery in order to be able to fight against 
them. On the other hand, chiefs can also use their powers against 
their own people, pursuing their personal interests by killing com-
petitors or people who show them disrespect, or allowing witchcraft 
and sorcery in exchange for bribes. Although this accusation is 
typical of the general suspicion of corruption that characterises all 
positions of power in Cameroon, it also reflects the ambiguity of the 
chiefs’ power, which can both be used for good or for bad. Chiefs 
and dignitaries are often said to be “the heads of witches and sor-
cerers”. As a consequence, they cannot go through the poison or-
deal killing criminals, as they would surely die if they did. They 
cannot even watch the person who drinks the poison, as the poison 
might react to their look and kill an innocent suspect. 

As chiefs know all magical means, and as they are the ones 
regulating these means, people think that chiefs have a feeling of 
impunity, as if they were “above the law”. It is therefore all the 
more important to show them great respect and to avoid any conflict 
with them. For example, no one is supposed to be richer than the 
chief, not just because the chief must hold the highest social position 
in the village, but also because being richer than him would be likely 
to trigger his jealousy and to bring misfortune to one.  

The ambiguous power of the chief is well illustrated by his 
close association with leopards. Like many nocturnal animals (cats, 
owls), leopards are associated with witchcraft and sorcery. They can 
attack and kill humans. Their whiskers are a dreadful poison and 
require careful handling. The leopard is said to be the chief of all 
animals, not because it is strong or clever, but because all animals 
fear it – just as all villagers fear their chiefs. Only a chief can begin 
to skin a dead leopard, sit on its skin, wear a necklace of leopard 
teeth, or smear himself with leopard fat. But the association is not 
just symbolic, it is also physical, as leopards spotted in the region 
are believed to be chiefs using their magic to transform themselves 
into that animal. When a leopard is killed, one expects a chief to 
die. The leopard’s body is treated like the body of a dead chief. No 
woman or child can see the dead body of a leopard, just as they 
cannot see the dead body of a chief or dignitary. When a dead leop-
ard is carried back to the village, people are warned by drums play-
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ing the same rhythm as when the body of a dead chief is being car-
ried to his tomb. When chiefs die, a “leopard” is said to come near 
the village and cry in the bush (see the next chapter). The hunter 
who killed a leopard is treated like a chief, since “he has killed the 
chief”. He is carried by the crowd, given a red feather, can drink 
from the calabash of chiefs and becomes highly respected. 

The symbolic association between chiefs and leopards is 
very strong and tells us something about the nature of a chief’s 
power. Like the leopard, the chief’s temper can be very difficult and 
he might kill without warning. Great care must therefore be taken to 
choose a chief who has a cool temper and to avoid upsetting him. 
Moreover, like the leopard, the chief is associated with murderers. 
He is always suspected of having killed the former chief so as to 
replace him. He is thought to have killed a child of his matrilineage 
to acquire the œuvdèmÕ ù  that allows him to transform himself into a 
leopard. He is expected to kill villagers who do not respect him or 
who compete against him. And he is said to be the head of all 
witches and sorcerers in the village, allowing (or sometimes order-
ing) them to kill their fellow villagers. The strong association with 
the leopard tells us that chiefs are feared rather than loved, although 
as we will see below this is counterbalanced by other associations 
that are more positive. 
 
 
Title inheritance 
 
Patrilineal titles 
 
All titles of chiefs and about half the titles of notables are inherited 
patrilineally. A patrilineal title should normally go to the son of a 
former chief or notable according to his personal qualities (i.e. not 
necessarily the first born). If one chooses the brother of a chief, he 
should have a different mother than his predecessor. A new chief is 
normally chosen by his notable (and vice versa), although one 
might take the wishes of the dead chief into account when choosing 
his successor. Patrilineal titles are believed to be hotly contested 
among pretenders, which gives rise to numerous conflicts and accu-
sations. 
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M was the “brother” of the chief and shared the same paternal grandfa-
ther with him. He was working as a civil servant and came back in the 
village after he retired. When a development project arrived in the area, 
the village decided to build a school. The village had to collect sand, 
stones, gravel, some money and the poles for the roof, and the project 
would then pay for the rest. The population waited for the chief to take 
the lead and organise the collection of material and money, but the chief 
did not do much. M, another retired government servant, the headmaster 
and myself then tried to organise collective work. After a few weeks of 
relative success, the chief accused his brother of wishing to kill him so 
as to replace him as the village head. M declared bitterly that he never 
wished to harm his brother, that he was only working for the develop-
ment of the village and that if this was understood as personal ambition 
he would rather leave the school-building committee – which he imme-
diately did. For one or two weeks, the two brothers avoided one another 
while explaining their respective cases to whoever was listening to them. 
Then, after some time, they started greeting one another again and 
slowly became reconciled. 

 
 This case contains many characteristics of conflicts between 

a chief and his agnates. The pretenders to the throne are often sus-
pected of being jealous and of plotting to kill the chief or notable by 
magical means or poison to inherit his title. The suspicion can turn 
into an accusation if they are too successful or take too many initia-
tives, thus putting their brother in the shade. This is why a living 
chief will avoid declaring publicly whom he wishes to have as a 
successor to avoid the chosen heir being killed by competitors or 
poisoning the present chief so as to replace him as soon as possible. 
This also explains why many pretenders run away as soon as they 
hear about the death of the chief in order to avoid being chosen as 
the heir. Running away protects them both from the sorcery attacks 
of jealous pretenders, and from being suspected of having killed the 
previous chief. Likewise, when a notable gives a red feather to the 
new chief, this person is often expected to refuse and to fight 
against his notable, before accepting the fact that once the feather 
and title have been ritually given, they cannot be taken back. Fi-
nally, whenever a patrilineal chief or notable dies, his successor 
must swear under oath that he did not kill him, which reflects the 
widespread expectation that patrilineal competitors are ready to kill 
to take the throne.  
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When several successive holders of a patrilineal title do not 
live long on the throne, one suspects that sorcery or a curse is at 
work and that someone or something is killing all the title holders. 
To avoid more deaths, one then nominates the son of a chief’s sister 
or daughter. The children of the sisters and daughters of chiefs (i.e. 
their uterine grandchildren and uterine nephews) are “the sons of a 
woman of the patrilineage” and enjoy very strong and trusting rela-
tions with the members of their mother’s patrilineage, characterised 
by light joking relationships. Nominating them has the advantage of 
protecting the new chief from being suspected of having killed the 
former chief and from being attacked by jealous pretenders. It also 
avoids competition for the title between the sons of the deceased, as 
well as the problem of candidates running away or refusing to be-
come the chief. The son of a chief’s sister or daughter has a reputa-
tion for bringing peace in the patrilineage. When he dies, the title is 
not inherited by his son but is again inherited within the patriline-
age.  

The authority of patrilineal chiefs is based on their physical 
and magical powers. The failure to obey dignitaries and chiefs is 
sanctioned by physical and mystical punishment. The obedience to 
the chief is comparable to the unconditional obedience that children 
must show towards their fathers. Just as one’s relationship with 
one’s father is often tense and characterised by authority and obedi-
ence, the relationship between members of the same patrilineage is 
characterised by competition, conflicts (as over the inheritance of 
goods or political titles), jealousy and suspicions of sorcery. Chiefs 
and dignitaries must constantly struggle to reaffirm their authority. 
They dare not talk openly of their succession, since pretenders will 
run away when a chief dies, and the new chief must take an anti-
witchcraft oath. The fact that a patrilineal title should not be inher-
ited by a brother of the same mother reinforces sorcery accusations 
within the patrilineage (and the feeling of protection within the 
matrilineage). Significantly, when conflicts within a patrilineage or 
over a patrilineal title become too serious, one tempers them by in-
troducing matrilineal principles and temporarily conferring the title 
of chief or dignitary on the son of a “princess”, who will be better 
able to bring about peace, following a logic that will be discussed 
below.  
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Matrilineal titles 
 
If all patrilineages have a title and a territory, only some matrilinea-
ges have these prerogatives. Matrilineal titles characterize about a 
quarter of all Kwanja notables (but they can account for more than 
three quarters of the notables in some chiefdoms). The territory con-
trolled by a matrilineage may be quite small, like a forest or a 
length of river, or it can be larger. These territories have been either 
conquered militarily or bought by a matrilineage in exchange for 
one of its female members. Likewise, titles held by a matrilineage 
have either been bought in exchange for a female member or gained 
through a military conquest.  

People have a number of options when choosing their resi-
dence. A Kwanja is usually expected to live in his father’s village 
and can always obtain land through the chief of his patrilineage. But 
those who belong to a matrilineage that controls some land can also 
obtain land through their matrilineal affiliation. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, matrilineage members often try to attract other 
members to live close to one another and use different strategies to 
do so. One can, for example, take a uterine nephew or niece away 
from the latter’s father and have him or her stay among his or her 
matrilineage members. In the past, the father could not oppose such 
action, though he could always take his own uterine nephews and 
nieces to live with him. This is still practised, although on a lesser 
scale than before. Protection from witchcraft and sorcery is another 
important point when choosing residence, since it is seldom prac-
tised against a member of the matrilineage (except against newborn 
babies). Unlike patrilineal dignitaries, matrilineal ones are not 
afraid of declaring publicly who they wish to have as a successor, 
and the pretenders to a matrilineal title do not run away when the 
notable dies. Matrilineal titles are never the object of competition. 

 The power of a matrilineal dignitary and the respect shown 
towards him derives from the mutual obligations found within a 
matrilineage. Members of the same matrilineage are supposed to 
care for one another, their relationships being based on trust, recip-
rocity and solidarity. This reflects the relationships that people have 
with their mother, showing eternal love and recognition for the per-
son who gave them birth. Competition or jealousy between mem-
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bers is banned, and authority within the matrilineage usually builds 
on consensus due to equality among members. 
 
 
Titles for the mcÏùœmcÏì 
 
There are a few titles that are not attached specifically to any patri-
lineage or matrilineage. Such titles can be inherited by someone 
who is not closely related to the former title-holder. They are said to 
be inherited by a mcÏùœmcÏì and can basically be given to any member 
of a patrilineage under the authority of a chief.46 The new notable is 
not chosen according to his relationship to the former title-holder, 
but rather according to his individual qualities. The origin of such 
titles might have been the historical collaboration of different patri-
lineages. If a territory was conquered or a trench dug out by allies, 
the title deriving from such actions would be shared among the dif-
ferent allies. Instead of being inherited by a son of the title-holder, it 
would be passed on to anybody among this group of mcÏùœmcÏì. It 
might also be the case that most titles shared among mcÏùœmcÏì relate 
to a special duty which can then be fulfilled by any subject of the 
chief (such as a war chief, for example), rather than to the control of 
a territory (which is specific to a certain patrilineage). Another pos-
sible origin is when a patrilineage becomes extinct. It is then pre-
ferred to give the title to a mcÏùœmcÏì+ rather than abandon it and, with 
it, control of the territory. For example, at the time of my fieldwork, 
the title of Mabiri, whose line has been extinct for a long time, was 
restored and given to a mcÏùœmcÏì of his extinct patrilineage. It is un-
clear, however, whether the title will continue to be inherited by one 
of Mabiri’s mcÏùœmcÏì or whether it will go to one of his sons.  

                                                
46 For example, Nyambisam is a notable of Nyamgba, from Merka trench. Nyam-
bisam has two other notables, Mumse and Nyakimer, whose titles are not inher-
ited from father to son, but can be given to any member descended from Nyam-
bisam, or also to any members descended from Nyamgba (Nyambissam’s 
mcÏùœmcÏì). 
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Groups and clusters of patrilineages 
 
Kwanja groups 
 
Given the small population of the Kwanja (around 10,000), one might 
expect to find a high degree of cultural homogeneity among them. 
The situation is, however, extremely complex, as one can distinguish 
at least nine Kwanja groups, whose characteristics and geographical 
origins differ widely (see table 1 and fig. 16). The “autochthonous” 
Kwanja are said to be the Nyandung and Nyasunda, although one 
group of Bute origin (the Bung) seems to have established itself in an 
empty territory and can therefore also be seen as autochthonous. The 
Kwanja have integrated “migrants” of Bute origin (Nyamboya, Kem-
bam), Tikar origin (Mbonjanga, Mbonguer, Njonger) and Langa ori-
gin (Twendi, Yeka, Weri). People of Langa origin brought the mas-
querades that were adopted by some of the other Kwanja groups, who 
nevertheless retained specific and distinct rituals. Mbonjanga invented 
the mctæmœfÏùmÏì sticks that purify people who transgress taboos. All in 
all, the Kwanja groups speak three major dialects (Ndung, Sundani, 
Twendi) and had at least three more that today are extinct or dying 
(Bungni, Njangane, Yeni). The Kwanja are thus characterised by a 
high degree of diversity and a complex history of population move-
ment and cultural borrowings. Migrating patrilineages might retain 
their political independence, specific rituals and dialect, or they might 
adopt those of the host groups (who can also adopt cultural traits from 
the migrant groups). Today, people continue to define themselves on 
the basis of these groups, even though the categories described above 
are blurred by intermarriages, the extinction of some dialects and the 
adoption of rituals or masquerades from neighbours.   
 
Alliances of mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q 
 
As we can see, the Kwanja federate a number of very different 
groups, and the integration of these groups into the Nyandung, Nya-
sunda and Bung groups has not always been peaceful. But war led to 
peace and political alliances that were defined as kin-like through the 
mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q relationships (see previous chapter). Despite lacking 
any centralized power, the Kwanja are organized in clusters of patri-
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lineages that make political alliances. Before going further and ana-
lysing Kwanja chiefly history, it might help to summarise who is en-
gaged in these alliances, as they usually reflect historical contacts be-
tween different Kwanja groups. In Table 2, every row stands for a 
group of mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q, while every line within a row stands for 
one patrilineage having its own chief or notable (and dotted lines 
show the uncertainty of some boundaries). The patrilineages within 
the same row are “exo-ritual” in the sense that they rely on their 
mcÏùœmcÏì allies to organise their own rituals.  

As can be seen in Table 2, patrilineages linked by a mcÏùœmcÏì 
relationship often belong to the same group. For example, the 
mcÏùœmcÏì of the Nyasunda are all Nyasunda, and the mcÏùœmcÏì of the 
Twendi are all Twendi. However, some groups are the mcÏùœmcÏì of 
other groups (Nyandung and Ndek-Yi, Bung and Yeka, Nyandung 
and Njanga), which reflects historical alliances. It seems that people 
might sometimes prefer some mcÏùœmcÏì over others to organise their 
rituals, as shown in table 2 by the dotted lines within a row. It should 
be noted, moreover, that the mcÏùœmcÏì take on a different meaning 
when talking about chiefly rituals. The person who nominates a 
new chief is either a fellow chief or his first notable. If it is a fellow 
chief (Nyamboya can be nominated by Kembam, for example), the 
two peers are defined as mcÏùœmcÏì, although their people are not con-
sidered such in the context of commoners’ rituals.  
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Fig. 16: Map summarizing movements of population and results of power struggles
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Kwanja 
groups 

Trenches  
(or geographical origin) 

Chiefs/notables  
or patrilineages 

Nyandung 
Nyandung 

Merka: Ngarie (sub-trench) 
Merka: Faghyi (sub-trench) 

Nyamgba 
Nyambisam  

Nyandung 

Ndek-Yi 

Nyandung 
Nyandung 

Pangari 

(?) 

Ngisam 
(?)  

Nyanjim 

Nyamboya 

Nyiyar 
Nyikum 

Nyasunda  
Nyasunda 
Nyasunda 
Nyasunda 

Kur 
Timbra or Gwamga  
Bangir 
Basara 

Ngom 
Yangogwam 
Nyambece 
Nyagbe 

Nyasunda  
Nyasunda  
Nyasunda 

Camga 
Yonga 
Bapurka 

Nyamban 
Nyaku 
Nyayimber 

Bung 
Bung  
Bung 

Yeka 
Yeka 

Bung 
(?) 
(?) 

Yeka 
Yeka 

Nyamecar 
Kembam (Banda, Nyamban) 
Nyiyab 

Nyawangung  
Mewa 

Weri 
Weri 

Wer 
(?) 

Tiwer  
Titambon 

Twendi 
Twendi 
Twendi 

Sanga 
Camba 
Bang 

Nyafama 
Nyarban 
Nyara 

Nyandung 
Nyandung 
Njanga 

Timbi 
War 
Dungtab (mountain) 

Nyamakper and Nyinyem 
Nyawara 
Njanga 

Tikar of Kfwan 
Tikar of Kfwan 

Mbonger 
Mawang and Singo 

Mbonger 
Njonger 

 
    Table 2: List of chiefs or patrilineages linked by a mcÏùœmcÏì relationship 
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Chiefly history 
 

When someone becomes a chief or dignitary, he does not only in-
herit the title, territory, rights and duties of his ancestors. He also 
becomes one and the same person with his ancestors by inheriting 
their name, social position and personality, and by being buried in 
their collective tomb. Chiefs often talk about historical or mytho-
logical events as if they had happened recently and as if they were 
the ones who had performed them. One says, for example, that 
Chief Wanjang has taken the power of Nyamakpir as if it was 
something that the current Wanjang did some years ago. During my 
interviews, chiefs often identified with their predecessors and talked 
of these events in the first person (“I have taken his power “; “he 
cheated me and forced me to move elsewhere”, etc.). Similarly, one 
uses the present tense to say that Nyamboya is a thief and a mur-
derer or that Nyaku is a frightening warrior who eats his enemies, 
although this refers mainly to past events. 

It took me several months to record all the different local his-
torical traditions about chiefs and notables, and a few years to become 
familiar with all the different names and places. But recording them 
was necessary to understand the historical movements of populations, 
cultural history, ritual and linguistic diversity, as well as political 
structures. Local historical traditions are usually built around a com-
mon narrative. The distribution of power in the present is explained 
with reference to a past in which an autochthonous group (considered 
as having inhabited the area since the origins of time) welcomes a 
“foreigner” from a neighbouring group or area, who challenges the 
authority of the local chief through a number of strategies – tricks, 
generosity, courage, war or magic. He then either wins part or all of 
the power of the chief, or is chased away. In what follows, I have cho-
sen to focus on the narratives relating to only two chiefs, Nyayimber 
and Nyamboya, who created the two largest Kwanja villages (for 
more details of other chiefs, see Gausset 1997a). 
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Nyayimber and the Nyasunda chiefs  
 
The Nyasunda claim to have always lived on their territory and to 
have arrived there by descending from the sky along a liana. The 
liana linked earth to sky until the day the terrestrial wife of a po-
lygamous man who was visiting his other wife in the sky cut the 
liana out of jealousy. Having established themselves on the plateau, 
Nyasunda chiefs were attacked by invaders but were saved by the 
intervention of a foreigner, who ended up usurping their chiefly po-
sition: 
 

A long time ago, before the arrival of the Fulbe, foreigners called the 
Mberba came from the Mambila plateau and installed themselves on the 
territory of Nyamban.47 They were short and their heads were big, so big 
that, if they fell on the ground, they needed help to stand up again. They 
attacked Nyamban and killed children who were working in the fields. 
Nyamban was old and could not defend his people. Nyayimber came 
from Basara and offered his help to Nyamban. He hid and followed the 
Mberba after they attacked Nyamban. He identified their chief and cut 
off his head with his machete during the night. He brought the head back 
to Nyamban, who asked him to stay nearby to protect him against the 
Mberba. Nyamban gave a territory to Nyayimber in Bapurka and gave 
him the right to skin leopards on his own territory. He did not have a title 
yet, and Nyamban called him “xÕìm la«èq”, or “He who discovered the 
Mberba”, which became Mx`xhladq and was transformed into Yimbere 
by colonial administrators. Nyamban was very old, and when he died, 
his people stayed with Nyayimber. The title of Nyamban stopped being 
given to new chiefs.48 

  
Nyayimber also took over the power of Yangogwam, who 

was abandoned by his population because of his stinginess. He was 
old and blind and touched the bones of the game legs that he re-
ceived to make sure that the whole piece was given to him.49 Apart 
                                                
47 The Mberba used to make big furrows to cultivate, and some informants iden-
tify them with the Mambila of Sonkolong 
48 The title of Nyamban was again given to a new chief in 1995, after a very long 
interruption. I heard similar stories telling how Nyayimber saved Yangogwam 
from the Mberba and then took away his right to skin leopards. 
49 Yangogwam then cursed his descendants, saying that no one should inherit his 
title after his death. For a long time his title was not given to anyone, but the 
curse was lifted recently when descendants of Yagogwam sacrificed a small buf-
falo. 
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from Nyamban and Yangogwam, Nyayimber also took the power of 
Ngom, another Nyasunda chief.  
 

Nyayimber used to be the dignitary of Ngom and used to carry the bag con-
taining all the “things of the chiefdom” (buffalo tail, leopard’s teeth, and so 
on). He became jealous and started plotting to seize Ngom’s power. Once, 
he used his œuvdèmÕù to transform himself into an eagle and steal the buffalo 
tail with cowrie shells that Ngom had forgotten on his doorstep. Another 
day, when villagers were working collectively in Ngom’s field, Yimbere 
invited him to go to the river to bathe. Ngom did not want to go, but Nyay-
imber insisted so much that he finally agreed. It was the dry season and the 
level of water was low, but Nyayimber used his œuvdèmÕù magic to provoke 
a flood. He kept Ngom under the water, threatening to drown him until 
Ngom agreed to give him his power. Since then, Nyayimber can skin a 
leopard, but Ngom can no longer do so.50 
The last Nyasunda chief to hand his power over to Nyayimber was Nyaku, 
a Nyasunda chief who had conquered a territory in the plain and pushed the 
Tikar of Bankim further south. As in many other accounts, one finds the 
stereotype of power being held by a chief who does not deserve it, so it is 
taken away by a generous foreigner. 
Nyaku used to be a chief who could skin leopards. He was an important 
chief and a fierce warrior who succeeded in chasing away the Tikar from 
Bankim, with the help of his notables Mewa (a Yeka) and Nyakong (a 
Twendi) as well as Ngom.51 Nyaku was married to a wife who was very 
stingy. Although people brought the back leg of cloven-hoofed animals to 
him, his wife wanted to keep everything for herself and refused to prepare 
food when important guests arrived in the village. Since this was very em-
barrassing, Nyaku preferred to give up his power and responsibilities to 
Nyayimber. Since then, Nyaku does not skin leopards anymore.  

 
 
Nyamboya and the Nyandung chiefs 
 
The Nyandung are the most important group of Kwanja and have 
had many chiefs who could skin leopards (Nyiyar, Nyanjim, Nyi-
yab, Nyamakper/Nyawara, Nyamgba and Nyangvwa). When 
Nyamboya migrated into the area, he took part of the power of Nyi-

                                                
50 One finds the same story explaining how Nyawara seized power from Nyamak-
per. But Nyawara failed to win Nyamakper’s population, and the title was not passed 
down. 
51 The original trench of Kimi (Bankim) is now found on the territory of Nyaku. 
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yab, Nyiyar and Nyanjim, in a series of complex events which have 
been reconstructed here from different interviews: 
 

Nyamboya comes from a Bute area across the Mbam river, and has the 
same origin as Kembam and Nyagum. He was chased away from that 
area because he used witchcraft to kill people. After he crossed the 
Mbam river, he first installed himself next to the Mengapsim mountain, 
on the territory of Nyiyab. When Nyiyab met Nyamboya, he asked him 
where he had come from. But Nyamboya did not want to disclose his 
origin and claimed to have come from a lake. Nyiyab accused him of ly-
ing and chased him away. Nyamboya arrived on the territory of Nyikum. 
Nyikum saw smoke coming from that area and sent people to see what 
was there. When the scouts arrived they greeted Nyamboya several 
times, but Nyamboya refused to answer the greetings. Nymboya’s wife 
explained to the visitors that they had to clap their hands when greeting 
him, in the same way as one greets a chief. When they did so, Nyam-
boya answered their greetings. Nyamboya had a necklace of leopard 
teeth and the kúndóm, the specific haircut of chiefs. The scouts went 
back and told Nyikum that Nyamboya must be an important chief. Nyi-
kum then asked Nyiyar what he should do, and Nyiyar asked him to in-
stall Nyamboya in “œv` èqxÕù” (in the fields), to stay under the granaries 
of Nyiyar.52 Nyamboya dug a small trench around the granaries because 
a chief cannot stay in the bush without a trench. At that time he still did 
not have a title, and the chiefs of the region agreed to give him one. 
They chose to call him “mxÕùf«èmx`œ”, meaning “I came when the sun 
(nyaœ( was there”, i.e. at noon. This emphasised that the chief was a mi-
grant who had come after the other chiefs had already been established. 
Later on, this name became Nyamboya. At that time, Nyamboya was 
staying on the other side of the Mayo Darle river (because two chiefs 
must be separated by a river) and had to send the leg of cloven-hoofed 
animals to Nyikum. But Nyamboya provoked river floods with his 
œuvdèmÕù magic each time someone had to cross the river to bring the leg 
to Nyikum. This killed several people, and Nyikum then allowed Nyam-
boya to keep the legs of the animals killed on his territory.53 When war 
came, Nyikum asked Nyamboya to help him dig a trench to fortify his 
village. Nyikum was old and died. Nyiyar said that he would nominate 
the new chief after the war, but this took a while, and Nyikum dignitar-
ies (such as Nyiben and Nyigangbar) followed Nyamboya instead. Since 
Nyamboya killed anyone who did not show him respect, he came to be 

                                                
52 Other versions tell that Nyamboya decided to stay under the granaries himself, 
or that it was Nyiyar himself (and not Nyikum) who found Nyamboya.  
53 One informant said that Nyikum gained the right to keep the legs of cloven-
hoofed animals from Nyiyar by using the same trick of creating floods which 
killed those who crossed the river to bring the tribute to Nyiyar. 
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referred to as “mc«è«è x`æ” (“respect the other side”, i.e. the people on the 
other side of the river), which became Ndek-Yi. 
Nyamboya left and arrived at Nyiyar’s place. There, he told everyone 
that he had powerful hunting magic, which he would give to any hunter 
who agreed to give him the back leg of all cloven-hoofed animals that 
were killed, this being a chief’s prerogative. Instead of eating these legs, 
Nyamboya smoked them and stored them. He then organised a big feast 
with a lot of beer and meat for everyone. Everybody was happy and 
started saying that he was a better chief than Nyiyar. Nyiyar felt threat-
ened and asked him to go to the plain to watch over his dignitaries living 
there.  
On his way to the plain, Nyamboya stopped in Pangari village and hid 
under the granaries of Nyanjim. When anyone passed by, he did not an-
swer their greetings unless the person concerned clapped in his hands. 
When Nyanjim heard of this, he brought Nyamboya before him and 
asked him who he was. Nyamboya said that he was a big chief who had 
come out of a lake, and Nyanjim invited him to sleep in his own house 
instead of under his granaries. Nyanjim gave him a mat to sleep on, but 
Nyamboya wanted a leopard skin which was hanging on the wall. Nyan-
jim did not like this skin because it was smelly and going rotten, so he 
gave it to Nyamboya. The following day, Nyamboya declared that he 
had slept very well on the leopard skin. Some time later Nyanjim died, 
and all those who inherited his title died without lasting long on the 
throne. A diviner noticed that they died because Nyanjim had given the 
leopard skin to Nyamboya. In the old days, if one gave something to 
someone, it was definitive and one could not take it back. Nyamboya 
was killing the Nyanjim chiefs because they continued to take leopard 
skins, although they had given that prerogative to him. This is how 
Nyanjim lost the right to take the skin of leopards and how Nyamboya 
won it. Nyanjim then decided to get rid of Nyamboya by asking him to 
go in the plain to watch over his dignitaries living there (Nyalen, 
Nyakek, Masu, Mbondung, Mbotim, Mbonam, Nyambojom), and he 
stayed in Wungjung, the forest of Nyambojom. To this day, if someone 
transgresses a chiefly taboo in Nyamboya (eating a python, skinning a 
leopard without the chief’s permission, sleeping with one of the chief’s 
wives), it is Nyanjim who comes to repair the transgression. 

 
 
Chiefly narratives 
 
The historical tradition concerning Nyamboya nicely summarises the 
different narrative figures that we have already seen with the Nya-
sunda. First, the chief must be generous and provide abundance. A 
recurrent criterion for judging a chief’s generosity is his distribution 
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of food and meat. Stingy chiefs who do not prepare food for guests, 
do not provide enough meat for their followers or are too strict when 
enforcing the obligation to be given the back leg of cloven-hoofed 
game are considered stingy. They risk losing their power over great 
magicians securing an abundance of game and/or great hunters dis-
tributing a profusion of meat to villagers.54  

Secondly, the chief must be strong; he must be a great hunter, 
warrior or magician. Weak chiefs (Nyamban, Yangogwam) give their 
powers over to strong ones or are abandoned by their followers. A 
chief’s magic can be used for good and provide success, for example 
at war (Nyayimber) or in hunting (Nyamboya). But it can also be used 
to harm people when it furthers their interests. One stereotypical story 
describes how a chief uses his œuvd èmÕ ù magic to drown a competitor 
until he gives up his power.55 Another common narrative refers to 
chiefs creating floods to kill those who bring the back leg of cloven-
hoofed game to the chief so that the chief feels compelled to give up a 
part of his territory, and the game that lives on it, to the new notable.56 
Njonger (a Tikar of Kfwan) is famous in the region because he won a 
magical tournament over the Tikar chiefs of Bankim, Bandam and 
Batikong. As a result, he can no longer look at them face to face, a 
taboo that is still strictly enforced today. 

Thirdly, the chief is a trickster. If he is smart enough, he can 
steal someone else’s power, or uncover those who wish to steal his 
power and send them elsewhere. If he is not smart, he loses part of his 
power or part of his territory. A common trick is to refrain from an-
swering anyone who does not greet like a chief (by clapping hands), 
in order to be treated like an equal and being conferred automatically 
the status of a chief.57 Another trick is to ask for a leopard skin as a 

                                                
54 I heard such narratives being told for the following chiefs (challenger/challenged): 
Nyamboya/Nyiyar, Nyambissam/Nyamgba, Yangogwam/Ngom, Nyayim-
ber/Yangogwam, Nyayimber/Nyaku (and Nyamboya/Nyanjim, according to one 
doubtful informant). 
55 I heard this for the following chiefs (winner/loser): Nyayimber/Ngom, Yangog-
wam/Ngom, Nyawara/Nyamakper (or Nyawangung/Twama, according to one 
doubtful informant). 
56 I heard about this strategy being used by Nyikum/Nyiyar, Nyamboya/Nyikum, 
Nyambessam/Nyiyar.  
57 I heard this used by Nyamboya/Nyikum, Nyamboya/Nyanjim, Kembam/Nyangiar 
(or Nyiyab/Kembam; see further below). 
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mat, thus obtaining the right to skin leopards (the most important cri-
terion distinguishing chiefs from notables), as in the case of Nyam-
boya/Nyanjim (see also the discussion on Nyamecar/Nyatunji below). 
Creating floods to kill those who bring the back leg of game to other 
chiefs might also be seen as a trick, which also has several variants. 
For example, it is said that Nyambece let the back legs of cloven-
hoofed game become rotten on purpose before bringing them to his 
chief Ngom. One day, Ngom became exasperated and threw a rotten 
leg in Nyambece’s face, thus giving him the right to keep the legs of 
that animal and losing this right for himself. There is also the case of 
Wanjang, who challenged Nyamakper in a competition regarding 
who would be the most successful in growing millet. Some say that 
Wanjang won through his magic, others that he won through trick-
ery by giving boiled (i.e. sterile) seeds to his competitor. 

Many of these characteristics overlap. For example, generosity 
goes together with being a great hunter and having good hunting 
magic. A trickster is often a criminal who is jealous of others and kills 
to gain power. Securing abundance through magical means also re-
lates to sacred chiefship, which is common in the region (Adler 1979; 
1982; Fowler 1993; Meek 1931; 1969; 1971). 

As we can see, the way power is taken by one chief from an-
other follows the outline of a few narratives, in which chiefs are pre-
sented either as generous, able to provide security and abundance, or 
as tricksters, magicians and murderers. These narratives are still used 
today to understand local political conflicts.  
 

Before dying, the chief of one Kwanja village designated one of his sons to 
succeed him. But this son was working in Bankim and refused the post, 
saying that he had a big brother who could take it. His big brother was then 
nominated, but he did not remain long on the throne before dying. The son 
was then chosen again, but refused once more. He went into hiding in 
Yaounde for two months. The mayor sent a radio message asking him to 
come back, which he did, although he still refused the post. Someone else 
was nominated but did not remain more than two years on the throne before 
dying. The son then finally accepted the post. The day the cortege of offi-
cial cars arrived in the village, with the sub-prefect, the mayor, and differ-
ent Kwanja chiefs, they discovered that another chief had already been 
nominated in the village. Nyinjang, the notable responsible for the nomina-
tion, had preferred a local candidate (who happened to be his maternal un-
cle) to the son of the former chief, who had grown up in town and twice re-
fused the position. The new chief refused to step down and sent the official 
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cortege back to Bankim. Later on, a rumour spread that he had been sleep-
ing with the wife of the former chief (i.e. the wife of his big brother, a jok-
ing partner) and that he did not bring him the back leg of cloven-hoofed 
animals (two of the strictest chiefly taboos). 

 
In this account, the accusation of lèse-majesté is very serious 

and rests on the assumption that the culprit wished to become chief, 
i.e. that he killed the old chief in order to take his place, a scenario 
that is commonly expected of new chiefs and is well in line with for-
mer narratives of power seizure. Because of these events and rumours, 
the new chief is not taken seriously outside his own village. He was 
publicly mocked and humiliated by a Kwanja theatrical group in a 
well-attended development meeting, for example. Yet paradoxically 
this contributes to his legitimacy, since historical narratives present 
many Kwanja chiefs as illegitimate people who stole someone else’s 
power through murder, magic and trickery. 

These narratives are also used to understand regional and na-
tional politics. The picture of the generous purveyor of meat or wealth 
is found in the historical traditions of many neighbouring groups 
(Adler 1979; 1982; Fowler 1993: 255; Muller 2001), including those 
describing the arrival of the Fulbe, who are said to have gained the 
support of the local population by slaughtering many cattle and dis-
tributing the meat. Modern political campaigns in which candidates 
distribute gifts to win the votes of the people can be seen as just an-
other avatar of Kwanja chiefly generosity, referred to as the “politics 
of the belly” (Bayart 1993). The Kwanja rely on their political narra-
tives to analyse the rumours of trickery and magical means through 
which competitors within the same party intrigue to climb up the hier-
archy and be selected as the party’s candidates during elections.  

Moreover, while these narratives are used to explain and le-
gitimate existing political hierarchies, one can also try to manipulate 
them to challenge these hierarchies, as can be seen in the following 
example: 
 

One Sunday morning, Nyatunji (a dignitary from a neighbouring village) 
visits me at home, and insists on being interviewed. He claims to have 
very important things to reveal to me. He is so pressing and serious that I 
decide to record the interview on tape in order to be sure not to miss any 
important information. When I start recording, he tells me the story of 
his ancestor. “A long time ago, Nyatunji was a leopard chief. Nyamecar 
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visited him and stayed for the night, sleeping on a leopard skin. The day 
after, Nyamecar claimed that since Nyatunji had given him the leopard 
skin, he would always keep it, and from that day on, hunters would have 
to bring the skin of all the leopards they killed to Nyamecar instead of 
Nyatunji”. Once his brief story is finished, the old man loses all interest 
in the interview, and it is impossible to get him to talk about any other 
topic. The interview ends, leaving me puzzled because the old man’s 
story does not seem that important to me, and is moreover in direct con-
tradiction with what I had heard before. Nobody had told me that 
Nyatunji had been a leopard chief or that Nyamecar had won his power 
from Nyatunji. None of the many informants I asked later had heard of 
this story, and all claimed that it was not true.  

 
I have other examples of single informants telling me narra-

tives that were contradicted by everything I had heard before.58 When 
cross-checking with informants who had my confidence, this was 
deemed to be untrue and either grounded in ignorance or (more likely) 
motivated by a hidden political agenda. The scenario was always the 
same: one informant uses stereotypical narratives but reverses the 
commonly accepted hierarchies between chiefs, presenting today’s 
notables as former chiefs who had lost their power. Although this 
does not challenge the present hierarchies as such, it nevertheless sup-
poses that these dignitaries could claim a higher fate on historical 
grounds. These stories were told to me in private interviews, and the 
informants who told them would probably not have dared to tell them 
in public. It is one thing to try and manipulate hierarchies with a for-
eign anthropologist who does not know them, but it is an entirely dif-
ferent matter to tell these stories in front of a chief who is defined as 
superior and will never tolerate suddenly being represented as having 
been subordinated to his notable in the past. These narratives are 
taken very seriously, as they determine local political hierarchies and 
control over territories. 

Interestingly, the integration of people of Langa origin 
(Yeka, Twendi, Weri) into the Kwanja region is not associated with 

                                                
58 For example, I heard from one informant that Nyiyab had obtained the status of a 
notable by tricking Kembam into greeting him by clapping his hands, although most 
informants told me that it was Kembam who had taken the power from Nyiyab. I 
also heard that Nyawangung stole Twama’s power by drowning him in a flood with 
his œuvdèmÕù magic, while everybody else told me that Twama had never been a leop-
ard chief. 
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the narratives described above, even when the newcomers acquired 
territories and political titles in the process. Their arrival is always 
described in general terms, saying who made war against whom be-
fore making an alliance. This specificity could reflect their recent 
arrival in Kwanja territory following slave raids, as compared to 
other Kwanja stories predating the arrival of the Fulbe in the region. 
Or it could reflect another political culture (presumably Mambila) 
legitimising power in other terms than by reference to generosity, 
magic, murders and tricks. Matrilineal notables are also uncon-
cerned by such narratives: their power has been acquired either 
through regular wars or through the purchase of a title or territory in 
exchange for a female member of the matrilineage.  

Finally, the narrative structure of chiefly historical accounts 
is used to give meaning to a variety of political strategies in a vari-
ety of contexts, including the arrival of the Fulbe (who tricked the 
Kwanja by providing them with meat) or the “belly politics” of 
electoral dynamics (Bayart 1993). These narratives might even ap-
ply to national and international politics. Biya, for example, is be-
lieved to have tricked Ahidjo, making him believe that he was sick 
and about to die in order to take his place. Ahidjo, in his turn, is 
said to have tricked Nigeria in a complicated naval episode to take 
control over the Bakassi area. When politicians succeed in gaining 
the power, this is seen as the result of their quick-wittiness. Their 
power might be illegitimate, but in a way this illegitimacy is the 
very characteristics that legitimates them, since it conforms to local 
expectations of jealousy and competition among “brothers”. Just as 
sacred chiefs are held responsible for the welfare or misfortunes of 
their subjects, so President Biya is held personally responsible for 
the Nyos natural disaster of 1986 by a rumour claiming that the 
1700 or so victims did not die because of the discharge of poison-
ous gas from the volcanic lake, but because the President allowed 
his French or American allies to try out a secret weapon on the local 
population. Finally, the reluctance of President Biya (one of the 
oldest and longest-serving presidents) to name a successor is locally 
understood as a typical strategy to protect himself against the possi-
ble impatience of the heir and/or to protect the heir from the jeal-
ousy and witchcraft of competitors.  
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Ethnogenesis 
 
Anthropologists often explain ethnogenesis (or linguistic and cultural 
diversity) by using the model of the “phylogenetic tree” (see fig. 17). 
New groups, cultures and languages are seen as the result of kernels 
detaching themselves from a community, establishing a new chief-
dom, growing in isolation from the original group, and slowly drifting 
apart from the original group until they acquire distinct (although 
closely related) homogenous characteristics. This is the dominant 
model used in linguistics to explain how dialects drift away to create 
new languages, as can be seen in fig. 17. 
 

 
 
Fig. 17: Philogenetic linguistic tree situating the Kwanja languages.59  
 

This model mirrors that of evolutionary biology and of genetic 
drift based on mutation and selection. It is commonly applied to cul-
tural history and ethnogenesis as well, and it is striking, for example, 
to see that many ethnic maps in Cameroon or in Africa are, in fact, 
linguistic maps, as if socio-cultural distinctiveness could only exist 
along linguistic lines. The model of the phylogenetic tree therefore 
                                                
59 This model was kindly communicated to me by Sascha Griffiths, whom I thank 
for his help. More detail about the Mambiloid language tree can be found in Con-
nell (2001). 
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tends to reproduce the old model of tribe defined as a linguistically, 
politically, culturally, geographically, and genealogically homogenous 
unit (we will come back to this point in the last chapter). As a first 
approximation, this model seems to fit with local history when it 
claims, for example, that the Bamoun or the Banso come from the Ti-
kar, who themselves come from the Mbum (Jeffreys 1964; McCul-
logh 1954; Chilver and Kaberry 1971). It is also the model preferred 
by local historians when writing about the origin of the different so-
cio-cultural groups in Adamawa (see, for example, Mohammadou 
1986; 1990; 1991).  

The problem with this model is that it is unable to conceptual-
ise the integration of migrants, the merging of groups, ritual syncre-
tism or the creolization of culture and language. The local historical 
accounts of the Kwanja are not about heroes leaving their homeland 
and founding a new chiefdom on their own, but rather of migrants 
meeting a group of autochthones and merging with them to a certain 
extent and along different trajectories. The phylogenetic tree is ill-
suited to accounting for such dynamics. 

Instead of seeing ethnogenesis as the result of fission and drift, 
Kopytoff (1987) has developed a model that sees it as the result of 
mixing and fusion. The focus is no longer on cultural centres that irra-
diate offshoots, but rather on the no man’s land at the frontier of es-
tablished kingdoms that attract different marginals or adventurers 
(like a “magnet attracting scrap”) who mix and create a new society 
(ibid.: 5-6). Kopytoff predicts that authority in these groups is likely 
to be based on autochtony, the first-comers holding the dominant po-
sitions (ibid.: 16). However, the group being small, it welcomes for-
eigners and integrates them by giving them the positions of dignitaries 
or a fictive and hierarchical relationship of kinship (ibid.: 49-52). In-
stead of the model being based on the isolated, internal and independ-
ent change of a homogenous group, it is based on the syncretic merg-
ing of differences to create something new. 

This “magnet” model seems well suited to accounting for 
Kwanja history and cultural diversity. Although it is difficult to see 
the Kwanja region as a real “no man’s land”, since every parcel of 
land is under the authority of a chief, there are (and were) large tracts 
of land empty of people and difficult to control. Moreover, there were 
no centralised power structures (no paramount chiefs). The Kwanja 



 
Ethnogenesis 

 
123 

region seems to have been a magnet attracting different kinds of for-
eigners: Langa or Mambila from the west, Tikar from the south and 
east, Bute from the east or north, Wawa from the north.60 On the other 
hand, few Kwanja are said to have migrated and integrated into 
neighbouring groups, except maybe Nyakong, who is head of a vil-
lage mainly inhabited by Tikar, or a group of Kwanja who is said to 
have followed Bare invaders up to Bali (Mohammadou 1990; 1991; 
Chilver 1964: 10-11; Fardon 1988).  

The Kwanja region does look like a melting pot, or rather sev-
eral melting pots. What people describe as “Kwanja masks”, for ex-
ample, have been brought by migrants from the Langa area. Some 
have kept their own dialects (Twendi), others lost them (Yeka, Weri). 
The wooden  stick whose powder is used to cool anger and purify 
transgressions (another “Kwanja cultural trait”) is the monopoly of 
Wanjang, a chief of Tikar origin. The most important chiefs today 
(Nyamboya and Yimbere) are said to be of Bute origin. Yet, despite 
the great cultural diversity found among the Kwanja, most of them 
seem to share the same kinship system, possibly because of the many 
intermarriages that have occurred across the various groups. The re-
sult of these “melting pots” scenarios is a great mosaic in which one 
can hardly find two villages having the same combination of dialect, 
rituals, identities and geographical origin. 
 This diversity is also found at the regional level when com-
paring ethnic groups, raising the question of whether the “melting 
pot” model applies here as well. The “Tikar problem” constitutes a 
case in point. Several Grassfields societies claim to originate with the 
Tikar (Jeffreys 1964; McCullogh 1954), which is well in line with the 
philogenetic tree model. This claim has been questioned first on the 
basis of the small number of “Tikar” in the strict sense when com-
pared to the high number of those claiming to derive from them, and 
secondly on the basis of the great cultural, political and linguistic dif-
ferences between the Tikar and their “offshoots” (Chilver and Ka-
berry 1971; Fowler and Zeitlyn 1996). It has been suggested that this 
claim is political rather than historical in nature. “High status groups 
have historical links with Bankim. We are a high status group, there-
fore we have historical links with Bankim” (Fowler and Zeitlyn 1996:

                                                
60 Bom, a notable of Kembam, is said to have a Wawa origin. 
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13). The “high status” or the fascination that they exert on their 
neighbours could be linked to their image of the “model tribe”, having 
a homogeneity that is hardly found in the Grassfields (ibid.: 15). Zeit-
lyn (1994: 41) has even argued that the Kwanja and Mambila are 
among those who have been fascinated by the Tikar and that they 
have adopted their model of chiefship (they have the same royal ani-
mals, and their words for “chief” are similar), although the Kwanja do 
not claim to be of Tikar origin61 and have successfully conquered 
some Tikar territory. One might therefore wonder why they would be 
fascinated by a population that they have dominated.62 Moreover, if 
the Kwanja chiefs are somehow sacralised, like Tikar chiefs, the sac-
ralisation is not pushed very far and does not have the classic attrib-
utes of sacred kingship.63  

                                                
61 Except for the chief of Mbonjanga, or the Tikar of Kfwan.  
62 The Tikar are the result of a fusion between Tumu autochthonous populations 
and Mbum migrants (Price 1979; Hagege 1969; Mohammadou 1990). They used to 
control the part of the plain that is today inhabited by the Kwanja. The remains of 
the first fortified village of Bankim (“Kimi”) can still be found close to the Kwanja 
village of Yimbere. The j è̀œlaÏì trees found in front of the chiefs’ palaces in 
Bankim and the former Bandam are said to have been planted by the Kwanja to 
mark the new boundary after their territorial conquest. Several informants (includ-
ing Tikar) told me that it was to contain the Kwanja that the Tumu called on the 
Mbum for help (see Hagege 1969: 17). Together, they pushed the Kwanja back 
further north up to Kongi. According to a local historian (Nyedjim, n.d.), this hap-
pened under the reign of Nguiwa, between 1753 and 1813, which supports the ar-
gument that the Kwanja conquered the plain before the arrival of the Fulbe. 
63 Sacred chiefs transgress some of the most important taboos of the society, prac-
ticing incest, cannibalism and/or murder. They thus become “sacred monsters” at 
the intersection between nature and culture, which allows them to tame natural 
powers for the benefit of society. But in case of natural catastrophe, or when they 
become sick or old, chiefs become scapegoats who must be sacrificed in order to 
re-establish the cosmological balance (see Heusch 1987; 1990). These character-
istics of sacred kingship are, for example, found among the neighbouring Tikar, 
Jukun, Mundang and Wawa (Adler 1979; 1982; Gausset 1995; Meek 1931; 1969; 
1971). The Kwanja chiefs may be said to be sacralized in that they are responsi-
ble for the health, wealth, abundance and peace in the village, or because of the 
respect that they enjoy, the taboo that surrounds using of their calabash or stool, 
the ritual treatment of their dead bodies and skulls, their symbolic association 
with leopards, the fact that they can take any young girl as a wife without paying 
matrimonial compensation, etc. But none of my informants knows of ritual can-
nibalism, incest, or the killing of chiefs among the Kwanja, even though a few of 
them are aware that this is practised among some of their neighbours. 
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Instead of postulating a “fascination for the Tikar” to explain 
why Grassfield societies claim to come from them while remaining 
culturally very different, one could solve the Tikar problem by adopt-
ing Kopytoff’s model. The claim to a historical connection might then 
be partly true, though only for chiefly lineages. Small groups of Tikar 
might have migrated into neighbouring communities, taking over 
power, but adopting the language, rituals, kinship structure and art of 
the host group, or creating something new by merging with them. A 
fascination for the Tikar might still have developed in parallel to this 
process, but one should be careful not to look for such a fascination 
where it does not exist or to equate the history of a whole group with 
that of its chiefs.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Chiefly histories are constructed along the lines of stereotypical nar-
ratives, but nevertheless they tell us something about who moved 
where and who gained power over which group. These narratives 
seem immensely important to the Kwanja with whom I worked, 
much more important than a Western audience would believe. Al-
though it was not my primary interest, it was the single most impor-
tant issue that my Kwanja collaborators wanted me to understand 
properly. I therefore had to spend much time trying to grasp the 
oral-historical details of each patrilineage. 

 Interestingly, the Kwanja are currently in a phase of the “re-
invention of tradition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1984), as they re-
vive past titles that have disappeared for generations, in order to 
regain chiefly control over vast areas of the plateau that are being 
colonized by agricultural and pastoral migrants. The new chiefs are 
placed within hierarchies framed by existing narratives, and their 
nomination creates new conflicts in accordance with a traditional 
dynamics of struggles to control territorial resources and popula-
tions. This plays an important role in the cultural revitalization that 
is currently under way among the Kwanja and that is also found in 
other aspects than the political sphere (we will come back to this 
point in other chapters). 
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 Power is constructed differently, according to whether it is 
patrilineally or matrilineally based. Patrilineal titles are character-
ized by conflicts, competition and jealousies (like relations between 
half brothers of the same father but different mothers), and by 
power being based on violence, fear and trickery, but also on an ab-
solute (almost sacred) respect and obedience, thus reproducing the 
relationships that people have with their father. Matrilineal titles are 
characterized by the consensus, solidarity and collaboration found 
within matrilineages, and are thus extensions of the relationships 
that children have with their mothers. Modern politics, as well as 
national or global events, are themselves perceived and understood 
by the Kwanja in accordance with traditional politics and thus 
mainly with a patrilineal dynamics of power. 

 All this, of course, is my own construction of Kwanja poli-
tics. It is my judgement that sees stereotypical narratives where 
Kwanja informants see historical events, and that recognizes some 
historical validity to such narratives where other scholars would see 
none. This conclusion came progressively, by engaging with infor-
mants and chiefs. I became personally concerned by conflicts be-
tween chiefs and their brothers (some of whom were close friends), 
or by power struggles between neighbouring chiefs that brought a 
development project to a standstill because the chiefs controlling 
the sand or the wood that should have been used to construct a 
school had not given their approval. Last but not least, my thesis 
itself became an object of political struggle, and I had to confront 
attempts to manipulate the results of my research. All this was in-
strumental in my understanding of local politics.  



 
  

CHAPTER 4 
 

RITUALS 
 

 
Rituals were, together with the oral history of the Kwanja chief-
doms, something that my assistants placed a great deal of emphasis 
on, encouraging me to witness all the ceremonies of the different 
groups of Kwanja. It took me years to acquire an overview of 
Kwanja rituals and to understand how they characterised different 
groups or patrilineages. The result shows, once more, that the 
Kwanja are not homogenous but are an aggregate of different 
groups with their own particular ceremonies. And yet, behind the 
diversity of ritual practices, one finds a few charateristics common 
to all Kwanja groups and to all rituals. This will lead to a discussion 
of the specificity and typicality of Kwanja rituals and of how a set 
of common structures can produce widely different formal outco-
mes. 
 
 
Different ritual scales 
 
To begin with, it should be said that most Kwanja rituals are either 
rituals for the dead or rites of passage, although the divide between 
the two should not be considered strictly, as rites of passages often 
imply some form of communication with ancestors, and as death is 
also a passage. There is a gradation in the different rituals that are 
practised, which will constitute the basis of our analysis. At the lo-
wer level, rituals are practiced individually. Someone organises a 
small sacrifice on his or her parents’ tomb, or to celebrate the birth 
of a child, the circumcision of a boy, a wedding or a funeral. These 
rituals are common as everybody organises them according to cir-
cumstances. During the months following the harvest, hardly a day 
passes by without an “individual” ritual being organised by someo-
ne in one of the Kwanja villages.  

At a higher level, rituals are organised collectively by the 
patrilineage, whether ancestor cults or funerary rites. Although in 
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theory such rites should be organised every other year (during male 
years64), they are rarer and may be organised only once in a decade, 
or less. They require the collaboration of the entire patrilineage and 
imply the attendance of neighbouring villages. The funerary rituals 
of some patrilineages are based on masquerades, the carved masks 
representing the spirits of the dead and of the ancestors. Collective 
ancestor cults used to imply the ritual washing of the dead chiefs’ 
skulls. Some of the collective ancestor cults also involve the use of 
auditory masks (bevelled reeds that distort the voices of the singers) 
representing the ancestors. 

Finally, chiefly rituals are found at the highest level. They 
are the rarest and largest festivals to be organised. Chiefly rituals 
assume the model of funerary rituals, as they draw a parallel bet-
ween the mourning of the dead chief and the enthronement of the 
new one. They imply the organisation of a collective ancestor cult 
that ritually treats the skull of the last chief and places it together 
with the skulls of the former chiefs. Twin rituals are seen as equiva-
lent to chiefly rituals, but they are more common and much smaller. 

In what follows, I will describe, on the basis of my own ob-
servations, examples of a birth ritual, ancestor cult, funeral and 
enthronement. I will then argue that all these rituals use the same 
symbolism and are structured in the same way, despite having for-
mal differences and being at different scales.  

                                                
64 The calendar is divided into “male years”, starting in the March of even years 
end ending in the February of uneven years, and “female years”, starting in the 
March of uneven years and ending in the February of even years. It is during 
male years that a certain kind of flying biannual termite (a local delicacy) 
swarms. Male years are said to receive more rain than female years and to be 
characterised by intense œuvdèmÕù activities. 
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Birth rituals  
 

A child is born in the village. It is a boy. Like most Kwanja children, he is 
born at home. The child and his mother are secluded inside the house until 
the umbilical cord falls off. Since it is a boy, his umbilical cord falls on the 
third day following the birth (it would have taken four days for a girl). The 
umbilical cord is buried under a banana tree or on the muddy bank of a 
river by a member of the child’s matrilineage in order to keep it fresh and 
cold, so that the body of the child remains in that healthy state. Before the 
mother and child go out of the house, a midwife presents the mother with 
the end of a spear. The mother touches it twice, then seizes it at the third at-
tempt and steps out of the house. If the baby had been a girl, the midwife 
would have presented a stick to prepare couscous, and the mother would 
have seized it at the fourth attempt to step out of the house. When the 
mother steps out of the house, a b«q of the child (i.e. of his father) lets wa-
ter run down the roof so that it sprinkles on the mother (see fig. 18). The 
mother then sits down surrounded by all the women present. She holds her 
baby wrapped in clothes. She then pretends to uncover her baby twice, ac-
tually doing it at the third attempt (the fourth for a girl). The uncovering of 
the baby is acclaimed joyfully by all the women present, especially by the 
members of the baby’s matrilineage. The midwife then drinks some palm 
wine and spits it in the face of the mother, while she holds her face in her 
hands, first in a “closed manner” (palms turned towards the face), then in 
an “open manner” (palms turned outwards). She puts a mix of oil palm and 
redwood powder on the child’s joints (knees, shoulders, ankles, etc.). While 
the guests eat cola nuts and drink palm wine, those who wish to do so go to 
the mother. They hold their hands against their faces while the mother 
sweaps mfuv æ̀lÏì leaves across their hands, first in a “closed manner” and 
then in an “open manner”. The mother then cuts three pieces of mfuv æ̀lÏì 
leaves and let them fall from their forehead. If two or three of the three 
pieces fall in an “open manner” (smooth face upward), it means that the 
person is at peace and will be lucky. The person picks the three leaves up 
with an arrow and puts them on the roof. He or she then takes a piece of 
charcoal and presents it to the mother, who seizes the other end, breaks it 
and throws it as quickly as possible at the person, who tries to do the same 
on the mother. The person who is quickest is supposed to find luck during 
the coming year. Someone attaches a necklace and/or a belt (made of any 
type of rope) to the baby, which he will keep until he walks, in order to pro-
tect him against hereditary witches. The parents cannot have any sexual in-
tercourse until the child walks and is already strong, otherwise they will 
prevent the child from growing normally.  
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Fig. 18: Mother and her newborn baby leaving their house for the first time 

 
The birth of a child is one of the most frequent and simplest 

rituals. Yet it contains all the ingredients and principles found in 
other, more complex rituals – seclusion, symbolic elements, b«q and 
mcÏùœmcÏì as masters of ceremony, communication with the ancestors 
(in this case, in the form of divination), a danger of inversion re-
quiring blessings, the following of taboos, or wearing protective 
devices.65 As in all other Kwanja rituals, there are many small 
                                                
65 Weddings and circumcisions used to rely on the same structure and symbols as the 
other rituals described here. Today, however, they are no longer the object of impor-
tant rituals. Circumcisions are done individually instead of collectively. Traditional 
weddings are no longer practised: a couple just moves together in a new house with-
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variations according to sub-group or patrilineage.66 As we will see 
below, all these aspects are found in other Kwanja rituals and can 
therefore be said to constitute their essence. 

 
 
Ancestor cults  
 
The rÿèsÕì usually refers to the sacrifice that everybody should make 
every year or every other year at the tomb of their parents to ask for 
their ancestors’ blessings.67 After the harvest, hardly a week can pass 
in a village without someone organising a rÿèsÕì and inviting the whole 
village to drink some maize beer (see fig. 19). The organisers brew 
beer and clear the tomb of the dead parent in whose name the rÿèsÕì is 
being organised.  
 

A b«q of the deceased filters the beer, using her left hand three times before 
using her right hand, and spreads redwood paste on the legs of those who 
have organised the rÿèsÕì and on the legs of the mcÏùœmcÏì. The mcÏùœmcÏì brings 
two ceramic pots with him smeared with redwood paste, one containing 
normal maize beer, the other one containing unfiltered maize beer. The 

                                                                                                           
out ceremony, although they might invite neighbours for a night of dancing to mod-
ern music. 
66 To give just a few examples, if the child originates from the Langa area (Yeka, 
Weri, Tweendi), the umbilical cord is put close to a place where a certain type of 
ant lives. If the ants take the umbilical cord into their hole, it is a sign that the 
child will live long. In the past, when a Yeka baby was born, all the fires used to 
be extinguished in the village, and a new fire was made by rubbing two pieces of 
wood together. When the child of a man from Merka is born, the mother and fa-
ther are not allowed to eat any food prepared on a fire until the day the umbilical 
cord falls. They can only eat bananas, papayas, fresh potatoes or manioc, etc. 
When the umbilical cord falls down and the mother leaves the house, the parents 
go to a crossroads and are presented with couscous on a rough raffia mat and 
sauce made of jn èqÏìftæqÏì liana in a broken pot. They kneel down and take the food 
with their mouths, without touching it with their hands. They take a piece of 
couscous, dip it in the sauce, and throw it to their right. They repeat this, throw-
ing it to their left. Then they do it again to their right. If the child is a girl, they do 
it a fourth time and throw it to the left again.  
67 One can choose to honour people on the father’s side, the mother’s side, or 
both. When the rÿ èsÕì is carried out in the name of many individuals, it is organised 
at a crossroads instead of a specific cemetery, and the matrilineage of each dead 
person is informed, so that it can participate in the rÿ èsÕì and give some maize to be 
brewed for the sacrifice and the feast.  
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mcÏùœmcÏì first pours some unfiltered beer on to the tomb with his left hand 
and spills some “cold” (i.e. unsalted and without chili) mi` èœmcÏì or crushed 
dried and spicy leaves on the tomb. He talks to the dead, asking for bless-
ings: “As we do not forget you and give you beer, you should not forget us 
either and you should give us good luck in the fields, when hunting, when 
giving birth, and with anything that we try”. The mcÏùœmcÏì then distributes 
the filtered beer and “hot” dried leaves of mi` èœmcÏì with salt and chili to the 
people present. He opens a local cola nut (smaller and more bitter than im-
ported cola nuts) and drops them from his chest on to the ground to see 
how they fall. If most of them stand in an “open manner” (inner side up-
ward), it means that the deceased person is satisfied with the sacrifice and 
this is a good omen. If they fall in a “closed manner”, it means that the an-
cestor is not satisfied because his descendants have waited for too long be-
fore remembering him or her. The mcÏùœmcÏì then talks again, giving ex-
cuses, and asking for forgiveness and reconciliation, before throwing the 
cola nuts again and reading whether the ancestors have accepted the ex-
cuses and sent their blessings. People come back home, taking great care 
not to step on the foot of anyone else. In the afternoon, or the next morning, 
the whole village and all one’s relatives in neighbouring villages are invited 
to drink maize beer, then to dance. It is a b«q who starts the singing and 
dancing.  
 

 
Fig. 19: Gathering of villagers to drink maize beer during a rÿèsÕì  
 

RÿèsÕ ì can also be organised by chiefs, usually when there is a 
major problem in a village, such as a drought or an epidemic. Such 
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sacrifices are larger than those organised by individuals. They are 
carried our on the tomb of the dead chiefs’ skulls. The tomb is 
cleaned, beer is poured, and a mcÏùœmcÏì of the chief asks for bless-
ings. Such chiefly rÿèsÕ ì used to imply washing the dead chiefs’ 
skulls with palm wine and smearing them with redwood powder. 
Due to skull thieves,68 skulls are today kept buried. 

In some patrilineages, collective or chiefly rÿ èsÕ ì are accom-
panied by mc— è—èaÏì (or mi æ̀q è̀œaÏì), the bevelled reeds mentioned ear-
lier that distort the voices of the people singing in them, made up 
into auditory masks that are said to represent the voice of the ances-
tors. They may also be produced at the end of a mourning period or 
an enthronement ceremony. The following describes an mc—è— èaÏì 
ceremony organised by Nyagbe in February 1995, which followed a 
rÿèsÕ ì and a sòò (ritual wrestling; see below). 
 

After rehearsing the songs in sÏìaj` è, the men come into the village and sing 
songs through bevelled reeds, asking for blessings, scolding villagers who 
have misbehaved, and insulting female genitals (“It has a mouth, red heavy 
lips; it has an eye that is long and black like a flute, it smells, it is filled with 
lice”, etc.). Women cannot see the mc—è—èaÏì because they are made to be-
lieve that they are the spirits of the ancestors. The next morning, men go 
into the bush and dig a small hole to “kill the mc—è—èaÏì”. Each piece of bev-
elled bamboo is cut in two lengthwise, starting with the “mother of the 
mc—è—èaÏì”, which has some decorative incisions and is called kfwììrì. The 
chief puts half of the split mc—è—èaÏì down the hole, then puts the other halfs 
on his forehead and drops them. If most of the pieces drop in an “open 
manner” (inner side upward), it is a good omen. If they fall in a “closed 
manner” (outer side outward), it is a bad omen. The chief buries all the 
mc—è—èaÏì and closes the hole, asks for ancestors’ blessings, and pours some 
palm wine over the hole. He then takes some of the mud, mixes it with 
earthworm cast and smears some of it on the chest of all participants. The 
participants go back to sÏìaj` è to extinguish the fire with maize beer, then 
smear some of the muddy ashes on each calabash, pan or plate that has 
been used, so that they can be used again. 

 
Mc—è— èaÏì should be seen as part of larger rituals (rÿèsÕì, en-

thronement cedremonies) that build on the same elements as those

                                                
68 The theft of skulls seems to have been widespread in the past. There is a pho-
tograph of five skull thieves arrested in 1974 in Bankim and holding in their 
hands the skulls they had stolen in Beemster (1990: 47). 
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found in other Kwanja rituals, such as taboos, symbolism, the lead-
ership of b«q and mcÏùœmcÏì, ritual inversions, divination and com-
munication with spirits.  
 
 
Death rituals 
 
The most elaborate Kwanja rituals centre around death. Individual 
funerary rituals consist of three different steps: the burial, the in-
heritance and the end of the mourning period. The end of the 
mourning period is sometimes organised collectively and may in-
volve masquerades. 
 
Individual mourning rituals 
 

The dead are buried with the head pointing towards the north. Men are 
buried on their left hand, looking in the direction of the east. Women, on 
the contrary, lie on their right hand looking in the direction of the west. 
When coming back from the burial, people should avoid stepping on any-
one else’s foot. 
The death and burial of an adult is followed by three or four days of 
general mourning. It is forbidden to make any noise in the village 
(dance, sing, shout, fight, etc.). People do not go to their fields. Before 
the burial, the widower and his first-born, or each widow and their first-
born, provide a chicken. An mcÏùœmcÏì waves the chickens three times 
above a male corpse (a b«q waves the chickens four times over a female 
corpse). The spouses’ chickens are given to the matrilineage of the de-
ceased,  while the chickens provided by the children are given to the 
mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q of the deceased. These chickens are kept and will be 
given back with couscous on the day the mourning necklaces are cut. 
Those who want to show their compassion (close friends, kin, members 
of the matrilineage, some mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q) shave their heads and wear a 
rope made of the bark of a banana tree. If the deceased was a man, the 
widow stays inside her house for three days (four for a widower), always 
in the company of a b«q  or mcÏùœmcÏì of the deceased, including when 
they go outside to the toilet.  
On the third day (the fourth for a widower), in the early morning, the ash 
and dirt of the house are swept up. The widows and all those who had 
worn a rope go to the river to wash.69 The b«q  takes the widow by the 

                                                
69 If the deceased is from the Ngissam trench or from Timbra, a b«q of the dead 
builds an arch with sisongo herbs, takes the widow by her hand, and makes her 
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hand, pretends to make her sit three times in the river and makes her sit 
at the fourth attempt. She then teaches her how to wash again (some-
thing which she could not do for three days). All those who had worn a 
rope of banana bark wash in the river. The b«q of the dead cuts their 
rope and buries them in the mud of the river. The widow(er) is given a 
white or black cloth, which must be worn until the end of the mourning 
period. While guests are given food and drink by the matrilineage of the 
dead, the widow sits on a mat and has her head shaved by the b«q of the 
deceased (widowers are shaved by an mcÏùœmcÏì of the dead). The hair 
cannot touch the ground; it is kept in a leaf of taro which will later be 
buried in the mud by the b«q of the deceased under the supervision of 
the matrilineage of the widow(er). When the widow is shaved, the b«q of 
the deceased attaches a rope to her neck, made out of the bark of the 
j è̀œlaÏì  tree. She then teaches her three times how to cut grass with a 
machete, which the widow does herself at the fourth attempt. In the same 
manner, she teaches her how to use a hoe, a cooking stick, a harvesting 
basket, and how to put shoes on (all things which have been forbidden to 
her until now). Widowers, for their part, must re-learn how to cut the 
grass, how to use a hoe, a spear or a trap, how to put shoes on, etc.  

 
After it is all over, widows and widower still have taboos to 

follow: they cannot sit on someone else’s chair or drink from some-
one else’s calabash. They cannot mix with people in a public gather-
ing (if they want to buy beer in a pub, they send a child to do it for 
them). They cannot dance or run, and should refrain from going fast 
(on a motorcycle or in a car, for example). They are not supposed to 
talk out loud, joke, wear jewels, wash clothes (although today it is al-
lowed), or cut or braid their hair. A widow cannot have sex. A wid-
ower can sleep with his other wives if he is a polygamist but cannot 
remarry.  

A few months after the death, the matrilineage and the chil-
dren of the deceased meet to organise a r`shf è̀ (a word derived from 
the Fulfulde sadaka) and share the inheritance. The matrilineage of 
the decesed makes maize beer and invites everybody to attend the fes-
tivities, which last for one day. The next morning, the properties to be 
inherited are collected in the yard. A b«q of the deceased uses her left 
hand and kvøèqÕù leaves to sprinkle wáràn maize beer (a very light beer 
diluted with water) on the property and in the house to be inherited. 
The mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q in charge of the ritual is allowed to take one ob-
                                                                                                           
pass three times under the arch (four times for a widower). The arch is then bur-
ied in the mud by members of the widow’s matrilineage. 
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ject that belonged to the dead before the rest is inherited by the heirs 
and the matrilineage. They take a personal and valuable object, such 
as the deceased’s spear, knife, bow, hunting bag, cloth or hat for a 
mcÏùœmcÏì or her cloth, knife, cooking pot or basket for a b«q. A mem-
ber of the matrilineage of the deceased then divides the inheritance 
among the children and the matrilineage. 

The mourning period ends after the mourning necklace 
(j` è̀q` j è̀œlaÏì(  is cut, which frees widows and widowers of all 
taboos. The matrilineage of the deceased, of his/her widow(er), and 
of the b«q or mcÏùœmcÏì in charge of the ceremony, collaborate to 
prepare a large quantity of maize beer and food. The night when the 
beer is fermented, a rÿèsÕ ì is organized on the tomb of the deceased 
or at a crossroads, and the dance begins. In the morning, all the 
people who were mourning the deceased go to the river to be ritu-
ally purified.  
 

A b«q of the deceased washes the widows at the third attempt (a mcÏùœmcÏì 
washes the widowers at the fourth attempt). The matrilineages of the 
widows and widowers give them new colourful clothes at the third or 
fourth attempt. The b«q or mcÏùœmcÏì then spit palm wine in the faces of 
those who have mourned and who hold their hands against their faces, 
first in a closed manner, then in an open manner (see fig. 20). 
Widow(er)s are smeared with redwood powder mixed with palm oil, and 
given couscous and chicken by the b«q+ which they begin to eat at the 
third or fourth attempt. People come back to the village, and the mcÏùœmcÏì 
of the deceased start the dance. If the deceased was a man, his widow 
must pass a test to see whether they have respected the mourning period. 
The b«q of the deceased place themselves in two rows with thirty metres 
between them. The widow is placed between two b«q of the husband, 
and all three run from one row of b«q to the other. The widow then 
“claps” the hands of the b«q facing her, and they shake their feet (see fig. 
21), whereby she re-learns how to run. If the widow falls down at that 
moment, it is a sign that she has spoilt the mourning period by trans-
gressing the taboos.70 People dance until the beer is finished (up to three 
days and nights). 
 

                                                
70 A similar test consists in taking the beard of the deceased and keeping it in a 
reed until the j è̀œlaÏì is cut. The beard is then taken and thrown into a calabash 
of palm wine. If the beard sinks (or if it has disappeared from the grass), it is a 
sign that the widow has not mourned seriously. If it floats, there is no problem. 
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Fig. 20: b«q of a deceased spitting palm wine on a man who is coming out of the 
mourning period 
 

In theory, widow(er)s should be freed from mourning after 
one or two years, during the dry season of a male year. All widows 
and widowers of the same patrilineage should be freed together, in a 
large collective ritual (described below). But today, the mourning 
period has been shortened to a few months, and the mourning neck-
lace is cut individually during the r`shf è̀ (the mourning ends at the 
same time as the inheritance is shared). The collective rituals are 
organised more irregularly, either to celebrate the deaths that have 
happened since the last ceremony was organised (even though most 
mourning has already ended years before) or, in some cases, to ac-
company an enthronement ceremony. 
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Fig. 21: Widows coming out of their mourning period and re-learning to run  
 
Collective death rituals 
 
Most Kwanja except the Ndek-Yi organise some sort of collective 
ritual to end the funerals of their dead. These rituals vary according 
to sub-group and patrilineage (see Table 3). In many places, during 
the night following the death, the r`shf è̀ and the cutting of the 
j è̀œlaÏì of an important person, an “animal” (mxd èd èlÕ ì) comes to cry 
in the village. This “animal” is said to be a leopard held by the tail 
and crying for the dead. It is in fact a friction drum. A man smears 
his hands with a slimy solution consisting of water mixed with jnèqÀ 
ftæqÏì liana, and rubs a piece of etæenqÏù reed against the skin of a 
drum, thus producing shreeking sound. 

Some groups of Kwanja organize a sòò during the night pre-
ceding the cutting of the j è̀œlaÏì of an important person or of a col-
lective death ritual, or (as well as during an enthronement or a 
mc—è—èaÏì  ceremony). The sòò of men consists in a ritual wrestling 
match that no woman can see. 

 
When people arrive in sÏìaj` è (the place of the ritual), they take their shoes 
and clothes off, remaining bare chested. They make a big fire and dance 
around it. The person who starts singing holds a branch of the mambúrù 
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tree in his left hand (holding it with the right hand would make him impo-
tent) and must ask forgiveness three times before singing. Someone else 
holds a œfuv` èq` è (the stick of notables which is made of interwoven buf-
falo straps) in his right hand. When he dances, he presents the œfuv` èq` è to 
the people present. Anybody can seize it with the right hand and pull it 
violently or trip up the adversary to make him let go of it. Some partici-
pants can also wrestle with their bare hands, trying to make his adversary 
fall down and thus immobilise him. They sometimes find themselves in po-
sitions that are sexually suggestive, and insist on this aspect by humorously 
imitating coitus, or saying that the defeated man “is like the wife” of the 
winner. Everything happens in a macho atmosphere, but in a good mood. It 
is forbidden to bear grudges on the basis of anything that happens during 
the sòò, lest one should fall seriously ill. Even if someone is injured, no-
body can complain: “Even if you kill your brother, you won’t be prosecuted 
tomorrow”. Before going back to the village, someone “kills the sòò”. The 
master of ceremonies throws the “fighting” stick in the bush while every-
body shouts “waaarh” with disgust, waving it away. The master of ceremo-
nies collects some earthworm casts, mixes them with maize beer, and puts 
some of the mixture on the navel and Adam’s apple of all the participants. 
Then he girds all participants with the branch used to sing the sòò and lifts 
each participant three times facing him, then three times facing away. Peo-
ple come back, avoiding stepping on the foot of the person in front. 

 
The sòò of women takes place during female years and con-

sists in singing licentious songs at night, possibly performed naked 
(according to some informants). Women go around the village be-
hind a woman holding a torch and sing obscene songs describing 
male genitals (“It has an eye, two eggs, a beard”, etc.) or a sexual 
relationship (“It is as hard as a stick, it is painful when it enters, but 
we like it too much; we cannot sleep without having made love”, 
etc.).71 The men cannot witness the sòò of women (except for chiefs 
and the fathers of twins) for fear of becoming sterile.  

Finally, some patrilineages organise masquerades that were 
introduced by people of Langa origin (Yeka, Twendi, Weri), and 
have been adopted by some of their neighbours. These masquerades 
vary according to the lineage (see Table 4). What follows describes 
a Yeka masquerade organised by Mewa in January 1995. 

 
The festival starts between 5 and 7 pm. Three masks leave sÏìaj` è and walk 
very fast towards the old village, accompanied by male villagers. These are 

                                                
71 Mambila women have a similar ritual, in which they mimic coitus with obscene 
gestures (Zeitlyn 1994: 120). 
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“white masks” (røèqaÏì v«æqÏì) because they are anonymous and have no 
loincloth covering them and no wooden carving. Participants clean the old 
cemetery, and the notable directing the ceremony (a mcÏùœmcÏì of the organ-
iser) talks to the ancestors and asks for their blessings while pouring palm 
wine on the tombs and on the masks. The chief organising the masquerade 
then addresses the ancestors: “Please listen to my prayer and give us many 
boys because girls give birth in neighbouring villages and come back to 
wage war against us. So and so [he names some of the dead in whose name 
the masquerade is being organised], I ask peace from you. You died and left 
many children, but your daughters went elsewhere. If there is a war, your 
daughter’s children will fight against us. Everything we do in this cemetery, 
it is you who showed it to us. We are following in your footsteps, so please 
don’t abandon us. As it has been a while since we visited you, we have re-
membered you and we came to clean your cemetery so that you don’t live 
in grass and so that you give us peace, and so that the hot air passes above 
us and the cool air goes on us”. He then spits some palm wine on to the 
tomb. The organiser, the master of ceremonies, and some elders then blow 
whistles (made of bevelled reeds) and shout: “Oh Ooooh, Oh! Our enne-
mies said that we were finished, but here are so and so (they name a few 
members of the patrilineage present). We are like ants; we die in the morn-
ing and are reborn in the evening. My children, go and ambush our ene-
mies and catch them as we catch our chickens”. The master of ceremonies 
then takes three leaves of mfuv æ̀lÏì, puts them on the forehead of those 
who come in front of him, and drop them to see whether two or more fall in 
an “open way” (smooth side upward). People come back to the village and 
avoid stepping on the foot of the person in front. 
 

  
 Fig. 22 and 23: S`æmÏìlj—æ—æsÏì (whipping mask with leaves only) 
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The next day, several S`æmÏìlj—æ—æsÏì (whipping masks with no wooden carv-
ing or loincloth, see fig. 22-23) start scouring the village from the early 
morning. They whip everybody on their way with the veins of palm leaves. 
Children are terrified. Women run away because they know that the masks 
are especially chasing them. The masks also have a stick with which to 
touch the food (taro, potatoes, manioc) or chicken they want to confiscate. 
Two male assistants follow each mask, take the confiscated food and 
chicken, and try to soothe the mood of their mask and repair what it de-
stroys. After a few hours, everybody seeks refuge at home, inside the pal-
ace or in the fields, except people from the organising patrilineage, who are 
preparing the beer in a courtyard. When a whipping mask arrives, he is 
given some of what is being prepared (first the maize paste, then the grilled 
one, then the paste mixed with yeast, and finally the fermenting beer). The 
village looks dead until people come back in the evening, after the masks 
have gone back to sÏìaj` è to roast and eat their daily booty. This continues 
the following day. 
 

 
 Fig. 24: Masks (røèqaÏì) of the Yeka 
 

On the third day, the whipping masks come in the morning, but leave the 
village in the early afternoon, just before the røèqaÏì enter it. They do not 
take the same path, since the two kinds of mask should avoid one another. 
As soon as the rø èqaÏì enter the village, people come out of their houses to 
welcome joyfully the masks that represent the spirits of their lost parents 
(see fig. 24 for Yeka masks). Each mask wears a loincloth and a personal 
object of the dead person (necklace, watch) given by his or her matriline-
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age, and a wooden carving (an abstract figure for commoners, a chiefly 
mask for a male or female notable or their spouses). They are led by a mask 
called røèqaÏì av æ̀qaÏì+ which has a long piece of bamboo to which feathers 
are attached (see fig. 25).  
 

 
Fig. 25: RøèqaÏì av æ̀qaÏì, leading the other masks  
 

On the fourth day, the masks come again in the afternoon and visit different 
notables or the houses of the deceased persons, throwing some kvøèqÕù herbs 
inside each house visited. Each mask should dance briefly on the tomb of 
the dead it is representing. A stone is placed on the edge of the tomb, which 
the mask touches with its left foot to make it fall down. On the fifth day, the 
j è̀œlaÏì of recent widows and widowers who have not yet been liberated 
are cut. After cutting the j è̀œlaÏì, a race is organised. The widow is given a 
head start of ten or twenty metres and runs home as fast as she can, without 
looking back (she cannot see the mask of her late husband). She is chased 
by the mask of her husband holding the spear or machete of the dead man. 
If the widow stumbles and falls down or if the mask is able to cut the 
shadow of the widow with the machete, it is a sign that she has not re-
spected the mourning taboos and that she might soon die. Before the masks 
go back for good, the widow is blinded by a piece of cloth or a basket and 
meets the mask of her dead husband on the road for a last farewell.  
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 Fig. 26: M`aÏì j`q`aÏì: “couscous on bags” ending masquerades 

 
The following day, dancing continues in the morning, this time with wid-
ows and widowers. In the afternoon, the “couscous of the bags” (m`aÏì 
j`q`aÏì) is prepared (see fig. 26). People dance briefly with the chickens 
that will be eaten, to which S æ̀j`œmf æ̀ fruits are attached. A fire is made in 
the road, and the chickens are cooked on a broken pot, with a piece of 
bamboo as a spoon. The gizzard is split and cooked with the chicken’s beak 
inserted in it. The couscous is put on a “bag” made of woven palms, repre-
senting a coffin. Men bring the coffin of couscous to a crossroads that the 
masks have passed by. The carved masks are lined up and oiled with palm 
oil while men are eating. Someone then “kills the iÏìla` è”: the organiser 
takes the utensils used to prepare the food and throws them over his shoul-
der while everybody shouts “waaah”, waving them away. In the past, the 
elders would eat some small shrimps, fish and birds during this meal. Peo-
ple who had eaten this could no longer consume them in daily life, but only 
at the end of a masquerade. 

 
The masquerade described above is characteristic of the Yeka and is 
one of the most elaborate among the Kwanja. Three other groups of 
Kwanja organise masquerades to end funerals, the main events of 
which are summarised in Table 4 below. When it comes to formal 
differences between carved masks, the masquerades of the Twendi 
do not have any whipping masks or white mask, just the masks rep-
resenting the chief and the spirits of the recent dead. The wooden 
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carvings are similar to those of the Yeka, but they have another type 
of mask for the spirits of female commoners (the abstractly carved 
masks are just for male commoners), see fig. 27. The Weri masks 
are almost similar to those of the Yeka, but have only one white 
mask coming out between the whipping masks and the masks of the 
dead, wearing an abstract wooden carving to which is attached a 
long piece of bamboo with feathers (it is a Rø èqaÏì av æ̀qaÏì). When 
the Bung organise a masquerade, only one chiefly mask comes out. 
Finally, for Nyaku, there are no whipping or white masks, just one 
leaf mask (without wooden carvings) for each spirit of the recent 
dead, plus one mask for the chief (with the same carvings as the 
chiefly masks of other groups). These masks are called S`æla è̀œa è̀; 
they have a white skullcap consisting of a sticky maize flour paste. 
The widows can dance with the mask representing their late hus-
band. The masquerade ends when the masks suddenly run back into 
the bush, and everybody throws seeds at them (maize, groundnuts, 
small taros, etc.) in order to have success in farming the coming 
year if their seed touches a mask.  

 

 
Fig. 27: Masks (røèqaÏì) of the Twendi 
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Fig. 28: Masks (røèqaÏì) of the Weri 
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Enthronement ceremonies 
 
Chiefly enthronements consist of three ceremonies that parallel the 
three steps of mourning rituals for commoners. A chief’s acclamation, 
s««qh and a ¿̀mÏì correspond to the first days of mourning, the r`shf` è 
and the j è̀œlaÏì that follow the mourning of a dead. 

In the past, when the chief died, his death was kept secret for 
a few days, until the notables had chosen the new chief. The new 
candidate had to circle the body of the dead chief three times and 
swear that it was not him who had killed the chief, and calling a 
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deadly curse down upon himself if he lied. After the new chief had 
been chosen and nominated, the death of the former chief was made 
public, allowing people to start beating the drums with the rhythm 
of war and making the “animal” cry. The body of the dead chief 
cannot go through the door but has to come out of the house 
through a window or a hole made in the back wall (or, today, 
through the back door). Commoners, especially women, should not 
see the dead body of the chief. The chief is buried in a sitting positi-
on, dressed in white, in the collective tomb of all his predecessors. 
The tomb is oriented along a north-south axis, with the opening on the 
western side. The chief faces east, and his head is supported by a for-
ked piece of wood, so that his head falls in the direction of west, in an 
“open” manner. If his head were to fall towards the east, it would 
bring a curse down on the villagers. When coming back to the village, 
those who have buried the chief cannot step on the feet of those in 
front of them. Once the new chief has been chosen, he is secluded in a 
small straw hut, where he is given a temporary mourning necklace, 
belt, bracelets and anklets to mourn the dead chief. His notables, 
neighbouring chiefs and mcÏùœmcÏì chiefs come to “pierce his eyes” 
with medicines (allowing him to see spirits) and teach him all the 
“secrets of the chiefdom” (who owns or practises what type of witch-
craft and black magic, etc.). Once he comes out of the hut, he is given 
a bag containing some regalia (buffalo tail with cowries, bracelets, 
etc. See fig. 15 and 30). In the past, the new chief and his female 
notables used to mourn the dead chief, just like widow(er)s, until the 
a ¿̀mÏì ceremony. Today, the mourning ropes are only worn for one 
day, then cut, kept in a safe place, and worn again during the s««qh 
and the a ¿̀mÏì that officially end the mourning period of the chief and 
his female notables.  

The s««qh is normally organised a few months after the burial. 
It corresponds to the r`shf è̀ and transfers power from the first notable 
(acting as regent) to the chief. The chief is made to sit on his throne or 
on the leopard skin, and is given all his regalia and the mctæmœfÏùmÏì 
(the wooden stick whose powder ends a fight or transgression likely 
to bring a curse). It is normally during the s««qh that the skull of the 
dead chief is transferred to the collective tomb for skulls. The a ¿̀mÏì 
ends the chief’s mourning and frees him of all restrictions. Today, the 
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s««qh and the a ¿̀mÏì are usually organised together (if at all), which 
varies according to the patrilineage (see Table 5).  
 
 Mc—è—èaÏì 

`mc Mi`æ,
q` èœaÏì 

MxdèdèlÕì 
(“animal”) 
 

Rn èn è - 
wrestling 
and licen-
tious 
songs 

Chiefly 
l`rj  
 

MxdèdèlÕì, 
jÏùaÕìÕ ìaÏì 
(whistle) and 
lddmxd èdèœfÕù 
(rhombus) for 
parents of 
twins 

Nyandung X X X X X 
Nyasunda X X X X X 
Twendi X X X X X 
Yeka   X X X 
Weri   X X X 
Bung   X X X 
Njanga     X 
Ndek-Yi     X 
 
Table 5: Special rituals practised by the different Kwanja groups during a a`¿mÏì 
(enthronement ceremony) 

 
The following example took place in January 1995 for the 

enthronment of Nyinyem (a notable of Nyawara). 
 

One week before the ritual starts, the animal (friction drum) starts crying in 
the environs of the village. Three days before the enthronement, the notable 
is secluded in a straw hut with b«èqjÏìaÏì lianas worn as necklace, belt, brace-
lets, anklets, and slung over both shoulders. He remains bare-chested. The 
notable is very well fed; he must refrain from any sexual relations. His fel-
low notables and the members of his matrilineage do not leave him alone 
but accompany him even when he needs to go out to relieve himself. No 
villagers can see him, and he is not supposed to see the sun.  
The day before he comes out of his seclusion, one chiefly mask (røèqaÏì) 
comes into the village. The mask represents the spirit of the dead notable. 
Later, during the night, the notable comes out of his hut and washes in the 
river. Someone who has already organised a a ¿̀mÏì (whether a chief, a nota-
ble or a father of twins) cuts all the lianas he is wearing as a necklace or 
bracelets, and a member of his matrilineage buries them in the mud of the 
river. The master of ceremonies leads the chief three times under a sisongo 
arch planted in the river, which the chief must not touch. The notable then 
sits in the water at the third attempt, and the father of twins pours water 
over his back. The notable’s assistant collects the water in his hands and 
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drinks it. The notable is then offered new clothes by his matrilineage, and 
he is smeared with redwood powder mixed with red oil. The matrilineage 
gives a chicken or some money to the master of ceremonies for cutting the 
rope. People then beat drums and walk slowly to the village. The chief is 
closely surrounded by men holding a mat above his head. The group of 
people turns three times around the stone throne, then make the chief sit 
there. After this, women come out of their houses and greet the notable joy-
fully. While most people start dancing in the village, a group of men goes 
out of the village and starts a sòò in sÏìaj` è (the place of the ritual). In the 
morning, neighbouring chiefs and notables start arriving. Villagers hide all 
their chickens inside their houses, as they know that people can steal them 
with impunity during the ritual. When many people are gathered, the 
s æ̀r è̀œm è̀aÏì (war dance) begins.  

 
Once a chief has completed the a ¿̀mÏì, he is now fully re-

spected. His subjects are supposed to show him great respect (remain-
ing silent while he drinks, kneeling down when talking to him, etc.), 
and he can be buried in a sitted position. Some say that if a chief dies 
without organising his a ¿̀mÏì, his spirit cannot find rest in the trench 
and is doomed to wander endlessly on earth. Despite this saying, few 
of the current Kwanja chiefs have organised a a ¿̀mÏì, partly because of 
the cost of the ceremony. 

 

 
 Fig. 29: Parents of twins undergoing ritual washing, while a mcÏùœmcÏì passes three 
times under an arch in the river with a twin in his arms. 
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 The parents of twins are considered to be like chiefs. When 
the twins are weaned, their parents organise a a ¿̀mÏì that is, in many 
ways, similar to the one described above for the chief (“animal”, 
seclusion, war dances, purification, passage under an arch in the 
river – see fig. 29). No carved mask comes out, but there are three 
acoustic masks: the animal, the jÏùaÕ ìÕ ìaÏì (reed whistles imitating the 
crying of twin babies, some of them being blown in water) and the 
“mother of twins” (a rhombus said to be the mother comforting the 
crying twins). Parents of twins can wear red feathers and drink from 
the calabash of chiefs, but cannot sit on a throne or be buried seated. 
 
 
Common characteristics of Kwanja rituals 
 
Behind the great diversity of ritual practises, one finds a few prin-
ciples, always the same (relating to kinship, symbolism, communi-
cation with the hereafter, and people’s identity), that run through all 
Kwanja rituals and characterise them, regardless of their scale or 
frequency.  
 
 
Kinship 
 
The ritual practices that each person undergoes are determined by 
his or her patrilineage.72 When undergoing or organising a ritual, 
people can count on the help of the members of their matrilineage, 
who will provide most of the food and drink required and will take 
precautions to protect the health of their members. For example, 
they are present when b«q or mcÏùœmcÏì attach or cut the mourning 
necklace, when they bury it in the mud, when they shave the head 
of a widow(er) and bury the hair in the mud of a river. The matri-
lineage is the first social body to benefit from a ritual, the first to 
cry or rejoice, according to the context. All rituals are directed by a 
master of ceremonies who cannot belong to the patrilineage organ-

                                                
72 In some cases, it may be determined by the patrilineage of the spouse. I have, 
for example, seen a Twendi masquerade include a mask for the dead wife of a 
Twendi, even when the widower had already gone through the death rituals or-
ganised by the deceased wife’s patrilineage. 
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ising the ritual, but must come from one of its allied patrilineages. 
Nothing can take place without a b«q or a mcÏùœmcÏì. It is they who 
attach mourning ropes, cut them, sacrifice chicken to ancestors, lead 
the sòò, organise masquerades, etc. Thus, rituals only exist because 
of the collaboration of all the most important social groups. One 
could therefore say that religious practices reinforce the social co-
hesion of lineages and society (Durkheim 1912). But one should go 
a step further and describe the different roles played by the social 
groups which have conflicting interests. For example, when the 
head of a patrilineage asks for the blessings of ancestors during a 
ritual, he specifically asks for “many boys, because girls marry 
elsewhere and their children come back to make war against us”. 
Although matrilineages are the basis of social solidarity, they con-
stitute a threat to patrilineages and patrilocal residence.73 

 The different ritual roles played by matrilineages and patri-
lineages are well captured by a myth explaining the origin of 
masquerades. 
 

Two sons of a chief were half-brothers by different mothers. They went 
hunting, and their dog chased after a palmist rat, which hid in a large bur-
row or cave. The two brothers pursued the rat into its hole but lost it. When 
they tried to come out, they found that the way out was blocked by a big 
rock that had fallen down behind them. The dogs had stayed out of the 
hole. They barked, and villagers found them there. They tried to move the 
rock but failed. The brothers were trapped and had to be fed from outside. 
The little sister of one brother fed him by putting food directly into his 
mouth. But she did not feed the second brother, since he had a different 
mother. The second brother had lost his mother and had no brother and sis-
ter of same mother to take care of him. He was starving, although he was 
eating what was left from the food of his half-brother. The hole inexorably 
filled itself in, and before it was totally closed, the brother without matrilin-
eal relatives summoned all villagers. When they arrived, he explained to 
them how to prepare masks and to organise his funerals, and he taught them 
the iÏìla è̀ song (the song of the masks), whose words are like this (in 

                                                
73 Wars are usually territorially based and are therefore patrilineally defined. Yet, 
it is unthinkable to kill the members of one’s matrilineage. This has led to matri-
monial strategies encouraging marriage within the village or neighbouring vil-
lages (b«q and mcÏùœmcÏì, for example). 
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Yeni): “I have no mother, I have lost my parents, I will die alone.74 I am dy-
ing of staravation because I have no brother and sister. If I had some, I 
would die with a full stomach”. The next morning, the hole was completely 
blocked. The chief organised the first masquerade to celebrate their funeral, 
and this has continued since then. 

 
When the Yeka and Weri organise a masquerade, the leading 

mask represents the orphan prince. This mask is distinct from the 
others (it has a piece of bamboo with feathers), is anonymous (it has 
no loincloth given by a matrilineage) and it is not given any food du-
ring the masquerade because it has no matrilineage to take care of 
him. In the very myth of origin of masks, patrilineages and matrili-
neages are defined as the central actors of masquerades, as patrilinea-
ges organise rituals to replace an absent matrilineage that is unable to 
fulfil its duties. This antagonism between organising patrilineages and 
benefitting matrilineages is present in every Kwanja ritual. 
 
 
Reciprocity 
 
The logic of the gift and of reciprocity is central to all rituals. It is, 
for example, the cornerstone of sacrifices to the ancestors. They are 
given beer and chicken and are asked for fertility and good luck. 
They are remembered so that they remember the living in return. If, 
on the other hand, the ancestors feel forgotten, they might also for-
get the living and let them down. This can bring death, drought or 
famine, which will then trigger new sacrifices to the ancestors. Re-
membering and forgetting are also central elements of mourning. 
The widow(er) has to remember the deceased (and follow mourning 
taboos) for as long as its spirit wanders around and haunts him or 
her. After a few months, however, life must go on. The spirit of the 
deceased must go to its trench at the same time as the widow(er) 
must forget about him or her. The presence or absence of the spirit 
in the village must be reciprocated by its remembering or forgetting 
by the widow(er). Any imbalance in the reciprocity brings misfor-
tune (Gausset 2001a). If the widow(er) forgets the deceased while 
                                                
74 Bruce Connel (1995) interprets this story and the words of the song as a meta-
phor of the death of the Yeni dialect, which only survives through the words of 
the iÏìla è̀ song. 
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the latter’s spirit is still around, he or she will become mad and be 
spiritually haunted forever. The same happens if a widow(er) refu-
ses to let go of his or her sorrow and continues to mourn after ha-
ving been freed. 

 Ritual duties are reciprocated on many different levels. First, 
members of a patrilineage must organise each other’s funerals. Sec-
ond, members of associated patrilineages (b«q and mcÏùœmcÏì) must 
lead one another’s funerals.75 Third, matrilineages associated in a 
ni æ̀mÏì relationship must perform operations for the other when some-
one dies with a swollen belly (see the next chapter). Fourth, members 
of the matrilineage must mourn one another, and contribute food 
and drink when one member undergoes a rite of passage. Fifth, 
spouses (and their matrilineages) must mourn one another. The four 
first types of reciprocity are quite general. I help or mourn others 
because they will help or mourn me. The fifth type, however, is 
much more specific and closely watched. A widow(er) must mourn 
his or her dead spouse, and the matrilineage of the widow(er) will 
contribute food and drink. But when it is the turn of the widow(er) 
to pass away, the matrilineage of his dead spouse must mourn and 
reimburse exactly the same quantity as was originally given by the 
matrilineage of the widow(er). A close account of things given dur-
ing the first funeral is kept, and they must all be returned when the 
second spouse dies. A member of the matrilineage of the first de-
ceased must mourn fully the death of the spouse. One often chooses 
a small child or an old lady no longer having an active sex life and 
who therefore has fewer problems in playing the role of a 
widow(er) and following the strict and full mourning taboos. The 
alliance contracted through a marriage only ends after the death of 
both spouses. Likewise, reciprocity is central when widow(er)s and 
their first-born give chicken to the matrilineage and b«q or mcÏùœmcÏì 
of the deceased, or when the organiser of a masquerade gives a 

                                                
75 When a chief dies, one of his b«q and mcÏùœmcÏì will tie and cut the j è̀œlaÏì 
mourning necklace, as happens for commoners. But when it comes to enthrone-
ment, it is a specific mcÏùœmcÏì chief or notable who directs the ceremony (the 
definition of mcÏùœmcÏì differs according to commoners and chiefs). Such work is 
usually reciprocated. For example, Nyayimber nominates the new Nyaku, and 
Nyaku nominates the new Nyayimber. Nyawangung nominates Nyamecar, who 
nominates Nyawangung, etc. 
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chicken to each matrilineage of the deceased. These chickens must 
be returned with food and drink the day the mourning period is ritu-
ally ended. Giving a chicken to a certain group creates an obligation 
to “return” it by helping in preparing the food for guests in a future 
ceremony.  

Thus, reciprocity is a crucial component of all rituals, from 
the simplest to the most complex. One has obligations towards oth-
ers, and these are reciprocated. The duty to help allies (and pay 
them back) might partly account for the survival of Kwanja rituals, 
despite slave raids having decimated and dispersed all villages. 
 
 
Communication with ancestors and reversals 
 
Interaction with spirits is a central part of rituals, although it is sta-
ged more explicitly in collective and chiefly rituals than in indivi-
dual and commoners’ rituals. At times of birth or death, for 
example, spirits cross the boundary between the spiritual and the 
human world to be progressively fixed either in the human world 
(at birth) or the spiritual world (at death).76 Communication with 
ancestors also takes the form of gifts and counter-gifts (prayers, of-
ferings, blessings), consulting oracles, taking oaths (swearing that 
one is innocent of a supposed crime) or direct communication when 
interacting with visual or auditory masks representing the spirits of 
the deceased and of ancestors. The masks intrude into the world of 
the living either to advise people how to behave, to say a last fare-
well to their spouses and twin children, or to endorse the enthrone-
ment of their successor.  

 Rituals usually take place near tombs, crossroads, lakes, 
springs, rivers, ravines, caves, doorsteps, arches, i.e. in places mar-
king a transition between two worlds (inside-outside, upstream-
downstream, underground-above ground, aquatic world-terrestrial 
world) and are characterized by the presence of spirits. Or else ritu-
als start in places called “sÏìaj` è”, which are created for the occasion 
in a straw hut or simply in the bush or forest. These places constitu-
                                                
76 The story of the two half-brothers who invented the masks and who disappear 
progressively in a tunnel can be seen as a metaphor of the journey taken by the 
spirit of the dead.  
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te an antichamber to the spiritual world. It is from there that an-
cestors come out of their world to intrude into the human world. 
Communicating with the spiritual world is not free from danger; it 
opens a breach in the cosmological order and brings deregulation, 
mixing two worlds defined in opposite terms. The spiritual world is 
a mirror image of the human world, in which things are reversed 
(left is right, food is tasteless and poorly cooked, etc.). Along the 
same lines, the intrusion of spirits or bush creatures (such as the 
“animal”) into the human world is characterised by a reversal of the 
profane order. One uses tasteless food, and one uses the left hand to 
filter beer for the ancestors, to pour it on to tombs, to sprinkle the 
property of the dead before inheriting it, or to hold certain leaves 
when singing a sòò. The s`æmÏìlj—æ—æsÏì (representing wild and ano-
nymous bush spirits) that invade the village and whip its inhabitants 
to force people to seek refuge in the bush reverse the normal order 
of things. Rituals are characterised by lawlessness. During a a ¿̀mÏì, 
for example, anybody can steal any chicken that he or she can catch 
without being prosecuted, which forces people to keep all their ani-
mals and other property locked up inside. Likewise, s æ̀mÏìlj—æ—æsÏì can 
steal with impunity any chicken and food they can find. Moral and 
social rules are also reversed. Men (in mi æ̀q` èœaÏì) and women (in 
their sòò) sing obscene songs, depicting sexual organs or relations 
in crude and insulting terms. When women practise their sòò, men 
believe they go naked about the village, which is against all conven-
tions. During the men’s sòò, social difference is abolished for the 
wrestling, and one can fight, wound or kill accidentally an elder, a 
notable, a brother or an in-law with impunity.  

Even when a ritual implies no lawlessness, the simple fact 
that it is characterised by some form of boundary crossing (the in-
trusion of ancestors in the village or of villagers in sacred places, 
the passing of one status to another) disturbs the profane and com-
mon order of things. To avoid total anarchy, a new order is sought, 
with new rules and taboos that must be strictly followed (sexual 
abstinence, food taboos, avoiding stepping on someone’s foot, apo-
logising three times before singing a sòò song, etc.). Rituals can 
contribute to the restoration of life and fertility, but they are also 
dangerous periods that can lead to death, madness or sterility if their 
specific rules are not followed properly. Those in a liminal state 
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must avoid certain foods (red meat, spicy foods), places (tombs, 
wells, rivers, public spaces), times (dawn, dusk, noon, midnight, 
full moon) and people (menstruating women, newborn babies, wi-
dow(er)s, chiefs), thus avoiding all things characterized by a classi-
ficatory ambiguity or boundary crossing (Gausset 2002a). Follo-
wing these rules is also aimed at avoiding witches or sorcerers ex-
ploiting a mistake to kill the wrongdoer with impunity, the death 
being seen as the result of the transgression of a taboo rather than of 
sorcery. To prevent this, chiefs curse in advance anybody who 
might take advantage of such a situation. Moreover, matrilineages 
follow their members closely during the liminal period to protect 
them from malevolence. Anti-witchcraft magic is also used against 
the chiefs and dignitaries undergoing a rite of passage, to make sure 
that they have not killed their predecessors to gain his title. 

Such reversals cannot last forever and must be ended when 
the ritual is finished. The iÏìla è̀ and the mc—è— èaÏì must be “killed” or 
“buried” (i.e. sent back to the spiritual world) once they have passed 
on their messages. The utensils that have been used must be broken, 
buried or thrown away and waved into the bush, or else they must 
be treated with cast from earthworms (another mediator between the 
underground and above-ground worlds) and ashes (possibly sym-
bolising consumption/end, or cooling down, or else a mixture of 
categories). After the communication has been cut at the end of col-
lective rituals, it can still be re-established whenever people per-
form a sacrifice to their ancestors. The  rÿèsÕ ì allows the living to 
keep open a channel of communication with the dead even after fu-
nerals have ended. 
 
 
Tombs and wombs; death and rebirth 
 
Most rituals are linked to the cycle of death and rebirth, in several 
ways. People’s lives are, of course, characterized by birth, growing 
into adulthood and death. But each of these events is symbolically 
understood as a process of death and rebirth in passing from one state 
to another. Rites of passages are generally characterised by a social 
separation (seen as a symbolic death), followed by a liminal phase 
(seclusion akin to a symbolic gestation) and a reintegration (or re-
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birth) into society under a new status. Moreover, the death of some-
one involves rebirth as a spirit in the outer world, and vice versa. 
Likewise, rÿèsÕì rituals connected with the annual agricultural cycle 
also build on the symbolism of rebirth – rain and agricultural fertil-
ity being associated with human fecundity – in a reciprocal ex-
change with the spiritual world. 

Tombs and wombs are the primary channels of communica-
tion between the human and spiritual worlds, allowing new spirits to 
be reborn into children, and old spirits to go back to where they came 
from and thus complete the cycle of life and death. The different 
places where rituals are organised, which are characterized by bound-
ary crossing, can be seen as metaphors of tombs and wombs. For ex-
ample, houses (or straw huts for seclusion) are used to control the pas-
sage between life and death, the spiritual and human worlds, one state 
and another, and they can metaphorically be compared to both wombs 
and tombs. A baby coming out of a house goes symbolically through 
a second birth (exposure to light, washing with water, the naming 
ceremony). Similarly, the seclusion of mourners, the parents of twins 
and new chiefs and their passing under arches in rivers builds on the 
same symbolism of gestation and rebirth. Conversely, a body in a 
house is already symbolically in the tomb (a chief’s corpse cannot go 
through a door but must go through a broken wall; it must be buried 
secretly, at night, without witnesses). 

The parallel between tombs and wombs is made clearer when 
considering chiefly funerals. Chiefs’ tombs have the form of a womb 
that communicates with the surface by means of a shaft that can be 
likened to a uterus. A cord is sometimes attached to the hand of the 
chief and emerges on top of the tomb to allow the widow, who did not 
witness the burial, to touch their husband one last time before saying 
her farewell. Just as the umbilical cord links the child with the outside 
world and falls off after three or four days, the cord attached to his 
corpse is the only link between the dead chief and the living and al-
lows the widow to say farewell to her late husband after three days of 
seclusion. And just as a child’s spirit needs to be fixed progressively 
in its body, so the skull (or spirit) of a chief needs to move progres-
sively to its trench, first falling westward, like the sun, then being 
transferred to the skull shrine in its trench. When considering the en-
thronement of the new chief, the parallel with the new-born continues. 
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The chief, like a new-born baby, is protected by sexual taboos while 
being secluded for three days before being allowed to come out. Like 
umbilical cords, mourning ropes are cut after three or four days and 
buried in the mud of a river. Both chiefs and newborn babies need to 
gain in strength before being exposed to light and facing the village. 
Both are purified by water, acclaimed by the crowd who welcomes 
them, and anointed with palm wine, red powder and palm oil. 

 Chiefly enthronement rituals are explicitly compared to 
mourning rituals: a chief must mourn his predecessor before being 
enthroned. Chiefly rituals are therefore a more elaborate form of 
commoners’ death rituals, using the same structure and symbols, but 
in a symbolically more explicit way than for commoners. The inter-
vention of the spiritual world in the world of the living is much more 
explicit when a chief dies, with leopards crying and masquerades rep-
resenting the dead chief’s spirit. The ambiguity or reversals are much 
stronger than is the case with commoners’ deaths (sòò, lawlessness of 
the a ¿̀mÏì, ending all activities in the village until the new chief is 
nominated, etc.). Moreover, the suspsicion of witchcraft and sorcery 
that surrounds any death is dealt with systematically when it comes to 
the death of chiefs through oaths and anti-witchcraft practices. The 
parallel between tombs and wombs found in commoners’s rituals is 
therefore much clearer in chiefly rituals. 
 
 
Symbolism 
 
All Kwanja rituals play on a limited number of recurrent symbols. 
In a liminal phase, people should wear ropes on their joints (neckla-
ces, belts, bracelets, anklets), both to protect themselves against 
witchcraft, and as a way of marking their ambiguous status and 
their respect for taboos. People coming out of a seclusion and being 
“reborn” in a new status are usually smeared with redwood powder 
and red oil on their their legs or joints, i.e. the places of transition 
between body parts such as the forehead, fontanel, neck, Adam’s 
apple, navel, shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips, knees and ankles. The 
red paste is also smeared on most sacred objects, such as the throne, 
the necklace of leopard teeth, the pot used to sacrifice beer to an-
cestors, masks, or the power stick of notables mades either of a buf-
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falo tail or of woven buffalo skin straps. Red is also a colour asso-
ciated with chiefs, since they are the only ones who are allowed to 
wear the red feathers of the f«èqÏì bird.77 

 Most rituals try to reach an “open state”, whether in bles-
sings, when palm wine is spat on closed then open hands, or in di-
vination, where things presenting themselves as “open” are seen as 
a good omen. Coming out of seclusion is characterised by progres-
sive “openness” and exposure to light. Openess is also a social va-
lue when it means that people have nothing to hide, no bad feelings 
in their hearts, no jealousy or anger. Freshness also has a positive 
value associated with health, peace and blessing. One spits palm-
wine to bless someone or something. Ancestors create springs to 
answer prayers favourably to. Water is allowed to fall on to new 
mothers coming out of seclusion. Precautions are taken to keep li-
minal persons cool and fresh, avoiding exposure to the sun, avoi-
ding “hot” and spicy foods, abstaining from sexual relations, from 
activities that may “heat” the corpse, or from contact with “hot” and 
polluted or ambiguous people (Gausset 2001a; Gennep 1909). Puri-
fication is done in rivers. Umbilical cords, circumcision belts, hair 
or necklaces that are cut at the conclusion to rites of passage, as 
well as the arch under which people pass, are buried in the mud of a 
river or under a banana tree to be kept cool and maintain the health 
of the person undergoing the rite of passage. During a birth ritual, 
people compete with the mother to throw a piece of charcoal in or-
der to remain cool and gain luck.  

All rituals associate the number three with men and four 
with women, when determining the time of seclusion or the number 
of attempts to be made before doing something, or even the number 
of days that it takes for the umbilical cord to fall off. In general, the 
left is associated with women, who are, for example, buried on their 
right hand facing west in order to keep their left hand free and ready 
to prepare couscous in the evening. The right is associated with 
men, who are buried on their left hand facing east in order to kept 
their right hand free to seize a spear and go to war in the morning. 
Men serve beer with their left hand in order to keep their right hand 
free to defend themselves. In churches, women tend to sit on the left 
                                                
77 Red is often associated with transitional states, in Cameroon as elsewhere in 
Africa (Jacobson-Widding 1979). 
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side, while men sit on the right side. When a child learns to walk 
and limps on its left foot, it is said that the leg of the mother is hea-
vy, and she has to give some money to her child, touching the 
child’s leg with it, to make it walk properly (her husband would 
touch the right leg with the money). When someone transgresses a 
taboo (jo«æqÏì) that brings down a curse on his or her matrilineage, 
the chief uses his left hand to sprinkle v æ̀q è̀m beer diluted with wa-
ter and palm wine on to women, while he uses his right hand to 
sprinkle men. In other contexts, the left is also associated with dirt, 
bad omens or insults. People (women especially) are supposed to 
wash their private parts with the left hand and to use the right hand 
to eat. Some notables hold things with their left hand to announce a 
bad omen as the result of a divination. People use their left hand to 
insult their joking partners when shaking hands with them or drin-
king the first or last beer of a ceremony. In a ritual context, howe-
ver, the left takes on another meaning when dealing with ancestors, 
as it constitutes one of the aspects of ritual reversals (see above). A 
b«q uses her left hand to start filtering the beer used in a rÿèsÕì. An 
mcÏùœmcÏì uses his left hand to pour such beer on to a tomb or at a 
crossroads. During a sòò, men must hold a branch of mambúrù in 
their left hand. A mask uses its left foot to push a stone off its own 
tomb. In the ancestral or spiritual world, which is a mirror image of 
the world of the living, ancestors use their left hand and foot when 
the living use their right ones. Spirits have also an inverted taste 
when it comes to food, as they prefer food that stands between the 
raw and the cooked, that is, badly roasted or half-raw chicken, bad-
ly cooked couscous, unsalted or unspiced (i.e. “cold”) food, unfilte-
red beer, food prepared without utensils (roasted on a fire) or with 
broken utensils. The utensils are marked by ambiguity. At the end 
of the ritual, they are either broken, thrown in the bush and waved 
away, or treated with earthworm casts and ashes mixed with beer 
before being re-used. 
 
 
Identity 
 
A key aspect of Kwanja rituals is their great diversity according to 
group and patrilineage (see Tables 1-5). Practising a ritual often im-
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plies the re-enactment of a specific territory and history, ritually wan-
dering and mapping a patrilineally defined landscape of tombs, old 
villages, trenches, boundaries between territories, and other sacred 
places. Interestingly, informants from all four groups of Kwanja 
that have carved masks told me almost the exact same story to ex-
plain their origins. One major difference, however, is that each group 
locates the cave where the event took place on their own territory. Ac-
cording to my informants, the exact same story would have repeated 
itself in four different places (on the territory of Nyawangung, Tiwer, 
Ndem-Ndem and Nyaku). Territorialising rituals and their mythical 
origins reinforces the role they play in defining people’s identities. 

 Although masquerades are organised by fewer than half of all 
Kwanja groups, they are increasingly regarded as epitomizing “Kwan-
ja culture”, partly because nearly all Kwanja chiefs use at least one 
chiefly mask during their enthronement ceremony. Masquerades are 
now also organised during secular events, such as some general as-
semblies of the Kwanja development association, the rallies of poli-
tical parties or the visits of a high-ranking state official – such as 
the visit of President Ahidjo in Banyo in the 1970s (Gausset 
2005b). Such masquerades show the support that the group as a 
whole (and its ancestors) demonstrates for a given purpose or per-
son. 

 Kwanja rituals are practised for two main reasons – their effi-
cacy, and the role they play in defining patrilineal identity. First, it is 
necessary to maintain the good order of the world and prevent misfor-
tune (see the next chapter). Forgetting ancestors can bring drought and 
bad luck; disregarding mourning taboos and rituals might make 
people go crazy. Errors in chiefly burials can bring curses. But even if 
this reasoning is still important, it is slowly losing ground in face of 
Christianity and Western education. Taboos are not as strictly follo-
wed as before, and there have been major changes in the organisation 
of chiefly rituals. Secondly, people claim to organise rituals for the 
sake of upholding a tradition that they have inherited, an aspect that is 
emphasised in some of the words addressed to ancestors. This claim is 
partly incorrect, because rituals have clearly been adopted and then 
transformed by different patrilineages, which has resulted in a great 
ritual diversity. But it should not be forgotten that one of the advanta-
ges of claiming to continue to do things “as they have always been 
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done” is to essentialise and reproduce existing differences between 
patrilineages. We are back at the idea that practising rituals allows the 
Kwanja to maintain and express their patrilineal identities and to 
distinguish themselves from their neighbours at a variety of levels. 
This aspect tends to be more important than the belief in the efficacy 
of rituals, as can be deduced from the irregularity with which major 
festivals are held, as well as from the poor exegesis explaining why 
things are done the way they are. Kwanja informants are generally not 
keen to find rationalisations about the symbolism used and the signifi-
cance of what is practised. They generally tend to say that they do not 
do things because they have a meaning, but rather because “it is the 
tradition”.  

In trying to understand why some Chamba groups were very 
interested in symbolic exegesis while others were not, Richard Far-
don (1990: 219-20) argued that the difference may rest in the histo-
ry of the different groups. Those who have never been displaced 
and have remained relatively immune to cultural disruption main-
tain a strong interest in symbolic exegesis and in the efficacy of ri-
tuals, while those who have been the object of slave raids and grea-
ter cultural challenges are more interested in how rituals can rein-
force their identities. The second case would apply to the Kwanja, as 
they have been close to demographic and cultural extinction in the 
past. Their current cultural and identity revival rests partly on the 
practice of rituals, as well as on other factors, such as the translation 
of the Bible into a Kwanja dialect and the activities of the Kwanja de-
velopment association. Even though many people have lost faith in 
the efficacy of traditional rituals, they still participate actively in them 
as a way to assert their differences and their worth in the face of their 
neighbours. While the secrets of male rituals are still strictly kept from 
being divulged to women in some neighbouring groups, for example, 
Kwanja women know very well that masks are animated by men, and 
they openly try to guess who it might be by looking at their feet or 
working out who is absent from the crowd. The value of many rituals 
is no longer to be found in their secrecy or efficacy, but rather in their 
importance for the definition of people’s identity and the pride that 
they might derive from it. 
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Conclusions 
 
Accounting for Kwanja rituals poses a dilemma. On the one hand, 
and at a superficial level of analysis, many Kwanja informants 
(especially among the elite) claim that there exists a formal homo-
geneity in rituals, and they present masquerades as epitomizing 
“the” Kwanja ritual. Masquerades are then performed to celebrate 
special events in which it is wished to show that the Kwanja as a 
group stands behind a political person, a political party or a deve-
lopment association. On the other hand, a detailed study of rituals 
shows that such presumed homogeneity dissolves at the level of the 
group and of the patrilineage, as each has its own specific rituals, 
and as many groups and lineages do not have masquerades (or only 
for enthronement rituals, which are very rare). Yet, again, looking 
more closely, one can find a number of common points that charac-
terize the structure of all Kwanja rituals, some of which are also 
found in the rituals of neighbouring populations.78 One can then 
conclude that the homogeneity and essence of Kwanja rituals are 
not found where they are claimed to be, namely in the unique form 
of masks and masquerades of some patrilineages, but rather in the 
common structure that organises all rituals and that confers a central 
importance on kinship, reciprocity, communication with the spiritu-
al world, symbols and identity, regardless of the frequency of ritu-
als, the level of symbolic elaboration, the number of participants 
and scale of organisation, or the status of the person undergoing a 
rite of passage.  

As in the previous chapter, rituals are something that most 
Kwanja define as central to their culture and identity. My infor-
mants placed a lot of emphasis on this and encouraged me to study 
them in detail, thus forcing me to spend much more time than ex-
                                                
78 When comparing Kwanja rituals with those of their neighbours’, one finds a 
number of similarities, for example, in symbols or communications with an-
cestors (see Baeke 2004; Barley 1983; Fardon 1990; Muller 2002; Pradelles de 
Latour 1991; Vincent 1991; Zeitlyn 1994). But other factors remain specific to 
the Kwanja, such as the collaboration between different kinship groups. When 
comparing the “Mambiloid groups” (Kwanja, Mambila, Wawa) with other ethnic 
groups in Cameroon, one can see that some regions share similarities with them 
(chiefly symbols in the Grassfields and in Adamawa, for example), while others 
have fewer similarities (the coastal and rainforest areas, for example).  
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pected on this subject in order to grasp its complexities. And, as in 
the previous chapter, I became torn between two ways of construc-
ting Kwanja rituals. On the one hand, I was faced with a narrative 
claiming formal homogeneity, presumably in order to reinforce the 
creation of an “imagined community” (Anderson 1986). This ideal, 
however, did not survive the analysis of rituals at the level of the 
groups. On the other hand, I argued that all rituals build on the same 
structural material. But this argument derives from an in-depth ana-
lysis and is not something that is claimed by Kwanja informants. I 
am thus caught between a local ideal that tends to present things in 
simplistic and homogenous terms, and a reality which is much more 
complex and runs up against the idealised narrative of homogeneity. 
In this chapter, I have described a common structure capable of en-
gendering widely different types of formal rituals (some with 
masquerades, other not). Thus, the existence of a same set of struc-
turing rules does not preclude complexity, and it is impossible to 
predict the form that a ritual structured in conformity with a given 
set of rules might take. This also teaches us that, instead of compa-
ring rituals on the basis of their formal differences, it is much more 
fruitful to compare the ways in which they are constructed and 
structured. We will come back to this important point in the last 
chapter.





 
   
  

CHAPTER 5 
 

THE ORDER OF THINGS 
 
 

During my last visit to the Kwanja, in 2005, I was really happy to meet 
with Jeremy again, who had been my assistant since my very first field-
work in 1993. Yet, Jeremy did not seem as happy as I was, or as he used 
to be. He looked sombre and had a gloomy face. As we walked together 
in the bush, he stopped and told me, gravely: “Quentin, there is some-
thing that I need to tell you”. He paused, looking at the ground, and it 
was clear that he was making a bit of an effort to tell me this. “People in 
the village think that I have bewitched and killed my brother” … “But it 
is not true”, he shouted, with tears in his eyes. “I have not killed my 
brother. I have even drunk the poison of the ordeal that kills criminals, 
but people still don’t believe I’m innocent”.  

  
Accusations of witchcraft and sorcery are rife among the Kwanja, 
as in other parts of Cameroon (Geschiere 1997). Death, sickness, 
accidents, failures of all sorts happen regularly and unpredictably. 
The Kwanja, like me, recognise direct causes of misfortune, such as 
viruses, bacteria, snake poison, injury, drought, pest, crop failure, 
floods, and the like. These explain how people come to suffer. But, 
as Evans-Pritchard (1937) has argued, they also recognise the exis-
tence of ultimate causes of misfortune that have a social origin 
(witchcraft, sorcery, curses) or a natural one (transgression of ta-
boos, abominations). These explain why misfortune strikes a par-
ticular person instead of a neighbour, and why it happens at one par-
ticular time instead of another.  

Misfortune does not strike people equally, and when it oc-
curs, people always try to understand whether it is the result of “bad 
luck”, “God’s will”, an “uncareful lifestyle” (i.e. of direct causes), 
or of retribution for past misbehaviour and/or the result of malevo-
lence (i.e. of ultimate causes). The last interpretation is more com-
mon, and given the frequency of sickness and death among the 
Kwanja, not a day passes without people trying to explain misfor-
tune in these terms. In this chapter I will argue that ultimate causes 
are always constructed as deriving from some form of disequilib-
rium, whether in the natural order of things or in the social order. 
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According to this logic, the best way to prevent misfortune is there-
fore to maintain or restore the cosmological order (keep things 
where they should be and as they should be) as well as the social 
order (keep peace and concord). 
 
 
Transgressions of the natural order  
 
Transgressions of the social and natural world order can take differ-
ent forms (see Douglas 1966). Abominations are, in themselves, a 
transgression of the right order of things, a mixing of categories. 
Their simple existence is likely to create misfortune, unless one is 
diligent in getting rid of them. Taboos, on the other hand, are rules 
that ensure the right order of things, and their transgression brings 
both disorder and misfortune. While abominations appear randomly 
and are nobody’s fault in particular, misfortune linked to the trans-
gression of taboos derives from the victim’s (or his close parents’) 
behaviour. In both cases, no harmful intention is found. Misfortune 
results from mistakes, misbehaviour or bad luck, and often involves 
interaction with the spiritual world. 
 
 
Abominations 
 
Abominations are things or events that are abhorred because they 
defy the right categorisation of the world – its order. They are usu-
ally thought to bring about misfortune, unless swift action is taken. 
For example, among the Kwanja, eclipses of the moon are believed 
to bring death or catastrophies, and people remain awake and bang 
on their pans until it is over. Babies whose first teeth come out of 
the upper jaw instead of the lower one (as is the norm) are seen as 
an abomination and announce a death within its family. Such chil-
dren used to be put to death (see also Gottlieb 2004: 225). Babies 
that are born without strength, with small eyes (some say “snake 
eyes”), small teeth, thin and fragile arms and legs, and are incapable 
of sitting or standing properly, or babies that look very old, al-
though they are young, are said to be inhabited by a bad spirit, or 
the spirit of a very old person, or else the spirit of an aquatic snake. 



 
 Transgressions of the natural order 169 

 
Although they are not an abomination as such (they do not bring 
misfortune), they are out of place in human society. Such children 
can be left on the bank of a river while the parents hide behind 
bushes or grasses. If the child is really a snake spirit, it will cry for 
some time, then stop, look around to make sure that no one is 
watching, and transform him- or herself in a big snake who will 
disappear into the river (I met informants claiming to have been the 
eye-witnesses of such occurences). When “snake children” die, the 
family must refrain from crying and mourning, as the spirit who 
lived in the child would interpret such behaviour as expressing re-
gret and as an invitation to come back. 

Refraining from crying is also characteristics of certain dis-
eases that are regarded with awe. When someone dies of leprosy, of 
the “disease of the belly” (a`mc æ̀ gv è̀l` èmÏì), or of epilepsy (the 
“disease of falling” - a`mc æ̀ fuv ¿̀mÏì), one should not cry, lest the 
disease comes back in the matrilineage of the affected person. Other 
precaussions must also be taken to prevent the transmission of mis-
fortune. 

Lepers are said to have “hot blood” and are advised to avoid 
fatty or hot foods (the fresh meat of antelopes, catfish, python, ter-
mites, modern salt, chili, groundnuts, pistaccios, etc.). and to avoid 
“heating activities”, such as sexual relationships. Likewise, people 
who have had sexual relationships and have not washed, or menstruat-
ing women, should refrain from visiting them or even looking at their 
remedies, as this could ruin their efficiency. One can sleep with those 
who are affected, but the disease is said to strike whoever opens the 
door in the morning, which is why the affected person must be the 
first to do it.  

People who die with a swollen belly (mainly because of 
pregnancy or witchcraft) must also be treated with extreme caution 
to prevent misfortune, a belief which is also found among the 
neighbouring Tikar, Mambila or Wawa. Apart from refraining from 
crying, a mci æ̀mÏì must also operate on the dead body using a special 
knife kept for that purpose. In the case of a pregnant woman, the 
child is taken out of the belly and buried with the mother if it is a 
girl, or in another grave if it is a boy. In the case of someone who 
has been attacked by a witch, one finds in the belly what the witch 
placed there (meat, palm wine, water) out of revenge for having 
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been refused such things by the victim. The person who operates on 
the deceased stays in a house far away from the funeral, as he would 
become deaf if he heard any people not following the taboo on crying. 
Three days after the death (four days for a woman), the matrilineage 
of the deceased and the matrilineage of his or her father provide sev-
eral chickens that are cooked in a pot with plenty of bush onions 
(k è̀œf æ̀mÏì), chili, salt, pistaccio and oil, to make a meal that is ex-
tremely hot and rich, i.e. the opposite of what people from leprosy 
eat.79 At the end of the ritual meal, maize beer is poured on the cook-
ing fire, and the organiser takes some cold and moist ashes to apply 
the mixture on the navel of every participant. The organiser then takes 
special leaves and whips the belly of each participant. 
 
 
Taboos and spirits 
 
Taboos are rules that predict a negative outcome following a certain 
action. The sanction for transgressing a taboo is automatic; it is in-
scribed in the transgression itself (Smith 1979). Taboos prohibit 
certain actions because of the danger they bring to the trespasser or 
the members of his or her group. They are usually of a symbolic 
nature and differ from crimes and social rules that relate to morale 
or etiquette and are sanctioned socially. Ritual obligations can often 
be seen as the mirror image of taboos. Whereas taboos are defined 
negatively as things that should not be done, ritual obligations are 
defined positively as things that should be done. The cognitive ra-
tionale is the same, and they both aim at preventing the same kind 
of misfortune.  

The Kwanja distinguish between two kinds of taboos. The 
first type, jo«æqÏì, refers to the respect due to the chief and is likened 
to a sacred law or commandment. For example, it is taboo not to 

                                                
79 The food avoided by leprous people tends to be similar to the saltless and tasteless 
food sacrificed to ancestors, as if a spirit inside them had to be accommodated. The 
food eaten to keep the disease of the belly at bay is precisely, and exaggerately, the 
type of food that is avoided by leprous people, as well as by spirits or ancestors, as if 
a spirit had to be kept at bay. Moreover, applying ash mixed with maize beer to the 
navel is also a key way of ending a ritual and cutting communication with spirits and 
ancestors, as described in the previous chapter. 
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bring the right back leg of cloven-hoofed game caught in a trap to 
the chief, or a leopard, python and red-feathered bird. It is also 
strictly forbidden to commit adultery with the chief’s wife. Anyone 
who is caught has his earlobe cut, or else a dog is slaughtered above 
his head before he is banned from the village. It is also a jo«æqÏì to 
steal the game caught in someone else’s trap, or to touch the bones 
of a dead. Only chiefs can ritually lift the curse brought about by 
the transgression of a jo«æqÏì.  

The second type of taboo, iÕìqÕù, refers to prohibitions fol-
lowed by everyone and linked to imprudent behaviour. Transgress-
ing a jìrí brings misfortune on the transgressor only (as when a 
leper eats fat or “hot” foods that are iÕìqÕ ù to him) while transgressing 
a jo«æqÏì brings down a curse not only on the transgressor, but also 
on all his or her matrilineage. In theory, all those belonging to a 
same patrilineage follow the same food taboos (jìrí). Some of these 
food taboos derive from a curse (j æ̀qÏì) given by an ancestor to his 
descendants. For example, when Chief Nyagba was served cous-
cous on a banana leave with a sauce made with ashes by his chil-
dren, he was so disappointed that he cursed his descendants, forcing 
them to eat this type of food every time they had a new child. Other 
patrilineage food taboos prohibit consumption of an animal that had 
helped a member of the patrilineage in the past – often a monkey or 
a snake that had suckled a lost child, or a bird or monkey that 
warned ancestors of approaching enemies. Some of these “historical 
taboos” concern only chiefs and dignitaries. For example, all 
Kwanja chiefs, their wives, and their most important dignitaries re-
frain from eating catfish, as the latter had helped their ancestors to 
escape from a raid by making a bridge, thus allowing the ancestors 
to cross a river, and then separating so as to remove the bridge 
when the ancestors’ enemies tried to cross the river. Nyasunda 
chiefs must also avoid eating a certain kind of antelope because it 
was found chasing flies away from the rotting body of a dead chief 
which had been abandoned during a raid, or else because it was 
found giving birth on the tomb of a chief.  

Finally, there are things that are not tabooed as such but are 
nonetheless considered “bad” (bÏùs æ̀). For example, although drinking 
from the chief’s calabash or being behind him when he is sitting are 
not tabooed (jìrí), they are bad (bÏùs æ̀) and avoided because they are 
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thought to bring bad luck. Pregnant women also tend to avoid eat-
ing the flesh of animals associated with characteristics that they 
want to avoid among their children. For example, some women 
avoid squirrel since this animal is a thief. Women and children 
should avoid eating the flesh of leopard, as they are supposed to be 
too weak to ingest it. It is not forbidden (jìrí) as such to commit in-
cest or to mock an elder in-law; no misfortune derives from doing 
it, only shame (fèrí). But it is forbidden (jìrí) to marry within one’s 
matrilineage. 
 
Human spirits play an important role in describing the world order 
and explaining taboos. Humans are not just constituted of bones, 
which come from the father’s side, and blood or flesh, which come 
from the mother’s side. They also have a spirit (mxÕìaÏì), which 
comes from the spiritual aquatic world. A spirit provides a person 
with consciousness, reason or sense, and intelligence (Gausset 
2001a). When someone is unconscious (asleep or in a coma), the 
spirit is said to leave the body. Dreams are the memories of wander-
ings in the spiritual world; nightmares are warnings about attacks 
by the spirits of witches, or warnings from the spirits of ancestors. 
Unreasonable, shameless, stupid or mad people who are unable to 
distinguish good from bad are also said to have lost their spirit. 
When one is woken up suddenly, it takes time to get all one’s wits 
about one, as it takes time for the wandering spirit to come back to 
the body. Likewise, the spirit of those who are about to die and are 
delirious is said to have left their body already and to be wandering 
around.  

It takes time for children to acquire a strong spirit, i.e. con-
sciousness, and the notions of shame, intelligence, and reason. Ba-
bies are often asleep (unconscious), during which time their spirit is 
thought to wander around. When they say incoherent things or point 
to places where there is nothing, they are thought to be talking to 
spirits. Children go around naked and have no notion of shame. 
Young children are often unconscious, ignorant, foolish and shame-
less, and their spirit is therefore volatile, not yet fixed in their body. 
Young children have an ambiguous spiritual nature and close rela-
tions with the spiritual world. Precautions should be taken to avoid 
losing their spirit.  
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Since the spirit of children is said to be “coming from wa-

ter”,80 parents expecting a baby should not kill snakes, frogs, snails 
or fish, because in doing so they might kill the aquatic spirit of the 
child that is seeking to come into the womb of the pregnant 
woman.81 After bathing a baby, one should take the water carefully 
out of the basin instead of throwing it out violently, as this would 
risk throwing away the spirit of the child, who might be in the water 
playing with other aquatic spirits. Children’s spirits are said to long 
for the time when they were living in the aquatic and spiritual 
world, and they go back into the water whenever they have the 
chance. Some even prefer their original spiritual world and let 
themselves die in order to go back to where they came from. When 
a newborn baby dies after a few days, it is said that “the baby has 
come and has gone back”, meaning that it did not like its new life 
and preferred to go back to the spiritual world where it came from. 
Care should therefore be taken to make children feel comfortable in 
the human world so as to make sure that their spirit stays in their 
body and does not long too much for its lost spiritual world (see 
also Gottlieb 2004).  

Children’s spirits do not just stay in water; they also stay in 
the wind. The Kwanja word for wind (foó) can in some contexts be 
synonymous with spirit (mxÕìaÏì(. A strong wind, such as the Harmat-
tan, is called a “bad wind” (ennæ  aÏùs`æ(, which also means “bad 
spirit”. When such a wind uproots roofs or destroys maize, it is said 
to be the work of angry or hungry spirits. As children’s spirits can 
travel in the wind, one hides babies inside houses or wrapped in 
clothing from head to toe to prevent them from going away with 
other spirits in the wind. Babies who cry when a strong wind passes 
by are said to have “open eyes” and to be able to see spirits passing 
by. Such children are also said to be “children from above” (lnm 
sÏùq), as they fly in the wind and are able to see things from above. 
Likewise, children who cry continuously despite feeding or who are 
sick and whose suffering resists all treatment are often said to have 
“open eyes” and to cry because they can see the spirits flying or 
swimming around them and long to join them. Traditional healers 
                                                
80 “Water” (nyùmù) refers both to the water found in rain, wells, pools and rivers 
and to semen. 
81 This taboo is widespread all over sub-Saharan Africa. 
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can then use some remedy to “close the eyes” of these children, al-
though some parents prefer to avoid any treatment and simply bear 
the crying of their child, since “open-eyed” children are thought to 
grow up smarter and more intelligent than average. 

Twins are even more closely associated with the spiritual 
world, as their spirits are very strong and capricious. A twin who 
feels neglected by a parent might prevent the success of the latter’s 
entreprise, while a twin who is jealous of a sibling might kill him or 
her, and great care must be taken always to give the same gifts to 
both of them. When twins are weaned, a “twin ceremony” is orga-
nized that is like an enthronment ceremony (see the previous chap-
ter) and that confers some of the chiefs’ prerogatives on the parents.  

When someone dies, the spirit (sg. nyìrì; pl. mxÕ ìaÏì) is said to 
leave the body to travel and rest in the trench of origin. Here, the 
spirit is sometimes associated with the shadow (mxÕ ìqjÏùmÏì).82 People 
claim that a corpse has no shadow and is therefore heavier. Before 
finding eternal peace in the trench of origin,83 the spirit of a dead 
person wanders around the widow(er) during the mourning period, 
being somewhere in between this world and the hereafter. It haunts 
the widow(er)s and compels them to follow taboos (jìrí) during the 
mourning period. Widows and widowers should wear a white cloth 
and should normally not change or wash it (although this is allowed 
today). They are forbidden (jìrí) to cut or braid their hair, drink in 
public, go to the market, dance, run, or travel in a car that would go 
fast. Widows should refrain from having sexual relations. Widow-
ers who are polygamists can resume sexual relations with their 
other wives, but they cannot search for a new wife. Those who 
transgress these taboos run the risk of becoming insane. But while 
widows and widowers are driven mad if they forget their dead 
spouse too soon, they can also become mad if they do not forget 
them at all. When a widow(er) is driven by sadness, weeps all the 
time and cannot stop thinking about his or her dead spouse, it is also 

                                                
82 The Kwanja distinguish between the shadow (mxÕìqjÏùmÏì) of people and animals 
from the shade 'bt èbv`ælÏì) of trees, houses or objects. 
83 The spirit of a witch or sorcerer does not find its way to the trench and is 
doomed to wander around endlessly without finding peace. It then remains a 
ghost (swáb) forever and can hex those who cross its path (especially at night). 
One uses smelly bush onion (mi— è—è) to chase these ghosts away.  
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a sign of being haunted by his or her spouse’s spirit. Widow(er)s 
then sleep with medicines under their pillow in order to avoid 
dreaming too much about their lost one.  

The mourning period arranges the remembering and forget-
ting of the deceased, so that it is neither too weak nor too strong and 
neither too short nor too long. After the death of an adult, three 
ceremonies are organised: the burial and seclusion of widow(er)s, 
the inheritance, and the end of the mourning (see the previous chap-
ter). During each ceremony, the spirit of the dead comes back to the 
village, only to be driven further on its way to the spiritual hereaf-
ter, until it finds eternal peace after the last ceremony. Thus, taboos 
keep spirits away and force widows to remember them, while rituals 
force widows to forget about them through lifting taboos. Mourners 
are forced to remember in order to be able to forget. If they forget 
too soon and transgress the taboos, they will remember forever and 
become insane as they will be haunted by the spirit of the deceased. 
After the mourning period has ended, the dead are still remembered 
during ancestors’ cults or other rituals described in the previous 
chapter. The logic is then based on reciprocity: ancestors are re-
membered so that they do not forget the living and give them fertil-
ity, success and good fortune. 
 
Bush spirits are said to live in a world that mirrors that of humans. 
While humans live on earth, in villages and in the fields during the 
day, bush spirits live in a world that is in the bush, underground and 
under water, especially during the night. While humans mostly eat 
crops that grow above ground, spirits are said to nourish themselves 
from roots, that is, from underground products. While humans keep 
domesticated animals, flocks of wild animals are said to be the herds 
of genies, which is why one needs medicines when going hunting. 
Spirits are said to live in water pools, caves, burrows, ravines, big 
trees, on the tops of mountains, at springs, doorsteps or crossroads, i.e. 
all places marking a transition between two categories (earth-water, 
ground-underground, earth-sky, one way and another, inside-outside, 
etc.). The likelihood of crossing the path of a bush spirit is greater at 
dawn, dusk, midday, new moon, full moon, and on the days during 
which big rituals are organised, i.e. all times marking a transition be-
tween two periods (night and day, morning and afternoon, one 
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month/state and another). Bush spirits are dangerous to everyone, but 
especially to some categories of vulnerable people such as menstruat-
ing and pregnant women (and ultimately their husbands), those who 
have recently had sexual relations, especially an adulterous one, new-
born babies and widow(er)s, i.e. people in a transitory state, mixing 
two categories (man-woman, nature-culture, one social state and an-
other). Bush spirits are also especially dangerous to people engaged in 
a delicate activity, such as blacksmithing, hunting, making pots, or 
brewing (Gausset 2002a).  

 When people cross the path of bush spirit (if they “step on 
them” or if a spirit steps on their shadow, which is especially wide at 
dawn or dusk but very narrow at noon), they are said to catch a “bad 
wind” or “bad spirit” (ennæ aÏùs æ̀(  that can bring mental disturbance, 
sickness or bad luck. To prevent this from happening, one should 
avoid going out at times and in places that cut across categories, espe-
cially when one is in a liminal state or practising an activity that cuts 
across categories. To be pregnant, draw water or bathe in the river are 
not problems in themselves, but it is very dangerous, and therefore 
taboo (jìrí), to draw water or bathe in the river at noon and dusk when 
pregnant. It is necessary to go hunting and sleep with one’s wife to 
reproduce the household, but it is bad (má bÏùs æ̀) to go hunting without 
washing off “the smell of sex” in the morning. Likewise, going hunt-
ing when one’s wife is menstruating can bring bad luck.84 A menstru-
ating wife should not come near raffia palm trees, which are tapped 
for wine, lest it stops producing. Behind local explanations for taboos 
in terms of bush spirits, one sees a cosmological system that catego-
rizes the world, regulating the existence of transitory states and pre-
venting their mixing. Abominations and things that cross boundaries 
might produce disorder in themselves (Douglas 1966), but the risk of 
misfortune brought about by the mixing of things in a transitory state 
is even greater (Gausset 2002a; Gausset and Mogensen 1996). 

                                                
84 Anthropologists often associate menstrual blood with miscarriage and death. 
However, it is often understood locally as the building material of a baby. When a 
woman is pregnant she stops menstruating, and the menstrual blood is then be-
lieved to accumulate in her belly to form the foetus. Having menses is a sign of 
fertility, as those who are too young or too old to menstruate cannot have children 
(and are often specifically freed from taboos). Such ideas are very widespread in 
sub-Saharan Africa; see Gausset (2002a). 
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Prevention 
 
Preventing misfortune deriving from transgressions requires avoiding 
any behaviour that could upset the cosmological order, as well as ac-
tion to address misfortune and restore the upset balance in case mis-
fortune happens. Prevention relies mainly on education and advice 
about taboos and careful behaviour. The transgression of taboos (es-
pecially the most serious ones, such as the jo«æqÏì) often requires puri-
fication that is usually made by ingesting wood powder from the 
mctæmœfÏùmÏì stick (see fig. 30). But it also requires that rituals are or-
ganized regularly to maintain or restore the balance between the world 
of the living and the spiritual world, as discussed in Chapter 5.  
 

 
Fig. 30: Regalia of a chief: a leopard-teeth necklace, a buffalo tail with cowries, a 
single bell, bracelets, the chief’s calabash, mctæmœfÏùmÏì stick and knife, and the 
œuvdèmÕù magic allowing the chief to transform himself into a hippopotamus. 
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Transgressions of the social order  
  
So far, we have mainly analysed misfortune deriving from an un-
balance with the cosmological (physical and spiritual) world or with 
power hierarchies and inscribed in abominations or taboos. I shall 
now focus on misfortune deriving from conflicts and malevolence, 
which can be described as transgressions of the social order. While 
transgressions of the cosmological order are inscribed in uncareful 
behaviour, transgressions of the social order are rather linked to an-
ger, greed and jealousy.  
 
 
Blessings, curses and bad words  
 

On one of my visit to Cameroon, I was angry to hear that the car battery 
that I had left behind after my previous fieldwork and which I intended 
to use for my portable computer had been taken away by the owner of a 
tractor who lived in town and came once a year to plough the fields of 
those who could afford his services. I wrote several letters to the tractor 
driver, but never received any answer. When he came to the village 
again, I asked him to compensate me for the lost battery. Given his bad 
faith and refusal to do so, I lost my temper and started shouting. Sud-
denly, the atmosphere changed. Those who were listening to the argu-
ment intervened and asked me to calm down. The tractor owner became 
very uneasy and said that he would really try to see what he could do, 
but that I should not be angry with him. He did bring the money two 
days later and, after he had paid me back, he (and my friends) insisted 
again that I should not bear any grudge, and I had to reassure them sev-
eral times that I did not. 

 
Keeping on good terms with everybody is a central value of Kwanja 
life. Generally speaking, this is said to bring a lot of good blessings 
(j æ̀qÏì mi`œs æ̀) from those with whom one is on good terms. Such 
blessings and good wishes (especially from the elderly), taken to-
gether, tend to bring good luck and God’s protection to the person 
who is kind to everyone and has no quarrels with anyone.85 People 
who have reached this state of grace are then immune to witchcraft 
or sorcery attacks.  

                                                
85 In the Bible translation, the term lfa`¿mxÕìqÕì (the chief of the spirit) is preferred 
to lfa`¿mxÕìaÏì (the chief of spirits). 
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Individuals who have a quarrel with someone but who wish 

to preserve their accumulated capital of good blessings generally let 
go, saying “God is there” (lfa`¿mxÕìqÕ ì l æ̀ jt), or “there are spirits” 
(mxÕìaÏì l`æ jt), leaving it up to God or the spirits to judge the per-
son, rather than fighting for their rights. Others prefer to fight, and 
this can easily lead to verbal threats. In the heat of a quarrel, some-
one might utter a “bad word” (mi` èa aÏùs`æ) or “bad words” (mxÏìœfÏù 
aÏùs æ̀) such as “You will see what happens to you”, or “I know what 
I will do to you”. As soon as these threats are uttered, the quarrel 
takes on a different dimension, since wishing harm is somehow 
akin to threatening to practice witchcraft or sorcery, and any misfor-
tune that might happen in the days that follow is seen as the result 
of such action. These utterances are also feared because a third per-
son might take advantage of the situation and harm one of the con-
flicting parties anonymously, thus benefitting from the fact that all 
the suspicion would automatically fall on the other party to the 
quarrel (see also Baeke 1995: 24). Thus, as soon as a verbal threat is 
made, the potential victim is likely to seek mediation from others to 
make sure that the words are taken back and that the “cursing” per-
son does not bear a grudge.  

 Resentment or rancour (mit èœ) can, in itself, bring misfor-
tune, without a word being spoken. Rancour derives mainly from 
situations in which someone’s authority is not respected. If a hus-
band or wife, a family or a village does not do what the spouse, 
family head or chief asks, the person whose authority is at stake ac-
cumulates rancour. The body heats up, and this can lead to disease 
or a curse. A husband who sleeps with his wife while she is filled 
with resentment against him might kill her. A village whose chief is 
angry might face a drought. To end this, people must follow orders 
and lift the curse by mixing flour with herbs in a calabash to “pour 
the rancour” (rtt mitèœ) on to the ground. 

Curses (j`æqÏì  aÏùs`æ) are the most serious forms of verbal 
threats. Ancestors can send either blessings (j æ̀qÏì mi`œs æ̀) or curses 
to their descendants according to their behaviour. The anger or sat-
isfaction of ancestors can be read in omens and divination. Ances-
tors can also be called on to send a curse to a relative. Kwanja his-
tory has several cases of notables who felt insulted by their children 
and cursed them, forbidding them to inherit the political title. Some 
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of the patrilineages’ taboos also derive from the past curse of a 
chief who became angry and called on his ancestors to impose re-
strictions on his descendants. Even today, men can curse their patri-
lineal offspring if they feel that they are not showing enough re-
spect for them. I witnessed fathers several times talking harshly to 
their adult children, requiring more respect from them, and their 
children bowing their heads and keeping quiet. I also heard several 
men declare openly that they wanted their property to be inherited 
by their uterine nephews so that none of their children should get 
anything. Women can curse a child too by declaring that it is no 
longer hers. For example, if a child goes against the mother’s deci-
sion regarding marriage and elopes with a lover, the mother might 
threaten to stop seeing him or her as her child, which is already, in 
itself, a curse (j`æqÏì aÏùs`æ). This would usually prompt the eloper to 
come back and ask for forgiveness, since losing membership in 
one’s matrilineage is one of the most terrible punishments that peo-
ple can think of. The curse can also be collective and be accompa-
nied by social punishment when someone hits his parents – one of 
the most serious crimes (mc è̀œ) among the Kwanja. If such a crime is 
committed, villagers gather in the morning and beat out a s æ̀r è̀œm è̀aÏì 
rhythm around the house of the criminal, as if he or she had passed 
away. The culprit is then brought to the palace and given a sermon by 
the chief and the population. One “beats the fault” (y«èq æ̀ mc è̀œ), beat-
ing the sacred single bell on the culprit’s head to curse him or her as 
well as any descendants. The culprit must pay a fine to his or her par-
ent before being banned from the village, and every adult in the vil-
lage (especially those who are first born) feels compelled to pay a fine 
of one chicken to his or her own parent, to ask for forgiveness. The 
whole village is fined for the behaviour of one of its members.  

A curse (j`æqÏì aÏùs æ̀) derives its potency from a reference to 
ancestors. The potency of bad words (mi` èa  aÏùs`æ) tends to be 
grounded in the threat to use witchcraft and sorcery. Rancour be-
comes neither a curse nor bad words as long as nothing is said. The 
misfortune that derives from it is the opposite of the good fortune 
that derives from blessings. When someone is liked, that person is 
automatically blessed and will succeed in his or her entreprises. 
When someone is disliked, that person will have problems. The best 
way to prevent misfortune is to keep on good terms with everybody 
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in general, and with one’s parents and chief in particular. As soon 
as a conflict comes out into the open, people should take action to 
dampen it or “cool the heart” of the conflicting parties through 
counselling, appeasing statements and “pouring the rancour”. 

Just as verbal threats carry potency in themselves, it is often 
enough to stop a conflict by apologizing or making an appeasing 
statement such as: “It is true that we had a quarrel, but I have never 
done anything to harm you and I have never wished you any mis-
fortune. Even if I was angry against you, it is finished today and I 
hold you no grudge anymore”. Making such statements is important 
to be free of rancour and start anew. But it is also important to 
avoid being accused of practising witchcraft or sorcery, a dreadful 
accusation that everybody tries to avoid. Conflicting parties might 
wish to seal their settlement before the chief. They are then made to 
swear to stop nurturing bad feelings and lick the chief’s throne 
(œfnèn èqÏì), or his big toe. Anyone going back on such an oath would 
then automatically be cursed and die. Likewise, a culprit who has 
been clearly identified can be directly cursed by the chief and die if 
he or shee continues to harbour, and practise, evil deeds.  

 
 
Witchcraft and sorcery 
 

One evening a friend visited me after dinner. At some point he asked: “Is 
it true what people say about you?” There was a rumour going around 
saying that I had been seen naked at dawn in the streets of Bankim town. 
My spirit was wandering around, unable to find its way back to my 
body. I had been interviewing old men about magic and witchcraft, and 
the rumour said that one of them had tricked me, telling me only half the 
truth about how to practise sorcery, enough to allow my spirit to leave 
my body, but not enough for my spirit to find its way back. Although the 
accusation was quite benign (I was not accused of having harmed any-
one), it was very difficult for me to work normally during the next two 
weeks. Everywhere I went, whether in Yimbéré or in neighbouring vil-
lages, people felt uneasy in my presence. Those who used to joke with 
me now greeted me with suspicion. My closest friends, who were pub-
licly refuting accusations of sorcery and defending my reputation, were 
all having a hard time, as they opened themselves up to the suspicion of 
their own complicity with me. After two weeks, however, people had 
forgotten about the case; another rumour had taken over and someone 
else was suffering from collective ostracism. 
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Knowing about witchcraft and sorcery automatically brings suspi-
cions of practising it. When I tried to address this topic in my inter-
views, informants inevitably declared that they knew absolutely 
nothing about it – i.e. they did not practise it themselves. Asking 
about it openly was seen either as a hidden accusation that my in-
formants were criminals, or as a sign that I wished to harm someone 
and wanted to learn how to do it. It was mostly in informal conver-
sation (both private and collective) or in specific cases of accusa-
tions in the village that the subject was openly discussed and that 
the variety of presumed occult practices was revealed. 
 
Poison (mbùtù) is said to be a common way of killing people and is 
widely feared throughout Cameroon. It can be added to food, and I 
have, for example, been advised not to eat food prepared by particu-
lar families who were suspected of concealing harmful feelings. But 
the fear of poisoning is especially prominent when serving drinks. 
Customers in bars generally refuse to drink from a bottle that has 
not been opened in front of them, or if the thumb nail of the waiter 
has touched the drink, as it is feared that there could be poison un-
der the nail. In all the ceremonies in which I took part, those who 
served the beer were carefully chosen and were held accountable in 
case of any accusation of poisoning. 

The whiskers of leopards (r æ̀q æ̀qÏì lav æ̀q` è( are said to be 
one of the most powerful poisons, and they are therefore the object 
of special care. When a leopard is killed, the hunter is not allowed 
to go close to the animal’s body. He must immediately go back to 
the village and call the chief and his dignitaries to inform them of 
the event. The dignitaries and the hunter then go to the place where 
the leopard was killed. They look closely at the grass or traces on 
the soil to verify that the hunter has not been close to the leopard, 
i.e. that the hunter did not make use of the opportunity to take any 
whiskers away. They then carefully count the number of whiskers 
to make sure that they are all present (there should be 7, 10, 14, or 
30, according to different informants). Finally, the elders cut the 
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whiskers, and then go together in the bush to burn them and bury 
the ashes deep in the ground.86  
 
Hereditary witchcraft (laøæq è̀) is a spiritual power used by some 
women at night. It is while a witch is asleep that her spirit leaves the 
body to wander around and attack someone, in order to suck the 
blood or eat the vital elements (heart, liver) of her victim. She starts 
to slowly eat bits of the heart, in order to see whether the chief re-
acts and forces her to stop her wrongdoings. If the chief stays quiet, 
she continues to empty the victim from within, until the latter dies. 
Witches are said to eat in congregations, following a rotation that 
people compare to a tontine (an economic type of “merry-go-
round”). Each witch must, when her turn comes, bring a victim who 
is eaten by the entire group of witches. She can either give a mem-
ber of her matrilineage (usually a child) or else find a victim outside 
her own group. If she cannot find any victim when her turn comes, 
her colleagues will eat her. As a result, witchcraft is not so much 
presented as deriving from the will to harm people, but rather from 
an uncontrollable craving for blood that is as difficult to resist as 
hunger itself. 

The power of witchcraft arises from a special organ located 
in the intestine. This organ is inherited from the mother and shared 
by all the members of the same matrilineage (although the power is 
only active if the mother practised witchcraft while she was preg-
nant). The local Kwanja term for matrilineage is either “one/same 
intestine-uterus” (k ¿̀mÏì l`æ̀ æm), or “one/same witch” (laøæq è̀ l`æ̀ æm) 
(see Chapter 2). Witches are said to operate mainly in their own vil-
lage and to be jealous of their territory. They forbid witches from 
neighbouring villages to operate in their own. As a result, anyone 
wishing to escape from witchcraft attacks just needs to move to an-
other village to be safe.  
 
Sorcery relies on acquired knowledge or “recipes” used to harm 
others. The Kwanja distinguish different types. S«æaÏì used to be the 
                                                
86 Leopards were eradicated from the region by the colonial administration in the 
1950s through use of poisoned bait as a measure to support the development of 
cattle herding. However, a few leopards survive in the mountains, and one of 
them was killed by a Kwanja from Yimbéré in 1999. 
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most common form of sorcery. It is supposed to be mainly used by 
men and acquired from patrilateral relatives or traditional healers. 
There are different forms of s«æaÏì. One of them operates during the 
day. A sorcerer spies on his victim’s movements and hides in a 
bush, naked, with a rope around his hips, to ambush him or her. He 
puts a bush pepper grain in his mouth and must crunch it when the 
first person passes by (hopefully his victim, or else he strikes an in-
nocent person). If nobody passes by, the sorcerer will die, unless he 
defecates and eats his own excrement. Another form of s«æaÏì oper-
ates at night. The sorcerer imitates the voice of a parent of his vic-
tim and calls him or her. When the victim answers, the sorcerer 
cracks the pepper and hexes his victim. A third form of s«æaÏì oper-
ates against thieves. As soon as someone steals something that has 
been magically protected, he or she is struck with the hex and might 
die. S«æaÏì also refers to burying objects on paths, at crossroads, 
doorsteps, or at the entrance of a village, thus harming those who 
step over them or preventing any success in the village. This form 
of sorcery is said to be on the decline because of the many rules that 
a sorcerer must follow in order to ensure the efficacy of the magic. 
Many things can go wrong and turn against the sorcerer himself. 

Another form of sorcery, which is said to have become 
dominant today, is the blowing of invisible poisoned needles (s`æqÏì). 
The needles strike victims with sudden pains in the chest and pre-
vent them from doing hard work in the fields, or kill them if swift 
action is not taken by the chief or a traditional healer. S æ̀qÏì is said to 
be nastier than s«æaÏì because it is used even in benign conflicts or 
jealousy. Apart from the needles, other forms of s`æqÏì can be buried 
and catch the victim when stepping over them. Yet another can 
stick to someone and travel great distances to find a victim. For ex-
ample, a sorcerer might shake hands with someone who is travelling 
and ask him to greet someone else on his way. The s æ̀qÏì sticks to the 
hand of the traveller and hexes the intended victim as soon as the 
traveller shakes his or her hand. Some forms of s æ̀qÏì lead the corpse 
of the victim to become rotten internally. Another form makes the 
victim urinate and defecate on him or herself.  

Another widespread type of sorcery is called lfa` èsÏìaÏì. This 
is practised mainly by young people or even children, usually under 
the direction of elders, who derive their power from sticks buried in 
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the banks of a river. New members are recruited through trickery. 
They are asked to climb a tree or are magically placed at the top of 
a tree and cannot come down unless they agree to become a mem-
ber of the congregation. Lfa è̀sÏìaÏì  is usually used to bring either 
good or bad fortune to someone else. People using lfa è̀sÏìaÏì  sel-
dom enrich themselves, but they can steal the success or intelli-
gence of someone else and transfer it on to a friend. They can also 
prevent any type of success by competitors, whether in the fields, at 
school or in business. If a user of lfa è̀sÏìaÏì feels insulted by some-
one, a common revenge is to make that person suffer from jiggers. 
People who have lfa è̀sÏìaÏì can also straddle one of their relatives 
spirits and use it as a horse or a plane to travel great distances 
throughout the night. In the morning, the victim wakes up ex-
hausted and with terrible back pain. Lfa è̀sÏìaÏì does not kill but can 
send a minor disease forcing people to spend money on treatments, 
and thus preventing them from accumulating wealth. This type of 
magic used to be widespread in the 1970s and 1980s, and was 
found in different regions of Cameroon (Fisyi and Geschiere 1990: 
140-2; Timmermans 1969: 75). In the 1990s, itinerant traditional 
healers toured the villages, administering an ordeal by dropping a 
small seed in the eye of suspected children. If the seed came out of 
the eye by itself, the child was innocent. If the seed stayed in the 
eye, it had caught a user of lfa è̀sÏìaÏì, and would not come out of 
the eye until the child had confessed.  

Øuvd èmÕù is a magical power owned by men, mainly chiefs or 
dignitaries, but also ordinary people. The price for acquiring such 
magic is said to be a human person, usually a member of the matri-
lineage. The magical means allows its owner’s spirit to travel in the 
wind or water currents, or to be transformed into an animal (leop-
ard, lion, hippopotamus or crocodile) and to engage in a war with 
œuvd èmÕù people from neighbouring villages. The object of the war is 
to defend one’s village against the attacks of others, or to steal their 
game, fish and agricultural fertility, and bring them back to the vil-
lage. This magic is therefore positively valued, and people do not 
hide the fact that they possess it (see fig. 30, the œuvdèmÕ ù of a chief). 
However, it is also said that this magic can sometimes be used to 
retaliate against people who show disrespect to its owner, prevent-
ing those who misbehave from having success in their enterprises.  
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Finally, œuv—è—æ is a power that allows its owner to send mul-
titudes of animals to destroy something or someone. A sorcerer can 
use it to send hedgehogs, birds or monkeys to ruin the fields of a 
competitor. A war chief can also use it to send ants or even soldiers 
against his enemies. 
 
 
Prevention 
 
Modern medicines are perceived to be inefficient in the fight 
against witchcraft and sorcery (or even curses and breach of taboos) 
because they only treat the symptoms, not the ultimate causes of 
diseases. As a consequence, people rely on a variety of strategies to 
prevent misfortune. One of them is to keep on good terms with eve-
ryone, to accumulate blessings, and to follow an exemplary life that 
conforms to Biblical or Koranic teaching. As this might not be 
enough to prevent people from being jealous, even people who are 
generally friendly to everyone can be compelled to rely on using 
charms to protect themselves and their family: most babies wear 
belts to protect them against the attacks of witches, for example.  

But this might still not be enough, and misfortunes can even 
strike people who take precautionary measures. Action must be 
taken when witchcraft or sorcery are suspected. One way to address 
such problems is to rely on the poison ordeal (a«»). The poison 
comes from the bark of the cadi tree (mfÏìmcÏì la«»), which is col-
lected and macerated in water. The suspect swears to be innocent 
and declares that he or she must die if he or she is lying but live if 
he or she is saying the truth. The suspect then drinks the juice of the 
bark, which is given by a member of the same matrilineage. If the 
accused person has told the truth, he or she vomits immediately. If 
the person has lied, the poison catches him or her and he or she dies 
within a few hours or days, unless he or she admits the crime and 
asks for forgiveness. The a«» must then be undone with the opposite 
phrasing (“if the suspect is guilty, he or she must live; if the suspect 
is innocent, he or she must die”) and the accused person starts vom-
iting the poison. Although this ordeal was prohibited by the colonial 
administration, it continues to be practised on chickens, and occa-
sionally on humans who decide to drink it at their own initiative to 
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prove their innocence. But organising this ordeal is not always suf-
ficient to clean the name of someone, as many people believe that 
modern witches and sorcerers have developed tricks to survive the 
ordeal, even when they are guilty.  

Another way to prevent witchcraft and sorcery is to take an 
oath, or “cut the sòò” (bÏìœmc æ̀ rnèn è). A traditional healer (usually of 
Mambila origin) is called to slaughter a chicken over someone’s 
head or on the doorstep of a house. An oath (j`æqÏì) is then uttered, 
saying that “If anyone wishes to harm me or my family, the sòò 
must catch that person. If I want to harm anyone, the sòò must catch 
me”. The magic automatically sends any spell back to its sender, 
but it has a double edge and can also kill the person who cut the sòò 
if the latter wants to harm someone. It must therefore be used with 
great care. Such protective means are said to come from the Mam-
bila’s sua (Zeitlyn 1994). 

Accusing someone can be an efficient way to prevent witch-
craft and sorcery if the accused person denies the accusation, keeps 
a low profile and tries to solve the conflict. Accusation must be 
based on suspicion or evidence. When the victim is a small child, 
the father often suspects a member of the child’s matrilineage, 
while the mother might be more likely to suspect a co-wife if she 
has one. When the victim is an adult, the other members of the 
matrilineage tend to suspect people with whom the victim has quar-
relled, which is often a member of his own patrilineage. Evidence 
can also be given in dreams, as in the following case:  

 
Some years ago, I dreamt that an old woman came down from the roof 
and tried to feed me with poison (mbùtù). But when her hand ap-
proached my mouth, she trembled and could not reach me. I had the 
same dream the following night, and again on the third night, but then I 
recognised her - she was my neighbour. I went to the chief, who told me 
to come back if it happened again. Nothing happened for a week, but 
then I dreamt it again. She was trying to reach my penis, but her hand 
was trembling and she could not do it, probably because I had good j`æqÏì 
and had no conflict with her. I was struggling with her in my dreams and 
I woke up exhausted. I went to the chief, who called the old woman and 
asked her why she was trying to harm me. She admitted that she was a 
laøæq` è, and that she could not help it when it took her. The chief ordered 
her to stop her wrongdoings and asked me to throw one grain of maize at 
her, so that she would be caught by her own spell if she tried again. The 
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old woman cried and said that she would abandon whatever wrong she 
had done.  

 
When people are unsure about the source of their misfor-

tune, they may ask the help of a traditional healer practising divina-
tion. Few Kwanja are diviners (mainly old men on the plateau), and 
people usually consult Mambila diviners, since they are regionally 
famous for their knowledge and powers.87 Relying on the service of 
someone who does not know anything about the conflict or the vil-
lage of the victim also has the advantage of conferring some form 
of “objectivity” on the evaluation of the situation. These healers use 
a variety of devices to identify the cause of the affliction, and then 
provide specific medicines to treat or prevent it.  

Instead of accusing someone directly (with or without the 
help of a diviner), one might choose instead to refer the case to a 
dignitary, who will then inform the chief. The chief is supposed to 
know everything about witches and sorcerers in his village because 
of his “pierced eyes” and because anyone buying a remedy for pro-
tection is supposed to inform the chief of all the details. Chiefs also 
keep each other informed if they know that one of their villagers 
has sold a magical device to someone living in a neighbouring vil-
lage. When the chief’s help is sought, he first confers with his dig-
nitaries in order to establish the cause of the problem. He then or-
ganises a public meeting and threatens to denounce the sorcerer or 
the witch publicly if the latter does not stop his or her practices im-
mediately. The chief might also beat his single ritual bell and curse 
the witch or sorcerer, saying that misfortune should come back and 
strike its sender instead of the victim. 
 
 
Good and bad powers 
 
Most people, at some time or another in their lives, use magical 
means to protect themselves from witchcraft and sorcery. These 
means can be, among other things, belts or necklaces attached to 
babies and small children, and medicines that strike thieves, protect 

                                                
87 The Mambila are well known for practising spider divination (Zeitlyn 1993b), 
but many diviners also rely on a variety of other means. 
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a household or a person against sorcery and witchcraft, provide suc-
cess in business or farming, good luck when travelling, etc. Al-
though these medicines are used for protection, the line separating 
them from harmful practices is very thin. First, the protection often 
sends a misfortune back where it comes from, and is therefore 
harmful to thieves, witches or sorcerers. Secondly, furthering one’s 
own interests is often seen as detrimental to others. A love potion 
secures someone’s attention against his or her will. Boosting one’s 
harvest or success at school through magical means is often seen as 
the result of “stealing” other farmers or students’ success and ca-
pacity, as if the whole enterprise was a zero-sum game. Thirdly, the 
same magic can sometimes be used for either good or bad purposes. 
Chiefs fight against witches with their own weapons and can use 
them against anybody showing them disrespect. Øuvd èmÕù is usually 
used to further the interests of a village, but can also be used to kill. 
It is therefore difficult to know the difference between white and 
black magic. If someone is accused of having harmed someone else, 
the protective potions that he keeps at home can easily be taken as 
evidence against him, as can be seen in the case described below. 
 

In a widely publicised case that happened in 2001, the matrilineage of a 
sick old man consulted a Mambila diviner to discover what he was suf-
fering from. The diviner identified sorcery as the cause, and accused a 
notable of being the culprit. The notable was summoned and tortured un-
til he admitted his crime. The diviner asked him to show his magic. As 
the sorcerer had preventively thrown everything he had in the pit latrine 
to escape any accusation, he was forced to reach into the latrine to take 
everything out and show it to the crowd. Despite all efforts, the sick vic-
tim died the next week. Later, the same sorcerer was again accused to 
have killed someone else. A council of Kwanja chiefs, deliberating be-
hind closed doors, convicted him and asked the justice department to 
send a warrant for arrest, so that he could be brought to court and prose-
cuted. However, the sorcerer was informed of this by one of his matri-
lineal relatives and fled before the police arrived to arrest him. Later, his 
matrilineal relatives lobbied the justice department to bury the case. 
Another case started shortly afterwards. D had a bar, and the business 
was very good. At some point, his business declined so much that he had 
to close the bar. He consulted the same Mambila diviner, who identified 
as the culprit the son of the first sorcerer (see above). The young man 
was beaten, tortured and threatened by the angry crowd until he admitted 
his crimes. He confessed to have dug up medicine to prevent the success 
of D’s bar, to use his father as a plane to travel to France at night, and to 
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have taken the brain of another person to give it to his brother and make 
him cleverer. He also denounced one of the notables of the village as his 
boss. This notable was then also threatened until he admitted his crimes. 
Both were forced to show to everyone the medicines they had used. The 
notable showed some magic that he had buried at home, while the young 
man dug up the lfa` èsÏìaÏì he had buried close to D’s bar, as well as to 
the entrance of the village. They were both banned from the village, but 
the notable stayed at home and kept a low profile. The young man came 
back after a few years after promising the chief that he would never hurt 
anyone again.  
The unusual brutality with which these cases were treated shocked many 
people. The son of the first convicted sorcerer (the person who was sup-
posedly “made cleverer” by his brother), a highly educated and impor-
tant civil servant and a close friend of mine, asked his father to explain 
himself. The father replied that he had never practised sorcery and that 
he had used the medicine thrown in his pit latrine only as protection 
against witchcraft and sorcery, but that he was forced to admit some-
thing he had not done in order to save his life and escape the angry 
crowd. However, he dissuaded his son from prosecuting his tormentors - 
possibly a wise choice, given that witchcraft and sorcery are recognised 
as crimes under Cameroonian law, and that diviners can be called to tes-
tify in court (Rowlands and Warnier 1988; Fisiy and Geschiere 1990).  

 
People accused of witchcraft or sorcery usually see them-

selves (and are seen by their relatives) as the innocent victims of 
false accusations, even though they might admit a crime under tor-
ture or threat, or to avoid drinking the poison ordeal. In this context, 
the white magic that many people use to protect themselves, their 
family or the village can easily be perceived as black magic used to 
harm others. 
 
 
The strength of explanatory schemes 
 
Even when people are forced to admit to a crime which they did not 
commit and thus become a victim of the system of belief, this sel-
dom leads them to question the explanatory scheme on which it re-
lies. They still continue to believe that witchcraft and sorcery exist, 
and their own experiences do not prevent them from taking part in 
accusing others (who might also feel themselves to be the victims 
of false accusations) whenever they feel threatened by occult pow-
ers. Most adult Kwanja villagers have, at least once in their lives, 
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suspected someone of practising witchcraft or sorcery, and have 
also been suspected of the same crime in their turn and denied it. 
Because of the deep conviction that mystical powers are wide-
spread, it can be an impossible task to fight against accusations, as 
exemplified in the following case:  
 

A French woman was working on an agro-pastoral project in the region. 
At some point, a rumour spread that she was riding her motorbike to be-
head the people she met on her way with a machete. From that day on, 
on seeing her approaching, children ran out of her way as if they were 
running for their lives, screaming and terrorised. Bringing to court some 
of those who claimed to have witnessed her killing someone, proving 
that their accusation was false and getting them convicted for slander 
and having lied in court did little to quench the rumour. I had a hard time 
defending her reputation among my Kwanja friends, and I was always 
looked upon with awe whenever I visited her. 

 
Rumours spread very quickly and, like bush fires, are im-

possible to extinguish until they eventually die out by themselves. I 
experienced this myself when some people (whom I was never able 
to identify) spread the rumour that I had tried to practice sorcery. It 
can be argued that such accusations aim neither at finding the truth 
nor at “punishing” wrongdoers. Rather, they aim at reinstating the 
social order by correcting people’s behaviour and forcing them to 
declare publicly that they wish no harm to anyone. One wins ac-
quital not by denying sorcery but by admitting the crime (see Lévi-
Strauss 1974: 190). By pressing for confessions and appeasing 
statements, witchcraft accusations produce ultimate causes explain-
ing misfortune, thereby reinforcing existing explanatory schemes 
that rely on witchcraft and sorcery. 

Beliefs in witchcraft and sorcery are extremely deep and 
widespread. Not a day passes by without someone talking about it 
or taking protective measures against it. Lack of success, long-term 
illnesses and deaths are perceived to be grounded in someone else’s 
jealousy or greed. The limited access to medical facilities, and the 
fact that modern medicine does not convincingly address or even 
recognise social causation, tend to reinforce local explanatory 
schemes. AIDS might change the pattern of witchcraft accusations 
since, unlike other diseases, it is strongly defined as an acquired 
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syndrome and not as something which can be sent by a witch or a 
sorcerer. But it requires that the serological status be known. 

 
In 2001, I visited the chief of a neighbouring village. He was complain-
ing of serious health difficulties. Many Kwanja elites (including health 
agents) with whom I talked said that he was suffering from AIDS. A few 
months later, the chief’s matrilineage and a Mambila diviner accused 
several persons (one Kwanja chief from the plateau living in the same 
village as the sick chief, several notables, and one or two individuals 
who had a personal conflict with the chief). The sub-prefect of Bankim 
and the gendarmerie arrived in the village, organised a meeting in front 
of the palace, and publicly warned the dignitaries that they were known 
to be bewitching the chief and that they had to put an end to it right 
away, or be arrested. They were later summoned by the gendarmerie in 
Bankim to explain themselves. Most of them were released, but the chief 
from the plateau was arrested and jailed in Banyo. Later on, the chief 
underwent an AIDS test, which was positive. He declared in private that 
he would stop accusing people of witchcraft, but he did not do it pub-
licly. The Kwanja chief from the plateau remained in jail in Banyo until 
his son bribed the police to free him. When the chief died, many people 
continued talking about witchcraft. However, the Kwanja deputy (mem-
ber of parliament), arriving from Yaounde, declared publicly that the 
chief had died of AIDS and that all accusations of witchcraft had to be 
dropped. Many people blamed him for saying this in public. 

 
Some people, knowing about their serological status, have 

already declared publicly that they were suffering from AIDS in 
order to discourage any accusation of witchcraft after their death. 
But although more than 20% of the sexually active population in 
the area of Bankim is infected, AIDS is still associated with stigma 
and shame, something that has been reinforced by missionary work 
and moralising prevention campaigns (Gausset 2001b). As a conse-
quence, many people hide their serological status (or do not want to 
know it), preferring to spread witchcraft accusations rather than 
face the shame of being associated with immoral behaviour.  
 
 
Personal vengeance 
 
It is one thing to make a mistake when accusing someone – it is an-
other thing to do it on purpose to discredit the accused person. It is 
well known, for example, that, after the death of a rich man, wid-
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ows tend to be falsely accused by their in-laws of having murdered 
their husbands. This accusation reduces them to silence when in-
laws share the inheritance and disregard the last will of the deceased 
in order to deprive widows and their children of a large part of in-
heritance. False accusations can also be made on purpose to dis-
credit an opponent in any conflict of interest, not least in conflicts 
between jealous co-wives and lovers. 
 

B was a widow and the lover of a married man, who started taking J (a 
divorced woman) as second lover. When B started having a swollen leg, 
she accused J of having hexed her and brought the accusation before the 
chief. J explained that she had been visiting her father G to ask him for a 
love potion to win the heart of her lover over B, but that G had no such 
potion. The chief was not convinced, and they all went to consult a 
Mambila diviner. The diviner accused G (who was a widower) of having 
bewitched B because she refused to love him. The diviner’s explanation 
was totally out of context, and B herself denied this explanation, saying 
that it was impossible, since G was the husband of her late elder sister 
and was therefore a joking partner who could not marry her without the 
consent of her family. Yet, the chief insisted that both G and J were 
guilty. G wanted to drink the poison ordeal to prove his innocence. But 
B, her family and the chief refused, and the case was brought before the 
court in Bankim. However, the chief gave the notice summoning G and J 
to appear in court only after the hearing had already taken place, which 
prevented them from defending their case.  
The case was then transferred to Banyo, where G and J were jailed with-
out being heard, presumably because of the influence of the elder brother 
of B, who was working as a clerk at the justice department in Banyo. 
There were four hearings during the first few months, then nothing hap-
pened for several months. J was pregnant by her lover and gave birth in 
jail, which allowed her to leave jail on condition that she remained in 
Banyo. G stayed in jail and, since nothing was happening, asked to be 
brought to the Sultan to take his poison ordeal (licking the sacred drums; 
see fig. 31), so that everybody would see whether or not he was telling 
the truth. This was denied him, but a prison guard took pity on G and 
went to the court to see what was happening to his case. He discovered 
that a final hearing had been called to settle the matter definitely, but that 
the paper had been blocked somewhere in the administration (again, pre-
sumably because of B’s brother working as a clerk in that department). 
The prison guard set the justice machinery in motion again, and a final 
hearing was called. However, it had to be postponed twice because the 
Mambila diviner, who had been summoned to court to testify, was ab-
sent. At the third attempt, they decided to carry on without the diviner. 
The judge could sense that the whole story was just a quarrel between 
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lovers and that G and J had been wrongly accused. When the judge 
asked B who had won and who had lost in this case, B answered that J 
had won the heart of her lover, while she herself had lost a healthy leg. 
The whole court laughed at this ridiculous statement, and this was a 
turning point that made B lose her case.  
 

 
Fig. 31: Sacred drums of the Sultan's palace, used in an ordeal to which suspected 
witches are subjected 
 

G and J were freed without bail one year after they had been jailed, and 
they returned to the village. B got her leg properly treated at the hospital, 
and it became clear to everyone that she had not been bewitched. Al-
though people still wonder whether B genuinely thought that J was be-
witching her, or whether she created a false accusation on purpose to 
send her competitor to jail, people have fewer doubts concerning the 
chief. In the meantime, he had been caught red-handed by one of his 
wives while making love to a widowed woman. That woman was some-
one whom G had approached to remarry, without knowing that the chief 
was after her too (if a woman sleeps with a chief, no one else can sleep 
with her). After this incident, people were convinced that, if the chief 
had testified so strongly against G, despite the weak evidence, it was be-
cause he knew that G and he loved the same woman and thus wanted to 
get rid of a competitor.  
Today, J has won the heart of her lover over B. The lover of the chief 
has moved to a neighbouring village. The chief has apologised to G and 
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told him that he will protect him if anybody accuses him of anything. 
Despite the year spent in jail for nothing and the fact that he has come 
back broken by disease and malnutrition and is incapable of working in 
his fields anymore, G holds no grudge against anyone. He stayed so long 
in jail that weariness has replaced rancour. Even if he wanted revenge or 
was entitled to compensation for the slander and the year spent in jail, he 
would need money and the support of a strong and well-connected fam-
ily to win anything, and he has neither. G has suffered a lot in his life, is 
expecting to suffer even more in the future, and is willing to accept his 
fate. The local emphasis on accumulating good j`æqÏì  and avoiding re-
sentment might also play a role in his forgiveness.  

 
 Villagers are well aware that many false rumours are spread 

in bars, when people are drunk. Rumours can spread extremely rap-
idly, doing widespread damage to someone reputation. Once this is 
done, accusations are just a formality, and many villagers take them 
uncritically as a proof of culpability in itself. As a result, people are 
extremely touchy and tend to react very strongly as soon as they 
hear the slightest insinuation of an accusation (of sorcery, witch-
craft, adultery, misuse of collective funds, etc.) If accusations are 
not cleared up rapidly at the outset with solid counter-arguments, 
preferably with the backing of the close family or matrilineage of 
the accused person, they can spread as rumours and end up as accu-
sations or, in the worst cases, can lead a crowd of villagers to ask 
for drastic measures. Once matters have already gone too far, few 
people dare to oppose this process and thus run the risk of being 
seen as an accomplice.  
 
 
Equality and difference 
 
Witchcraft and sorcery are grounded in jealousy, greed and anger. 
Jealous people are said to hex the successful. This is commonly 
suspected among brothers of different mothers, co-wives, chiefs and 
potential heirs, and so on. It explains why many local “rich” 
Kwanja are extremely secretive about their income and capital and 
choose to live as “poor” people, wearing old clothes, living in small 
houses, avoiding buying anything which might frame them as con-
spicuously showing their wealth and generate jealousy among 
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neighbours. Successful coffee-planters, businessmen and the edu-
cated elite fear that other people resent their success. 
 

At the annual meeting of the CDRK (Comité de développement de la ré-
gion Kwanja) in 1994, the president made a long speech trying to ad-
dress what he identified as one of the main causes of underdevelopment 
in the region: witchcraft and sorcery grounded in jealousy. He explained 
that the urban elite (to whom he belonged) did not want to invest their 
money back home and build nice houses or shops because they were 
afraid that people would see this as an arrogant behaviour, or would be 
jealous of their success and would bewitch them. He then exhorted his 
fellow Kwanja to stop being jealous of wealthy people and bewitching 
them, so that they too could benefit from their investments.  

 
 Many of the elite avoid coming back to their home village. 

When they do so, they try to avoid sleeping there so as to minimise 
the risk of being bewitched. During my fieldwork, for example, I 
wanted to meet the Kwanja who had been elected as a member of 
parliament, but I always missed him since he arrived without warn-
ing late at night and left early the next morning during his rare visits 
to his old mother. His pattern of visits might reflect a fear of sor-
cery, or it might reflect his wish to avoid demands for help from all 
kinds of relatives and villagers. It is difficult to refuse the many 
demands of relatives or clients when one is a successful business-
man and politician. Doing so inevitably creates frustration, which 
can lead to jealousy or resentment and to witchcraft and sorcery. 
Thus, witchcraft deriving from jealousy is often grounded in social 
difference and in the failure to redistribute wealth and status. 

 The misfortune of some can also be directly linked to the 
good fortune of others, since as noted already, successful people are 
believed to steal the wealth of unfortunate people, as in a zero-sum 
game. The back pain of a father becomes a symptom that his child 
has ridden him as a horse during the night. Failure at an examina-
tion explains the success of another student. The failure of one’s 
crop relates directly to the bumper harvest of a neighbouring field. 
The drought in a village explains the abundance of rain in the 
neighbouring village. The lack of interest that a husband shows in 
his wife has a magical origin and is inversely proportional to the 
affection that he shows to his co-wife. In these cases, the witches or 
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sorcerers (or their acquaintances) gain a material advantage. Their 
actions are explained by greed. 

 Finally, witchcraft and sorcery can be grounded in anger and 
resentment. Anyone who has quarrelled bitterly or who has a 
grudge against someone can be suspected of wanting to harm the 
opponent. A third person might also take this opportunity to harm 
one of the conflicting parties and get away with it, since the suspi-
cion would automatically fall on the other party. This threat is is 
feared at least as much as the threat coming from the conflict itself. 
In these cases, sorcery is not so much grounded in jealousy as in 
disagreement and bad temper. 

 We can deduce from this that witchcraft and sorcery accusa-
tions come from resentment. Where there is social peace and no 
hard feelings, there is no malevolence and no witchcraft. The fear of 
witchcraft is a powerful incentive to keep on good terms with oth-
ers. Friendliness, hospitality, equanimity, humility, patience, com-
passion and care for others are highly valued characteristics of per-
sonality. People who stay “cool” in the face of conflict, who are not 
afraid of humbly asking for forgiveness, are more likely to be on 
good terms with many people, and to spare therefore both witch-
craft attacks and witchcraft accusations. Social difference is an im-
portant source of resentment. Those who occupy a higher socio-
economic position are either suspected of having arrived there by 
stealing others, or fearing that people are jealous and “want them 
down”.88 Witchcraft and sorcery thus constitute levelling mecha-
nisms that prevent people from accumulating wealth (Fisiy and 
Geschiere 1990; Geschiere 1997). Even when witchcraft is seen as a 
means of accumulating wealth, rich people are compelled either to 
hide their wealth or to redistribute it so as to avoid both witchcraft 
accusations and witchcraft attacks.  

                                                
88 Dignitaries and chiefs are exceptions. A chief should be the wealthiest person 
in the village. In principle, nobody can have a tin-roof or a car if the chief does 
not have one. The chief’s wealth does not derive from harmful practices but 
comes from the villagers who work in the chief’s fields, build his palace, and 
collect money to buy him items that will make him “rich”. As in many other parts 
of Cameroon, the level of “development” of a village is generally measured by 
looking at the chief’s “palace” and wealth. 
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Conclusions 
 
As we have seen, there is a great variety of ways in which misfor-
tune happens and is understood. It might relate to health (with a 
great variety of symptoms) or livelihood. It might strike individuals 
or communities. The victims might be commoners, or have a spe-
cific status that is relevant when interpreting the misfortune: hunt-
ers, babies, schoolchildren, widows, or pregnant women. The afflic-
tion might be progressive or sudden. It can be interpreted as result-
ing from witchcraft, sorcery, curses, a breach of taboos or social 
conflicts. It might originate with humans, ancestors or spirits, or by 
sheer accident. It might be dealt with by seeking refuge among ma-
trikin, chief’s anti-witchcraft curses, rituals or medicines, and at ei-
ther the individual or collective level. This might happen at a vari-
ety of scales, from individual misfortune, to lineage problems, to 
global catastrophies.89 All the case studies discussed in this chapter 
                                                
89 The scale of misfortune is generally perceived to be linked to the scale of 
transgression, conflict or disorder. Just as one says that an individual’s heart is 
“hot” when he or she is jealous or angry, a lineage or a village might also be said 
to be “hot” when it is riddled by conflict and struck by misfortune. Having a child 
whose upper teeth come first announces only one death and is less dangerous 
than leprosy, which threatens the whole matrilineage, or an eclipse, which is a 
bad omen for an entire region. Transgressing a patrilineal taboo is dangerous for 
the trespasser only, while transgressing a chiefly taboo threatens the entire matri-
lineage or might lead to war between two chiefs. Personal conflict or individual 
misbehaviour explains individual misfortune. The misfortune of a lineage (nu-
merous deaths, bad omens from ancestors) is explained either by conflicts within 
the group, or the transgression of serious taboos such as skinning a leopard with-
out the consent of the chief. The collective misfortune of a village (epidemics, 
drought, the failure of a local market) is explained by reference to conflicts within 
the community or with a neighbouring chief practising sorcery (œuvdèmÕù), to the 
chief’s misbehaviour and bad temper, or to the transgression of the most impor-
tant social rules, such as hitting one’s parents. The scale at which prevention 
mechanisms are implemented is proportional to the scale of the misfortune. Indi-
vidual transgressions of food or ritual taboos are commonly solved by dignitaries, 
and personal misfortune is avoided by making individual sacrifices to ancestors. 
But diseases of the belly, the transgression of chiefly taboos, are more serious and 
imply the participation of a whole lineage in addressing the problem. Also, epi-
demics or collective misfortune implies the participation of the whole village and 
the chief when sacrificing to ancestors. The mechanisms remain the same but are 
more formal, more elaborate and imply the participation of more people.  
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are singular; no two cases of misfortune are perceived and treated in 
the same exact terms. And yet, behind this diversity, one finds regu-
larities and coherence in the way the Kwanja understand and ad-
dress misfortune. The infinite variety of possible events is, in prac-
tice, understood in relation to a limited number of ultimate causes 
and addressed using a limited number of strategies. Unpredictability 
thus coexists with regularities and patterns, which makes the 
Kwanja’s construction of misfortune different from the Western 
point of view.  

The authority with which I claim to be able to analyse these 
phenomena derives from my own involvement in such processes. I 
have been taught to follow taboos for my own good. I have wit-
nessed the burials of people who have died with a big belly, whose 
funerals had to be organised without shedding any tears. I have 
been accused of practising sorcery myself and have had to learn 
quickly the rules of the game in responding to such accusations. I 
have almost cursed people and have experienced the type of social 
response that this triggers. My close friends and family members 
have been involved in various conflicts, and I have spent much time 
and energy in trying to solve them, thereby learning the types of 
action and discourse that were acceptable, and those that were not.  

Of course, given the diversity of practices, it is impossible to 
account for all the details, and it is necessary to simplify the com-
plexity in order to grasp it. I could have given even more informa-
tion about the various types of transgressions, taboos, omens, sor-
cery, the different modes of acquisition of sorcery, or the recipes 
that people use to protect themselves. But what I have presented 
should suffice to understand the internal logic of the field of misfor-
tune that presents it as the result of natural or social disorders, re-
gardless of the variety of forms that misfortune might take. On the 
one hand, natural disorders arise from boundary crossing or abomi-
nations and are prevented by following a number of prescriptions, 
by offerings and rituals, and by reacting strongly to anomalies. On 
the other hand, social disorders are grounded in greed, jealousy and 
anger leading to conflicts, and are prevented by keeping on good 
terms with everyone, cooling down hearts heated by resentment, 
and avoiding conspicuously showing off one’s wealth.  
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Obsviously, choosing this type of focus, inspired by Lévi-
Strauss (1962a, 1962b) and Mary Douglas (1966), gives only a par-
tial view of the field of misfortune, and is blind to other types of 
approaches. I could have analysed misfortune very differently, had I 
focused instead on, say, personal experiences of suffering, health 
trajectories, what it means to try to access medical services in the 
poorest province of a developing country, etc. But I have rather 
chosen to focus on the way misfortune is constructed, understood 
and prevented, which has allowed me to show that although rules 
and structures exist and frame misfortune, knowledge of them is not 
enough to predict the outcome of their application. The decision to 
understand failure or disorder according to one specific cause (jeal-
ousy, resentment, abomination, transgression, curses) and to ad-
dress it by means of a specific strategy (using protective magic, 
public accusation, chief’s curse, rituals, cooling people’s hearts, 
mitigating conflicts, etc.) will always depend on the context and on 
each individual’s experience and status. It is the coexistence of con-
current rules that engenders complexity and unpredictability. 



 
   
  

CHAPTER 6 
 

MORAL ECONOMY 
 

 
Refusing to pay 100 CFA for monthly access to clean water from a 
pump, sleeping on the floor of one’s kitchen to accommodate 
strangers as guests, living several months without having five francs 
in one’s pocket, gendarmes racketeering people unashamedly at a 
roadblock, teachers doing overtime to prepare their students for an 
exam, even though they have received no salary in the past six 
months, the widespread solidarity of lineage members during a fu-
neral, the mobilisation of an entire village to carry sand and stone 
for a school, the fear of villagers when the chief threatens to curse 
their fields – these are some of the forms of behaviour which will 
inevitably seem disconcerting to a Western observer living among 
the Kwanja. Having outlined, in the previous chapters, the social 
organisation of the Kwanja, I will now move on to discuss how this 
impacts on everyday interactions between individuals who ex-
change goods and services in the market, within networks of soli-
darity, in collective work, or in hierarchical relations. Describing 
these interactions will demonstrate the importance of understanding 
the kinship system, the political structure, and the history of the 
Kwanja. It will also lead to a discussion of their legitimacy, thereby 
relativizing the notion of corruption. 
 
 
The morality of exchange 

 
Economic anthropology has been developed from a variety of per-
spectives, many of which have in common the rejection of simplis-
tic rational choice theory – the idea that people always try to maxi-
mise their private advantage – and stress instead the importance of 
the morality of exchange. Mauss (1925), for example, distinguishes 
between the immediate exchange of impersonal things, and the gift 
and delayed counter-gift of personalised things. The gift is not 
made for monetary gain, but it initiates new social relations by call-
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ing for reciprocity in the future. Refusing to receive a gift amounts 
to rejecting the social relationship and might lead to conflict. Ac-
cepting the gift but failing to reciprocate creates social debts and 
social hierarchies. Sahlins (1972) builds on this to distinguish be-
tween negative reciprocity (in which one takes – or “steals” – with-
out giving anything in exchange), balanced reciprocity (in which 
one receives roughly the same as one gives, as in barter) and gener-
alised reciprocity (in which one shares everything one has, in soli-
darity with everyone else). Polanyi (1957) introduces the idea that 
there exist different types of money applying to different spheres of 
exchanges (see also Bohannan 1959 and Barth 1967). Among the 
Tiv, for example, prestigious items, such as slaves, cattle, political 
titles or medicines, are exchanged with one another, but not with 
food crops in the sphere of subsistence (Bohannan 1959). A third 
sphere concerns rights in people (wives and offspring), which can-
not be exchanged for food or cattle. Exchanges within each sphere 
are regulated differently, although brass rods constitute a common 
currency allowing people to convert items from one sphere to an-
other one. Kopytoff (1986) pushes this line of thought further by 
distinguishing between commodities that can be bought and sold 
freely and those that are so individualised that they escape from the 
sphere of the market and cannot be exchanged – with a whole range 
of possibilities in between these two extremes.  

All these anthropologists (and many others) focus on the 
moral economy, presenting exchange as embedded in social rela-
tions and obligations. The present chapter is inscribed within this 
tradition. But instead of focusing on the things exchanged, their 
quality or the balance of exchange, it focuses instead on the differ-
ent types of social obligations that are found in exchanges. Moreo-
ver, it adopts a pragmatic method that takes as point of departure 
consequences rather than principles (James 1975: 28-32; Diggins 
1994: 134) and thus defines different social obligations in terms of 
the sanctions that follow their breach rather than of the rules that 
should be followed. In other words, it defines social obligations by 
the practical difference that it makes for actors to follow or change 
the rules of the game. In the words of Shore and Haller (2005: 8): 
“If anthropology is concerned with understanding the rules and 
norms that govern social conduct, then a good way of exploring 
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these codes is to examine instances where they are violated, how 
people react to such transgressions, and the strategies and tactics 
that actors use to negotiate between different norms and rules”. But 
unlike pragmatists, who distinguish principles from consequences 
in order to put the last first (James 1975: 46-7), I see both as two 
sides of the same coin, since this involves defining principles by the 
type of effects they generate.  
 
 
Four pragmatic obligations framing exchange 

 
At least four types of rule or obligation determining exchange can 
be distinguished according to different mechanisms and different 
sanctions punishing those who do not abide by the rule. 
 
 
Contractual obligation 
 
A contract is here defined as an agreement between two or more 
parties, through which they willingly agree to exchange goods and 
services under certain conditions. Most of the goods and services 
that are exchanged contractually are different in nature: what is ac-
quired is different from what is given. The agreement or contract 
can be very short and simple (selling or buying a beer) or it can be 
the object of long negotiations and sometimes run over generations 
(borrowing land from a lineage). It can be impersonal (bargaining 
with strangers in a market) or deeply linked to persons (marriage 
contracts). But in all cases, failing to abide by the agreement leads 
to a breach of contract, which is usually dealt with either by an ap-
peal to authority to force the failing party to fulfil its contractual 
obligations, or by restoring the pre-contractual situation through 
reimbursing what has been exchanged or the payment of some 
compensation if it has been consumed. What is at stake in a breach 
of contract is often more than a material benefit or loss: it is also the 
credibility of the parties involved, and therefore their ability to 
make future contracts with other people.  

 Contracts exist at all levels. In interpersonal interaction, 
apart from trade, contracts are found when a parent gives a small 
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salary to a child working in the fields, when a woman cooks food 
for her lover and receives small gifts of clothes or money in ex-
change before or after sexual relations, or when someone bribes a 
civil servant to get a new birth certificate. It also exists between 
groups, when defining the boundary between two chiefdoms, or 
when voting for someone because of his donation or promises of 
development. Marriage contracts involve both individuals who must 
live up to their marital duties, and groups (lineages) that contract 
long-term alliances. If the contract is breached at the individual 
level (through adultery, domestic violence, a failure to provide re-
sources or sexual services, for example) or at the lineage level 
(through accusations of witchcraft or some other type of serious 
conflict between lineages), the matter is either brought before a 
chief, who will try to get those involved to abide by their marital 
contracts, or else the marriage is dissolved in order to restore the 
pre-contract situation.90  
 
 
Mutual obligation 
 
Here a mutual obligation is defined as the obligation to treat others 
as others treat oneself. It does not mean that the interacting parties 
need to be strictly even and to give back exactly what they received 
– the exchange may focus on the quality or accessibility of a service 
rather than on the quantity of things or services. What is exchanged 
might be goods or money, as in the case of a tontine in which every 
participant must give the same amount of money and take turns to 
take the total. However, the exchange is not just material but also 
social, as when members of the same matrilineage have an obliga-
tion to help one another in case of need. Failure to treat others as 
they treat oneself leads to the suspension of services given by oth-
ers, or to exclusion from the network of mutual partners, a sanction 

                                                
90 Although a married couple constitutes an economic unit that farms, lives and 
raises children together, a marriage does not imply the total merging of the hus-
band’s and wife’s private interests. Men and women remain very independent 
from one another and usually maintain separate fields, granaries and economies. 
A wife buys corn from her husband to prepare maize beer, and the husband buys 
the beer from his wife like anybody else. 
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that abides by the spirit of mutuality, since one refuses to help those 
who refuse to help. What is at stake in the breach of a mutual obli-
gation is much more than a material gain or loss: it is the equality of 
partners in sharing the same rights and duties vis-à-vis one another. 

 Mutual obligations are found at the interpersonal level, in 
the mutual care of kin and friends, or in the basic mutual respect 
that one should show towards others in peaceful interactions. Such 
obligations are stronger between nephews-nieces and uncles-aunts, 
who can, for example, take any object they like from one another 
(clothes, a radio, etc.) without even asking permission, as they 
should not be jealous of one another and should share what they 
have. Sacrificing to ancestors is a mutual obligation in which one 
remembers and gives to the dead as they remember and give to one-
self (the abundance is not proportional to the quantity or quality of 
food and drink sacrificed, but rather to the regularity and frequency 
of the sacrifices). Mutual obligation is the cornerstone of matrilineal 
solidarity, of the link between mcÏùœmcÏì and b«q and of joking part-
ners at all levels of social interaction. The prohibition of incest can 
also be seen as a global mutual obligation establishing the founda-
tion of matrimonial exchange.  
 
 
Moral obligation 
 
Moral obligations are defined according to local values, in terms of 
good or bad behaviour. The sanction consists typically in a moral 
judgement, reprobation and ostracism leading to shame. For exam-
ple, thieves are seldom asked to compensate their victims if they 
have already consumed the object stolen (as would be the case in a 
contractual obligation). Being the victim of theft does not confer the 
right to steal back (as would be the case in a mutual obligation). 
Thieves are not banned from the village or from any group of mu-
tual help. What is at stake here is not so much a material benefit or 
loss (although good blessings and good fortune usually follow 
rightful behaviour), but rather people’s reputations and their status 
in society. What drives people to behave morally is the wish to be 
judged as righteous. Hospitality towards foreigners and charity with 
the destitute are ruled by moral obligations, as they are done with-
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out hoping that the recipient of the help might reciprocate one day. 
Respecting the integrity of other peoples’ property and bodies, that 
is, adopting “respectful behaviour” (being hard working, avoiding 
being drunk in public, avoiding the conspicuous display of wealth), 
is also defined in moral terms. Moral obligations are not entered 
into to gain a material benefit, but to gain good conscience and the 
feeling of being righteous, although they might sometimes call im-
plicitly for counter-gifts. Someone who is overwhelmed by the hos-
pitality of his host or by the good service of a civil servant, for ex-
ample, might gratify him with some money to thank him (see Oliv-
ier de Sardan 1999: 46; Blundo and Olivier de Sardan 2001: 13). 

 The hospitality, charity, dedication, and respectful behaviour 
characteristic of moral obligations are found at all levels of social 
interaction. The hospitality given to occasional travellers differs 
only in degree from that shown to neighbours coming to participate 
in a funeral or masquerade. The obligation to redistribute wealth 
applies to the destitute, but also to the person who wins a tontine 
and organises a party to celebrate, or for a whole village organising 
its harvest festival and entertaining hundreds of guests. “Respecting 
oneself” (avoiding being drunk, behaving decently) and “respecting 
others” (avoiding committing adultery or stealing from others) ap-
plies to all, although such offences are much more serious when 
applied to chiefs than to commoners. 
 
 
Hierarchical obligation  
 
Hierarchical obligations rest on the principle that one must obey 
those who occupy a higher position and have authority over oneself. 
The sanction for not following an order is usually physical coercion 
– a father beating his child for not being obedient, a chief cursing or 
banning a villager for not giving him the skin of a leopard, an ad-
ministration imprisoning a citizen for failing to pay the poll-tax. 
The higher party imposes his will on the lower one, who must obey 
or risk being violently punished. What is at stake is much more than 
a personal material benefit or loss; disobedience constitutes first and 
foremost a threat to the social hierarchy – a hierarchy that is pro-
tected and reaffirmed through the sanction. People with formal 



 
 Four pragmatic obligations framing exchange 207 

 
authority have the legitimate monopoly of violence to deal with 
conflicts that happen at their level of interaction. 

Hierarchical obligations are found each time there is a social 
hierarchy, and it works similarly at any level of the hierarchy, from 
the lowest to the highest. Young children must respect their elders 
and obey when they ask a small service without asking anything in 
return. The authority of a father over his children and the respect 
that he enjoys from them is not very different from the relationship 
linking a chief and his villagers, a sultan and his subjects, or a state 
and its citizens.  
 
 
Other types of obligation 
 
The four types of obligation mentioned above are the most signifi-
cant in understanding what happens among the Kwanja. But one 
could mention other obligations, such as legal ones based on a codi-
fied and impersonal system of rules that are mechanistically sanc-
tioned by blind administrative machinery. Legal obligations have a 
tendency to codify the four other types of obligation discussed in 
this chapter (which makes them redundant in the present discussion) 
and to replace their contractual, mutual, moral and hierarchical 
sanctions by legal and administrative ones. Moreover, legal obliga-
tions exist more on paper than in reality and do not play an impor-
tant role in the lives of the Kwanja except when they deal with the 
administration – something they try to avoid as much as possible. 
That said, legal obligations can also be based on customary law, as 
we have seen with some examples in previous chapters (with regard 
to inheritance, adultery with a chief’s wife, showing disrespect to 
parents, etc.).  

One could also mention religious obligations based on ta-
boos whose breaches call down mystical sanctions, but these too 
will be left out of the present analysis, as they are not social and 
have in any case been covered in Chapter 5. In the following, I will 
focus on contractual, mutual, moral and hierarchical obligations. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 6: Moral economy 208 

Ideal types and complexity 
 
The obligations described in this chapter should be understood as 
ideal types, as, in practice, they are often mixed, and the distinctions 
between them are not always clear-cut. For example, contracts have 
some mutuality in them, as both parties must abide by the same 
rule. There is also some form of moral obligation to fulfil a contract 
and be considered a righteous person. Finally, one can appeal to an 
authority to force one party to fulfil its part of the contract. Yet, the 
central characteristic of contracts remains the specific agreement 
from which both parties derive different benefits and the obligation 
to abide by the agreement unless the pre-agreement situation should 
be restored.  

A mutual obligation also has some elements of contract in it, 
as it is based on willing agreement between different parties, as well 
as having a moral aspect because it is considered immoral to be 
helped always while refusing to help others. It may also link to hi-
erarchical obligations, as in the case of patron-client relations that 
are primarily based on mutual obligations but create a hierarchy. 
However, failing to reciprocate in a network of mutual exchange 
seldom leads to shame, coercion or to the services or goods re-
ceived being taken back, but rather to exclusion from the network 
of beneficiaries. Even a patron cannot coerce a client into doing 
something against his will – he can only threaten to stop supporting 
the client in times of need.  

Even though hospitality is generally grounded in a moral 
obligation, it can sometimes be determined by a sense of mutual 
obligation. The solidarity displayed with needy travellers is partly 
based on the belief that they would do the same at home with needy 
strangers. People belonging to groups that are reputed to be inhospi-
table, such as the Bamoun, can be asked to pay for the food and ac-
commodation provided – just as they are said to do with travellers 
in their home area. Individual Kwanja known for being stingy and 
for refusing to give food to visitors tend to refuse the offer when 
they are invited, as they would feel ashamed to benefit from it while 
refusing it to others. One might also call upon an authority to sanc-
tion physically or materially someone displaying repeated immoral 
behaviour. Yet, disregarding moral obligations does not generally 
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mean being excluded from services or being asked for compensa-
tion, but rather to social disapprobation and shame.  

Finally, a hierarchical obligation is not just one-way. The 
higher party has a responsibility towards the lower party and has 
contract-like obligations to fulfil – for example, a chief must be fair 
in resolving conflicts, must protect the village from witchcraft and 
epidemics, and must provide abundance and fertility. He must also 
behave morally, like his subjects, and must use his power for the 
common good rather than for private ends. Contractual and moral 
aspects play a big role in making a hierarchy legitimate or not. Yet, 
the hierarchy rests primarily on the legitimate monopoly of force, 
and coercion is the typical sanction for the breach of a hierarchical 
obligation.  

Although these four different rules (contractual, mutual, 
moral and hierarchical) and four different types of consequence (re-
turn to pre-contract situation, exclusion from the network of equal 
partners, shame, and coercive punishment) may be found in all so-
cieties, they apply differently according to the actions involved and 
the socio-cultural context. The different blend of obligations charac-
terizing different fields of activity can explain the feeling of 
strangeness that a “foreign observer” may experience when doing 
fieldwork in another cultural context. In what follows, I will give 
three practical examples of how the Kwanja combine these four 
types of obligation to construct the fields of market and credit, cli-
entelism and corruption, and local developments which, although 
they might seem familiar at first sight to a Western observer, can 
end up being very different from expectations. This will lead to put-
ting the concept of corruption into perspective and question its uni-
versal definition, since deciding which rule or ethics should (or 
should not) apply in a given context depends on the legitimacy of 
the rules, i.e. on a local consensus that might be changing.  
 
 
Production, market and credit 
 
Classical economics holds that people always try to maximise their 
private advantage through contractual exchanges and that the col-
lective outcome of such private enterprise is positive. Such strate-
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gies are presented within the framework of trade or contractual ob-
ligations. Although anthropologists have shown that such approach 
is reductionist and that economic exchanges are also strongly moral 
in character (see the beginning of this chapter), this does not mean 
that the maximisation of profit through contractual exchanges 
should be rejected. Of course, Kwanja farmers do try to maximise 
profit by investing to produce more and by selling and buying in the 
most advantageous circumstances. They try to predict the demand 
and to supply it in the most profitable manner. This is easier with 
products that are consumed locally (maize, bananas, manioc, yams, 
oil palm), whose demand is stable and whose price depends on the 
level of supply (low prices in times of bumper harvest, high prices 
when the harvest is poor). It is more difficult for cash crops ex-
ported abroad (coffee, groundnut), which can be very profitable, but 
whose price depends on unstable global markets. While it is quite 
safe to speculate on products that are consumed locally and whose 
prices rise until the next harvest, it is much riskier to speculate on 
cash crops, since prices sometimes collapse unexpectedly as time 
goes by (influenced by harvests in other parts of the world that are 
difficult to predict), leaving speculating farmers increasingly des-
perate. This mechanism is sometimes reinforced by the fact that 
buyers of cash crops are more numerous after the harvest (thus 
competing with one another, which pushes prices up) while the rare 
buyers who come later are in a position of monopoly and can buy 
cash crops at relatively lower prices. As often, benefiting from the 
market is much easier for the rich, who can invest more easily in 
agricultural inputs, hire labour to produce more, wait the right time 
to sell their products, and resist economic crisis. The poor, on the 
other hand, are usually short of cash and often forced to sell agricul-
tural products just after the harvest when prices are low. Thus, con-
tractual obligations do play a major role in local investment, pro-
duction and marketing. Yet, as I will argue in what follows, many 
aspects of the market (such as agricultural production, recruiting 
labour, buying and selling drinks, accessing credit or accumulating 
wealth) escape contractual obligations or the maximisation of pri-
vate benefit and require an understanding in terms of mutual, moral, 
and hierarchical obligations.  
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Farming 
 
Farming, fishing and hunting are not just questions of producing as 
much as possible of the best possible goods in order to maximize 
income. Being a successful farmer is also a moral obligation. Eve-
rybody wishes to succeed in farming and in hunting or fishing, not 
just because it is the main strategy to maximise profit, but also be-
cause failure brings shame, thus implying that being a good farmer 
is a moral obligation. This ideal is far from the reality, since about 
half of all Kwanja households fail to produce enough food for 
themselves and their families through farming. They usually make 
up the shortfall with activities such as hunting, trading or taking 
minor jobs (as masons or in other crafts, or working on contract in 
the fields of others). There are, however, a few people who produce 
hardly anything for themselves and survive mainly from working in 
other people’s fields rather than in their own, buying the food that 
they consume from what they earn. Such people (men as well as 
women) tend to spend a large part of their earnings on alcohol and 
to be divorced, as they are unable to meet their duties vis-à-vis their 
spouse. They also tend to rely more strongly on the solidarity of 
relatives in times of sickness. This way of life is considered a fail-
ure and is disapproved of by most other villagers, who judge it by 
the moral standards of the successful farmer who is able to meet his 
or her social obligations.  

 
 

Working parties 
 
Far from building on selfish competition, being a successful farmer 
often requires a strong web of solidarity. Most farmers rely heavily 
on working parties (k è̀q` èmÏì) in which one prepares maize beer and 
some food and invites all the people working in one’s area to come 
and work in one’s fields (to clear a field or weed it). Collective 
work is seen as lighter and more pleasurable than working alone in 
one’s fields, as there is a small feast with social drinking and drums. 
The system relies on a sense of mutual obligation, since those who 
do not organise any working parties themselves tend not to partici-
pate in others’, and since those who do not participate in others’ 
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working parties do not have many participants when they try to or-
ganise one themselves. Collective work is also a way of spreading 
the risk linked to health. Old or sick people depend heavily on this 
system, and for them, the obligation is more moral than mutual 
since they are too weak to reciprocate. Chiefs also rely heavily on 
this system, as they are not supposed to work in their fields. In this 
case, the obligation is hierarchical (although the chief must still 
serve beer and food to everyone), since the chief is not allowed to 
reciprocate and work in other people’s fields. 
 
 
The marketing of drinks 
 
If the local grain market is determined by supply and demand, the 
market for local drinks is quite different. First, giving water for free 
to any visitor is a basic piece of hospitality – a moral and mutual 
obligation. Secondly, the price of local alcoholic beverages is 
mostly determined by mutual obligations. The prices of palm wine, 
maize beer and distilled alcohol do not follow the contractual law of 
supply and demand, since they remain surprisingly stable over long 
periods of time, despite inflation, wide yearly fluctuations in the 
price of raw materials and the unsatisfied demand for some prod-
ucts. In most Kwanja villages, palm wine has been selling for 100 
CFA per litre for the past 25 years, despite inflation and devalua-
tion, and even though it is a product in very high demand every-
where. One must often order wine in advance to have some (when 
organising a ritual, for instance). In the rare cases when supply ex-
ceeds demand, producers drink the difference. The local explana-
tion for this situation refers to mutual obligations. Most palm wine-
tappers are also consumers, and they want to buy at the same price 
as they sell.  
 

A few years after the devaluation, a Yamba tried to sell one litre of palm 
wine for 125 CFA. People were very angry and refused to buy from him. 
They said that people had always sold one litre for 100 CFA, and why 
would he now want to change the price? One day, when the Yamba 
wanted to buy one litre from someone else to drink, the seller said that 
he sold his wine for 100 CFA to everyone, but the Yamba would be an 
exception and have to pay 125 CFA, because that was what he was ask-
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ing for the same product. The Yamba became angry and ashamed and he 
stopped selling any wine in the village. 

 
Likewise, the price of maize beer has also been the same for 

decades, at 25 CFA for a calabash, despite the fact that the price of 
corn can double within a few months of the harvest. Instead of 
changing the price of beer according to the market price of corn, 
women use smaller calabashes and stop giving any credit or free 
calabashes when maize is expensive. Likewise, when women distill 
maize beer to make a strong maize alcohol, they always sell it at the 
fixed price of 100 CFA per glass, which has remained unchanged 
since the 1980s, despite inflation and the fluctuations in the price of 
maize. Yet, people claim that it is when the price of maize is high 
that women make a lot of profit, as demand exceeds supply and the 
women no longer give free glasses to customers (akin to a moral 
obligation in times of abundance) and no longer give credit. 
 
 
Credit 
 
Credit is another sector of activity in which mutual and moral obli-
gations coexist with contractual ones. A person in need can always 
try to borrow money from individuals and promise to pay back with 
interest. But few people are likely to agree to lend money (unless 
they are mutually forced to do so, as is the case between relatives) 
because they know all too well that the needs of the poor are so 
acute that they will have huge difficulties in paying it back. The 
mutual obligation to help needy relatives is usually the main reason 
given to explain why few Kwanja run a shop in Kwanja villages, 
and why such trade is controlled by non-Kwanja. When a Kwanja 
opens a shop, relatives will invariably try to take goods on credit, 
which is difficult to refuse. These debts will seldom be repaid later. 
As the obligation to help depends on the need, there is a mutual ob-
ligation to give to needy relatives if one can, but there is no mutual 
obligation to give back if the lender is not in acute need of help. 
Paying back a debt is a contractual obligation, and contractual obli-
gations come second to mutual obligations. Foreign traders do not 
have this problem, as they live far from their relatives.  
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The poor are often forced to sell grain just after the harvest, 
when the price is low, in order to buy medicine or to pay for school 
uniforms, even when they do not have enough food for themselves 
and must buy grain later on when the price is higher, which in prac-
tice makes the grain market a kind of credit institution in itself. But 
the most formal and most popular credit schemes are the tontines, 
which are immensely popular in western Cameroon and are now 
becoming so in other parts of the country too. In a tontine, the same 
group of people meets at fixed intervals (once per week, for exam-
ple), and each member contributes with a fixed amount of money. 
The total sum of money is received by one member at a time, until 
all the members have had a turn. These tontines are based on mutual 
obligations; the peer pressure (and fine) is very heavy against those 
who skip one meeting. Only those people who have a regular mone-
tary income dare to participate in them. They therefore tend to be 
rarer in villages and more popular in urban settings. There is an-
other type of “tontine” that is, in fact, a classic savings scheme in 
which people meet at regular intervals and put any amount they 
want to save on their account. Membership is flexible, and people 
can save as much money as they wish or even quit saving, although 
they can only collect the money saved at the end of the year. Mem-
bers can then borrow money in the savings scheme and repay it at a 
fixed rate of interest. The profit derived from the interest and from 
the fines levied on the members who misbehave during the meet-
ings (arrive late, chatter, have overdue loans) is used to buy food 
and organise a party at the end of the year. Savings schemes are 
based on contractual obligations, but the moral pressure to pay back 
a loan in a savings scheme is much higher than the pressure to pay 
back a loan to a friend or relative, which makes the collective 
schemes safer credit institutions than private banks. Moreover, such 
local schemes also create social activities based on moral obliga-
tions, if not at every meeting, at least at the end of the year. 
 
 
Displaying wealth 
 
It is a moral duty to be a successful farmer and to sustain one’s fam-
ily, but at the same time, one should not be too successful – or at 
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least, one should not display accumulated wealth. The pursuit of 
profit and success is counterbalanced by a strong emphasis on shar-
ing with relatives and on equality among villagers. As we have seen 
in the fifth chapter, inequality is thought to trigger jealousy and re-
sentment, and therefore witchcraft and sorcery. Being much richer 
than others is often perceived to be the result of immoral occult 
practices (œuvd èmÕ ù or lfa è̀sÏìaÏì) and is akin to theft – people enrich 
themselves by magically stealing other people’s success and wealth. 
Successful people are therefore morally compelled either to hide 
their success or to satisfy the needs of those relatives who are less 
successful. This has different consequences. 

First, rich people tend to keep a low profile and to live like 
the poor. They hide their income and property, sometimes even 
from their own children, fearing jealousy and sorcery, or unlimited 
demands from relatives if people knew how much money they had. 
This creates problems, as the lack of any witness to their ownership 
makes it less secure. I heard, for example, several stories of Kwanja 
who had invested money in cattle kept for them by Fulbe herders. 
Such transactions remained secret and, as a result, no recourse was 
possible if the herders disappeared one day with all the animals or if 
the farmer died suddenly, leaving his heirs ignorant about how 
much cattle was kept where.  

Secondly, rich people tend to be besieged by all the needy 
asking for money. Some dare to refuse bluntly and face moral rep-
robation, curses or being cut from networks of solidarity. Others 
give if they have, but try to limit what they have so as to limit what 
they give. There are two main strategies to limit what one has. One 
can either spend money as soon as one earns it, a strategy used by 
many poor people to cover their needs. Or else one can invest 
money in goods or animals, or sink it in annual saving schemes. 
Spending, saving and investing are quite different strategies, but 
they all share the common advantage of leaving people without 
ready cash and protecting them from any unrealistic or embarrass-
ing demands from a neighbour or a relative, since being empty-
handed enables them to refuse their help to greedy or needy people, 
as well as giving them a good excuse for borrowing from those who 
have cash. Whether “rich” or hard-core poor, most Kwanja people 
seem to be always short of money and to be in acute need of cash. 
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Many people live on credit, as people in need will always find 
someone who has some money and who can be convinced to lend it 
(on the basis of some kinship tie). Long chains of credit therefore 
come into existence, with people promising to repay their debts 
when those who owe them money repay their own (often a conven-
ient excuse for refusing to repay one’s own debt, even if money is 
available). Both refusing loans to others and failing to repay one’s 
debt create numerous conflicts (when someone dies, his or her 
creditors must make the debt public during the burial, for example). 
Those showing bad faith in repaying usually get away with it, as 
their relatives or neighbours give up in fear of creating resentment 
between themselves and the defaulting payer. Again, if lending 
money to relatives, friends or needy people is a mutual or moral ob-
ligation, repaying it is only a contractual obligation, which, as al-
ready noted, comes second to moral obligations.  
 
 
Clientelism and corruption  
 

On every trip to Cameroon, I have been exposed to civil servants or em-
ployees trying to extort money from me. Some at the airport tried to 
make me believe that my luggage would not be on the plane unless I 
gave them money. Custom officers tried to convince me that I could not 
bring any money out of the country and that I had to leave everything 
with them. I was the object of intense scrutiny from the police trying to 
find the slightest problem with my visa, vaccination, driving license or 
car. Most of the time, policemen at road blocks were just asking for 
money without even trying to find any excuse - asking for a cadeau 
(gift), a “bonne année” around New Year’s Eve, or saying that checking 
cars under the sun made them thirsty. My status as a European university 
researcher able to claim good connections with ministers, sultans, or 
missionaries has always helped me to escape such requests, something 
which is much more difficult for my Cameroonian friends.  

 
Corruption, nepotism and clientelism are some of the char-

acteristics which western administrators and businessmen com-
monly associate with African politics. They tend to be condemned 
without much discussion. Yet, they are deeply embedded in a moral 
economy (Olivier de Sardan 1999) that should be understood before 
it is condemned or combated.  
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A state is commonly judged on its ability to deliver goods 

and services to those who are legally entitled to benefit from them – 
primarily its citizens. As this judgment is made in terms of good or 
bad, and sanctioned by both local and international disapprobation 
or shame, the obligations of the state can be described as being 
moral in nature. From that point of view the failure of the Camer-
oonian state is obvious, since for several years it has been consid-
ered one of the most corrupt countries in the world. 

“Corruption” is everywhere, to such an extent that it is prac-
tised openly, with all kinds of civil servant (from communal secre-
taries and policemen to maires or court magistrates) openly and un-
ashamedly admitting to accepting money for their services (see also 
Alou 2001; Bako-Arifari 2001; Blundo and Olivier de Sardan 
2001). They legitimise this by arguing that everybody does the 
same, from the lowest to the highest levels of the administration, 
and that they would be fools not to follow the trend. Some even 
claim to be compelled to give a fixed amount of money to their su-
periors every month, who give a percentage to their superiors, and 
so on, in a well-organised system, and therefore to have a choice 
between taking bribes or losing their jobs. Finally, many argue that 
they are forced to take bribes because their salary is not enough to 
maintain their families. The deep economic crisis of the beginning 
of the 1990s certainly did much to spread corruption. The salaries 
of most civil servants (except the police and military) were reduced 
by about 75%, and the CFA lost half of its value. On top of this, 
salaries remained unpaid for months on end. In this context, civil 
servants were unable to face up to their obligations, such as buying 
food for the household, paying school fees for their children or re-
paying housing or car loans. Taking bribes then became a strategy 
to maintain their standards of living.  
 
 
From legal/moral to contractual obligations 
 

One day, I visited a Kwanja friend working as a customs officer at 
Douala airport. While I was chatting with him in his office, two of his 
agents brought in a woman with her luggage filled with cosmetics. My 
friend insisted that taxes on cosmetics had to be paid – that was the rule. 
The woman, who was heavily pregnant, started crying and explained be-
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tween her sobs that her husband had left her, that she was trying to help 
her sister, that her life was miserable, etc. After twenty minutes of argu-
ments, my friend, visibly exhausted by the exchange, told his agents: 
“Do whatever you want with her; I’m not looking”. The agents suddenly 
turned away from their submissive attitude towards their boss and 
adopted the usual arrogant and threatening tone of corrupt gendarmes, 
asking her to give them 10,000 CFA (about half the sum she would have 
paid in taxes). She paid, wiped her eyes, and walked out of the office a 
free person. 

 
During the 1990s, access to state services shifted from being 

ruled by fixed legal or moral obligations defined in terms of laws, 
rights and merit to flexible contractual ones. Today, anybody con-
trolling access to information, resources or power can try to negoti-
ate his services contractually, according to supply and demand. 
Civil servants develop new strategies to reinforce their control over 
a resource and to create a monopoly situation by making themselves 
indispensable. Some deliberately disorganise their office so well 
that only they can find a document in it. Others keep any valuable 
information to themselves so that anybody wishing to access it must 
pass through them. New rules are constantly being invented to make 
their breach more likely and open the way for new fines, and there-
fore new bribes. Any administrative resource becomes a commod-
ity, including identity papers, the outcomes of court hearings, good 
marks at exams, diplomas, scholarships, jobs and promotions.  

Structural adjustment programs (SAP) have encouraged the 
privatization of public services by ending state monopolies and in-
troducing limited payments for health care, education and develop-
ment. However, by legitimizing (indeed, making it compulsory) to 
pay contractually for access to public services, SAP have also en-
couraged a wide-ranging privatization of the public good to the 
benefit of civil servants. It has thus pushed to its limit the transfor-
mation of the state into a “‘market’ where office holders compete 
for the acquisition of benefit” (Turner 1978 in Lemarchand 1988: 
153), something that is generally referred to as “corruption” (Bayart 
1993: 74-83; McMullan 1961). One of the results was that the ad-
ministrative job market has become a real (but informal) market in 
which jobs can be bought and sold. People borrow money to buy 
their place in national schools that train them to become administra-
tors; they borrow money to buy scholarships, or to buy their nomi-
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nation in the administration. They invest money in a diploma or a 
job, and their investment is proportional to the money that the posi-
tion can generate, both through its salary and through the “illegal” 
marketing of its resources and services, then use these means to pay 
off their loans or investments as quickly as possible. This feeds in-
flation on the market of administrative posts and on the market of 
administrative services.  

One of the advantages of these contractual obligations is that 
people can cope more easily with their administrative problems. It 
is, for example, easier for Kwanja children to enter secondary 
school, despite their age being above the limit (see the second chap-
ter), or for nomadic Fulbe to acquire Cameroonian citizenship, even 
when they are born in Nigeria. Or it can be cheaper to do business, 
as in the case of fraud in the airport described above. The disadvan-
tage is that those who cannot afford to pay for a service are kept out 
of it (those without identity papers and without the means to bribe 
policemen at roadblocks avoid travelling on the main roads, for ex-
ample), or work many times harder than others to get a diploma and 
a job corresponding to their qualifications. People adapt their strat-
egy to their means and to the conditions of the administrative mar-
ket. As a result, they tend to avoid dealing with the state unless they 
are forced to do so or can access a service of benefit to them. For 
example, they avoid going to court to solve a conflict unless they 
know that they can buy a favourable outcome, as discussed in 
Chapter 1. 

 
 

From contractual to hierarchical obligations  
 

A young Kwanja presents himself to me and asks humbly if I have any 
job for him. I give him the task of mapping the fields of a Kwanja vil-
lage on the plateau and to write a diary of the events that happen in his 
village, only to discover that he subcontracted both jobs to other peoples 
for a fraction of what I had agreed to pay. I heard later that his humility 
in front of me became arrogance in the village and that he used his work-
ing for me as a pledge to gain confidence, misuse people’s trust and take 
money from those who asked him to introduce their problems to me and 
intercede in their favour. 
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The privatization and contractualisation of administrative services 
might bring some benefit to civil servants and their clients, but they 
also bring many problems. First, the administration tends to become 
inflated and to become more expensive as more people try to obtain 
a piece of the administrative cake. As the system grows and be-
comes more opaque, those who benefit from it become at the same 
time its victims. I met several Kwanja civil servants who had taken 
bribes during their employment, but who had just retired and were 
now ruining themselves in bribes in order to be allowed to receive 
their legal pension. The problem is so serious that I also met several 
civil servants who did not even try to get the pension they were en-
titled to, as they calculated that it was not worth spending a lot of 
money in bribes and transport to the capital and still running the 
risk of getting nothing. 

The number of civil servants might be officially reduced, but 
this does not reduce corruption, since this simply makes the state 
weaker (Szeftel 1998: 414-17) and since the system continues to 
produce either real brokers able to help find a way through the ad-
ministration, or “parasites” who claim to be able to deliver a service 
which they do not control, but still use their position of power to 
threaten people and extort money from them. Those who find them-
selves in a weaker position because they do not exert full control 
over a resource and can be bypassed try to create a smokescreen of 
contradictory information mixed with threats in order to try to ap-
pear as unavoidable gatekeepers (see also Alou 2001: 76). Control-
ling information (or better still, making rules that can be changed at 
will) allows people to control ignorant “customers”; delivering ac-
cess to them is the easy part and can always be sub-contracted to the 
real gatekeepers. The example of the young man described above is 
characteristic of such a strategy, as is the behaviour of the Sultan’s 
messengers (see fig. 32), who intimidate people in an agro-pastoral 
conflict into believing that they know how to influence the Sultan’s 
will, or of civil servants working at the airport and trying to make 
passengers believe that their luggage will not get on the plane un-
less extra money is paid. Such people are found everywhere, in iso-
lated villages as much as in airports or ministries. They use threats 
and people’s naivety to make their victims pay for a service they 
cannot deliver. The longer the case, the more they can hope to earn 
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money, which encourages them to create further problems instead 
of solving them.91 

 

 
Fig. 32: Messenger of the Sultan 

                                                
91 McMullan (1961) argues that corruption is an integral part of a colonial literate 
administration ruling over an illiterate population, and that it has a tendency to 
criminalize standard or traditional behaviour. As we can see, even when a large 
part of the population is literate, one finds the same problem as those described in 
colonial times, since information might change regularly and might not be well-
known to the population. And even if the legal rules were known, they might 
apply on paper only but not in practice, as contractual, mutual, moral and hierar-
chical obligations might take precedence over legal ones. 
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From being contractual, the obligation tends to become hier-
archical, as people use their (real or invented) positions in a hierar-
chy to extort money, without delivering any service at all. Gen-
darmes stop looking for a problem with the cars they are checking, 
and ask bribes even for the newest and most flawless of cars, saying 
that “They don’t eat paper” (i.e. they only “eat money”) when pre-
sented with a vehicle’s papers without money. Such hierarchical 
obligations lacks any legitimacy because such office-holders have 
not been placed there by the people and are not working for the 
common good (unlike elected or traditional leaders), but have 
bought their positions on the job market, and because they use coer-
cion to maximise their private benefit without delivering any serv-
ice. People see them as a nuisance and their actions as organised 
racket that is deeply resented.  

As a result, rural people try to avoid having to deal with the 
state as much as they can, or wish the state to leave them in peace.92 
People become increasingly reluctant to pay taxes when they have 
to pay contractually for any service they get and when money is ex-
torted from them for which they receive no service whatsoever (ex-
cept escaping imprisonment). Significantly, most communes abol-
ished the poll tax in the 1990s, and those who did not have great 
difficulties in collecting it. Communes now tend to focus on the 
contractual taxing of business and trade in exchange for licences. 
Most Kwanja also prefer to end a conflict by agreeing to a settle-
ment or by bringing the case to a customary chief, rather than going 
to an official court to avoid becoming easy prey for those who work 
in the administration. Rich people can take advantage of the situa-
tion and refuse any settlement in favour of a poor opponent, chal-
lenging the victim to bring the matter to courts, and threatening the 
victim that one will bribe the administration in order to have the 
victim jailed or make him or her pay compensation to the rich op-
ponent. 

Given the ways in which “public” and “collective” resources 
and knowledge are being privatized and negotiated contractually, 
being on good terms with influential and well-positioned people is 
                                                
92 One of the most highly appreciated and dearly remembered achievements of 
the “villes mortes” insurrection at the beginning of the 1990s was that policemen 
were taken off the roads and stayed in their barracks! 
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of primordial importance for those who wish to find their way 
through the administration. Such people can help to access informa-
tion regarding how the system works and who has the power to 
solve a problem. They can also help to short-circuit many lower-
ranking civil servants who have a great capacity to block a file, al-
though they have little capacity to deliver the resource. The trans-
formation of the administrative system, by creating greater insecu-
rity, encourages the establishment of patron-client relations. 
 
 
Patrons and clients 

 
During a festival, the dignitary of a neighbouring village bows with re-
spect in front of me and asks, half serious, half jokingly: “Please patron, 
give me money to buy a beer”. I refuse half-jokingly too, saying that I 
am not employing him, so I cannot be his patron. He insists: “Yes, yes, 
you are my patron! Please patron, give me money because I am thirsty”. 
I insist too, replying that he is the local host and I am his guest. Now, is 
it the guest who should give drink to his host or the opposite? Moreover, 
he is a notable and I am just a commoner. So how can I be his patron 
when he is above me? He then answers: “But of course you are my pa-
tron. If I have a problem, I know that you will always help me, won’t 
you? Of course you will. You will not let me down. I would do the same 
for you. Please patron, pardon, give me money for a beer”. 
 
One day I met a wealthy and educated Fulbe and spent some time with 
him trying to understand agro-pastoral conflicts from a cattle-herder’s 
perspective. The next day, he brought the back leg of a cow and gave it 
to me. I wanted to pay but he refused, saying that it was a gift. The day 
after, he came back with two litres of fresh milk, which he started to 
bring on an almost daily basis, always refusing my money and refusing 
my request to stop bringing them to me. I was beginning to feel embar-
rassed by the fact that I was owing someone who was ostensibly despis-
ing my Kwanja friends, family or interpreters, and who was known to be 
a trouble-maker (he was arrested a few years later for highway robbery). 
I suspected him of trying to win my support so that I would take his side 
against the Kwanja he was having serious conflicts with. He then 
brought me a second back leg, just after I had already bought fresh meat. 
As I could neither store the meat nor eat that much, and as he could not 
accept my refusal, I gave the leg directly to my “mother”, saying that it 
was for her, and thanking the Fulbe for this. From then on, he stopped 
bringing me gifts. 
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Patron-client relations are based on gifts or services given for free 
that create social bonds on which one can rely to derive influence, 
support or protection. They can be created at the initiative of a poli-
tician or chief who wishes to gain more authority but, more often 
than not, they are started at the initiative of those who seek personal 
benefit or protection in exchange of gifts or potential support in re-
lation to a future problem. I was under heavy pressure during my 
fieldwork to become a patron and both to give and receive gifts 
from people who wished to win my support and generosity. Al-
though I initially tried to keep out of such relationships, things 
changed when I understood that I could derive protection from such 
networks, as well as influence I could use to advance the progress 
of village projects. While civil servants try to free themselves from 
their moral obligations either to sell their services in a contractual 
way or to use their power to extort money without giving anything 
in return, patrons and clients are locked into mutual obligations to-
wards one another. The whole system of patronage works on the 
basis of mutual alliances between people who can help one another 
and through the idea that a gift or a service provided for free creates 
a debt that will require future reciprocity such as help in times of 
need. Those who receive today will have to give something another 
day. The obligation is mutual, and the patron is at the same time the 
client of his own clients, as he too must deliver goods or support in 
times of need. 
 

In 2001, I visited the Sultan of Banyo just before Ramadan. I had been 
told that I should always bring a gift of money to the Sultan if I wanted 
to be allowed to do research in the sultanate. I had never done this and 
yet had never had any problem doing research here. This time, however, 
coming back after defending my PhD, I gave the Sultan an envelope 
with some money in it, telling him that it was to help him organise the 
festival. The Sultan looked overwhelmed, and told me how hard it was 
for him to cover the costs of such an event. All the singers and griots had 
to receive thousands of francs for their performances; hunters and warri-
ors who ambushed or killed highway robbers were given even more; 
dozens of female servants were given brand new dresses; and hundreds 
of prestigious guests were invited to a costly evening meal. All this cost 
a fortune, and the sultan told me that he could not manage without the 
help of the elite of Banyo who gave money for the event, as I had just 
done. He then told me an anecdote about what had happened the day be-
fore. A child had presented himself to him with a chicken and an old 
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man’s stick. He gave the chicken to the Sultan and asked him if he re-
membered who was the owner of the stick. The Sultan said that, of 
course, he remembered the old man who owned the stick, and he gave 
him a gandoura (expensive cloth) as a token of his remembrance. This 
was the type of duty that he had to face almost every day, and it was a 
big responsibility for him. Then, to show his appreciation of my gesture, 
he gave specific instructions to one of his dignitaries that I should not 
miss any event happening within the palace, and that I should sit just be-
hind him during the fantasia.  
 
I visited the Sultan again several weeks later to talk about agro-pastoral 
conflicts in the region. Ethnic cleansing had started in neighbouring Ni-
geria, in the area which used to belong to his sultanate before the inter-
national boundary was drawn. Thousands of Fulbe had been chased 
away from the Mambila plateau and had crossed the border within a few 
days to seek refuge in Banyo. The Sultan suddenly began to complain 
bitterly about a letter of denunciation written to the prefect, accusing him 
of forcing refugees to pay a grazing tax or else be expelled out of his sul-
tanate. He denied the charge, arguing that he did not force anyone, but 
that he could not refuse gifts that were voluntarily made by people, 
which were common and customary. He thus tried to gain my support in 
a case that made him very vulnerable vis-à-vis the administration (I later 
talked to refugees and saw evidence of letters written in Arabic and bear-
ing his seal, which left no doubt regarding the veracity of the accusa-
tion). 

 
Even Sultans or chiefs whose power might be seen as being 

based on hierarchical obligations or who might sell access to their 
resources contractually are heavily dependent on patronage and mu-
tual obligations to maintain their power. As we saw in the third 
chapter, chiefs are supposed to be generous and to provide their 
people with goods and abundance. But as chiefs are not allowed to 
work, they must receive in order to give. People work for their 
chiefs, giving them food, livestock, wives and gifts (when asking or 
thanking for a service), and the chiefs are then under constant pres-
sure to redistribute these goods generously to satisfy their people 
and retain their support. A Sultan’s generosity is directed first to the 
people who run his palace (his dignitaries, guards, griots, and ser-
vants), then to village chiefs. People are given wives, clothes, 
weapons, horses, cattle or money according to their rank and influ-
ence (their own networks of patron and clients) and to the services 
they can give to the Sultan. In exchange, the griots praise the Sultan 
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each time he appears in public. Hunters or guards keep law and or-
der within the sultanate. They protect the Sultan and form a private 
police force to carry out his orders if anyone resists his authority. 
Elders can influence the votes and support of their clan members. 
Village chiefs and dignitaries help maintain law and order in the 
region, relay any of the Sultan’s instruction to the villagers, and col-
lect the presents that are given to him.  

But a patron must not only help those who are hierarchically 
below him; he must also make sure that he can draw on the support 
of other influential patrons. It is as important to keep on good terms 
with people below as it is with people above or those on the same 
level of influence as oneself. The more one can call upon others for 
help, the easier it is to help them too and to win new clients. Rich 
men, the educated elite, politicians, (sub-)prefects and, if to a lesser 
extent, foreign researchers, are all potentially important to chiefs or 
Sultans. Of course, welcoming officials is one of their moral duties, 
a heavy and expensive one, which often requires the aid of clients 
or villagers. But hosting an important man is more than a moral 
duty; it is also a strategy to make him a client by receiving him so 
well that he will feel indebted and be expected to reciprocate in the 
future. Chiefs and Sultans also use their influence and networks to 
ease the work of rich businessmen or important officials, thus rein-
forcing their influence and helping them fulfil their ambitions. In-
fluential people can always count on an audience with a chief or 
Sultan when they want to expose their problems, exchange ideas or 
suggest political action, and this is reciprocated when chiefs needs 
their help. On public occasions, the Sultan and these influential 
people stay close to one another and invite each other as guests of 
honour, thus conferring legitimacy on each other and showing that 
they can talk to one another on the same level.  

Although chiefs and Sultans do sell access to agricultural or 
grazing resources contractually, just as civil servants sell access to 
the resource they control, a large proportion of the goods and serv-
ices they receive and give do not call for direct contractual compen-
sation, but instead create and maintain a mutual alliance that can be 
called upon at any time and that provides influence and security. 
Mutual exchange between patrons and clients is a means to an end 
rather than an end in itself, as is the case for contractual exchange. 
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Securing a continuous flow of goods and services to a large net-
work of people is crucial if one wishes to maintain one’s authority, 
influence and protection. This is true for all levels of power rela-
tions, which is why Bayart talks of “rhizome states” in Africa 
(based on a complex web of different networks), rather than of 
states based on “root” or “trunk” systems (Bayart 1993: 218-21).  

Thus, patrons involved in networks of the redistribution of 
goods and services must be distinguished from civil servants rely-
ing on rents or prebends (see Lemarchand 1988) – something that 
authors like Chabal and Daloz (1999) fail to do when they argue 
that both politicians and civil servants can legitimately misuse pub-
lic funds as long as it benefits their clients. Civil servants compete 
to acquire benefits from privatizing the resources of the state, are 
not elected and are not accountable to the local population, but only 
to their own superior or to one contractual client at a time. Politi-
cians and patrons, on the other hand, derive their legitimacy from 
elections, from redistributing resources (whether out of their own 
pockets or from the State, such as through development projects), 
and from the protection they give their clients. Their capital is 
measured not so much in terms of how much money they have or 
which resource they control, but rather on how many people they 
can count on – how many people owe them. This capital, which re-
lies on mutual social debt, would be lost if they engaged only in di-
rect contractual exchanges or used hierarchical obligations to take 
without giving back. The mutual obligations that link patrons to 
their clients make them more immune to rapid political changes 
than civil servants, who rely on contractual or hierarchical obliga-
tions. Of course, civil servants might take part in patron-client net-
work like anybody else, but they do not depend on their network to 
retain their position, unlike patrons and politicians. For civil ser-
vants the exchange of goods and services is an end in itself, while 
for local politicians it is only a means to an end. Patrons may at the 
same time be civil servants, but they nevertheless play on two dif-
ferent registers. A Sultan or a maire might contractually sell access 
to the resource that he controls, but he changes strategies and gives 
his service for free when he seeks to gain the mutual support of a 
client or the protection of a patron. The contractual selling of public 
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goods and services must therefore be distinguished from the mutual 
obligations of clientelism. 
 
 
Local development 

 
The many failures of development projects have given rise to much 
speculation. If everybody agrees on the need to invest in local de-
velopment, there is disagreement over how to achieve development 
and over the role of local participation or collective work as com-
pared to private business. In what follows, I will argue that a better 
understanding of the different types of obligation between local ac-
tors in development can help us understand some of the conflicts 
that impede development projects. 
 
 
Traditional collective work and state development 
 
Collective work is organized in different ways, depending on the 
activity. When it comes to working for the chief, in his fields or re-
pairing his palace, this is a hierarchical obligation and everybody 
participates – especially when the chief prepares beer and food to 
encourage them. The status of the chief and his well-being are sup-
posed to reflect the organisation and personality of villagers. People 
feel ashamed if their chief lives in rags and shanties, as it reflects 
poorly on themselves as a population. Improving the chief’s condi-
tion is seen as improving everyone’s condition, and working on the 
chief’s palace is often the major development project of a village. 
This is difficult to understand for Western donors, who refuse to 
fund such projects, despite their self-proclaimed “participatory” ap-
proaches to development.93 Helping a dignitary to organise a large-
scale ritual with beer and food is a hierarchical obligation within the 
patrilineage of the deceased, a moral obligation within the matri-
lineage of the deceased, and a mutual obligation within the matri-
lineage of the in-laws and for the b«q and mcÏùœmcÏì+ since their par-
                                                
93 Working on a church or mosque is also a top priority in many villages, for the 
same reason as the chief’s palace, and is just as unlikely to be taken up by West-
ern development projects. 



 
 Local development 229 

 
ticipation will be reciprocated in the future. Participating in the or-
ganisation of harvest festivals is a moral obligation, based on the 
principle of giving wide-ranging hospitality towards any outsider. 
There are also a number of tasks that people do collectively once a 
year, such as repairing a bridge or clearing the weeds on the paths 
leading to their fields. Such work is always initiated by the chief, 
who decides the date for it.  

The usual development projects, such as providing a school, 
a road or a water pump, used to be undertaken by the state without 
much local participation. Local politicians never failed to present 
themselves as the ones responsible for bringing development pro-
jects to the locality, and their action was tacitly inscribed within a 
contractual obligation of recipients to re-elect their representative 
and to support the government and ruling party.  

But state development can also be much more authoritative 
when it is directed by unelected civil servants relaying instructions 
from above and imposing them on villagers. When a national cam-
paign on hygiene is started, for example, the (unelected) sub-prefect 
tours the villages in his administrative area and orders that all 
households should be whitewashed and equipped with pit latrines 
within 72 hours, otherwise their owners will be summoned to the 
gendarmerie in town. Villagers then rush to the hills to collect kao-
lin and splash it on to their mud huts. Those who do not yet have a 
pit latrine begin to dig holes behind their house, only to abandon 
them 72 hours later, once it becomes clear that the sub-prefect is not 
coming back to enforce his threat. Thus, when it comes to develop-
ment campaigns, politicians usually rely on contractual or mutual 
obligations in order to reinforce their position of patrons, while civil 
servants rely on hierarchical obligations, as they are accountable to 
their own superiors rather than to the local population.  
 
 
New forms of “participatory” development 

 
In 2000-2001, my research in Cameroon was financed by the Danish 
Cooperation with the aim of studying the local committees for develop-
ment that have mushroomed in the past decade. I therefore took a strong 
interest in development initiatives in the Kwanja region. One of them 
seemed promising. Although there was already a private Protestant 
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school in Yimbéré, villagers wanted to build a public school with the 
help of a project of the European Union: parents collect sand, stone, 
gravel, carpentry, labour and money to cover one third of the cost of the 
school, and the EU does the rest. The village had already built a mud hut 
with a straw roof to be used as classroom and had been assigned one 
headmaster paid by the state to teach more than eighty pupils. Parents 
paid a limited school fee to hire another teacher from among the villag-
ers. Still, school fees were lower than in the Protestant School, which 
did not receive enough in subsidies from the state and had to ask for 
higher school fees. Yet, despite the apparent willingness to build a 
school, things were at a standstill. The headmaster approached me and 
asked for my help.  
At first it looked very simple. Since everybody wanted to work, things 
just needed to be organised in a meeting so that the work could start. 
The greatest difficulty, however, was in organising the first meeting. 
The chief promised several times to organise one, but never summoned 
it. It took careful backstage diplomacy to bypass the chief with his own 
agreement and organise the meeting “in his name”. After the usual prob-
lems in deciding how much money each individual should pay, how 
much time he or she should work, and how to deal with childless people 
or those with all their children in the Protestant school, the first working 
day was programmed, which demonstrated an amazing level of mobili-
sation. In the next two weeks, however, participation plummeted. 
Meanwhile, collecting the money had started, which proved extremely 
slow and difficult. Another meeting was called, after much diplomatic 
discussion with the chief. Mobilisation slightly improved. It was even 
remarkably good on the day a member of the elite bought maize beer to 
motivate those who were participating in the collective work. But it was 
only after one villager got the idea to beat the war rhythm on his drum 
early in the morning that people responded in numbers again. Things 
also improved after the EU project hired an NGO to address the prob-
lems of mobilisation found in the region. 
A customs officer who had recently retired and come back to the village 
was one of the few Kwanja of his generation who had “gone far”. He 
knew the value of education, and became personally very committed to 
the school project, trying to motivate people to collect money, and 
threatening those who refused. However, since he was the brother of the 
village chief, soon enough rumours were started accusing him of want-
ing to kill his brother in order to replace him. The two brothers stopped 
talking to one another and the custom officer stopped working for the 
school project, which came to a standstill, until the Tikar headmaster 
and myself started it again after a renewed diplomatic ballet. I became 
more personally involved and started acting as a patron, giving small 
amounts of money to motivate key individuals who could oil the ma-
chinery of the project (chief, drum-beater, headmaster, etc.) I left Cam-
eroon with little hope that the project would survive local conflicts, but 
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was positively surprised a few years later to see that the four classrooms 
had been completed and that the state had sent a second teacher. 

 
With the drying up of state development funds, villagers have had 
to rely increasingly upon themselves to build and maintain schools, 
health centres, water pumps or roads. This brings specific problems. 
First, free access to education, health, water and road infrastructure 
used to be a moral obligation of the state (even when the creation of 
a new infrastructure was presented in contractual terms). Today, 
while such services are increasingly privatised, people are reluctant 
to pay to access contractually a service that cannot be refused mor-
ally. This creates huge problems for those managing these services. 
Health centres cannot morally refuse to treat a patient who has no 
money and promises to pay later. But as a contractual obligation 
comes second to a moral one, clinics in the Kwanja region have a 
long list of patients with overdue payments. Likewise, water pumps 
have committees collecting a small amount of money monthly from 
users to buy spare parts when something breaks. Yet, despite the 
small amount of money involved, some users refuse to pay it. Prob-
lems are as likely to come from men as they are from women, the 
primary users of water pumps: there are cases of women who re-
ceive 100 CFA every month from their husbands to pay for the wa-
ter, but who prefer to use this money for other things. Free access to 
water is a moral obligation, and the contractual obligation to con-
tribute to pump maintenance is second to it. Giving water is indeed 
one of the cornerstones of customary hospitality, and those who re-
fuse to give water to someone run the risk of being bewitched and 
of dying with a big belly filled with water, which is partly why the 
people in charge of maintaining the pump do not dare to be too 
strict in refusing access to or punishing those who do not pay. 
Likewise, even though a public primary school is supposed to be 
free, the parents’ association must often collect money to house the 
teacher sent by the government, hire a local teacher to help him 
hold big classes, and maintain the buildings. Each year, the parents’ 
association debates hotly what to do with parents who fail to pay 
the 2500 CFA (4 Euros) to educate their children when the state 
forbids schools to expel children and proclaims that primary educa-
tion is free. 
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The difficulty of dealing with free-riders is characteristic of 
the management of common goods. If a few people obtain a benefit 
without bearing the cost of a service, those who follow the contrac-
tual obligation will be tempted to imitate the free-riders. Either eve-
rybody pays and participates, or nobody does. When everybody 
agrees to participate in a collective project such as building a 
school, participation is truly amazing. Even young children insist on 
doing something and carry sand or stones in small cooking pots in-
stead of buckets. The elderly, who are too old to carry anything, sit 
down with a hammer to break stones and produce gravel. Every-
body feels morally and mutually obliged to work because every-
body else does. But it is very difficult to get everybody to partici-
pate in a project. There are always some who claim to have no use 
for a school or a pump since they have no children at school or al-
ready have a well in their backyard. The people in charge of a pro-
ject generally argue that it benefits the well-being and good reputa-
tion of the whole village, not just of those using the service. The 
chief might, moreover, use his authority to threaten those who are 
reluctant to participate like others, but such threats appear uncon-
vincing when they relate to a service that is otherwise characterised 
by moral obligations.  

There are, like anywhere else, many personal conflicts 
within Kwanja communities, and the people who have a conflict 
with or are in competition with those who are in charge of a project 
are reluctant to participate. When confronted with free-riders, many 
Kwanja tend to join the free-riders rather than put pressure on them 
to participate, which precipitates the failure of the project.94 Main-
taining peace with relatives and neighbours is more important than 
scolding them for the common good. They expect the chief to take 
on the thankless task of pursuing those who sabotage the collective 
effort, but chiefs face the same difficulties, as it is difficult to use 
hierarchical authority to implement a task that is not clearly defined 
as a moral obligation, and also difficult to threaten friends and rela-

                                                
94 The Kwanja development association faces a similar problem with its micro-
credit scheme. Some years ago, a few individuals failed to reimburse their loans. 
The leaders threaten repeatedly to pursue people with overdue payments, but sel-
dom dare to bring them to the police. Every year, more and more people fail to 
repay their loans, some asking openly why they should do so when others do not.  
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tives. This gives excessive power to a few individuals, who do not 
hesitate to take their revenge in personal conflicts by withholding 
their participation and sabotaging their competitors’ efforts. As a 
result, it is not uncommon to see broken water pumps that have 
been left unrepaired because a few people refuse to pay their share, 
thus discouraging others from doing so, and because no leader dares 
to do what is needed to solve the problem. People then walk further 
to use another pump or use wells and rivers. 

One of the current mantras of participatory approaches to 
development is to say that the more local people pay for a project, 
the more they will care for the results and maintain it. My experi-
ence indicates that maintenance problems are totally independent of 
the amount of labour and money that people invest. The problems 
pertain rather to perceptions of the legitimate type of obligation that 
surrounds the project, the strategies used to control free-riding and 
the quality of leadership. The contractual approach of so-called 
“participatory projects”, asking for a local contribution to cover a 
quarter to half the total cost, is no guarantee that a project will be 
successful, especially if part of the local contribution must be finan-
cial and if it amounts to more than what the local community would 
spend without any outside help.95 And insisting on a local contribu-
tion is no guarantee that the project will be maintained. This ap-
proach to development disregards the social and political aspects 
that make a project successful and uses the participatory approach 
to place the responsibility for any failure on local communities 
(“the project failed because the population failed to participate”).  
 
 
Leadership  
 
Implementing complex development activities requires strong and 
organised leadership, but only a few people dare to assume such a 

                                                
95 Kwanja communities and the Kwanja development association have built tin-
roofed and cement local schools for a fraction of what an EU project asked them 
(one third of a total cost of 4.5 millions CFA for a school). Although there is no 
comparison in the quality of the two types of schools, the difference was big 
enough to make many Kwanja argue that they would prefer to build their own 
schools by themselves. 
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responsibility. Chiefs can do it, and everybody expects them to do 
so, but many Kwanja chiefs are unwilling to engage in projects that 
require threatening the recalcitrant and are likely to bring accusa-
tions of embezzlement. Local politicians or patrons might take the 
lead and use their clientele to make a project succeed, often taking 
money from their own pocket and deriving credibility and a reputa-
tion for good leadership in case of success. But many are reluctant 
to invest too much money or to risk their reputations if the project 
fails. Or else they are reluctant to assume the responsibility for 
maintaining the infrastructure. A few people among the locally edu-
cated elite might dare to replace the chiefs and politicians and take 
the lead, but they are likely either to be accused by the chiefs of 
threatening their authority or to be suspected by the population of 
having a personal stake in the project and deriving a private benefit 
from it. This will inevitably trigger defection among some villagers 
according to the logic that either everybody participates and bene-
fits on an equal footing or nobody does. Things can be easier for 
foreign elites (headmasters, traders, missionaries, anthropologists), 
who are richer than the local average and disinterested in acquiring 
a title in local or customary politics, which protects them from the 
suspicion of deriving a personal benefit from it. Moreover, having 
no relatives locally protects them to some extent from fears of 
witchcraft, from the pressures of mutual obligations and from hav-
ing too many afterthoughts when dealing with people who are try-
ing to sabotage the project.  

As we have seen, there is a strong ideal that either every-
body participates equally in collective project, or nobody does. Ex-
ecutive committee members are in breach of this rule since they 
work and contribute much more than others. They are therefore 
widely suspected of deriving private advantages from it. It is as if 
the general privatization of the public good and the contractualiza-
tion of access to it had spread to any type of public good, down to 
the smallest collective projects. Executive committees (presidents, 
vice-presidents, secretaries, treasurers) are widely expected to be-
have like civil servants and to treat the committee’s resources as 
their private property, allowing access to it contractually, or else 
taking money from the project at will. It is clear that this is the case 
for many committees that manage funds, including those in which 
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one would expect moral obligations to come first, such as church 
executive committees. The expectation also exists in relation to ex-
ecutive committees that do not have many funds to manage or in 
those where the funds are well-managed and nothing is taken out of 
the project. I was regularly approached by members of the execu-
tive committees of development associations, anti-AIDS cam-
paigns, Kwanja literacy campaigns, the church, schools’ parents’ 
associations, and water pumps, complaining about dedicating their 
time for nothing, and asking me whether I could give them some 
money to “motivate” them.  

But such expectations of contractual obligations also have 
the effect of discouraging people who consider their involvement a 
moral obligation – often people with a better education who wish to 
serve and help their nation or their own community. When such 
people become suspected of embezzlement or an abuse of power for 
their own private benefit, they prefer to quit their functions, saying 
that “I did not want to take on this task; it was the people who chose 
me. If some people believe that I derive a personal benefit from it, I 
prefer to quit”. These assertions parallel the discourse of the chief, 
who repeatedly says, “I never wished to become chief and I was 
chosen to do so, so why aren’t people obeying me? If it is like that, 
I prefer not to be chief anymore”. This usually prompts the villagers 
to comfort the chief and promise to be more obedient in the future, 
since chiefs are not allowed to abdicate and must hold on to their 
position until they die. But committee members may quit their posi-
tions, and it can be a challenge to keep people of high moral dedica-
tion, as they become discouraged by accusations of embezzlement. 

The way committee members are chosen tells us much about 
the way their job is perceived. On the one hand, people with a 
higher education, experience of urban life and of moral dedication 
or local political ambition are found sitting on many committees. 
On the other hand, one also finds people who have more or less 
been compelled to take on the position against their will, since there 
exists a mutual obligation to share the burden of development. 
When a new committee is created, attempts are made to find those 
who still hold no position anywhere, their candidacy is then pro-
posed (often against their will), and they are elected by acclamation, 
regardless of their qualification or motivation. They must accept 
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such positions out of a mutual obligation to take their turn in hold-
ing collective responsibilities. Such mutual obligations partly ex-
plain why one creates a new committee for each new task, instead 
of using existing ones. As a result, one finds in Kwanja communi-
ties a multitude of committees of all kinds run by a mixture of un-
motivated people who have been forced to serve against their will 
and a handful of elites found in all the committees. 
 
 
Legitimacy and corruption 
 
As we have seen, the economy of exchanges is not just determined 
by profit, but is also social and moral in nature. Moral economy is 
embedded in different types of rule that apply differently according 
to the type of good and the persons who engage in the interaction. 
We have discussed in this chapter four different types of obligation 
(contractual, mutual, moral, hierarchical) with very different prag-
matic implications for those who try to escape their implications. 
These obligations are found at all levels of social interactions, from 
interactions between children, spouses or relatives, to interactions 
between ethnic groups or states. They can account for most Kwanja 
socio-economic strategies, including those that appear most foreign 
to a Western observer, because they are ruled by a different logic 
(or ethics) than the latter expected to find. Such obligations need to 
be thoroughly understood by foreign development workers if they 
want to escape ethnocentric judgments and avoid repeating past 
mistakes.  

Of course, such rules exist only as long as there is a consen-
sus surrounding them. And this consensus is never given but always 
has to be renegotiated. The co-existence, overlap and competition of 
these four simple rules, at many different levels of social interac-
tion, create constant negotiations about which ethical bases should 
apply to the interaction. Someone might call upon a moral obliga-
tion and shame to obtain free water from the pump, free medicines 
from the hospital, or a “free loan” (gift) from a relative. The inter-
locutor might call upon a contractual obligation to sell the water and 
medicine or use coercion so as to be reimbursed later. In my inter-
actions with the Cameroonian administration, I was usually able to 
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call upon moral, legal or hierarchical obligations and sanctions 
(threatening to make use of my supposed connections) to obtain 
free access to administrative services where my Kwanja friends 
would probably have had to buy them contractually. But then the 
civil servants who agreed to give me their services for free appealed 
either to a moral obligation on my part to offer them something to 
drink and quench their thirst, or on mutual obligations to reciprocate 
with another service when in the future they needed my help.  

Despite the possibility to negotiate, there is a widespread 
consensus about what type of obligation should apply to the ex-
change of which service between specific actors. Among the 
Kwanja, interactions between relatives are ruled by hierarchical or 
mutual obligations. Relations with politicians are based on mutual 
obligations, those with civil servants on contractual or hierarchical 
obligations. Hospitality and commonality rests on moral obliga-
tions. The market for grain or manufactured products is ruled by 
contractual obligations, etc. When anyone goes against this consen-
sus, his or her behaviour is likely to be perceived as a corruption of 
the consensual rule. One can then talk of corruption or corrupt be-
haviour when a rule that was commonly accepted becomes chal-
lenged. When the state fails to pay salaries, it is corrupt. When civil 
servants begin to sell the services that they used to provide free of 
charge, they are corrupt. When one begins to sell access to water, it 
is a corruption of the moral obligation to provide it free of charge. 
Corruption characterizes either a change in the perception of past 
practices (Leys 1965: 41) or a transformation of social relations that 
is perceived as illegitimate (Sampson 1983: 88). Corruption there-
fore depends on the type of obligation to which it applies, the cor-
ruption of a moral obligation being different from that of a contrac-
tual one. 

The “corruption” of an old rule might become so wide-
spread, on a variety of levels of interaction, that it becomes a con-
sensual rule in itself. The legitimacy of the new system depends on 
its capacity to create a consensus around the new type of obligation 
that regulates the exchange of certain types of goods or services be-
tween certain types of actor. If this analysis is correct, then the per-
ception of corruption within the administration does not depend on 
whether civil servants redistribute their “income” into larger net-
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works (as argued by Chabal and Daloz 1999: 15), but rather on 
whether the obligation that regulates a certain type of exchange be-
tween certain types of actors is legitimate and the object of a wide 
consensus. In such cases, it is the challenge of the new rule and the 
call to return to the original rule that might be perceived as corrup-
tion. For example, the privatization of the public administration 
(that was originally perceived as the corruption of a system ruled by 
legal and moral obligations) has been so far-ranging that contractual 
access to administrative services has become the object of a new 
consensus (people tend to complain about the lack of means to buy 
services, rather than complaining about having to pay for services). 
The call to re-moralize or re-legalize the administration and civil 
servants is strongly resisted (including by many clients), to the 
point that the fresh and clean civil servants who want to provide 
services on a moral or legal basis find that they are ostracized not 
only by their colleagues, but also by clients who can no longer buy 
any service they like and who might perceive such behaviour as 
corrupting the new system based on contractual negotiations.  

Going back to the old system of values will require a change 
on a variety of levels. It will require more than calling for a re-
moralization of administration (especially when this contradicts the 
call for contractual and privatized access to its services), and more 
than cosmetic changes at the top of the administration, as advocated 
by the common and recurrent “anti-corruption campaigns”. A struc-
ture that is disturbed at one level only is likely to show some resil-
ience. Changing the structure might require a social revolution 
aimed at transforming the structures and values of the society from 
top to bottom (as was the aim of the aborted insurrection of 1992 in 
Cameroon, for example). The “clientelist state” has arguably been 
transcended in Cameroon under Ahidjo, but this was only possible 
because of a strong presidency capable of imposing new rules at all 
levels of the political structure (Bayart 1985: 141-82). 

But when an old corrupt system becomes the norm and the 
new legitimate system, it might itself become corrupt. If the con-
tractualization and privatization of administrative services become 
generally accepted today, the tendency towards increased hierarchi-
cal obligations that allow people to use their positions in a hierarchy 
and the power that ensue to extort money, without providing any 
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service in exchange, is strongly disapproved of and resisted. These 
actors (typically working for the police or the justice department) 
differ from patrons, chiefs and politicians in that they are not per-
ceived to work for the common good and are not accountable to the 
people. Moreover, they differ from other civil servants in that they 
do not provide any service contractually, except permitting one’s 
freedom of movement and avoiding jail. What characterizes them is 
not the privatization of public goods, but rather the privatization of 
the legitimate organs of state violence (Bayart et al. 1999: 25). 
Through this process, the state and its representatives are no longer 
simply “kleptocrats” (seen from a moral point of view) or busi-
nessmen (seen from a contractual point of view), but become felo-
nious and lose what was left of their social legitimacy, since they 
derive their power merely from violence (Bayart 1999; Bayart et al. 
1999). The new “felons” are widely seen as troublemakers and as a 
major threat to peace, as has been discussed in Chapter 1.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The economic sphere is often constructed by non-anthropologists in 
terms of rational choice theory, monetary cost/benefit ratios, and 
supply and demand. What is usually forgotten in such constructions 
are the social and moral aspects (or benefits), which can be much 
more important than monetary profit in determining actors’ choices. 
As we have seen in this chapter, one cannot understand the ex-
change of services among the Kwanja without knowing about their 
kinship system, political organisation, and world-view in relation to 
constructions of misfortune.  

 But this knowledge is not sufficient to determine the behav-
iour of a particular individual in advance. In every transaction, each 
actor may choose to play according to a few concurrent rules that, 
when combined, create a multitude of unpredictable outcomes, al-
though they are always somehow recognisable and sound familiar 
to those who are acquainted with the local society and context. 
These rules framing Kwanja interactions are not totally foreign to 
an outside observer, as they exist in most societies. What is special 
among the Kwanja is not the fact that moral, mutual or hierarchical 
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rules inform their behaviour, but rather the types of interactions in 
which these rules play a role, and the ways in which social inter-
locutors are perceived and defined. One must know what it means 
to be a member of a matrilineage, what type of authority a chief has, 
who is autochthonous and who a migrant, as well as know about the 
different types of rights and duties that are attached to these social 
categories, in order to understand how the exchange of services and 
the conflicts surrounding them are negotiated. Neglecting these as-
pects, as is too often the case in development work, leads people to 
design projects that run against the local way of organising social 
relations, which can then create more problems than they solve. 

 The best way to become acquainted with these obligations is 
to participate in people’s lives and to work together to solve com-
mon problems. It is through lending money and struggling to be re-
imbursed that I became aware of the rules constraining the circula-
tion of money. My involvement in a local school project made me 
face a number of problems that were commonplace for my collabo-
rators, but totally unexpected for me, and I had quickly to internal-
ize and adapt to the types of rules and obligations described in this 
chapter. Being a Westerner with money, knowledge and connec-
tions, I became a special target for many people trying to obtain 
something from me. I was permanently solicited to engage in pa-
tron-client relationships, something that annoyed me in the begin-
ning, but which I progressively learnt to use to my own advantage 
as well. I could not live in Cameroon without facing some forms of 
“corruption”, and I had to learn how to relate to them in a way that 
was satisfactory both to myself and to the gatekeeper who expected 
something from me, thus experiencing the high flexibility, shifting 
context and constant renegotiations that characterize such interac-
tions. All these events allowed me to obtain insights into some of 
the mechanisms that organize Kwanja society. Of course, the de-
scription of such mechanisms in terms of the four types of obliga-
tions described here is my own construct and is not something that I 
was told to write by my Kwanja informants. I nevertheless believe 
that this way of simplifying complexity is helpful in understanding 
ways of acting that are so contrary to what a western observer 
would expect, although they result from mechanisms that are also 
present in Western societies.  



 
   
  

 

CHAPTER 7 
 

ETHNICITY  
AND COLLECTIVE IDENTITIES 

 
 

Throughout this book, I have sometimes presented the Kwanja as a 
homogenous community (when describing their kinship system or 
moral economy), sometimes as a community whose homogeneity is 
elusive and dissolves into smaller groups (when describing chiefly 
history or rituals), or else as a group having many things in com-
mon with their neighbours (when talking about regional history or 
misfortune). In this chapter, I describe how Kwanja identity is de-
fined and negotiated, not least in relation to Fulbe identity, and how 
it may fade away when people convert to Islam and engage in a 
process of Fulbe-ization. This will lead to a discussion of the con-
cepts of tribe and ethnic group, including the argument that most 
collective identities tend to idealise themselves as tribes while, in 
practice, these collective identities can be defined as ethnic groups, 
since they correspond to the definition of this concept and are con-
structed in accordance with similar mechanisms. But I will also ar-
gue, once more, that the outcome of similar structures can differ 
widely. What matters is not so much whether a collective identity is 
ethnic or not, or close to or far from the ideal of the tribe, but rather 
what kind of ethnic identity it is. In other words, the question is not 
so much whether the Kwanja can be said to be an ethnic group at 
all, given that their homogeneity dissolves when the level of analy-
sis shifts, but rather what kind of ethnic identity it is. I will present 
here a few criteria to characterise or differentiate Kwanja and Fulbe 
identity, before discussing how they impact on identity dynamics in 
Adamawa.  
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The concept of tribe: a question of content and level 
 
There is still no consensus today on the definition of ethnic groups, 
although social scientists do seem to share the same image of what 
they are trying to define and to agree informally on what an ethnic 
group is (or, rather, what an ethnic group is not). To understand 
why, it is useful to recall the debate surrounding the definition of 
tribe and the subsequent turn to ethnicity. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, social scientists used to define the concept of 
“tribe” as an autonomous and endogamous group, a bounded entity 
with a chief, a specific language, religion and culture, and constitut-
ing (at least ideologically) a descent group.96 The boundaries of the 
different traits (political, religious, linguistic, territorial, etc.) were 
supposed to correspond to each other. The definition of the tribe 
was primordialist: tribal affiliation was seen as a given. People be-
longed to the tribe if they possessed the different cultural traits that 
were given at birth. The concept of the tribe is indeed the ideal that 
the Kwanja educated elite try to reach. They strive to make the 
Kwanja appear more homogenous than they are, encouraging the 
translation of the Bible “into the Kwanja language” (although there 
is, in reality, a conflict among the Kwanja regarding the dialect that 
was chosen), presenting masquerades as the true Kwanja ritual (al-
though they have been imported from migrant groups and are not 
practised by all lineages), and trying to impose a paramount chief 
for all Kwanja (something that has been impossible to implement, 
since no Kwanja chief agrees to be under the authority of any 
other). 

There are mainly two kinds of problem concerning the defi-
nition of the tribe. The first concerns the “nature” or “content” of 
cultural traits. On the one hand, the boundaries of some of these 
traits are sometimes difficult to establish. For example, there may 
be chains of dialects in which it is difficult to define a boundary be-
tween two languages (Hymes 1967). This might be said to apply to 

                                                
96 I will not discuss here the definition of the tribe as an evolutionary step corre-
sponding to a certain degree of social and political organization (see Sahlins 1961 
and Service 1962). For a critique of this approach, see Crone (1986), Dole 
(1967), Fried (1967: 12-17) and Godelier (1973: 10-19). 
 



 
 The concept of tribe 243 

 
the Kwanja as well, as the different dialects look more like different 
languages (Connell 2001). On the other hand, the boundaries of the 
different “cultural traits” do not correspond to each other. The lin-
guistic boundaries are coterminous neither with the political ones 
nor with the distribution of religion, race, or kinship (Fortes 1940: 
239; Dole 1967: 84; Fried 1967; Godelier 1973: 9; Southall 1970: 
46). As we saw in Chapter 3, the Kwanja are an aggregate of six or 
seven “autochthonous” and “migrant” groups, sharing three to five 
dialects and a great variety of rituals, and divided into close to thirty 
chiefdoms. Some migrant groups have kept their dialect but lost 
their rituals, others have adopted the dialect of the host community 
but brought with them masquerades that were sometimes borrowed 
by other groups, etc. There is therefore no fit between these charac-
teristics, neither at the level of the Kwanja as a whole, nor below, at 
the level of the groups or lineages, making the tribe a poor concept 
with which to account for the cultural diversity of and dynamics of 
identity among the Kwanja. 

The second major problem concerns the relevant “degree” or 
“level” in defining the tribe (Skinner 1967: 72). When there are 
several interwoven levels of tribes, which one should be considered 
the “real” one? The problem is especially clear for segmentary so-
cieties, in which each subgroup can be said to correspond to the 
definition of the tribe at a certain level (one political unit = one ter-
ritory = one ancestor = one language = one group responsible in 
case of murder, etc.; see Dole 1967: 85-6; Evans-Pritchard 1940: 
142-3; Naroll 1964: 283; Southall 1970: 37-40). In the Kwanja 
case, what is the relevant level for talking about homogenous units? 
The local populations of Adamawa (as opposed to the Fulbe)? The 
Kwanja? The groups of the Nyasunda, Nyandung, Bung, Twendi, 
Yeka, Weri, Ndek-Yi? The different patrilineages? Can we use the 
same concept for the Fulbe, a people close to 15 million strong 
spread among a number of West African countries, and the Kwanja, 
who number close to 10,000 and live in a small part of Adamawa?  

The problems of content and of level were crucial for com-
parative anthropologists, who needed a universal definition capable 
of defining comparable units with clear boundaries, and who there-
fore spent much time discussing how to save the concept of the 
tribe (Naroll 1964; 1973).  
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From tribe to ethnicity… 
 
The debate on the relevant content and level of the tribe ceased 
when a subjectivist (or interactionist) approach was developed sug-
gesting that the cultural content of an ethnic group does not matter, 
since it can change through time, even though the group itself re-
mains (Barth 1969; Mitchell 1956; Moerman 1965 and 1967; 
Wallerstein 1960). Fulbe identity, for example, shows an extraordi-
nary resilience, despite major changes in its content (conversion to 
Islam, sedentarisation, the creation of empire within some groups, 
etc.). For this approach, what is important is to study the mainte-
nance of the group’s boundaries, which are mainly defined in the 
negotiation between self-ascription and ascription by others. It is 
thus through interaction between self and other based on a “we–
they” feeling that ethnic identity is defined.97 The subjectivist ap-
proach shifted the emphasis away from an objective definition of 
the group to a subjective definition of identity. 

Another approach, called instrumentalist (or mobilization-
ist), argued that ethnic movements or conflicts are not so much 
based on essentialist differences, but based on the competition for 
political or economic resources (A. Cohen 1969; 1974; Despres 
1975; Glazer and Moynihan 1975; Patterson 1975; Hechter 1986). 
Ethnicity then derives from the collective aspiration for a better fu-
ture and builds on collective action to defend the group’s interest 
and win more rights, power, or economic advantages compared to 
other, competing groups. Without conflict, competition or advan-
tages to be gained, there is no ethnicity. This approach has been 
used, for example, to account for the creation of new “tribes” out of 
the colonial encounter. As the colonial powers expected to find 
tribal structures and to be able to rule indirectly through them, exist-
ing local social structures were opportunistically transformed in or-

                                                
97 Self-ascriptions and the ascriptions of others do not necessarily correspond to 
each other. Groups defined by others are very often too large to be accepted by 
the people concerned, who use more precise definitions (Mitchell 1956: 28). For 
example, in Cameroon, the Fulbe define people living in mountains as “Kirdi”, 
although these people see themselves as “Mafa”, “Mofu”, “Dowayo”, “Mun-
dang”, etc. Self-ascription is generally considered the most important criterion to 
us in defining ethnicity.  
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der to fit in colonial expectations and tap the social, economic and 
political advantages deriving from doing so.98 This provides a good 
tool for understanding why the Kwanja elite refer so much to the 
Kwanja and try to make them appear more homogenous than they 
are. On the one hand, the elites are those who have most to gain 
from this process (in terms of both personal pride and self-esteem, 
but also in terms of being the spokesmen of a larger group and de-
riving greater influence from it). On the other hand, they are the 
ones who feel responsible for improving the lot of their relatives 
and allies. It is also clear than the Kwanja follow their elite only in 
so far as they see a common benefit in the path that the elite pro-
pose to them, as was the case for the development association of the 
Kwanja region. 

Yet, none of these approaches, taken alone, can refer to all 
aspects of Kwanja identity. The primordialist approach cannot ac-
count for Fulbe-ization or explain why the grandchild of an Kwanja 
living in town still feels and calls himself “Kwanja”, even if he does 
not speak Kwanja anymore and does not know much about Kwanja 
culture and history. The subjectivist approach neglects the impor-
tance of objective diacritical markers in situational ethnicity (not 
everyone can pass for a Fulbe in all circumstances). Finally, the in-
strumentalist approach cannot explain why most Kwanja maintain 
their identity when it is economically or politically disadvantageous 
to do so, and when they would gain wealth and political influence 
from Fulbe-izing. 

However, taken together, these three approaches comple-
ment one another and constitute a minimal definition of ethnicity as 
a collective identity based on at least one objective diacritical 
marker (“cultural trait”), subjectively negotiated through self-
ascription and ascription by others (or a “we–they feeling”), and 
existing because people defining themselves along similar lines 
have an interest (private and/or collective) in doing so.99 This is the 

                                                
98 See, for example, Amselle (1985 and 1990); Bazin (1985); Colson (1967); Do-
zon (1985); Harries (1989); Papstein (1989); Ranger (1989); Sharpe (1986); 
Skinner (1967 and 1975); Vail (1989); and Young (1985). 
99 For a comparative discussion of the different approaches, see also Cohen 
(1978); Epstein (1978: 91-112); Jenkins (1986); Poutignat and Streiff-Fenart 
(1995); Royce (1982: 18-39). 
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definition on which I rely in this chapter to talk about “ethnic 
groups” and to argue that any collective identity can qualify as 
such. 
 
 
… and back to tribe 
 
As the new concept of ethnicity was much more fluid and flexible 
than the old concept of the tribe and could account better for cul-
tural complexity (R.Cohen 1978), it replaced the concept of “tribe”, 
which disappeared from academic vocabulary, although it still sur-
vives in common speech. At the same time, the discussion about 
relevant content and level disappeared from academic debates while 
most academics were concentrating on discussing the subjective 
negotiation of we–they feelings and the instrumentalisation of iden-
tity to gain political and economic advantage. Yet, the issue of level 
and content resurfaced when discussing which type of collective 
identity was not ethnic. Instead of considering any collective iden-
tity as ethnic if it had some objective diacritical marker negotiated 
subjectively through a we–they feeling, and constituting the basis of 
a personal and collective interest, most scholars restricted “ethnic-
ity” to what came closest to the former concept of the tribe, reject-
ing as “non-ethnic” what did not fit this concept. I shall illustrate 
this with some examples. 

Religious groups have objective diacritical markers (beliefs, 
practices, food habits, dress codes, specific laws and punishments, 
etc.), strong we–they feelings, and strong economic and political 
interests as groups. They should therefore be considered “ethnic”, 
since they fit well with the definition of this concept. Some argue, 
however, that followers of a world religion cannot constitute an 
ethnic group because the religious group cuts across different na-
tions, thus implying that ethnic groups must, like tribes, exist below 
the level of the nation (De Vos 1982: 13-15). But even within na-
tions, religious groups are often disqualified as ethnic groups when 
they cut across other groups that are considered to be the “true” 
ethnic groups (Enloe 1973: 17). In this sense, Muslims do not con-
stitute an “ethnic group” in Cameroon because they are found 
among the Fulbe, Kwanja and Mambila, which are regarded as the 
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only ethnic groups in the country (presumably on the basis of lan-
guage or some other trait). If there is an overlap between two crite-
ria, one of them must necessarily not be the basis of ethnic identity, 
since the old notion of the tribe says that one can belong to only one 
tribe – preferably the group which has the highest overlap between 
different diacritical markers. Others use primordial arguments to 
claim that religious identities are not ethnic because they do not in-
volve “cultural groups” (Isajiw 1974), rejecting as “non-ethnic” 
what can be acquired. Finally, the mobilisationist approach recog-
nises as “ethnic” only those religious groups that are engaged in a 
political conflict, such as the Catholics and Protestants in Northern 
Ireland (Glazer and Moynihan 1975), thus disregarding past or la-
tent conflicts between competing religious groups to gain followers, 
political influence, subsidies, freedom of practice, etc. 

Descent groups can also qualify as ethnic groups, since they 
have a clear diacritical marker (descent, often combined with ta-
boos, exogamous rules, economic and political solidarity, etc.) and 
strong we–they feelings, and they constitute an economic or politi-
cal unit that defends its own interests. Horowitz declares, for exam-
ple, that “there is no bright line between ethnic group and kinship. 
Ethnicity and kinship overlap: ethnicity builds on kinship, both are 
confused with the other” (Horowitz 1985: 61). Among the Kwanja, 
for example, the divide between kinship and larger communities is 
not clear, as some patrilineages can be said to be groups in them-
selves, while other patrilineages build political and ritual alliances 
by creating metaphorical kinship links. However, the same Horow-
itz talks later on about “sub-ethnic” and “supra-ethnic” levels (ibid.: 
19, 68), as if there was, after all, a clear divide between ethnicity 
and kinship, and as if it was possible to isolate a specific “ethnic 
level” in the continuum. Van den Berghe (1978: 404) suggests that 
the difference between kin groups and ethnic groups is that the for-
mer are exogamous, while the later are generally endogamous. We 
find here the cliché that the ethnic group (like the tribe) should be 
isolated, autonomous and self-sufficient, at least concerning matri-
monial alliances. R. Cohen (1978: 387-88, 400) rejects kin groups 
as ethnic groups because they cut across other groups that he con-
siders to be the true and only “ethnic groups” of a region, thus im-
plying that one can be the member of only one ethnic group, and 
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that the different criteria used in defining an ethnic group should 
correspond to one another, as in the old concept of tribe.  

Gender groups can easily be seen as ethnic groups. They 
have a fundamental diacritical marker (sex, often coupled with dif-
ferent activities, dress codes, access to education or economic and 
political power, etc.), a strong we–they feeling, and a common in-
terest as a group. Among the Kwanja, women have their own 
chiefs, secret rituals, food taboos, fields, granaries, economy, kitch-
ens, and ritual and household duties, which parallel and comple-
ment those of men but nevertheless remain separate. They act as a 
group and strongly reject men daring to interfere in their business or 
rituals. They are able to mobilize to defend their rights and ask for a 
better balance of work or the power of the different gender 
groups.100 Women reproduce matrilineal kin groups that differ from 
the patrilineal ones reproduced by men. So why are gender groups 
never recognized as ethnic? Because they do not correspond to the 
image of the tribe. When Keyes (1976: 205) says that “sex cannot 
distinguish groups of people”, or when Brass (1991: 19) argues that 
communities based on gender are not ethnic groups because they 
cannot reproduce themselves, they do not mean that men and 
women cannot be distinguished or that they cannot reproduce. They 
probably mean that gender distinctions do not fit with other distinc-
tions, such as language, religion and politics, which are closer to the 
old ideal of the tribe and that they cannot reproduce alone, without 
the other gender group, as if ethnic groups were, like tribes, iso-
lated, autonomous, endogamous and self-sufficient. Eriksen (1994: 
115) argues that an “ethnic group” (understand: “tribe”) can be ex-
terminated without any problem for the others, which is not true for 
a gender group. This might be true at the global level, but it disre-
gards the fact that most collective identities based on gender groups 
exist at a local level, and one does find historical examples of gen-
der groups being exterminated at that level.101  

                                                
100 For a description of a women’s political uprising in the region, see Ritzenhaler 
(1960). 
101 In Cameroon, as in many other parts of Africa, for example, slave-traders were 
more interested in women than in men, as women were in greater demand, not 
only as a work force, but also for sexual services, their reproductive purposes, 
and their docility (Klein 1983; Law 1995; McDougall 1995; Robertson and Klein 
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The fact that many social scientists try painstakingly to dis-

qualify religion, kinship, gender or social class102 as “non-ethnic” 
suggests that such groups do in fact fit the definition of the ethnic 
group well, but not with the old ideal of the tribe. The core of the 
problem is the discrepancy between a flexible definition (the ethnic 
group) and an ideal mental image, or folk concept (the tribe). On 
the one hand, scholars reject the notion of tribe on the grounds that 
it is never found in a complex reality and that this concept is too 
rigid; they then develop the concept of ethnic group using a flexible 
definition. On the other hand, they refuse to consider as ethnic any-
thing that corresponds to this new definition, and they only accept 
as ethnic what fits the very folk concept of the tribe they want to get 
rid of.  
 
 
                                                                                                           
1983). Men were not only in lesser demand, but were also seen as a threat. As a 
result, all the males in raided communities were sometimes exterminated and 
only the women taken (Fisher 2001; McDougall 1995). The entire Bangwa com-
munity is said to derive from captive women, as if Bangwa society was the result 
of the fusion of two different gender groups (Brain 1972). 
102 Social classes, when they have class consciousness, should qualify as ethnic 
groups since they are based on objective differences that feed a we–they feeling 
and a class struggle to maintain or win advantages. And yet many scholars argue 
that social classes cannot be ethnic groups. First, they cut across national bounda-
ries (De Vos 1982: 20). Secondly, even within national boundaries, social classes 
cut across the groups that are arbitrarily defined as ethnic and that correspond to 
the old notion of the tribe (Royce 1982: 225; McKay 1982: 400; Olzak 1982: 
254). Here the notions of vertical and horizontal solidarities are invoked to argue 
that class consciousness must cuts across other types of collective identity, but 
that conversely, ethnic groups must contain different social classes. The only so-
cial classes that are sometimes recognized as “ethnic” are those that are superim-
posed on what were earlier defined as ethnic groups, such as the Hutu and Tutsi, 
for example (Brass 1985: 15; Horowitz 1985: 22; van den Berghe 1983: 231). 
Other scholars, adopting a primordialist point of view, dismiss social classes as 
“non-ethnic” on the grounds that they are not “cultural” groups given at birth 
(Isajiw 1974: 120; Isaacs 1975). Several authors (Enloe 1973: 39; Roosens 1989: 
17; Glazer & Moynihan 1975: 19) claim that attachment to an “ethnic group” (i.e. 
a “tribe”) is much more affective than attachment to a social class. Finally, some 
social scientists argue that social classes cannot be ethnic groups simply because 
the two concepts are defined differently, without stopping to consider that there 
might be cases in which one is encompassed by the other (van den Berghe 1975: 
72; Eriksen 1994: 53). 
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All collective identities are ethnic 
 
A recurring argument used to disqualify some collective identities 
as non-ethnic is that they cut across other identities that are re-
garded as ethnic (i.e. which come closest to the old image of the 
tribe). “Actors have multiple social attachments (e.g. class, relig-
ious, sexual, national, regional loyalties) which can coincide, con-
tradict or overlap with ethnic ties” (McKay 1982: 400; see also Isa-
jiw 1974: 120; Olzak 1982: 254; Roosens 1989: 16; Royce 1982: 
225). Ethnicity is presented as existing independently from, and at 
the same level as, religion, race, class (or profession), kinship, po-
litical affiliation and territory, as if ethnicity built on anything but 
these criteria. But to say that an ethnic group can be not defined by 
means of production, by reference to a language, religion, gender, 
race, nor to descent is to empty ethnicity of all its substance. If we 
define ethnicity by what it is not, we are left with an empty concept, 
independent of any content. Yet, some content is always needed in 
ethnic interactions. One cannot just claim to be a member of a 
group; there are some “objective” constraints that are sometimes 
insurmountable (Okamura 1981: 454-6; Burgess 1978: 269). In-
stead of saying that an identity is either ethnic or religious, racial, 
territorial, and so on, we should rather say that ethnic identity builds 
on religious, racial, territorial and/or other criteria, coupled with a 
we–they feeling and a common collective interest. This implies that 
people can belong to several different ethnic groups at the same 
time, whose relevance depends on the context of the interaction, 
some being based primarily on religion, other on descent or on lan-
guage, etc. 

A second common argument used to deny the label of eth-
nicity to some collective identities is to say that an ethnic group 
cannot be based on only one diacritical marker alone, but must be 
based on several. “Ethnic groups ... share clusters of beliefs and 
values. One value held in common by a number of persons is insuf-
ficient to sustain an ethnic community” (Enloe 1973: 17, his em-
phasis). In other words, a group defined by the sole criterion of re-
ligion would have a religious identity, a group defined economi-
cally would be a social class, a group defined by a language would 
be a linguistic community, but a group defined by a combination of 
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these traits would be “ethnic”. This fits well with the folk concept 
of the tribe defined as a collection of different criteria whose 
boundaries are coterminous. But it disregards the fact that the 
boundaries of the “cluster of beliefs and values” are seldom coter-
minous (see the above discussion on the content of the tribe). 
Moreover, it disregards the fact that most collective identities, even 
those primarily based on one dominant criterion, tend to superim-
pose other criteria on it in order to maximise differences with 
neighbours, a process that has also been referred to as “multi-
symbol congruence” (Brass 1976: 227, 239; 1991: 21, 27, 63). A 
religious identity will tend to build difference on more than just 
doctrine or beliefs. In Cameroon, for example, Christians and Mus-
lims are not just religious communities but often regarded as territo-
rial communities, as the north is considered Muslim, while the 
south is seen as Christian. The two communities are considered to 
be “cultural” communities, with own specific dress codes (Gan-
dourah for Muslims, Western clothes for Christians), food taboos, 
music, arts, and architecture. They are associated with different lin-
guistic communities, and have different scriptures and school sys-
tems (Fulfulde, Arab and Koranic schools for the Muslims; French, 
the Latin alphabet and Western schools for the Christians). They 
tend to rely on different legal systems and political strategies to fur-
ther their own interests (the sultans of northern Cameroon playing a 
central role for the Muslims). A linguistic community will also tend 
to maximise difference. In Cameroon, the Francophone and Anglo-
phone regions not only define themselves on the basis of the two 
national languages, but also, and more importantly for their political 
struggle, on the basis of different colonial heritages. Such differ-
ences pertain, among other things, to schools, laws, food habits, lit-
erary traditions, attitudes towards traditional power and corruption, 
industry, and so on.  

Thus, any collective identity, even those primarily based on 
one single diacritical marker, always try to maximize commonality 
within the “we-group” and difference from the “they-group” by 
maximizing the number and significance of diacritical markers used 
in the comparison. In other words, any collective identity tries to 
objectify subjective differences in order to come closer to the ideal 
of the tribe and to create (at least the illusion of) congruence be-
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tween the borders of different diacritical markers. Yet, this mecha-
nism will never succeed fully as the reality will always be much 
more complex and dynamic than the ideal. As we can see, the con-
cept of the tribe should not be rejected as something which does not 
exist in reality because it does exist as an ideal in the minds of local 
actors (as well as in the minds of anthropologists). This folk con-
cept explains the dynamics of multi-symbol congruence, which 
strives to maximize selfing and othering by controlling the cotermi-
nous boundaries of clusters of diacritical markers, while always fal-
ling short of this ideal and having to deal with with a complex real-
ity. In the words of Banton (1979: 136):  

 
“We should recognize that ethnicity is also a folk concept. Little is to be 
gained by sociologists arguing about what ethnicity ‘is’ when they are 
simply taking from the common speech of their own generation the as-
sumption that some sort of groups or social relations are to be classified 
as ethnic”. 

  
A last common problem when trying to adapt the old ideal 

of the tribe to the flexible definition of ethnicity is the misfit of 
level. Defining the level of ethnicity somewhere above kinship and 
below nationality prevents us from identifying the recurrent proper-
ties that characterize collective identities across scales of analysis. It 
entertains the illusion that what happens at a specific level of analy-
sis differs fundamentally from what happens at other levels.  

One way of solving these problems is to apply radically the 
definition of the ethnic group (as based on some diacritical marker, 
a we–they feeling and a common interest), which implies, in prac-
tice, recognizing that any collective identity can be seen as “ethnic”. 
Thus, instead of emptying ethnicity of any content and arbitrarily 
deciding which level characterises ethnicity, it would be more pro-
ductive to focus on recognizing that ethnicity must build on some 
(shifting) content, and analyse how this content is negotiated at a 
variety of levels. What matters is not so much whether a collective 
identity can be considered ethnic or not, but rather to discuss what 
type of ethnic identity it is, what are its intrinsic qualities, and how 
the identity is defined and negotiated with regard to identities based 
on other contents or levels. 
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In what follows, I will discuss a few aspects that distinguish 

different types of ethnicities, and describe what differences they 
make in the Kwanja region.  
 
 
Closeness to the idealized identity 
 

A man greets me and starts talking in a Kwanja dialect. I struggle to un-
derstand what he says, and cannot communicate with him. He shifts to 
French and complains that I still don’t speak the local dialect, despite 
having lived many months in the community, unlike Martin and Joan 
(who are translating the Bible into the Sundani dialect), who speak it 
very well and have become true Kwanja.  
Another day, while watching a masquerade, a young man tells me 
proudly that it is the real and original tradition of this village. I answer 
that the masquerade does not originate from here but has been borrowed 
from a neighbouring village. The young man does not believe me and 
asks an old man standing next to us, who confirms what I just said. The 
young man then tells me: “You know the Kwanja culture and history 
better than myself; you have become a true Kwanja”.  

 
What does it take to be “a true Kwanja”? As we have seen in the 
previous chapters, people who present themselves as Kwanja do so 
on the basis of ancestry (especially patrilineal), language, residence, 
the territorial origin of their patrilineage, political allegiance, par-
ticipation in rituals, respect for patrilineal taboos, joking with allies, 
etc. Ideally, a Kwanja should have a “Kwanja” father and a 
“Kwanja” patrilineal ancestor. This goes hand in hand with claim-
ing to come from a “Kwanja” trench of origin, following “Kwanja” 
patrilineal taboos, being under the authority of a “Kwanja” chief, 
and residing on and having access to “Kwanja” land controlled by 
the chief or patrilineage. Ideally, a “true Kwanja” should also have 
a “Kwanja” mother and a matrilineage composed of people recog-
nised as “Kwanja”. This goes hand in hand with participating in 
solidarity networks with “Kwanja” people. A Kwanja should also 
speak a dialect recognised as “Kwanja” (Ndung or Sundani), joke 
with the allies of the “Kwanja”, participate in “Kwanja” rituals, and 
be born, raised, and live on a territory defined as “Kwanja”, if pos-
sible in the appropriate trench of origin. 

Ideally, a Kwanja should have all these characteristics. In 
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practice, though, few people can claim them all.103 Nobody lives in 
the old trench of origin anymore; a minority lives on patrilineage 
territory; intermarriage, migration, and conversion to Islam or 
Christianity have blurred various boundaries, and half of all 
“Kwanja” belong to patrilineages that are said to originate from the 
“Tikar”, “Mambila” or “Bute”. Moreover, being able hypothetically 
to master all the relevant criteria is not in itself sufficient to be a 
Kwanja, as one can always choose to reject the Kwanja identity and 
claim another one (usually a Fulbe identity). I therefore write 
“Kwanja” in inverted commas to stress the fact that the criteria for 
defining “Kwanjaness” cannot be taken for granted but shift accord-
ing to context.  

People will generally claim to be Kwanja on the basis of a 
few criteria. Some people can claim a Kwanja identity just because 
their father or mother did so – even though this only shifts the bur-
den of proof to the level of the parents. For example, the children of 
elites who migrated to town or of former slaves born in the palace, 
who do not speak any Kwanja dialect, do not participate in any 
Kwanja ritual, do not live or visit any Kwanja village and often do 
not even know their relatives, can still claim to be Kwanja, accord-
ing to context. Migrants who are subject to a local chief can con-
sider themselves as having become Kwanja, even though they do 
not always speak a Kwanja dialect or participate in local rituals.104 
The missionaries who have analysed the Kwanja dialects, or the an-
thropologist who has studied history and rituals, can pass as 
Kwanja, and even as “better Kwanja” than others due to their spe-
cialised knowledge, even though they usually retain their independ-

                                                
103 Moreover, the boundaries of such criteria shift. One does not live on one’s 
patrilineal territory, but one can claim that an ancestor did. One is not born in the 
trench of origin, but one’s spirit will go back there after death. One lives in the 
Tikar plain but claims that it was conquered long ago and that it has become 
Kwanja. One comes from a Tikar patrilineage but can argue that it has now be-
come Kwanja with time, etc. 
104 Migrants who agree to become subject to a Kwanja chief and to help him in 
his projects, together with other villagers, can be seen as better integrated than 
some “original Kwanja” (members of the chief’s patrilineage), who may be reluc-
tant to participate in collective work for the chief. On the other hand, migrants 
who reject the authority of the local chiefs are seen as a threat, regardless of 
whether they were born in the village or speak a local dialect. 
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ence vis-à-vis the authority of a chief, do not participate in any local 
ritual, and do not have any Kwanja ancestry.  

One can present oneself as Kwanja through one’s father, as 
Mambila through one’s mother, as Tikar through one’s wife or hus-
band, and as Fulbe because of conversion to Islam and residence in 
town. Or one can participate in a Kwanja ritual today, in a Mambila 
ritual tomorrow and go to church on Sunday. One hears people say 
things like “His father is Tikar, but he has become a Kwanja”; “his 
mother is Kwanja, and he is therefore half Kwanja”, “he refuses to 
speak Kwanja and does not visit us anymore; he is no longer 
Kwanja”. Thus, one can still claim to be Kwanja, even though one 
does not speak any Kwanja dialect, comes from patrilineage re-
garded as Mambila, Tikar or Bute, was not born and does not live 
on a Kwanja territory, or is not under the authority of a Kwanja 
chief, as long as one claims to be a member, as long as one has an-
other criterion that one can play on, and as long as this criterion is 
significant in a given social interaction.  

The question is not so much whether one is Kwanja or non-
Kwanja, but rather whether one is more or less Kwanja, or a better 
or worse Kwanja, according to how many diacritical markers one 
masters and mobilizes in a given context, and thus according to how 
close one can come to the ideal identity: either the tribe as a full and 
perfect collection of coterminous diacritical markers, or a partial 
vision of the tribe with a special focus on a few diacritical markers 
that are especially significant for a given social interaction. The 
same can be said of any collective identity, including those primar-
ily based on economy, gender, religion, kinship, etc. 
 
 
Self-ascription and ascription by others  
 
Because the same identity is claimed by different people on differ-
ent grounds, there is a lack of fit between self-ascription and ascrip-
tion by others. If I want to pass as a Kwanja, I must either claim this 
or be recognized as such by others, and preferably both. The 
stronger my claim and the more people recognize me as Kwanja, 
the more Kwanja I am likely to be. Others might challenge the iden-
tity I claim on the basis of what I lack according to the ideal or the 
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relevant marker in a given interaction (whom I marry, where I live, 
how I practise rituals, how I behave with “fellow Kwanja”, whether 
or not I participate in a collective enterprise, etc.). Thus, if self-
ascription remains a key feature in the definition of identity (it is, 
for example, the only criterion used in surveys), it is mediated in the 
field by the ascriptions of others according to context. This is a 
general feature of collective identities.  

Someone might define himself as a Fulbe on the basis of his 
conversion to Islam, his marriage to a Fulbe woman and his living 
in town in a Fulbe environment, while others might continue to see 
him as a Kwanja on the basis of his ancestry. Someone might de-
clare himself to be a Muslim but have this identity contested be-
cause he drinks alcohol. People who define themselves as Chris-
tians on the basis of being baptised, reading the Bible, going to 
church, believing in the Christian dogma, and having faith and a 
personal relationship with God might be challenged by others if 
they are corrupt or accused of practising witchcraft. Someone may 
claim to be Cameroonian because he possesses an identity card, but 
be denied such identity by others on the grounds that he was born in 
a neighbouring country, or because he has bought his citizenship 
through bribes. 

Successfully claiming membership in a collective identity 
requires personal mobilization to support the claim, and that others 
recognize the claim as valid. Someone who wishes to be recognised 
as a member of a group can be challenged by others to “prove” his 
or her membership, according to a collection of criteria. Such proc-
esses of negotiation may then encourage people to fulfil as many 
criteria as possible, as well as to invest in a conspicuous display of 
them. In Adamawa, for example, the conversion of people of local 
extraction to Islam is often challenged by the Fulbe, who associate 
Islam with their own identity. This encourages converts to Fulbe-ize 
as well, in order to make their religious claims stronger and to find 
more ready acceptance as good Muslims. Thus, there is little point 
in anthropologists trying to define the precise content and bounda-
ries of an identity when it is the object of endless negotiations and 
renegotiations by those who claim it.  

 
 



 
 Openness and closeness 257 

 
Openness and closeness 
 
The outcome of negotiating one’s identity through self-ascription 
and ascription by others depends on whether an identity is open or 
closed, i.e. on whether it is open to integrating new members or 
tries to keep them out.105 Traditionally, Kwanja identity has been 
very open, welcoming migrants, intermarrying with them and inte-
grating them into Kwanja society under condition that they accept 
the authority of the local chief. As a result, half the Kwanja popula-
tion claim to belong to a patrilineage of Bute, Mambila or Tikar 
origin. Fulbe identity, on the contrary, has been open to integrating 
new female members through marrying local women, but quite 
closed to the integration of local men, who were prevented from 
converting to Islam, marrying Fulbe women or herding cattle, i.e. 
from becoming Fulbe.  

Things started to change with independence and the first 
elections, when it was no longer possible to use force to suppress 
local people’s aspirations to a respected identity (i.e. to Fulbe-ize), 
and when it became necessary for Fulbe politicians to enlist the 
support of the local population to win elections. From being a 
closed religion reserved to the dominant group and legitimising ex-
ploitation or slavery, Islam was instrumentalised by Fulbe politi-
cians as an open (missionary) religion in order to iron out old dif-
ferences and recruit new political followers (Gausset 2003). This 
opened the door to a widespread process of Fulbe-ization, allowing 
thousands of people to pass more easily as Fulbe, especially in an 
urban setting, to the point that the majority of “urban Fulbe” are to-

                                                
105 Such distinctions have been made to characterise different systems of slavery 
(Kopytoff and Miers 1977; Watson 1980). In closed systems, slaves are prevented 
from integrating into their master’s family. They can neither intermarry with their 
master, nor can they try to become emancipated through converting, study, or 
trading or herding cattle, as this would bring them closer to their master’s status. 
If they bear any child by their master, the children are considered slaves or, at 
best, half-caste. In open systems, on the contrary, slaves are progressively inte-
grated into the family of their master. They intermarry with their master’s family, 
and are allowed to convert to his religion and to seek emancipation through per-
sonal achievement. In practice, no system is purely open or purely closed, and the 
distinction between them must therefore be seen as lying somewhere along a con-
tinuum. 
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day widely believed to be in fact local people who have “Fulbe-
ized”. However, many Fulbe resist such political, religious and so-
cial openness and dismiss new converts as “not truly Fulbe” (on the 
basis of their ancestry, among other criteria). Thus, if some Fulbe 
(especially those close to power and depending on broad support to 
rule) advocate opening up Fulbe identity, other Fulbe continue to 
define it as a closed identity and to challenge the claims of those 
who adopt it. 
 
 
Equality and hierarchy 
 
Some identities define themselves as hierarchically superior to oth-
ers, as is the case for the Fulbe (see the first chapter) or for Islam 
and Christianity. Others see themselves and their neighbours as be-
ing on an equal footing, as is the case for the Kwanja and the Mam-
bila. Hierarchical identities can be either closed (the Fulbe or Islam 
before Cameroonian independence) or open (Christianity in Camer-
oon; Islam or Fulbe identity after independence). Likewise, equal 
identities can be either closed (gender groups) or open (Kwanja, 
Mambila, etc.). Open and hierarchical identities are likely to be the 
fastest to grow, as there are few barriers preventing passage between 
them, there is an advantage in claiming them instrumentally, and it is 
difficult to leave them once one has become a member.  

Those belonging to an identity presented as superior tend to 
look down on others and to consider them as of less worth than 
themselves. This has an important impact on the negotiation of 
identities, as it can confer a certain appeal to the hierarchical iden-
tity (encouraging identity conversion to gain access to a superior 
status), although it can also create resentment among those who feel 
discriminated against. For example, one of the reasons explaining 
conversion to Islam is that it confers a higher and more respected 
religious identity associated with power, wealth and knowledge, 
wisdom and freedom. But the Kwanja who convert to Islam and 
Fulbe-ize for this reason tend, as a consequence, to look down on 
their Kwanja relatives and to avoid contact with them, preferring 
rather to stay in the company of Fulbe. Cutting family ties with a 
“lower” identity might be necessary in order to reinforce one’s 
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claim to the “higher” identity (in this case, Islam) and to invite as-
cription by others. Keeping close ties with old friends and family 
might pave the way for one’s claim to one’s new identity being 
challenged. Fulbe might deny someone his claim to be Muslim on 
the basis that he lives among people who drink alcohol.  

On the other hand, members who wish to leave an identity 
that is defined as superior are likely to be cast away from the group 
or to face incomprehension as they implicitly challenge the hierar-
chical definition of their former co-members. For example, al-
though many new converts to Islam see their faith challenged on the 
grounds that they have a local identity and are not truly Fulbe (and 
therefore not truly Muslim), those who choose to quit Islam become 
apostates and are even more ostracized than when their faith was 
challenged. As we can see, the equal definition of Kwanja identity 
and the hierarchical definition of Fulbe identity are crucial aspects 
explaining the dynamics between them. 
 
 
All or nothing, both-and 
 
Some collective identities tend to define themselves in terms of 
strict either-or (gender, Islam, Christianity, some nationalities, etc.), 
while others are more flexible and allow for the coexistence of 
several identities. Closed identities tend to be framed in terms of 
either-or, which helps protect the boundaries and prevent identity 
passing. Open identities, conversely, can adopt both possibilities, 
with different outcomes. An open identity can allow “both-and” 
mechanisms to facilitate social and political integration. Or they can 
insist, on the contrary, on a strict “either-or” definition in order to 
require from new members that they drop all other previous 
identities before being recognised as a full member, which can slow 
down the integration of new members. One can then debate whether 
Islam is more exclusive than Christianity because it requires 
converts to abstain from participating in traditional rituals (which 
are often accompanied by the consumption of alcohol), or whether 
it is Christianity that is stricter than Islam because of its 
incompatibility with polygamy or divination, among other things 
(see Alpers 1972: 180; Banadzem 1996: 135; Harries 1954: 33; 
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Lewis 1966: 45-65; Monteil 1980: 76; Nicolas 1993: 453; 
Okorocha 1987: 217; Peel 1977: 132; Rigby 1966).  

 Hierarchical identities also tend to be framed in terms of 
“either-or”, as it is more difficult to claim both an inferior and a 
superior identity when one is compelled to look down on one’s 
inferiors and avoid contact with them. For example, when a Kwanja 
Fulbe-izes, it is difficult for him to remain a Kwanja at the same 
time since Fulbe-izing normally implies ostracising or displaying 
contempt for others, including one’s group of origin, unless it is 
made in two very different and separate contexts, for example in an 
urban and a rural setting respectively. Above a certain threshold, 
this can trigger mass conversions, as the relatives of new converts 
might prefer to follow them, rather than be ostracised and lose all 
contact with them.  

The claim of some identities to exclusiveness (either-or 
status) raises the question of compatibility with other types of iden-
tities. Should the state and religion be separated? Can one be 
Kwanja while being at the same time Christian or Muslim? For 
identities that define themselves as compatible with others, people 
have more freedom to play on their divided allegiances and diver-
sity of origins. The difference is often a question of power strug-
gles. Exclusive (either-or) identities are mainly found in situations 
of the centralisation of power, such as a state controlling access to 
citizenship and the distribution of identity cards, or a church con-
trolling access to membership. But even in these cases there might 
be some flexibility, as some people can acquire dual citizenship or 
continue to participate in traditional rituals while being Christian. In 
any case, although identities strictly defined in terms of “either-or” 
seem to view membership in terms of “all or nothing”, and although 
people can be forced to choose sides in times of violent conflict, it 
always remains a question of closeness to the idealized identity (a 
question of being “more or less”, or being a “better or worse” mem-
ber; see above), even though this can be negotiated differently for 
self-ascription and for ascription by others respectively. 
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Plural identities (situational content) 
 
When people are not required to define their identity in terms of 
either-or, they can play on a variety of criteria to claim different 
identities according to the context. One should here distinguish the 
situational content of identities from their situational level. On the 
one hand, people can choose between identities situated at a similar 
level of interaction but based on different diacritical markers, and 
play on these criteria to present themselves as members of one of 
these identities according to the benefits derived from such a defini-
tion. On the other hand, people can also choose between different 
levels of identity defined by the same criteria, but nested in a hier-
archy according to the interlocutor and the quality of interaction. 

Starting with the first type of situationality relying on the 
content, it is very common to find people who shift identity accord-
ing to the benefits they derive in different contexts. Many “Kwanja” 
try to pass as Fulbe in an urban environment by displaying the crite-
ria of Fulbe identity (language, dress code, religion, etc.) in order to 
obtain access to a higher status, to credit or to social, commercial 
and political networks. A deputy of Banyo is Kwanja from his fa-
ther or paternal grandfather, Tikar from his mother, and Mambila 
from his paternal grandmother and from having been raised in a 
Mambila environment, and uses all these ties to win votes. The Sul-
tan is also a case in point, since he has Fulbe ancestry in the pure 
patrilineal line, but local ancestors for all other lines. He can then 
both claim to be Fulbe and be recognised as such by the Fulbe, or 
alternatively claim a local identity (Kwanja, Wawa, Bute, etc.) and 
be defined as such locally, and he plays cleverly on this possibility 
according to the side whose support he is currently seeking. This 
situational use of identities is instrumental, as people act so as to 
obtain access to the advantages linked to a certain identity (Nagata 
1974; Patterson 1975). The situationality of collective identity is 
made possible by the fact that “[ethnic boundaries] are multiple and 
include overlapping sets of ascriptive loyalties that make for multiple 
identities” (R. Cohen 1978: 387). Most collective identities are based 
on a collection of criteria, and few people satisfy them all. As a re-
sult, many people stand at the crossroads between different identi-
ties, and the blurred boundaries make it easier for them both to ac-
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cept newcomers and to claim a different identity according to the 
situation.  

Those who are not already situated at such crossroads al-
ways have the ability to acquire new criteria – learn new languages, 
convert to another religion, change profession, dress code or resi-
dence, marry across boundaries, integrate into another group, etc. A 
Kwanja who wishes to pass as a Fulbe, for example, should pref-
erably have some knowledge of Fulfulde or Islam, and should fol-
low the local Muslim dress code. Practising cattle-herding and mas-
tering the elements of the pulaaku will also help him claim a Fulbe 
identity. The more criteria and the deeper their mastery, the more 
convincing he will be in his new role and the “better Fulbe” he will 
be. Even ancestry, which is usually considered as given, can some-
times be acquired. One can become integrated into a lineage 
through marriage or adoption, becoming part of one’s master’s or 
patron’s lineage, etc. One can also invent a new pedigree for oneself 
in an anonymous urban environment. Race remains a diacritical 
marker when defining the Fulbe identity, but it is a criterion which 
can also be used situationally due to the many intermarriages be-
tween Fulbe and members of local communities, which have 
blurred even more the already weak racial boundaries (Burnham 
1972).  
 
 
Nested segmentary identities (situational level) 
 
The second type of situationality deals with the level of identity. 
When a collective identity is nested in a chain of segmentary identi-
ties, the relevant level of the identity will be determined by the posi-
tion of the interlocutor (see Mitchell 1956; Moerman 1965; Barth 
1969; R. Cohen 1978; Keyes 1979; Okamura 1981). Someone will 
define himself as a Kwanja in front of a Mambila, but as a Nyadung 
in front of a Nyasunda when meeting a fellow Kwanja, or as a 
Merka in front of a Ngisam when meeting a fellow Nyandung. The 
question is not, “Who are the Kwanja?” but rather when, how and 
why the identification “Kwanja” is preferred (cf. Moerman 1967: 
160). The same is true of any nested identity, including religious 
ones. Methodists are distinguished from Lutherans, but are both 
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Protestant when compared to Catholics, and all are Christian when 
opposed to Muslims. 

The definition of the relevant level also depends on what is 
at stake. Among the Kwanja, the matrilineal group relevant for so-
cial interaction may consist of just those members who live in the 
same village, or the whole matrilineage spread over different vil-
lages, or even the whole matrilineage plus all matrilineages allied in 
a mi æ̀mÏì relationship, depending on whether one is talking of solidar-
ity, exogamous marriages or witchcraft accusations. Patrilineal 
groups may be narrowly defined as close descendants when talking 
about the succession of a chief, or can include all village members 
when organising a ritual, or all members of the patrilineage when 
negotiating matrimonial alliances or defending the integrity of the 
patrilineage’s territory. One level above, when organising rituals, it 
includes members of associated patrilineages within the patriclan 
(mcÏùœmcÏì or b«q).  

Finally, the level judged relevant for the definition of a 
nested identity depends on the quality of the interaction. In a posi-
tive or friendly interaction, interlocutors will try to maximize com-
mon points and will therefore move upwards through the segmenta-
tion to define the relevant level. When two Kwanja meet for the 
first time and engage in a friendly conversation, they start by asking 
each other which trench they come from and whose matrilineage 
they belong to. If there is some overlap (even remote, such as going 
through the patrilineage of a grandmother or the matrilineage of a 
grandfather, or their mi æ̀mÏì, mcÏùœmcÏì and in-law), they can already 
start using kinship terms to categorize each other, and they will pro-
ceed further to see if they can identify a closer tie. They will not 
only resort to kinship criteria but also to names (for homonyms), 
dates of birth (for those born within the same week), place of birth 
or religion (“brother in Christ or in Islam”) to reinforce any kinship 
bond they might find between them. Any difference they find might 
also be bridged by creating a new commonality in mocking people 
who belong to neither group (Despres 1975: 106-8). In a negative or 
conflictual interaction, however, interlocutors will rather try to 
maximise difference, moving downward through the nesting hierar-
chies to identify the level that is most relevant for the interaction. 
Even those who are closest (relatives or friends) can enter into bitter 
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conflict or into competition and oppose one another along any line 
of any difference that exists between them (elder-younger siblings, 
siblings of different mothers or different fathers, questions of edu-
cation, personality, etc.) When doing this, they might try to mobi-
lise the support of the groups along which the distinction line runs. 
If the conflict is between members of the same village, the line of 
division might run between the different matrilineages or patriline-
ages. If it is among people living in different villages, villagers 
might forget about their differences and unite to defend their mem-
ber against the opposing village. If it is between a Kwanja and a 
Fulbe, each will try to mobilise the support of his own community.  

Thus, “a group identity tends to expand or contract to fill the 
political space available for its expression” (Horowitz 1975: 137). 
This maximisation of commonality or difference (also called selfing 
or othering) implies a process of multi-symbol congruence, as one 
maximises common points or differences not just according to one 
criterion, but also to as many as one can find. The slightest common 
point or difference between individuals can be used to build the fic-
tion of a mutual and total comprehension, or on the contrary to cre-
ate the illusion of an unbridgeable divide, according to the context 
and quality of the interaction. Collective identities have a segmen-
tary nature that creates nested structures. The relevant level in a 
given social interaction, and the positive or negative process of 
multi-symbol congruence which will result, depends on the position 
of the interlocutor, what is at stake, and the friendly or conflictual 
quality of the interaction.  
 
 
A unified fractal grammar of identity 
 
One of the advantages of focusing on the different characteristics of 
ethnic identities, across content and across level, is to present the 
analysis of collective identities as a unified field ruled by the same 
grammar at all levels of social interaction. One can then reject the ar-
bitrary distinction between orientalism, segmentation and encom-
passment, proposed by Baumann (2004: 27), as shown in fig. 33. The 
process of orientalization which conceptualises the other as the re-
verse mirror-image of self and the process of encompassment of the 
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other by hierarchical subsumption become two complementary as-
pects of the common process of segmentation that relies on “othering 
others” in times of conflict and “selfing others” in times of peaceful 
interaction (see fig. 34). These two segmentary processes are com-
plementary and constitute the backbone of the structure of collective 
identities. Moreover, this structure is fractal in nature, since it remains 
the same for all nested levels of analysis, from kinship groups to na-
tions.  
 

 
 

 This unified grammar of identity, which is based on a few 
simple rules (tension between self-ascription and ascription by others, 
between an idealized tribe and a complex reality, between selfing and 
othering, according to context), remains the same, regardless of the 
content on which the identity builds, the complexity of the social con-
struction or the level of interaction. What distinguishes different col-
lective identities, apart from the variety of diacritical markers on 
which they rely, is not so much whether they focus on selfing or oth-
ering (as both processes happen in respect of all identities, according 
to context), but rather whether they are open or closed, based on hier-
archy or on equality, and allow a plurality of simultaneous member-
ship or not. It is these aspects that can account for the strategies that 
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surround the situational use of identities. Moreover, by focusing on 
the common characteristics of collective identities at a variety of lev-
els, it avoids having to make a distinction between “ethnicity” and 
“kinship” or “nationality” and treats them as similar phenomena dis-
tinguished by degree rather than kind.  

 Finally, the unified grammar allows us to retain the concept of 
the tribe as an ideal of selfing and othering through multi-symbol 
congruence that maximizes common points within the group and dif-
ferences outside. By stressing the gap between the ideal of the tribe 
and the complex reality found at any level of collective identity, it 
shows that people stand at the crossroads of multiple identities and 
can negotiate them situationally. But the direction of such negotiation 
depends on several factors distinguishing collective identities, such as 
whether they are open or closed, hierarchical or equal, or defined in 
terms of “either-or” or “both-and”.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
If ethnicity is defined as any collective identity that builds on cer-
tain diacritical markers, a we-they feeling and the defence of com-
mon interests, then it applies to the Kwanja, as well as to any other 
collective identity below or above this level. What matters is how 
this identity is defined and negotiated. Kwanja identity is con-
structed by the Kwanja elite as an idealised tribe, based on a num-
ber of diacritical markers such as language, ancestry, participation 
in rituals, residence and political allegiance. Each of these criteria 
is, itself, ideally defined on the basis of another collection of criteria 
(number of generations in different lines for ancestry; vocabulary, 
pronunciation for language; beliefs, knowledge and practices for 
religion, etc.) On the other hand, the Kwanja can be seen as being 
dissolved into a collection of different nested groups (Nyandung, 
Nyasunda, Bung, Twendi, Yeka, Weri, Tikar of Kfwan, etc.), ide-
ally defined in accordance with the same collection of criteria given 
above, and with each group dissolving into a collection of patriline-
ages based on a similar collection of criteria. At a higher level, the 
Kwanja form a Manjara alliance with the Mambila, the Wawa and 
the Bute. One level above, this group of allies forms part of the 
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non-Fulbe populations of Adamawa, sometimes referred to as 
“Kirdi” or “Macube”. At the national level, “Kirdi” and “Fulbe” 
become “Nordistes”. The relevant level will depend on the position 
of the interlocutor and the quality of the interaction (friendly or con-
flictual). If Kwanja identity is, in theory, idealized as a collection of 
criteria that should be coterminous and perfectly fulfilled, the iden-
tity of the Kwanja is, in practice, always based on a limited number 
of these criteria, which are seldom entirely fulfilled or mastered but 
are therefore more or less close to the ideal Kwanja identity but 
never perfect. The criteria defining each level of social interaction 
might change (focusing primarily on the lineage at the village level, 
on religion or political allegiance at the regional level, or on place 
of birth and residence at the national level), but the process of 
multi-symbol congruence will always tend towards the maximisa-
tion of common points within the group of members but of differ-
ences outside it in order to create an “imagined community” (An-
derson 1986) and to try and come closer to the ideal of the tribe 
without ever fully succeeding. 

 Apart from these specific contents and level, what character-
ises Kwanja collective identity is that it is defined as open, equal 
with other identities found at a comparable level of analysis, and 
that it is not exclusive but allows for the coexistence of multiple 
identities. The fact that Fulbe identity is defined very differently, 
namely as a hierarchical and exclusive identity, and that its open-
ness is ambivalent helps explain much of the process of ethnic pass-
ing through which some Kwanja Fulbe-ize. 

 
 We have come a long way in describing how Kwanja soci-

ety is perceived and constructed by different actors. As I have ar-
gued in the foregoing chapters, what characterizes the Kwanja is not 
to be found in the specific forms and contents of their rituals, kin-
ship terminology, history, witchcraft or collective identity, but 
rather in the common underlying structures from which such spe-
cific forms and contents derive. These structures often apply at a 
variety of levels, whether we are talking about conflict, alliances, 
misfortunes, rituals, exchanges or collective identities, the apparent 
complexity found at higher levels being, in the last analysis, qualita-
tively similar to what happens at lower levels of social interaction. 
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Studying what happens at local levels of social interaction can 
therefore often help us understand what happens at more global lev-
els. Common structures running along different nested levels of so-
cial organisation can also help us account for diversity within ho-
mogeneity and for homogeneity within diversity (when looking at 
the different groups constituting the Kwanja, or when comparing 
the Kwanja with their neighbours). Finally, structure does not pre-
clude agency, complexity or unpredictability. Similar structures end 
up producing widely different and ever-changing outcomes, which 
is why the former should require more focus than the latter when 
analysing social organisations. 



 
   
  

GLOSSARY 
 
 
A`mc æ̀ fuv ¿̀mÏì  Dohkdorx 'sgd !chrd`rd ne sgd e`kk!( 
A`mc æ̀ gv è̀l è̀mÏì  Chrd`rd ne sgd 'rvnkkdm( adkkx 

A ¿̀mÏì  K`rs dmsgqnmdldms bdqdlnmx+  k̀knvhmf ` bghde sn 
ad atqhdc rd`sdc 

A«»  Onhrnm nqcd`k 
A«èqÏù  Qdc 
A— èœ  L`sqhkhmd`fd 
Av`æqaÏì  Knmf ohdbd ne a`lann vhsg ed`sgdqr+ `ss`bgdc sn sgd 

kd`chmf l`rj `lnmf sgd Xdj` `mc Vdqh  
B«q  Svn odqrnmr 'vhsg `s kd`rs nmd vnl`m( ne `rrnbh`sdc 

o`sqhkhmd`fd 
B«èqjÏìaÏì  Kh`m` `ss`bgdc `r adks `mc mdbjk`bd sn bghder tmcdqfn,

hmf ` a ¿̀mÏì 
BhqhmÏì  Dhsgdq o`sqhkhmd`fd+ o`sqhbk`m+ nq fdnfq`oghb`k fqntohmf 
BÏìœmc æ̀ rnènè  Btsshmf sgd rnènè9 r`bqhehbhmf ` bghbjdm vhsg `m n`sg 
CnænælÏùm`æ  C`mbd oq`bshbdc ax sgd Mi`mf` 
E è̀œmcÏì  Gdqa trdc ax mns`akdr `mc e`sgdq ne svhmr ctqhmf ` c`mbd 
E ¿̀mÏì  Vdcchmf 
EdèqÕù Rg`ld 
Ennæ aÏùs æ̀  A`c vhmc.rohqhs 
EtæenqÏù  Qddc qtaadc enq sgd mxdèd èlÕì+ `mc trdc `r vghrskd enq sgd 

jÏùaÕìÕ ìaÏì 
F«èqÏì  Ahqc vgnrd qdc ed`sgdqr b`m nmkx ad vnqm ax bghder 
IdèlÕù xøqÕì  S`hk ne atee`kn- Enq bghder nmkx- Trt`kkx cdbnq`sdc vhsg 

bnvqhdr 
IÏìla` è  Rnmf ne sgd røèqaÏì 
IÕìqÕù S`ann 
J è̀œlaÏì  Od`bd sqdd hm sgd bntqsx`qc ne bghder- @krn qdedqr sn sgd 

lntqmhmf mdbjk`bd l`cd nts ne sgd a`qj ne sghr sqdd+ `mc 
sn sgd bdqdlnmx ne btsshmf sgd mdbjk`bdr 'j` è̀q` j è̀œlaÏì(+ 
sg`s dmcr sgd lntqmhmf 

J æ̀qÏì  Btqrd+ n`sg 
JÏùqlÏì a«èqÏù  Qdc nhk 'o`kl nhk( 
JevÏùq æ̀  Sqdd 'b`lvnnc>(- Hsr qdc vnnc hr ontmcdc `mc trdc hm 

qhst`kr 
JÏùaÕìÕìaÏì  Vghrskdr sg`s hlhs`sd sgd bqx ne svhm a`ahdr 
Jo«æqÏì  Bghdekx s`ann 
K ¿̀mÏì l æ̀̀ æm  L`sqhkhmd`fd 'nmd.r`ld hmsdrshmd( 
K«èqaÏì  Vg`s hr ok`msdc '` bghbjdm oktr s æ̀j`œmf æ̀ eqthsr nm ` 

rhrnmfn( hm eqnms ne sgd cnnq ne sgnrd vgn rgntkc bnm,
sqhatsd sn ` l`rptdq`cd 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KvøèqÕù  Gdqa gdkc ax sgnrd vgn chqdbs sgd rnmf ne ` rnènè+ gdkc ax 
bghder `mc sgqnvm ax l`rjr hm sgd gntrd ne nqf`mhrdqr+  

L`latæqt è  Sqdd: nmd gnkcr hsr aq`mbg vhsg sgd kdes g`mc vgdm rhmf,
hmf ` rnènè 

Lat èst è  Onhrnm 
Laøæq è̀  Gdqdchs`qx vhsbgbq`es 
Laøæq è̀ l æ̀̀ æm  L`sqhkhmd`fd 'nmd.r`ld vhsbg( 
LaÕùqÕì f«èqÏù  L`qbghmf qxsgl ne c`mbd 'vgdm ` kdno`qc nq bghde hr 

cd`c( 
LddmxdèdèœfÕù  !Lnsgdq ne svhmr!+ qgnlatr r`hc sn ad ` lnsgdq bnl,

enqshmf svhmr 
Lfa ¿̀mxÕìqÕì  Fnc 'bghde ne rohqhs(- Ok- lfa ¿̀mxÕìaÏì 'bghde ne rohqhsr( 
Lfa è̀sÏìaÏì  @ sxod ne rnqbdqx 
Lnm sÏùq  Bghkc eqnl `anud 
M`aÏì j`q`aÏì  Bntrbntr nm a`fr+ k`rs ld`k dmchmf ` l`rptdq`cd 
Mc è̀œ   E`tks cdqhudc eqnl ghsshmf nmd&r o`qdmsr 
McÏùœmcÏì  Qdk`shnm adsvddm svn ldm ne `rrnbh`sdc o`sqhkhmd`fdr 
Mc— è— èaÏì  Rnmfr ne `mbdrsnqr `cuhrhmf odnokd+ rnldshldr rtmf hm 

` qddc- Hs trdc sn ad ` ehqrs,eqths qhst`k ats hr mnv oq`b,
shbdc ctqhmf ` j è̀œlaÏì 

MctæmœfÏùmÏì  Ohdbd ne vnnc trdc sn otqhex odnokd `esdq ` sq`mrfqdr,
rhnm 

MfÏìmcÏì la«»  Sqdd vgnrd a`qj hr trdc enq sgd onhrnm nqcd`k 
Mfuv æ̀lÏì  Kd`udr trdc hm chuhm`shnm   
Mi è̀a aÏùs æ̀  A`c vnqcr 
Mi æ̀mÏì  @kkh`mbd+ fhyy`qc 
Mi è̀œmcÏì  Rohbx kd`udr bqtrgdc- Vhsg r`ks `mc bghkh 'gns( nq vhsg,

nts 'bnkc( 
Mi æ̀q è̀œaÏì  Khbdmshntr rnmfr rtmf hm ` qddc- Oq`bshbdr snfdsgdq vhsg 

` mc— è— èaÏì 
Mi— è— è  Atrg nmhnm 
MxdèdèlÕì  @mhl`k 'eqhbshnm cqtl( sg`s bqhdr `s sgd cd`sg+ r`shf è̀+ 

j è̀œlaÏì `mc a ¿̀mÏì ne bghder+ o`qdmsr ne svhmr+ `mc hlonq,
s`ms odnokd-   

MxÕìqÕì , mxÕìaÏì  Rohqhs'r( 
Mx ¿̀  Fq`mclnsgdq 
MxÕìqjÏùmÏì  Rg`cnv 
ØfnènèqÏì  Sgqnmd 
Øfuv è̀q è̀  Rshbj ne mns`akdr+ l`cd ne vnudm rsq`or ne atee`kn rjhm 
ØuvdèmÕù  @ l`fhb`k onvdq 'sq`mrlts`shnm hmsn `mhl`kr nq dkd,

ldmsr( 
Øuv— è—æ  @ l`fhb`k onvdq 'rdmchmf ltkshstcdr ne dmdlhdr nq 

odrsr( 
R æ̀œmcÏì  Chuhm`shnm+ bnmrtks`shnm 
R æ̀q`æqÏì lav æ̀q è̀  Vghrjr ne kdno`qc 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R`shf è̀  Bdqdlnmx ctqhmf vghbg hmgdqhs`mbd hr rg`qdc 
RøèqaÏì  L`rj qdoqdrdmshmf sgd rohqhs ne cdbd`rdc odqrnmr   
RøèqaÏì v«æqÏì  Vghsd l`rj+ qdoqdrdmshmf sgd jhmkdrr hmudmsnq ne l`r,

ptdq`cdr 
Sòò Narbdmd rnmfr 'vnldm(+ vqdrskhmf 'ldm( oq`bshrdc `s 

j è̀œlaÏì `mc a ¿̀mÏì 
Rtt mit èœ  Ontq sgd q`mbntq 
RÿèsÕì  R`bqhehbd sn `mbdrsnqr 
S æ̀j`œmf æ̀  Eqthsr fhudm sn sgnrd vgn o`qshbho`sd hm ` l`rptdq`cd+ `s,

s`bgdc sn bghbjdm adenqd ` m`aÏì j`q`aÏì `mc sn cnnqr vgdqd 
` Atmf bghkc g`r addm anqm 

S è̀la—æ—æ  Fq`mce`sgdq  
S æ̀la è̀œa è̀  L`rjr ne Mx`jt 
S æ̀mÏìlj—æ—æsÏì  @mnmxlntr `mc Vghoohmf l`rj 
S æ̀qÏì  Mddckd '` sxod ne rnqbdqx( 
S æ̀r è̀œm è̀aÏì  V`q c`mbd 
S««qh  Bdqdlnmx hm vghbg ` bghde hr dmsgqnmdc `mc fhudm ghr 

onvdqr 
SÏìaj è̀  R`bqdc ok`bd+ vgdqd l`rjr+ rnènè `mc Mc— è— èaÏì `qd 

l`cd.oq`bshrdc 
SÕùmci—æ— è  Vnldm vhsgnts `mx nodq`shud gdqdchs`qx vhsbgbq`es 
S«æaÏì  @ sxod ne rnqbdqx 
V æ̀q è̀m  @ khfgs `mc qdeqdrghmf l`hyd addq+ chktsdc vhsg v`sdq 
V«æqÏù  Vghsd 
V—æ—æq æ̀aÏì  Kdoqnrx 
XÕùqÕù  Ak`bj 
Y«èq æ̀ mc è̀œ  Ad`s sgd e`tks 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NAMES OF CHIEFS AND PLACES 
 
A`mc`l  A è̀lmct èœ 'Shj`q bghde `mc uhkk`fd+ A`mc`l hm Eqdmbg( 
A`mf  A`œ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`q`( 
A`mfhq  A è̀̀ èœfÏìq 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`ladbd( 
A`mjhl  JÕìlÕì 'Shj`q bghde `mc uhkk`fd+ A`mjhl hm Eqdmbg( 
A`otqj`  A æ̀ot èqj è̀ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`xhladq( 
A`r`q`  A æ̀r`q æ̀ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`fad( 
A`shjnmf  Av`æsÕùj— èœ 'Shj`q bghde `mc uhkk`fd+ A`shjnmf hm Eqdmbg( 
Atmf  At èœ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`ldb`q( 
Atmfa`  At èœa è̀ 'Odnokd( 
Atmfmh  At èœmÕù 'Ch`kdbs(   
Atsd  Rf-,ch`kdbs AtæsÕì ok- AtæsÕìaÏì 
B`la`  B`la` 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`qa`m( 
B`lf`  B æ̀lœf` è 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`la`m( 
Ctmfs`a  Ct èœs æ̀a 'lntms`hm ne sgd Mi`mf`( 
E`fg  E è̀fg 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`lahr`l+ vhsghm Ldqj`( 
E`fgxh  E è̀fgxÕù 'odnokd cdrbdmcdc eqnl Mx`lahr`l( 
Fdat  F«èat è 'mns`akd ne Lanmfdq( 
Fv`lf`  Qhudq md`q Shlaq`+ nm sgd sdqqhsnqx ne X`mfnfv`l 
Gtlahm  Gt èlaÕìm 'mns`akd ne Lanmfdq( 
J`ahdm  J æ̀a,xdm 'lntms`hm( 
Jdla`l  Jdæla è̀l 'Atmf bghde(+ `krn b`kkdc A`mc` 
Jev`m  Jev è̀m 'Shj`q uhkk`fd( 
Jonmi`l  Jo—æ—æmi`l 'pt`qshdq ne Xhladqd( 
Jtq  Jt èq 'Sqdmbg ne Mfnl( 
Jv`mi`  Jv è̀mi »̀ 'jvdè hm Shj`q nq L`lahk`( 
K è̀q è̀mÏì  Vnqjhmf o`qsx 
K`œf æ̀mÏì  Atrg nmhnm trdc hm sgd ld`k vgdm rnldnmd chdc ne ` ahf 

adkkx 
Mabiri  L è̀aÕìqÕù 'mns`akd ne Mx`v`mftmf( 
L`lahk`  Ch`kdbs , rf- It èt èqÕù , ok- It èt èq`æa è̀ 
L`rt  L è̀rt è 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
L`v`mf  L`v æ̀œ 'nmd ne sgd sqdmbgdr ne Minmfdq( 
Ladqa`  rf- La«èqÏì  ok- La«èqa è̀  'lhfq`msr  ehfgshmf  Mx`la`m  `mc       

Xhladqd( 
Lanm`l  Lanèm è̀l 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Lanmctmf  Lanèmct èœ 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Lanmfdq  Lanèœf«æq 'sqdmbg `mc bghde( 
Lanmi`mf`  Mi è̀ è̀œf æ̀ 'Lanmi`mf` hm Eqdmbg( 
Lanmrd  Lanèmrd 'mns`akd ne Mfnl( 
Lanshl  LanèsÕ ùl 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Ldln  LÀl— è—æ 'Mns`akd ne Mxhx`q( 
Ldqj`  L«èqj è̀ 'Fq`mc sqdmbg ne Mx`lfa` `mc Mx`lahr`l( 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Ldv`  LÀv æ̀  'mns`akd  ne  Mx`v`mftmf+  sgdm  Mx`ldb`q+  sgdm 

Mx`jt( 
Lhmf`arhm  LÀmf è̀arhm 'Sqdmbg ne Mcdj,Xh( 
Ltjn  Ltæjnè 'mns`akd ne Mx`jnmf( 
Mcdj,Xh  Mc«èj,xÕù 'Odnokd( 
Mctlinl  Mct èlinèl 'uhkk`fd( 
Mctm  Mcvt èÕìm 'mct èm hm Shj`q( 
Mctmf  Mct¿mf 'Ch`kdbs( 
Mf`qhd  Øf è̀qx«æ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`lfa`( 
Mfhr`l  ØfÏìr è̀l 'Sqdmbg ne Mxhx`q( 
Mfn  Øf—æ— è 'uhkk`fd ne Minmfdq( 
Mfnl  Øfnæl 'Mx`rtmc` bghde( 
Mi`l,Mi`l  Mi æ̀l,Mi æ̀l 'enqdrs ne Mxhx`q hm sgd ok`hm( 
Mi`mf`  Mi è̀ è̀œf æ̀ 'bghde `mc odnokd( 'ok- Mi è̀ è̀œf æ̀a` è nq Mx è̀i è̀ è̀œf æ̀( 
Mi`mf`md  Mi è̀ è̀œf æ̀mÏì 'ch`kdbs( 
Minmfdq  Minæœf«q 'mns`akd ne Lanmfdq( 
Mx`ah`  Mx æ̀aÕì̀ è 'Svdmch bghde( 
Mx`b`l  Mx è̀b æ̀l 'odnokd cdrbdmchmf eqnl Mx`la`m( 
Mx`e`l`  Mx æ̀e è̀l è̀ 'Svdmch bghde( 
Mx`fad  Mx æ̀fadè 'mns`akd ne Mfnl( 
Mx`ftl  Mx æ̀ft èl 
Mx`jdj  Mx æ̀j« èj 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Mx`jnmf  Onènèjtœ 'Mx`jnmf hm Eqdmbg( 
Mx`jt    Mx æ̀jt è  'mns`akd  ne Mx`la`m+  sgdm  hmcdodmcdms+  sgdm  ne 

Xhladqd( 
Mx`kdm  Mx æ̀k«¿m 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Mx`l`johq  Mx æ̀l` èjoÏìq 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mx`la`m    Mx æ̀la è̀m 'Mxrtmc` bghde( 
Mx`ladbd  Mx æ̀laÏìbdæ 'mns`akd ne Mfnl( 
Mx`ladq  Mx æ̀laÏìq 'bghde ne sgd o`rs+ khuhmf mdws sn sgd Mi`mf`( 
Mx`lah  Mx æ̀laÕù 'Mns`akd ne Mx`la`m+ m`ldr ghl( 
Mx`lahr`l  Mx æ̀laÏìr`l 'mns`akd ne Mx`lfa` sgdm hmcdodmcdms( 
Mx`laninl  Mx æ̀lanèinèl 'mns`akd ne Mxhx`q( 
Mx`lanx`  Mx æ̀lanèmx`œ 'Mx`mctmf bghde ne Atsd nqhfhm( 
Mx`ldb`q  Mx æ̀lÏìb è̀q 'Atmf bghde( 
Mx`lfa`  Mx æ̀lfa è̀ 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mx`mctmf  Mx è̀mct¿mf 'odnokd( 
Mx`mfh`q  Mx æ̀œfÕì̀ èq 'mns`akd ne Jdla`l( 
Mx`mfuv`  Mx æ̀œfuv æ̀ 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mx`mi`mf`  Mx è̀mi è̀̀ èœf æ̀ 'Odnokd(- Rdd `krn tmcdq Mi`mf` 
Mx`midm  Mx è̀mi«æm 'odnokd cdrbdmchmf eqnl Mx`jt( 
Mx`mihl   Mx æ̀ æ̀miÏìœl 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mx`o`qm  Mx æ̀o è̀qm 'mns`akd ne Mx`mihl( 
Mx`q`  Mx æ̀ æ̀q` 'Svdmch bghde+ mns`akd ne Xhladqd( 
Mx`qa`m  Mx æ̀qÏìa` èm 'Svdmch bghde+ mns`akd ne Xhladqd( 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Mx`rtmc`   Mx è̀rtæmc è̀ 'Odnokd( 
Mx`v`mftmf  Mx æ̀v è̀mœftæœ 'Xdj` bghde( 
Mx`v`q`  Mx æ̀v è̀q è̀ 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mx`xhladq  Mx æ̀xÕìla«èq 'Mx`rtmc` bghde( 
Mxhjtl  MxÕùjt¿l 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mxhmi`mf  MxÕùmi ¿̀œ 'mns`akd ne Lanmi`mf`+ mnlhm`shmf ghl( 
Mxhmxdl  MxÕìmx«èl 'mns`akd ne Lanmi`mf`( 
Mxhx`a  MxÕùx è̀a 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
Mxhx`q  MxÕùx è̀q 'Mx`mctmf bghde( 
O`mf`qh  O è̀œf ¿̀q 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`mihl(+ O`mf`qh hm Eqdmbg 
R`mf`  R è̀œf è̀ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`e`l`( 
Rhmfn  Rhmœf—æ— è 'nmd ne sgd sqdmbgdr ne Minmfdq(     
Rtmc`mh  Rtæmc è̀mÏù 'ch`kdbs( 
Shj`q  Rf- Øf«æqv è̀ , Ok- Øf«æqa è̀ 'Odnokd( , œf«æqÏùmÏì 'ch`kdbs( 
Shlah  SÏìlaÏù 'Sqdmbg ne Mxhmxdl( 
Shlaq`  SÕùlaÏùq è̀ 'Lntms`hm ne X`mfnfv`l( 
Shlhinl  SÕùlÕùminèl 'Shj`q bghde( 
Shs`lanm  SÕìs æ̀̀ ælanèm 'mns`akd ne Shvdq( 
Shvdq  SÏùv«èq 'Bghde eqnl K`mf` `qd`( 
Sv`l`  Sv è̀l è̀ 'mns`akd ne Shvdq,Shs`lanm( 
Svdmch  SvdædæmcÕù 'Ch`kdbs nq odnokd+ rhmf-(: Snæma è̀ 'oktq-( 
Vdq  V«q 'sqdmbg ne Shvdq( 
Vdqa`  V«èqa è̀ 'odnokd( 'rf9 V«èqÏù( 
Vtmfitmf  Vt èœmit èœ  'enqdrs  ne  Mx`laninl+  nkc  uhkk`fd  ne  Mx`l,

anx`( 
X`mfnfv`l  X è̀œfnèn èfv` èl 'Mns`akd ne Mfnl( 
Xdj`.Xdda`  Xdèj è̀ 'rhmf- Odnokd(: Xd èdèa è̀ 'oktq- Odnokd( 
Xdmh  XdèdèmÕù 'Ch`kdbs( 
Xhladqd  Mx æ̀xÕìla«èq 'Xhladæqdæ hm Eqdmbg( 
Xnmf`  Xnèœf è̀ 'Sqdmbg ne Mx`jt( 



 
   
  
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
Adama, H., and T.M. Bah 
2001 Un manuscrit arabe sur l'histoire du royaume peul de 

Kontcha dans le Nord-Cameroun (XIXe-XXe siècle). Rabat: 
Institut des Études Africaines. 

Adebayo, A.G. 
1997 Contemporary Dimensions of Migration among Historically 

Migrant Nigerians: Fulani Pastoralists in Southwestern Ni-
geria. Journal of Asian and African Studies 32(1-2): 93-109. 

Adeleye, R.A. 
1974 The Sokoto Caliphate in the Nineteenth Century. In History 

of West Africa. Vol. 2. J. F. A. Ajayi and M. Crowder, eds. 
Pp. 57-92. London: Longman. 

Adler, A. 
1979 Le dédoublement rituel de la personne du roi. In La fonction 

symbolique. M. Izard and P. Smith, eds. Pp. 193-207. Paris: 
Gallimard. 

— 
1982 La mort est le masque du roi: La royauté sacrée chez les 

Moundang du Tchad. Paris: Payot. 
Alou, M.T. 
2001 La justice au plus offrant: Les infortunes du système judici-

aire en Afrique de l'Ouest (autour du cas du Niger). 
Politique Africaine 83: 59-78. 

Alpers, E.A. 
1972 Towards a History of the Expansion of Islam in East Africa: 

The Matrilineal Peoples of the Southern Interior. In The 
Historical Study of African Religion. T. O. Ranger and I. N. 
Kimambo, eds. Pp. 172-201. London: Heinemann. 

Amselle, J.-L. 
1985 Ethnies et espaces: pour une anthropologie topologique. In 

Au coeur de l'ethnie: ethnies, tribalisme et état en Afrique. 
J.-L. Amselle, ed. Pp. 11-48. Paris: La découverte. 

 
 



 
Bibliography 276 

— 
1990 Logiques métisses: Anthropologie de l'identité en Afrique et 

ailleurs. Paris: Payot. 
Anderson, B. 
1986 Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso Editions. 
Anderson, M.B., and P.J. Woodrow 
1998 Rising from the Ashes: Development Strategies in Times of 

Disaster. London: Intermediate Technology Publications. 
Annaud, M. 
2000 De l'intestin aux testicules. Substances, humeurs et alliances 

tikar (Cameroun central). L'Homme 154-155: 357-72 
Bachofen, J.J. 
1861 Das Mutterrecht. Stuttgart. 
Baeke, V. 
1995 Wuli Witchcraft. Journal of the Anthropological Society of 

Oxford XXVI(1): 21-41. 
— 
2004 Le temps des rites: ordre du monde et destin individuel en 

pays Wuli (Cameroun). Nanterre: Sociéte d'ethnologie. 
Bah, T.M. 
1982 Les armées Peul de l'Adamawa au 19e siècle. In Etudes of-

fertes à Henri Brunschwig, Pp. 57-71. Paris: EHESS 
— 
1993 Le facteur Peul et les relations interethniques dans 

l'Adamaoua au XIXe siècle. In Peuples et cultures de 
l'Adamaoua (Cameroun): Actes du colloque de Ngaoundéré 
du 14 au 16 janvier 1992. J.Boutrais, ed. Pp. 61-86. Paris: 
ORSTOM/"Ngaoundéré-Anthropos". 

Bako-Arifari, N. 
2001 La corruption au port de Cotonou: douanes et intermédi-

aires. Politique Africaine 83: 38-57. 
Banadzem, J.L. 
1996 Catholicism and Nso' Traditional Beliefs. In African Cross-

roads: Intersections between History and Anthropology in 
Cameroon. I. Fowler and D. Zeitlyn, eds. Pp. 125-140. Ox-
ford: Berghahn. 

 



 
 Bibliography 277 

 
Banton, M. 
1979 Analytical and Folk Concepts of Race and Ethnicity. Ethnic 

and Racial Studies 2(2): 127-138. 
Barley, N. 
1983 Symbolic Structures: An Exploration of the Culture of the 

Dowayos. Cambridge, Paris: Cambridge University Press 
and Maison des Sciences de l'Homme. 

Barth, F. 
1967 Economic Spheres in Darfur. In Themes in Economic An-

thropology. R. Firth, ed. Pp. 149-174. London: Tavistock. 
— 
1969 Introduction. In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social 

Organization of Culture Difference. F. Barth, ed. Pp. 9-38. 
London: Allen & Unwin. 

Barth, H. 
1860 Voyages et découvertes dans l'Afrique Septentrionale et 

Centrale pendant les années 1849 à 1855. Paris: A. Bohné. 
Bassett, T. 
1994 Hired Herders and Herd Management in Fulani Pastoralism 

(Northern Côte d'Ivoire). Cahiers d'Études africaines 
XXXIV(1-3 (133-135)): 147-173. 

Baumann, G. 
2004 Grammars of Identity/Alterity: A Structural Approach. In 

Grammars of Identity/Alterity: A Structural Approach. G. 
Baumann and A. Gingrich, eds. Pp. 18-50. Oxford: Ber-
ghahn. 

Bayart, J.-F. 
1985 L'état au Cameroun. Paris: Presses de la Fondation nationale 

des sciences politiques. 
— 
1993 The State in Africa: The Politics of the Belly. London: 

Longman. 
— 
1999 The "Social Capital" of the Felonious State. In The Crimi-

nalization of the State in Africa. J.-F. Bayart, S. Ellis, and B. 
Hibou, eds. Pp. 32-48. Oxford: James Currey. 

 
 



 
Bibliography 278 

Bayart, J.-F., S. Ellis, and B. Hibou 
1999 From Kleptocracy to the Felonious State? In The Criminali-

zation of the State in Africa. J.-F. Bayart, S. Ellis, and B. 
Hibou, eds. Pp. 1-31. Oxford: James Currey. 

Bayart, J.-F., P. Geschiere, and F. Nyamjoh 
2001 Autochtonie, démocratie et citoyenneté. Critique interna-

tionale 10: 177-194. 
Bazin, J. 
1985 A chacun son Bambara. In Au coeur de l’ethnie: ethnies, 

tribalisme et état en Afrique. J.-L. Amselle, ed. Pp. 87-127. 
Paris: La découverte. 

Beemster, B. 
1990 Agathe Koigni: The First Tikar Christian. Bankim: Catholic 

Mission of Bankim. 
Beemster, B.; Tchimi, B., and Mvouin, P. 
1993 Les Tikar de Bankim. In Peuples et cultures de l'Adamaoua 

(Cameroun). Actes du colloque de Ngaoundéré du 14 au 16 
janvier 1992. J. Boutrais, ed. Pp. 151-163. Paris: OR-
STOM/"Ngaoundéré-Anthropos". 

Bennett, O. 
1991 Greenwar: Environment and Conflict. London: Panos Insti-

tute. 
Berghe, P.L. van den 
1975 Ethnicity and Class in Highland Peru. In Ethnicity and Re-

source Competition in Plural Societies. L. Despres, ed. Pp. 
71-85. The Hague-Paris: Mouton Publishers. 

— 
1978 Race and Ethnicity: A Sociobiological Perspective. Ethnic 

and Racial Studies 1(4): 401-427. 
— 
1983 Class, Race and Ethnicity in Africa. Ethnic and Racial Stud-

ies 6(2):221-236. 
— 
Bierschenk, T. 
1992 The Ethnicisation of Fulani Society in the Borgu Province 

of Benin by the Ethnologist. Cahiers d'Etudes Africaines 
XXXII(3 (127)): 509-520. 

 



 
 Bibliography 279 

 
Blench, R. 
1994 The Expansion and Adaptation of Fulbe Pastoralism to Sub-

humid and Humid Conditions in Nigeria. Cahiers d'Études 
africaines XXXIV(1-3 (133-135)): 197-212. 

Blundo, G., and J.-P. Olivier de Sardan 
2001 La corruption quotidienne en Afrique de l'Ouest. Politique 

Africaine 83: 8-37. 
Bohannan, P. 
1959 The Impact of Money on an African Subsistence Economy. 

The Journal of Economic History xix(4): 491-503. 
Botte, R., and J. Schmitz 
1994 Paradoxes identitaires. Cahiers d'Etudes Africaines 

XXXIV(1-3 (133-135)): 7-22. 
Boutrais, J. 
1995 Hautes terres d'élevage au Cameroun. Paris: ORSTOM. 
Brain, R. 
1972 Bangwa Kinship and Marriage. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 
Brass, P.R. 
1976 Ethnicity and Nationality Formation. Ethnicity 3: 225-241. 
— 
1985 Ethnic Groups and the State. In Ethnic Groups and the State. 

P. R. Brass, ed. Pp. 1-56. London: Croom Helm. 
— 
1991 Ethnicity and Nationalism: Theory and Comparison. Lon-

don: Sage. 
Buchler, I.R., and H.A. Selby 
1968 Kinship and Social Organization: An Introduction to Theory 

and Method. New York: Macmillan. 
Burgess, M.E. 
1978 The Resurgence of Ethnicity: Myth or Reality? Ethnic and 

Racial Studies 1(2): 265-286. 
Burnham, P. 
1972 Racial Classification and Ideology in the Meiganga Region, 

North Cameroon. In Race and Social Difference. P. Baxter 
and B. Sansom, eds. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

 
 



 
Bibliography 280 

— 
1991 L'ethnie, la religion et l'Etat: le rôle des Peuls dans la vie 

politique et sociale du Nord-Cameroun. Journal des african-
istes 61: 73-102. 

— 
1996 The Politics of Cultural Difference in Northern Cameroon. 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
Büttner, T. 
1967 On the Social-Economic Structure of Adamawa in the 19th 

Century: Slavery or Serfdom? In African Studies. W. 
Markov, ed. Pp. 43-61. Leipzig: Karl Marx Universitat. 

Ceuppens, B., and P. Geschiere 
2005 Autochthony: Local or Global? New Modes in the Struggle 

over Citizenship and Belonging in Africa and Europe. An-
nual Review of Anthropology 34: 385-407. 

Chabal, P., and J.-P. Daloz 
1999 Africa Works. Oxford: James Currey. 
Chilver, E. 
1964 The Bali-Chamba of Bamenda: Settlement and Composi-

tion. Report No. 2 to the Bali History Committee1964. 
Chilver, E., and P.M. Kaberry 
1971 The Tikar Problem: A Non-Problem. Journal of African 

Languages 10(2):13-14. 
Clifford, J. 
1986 Introduction: Partial Truths. In Writing Culture: The Poetics 

and Politics of Ethnography. Clifford, J. and Marcus, G.E. 
(eds.). Pp. 1-26. Berkeley: University of California Press 

Cohen, A. 
1969 Custom and Politics in Urban Africa: A Study of Hausa Mi-

grants in Yoruba Towns. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
— 
1974 Introduction: The Lesson of Ethnicity. In Urban Ethnicity. 

A. Cohen, ed. London: Tavistock Publications. 
Cohen, R. 
1978 Ethnicity: Problem and Focus in Anthropology. Annual Re-

view of Anthropology 7: 379-403. 
 
 



 
 Bibliography 281 

 
Colson, E. 
1967 Contemporary Tribes and the Development of Nationalism. 

In Essays on the Problem of Tribe: Proceedings of the 1967 
Annual Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Soci-
ety. J. Helm, ed. Pp. 201-206. Seattle: University of Wash-
ington Press. 

Connell, B. 
1995 Voices from the Grave: Dying Languages and the Complex-

ity of the Mambiloid Group. 25th colloquium on African 
Languages and Linguistics, Leiden, 1995. 

2001. An Introduction to the Mambiloid Languages. In Research 
Mate in African Linguistics. Focus on Cameroon: A Field-
worker's Tool for Deciphering the Stories Cameroonian 
Languages Have to Tell. In honor of Professor Larry M. 
Hyman. Mutaka, N. M. and S. B. Chumbow (eds.), Pp. 79–
92. Köln: Rüdiger Köppe Verlag.  

Copet-Rougier, E. 
1990 Le clan, le lieu, l'alliance. In Les complexités de l'alliance, 

Vol I: Les systèmes semi-complexes. F. Héritier and E. 
Copet-Rougier, eds. Pp. 193-231. Paris: Editions des ar-
chives contemporaines. 

Cousins, B. 
1996 Conflict Management for Multiple Resource Users in Pas-

toralist and Agro-Pastoralist Contexts. IDS Bulletin 27(3): 
41-54. 

Crone, P. 
1986 The Tribe and the State. In States in History. J. Hall, ed. Pp. 

48-77. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
Dare, L. 
1997 Political Instability and Displacement in Nigeria. Journal of 

Asian and African Studies 32(1-2): 22-32. 
De Vos, G., and R. Romanucci 
1982 (1975) Introduction 1982. In Ethnic Identity: Cultural Con-

tinuities and Change. G. De Vos and R. Romanucci, eds. Pp. 
ix-xviii. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

 
 
 



 
Bibliography 282 

Despres, L.A. 
1975 Ethnicity and Resource Competition in Guyanese Society. 

In Ethnicity and Resource Competition in Plural Societies. 
L. A. Despres, ed. Pp. 87-117. The Hague-Paris: Mouton. 

Diggins, J.P. 
1994 The Promise of Pragmatism: Modernism and the Crisis of 

Knowledge and Authority. Chicago: The University of Chi-
cago Press. 

Dole, G.E. 
1967 Tribe as the Autonomous Unit. In Essays on the Problem of 

Tribe: Proceedings of the 1967 Annual Spring Meeting of 
the American Ethnological Society. J. Helm, ed. Pp. 83-100. 
Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

Douglas, M. 
1966 Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution 

and Taboo. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
— 
1969 Is Matriliny Doomed in Africa? In Man in Africa. M. Doug-

las and P. M. Kaberry, eds. Pp. 121-135. London: Tavistock. 
Dozon, J.P. 
1985 Ethnies et espaces: pour une anthropologie topologique. In 

Au coeur de l'ethnie: ethnies, tribalisme et état en Afrique. 
J.-L. Amselle, ed. Paris: La découverte. 

Dupire, M. 
1981 Réflexions sur l'ethnicité peule. v. I. Itinérances en pays peul 

et ailleurs. Mélanges à la mémoire de Pierre-Francis 
Lacroix, ed. Pp. 165-181. Paris: Société des Africanistes. 

Durkheim, E. 
1912 Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse. Paris: Félix 

Alcan. 
Enloe, C. 
1973 Ethnic Conflict and Political Development. Boston: Little, 

Brown & Co. 
Epstein, A.L. 
1978 Ethos and Identity. London: Tavistock Publications. 
Eriksen, T.H. 
1994 Ethnicity and Nationalism. London: Pluto Press. 
 



 
 Bibliography 283 

 
Evans-Pritchard, E.E. 
1937 Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande. London: 

Oxford University Press. 
1940 The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and 

Political Institutions of a Nilotic People. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Fardon, R. 
1984 Sisters, Wives, Wards and Daughters: A Transformational 

Analysis of the Political Organization of the Tiv and their 
Neighbours. Part I: The Tiv. Africa 54(4): 2-21. 

— 
1985 Sisters, Wives, Wards and Daughters: A Transformational 

Analysis of the Political Organization of the Tiv and their 
Neighbours. Part II: The Transformations. Africa 55(1): 77-
91. 

— 
1988 Raiders and Refugees: Trends in Chamba Political Devel-

opment, 1750 to 1950. Washington: Smithsonian Institution 
Press. 

— 
1990 Between God, the Dead and the Wild: Chamba Interpreta-

tion of Religion and Ritual. London: Edimburgh University 
Press. 

— 
1993 Alliance et ethnicité: Un système régional de l'Adamawa. In 

Les complexités de l'alliance, Vol III: Economie, politique 
et fondements symboliques (Afrique). F. Héritier and E. 
Copet-Rougier, eds. Pp. 165-210. Paris: Editions des ar-
chives contemporaines. 

Fisher, H.J. 
2001 Slavery in the History of Black Africa. London: Hurst. 
Fisiy, C.F., and P. Geschiere 
1990 Judges and Witches, or How is the State to Deal with 

Witchcraft? Examples from South-East Cameroon. Cahiers 
d'Études Africaines 30(2): 135-156. 

Fortes, M. 
1940 The political system of the Tallensi of the northern territo-

ries of the Gold Coast. In African Political Systems. M. 



 
Bibliography 284 

Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard, eds. Pp. 239-271. London: 
Oxford University Press. 

— 
1949 The Web of Kinship Among the Tallensi. The Second Part 

of an Analysis of the Social Structure of a Trans-Volta 
Tribe. London: International African Institute and Oxford 
University Press. 

— 
1953 The Structure of Unilineal Descent Groups. American An-

thropologist 55(1): 17-41. 
Fowler, I. 
1993 African Sacred Kings: Expectations and Performances in the 

Cameroon Grassfields. Ethnology 32(3): 253-268. 
Fowler, I., and D. Zeitlyn 
1996 Introduction: The Grassfields and the Tikar. In African 

Crossroads. Intersections between History and Anthropol-
ogy in Cameroon. I. Fowler and D. Zeitlyn, eds. Pp. 1-16. 
Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

Fox, R. 
1967 Kinship and Marriage: An Anthropological Perspective. 

Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
Frazer, J.G. 
1910 Totemism and Exogamy. London. 
Fried, M.H. 
1967 On the Concept of 'Tribe' and 'Tribal Society'. In Essays on 

the Problem of Tribe. Proceedings of the 1967 Annual 
Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Society. J. 
Helm, ed. Pp. 3-20. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

Froelich, J.-C. 
1966 Essai sur les causes et méthodes de l'Islamisation de l'Afri-

que de l'Ouest du XIè au XXè Siècle. In Islam in Tropical 
Africa. Studies presented and discussed at the fifth Interna-
tional African Seminar, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 
January 1964. I. M. Lewis, ed. Pp. 160-173. London: Ox-
ford university Press. 

 
 
 



 
 Bibliography 285 

 
Gausset, Q. 
1995 Contribution à l'étude du pouvoir sacré chez les Wawa 

(Adamawa, Cameroun). Journal des africanistes 65(2): 179-
200. 

— 
1997a Pouvoir et bilinéarité chez les Kwanja. Ngaoundéré-

Anthropos 2: 89-104. 
— 
1997b Les avatars de l'identité chez les Wawa et les Kwanja du 

Cameroun. PhD thesis. Brussels: Université Libre de Brux-
elles. 

— 
1998 Double Unilineal Descent and Triple Kinship Terminology: 

The Case of the Kwanja of Cameroon. Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Society 4(2): 309-323. 

— 
1999 Islam or Christianity? The Choices of the Wawa and 

Kwanja of Cameroon. Africa 69(2): 257-78. 
— 
2001a Masks and Identity: The Significance of Masquerades in the 

Symbolic Cycle Linking the Living, the Dead and the Bush 
Spirits among the Wawa (Cameroon). Anthropos 96(1): 
193-200. 

— 
2001b AIDS and Cultural Practices in Africa: The Case of the 

Tonga. Social Science and Medicine 52(4): 509-18 
— 
2002a The Cognitive Rationality of Taboos on Production and Re-

production. Africa 72(4): 628-654. 
— 
2002b The Spread of Islam in Adamawa. In Yearbook of the Soci-

ology of Islam. Vol. 4. T. Bierschenk and G. Stauth, eds. Pp. 
167-185. Münster: LIT. 

— 
2003 From Domination to Participation: The Politics of Religion 

and Ethnicity in Northern Cameroon. In Scriptural Politics: 
The Bible and Koran as Political Models in the Middle East 
and Africa. N. Kastfelt, ed. Pp. 185-202. London: Hurst. 



 
Bibliography 286 

— 
2005a Agro-pastoral Conflicts in the Tikar Plain (Cameroon). In 

Beyond Territory and Scarcity: Exploring Conflicts over 
Natural Resource Management. Q. Gausset, M. A. Whyte, 
and T. Birch-Thomsen, eds. Pp. 90-111. Uppsala: Nordic 
Africa Institute. 

— 
2005b Organisations communautaires de développement et ren-

forcement de la société civile en milieu rural (Adamawa, 
Cameroun). Civilisations LII(2): 127-144. 

Gausset, Q., and H.O. Mogensen 
1996 Sida et pollutions sexuelles chez les Tonga de Zambie. Ca-

hiers d'Études africaines 143, XXXVI(3): 455-476. 
Gennep, A. van 
1981 (1909) Les rites de passages. Paris: Picard. 
Geschiere, P. 
1997. The Modernity of Witchcraft: Politics and the Occult in Post-

colonial Africa. Charlottesville: University Press of Vir-
ginia. 

Geschiere, P., and F. Nyamnjoh 
2000 Capitalism and Autochthony: The Seesaw of Mobility and 

Belonging. Public Culture 12(2): 423-452. 
Glazer, N., and D.P. Moynihan 
1975 Introduction. In Ethnicity: Theory and Experience. N. 

Glazer and D. P. Moynihan, eds. Pp. 1-26. Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

Gleick, J. 
1988 Chaos: Making a New Science. London: Heinemann. 
Godelier, M. 
1973 The Concept of Tribe: Crisis of a Concept or Crisis of the 

Empirical Foundations of Anthropology? Diogenes 81: 1-
25. 

Goody, J. 
1961 The Classification of Double Descent Systems. Current An-

thropology 2(1): 3-25. 
 
 
 



 
 Bibliography 287 

 
Gottlieb, A. 
2004 The Afterlife Is Where We Come from: The Culture of In-

fancy in West Africa. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press. 

Gough, K. 
1974 (1961) The Modern Disintegration of Matrilineal Descent 

Groups. In Matrilineal Kinship. D. Scheider and K. Gough, 
eds. Pp. 631-652. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Grainger, A., and J. Tinker 
1982 Desertification: How People make Deserts, how People can 

stop and why they don't. London: Earthscan. 
Gufler, H. 
1995 Yamba Marriage Systems: Spouses and their Offspring be-

tween Protection and Affliction. Anthropos 90: 89-108. 
Hagege, C. 
1969 Esquisse linguistique du Tikar (Cameroun). Paris: SELAF. 
Harries, L.P. 
1954 Islam in East Africa. London: Universities' Mission to Cen-

tral Africa. 
Harries, P. 
1989 Exclusion, Classification and Internal Colonialism: The 

Emergence of Ethnicity Among the Tsonga-Speakers of 
South Africa. In The Creation of Tribalism in Southern Af-
rica. L. Vail, ed. Pp. 82-117. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press. 

Hechter, M. 
1986 Rational Choice Theory and the Study of Race and Ethnic 

Relations. In Theories of Race and Ethnic Relations. J. Rex 
and D. Mason, eds. Pp. 264-279. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Héritier, F. 
1979 Symbolique de l'inceste et de sa prohibition. In La fonction 

symbolique. M. Izard and P. Smith, eds. Pp. 209-243. Paris: 
Gallimard. 

— 
1981 L'exercice de la parenté. Paris: Gallimard/Le Seuil. 
 
 



 
Bibliography 288 

Heusch, L. de 
1987 Ecrits sur la royauté sacrée. Brussels: Editions de l'Univer-

sité de Bruxelles. 
— 
1990 Introduction. In Chefs et Rois sacrés. L. d. Heusch, ed. Pp. 

7-34. Paris: Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. 
Hiskett, M. 
1973 The Sword of Truth: The Life and Times of the Shehu 

Usuman Dan Fodio. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Hobsbawm, E. and Ranger, T.  
1984  The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press 
Homer-Dixon, T.F. 
1994 Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence 

from Cases. International Security 19(1): 5-40. 
Horowitz, D.L. 
1975 Ethnic Identity. In Ethnicity: Theory and Experience. N. 

Glazer and D. P. Moynihan, eds. Pp. 111-140. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

— 
1985 Ethnic Groups in Conflict. Berkeley: University of Califor-

nia Press. 
Hurault, J. 
1964 Antagonismes de l'agriculture et de l'élevage sur les hauts 

plateaux de l'Adamawa (Cameroun). Le lamidat de Banyo. 
Etudes rurales 15: 22-71. 

— 
1970 Eleveurs et cultivateurs des hauts plateaux de l'Adamawa. 

Population and Devlopment Review XXV(5): 1039-1084. 
— 
1975a Histoire du lamidat de Banyo: Comptes rendus trimestriels 

de l'Académie des Sciences d'Outre-Mer XXXV(2): 421-
465. 

— 
1975b Surpâturages et transformation du milieu physique: l'exem-

ple des hauts plateaux de l'Adamaoua (Cameroun). Etudes 
de photo-interprétation. Paris: Institut Géographique Na-
tional. 



 
 Bibliography 289 

 
— 
1986 Les anciens peuplements de cultivateurs de l'Adamaoua oc-

cidental (Cameroun-Nigéria). Méthodologie d'une approche 
spaciale. Cahiers O.R.S.T.O.M. série sciences humaines 
XXII(1): 115-145. 

— 
1988 An Archeological Survey in Adamawa. Africa 58(4): 470-

476. 
— 
1993 Clan et lignage dans les populations de l'Adamaoua occiden-

tal, exemple des Bouté et des Wawa. In Peuples et cultures 
de l'Adamaoua (Cameroun). Actes du colloque de 
Ngaoundéré du 14 au 16 janvier 1992. J. Boutrais, ed. Pp. 
170-176. Paris: ORSTOM/"Ngaoundéré-Anthropos". 

— 
1994 Le lamidat de Banyo sous l'administration francaise, 1916-

1959, Vol. 1. Photocopied manuscript privately circulated. 
— 
1998 Land Crisis on the Mambila Plateau of Nigeria, West-

Africa. Journal of Biogeography 25: 285-99.  
Hussein, K. 
1998 Conflicts between Farmers and Herders in the Semi-arid Sa-

hel and East Africa. Norwich: University of East Anglia 
(Overseas Development Group and School of Development 
Studies). 

Hymes, D. 
1967 Linguistic Problems in Defining the Concept of 'Tribe'. In 

Essays on the Problem of Tribe: Proceedings of the 1967 
Annual Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Soci-
ety. J. Helm, ed. Pp. 23-48. Seattle: University of Washing-
ton Press. 

Isaacs, H.R. 
1975 Basic Group Identity: The Idols of the Tribe. In Ethnicity: 

Theory and Experience. G. N. and D. P. Moynihan, eds. Pp. 
29-52. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press. 

Isajiw, W.W. 
1974 Definitions of Ethnicity. Ethnicity 2: 111-124. 



 
Bibliography 290 

Jacobson, J.L. 
1988 Environmental Refugees: A Yardstick of Habitability. 

Washington D.C.: Worldwatch Institute. 
Jacobson-Widding, A. 
1979 Red-White-Black as Mode of Thought. Uppsala: Almkvist 

and Wiksell 
James, W. 
1975 (1907) What Pragmatism Means. In Pragmatism and Other 

Essays. New York: Washington Square Press. 
Jeffreys, M.D.W. 
1964 Who are the Tikar. African Studies 23(3-4): 141-153. 
Jenkins, R. 
1986 Social Anthropological Models of Inter-ethnic Relations. In 

Theories of Race and Ethnic Relations. J. Rex and D. Ma-
son, eds. Pp. 170-186. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Johnston, H.A.S. 
1967 The Fulani Empire of Sokoto. London: Oxford University 

Press. 
Keyes, C.F. 
1976 Towards a New Formulation of the Concept of Ethnic 

Group. Ethnicity 3: 202-213. 
— 
1979 Introduction. In Ethnic Adaptation and Identity: The Karen 

on the Thai Frontier with Burma. C. F. Keyes, ed. Pp. 1-23. 
Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues. 

Kirk-Greene, A.H.M. 
1958 Adamawa, Past and Present. London: Oxford University 

Press. 
— 
1986 Maudo Laawol Pulaaku: Survival and Symbiosis. In Pastor-

alists of the West African Savanna: Selected Studies Pre-
sented and Discussed at the Fifteenth International African 
Seminar held at Ahmadu Bello University, Nigeria, July 
1979. M. Adamu and A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, eds. Pp. 40-54. 
Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

 
 



 
 Bibliography 291 

 
Klein, M.A. 
1983 Women and Slavery in the Western Sudan. In Women and 

Slavery in Africa. C. C. Robertson and M. A. Klein, eds. 
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 

Kopytoff, I. 
1986 The Cultural Biography of Things. In The Social Life of 

Things: Commodities in a Cultural Perspective. A. Ap-
padurai, ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

— 
1987 The Internal African Frontier: The Making of African Po-

litical Culture. In The African Frontier: The Reproduction of 
Traditional African Societies. I. Kopytoff, ed. Pp. 3-84. 
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

Kopytoff, I. and Miers, S. 
1977 African 'Slavery' as an Institution of Marginality. In Slavery 

in Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives. S. 
Miers and I. Kopytoff, eds. Pp. 3-81. Madison: The Univer-
sity of Wisconsin Press 

Kuper, A. 
2003 The Return of the Native. Current Anthropology 44(3): 389-

402. 
Lacroix, P.F. 
1952 Matériaux pour servir à l'histoire des peuls de l'Adamawa, 

1ère partie. Etudes Camerounaises 37-38: 3-61. 
Last, M. 
1974 Reform in West Africa: The Jihad Movements of the Nine-

teenth Century. In History of West Africa, Vol. 2. J. F. A. 
Ajayi and M. Crowder, eds. Pp. 1-29. London: Longman. 

Law, Robin 
1995 Introduction. In From Slave Trade to ‘Legitimate’ Com-

merce: The Commercial Transition in Nineteenth-century 
West Africa. R. Law, ed. Pp. 1-31. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Lemarchand, R. 
1988 The State, The Parallel Economy, and the Changing Struc-

ture of Patronage Systems. In The Precarious Balance: State 
and Society in Africa. D. Rothschild and N. Chazan, eds. 
Pp. 149-170. Boulder: Westview. 



 
Bibliography 292 

Levin, M.D. 
1997 The new Nigeria: Displacement and the Nation. Journal of 

Asian and African Studies 32(1-2): 134-144. 
Lévi-Strauss, C. 
1962a La pensée sauvage. Paris: Plon. 
— 
1962b Le totémisme aujourd'hui. Paris: Presses Universitaires de 

France. 
— 
1967 (1949) Les strutures élémentaires de la parenté. Paris-The 

Hague: Mouton. 
— 
1974 (1958) Anthropologie structurale. Paris: Plon. 
Levtzion, N. 
1985 Slavery and Islamization in Africa. In Slaves and Slavery in 

Muslim Africa. J. R. Willis, ed. Pp. 182-198. London: 
Franck Cass. 

Lewis, I.M. 
1966 Introduction. In Islam in Tropical Africa: Studies Presented 

and Discussed at the Fifth International African Seminar, 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, January 1964. I. M. Lewis, 
ed. Pp. 4-125. London: Oxford university Press. 

Leys, C. 
1965 What is the Problem about Corruption? Journal of Modern 

African studies 3(2): 215-230. 
Lounsbury, F.G. 
1964 A Formal Account of the Crow- and Omaha-type Kinship 

Terminologies. In Explorations in Cultural Anthropology: 
Essays in Honor of G.P. Murdock. W. H. Goodenough, ed. 
Pp. 351-393. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Lovejoy, P.E., and P.A.T. Williams 
1997 Displacement and the Politics of Violence. Journal of Asian 

and African Studies 32(1-2). 
Marcus, G.E. and Cushman, D. 
1982 Ethnographies as Texts. Annual Review of Anthropology 

11: 25-69. 
 
 
 



 
 Bibliography 293 

 
Marcus, G.E. and Fischer, M.M.J. 
1986 Anthropology as a Cultural Critique: An Experimental Mo-

ment in the Human Sciences. Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press. 

Mauss, M. 
1966 (1925) The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Ar-

chaic Societies. London: Cohen & West. 
McCulloch, M. 
1954 Tikar. In Peoples of the Central Cameroons. D. Forde, ed. 

Pp. 11-52. London: International African Institute. 
McDougall, A.E. 
1995 In Search of a Desert-edge Perspective: The Sahara-Sahel 

and the Atlantic Trade, c. 1815-1900. In From Slave Trade 
to ‘Legitimate’ Commerce: The Commercial Transition in 
Nineteenth-century West Africa. R. Law, ed. Pp. 215-239. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

McKay, J. 
1982 An Exploratory Synthesis of Primordial and Mobilizationist 

Approaches to Ethnic Phenomena. Ethnic and Racial Stud-
ies 5(3): 395-420. 

McMullan, M. 
1961 A Theory of Corruption Based on a Consideration of Cor-

ruption in the Public Services and Governments of British 
Colonies and Ex-Colonies in West-Africa. Sociological Re-
view 9(2): 181-201. 

Meek, C.K. 
1931 Tribal Studies in Northern Nigeria. London: Kegan Paul. 
— 
1936 Marriage by Exchange in Nigeria: A Disappearing Institu-

tion. Africa 9(6):64-74. 
— 
1969 (1931) A Sudanese Kingdom: An Ethnographical Study of 

the Jukun-speaking Peoples of Nigeria. New York: Negro 
Universities Press. 

— 
1971 (1925) The Northern Tribes of Nigeria. Plymouth & Lon-

don: Franck Cass & Co. 
 



 
Bibliography 294 

Mitchell, C. 
1956 The Kalela Dance: Aspects of Social Relationships among 

Urban Africans in Northern Rhodesia. Manchester: Man-
chester University Press. 

Moerman, M. 
1965 Ethnic Identification in a Complex Civilization: Who Are 

the Lue? American Anthropologist 67(5): 1215-1239. 
— 
1967 Being Lue: Uses and Abuses of Ethnic Identification. In Es-

says on the Problem of Tribe. J. Helm, ed. Washington: 
University of Washington Press. 

Mohammadou, E. 
1964 L'histoire des lamidat Foulbé de Tchamba et Tibati. Abbia 

6: 15-154. 
— 
1965 L'histoire de Tibati, chefferie foulbé du Cameroun. 

Yaoundé: Editions Abbia. 
— 
1966 Introduction historique à l'étude des sociétés du Nord-

Cameroun. Abbia 12-13: 233-271. 
— 
1978 Fulbe Hooseere: Les royaumes foulbé du plateau de 

l'Adamaoua au 19 ème siècle. Tibati Tignere, Banyo, 
Ngaoundere. Tokyo: Institute for the Study of Language and 
Culture of Asia and Africa (ILCAA). 

— 
1986 Traditions d'origine des peuples du Centre et de l'Ouest du 

Cameroun. Tokyo: Institute for the Study of Language and 
Culture of Asia and Africa (ILCAA). 

— 
1988 Les lamidats du Diamare et du Mayo Louti au 19è siècle 

(Nord Cameroun). Tokyo: Institute for the Study of Lan-
guage and Culture of Asia and Africa (ILCAA). 

— 
1990 Traditions historiques des peuples du Cameroun Central, 

Vol. I. Tokyo: Institute for the Study of Language and Cul-
ture of Asia and Africa (ILCAA). 

 



 
 Bibliography 295 

 
— 
1991 Traditions historiques des peuples du Cameroun Central, 

Vol. II. Tokyo: Institute for the Study of Language and Cul-
ture of Asia and Africa (ILCAA). 

Monteil, V. 
1980 L'Islam noir: Une religion à la conquête de l'Afrique. Paris: 

Seuil. 
Morgan, L.H. 
1870 Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Fam-

ily. Washington: Smithsonian Institution. 
Mosko, M.S. 
2005 Introduction: A (Re)Turn to Chaos. Chaos Theory, the Sci-

ences, and Social Anthropological Theory. In On the Order 
of Chaos: Social Anthropology and the Science of Chaos. 
M. S. Mosko and F. H. Damon, eds. Pp. 1-46. Oxford: Ber-
ghahn Books. 

Muller, J.-C. 
1980 Straight Sister-exchange and the Transition from Elemen-

tary to Complex Structures. American Ethnologist 7(3): 
518-529. 

— 
1997 Un système Crow patrilinéaire: Les Dìì de Mbé (Adamaoua, 

Nord-Camroun). Essai de triangulation méthodologique. 
Anthropologie et sociétés 21(2-3): 125-141. 

— 
1998 Le mariage chez les Dìì de Mbé (Adamaoua, Cameroun). 

Un système semi-complexe inhabituel. L'homme 148: 47-
78. 

— 
2001 Histoire de l'établissement des Dìì et de leurs chefferies en 

Adamaoua (Nord-Cameroun). Ngaoundéré-Anthropos 6(11-
42). 

— 
2002 Les rites initiatiques des Dìì de l'Adamaoua. Nanterre: So-

ciété d'ethnologie. 
Murdock, G.P. 
1981 Atlas of World Cultures. Pittsburgh: University of Pitts-

burgh Press. 



 
Bibliography 296 

Nagata, J. A. 
1974 What is a Malay ? Situational Selection of Ethnic Identity in 

a Plural Society. American Ethnologist 1(2): 331-50 
Naroll, R. 
1964 On Ethnic Unit Classification. Current Anthropology 5(4): 

283-291. 
— 
1973 The Culture Bearing Unit in Cross-Cultural Surveys. In A 

Handbook of Method in Cultural Anthropology. R. Naroll 
and R. Cohen, eds. Pp. 721-765. New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press. 

Nicolas, G. 
1993 La réduction 'religieuse' des visions traditionnelles du 

monde et ses effets politiques contemporains: la cas du Ni-
géria. In L'invention religieuse en Afrique. Histoire et relig-
ion en Afrique noire. J.-P. Chrétien, ed. Pp. 445-475. Paris: 
ACCT-Karthala. 

Njeuma, M.Z. 
1981 Some Observation on the Chronology of North and South 

Cameroon from Ethnographic Data. In Contribution de la 
recherche ethnologique à l'histoire des civilisations du Cam-
eroun. Vol. 1. C. Tardits, ed. Pp. 297-307. Paris: Editions du 
CNRS. 

Nyedjim, A.T.  
n.d. Généalogie des Rois Tikar de Bankim (de 1299 à nos jours). 

Bankim. 
Okamura, J.Y. 
1981 Situational Ethnicity. Ethnic and Racial Studies 4(4): 452-

465. 
Okorocha, C.C. 
1987 The Meaning of Religious Conversion in Africa. 
Olivier de Sardan, J.-P. 
1999 A Moral Economy of Corruption in Africa? Journal of 

Modern African Studies 37(1): 25-52. 
Olzak, S. 
1982 Ethnic Mobilization in Quebec. Ethnic and Racial Studies 

5(3):253-275. 
 



 
 Bibliography 297 

 
Oswald, B. 
1994 Vers la libération. R.P. Jean Bocquené et les Kwanja. 

Nyamboya. 
Ottenberg, S. 
1968 Double Descent in an African Society: The Afikpo Village-

Group. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 
Oxby, C. 
1999 Mirages of Pastoralist Futures: A Review of Aid Donor Pol-

icy in Sahelian Pastoral Zones. Review of African Political 
Economy 89: 227-237. 

Papstein, R. 
1989 From Ethnic Identity to Tribalism: The Upper Zambezi Re-

gion of Zambia. In The Creation of Tribalism in Southern 
Africa. L. Vail, ed. Pp. 372-394. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press. 

Patterson, O. 
1975 Context and Choice in Ethnic Allegiance: A Theoretical 

Framework and Caribbean Case Study. In Ethnicity: Theory 
and Experience. N. Glazer and D. P. Moynihan, eds. Pp. 
305-350. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press. 

Paulme, D. 
1968 Pacte de sang, classes d'âge et castes en Afrique noire. Ar-

chives Européennes de Sociologie 9(1):12-33. 
Peel, J.D.Y. 
1977 Conversion and Tradition in Two African Societies: Ijebu 

and Buganda. Past and Present 77: 108-141. 
Polanyi, K. 
1957 (1944) The Great Transformation: The Political and Eco-

nomic Origins of Our Time. Boston: Beacon Press. 
Pool, R. 
1991 Postmodern Ethnography? Critique of Anthropology 11(4): 
309-31 
Poutignat, P., and J. Streiff-Fenart 
1995 Théories de l'ethnicité. Paris: Presses Universitaires de 

France. 
Pradelles de Latour, C.-H. 
1991 Ethnopsychanalyse en pays bamiléké. Paris: E.P.E.L. 



 
Bibliography 298 

Price, D. 
1979 Who are the Tikar now? Paideuma 25:89-98. 
1987 Descent, Clans and Territorial Organisation in the Tikar 

Chiefdom of Ngambé, Cameroon. Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 
112(1): 85-103 

Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 
1952 Structure and Function in Primitive Society. New York: 

Free Press. 
Ranger, T.O. 
1989 Missionaries, Migrants and the Manyika: The Invention of 

Ethnicity in Zimbabwe. In The Creation of Tribalism in 
Southern Africa. L. Vail, ed. Pp. 118-150. Berkeley & Los 
Angeles: University of California Press. 

Rehfish, F.  
1960  The Dynamics of Multilinearity on the Mambila Plateau. 
Africa 3: 246-61 
Riesman, P. 
1974 Société et liberté chez les Peuls Djelgôbé de Haute Volta: 

essai d'anthropologie introspective. Paris: Mouton. 
Rigby, P.J.A. 
1966 Sociological Factors in the Contact of the Gogo of Central 

Tanzania with Islam. In Islam in Tropical Africa: Studies 
Presented and Discussed at the Fifth International African 
Seminar, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, January 1964. I. 
M. Lewis, ed. Pp. 268-295. London: Oxford university 
Press. 

Ritzenhaler, R.E. 
1960 Anlu: A Women's Uprising in the British Cameroons. Afri-

can Studies 19(3): 151-156. 
Rivers, W.H.R. 
1924 Social Organization. London: Kegan Paul. 
Robertson, C.C., and M.A. Klein 
1983 Women's Importance in African Slave Systems. C. C. Rob-

ertson and M. A. Klein, eds. Madison: University of Wis-
consin Press. 

Roosens, E.E. 
1989 Creating Ethnicity: The Process of Ethnogenesis. Newbury 

Park: Sage Publications. 



 
 Bibliography 299 

 
Rosenau, P.M. 
1992 Post-Modernism and the Social Sciences: Insights, Inroads 

and Intrusions. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
Rowlands, M. 
1985 Notes on the Material Symbolism of Grassfields Palaces. 

Paideuma 31? 
Rowlands, M., and J.-P. Warnier. 
1988 Sorcery, Power and the Modern State in Cameroon. Man 

23(1): 118-132. 
Royce, A.P. 
1982 Ethnic Identity: Strategies of Diversity. Bloomington: Indi-

ana University Press. 
Sahlins, M. 
1972 Stone Age Economics. New York: Aldine de Gruyter. 
Sahlins, M.D. 
1961 Segmentary Lineage: An Organization of Predatory Expan-

sion. American Anthropologist 63: 322-345. 
Salamone, F. 
1975 Becoming Hausa: Ethnic Identity Change and its Implica-

tions for the Study of Ethnic Pluralism and Stratification. 
Africa 45(4): 410-424. 

Sampson, S.L. 
1983 Bureaucracy and Corruption as Anthropological Problems: 

A Case Study from Romania. Folk 25: 63-96. 
Schultz, E. 
1980a Introduction. In Image and Reality in African Interethnic 

Relations: The Fulbe and Their Neighbors. Vol. 11. E. 
Schultz, ed. Pp. v-xiv. Studies in Third World Societies. 
Williamsburg (Virginia): Department of Anthropology. 

— 
1980b Perceptions of Ethnicity in Guider Town. In Image and Re-

ality in African Interethnic Relations: The Fulbe and Their 
Neighbors. Vol. 11. E. Schultz, ed. Pp. 127-149. Studies in 
Third World Societies. Williamsburg (Virginia): Depart-
ment of Anthropology. 

Service, E.R. 
1962 Primitive Social Organization. New York: Random House. 
 



 
Bibliography 300 

Sharpe, B. 
1986 Ethnography and a Regional System: Mental Maps and the 

Myth of States and Tribes in North-central Nigeria. Critique 
of Antropology 6(3): 33-65. 

Shore, C., and D. Haller 
2005 Introduction - Sharp Practice: Anthropology and the Study 

of Corruption. In Corruption: Anthropological Perspectives. 
D. Haller and C. Shore, eds. Pp. 1-26. London: Pluto Press. 

Sindzingre, N. 
1990 Stratégies matrimoniales et définition lignagère dans une 

société à terminologie crow: les Senufo Fodonon (Côte 
d'Ivoire). In Les complexités de l'alliance. Vol 1: Les 
systèmes semi-complexes. F. Héritier et E. Copet-rougier, 
eds. Pp 23-44. Paris: Editions des archives contemporaines. 

Siran, J.-L. 
1980 Emergence et dissolution des principautés guerrières Vouté. 

Journal des africanistes L(1): 25-57. 
— 
1981a Eléments d'ethnographie Vouté pour servir à l'histoire du 

Cameroun Central. In Contribution de la recherche eth-
nologique à l'histoire des civilisations du Cameroun. Vol. 1. 
C. Tardits, ed. Pp. 265-272. Paris: CNRS. 

— 
1981b Système de parenté Vouté. L'homme XXI(3): 39-69. 
Skinner, E. 
1967 Group Dynamics in the Politics of Changing Societies: The 

Problem of 'Tribal' Politics in Africa. In Essays on the Prob-
lem of Tribe: Proceedings of the 1967 Annual Spring Meet-
ing of the American Ethnological Society. J. Helm, ed. Pp. 
170-183. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

— 
1975 Competition Within Ethnic Systems in Africa. In Ethnicity 

and Resource Competition in Plural Societies. L. Despres, 
ed. Pp. 131-157. The Hague-Paris: Mouton. 

Smith, M.G. 
1966 The Jihad of Shehu Dan Fodio: Some Problems. In Islam in 

Tropical Africa. I. M. Lewis, ed. Pp. 408-424. London: Ox-
ford University Press. 



 
 Bibliography 301 

 
Smith, P. 
1979 L'efficacité des interdits. L'Homme XIX(1): 5-47. 
Southall, A.W. 
1970 The Illusion of Tribe. In The Passing of Tribal Man in Af-

rica. P. C. W. Gutkind, ed. Pp. 28-50. Leiden: E.J. Brill. 
Spencer, P. 
2000 Pastoralism and the Growth of Civilization in the Sahel: Is-

lam, Evolution, or the Tragedy of the Commons? In Natural 
Resources and the Muslim Traditional Culture in the Sahel-
Sudan Region. H. Sørensen, K. Rasmussen, and J. B. Si-
monsen, eds. Pp. 17-29. Copenhagen: University of Copen-
hagen. 

Stryker, J.D. 
1989 Technology, Human Pressure, and Ecology in the Arid and 

Semi-Arid Tropics. In Environment and the Poor: Develop-
ment Strategies for a Common Agenda. H. J. Leonard, ed. 
New Brunswick: Transaction Books. 

Swift, J. 
1977 Sahelian Pastoralists: Underdevelopment, Desertification, 

and Famine. Annual Review of Anthropology 6:457-478. 
Szeftel, M 
1998 Misunderstanding African Politics: Corruption and the Gov-

ernance Agenda. Review of African Political Economy 76: 
221-240. 

Teyssier, A., O. Hamadou, and C. Seignobos 
2003 Expériences de médiation foncière dans le Nord-Cameroun. 

Land Reform 2003(1): 90-102. 
Timmermans, P. 
1969 Les Tikar. Africa-Tervuren XV(3): 69-80. 
Tonah, S. 
2000 State Policies, Local Prejudices and Cattle Rustling along 

the Ghana-Burkina Faso Border. Africa 70(4): 551-567. 
Turner, T. 
1978 Commercial Capitalism and the 1975 Coup. In Soldiers and 

Oil: The Political Transformation of Nigeria. K. Panter-
Brick, ed. Pp. 166-200. London: Frank Cass. 

 
 



 
Bibliography 302 

Tylor, E.B. 
1889 On a Method of Investigating the Development of Institu-

tions, Applied to Laws of Marriage and Descent. Journal of 
the Royal Anthropological Institute 18: 245-272. 

Vail, L. 
1989 Introduction: Ethnicity in Southern African History. In The 

Creation of Tribalism in Southern Africa. L. Vail, ed. Pp. 1-
19. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press. 

Vereecke, C. 
1994 The Slave Experience in Adamawa: Past and Present Per-

spectives from Yola (Nigeria). Cahiers d'Etudes Africaines 
XXXIV(1-3 (133-135)): 23-53. 

Vincent, J.-F. 
1991 Princes montagnards du Nord-Cameroun. Paris: L'Harmat-

tan. 
Wallerstein, I. 
1960 Ethnicity and National Integration in West Africa. Cahiers 

d'Etudes Africaines 3: 129-138. 
Warnier, J.-P. 
1985 Echanges, développement et hiérarchie dans le Bamenda 

pré-colonial (Cameroun). Stuttgart: Franz Steiner. 
Waters-Bayer, A., and W. Bayer 
1994 Coming to Terms: Interactions between Immigrant Fulani 

Cattle-Keepers and Indigenous Farmers in Nigeria's Subhu-
mid Zone. Cahiers d'Études africaines XXXIV(1-3 (133-
135)): 213-229. 

Watson, J.L. 
1980 Introduction. Slavery as an Institution: Open and Closed 

Systems. In Asian and African Systems of Slavery. J.L. 
Watson, ed. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Willis, J.R. 
1985 Jihad and the Ideology of Enslavement. In Slaves and Slav-

ery in Muslim Africa. Vol 1: Islam and the Ideology of En-
slavement. J. R. Willis, ed. Pp. 16-26. London: Frank Cass. 

 
 
 



 
 Bibliography 303 

 
Young, C. 
1985 Ethnicity and the Colonial and Post-Colonial State in Africa. 

In Ethnic Groups and the State. P. R. Brass, ed. Pp. 59-93. 
London: Croom Helm. 

Zeitlyn, D. 
1993a Reconstructing Kinship or the Pragmatics of Kin Talk. Man 

28(2):199-224. 
— 
1993b Spiders in and out of Court: Styles of Spider Divination in 

their Sociological Contexts. Africa 63(2): 219-240. 
— 
1994 Sua in Somié: Aspects of Mambila Traditional Religion. 

Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag. 
 


