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Introduction
Cameroon stands at a unique crossroads—geographically, historically, and politically.
Often described as “Africa in miniature” for its remarkable diversity of landscapes,
peoples, and cultures, the country is equally complex in its political organization and
history. Understanding the politics of Cameroon is essential not only for
comprehending the internal dynamics of this important Central African state, but also
for appreciating broader themes in the politics of postcolonial Africa.

The nation’s political system is rooted in a tumultuous history marked by colonialism,
federalism, and centralization. Cameroon’s colonial experience under Germany,
France, and Britain left deep imprints on its institutions, identities, and territorial
boundaries. The transition from divided trust territories to a unified republic laid the
foundations for the political structures that exist today. Early experiments with
federalism soon gave way to the concentration of power in the executive branch and a
unitary state structure, profoundly shaping contemporary governance.

Since independence, power in Cameroon has become concentrated in the hands of the
president and the ruling party. Ahmadou Ahidjo set the stage for a dominant party-
state, which was consolidated and expanded under his successor, Paul Biya. The long
tenure of President Biya has brought relative stability, but also entrenched political
stagnation, widespread allegations of corruption, and persistent questions about the
prospects for genuine democracy and meaningful political change.

Cameroon’s political landscape is further complicated by its bilingual and multicultural
character. Tensions between the Francophone majority and the Anglophone minority
have festered, erupting into conflict and calls for greater autonomy or even secession.
At the same time, the state faces serious security threats from extremist groups such
as Boko Haram in the Far North, and ongoing challenges related to civil liberties, good
governance, and the effectiveness of institutions designed to provide checks and
balances.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system
of Cameroon. It traces the country’s evolution from colonial rule through
independence and up to the present, analyzing key political actors, institutions,
conflicts, and reform efforts. By exploring both the formal structures of government
and the realities of politics on the ground, the book aims to illuminate the forces that
shape, constrain, and occasionally transform Cameroon's political life.

Ultimately, understanding the politics of Cameroon is crucial—for academics,
policymakers, students, and all those interested in Africa’s future. With upcoming
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elections and persistent pressures for reform, Cameroon stands at another critical
juncture. The chapters that follow will provide the context and tools necessary to
assess the prospects for democratic transition, political stability, and social justice in
one of Africa’s most fascinating countries.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Cameroon's
Politics
Before the lines on maps drawn by distant European powers defined what is now
Cameroon, the territory was a dynamic mosaic of peoples, cultures, and political
structures. This pre-colonial period, stretching back millennia, is not a mere prelude to
the "real" history that began with foreign arrivals, but a crucial foundation that
continues to resonate in the country's political life today. The diverse societies that
inhabited this region developed a variety of governance systems, shaped by their
environments, migration patterns, and interactions with neighbors.

The earliest inhabitants are thought to have been the Baka, often referred to as
Pygmies, who continue to reside in the southern and eastern forests. Over time, waves
of migration introduced new groups and complexities. Bantu-speaking peoples,
originating in the Cameroonian highlands, moved out across much of central and
southern Africa, leaving behind a diverse population in their ancestral homeland.
Later, migrations from the north brought Arabic and Hamitic groups, including the
Fulani, who established powerful kingdoms in the northern regions.

This confluence of migrations resulted in a patchwork of societies with varying degrees
of political centralization. In the northern savannahs and the western Grassfields, more
centralized kingdoms emerged, such as the Mandara, Bornu, Bamum, Bamileke, Nso',
and Bafut. These kingdoms, often characterized by hierarchical structures and
established ruling dynasties, engaged in trade and sometimes conflict with their
neighbors.

The coastal and forest regions, on the other hand, were often home to more
decentralized or "acephalous" societies. Here, political organization might revolve
around village councils, kinship groups, or influential individuals rather than
centralized monarchies. Despite lacking a single overarching authority, these societies
had their own complex systems of governance, dispute resolution, and social order.

Trade played a significant role in shaping interactions between these diverse groups.
Coastal communities engaged in trade with Europeans, who first arrived in the 15th
century. The Portuguese were among the earliest European visitors, exploring the
Wouri River and giving the country its name, derived from "Rio dos Camarões" (River
of Prawns). This early trade focused on goods and, unfortunately, the abhorrent slave
trade, which profoundly impacted many communities.

In the north, trans-Saharan trade routes connected the region to North Africa and the
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wider Islamic world. This facilitated the spread of Islam and the rise of powerful Muslim
states, notably those dominated by the Fulani. The Adamawa Emirate, part of the
larger Sokoto Caliphate, held sway over much of northern Cameroon by the 19th
century.

The geographical diversity of the region, ranging from dense equatorial forests in the
south to savannahs in the north and mountains in the west, also influenced the
development of these societies and their political structures. Different environments
supported different forms of subsistence, from agriculture in the Grassfields to fishing
along the coast and pastoralism in the north. This, in turn, shaped social organization
and political power.

Inter-group relations in the pre-colonial era were a mix of cooperation and conflict.
Trade fostered connections and interdependence, while competition for resources,
land, or power sometimes led to warfare. Boundaries between these groups were
often fluid and contested, unlike the rigid lines that would later be imposed by colonial
powers.

The arrival of Europeans, initially for trade, gradually shifted the balance of power.
While malaria and other tropical diseases initially limited European penetration of the
interior, the development of quinine in the late 19th century opened the door for
deeper exploration and, eventually, colonization. This marked a turning point, as
external forces began to exert increasing influence on the political landscape of the
territory that would become Cameroon.

Before the Scramble for Africa intensified, European presence remained largely
confined to coastal trading posts. However, the stage was being set for a dramatic
transformation. The existing political structures, the diverse ethnic landscape, and the
patterns of interaction that had evolved over centuries would all be profoundly
impacted by the impending colonial encounter. The complex tapestry of pre-colonial
Cameroon, with its myriad of kingdoms, chiefdoms, and decentralized communities,
was on the cusp of being redrawn and reshaped by external forces with their own
distinct agendas and methods of governance.
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