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Following the plebiscite in 1961, Cameroon sub-
jected itself to an innovative model of governance by
setting up a federal state. This brought together two
nations that had carried from their colonial pasts the
burden of divergent linguistic heritages. In Cameroon
we can ask the question: “Why did the two Cameroons
decide to reunite on 1 October 1961?” At the time
President Ahmadou Ahidjo had this to say: “After more
than forty years of separation, we are today reconstitut-
ing one family, one nation and one state. I express the
wish that this reunification of the national territory
should be the gauge and symbol of the unity of our
hearts and minds.”

Cameroon had taken a major step in discarding its
neo-colonial robes (German, French and English) to put
on a new Cameroonian outfit. The Reunification Pact
was the condition under which its politicians had vowed
to live. Barely three years later (in 1964), the politician
and philosopher, Bernard Fonlon, noticed the cracks in
the wall. Our newfound political merger had been built
“upon sand”. Logic and reason demanded that we con-
solidate the “Cameroonian condition” by building its
foundation “upon a rock”. Was the decision to change
Cameroon from a federal to a unitary state in May
1972, an attempt to build this nation on a rock? Let me
attempt to answer this question by surveying three areas
of our national life over the past 30 years.

Political freedom
Enough has already been written and said about

Ahmadou Ahidjo’s authoritarian and authoritative rule.
But Ahidjo only seems to have followed the pattern of
governance across Africa – of immediate post-independ-

ent rulers who saw the one-party system as a sine qua
non for nation-building and stability. The Ahidjo years
were marked by too much government, which led to a
perception of tyranny. 

President Biya is credited with having opened the
floodgates to political freedom with the presence of
political parties and civil society organisations. Apart
from the constitutional grievance of the former West
Cameroonians, there is also a social grievance among
some Cameroonians who see a class divide between a
predatory minority and an impoverished majority.
Indeed multi-party rule has favoured more elite compe-
tition than mass mobilisation. It has weakened govern-
ment authority to the point of state lethargy. It has pro-
vided many voices but fewer choices. This state of anar-
chy has not augured well for the goals of political free-
dom, because whenever a model of democracy goes
unchecked and unbalanced, sooner or later it hits the
rocks of national disintegration. 

For the first time in its history, Cameroon’s political
freedom has given rise to unscientific and anti-historical
arguments by an elite whose purpose is not to help
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resolve burning issues but to promote personality cults
and ensure self-preservation. Even under Ahidjo’s
benevolent despotism, lone rangers like Fonlon spoke
with the authority of patriots wishing to make a valu-
able contribution to nation-building. I suppose the
intention of “Biya-stroika”, initially at least, was to pro-
vide an enabling environment, necessary for national
catharsis and national reconstruction. 

Economic theories
Where Ahidjo failed to give political freedom, he did

provide economic development. Under the one-party
system, he shifted his policy from political planning (an
electoral calendar) to economic planning (a five-year
development plan), embedded in what he called African
Socialism. Ahidjo’s five-year plan was a country-driven
economic theory based on putting the country’s
resources at the disposal of the people. For all his polit-
ical sins, his five-year development plan saved him from
national damnation. 

Should Ahidjo therefore not be given a hero’s burial in
his home country?  Biya’s book “Communal Liberalism”
suggests that he also believed in economic self-determi-
nation. He writes: “Cameroonians have to preserve the
prerogative of initiative in the running of Cameroon’s
economy by determining priorities and expressing the
real needs of the nation”. Well, political thought and
practical implementation have often been at logger-
heads. 

It did not take long before foreign capitalists started
knocking at our doors in the form of the IMF and the
Structural Adjustment Plan (SAP). After initial resist-
ance, Biya bowed to their economic advice. The
Cameroonian elite told us our redemption was in the
hands of Bretton Woods. This was the economic bal-
ance sheet: salary cuts, unemployment, a brain drain,
inflation, the folding up of local companies, Western
privatisation of our patrimony and so forth. As if that

was not enough
we were told
that the Highly
Indebted Poor
Country Initia-
tive and African
Growth Oppor-
tunities Act
(AGOA) would
undo what SAP
had done. 

The people of
Cameroon are
the victims of
both economic
e x p l o i t a t i o n
( c o r r u p t i o n ,
bribery, embez-
zlement, capital
flight and a
crime wave) and
economic decay
(poverty). The
IMF’s prescrip-

tion led Senegal’s President, Abdoulaye Wade, to say:
“The current situation in Africa is proof of the failure of
the logic of loans and aid.” This failure gave rise to the
New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD). 

NEPAD is about economic ownership, making gov-
ernment clean, efficient and accountable to the people.
Can the Cameroonian leadership privatise the positive
economic theories embedded in NEPAD? Until
Cameroonians begin to challenge the dangerously
utopian ideas of the IMF and World Bank, and opt for
sustainable, human-centred and holistic development,
we will never bridge the gap between the excesses of a
luxury-oriented minority class and the hunger of a
necessity-oriented majority. 

Media pluralism
The one-party system did not make room for other

voices. There was only one voice – Ahidjo’s.  It was the
voice that gave us the order to rally round the
Cameroonian flag. Biya has provided different voices,
different views and different visions. But the symbol of
a national voice remains the Cameroon Radio and
Television (CRTV). Around the world, state-owned
media are the custodians of national interest and
national identity. But not in Cameroon, where the
state-owned television has become insensitive to equi-
table language programme use. When the national
media cease to be a source of national division and to
beat the drum for cultural imperialism, Cameroonians
will begin to find their national identity.

Towards a “Pax Cameroona”
There have been attempts to restore democratic sani-

ty and national unity in many African countries recent-
ly through national fora. It is often said that most
African countries plunged into independence and
democracy without adequate planning. So social dislo-
cations are symptomatic of a continent in search of
restructuring (what Ali Mazrui calls “Afrostroika”).
Most African countries have attempted – through
National Conferences, Truth and Reconciliation fora
and so on – to address important national issues in a
way that their citizens can have both meaningful politi-
cal freedom and control of their own economic devel-
opment. 

Perhaps by so doing, these countries will build upon a
rock. In Cameroon I doubt very much if electoral cal-
endars will allay fears and inspire confidence in those
who still think that the “Cameroonian condition” is
built upon sand. Maybe we can now pause to revisit a
proposal by Professor Ndiva Kofele Kale for a process
that re-examines and redefines the fundamental political
premises of the “Cameroonian condition” today.  ■
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