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Fig. a.1 Giuliano Gemma in Arizona Colt (1966) aka The Man from Nowhere 
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2 My grand father was a major landowner and coffee farmer in Cameroon. He conducted his life influenced 
by the charisma of the cowboy figure and the codes of the Western hero. Like “Colt” in the movie, my 
grandfather likes to dress like the gentlemen in the movie. He even carried a gun in his waist when visiting 
his plantation.  Watching films with my grandfather, I enjoyed sharing with him the regression into the 
infantile pleasure of cinematic seduction. The legend was that he was an early pioneer traveling the entire 
country before settling in Kekem (West Cameroon) in the late 30s. He reportedly was a major force in 
developing the area. He stood up to the bad guys during the war of independence that ravaged the entire 
area. As Arizona Colt from the movie, he too was “the man from nowhere” who helped built a little city 
and stood up for the law, order, business and family values.  
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               This work argues that Cameroonian cinema is in the thick of cultural reclamation 

and human rights debates in the country. The crux of the problem is this: in a country 

colonized for over a century by three major western powers (Germany, France and Great-

Britain), what is left of Cameroonians and their indigenous culture? Did colonialism 

demolish them into a mass of emasculated cultural bastards led by self-loathing elites 

locked into the country colonial archives, or did some withstand that colonial onslaught to 

reclaim their humanity, from within, consistent with a genuine, homegrown progressive 

indigenous culture? To answer these questions, this author argues that three propositions 

have to be considered: first, for any forms of cultural reclamation and human rights, denials 

of the past mixed with official thought control do not work in the case of Cameroon. 

Second, within, this logic, only grassroots democratic and marginal media communication 

theory can help the viewer to understand how Cameroonian cinema interrogates and 

critiques the naturalizations of a neo-colonial political order through the construction of 

counter hegemonic voices. Third, it is essential to show how these counter hegemonic 

cinematic narratives are building new forms of democratic archives out of the colonial 

ones. Consequently, this author claims that Cameroonian cinema, one of the few 

independent media of communication, that for decades has both managed to resist 

dictatorship and thrive, is keeping a steady drumbeat of freedom on behalf of ordinary 

Cameroonians by consistently targeting the state in order to demonstrate the dangers of an 

institution uninterested in the work of cultural reclamation by not allowing proper 

conditions for artists to create original work. These confrontations with the state give 
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Cameroonian cinema a cachet to voice human rights questions as well. As a result, cinema 

blurs the line between art and social activism. It brings a new mystic to human rights’ work 

because these filmmakers demonstrate that culture and human rights can no longer be 

consigned to the margin of Cameroonian society. What is at stake, it is the knowledge that 

the road ahead, Africa’s future, lies with those with the skills to take advantages of 

technologies and the contemporary global discourse of human rights, democracy and 

globalization3 not the same old beaten paths of neo-colonial clientelism and patronage, 

lower standards of governance, defining actual Cameroon’s neo-colonial state practices. 

With this background, both filmmakers and human rights activists are forcing the state to 

take notice. This work indicates that arguing against technologies and global flows in our 

contemporary world is akin to try carrying a cat by the tail.  

3 The point will be made that during my fieldwork in Cameroon, my informants, artists, human right 
activists, ordinary Cameroonians, personal friends and my family members all agreed that the unintended 
consequence of the Bush’s doctrine of human rights has scared the Cameroonian’s regime into retreating 
from abusing human rights, especially after the invasion of Iraq and the nomination of Paul Wolfowitz, one 
of the brains behind the Iraq invasion, as the Head of the World Bank. The Cameroonian’s president, Paul 
Biya, beyond human right abuses, is actually driving a campaign of cleaning up corruption in the country. 
On February 22 and 24, 2006, four high ranking members of his administration have been arrested, charged 
with corruption and incarcerated in prison. More arrests are announced in the newspapers. The 
Cameroonian newspapers attribute this campaign from the new influence of Washington in Cameroon. The 
American embassy has also moved into new buildings near the Presidential palace. Some see the growing 
influence of the USA in Cameroon.  See http://www.cameroon-info.net/ for more informations. 
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              Chapter 1 

              Introduction: notes on “Mevungu” films 

          “Do not look where you fell, but where you slipped” African proverb 
“No one can resist an idea whose time has come”   Victor Hugo 

          This work is primarily a textual analysis of Cameroonian cinema combined with 

field studies in Cameroon.  I will demonstrate how, beyond texts and narratives, 

Cameroonian cinema is transforming ideas about local public spheres by drawing an 

informed context of local politics and legitimating oppositional voices against the state.  

In the process, it contributes not only to the establishment of a responsible political 

culture but also demonstrates the definable goals of independence, which are the 

universality of human rights and democracy. Therefore, this work uncovers processes 

through which Cameroonian cinema constitutes itself as a truth tracking device by 

reflecting political opinions and political deliberations in the country, as well as how 

Cameroonian audiences are constituting themselves around these films. Consequently, 

this work demonstrates how Cameroonian cinema is addressing the country’s most 

relevant issues, such as decolonization, democracy and development, in order to 

demonstrate that independence was neither the result of a utopian madness nor the single-

handed work of the Cameroonian elite. This in turn relates to notions about how to build 

a new awareness of the legacy of colonization; particularly, its multiple modes of 

subjectification that continue to bear on the contemporary internal tasks of 

decolonization, human rights and development in the country.   

Cameroonian cinema proceeds through the mobilization of a rhizome of themes 

and narratives because the complicated nature of Cameroon’s colonial legacy cannot be 

solved by a single response.  However, condensing these themes and narratives is a 

powerful diagnostic. It involves pulling together the interstitial spaces where colonial 

legacies and ordinary Cameroonians’ real lives intersect to create new forms of 

progressive utopias. These spaces and narratives are expressed through a taxonomy 

1 



engrossing notions such as “colonial archives,” “hidden transcripts,” “anti-documentary 

tradition,” “indigenous library,” “marginality,” “ activated counterpublics,” and “secret 

societies such as “The Mevungu.”  These notions will be critically engaged in the 

following pages. It is important, therefore, to clarify that these notions are interacting 

with each other concurrently and often in contradictory and puzzling ways. However, a 

close examination of these notions also reveals a complex strategy and process to deal 

with a single and crystallizing issue, which is Cameroon's decolonization; specifically, 

the promotion of new and progressive forms of the citizen ethos in the country4.  

               Taken together, this cluster of themes and narratives emphasizes the role of 

cinema, decolonization, and the filmmakers’ attempt to ground a coherent philosophy and 

attitude towards decolonization and citizenship through the interstitial spaces between 

them.  Although Cameroon can cynically be called a “post-independence” country, this 

cluster of themes in many ways applies, foremost, to the “invisible economy” of the 

colonial stigma ordering the lives of the Cameroonian elites perpetuating colonial 

stereotypes and trauma. The economy of the colonial stigma is deemed invisible because 

the point will be made, in the following pages, that the state functions more in a  

performative role than a role that truly enables self-determination. This unresolved 

2 

4 These multiple themes reflect another major problem, which is Cameroon’s lack of a coherent philosophy
or attitude to deal with decolonization. Since independence, the country has been in the grips of a radical 
constructivist philosophy of nationalism which serves to hide the state’s demagoguery, incompetence and 
greed while rendering extremely difficult the building of new forms of sustaining utopia on the ashes of 
colonization. Mbembe calls this philosophy “travestissement” (629, 2002) because he claims that this 
political fiction harbors demagoguery deriving its power from the falsification of history, artificially 
creating a discourse whose values are fixed and immutable through history irregardless of the 
circumstances. These values (love and brotherhood) are the quintessential African value, creating new 
tensions between the definition of family and the role of the individuals. This definition of Africa-centrist 
philosophy is a cynical ploy used by the state to crush individualism in the name of the big African family. 
In application, therefore, Mbembe claims that this philosophy leads to the suppression of the vital malaise 
of colonial trauma experienced from the country’s exposure to German, French and British colonization. 
This trauma has not been dealt with properly; instead, it is now replaced by preoccupations with notions of 
identity and authenticity that serve a nationalistic political agenda and colonial erasure. It is important, 
therefore, to recognize that the real work at stake is the recognition of the filmmakers’ political 
mobilization in order to expose a failed national experiment in decolonization. We must apply a cinematic 
discourse of decolonization to Cameroonian political culture in order to argue for the country’s strong need 
for national self-criticism. Cameroonian cinema, as a result, enables a discussion of the colonial legacy in 
the country.  



trauma is the outcome of the country's colonial archives -- postcard-perfect colonial 

cultural landmarks and propaganda that sets the exterior knowledge of the continent as an 

empty jungle inhabited by primitives and animals ready to be colonized, working through 

the neo-colonial state. This propaganda serves to create a context for the hegemony of 

colonial rule in the labor market, schools, churches, media and courts and its 

naturalization of received notions about Africa.  

This process highlights the power of fictions that Cameroonians filmmakers 

oppose with their own indigenous cinematic library, challenging the myths of 

independence and the idea that the elites are truly driven by self-determination. The 

notion of an indigenous library cuts, rearranges, reorganizes, and reconstructs colonial 

propaganda into a more human moral order in order to reclaim the natives’ cultural 

patrimony suppressed by a century of colonization. It aims to overcome the country’s 

enduring and neglected colonial stigma by re-establishing and forging a new indigenous 

identity working through these films.  Consequently, these films show that Cameroon’s 

problem do not stem from the culture, but rather from the elite’s slapdash exercises to 

reconcile tradition and modernity which only serve to supercharge the psychological duel 

between tradition and modernity (which the country's independence was supposed to 

overcome). This Janus-like enterprise, moreover, highlights both the determinant role of 

culture and economic texts within the elite’s perpetual crisis of identity. This crisis 

registers the regime's entrenched inability to deliver a strong program of decolonization. 

It also creates an alternative universe where uneven capitalist development, 

deterritorialization and dislocation are the norms of business.  

          In conclusion, I also will address Avital Ronell’s notion of “stupidity” and how, 

throughout human history, when a group of people feel that they cannot represent 

themselves authentically they resort to falsification and ideology to turn relationships that 

are primarily relational into class resentment, indifference and ideology, reducing 

complex problems into a single response that usually excludes a large chunk of the 

population. Ronell (2002, 280) mentions “the fractured lineage of the uninterrogated 

question of stupidity that must not be taken for granted because certainty quickly turns 

into dogma by trusting itself too much, and, in the process, closing off possibilities of 

3 



productive dialogue.” In Cameroon’s case, the legacy of the German, French and British 

colonial past cannot be dealt with by hegemonizing and naturalizing the state, at the 

expense of the citizenry, as a viable response to healing postcolonial trauma disorder.5 

Within this context, the notion of “stupidity” does not serve to close the debate.  It 

enables us to consider ways to correctly address the ongoing colonial trauma in 

Cameroon from different perspectives, not only from the state’s and elites’ point of view 

and the tyranny of “la pensee unique”6. 

              Setting the stage: On the tenacity of the African colonial 

archives 

It is important to emphasize the wider context of Africa’s colonial archives at the 

beginning of this work, because it engrosses Africa’s media ecology through the 

hegemony of the colonial archives’ tenacious racist archetypes of bodies and places.  The 

ongoing and powerful effects of these archetypes highlight the difficulties Cameroonian 

filmmakers are forced to confront. They also demonstrate that Cameroonian 

independence must strike twice.  Independence within the old colonial mindset cannot be 

achieved; instead, a revolution within the revolution must occur.  I use the colonial 

archives to point out the necessity of a second independence. These archives emphasize 

three primary difficulties within this process.  

4 

5      This process brings forth the dilemma between history and heritage, the difficult question of 
continuity and social arrangements to be made in order to live peacefully again. David Lowenthal argues 
“history is for all, heritage is for us” (1998, 128) in order to highlight processes in which history becomes 
differentiated from heritage.  In this sense, we are all subjects of history; however, we have the power to 
decide what we want from it. In this sense, nobody has to be powerless or passive when it comes to history. 
Consequently, the Cameroonian filmmakers’ process seeks to explore how colonial trauma can be discuss 
across different colonial experiences, disagreements and differences in order to deal with the past and to 
move forward with new progressive social utopia.  

6 The country has a long tradition of “parti unique,” or state-run political monopoly, and “pensee unique,”
the idea that the regime and its elites know what is best for the rest of the population. Within that context, 
independent thinking was heavily repressed or censored. Foreign films such as Hollywood, Bollywood and 
Chinese Martial arts cinema were presented as alternative because they were thought by the regime to 
represent non-threatening and meaningless entertainment.  



First, racist images of the continent have been widely circulated since the time of 

slavery and validated by the political economy of colonialism and neo-colonialism.7 The 

tenacity of these racist images into the contemporary moment have caused Cameroonian 

filmmakers to make their disruption a primary. I study archives and cinema as a form of 

power, myth, attitudes and culture deployed over history that needs to be constantly 

altered to introduce, in the case of Africa, an indigenous theory of human rights. 

Consequently, we must study the colonial archives because there is no other way to 

understand how Africa and Africans have been produced as a people with no history, and 

how this production has leaped from the colonial imagination to become enshrined as a 

form of secret text underpinning behaviors, often unconsciously.  The consequences have 

been the dual dislocations of Africa as a place out of history, rendering Africans as 

confused about their personal histories. It necessitates the building of new indigenous 

African archives in order to counteract the colonial archives, and I will give evidence of 

how the Cameroonian filmmakers are operationalizing these indigenous archives.  

Second, I use Achille Mbembe’s notion of “necropolitics” to demonstrate how 

colonial forms of life continue to insert themselves in the everyday functioning of the 

state.  In places such as Africa, power resides outside of the law through a regime of 

terror inherited from colonization. Mbembe describes “necropolitics” as “Death worlds, 

new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are subjected to 

condition of life conferring upon them the status of living dead. Under the condition of 

necropower, the lines between resistance and suicide, sacrifice and redemption, 

martyrdom and freedom are blurred” (2003, 40). “Necropolitics” is highlighted here to 

demonstrate the failure of progressive politics in Africa and the economy of death that 

had replaced the continent’s failed development projects.  It is the ultimate perversion of 

5 

7  Scholars such as Lutz (1993), Fair (1996), Lindfors (1999), Anselle (2002), Milton (2003) have proven
that the popular imagination of Africa is the byproduct of historical processes that thrive on total negation 
of African identity and drama of dispossession, under which seemingly ordinary Africans have no control 
over their history. This dissertation would prove that wrong by featuring a new generation of Africans who 
are writing themselves into history beyond the Eurocentric discourse of otherness and difference to produce 
new forms of progressive subjectivities. 



state power.  Thus, the contemporary African state is nothing but a continuity of the 

colonial state, in which the monopolization of violence is not to secure the prosperity of 

the citizen but to ensure the state’s own self-preservation through violence and theft of 

resources. I claim that Cameroonian cinema, strictly born of street political activism and 

the question of aesthetics embedded in the work of scholars such as Bordwell (1985, 

1996) 8, becomes a subjective activity because it is a cinema of anecdotes and lives mired 

in difficult circumstances. For example, the main character of Jean- Marie Teno’s Clando 

(1996), Sobgui, summarizes this dire condition in the equation “to shoot” or “not to 

shoot,” to describe a context where “democracy” becomes synonymous with the high 

intensity conflict of “necropolitics.”  

              Third, I examine how the concurrent pressures of the state censorship against 

Cameroonian filmmakers, coupled with foreign movies distributors’ lock on channels of 

distribution in the country, serve to marginalize Cameroonian cinema.  I provide evidence 

of how Cameroonian cinema operates within this context of managed deprivation to stay 

relevant. In fact, Cameroonian film work is the underground fire fueling the growing 

challenges against the Cameroonian authoritarian state. I also use the filmmakers’ work 

in order to drastically set up the distance between the high theory of conventional African 

political science9 and the work of real human right activists on the ground by 

6 

8 Bordwell’s work focuses on the understanding of how filmmaking techniques work to create affect; for 
example, how low angles or a match-on-action and their roles affect meaning. This work traces the 
emergence of a distinct film style, based on Hollywood’s principles of staging, editing (the "continuity" 
system), and storytelling that soon became just “normal” moviemaking.  However, Cameroonian cinema is 
not “normal moviemaking,” and using the tools of Hollywood classical narratives can take the viewer only 
so far in understanding Cameroonian cinema, which is heavily contexted into history. 
9 This attitude had been illustrated in the work of scholars such as  Jean-Francois Bayart (1993, 1999, and 
2001). Bayart notes that what is left in the country is a simulacrum of power which has regressed into what 
he terms the “politics of the belly.” This is taken from an African adage that “the goat grazes wherever it is 
tied,” a proverbial metaphor for the African big man and his ability to manufacture a supportive community 
by grabbing state resources to “feed” his followers and to project his stuffed stomach as a sign of wealth 
and power. Bayart claims that the “politics of the belly” also illuminate the rapid criminalization of the 
state in Africa through its interconnections with crime (1999, 25-34). “Politics of the belly,” moreover, is a 
form of governmentality also known as neo-patrimonialism, which includes what Nicholas Van de Walle 
identifies as “patronage, various form of rent seeking, and prebendalism” (2001, 51-2).  

Cameroonian cinema and the counterpublics operate against the backdrop of condescending 
ethnocentric African political science, which, until recently, has ignored all forms of resistance and 
subversion in Africa on grounds that the quest for a free Africa is doomed to failure because the genetic 
code of the nation-state in Africa is hard-wired to the colonial state. Crawford Young writes that “nothing 
is more alien to the telos of the African state than the concept of the public sphere.” He goes on to argue 
that power can only rest on military force or corruption, which he calls “Bula Matari” (1994, 223). This 



emphasizing activated counterpublic spheres to present Cameroon as a contested political 

terrain rather than one dominated by dictatorship10.  Gimmler (2001, 27) defines 

counterpublics as a “network of public spheres and counterpublic spheres that compose a 

whole; it creates an international realm of freedom where opinion-and will-formation of 

all citizens can develop. The plurality of the public sphere is then no longer an 

unwelcome fact which must be accommodated, but instead a diversity to be welcomed.” 

With Gimmler, I argue that African cinema in general, and Cameroon cinema in 

particular, is a classic example of a counter-public sphere.  I illustrate this through 

Cameroonian cinema’s relationship with counterpublics such as the “Mevungu,” a 

women-only traditional secret society, a sort of self-organization that bypasses the state 

and holds the power to bestow a traditional aura of legitimacy or curses on the power. 

The “Mevungu,” within the context of this dissertation, highlights the power of 

displacement; characterizing what the local elites cannot achieve, which is true 

independence, because of their corruption. The Mevungu, therefore, highlight the role of 

procreation and technology as a defense against colonial castration, neo-colonialist 

7 

argument is echoed by other scholars such as  Bayart (1987, 1989, 1999, and 2001), Chabal and Daloz 
(1999) and Stephen Smith (2003). These scholars are depicting forms of governmentality and existence that 
certainly have some validity, but their obsessive preoccupations with the “ingrained barbarism of Africans” 
provide a non-stop fuel of doom and gloom wrapped up in morbid delusions, perpetuating the idea that 
Africans can only live in a chaotic and barbarous place.  

I make a different argument, one that has no use for conventional African political scientists’ 
perverse voyeurism. These critics are unwitting allies of African dictators; in the end, their jeremiads justify 
the barbarity and incompetence of Africans and incarcerate this knowledge as the findings in the impartial 
western tradition of rational inquiry. They do not provide any useful alternatives besides reinforcing 
stereotypes and clichés, and knowingly or unknowingly end up celebrating cruelty. To understand Africa, 
one must depart from this kind of scholarship. In the contemporary Cameroonian context, cinema reflects 
ordinary people searching for alternatives, using their everyday lives and knowledge to treat the question of 
lives and sovereignty in more complex ways. Countries are made up of people with vastly different skills, 
experiences, reasons, perspectives and judgments, and are not always impressionable or perpetually afraid 
to battle the powers that be because they live on the auto-suggestion that their lives are futile. Grassroots 
democratic activists and filmmakers in Cameroon are using film technology to store information and build 
archives and libraries to produce a new language of freedom and democracy. This process brings forth 
notions of plasticity, fluidity and changeability. In conventional African scholarship, Africans are portrayed 
as too ordinary to do anything away from the beaten path of death and self-destruction; in contrast, I claim 
that it is important to consider the individual element in this process.   

10 These counterpublics differ from the special interest groups that Mbembe denounces as “[hiding] the 
‘neurosis of victimization’ and the “urge of difference”, and develops in reality “a negative, circular and 
xenophobic thought which must create figures which will then be taken for real things” (2001, 25-35). 
What is more important here is to show the power of ancestries and the diversity of experience. 



copycats and their culture of nihilism and injustice, in order to emphasize the deception 

and the sobering morning after of independence11.  

          The Mevungu retools the concept of public spheres and citizenship in Cameroon in 

several ways.  First, it levels a powerful criticism against the Western political discourse 

of human rights, which is often deployed to mask Judeo-Christian capitalist values that 

attempt to naturalize Eurocentric modernist ideology as a global norm. Second, the 

Mevungu demonstrates that women in Cameroon have always been powerful agents and 

political protagonists.  Third, it demonstrates the relationship between “visible attributes 

of power” and the steadiness of traditional forms of legitimacy that relying on ancestries, 

local spirituality and mysticism and the liberatory power of grassroots-based spirituality 

and politics.  These attributes are contraposed against a wobbly and unstable masculinity 

(and State) embedded in self-flagellation, egotism and the politics of entitlement to their 

desire.  
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              The Mevungu demonstrate Lacan’s notion of the “real,” and how, in order for 

the real to exist, a subset of the real which resists symbolization has to pre-exist. It 

requires the existence of something a-historical, an a-priori of historicity.  Within this 

context, the real becomes a tool to peel off the deception of reality. Consequently, for 

Alain Badiou, people who are not in a prevailing position to be noticed in society are not 

necessarily irrelevant, because it is the “lack” which reveals what it is real, the outside 

that defines the inside, the margin that defines the center.  For example, Badiou (2002, 

11-13) argues that for Western notions of citizenship to be secure, they must to take into 

consideration the figure of the illegal immigrant because that is how logics of exclusion 

and belonging are structured and how social construction confronts social reality. 

Therefore, even though the illegal alien is not counted as a citizen, he/she represents the 

“unseen truth” of citizenship because legal forms of citizenship in the West are built 

against the “other,” which includes the illegal alien.  Within this context, we find the 

11 These processes are taking place in an environment which is both traditional and modernist, a form of 
cosmopolitanism that Robert Stam calls “the aesthetics of garbage” which will be developed later in this 
work. 



notion of the Citizen (good) versus the Illegal (bad). This discourse of alterity, however, 

is based on faulty premises, because the “other” only exists as a figment of our 

imagination. Thus, to gain important insight into society, it is not sufficient to study what 

is good but also its opposite. Badiou warns that studying only what is legal or “good” can 

lead to evil because it has the potential for chauvinism, racial purity, self-love and lack of 

respect for difference.  It cannot tell what could possibly lead to arbitrarily dehumanize 

what is arrogantly labeled “illegal” or “bad.”  Therefore, traditional political typologies 

and identities defined by the state are limited because they are based exclusively on what 

the state can control, which is not the big picture12.  

        While the power of the Mevungu in Cameroon cannot be counted, it is the “real” 

thing that elites face in the course of their violent transgressions and excesses. The 

Mevungu demonstrates that the power of traditional religion still exists, even in a 

decomposed form. Bekolo claims that the “Mevungu is both neither a living object, a 

place nor a moment”. He follows that the “Mevungu is neither a desire nor a state of 

mind”. “The Mevungu is lived but cannot be defined.” “The Mevungu invites itself, it 

falls on you”. The Mevungu is the only thing that can liberate the country.  Therefore, 

religion is always negotiated, even in dictatorships, because these women have a mystical 

relationship to the land through genealogy.13  In this sense, they are the bearers of 

tradition, morality and respectability. The desire of the ruling elites to appropriate the 

Mevungu displays their fear of an as-yet unrealized nation that nevertheless will reveal 

them as fake Africans and real internal colonizers of their own people.  Yet they are 

unable to understand the Mevungu because it challenges their notion of “emboitement,” 
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12 Scholars such as James Scott, with his notions of “calculated conformity” (1990, 241-303), or Bhabha’s 
“mimicry” (1990, 210) show how illegal immigrants can manage to reap the same benefits as legal 
nationals. 

13 A point made by Jean-Pierre Bekolo during an interview with me a propos of his latest “Les Saignantes” 
(2005) in Austin, Texas on February 24-5, 2006. 



their notion of history based on the idea that temporal power automatically gives them 

spiritual power14.   

             The Mevungu is a decolonized approach to life. Consequently, it can be 

operationalized in two ways: its power to create life, but also to end it through curse. The 

Mevungu’s power derives from its complexity, which Jean-Pierre Bekolo defines as 

“something we see and experience but cannot be defined.”15  Consequently, “something 

we see and experience but cannot be defined” is the sacred power of genealogy and social 

memory, which continues to define us in many ways. In practice, it means that 

humankind and each individual are the product of forces within and beyond their control. 

In the case of Cameroon, cinema, within the Mevungu, becomes a technique which 

abolishes the distance between life and technology. It serves as an example how some 

bodies in Cameroon escape ideological containment through “counter-practices” such as 

traditional religions and values.  The Mevungu illustrates how traditional Cameroonian 

secret societies and subcultures can work with other counterpublics, such as progressive 

academics, writers, journalists, progressive clergymen and civil rights activists, to 

undermine Cameroon’s confused dictatorship.  It indicates that any serious political or 

cultural work in Cameroon must consider this reality, which demonstrates not only how 

some forms of lives protect themselves from corruption, but also how cinema can serve 

as a tool for liberation as well as propaganda, because communication is an important 

part of democracy.16  
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14 Suzanne McRae (121-131) argues that many African women can derive a great amount of power through 
tradition with the respect due to “special powers such as arcane knowledge of fetishes, proficiency in 
remedies for illness and injury and insight into human behavior.” 

15 Conversation with Bekolo: Austin-Texas, February 24-5, (2006). 

16 Cameroonian cinema reflects indigenous spaces, such as the Mevungu, that were never conquered by the
colonizers or their current rank- and- file cronies running contemporary Cameroon.  Kinship within these 
indigenous spaces has always depended on a cosmology independent of colonial and neo-colonial resources 
and hierarchical structures. Thus, the people involved in this cosmology have always staked out their identity 
as anti-colonial. They have always grasped the knowledge that selling out to the “man” means self-
annihilation. One has to recognize that colonization never had a deep cultural resonance with indigenous 
cosmology. I argue that colonization brings a value system and a teleology that is incompatible with practices 
such as the Mevungu. From there, the cultural war with colonization became a movement made up of 
networks, or “counterpublics,” because they operate side by side with the official public sphere and 
sometimes even within it. The protection of these counterpublics made possible the launching of anti-colonial 



Map of Africa and the genesis of stereotypes  

          Studying the colonial archives opens the door to study the representation of 

Africans by the colonizers. These images indicate that the power of the colonial archives 

resides in getting some Africans to perform the roles assigned to them in real life. The 

people highlighted here are not making any new rules; they are just going with the flow 

of the colonial archives. In the process, they become creative partners of the colonial 

archives by internalizing and reproducing the roles they learned from the colonizers. 

processes of liberation, which opened the door, for human rights activism such as the one led by 
Cameroonian filmmakers, an activism still being fought in contemporary Cameroon.  
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Fig. 1.2:  Posters for Pascal Blanchard and Eric Doroos’ Paris-Couleur (2005). This 

documentary uses the colonial archives to analyze the racist clichés in contemporary 

France emanating from the colonial era. 
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          Fela Kuti’s “African gentleman” mocks an African man who dons heavy, confining 

British attire in Africa’s intense climate: "…he puts on tie, he puts on coat/He covers his 

whole body with hot things…/He faints and falls down/He smells like shit/He 

unknowingly pisses on himself/I am not a gentleman like that! I am African man 

original!” Fela often gave interviews in his underwear to prove that point and married 27 

women to mock Western bourgeois values. By contrast, the picture above is the perfect 

image of the African Uncle Tom: always eager to mimic the white masters, and ready to 

endear himself to him at any cost. Writers such as Frantz Fanon (1967) and Cheikh 

Hamidou Kane also recognize that colonization has unsettled the subjectivities of the 

colonized, sending him or her on a quest for psychological borders and a frenetic 

definition of the self, what Sartre has called a “neurotic condition” (1963, 17). That 

condition extends to the social and the mechanisms of symbolic order. Colonization has 

ushered a process of de-localization, and each colonized individual has attempted to 

either either embrace the colonized world (as Fanon describes in Black Skin, White Mask 

[1967]) or return to the cultivation of African ancestral wisdom and ways of being. 

Others could not bear the dilemma and literally committed physical and symbolic suicide, 

as with Samba Diallo, the tragic hero of Cheikh Hamidou Kane in L’Aventure Ambigue 

(1983).  Samba Diallo confronted the dilemma of staying true to his origins or betraying 
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them by choosing to commit suicide, recognizing that colonization is a process of not 

only physical but intellectual de-localization17.  

Power, governance as emotional disorder 

Fig. 1.4  Negrologie: Why Africa is Dying (2003). This picture is reminiscent of Bogle’s 

work on black stereotypes such as Tom, Coons, Buck, Mammies and the tragic mulato 

(1989). The picture here is one of the buck: the brutal and oversexed black man. Smith 

uses this picture to highlight this half-naked man as the epitome of the African who failed 

17 Also see: Olivier Tchouaffe, “Fela Ransome Kuti: Black Icons and Issues of representation” in Toyin
Falola and Ann Genova (Eds): Yoruba Creativity, Fiction, Language and Songs. Africa World Press, Inc. 
Trenton, New Jersey. P. 311-321 
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to be civilized and is now stuck halfway somewhere between an animal and a human 

being and whose cruelty becomes senseless and mind-numbing. 

   Fig 1.5 portraits of African dictators:  Each of theses pictures symbolizes a certain 

style and vulgarity, highlighting the insanity of absolute power and providing reliable bait 

for the outrage of the global intellectual and moral elites while ignoring their conditions 

as sacrificial offerings to the colonial archives in terms of foolishness and the grotesque. 

Top: Idi Amin Dada took power in Uganda in 1971. During the following eight years, his 
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terror-regime killed half a million people and brought the country to the edge of ruin. 

Amin totally abolished the democracy in Uganda; anyone who didn't obey the regime 

was brutally murdered. Next: Jean-Bedel Bokassa of the Central African Republic. He 

took power by force in 1966. He later proclaimed himself emperor. He is notorious for 

calling the French presidents De Gaulle “daddy” and Giscard d’Estaing “brother.” He is 

also known for his cannibalism. He was deposed in 1979 and fled to France. 

Bottom: Mobutu Sese Seko, dictator of Zaire (formerly Congo). Stole billions from his 

national treasury. Eventually fled and died in Morocco in 1997 age 67. Full name 

translates to "The all-powerful warrior who, because of his endurance and inflexible will 

to win, will go from conquest to conquest leaving fire in his wake."  

“Not even niggers”: Colonel Oliver, Nick Nolte playing General Romeo Dallaire 

(below) in Hotel Rwanda (2004) witnessing the climax of African savagery in the 

twentieth century through the Rwandan genocide. Colonel Olivier is appalled by the 

savagery with which Africans turn on each other rather than the major powers that 

created these conditions. Genocide becomes the ultimate expression of internalized 

repression, in which people take out their anger on those weaker than themselves. It is the 

ultimate anti- Fanonian insurrection of the “wretched of the earth” because it follows 
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historical patterns in reverse. Fanon tells his readers on the first page of his first book, 

Black Skin White Masks, that he writes "for a new humanism." (1967:7) He ends his last 

book, The Wretched of the Earth, written after exposure to the full barbarism of French 

colonialism, as follows: "For Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, comrades, we must 

turn over a new leaf, we must work out new concepts, and try to set afoot a new man." 

(1976: 255). In Rwanda, we not talking about “setting afoot a new man.” We are talking 

instead about de-volution into animality.  

Fig 1.6 and fig 1.7 and 1.8 pictures of the Rwandan genocides. 

Fig 1.9 pictures of Jean Bosco Barayagwiza, one of the senior journalists at Radio Milles-

Collines.  

17 



This is an example of state propaganda gone amok, which has helped create the Rwandan 

genocide of 1994.  

Don Cheadle as Paul Rusesabagina in Hotel Rwanda 

Map of Cameroon 

Power in Cameroon 
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Power in Cameroon demonstrates that independence within French legality and rule is 

nothing but a form of neo-colonialism. 

Ahmadou Ahidjo (left) ruled the country from independence on January 1, 1960 to his 

sudden resignation in 1982. He died in exile in Dakar, Senegal in 1989. His appointed 

successor, Paul Biya (right), has been in charge since November 6, 1982. Ahidjo and 

Biya are important to the study of the meaning of independence within the colonial 

archives of Cameroon. The parallels between them are so numerous as to demonstrate the 

colonial archives and the reproduction of power as a nepotistic affair. The reason they 

both failed to respond to independence and the call for a new beginning is because they 

are both an extraction from the colonized middle class (nurse, post office clerics, 

bureaucrats, soldiers, and missionaries) and signposts for the colonial lower class.  They 

shared basic tenets in absolute power and personality cults. They both believed in 

violence and intimidation as a means to resolve political conflicts. They both, however, 

fancied themselves “democrats,” which explains why they continued to enforce colonial 

social and political boundaries in the country. Both are products of the French colonial 

administration and poster boys for power as paralysis and lethargy. Fanon (1967) and 

Sekyi-Otu (1996) have pointed out that the relationship of colonizer demand and 

colonized desire is an open secret; Fanon was among the first theorists to draw a parallel 

between psychoanalysis and the colonization, and Sekyi-Otu noted that “the very primacy 

of the psychic and the psychological are put into question in light of the "sociopolitical ... 

lived experience of the black” (1996, 7-8). 
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Within this context, it is not surprising that Ahidjo and Biya’s regimes continued 

to reproduce a bureaucratic management of the country similar to that of colonialism. 

Mahmood Mamdani notes in Citizen and Subject (1996) that colonization indentured the 

notion of a bifurcated state in Africa with two political, economical, cultural and legal 

regimes, whereas indigenous rural Africans were ruled by traditional chiefs under 

customary laws that Mamdani termed “decentralized despotism” and the British called 

“Indirect Rule” (1996, 49). This decentralization served the purpose of the colonial state, 

because it was able to create a higher central power grounded on the assumption of racial, 

ethnic or class supremacy. To gain entry into that higher power, the citizen had to 

undergo a deracialization process, which led today to deracialization without 

democratization.  Deracialization cultivates self-hatred by forcing the native to divest him 

or herself from his “barbarous” indigenous background and become civilized -- an 

“Oreo,” meaning black on the outside, white on the inside. Mamdani claims that the 

process creates a chasm between the top brass in the cities and the incorporation of rural 

residents into the central body of the state.  He writes that “Although its capacity to 

dominate grew through a dispersal of its own power, the colonial state claimed this 

process to be no more than a deference to local tradition and custom....The most 

important legacy of colonial rule... may lie in the inherited impediments to 

democratization” (1996, 25).  
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Decolonizing Cameroonian culture: Cameroonian cinema, colonial 
archives, Hidden Transcripts and Anti-Documentary Tradition  

Native Context 

     Cameroon’s colonial history is very peculiar making the fight for decolonization very 

singular.  Its former colonizers were the Portuguese (1472-1600); the Dutch (1600-1700); 

the British (1700-1850); the Germans (1884-1919) and the French and the British again 

(1919-1960). Cameroon is one of the most geographically and culturally diverse 

countries on the continent of Africa. Its area is 475, 000 square miles, about the size of 

California or Spain. Cameroon has a population of 16 million people, comprised of 

nearly 200 ethnic groups. A German colony from 1884 until 1916, Cameroon was seized 

in World War I and divided between Britain and France after the Germans lost the war. 

The distinct Anglophone and Francophone areas were reunited as an independent country 

in 1961. Approximately one-fourth of Cameroonians are Anglophone. The country is a 

dictatorship ruled by Paul Biya since November 1982. He took over power when he was 

handpicked by Ahmadou Ahidjo to become his successor. Ahidjo himself ruled the 

country from 1960 to 1982 when he suddenly resigned18.  

        Cameroonian cinema and colonial archives 
This work begins with the notion of colonial archives because it deserves a 

deeper theoretical understanding. In Africa, everyone who writes about the place has to 

situate himself vis-à-vis this archival colonial production. Archive production is an in-

house process of information and knowledge gathering which derives its power and 

legitimacy from the bureaucratic accumulation of facts, figures, data and a competent 
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18 It is important to point out that due to the local pressure of human right activists and globalization, 
human rights activists mentioned to me during field trips in the country how easy it was now to get permits 
to protest. They also mentioned that the government’s arrest of oppositional figures was almost inexistent. 
The state needs to build an international appeal to maintain good relationships with international financial 
donors.  Apparently, the government is equally giving due consideration to the human rights and 
democracy discourse coming from Washington D.C.  



execution in creating the psychological condition for the mass acceptance of a particular 

worldview. Archiving is informed by the power dynamics and the discursive context 

within which the archive is operated.  Therefore, the process of archiving extends beyond 

the world of documentation to produce a theory on the conditions under which some 

forms of life, power and proper behavior get institutionalized. Consequently, archiving 

reveals how hegemony, mythical and legendary achievements and legend get produced 

through the means of iconography, symbolism, mysticism, and lawmaking within a 

bureaucratic process of rationality and competence19.  

              Moreover, there is no effective authority without the control of archive, as 

Jacques Derrida points out in Archive Fever (1996).  He writes that the word archive is 

derived from the Greek “archons” which means “house” and a place where law and order 

are prescribed and authority exercised (1996, 76-79). Within the “house/archive,” new 

objects of investigation can be closely undertaken, including, the nature of power, rituals, 

myths, language and art, and how the nature of bonds and relationships are negotiated. 

The archive becomes a site at which to study the intersections of power and control 

because it contains the rules and values under which people relate to each other and 

produce works of imagination. 

          Equally, archival handling brings forward the question of access and contribution 

in archival-making. In this sense, the archive can be used for positive or negative aims. 

The process highlights whether the archive is used to reinforce one single authority at the 

expense of the others, or guarantees that checks and balances are put into place to ensure 

that the contribution to the archive is democratic and used to instrumentalize uplift and 

higher ideals.  
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19 This is a reference to Max Weber’s (1969) work and the knowledge that even if most states are founded 
on violence, some form of political legitimacy is necessary to run the state and the bureaucracy. In this 
case, Weber points out that that the monopoly on political violence by the state is only successful when its 
bureaucracy successfully controls the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in the enforcement 
of its order. Weber notes that charisma means “gift of grace” and it is essential for the running of the state 
because the legitimacy of rational-legal authority also relies on the people’s perception of leadership as 
noble, heroic almost super-human. It signals the shift from traditional society when the sacred was believed 
to be directly bestowed on the leader by God himself. Today, charisma is constructed through bureaucratic 
processes such as the state and the media.  



            Derrida, furthermore, argues that archival work implies learning how to live in the 

future by thinking through the past (1996, 36). In Cameroon, a world where brash 

colonial caricatures rub alongside deep needs for respectability, it means that power can 

only be reversed when a true process of decolonization begins to hit back at the colonial 

archive and comes up with its own legitimate system of information and archive.  

Derrida argues that the notion of the archive refers to the social order and the exercise of 

law and power. This process can only be interpreted from the standpoint of the master.  In 

Cameroonian cinema, the camera acts as a type of archive, retrieving and displaying lost 

memories but also adding new ones, bringing the tension between knowledge and 

memory and the impossibility of finding the source or origin of the truth (1996, 100). All 

the information presented in the movie is from a Cameroonian’s standpoint, but not every 

Cameroonian trusts that memory because, as Derrida points out, the truth cannot be 

known and therefore not archived. He claims that the truth is, thus,  the ash of archives 

(1996, 100). Archives “integrate the necessity, inside the psychic itself, of a certain 

outside, of certain borders between insides and outsides. And with this domestic outside, 

that is to say also with the hypothesis of an internal substrate, surface, or space without 

which there is neither registration, impression nor suppression... prepares the idea of a 

psychic archive distinct from spontaneous memory” (1996, 19).  Derrida is the most 

hopeful when he claims that the search for the truth is a constant search for an elusive 

truth that cannot be found, as he points out in Archives (1996, 167), because the 

recollection of memory in Cameroon brings to the surface a great number of issues, 

including, from racial tensions, unfulfilled desires and longing, the unequal distribution 

of cultural power between France and Cameroon, the agency of recognition, the 

negotiation of power, visibility and access, and the power of constructing one’s 

representation and history between the two entities.  These issues are shaping 

contemporary Cameroon.  

           Within that context, archival study becomes the focus to highlight the relevance of 

historical self-examination in Cameroon and how ideas about trauma and violence 
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become embedded in the social fabric and the politics of the place20.  The colonial 

archives concern the role of former colonial empires in newly independent countries, the 

questions of writing history for those who supposedly have none, and particularly for the 

colonized non-Europeans, the problem of equality. These questions can only be answered 

in a context that is democratic21.   

The colonial archives have to be understood equally in relation to bodies, 

characters and performances, and the drawing of Cameroon’s mental landscape and 

behaviors that followed. Walter Benjamin in Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 

(1936, 1979) writes that once art objects become mass-produced, it becomes possible for 

powerful institutions to create mass spectacles that serve the purpose of the dictatorship. 

Within this context, this author claims that the mass productions of art also applies to 

bodies and consequently colonial archives continue to create mass spectacles through 

these bodies.22  Thus, archival power constructs not only History, but also personal 

histories.  In turn, these personal histories signify the country’s collective history, 

bridging the distance between the private and the public. One informs the other and vice-

versa. Within that context, cinema explores others possibilities of life23.  It exemplifies 
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20 This work will argue that taking stock of the colonial archives is a way in to peg its roles in the 
continuous poisoning of the country’s cultural geography and political status quo which no longer 
correspond to those ordinary Cameroonians’ deep internal sense of self and experiences. In this sense, 
Cameroonian cinema makes the point that the country’s struggles to modernize are not simply the result of 
a stubborn tradition resisting progress, but the result of a place struggling to come to terms with its own 
history and memory. 
21 It is very important to note that criticizing the colonial archives does not mean rejecting the entirety of 
western civilization but only what it is viewed as its decadent components. Case in point, this author is 
relying on technologies such as the printing press, cinema and the Internet which are western inventions. 
This is not simply a Luddites’ project. This project argues against the elites’ adoption of wrong western 
values which are “white trash values.”   John Hartigan in Odd Tribes (2005) and Maurice Berger (2000) in 
Whites Lies: Race and the Myth of Whiteness define “white trash” as the stigma attached to white people 
who failed to live up to their birthrights and the privileges of whiteness because of their cultural 
bankruptcy, which expresses itself in  “crude manners, abnormally low moral standards, and lack of 
cultured behavior and /or education,” resulting in their lack of informations, with which, to make decisions 
about treatment for their chronic mental laziness and ultimately failure of their civic duty. Thus, they point 
out that “white trash” is the most disparaged and despised category of whiteness (2000, 284) as their 
counterparts the “Black trash.”  

22 In the following pages, the author claims that the colonized, by trying to feed on the images created by 
the colonizer, sacrificed their own life and personality willingly. 
23 This question is borrowed from Jacques Derrida and the philosophical question raised by the archives, 
which is ultimately learning how to live with dignity and to follow one’s passion in life and to leave a trace.  



the notion that only a democratic culture can create unifying symbols and values in 

Cameroon by re-establishing a form of historical intelligibility with creativity, a 

progressive utopia to shape a new form of national identity.  

This work recognizes that confronting the colonial archives is not always an 

easy exercise. It opens up wounds and skeletons stocked in the closets. In Cameroon, it 

means confronting head on the scars and the nightmares of colonization. There was a 

time when ordinary Cameroonians were overtly considered lesser human beings than 

whites, and constantly brutalized by the colonizers. The consequence of not examining 

that past, however, is far worse, because it creates an impossibility of making sense of 

one’s identity, memory, historical intelligibility and political meaning.   Derrida writes in 

The Spectres of Marx (1994) that life is impossible without a trace. He attributes the trace 

to the figure of the “ghost.” He claims that “one only learns how to live with the ghosts,” 

meaning that life cannot make sense without a politics of memory; life finds its meaning 

through relationships and connections, through thinking of the others whether dead or not 

even born (1994, 9), because our identity is the accumulation of many other identities 

inside of us. In the case of Cameroon, the trace or the ghost is the colonial spectre, which, 

scary as it is, is not something to run away from, but to challenge and embrace as part of 

the national psyche. Running away from the ghost is running away from oneself, from a 

promise, from a response, from taking responsibility for tomorrow. Therefore, thinking 

with the ghost, being with the ghost, is coming to terms with the past in order to take 

responsibility for one memory, one identity, and one future. Democracy is the recognition 

that the other is valuable and has a contribution to make. Within that context, the ghost 

becomes the figure of the trace, the other who existed before me and also the other yet to 

be born. It is between this parameter of life and death that one learns how to live.  

            Consequently, I argue that Cameroonian cinema is reflecting a generation of 

postcolonial citizens ready to examine their country’s colonial archives, to determine how 

its legacy informs their government’s neo-colonial ideology and practices, and to build 

new forms of progressive social utopias and charismas. Dealing with the past is learning 

to live in the future, and the country’s colonial past is the necessary tunnel to go through 

to capture the shining light of freedom on the horizon. Therefore, watching Cameroon’s 
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corpus of films, the viewer understands that dealing with the past is not being insensitive 

to change. Archives can have more than one meaning. In the case of Cameroonian 

cinema, it is the knowledge that the French colonial past is not just a fait accompli, but a 

corpus of knowledge that demands to be reinterpreted from a native standpoint.  

Ashis Nandy writes that colonization is equally predicated on a homology 

between a childhood and state of being colonized, and how colonization was 

conceptualized as a necessary step to progress involving helping the infantile and 

primitive Africans out of barbarism through a stage of adult maturation whose ultimate 

result was rational modernity (1988, 12). Within that context, archival studies are more 

important in Cameroon because the French parliament has recently taken upon itself to 

require the teachings of the “positive” aspects of colonization in schools, a law that not 

only infringes on educational independence, integrity and neutrality of the discipline of 

history, but brings into question the function of history and its usefulness in the 

contemporary world, and more particularly the urgency in surviving the colonial 

archives.24 This decision matters in Cameroon still today because it maintains the 

Cameroonian and the French state’s control over the colonial archives rendering the 

prospect of studying colonial history difficult because of these governments restricting 

access to these archives. 

               This work argues that it is dangerous for the history or the memory of one place 

to become the subject of bureaucratic control either from the state or professional 

historians using their cultural authority to leverage a particular ideology and power 

system to keep ordinary citizens in a constant state of cultural trance. In the case of 

Cameroon, the study of history must serve democratic and developmental purposes. 
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24 France is the former colonizer of Cameroon. Moreover, see Olivier Lecour-Grandmaison’s article in 
Libération (in French) on Algeria Watch, Maryline Dumas: “Colonization, une loi qui fait honte a notre 
pays” in l’Humanite, December 8,2005: http://www.humanite.presse.fr/journal/2005-12-08/2005-12-08-
819560, P.Boilley, “Loi du 23 fevrier 2005, colonisation, indigenes, victimizations. Evocations binaires, 
representations primaires et Jean-Pierre Chretien, “Le Passe colonial: le devoir d’histoire” in Politique 
Africaines, no98, June 2005, p.131-140 and 141-148 respectively. They all claim that the laws passed by 
the French Parliament on February 23, 2005 mandating the French school system teach colonization’s 
positive aspects was a condescending way to shut down any discussions about France’s colonial past. It is 
also important to note, according to the work of scholars such as Robert Young (1990, 1995), that notions 
such as “teaching positive aspects of colonialism,” show that the colonial text allows forms of “slippage” 
that the colonized or former colonized can use to influence the relationship (1990, 102). 



Within that Cameroonian context, I use cinema as a tool for the liberation of history from 

state-control, rather than just a collection of images and sounds. Cameroonian cinema 

brings forth the necessity for a new democratic historical paradigm. It highlights 

differences between hegemonic forms of institutionalized history and ordinary lives, 

history and individual histories and the role of art not as an enforcer of official history but 

as a tool to tell the truth. Thus, Cameroonian cinema works to “trace the cause and effects 

between an intolerable present and the colonial violence of yesterday to understand how a 

country could fail to succeed as a state which was once composed of well-structured 

traditional societies.” 25 Cameroonian filmmakers bring forth the knowledge that the 

critical reflection about the past is not only the work of historians or politicians.  Instead, 

it raises awareness about the state’s monopoly over history and memory and the notion 

that history is not a science of the past but of the present.  Thus, cinema works to retrieve 

the past, demonstrating contemporary indigenous creativity and contribution to 

Cameroonian culture.  

             Thus, this present writer argues that the colonial archives served to define and 

indenture the African as a savage in order to perpetuate the lock-step generational 

maintenance of colonial neuroses as the justification not to fix historical wrongs. These 

processes take their origin in the “White Man’s burden,”26 groups of “white knights” 

bringing their “civilizing mission” to a backward continent. The colonial archives operate 

through the construction of a popular understanding of colonization through the uses of a 

range of material, textual and audio-visual representations including books, newspapers, 

colonial films, radio and television newsreels, colonial government archives, church 

records, and colonial monuments.  

           The archives do not only operate on an abstract and aesthetic level. There were 

active agents representing a particular view of the continent, setting down the 
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25  Jean-Marie Teno in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992). One must note that the social and creative 
influences of this cinema are not readily palpable if the importance given to films is based on market 
expectations and on box-office analysis. This cinema comes at the public differently. It relies on the 
appreciation of ideas and intellect 
26 The White Man’s Burden (1899) is a book published by Rudyard Kipling advocating the colonization of 
the Philippines by the United States. The notion of “white man’s burden” became a symbolic term for the 
Western world’s so- called duty to “civilize” the rest of the planet.  



psychological and emotional context for the relationship between the colonizers and the 

colonized and the beliefs systems contours that underlie that relationship. The greatest 

archival power lies in its capacity for reproducing itself indefinitely and seamlessly, like 

commodities in industrial assembly lines. Within these reproductions, the archives have 

contemporary dimensions. They are reproducing the knowledge of Africans as “savages” 

to become the major trope of the continent’s failure to modernize.  They continue to feed 

and keep alive the portrait of the African as a person who is atavistically resisting 

modernity, democracy and human rights to become a dangerous figure of nihilism.27 The 

colonial archives inform the Eurocentric oppositional discourse, presenting the West as a 

place of law, order and reason versus Africa as a place of despotism and war. It is a 

language and aesthetics of power, not interested in objectivity but in absolute power by 

any means necessary, including, scapegoating28.   

Colonial Archives and “Necropolitics” 

              It is still important to point out that this artistic endeavor is taking place in a 

dangerous political climate where violence is perceived as a sign of authenticity. 

Consequently, even in our contemporary world, there are no generational differences 

between colonized and post-colonized Cameroonians. The place still exists as a fiction, as 

a place of unreality and impossibility, an area of zero-institution, a fantasy of the pre-
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27 Two notorious contemporary examples of that line of thinking come from works such as Richburg, 
Keith’s. 1997 book, Out of America: A Black Man Confronts Africa. (Basic Books), and more recently 
Stephen Smith,’s Negrologie: Pourquoi L’Afrique Meurt. Paris: published by Calmann Levy in 2003. Their 
works are basically diatribes representing Africans as genocidal maniacs incapable of rational thought. 
Unfortunately, as Jo Ellen Fair (1992) points out, these kinds of stereotypes hold sway in the western 
imagination. There is also preexisting cultural material for this purpose, such as Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 
Darkness, and the Tarzan movie series. 
Challenging the absence of balanced news, the filmmakers are positioning themselves as the curators of 
African images, history and everyday life, and proposing information and a reality that are not readily 
available in the incomplete coverage of mainstream corporate media and state-owned propaganda machines. 
Scholars such as Fair (1992), Ela (1994, 1998) and Allimadi (2003) claim that in this process of providing 
indigenous narratives to decolonize the continent’s imagery, its under-representation of social reality and 
everyday life, it is important to confront the global mental images and the cognitive geography of Africans to 
reveal that they are capable of homegrown answers to their problems and therefore able to develop without 
outside domination.  

28 The notion of colonial archives is also an ideological one in Cameroon, meaning that there are a number 
of people in Cameroon coming to this question with their minds made up. It just brings forth the 
complexities between republican ideals and values, and the realities of power. 



social, a place of limitless enjoyment, transgression, perversion and nihilism29. These 

caricatures are blurring the dividing line between the real and the imaginary. However, 

they are defining sceneries, roles and functions that are real. These processes come from 

the neo-colonial reinforcement of a geopolitical repartition of the world between “routine 

orderly state” and “draconic disorderly state.” As with Achille Mbembe, “the colonies 

become and remain the location par excellence where the controls and guarantees of 

judicial order can be suspended” (2003, 1). He goes on to note that the colonies are a 

“zone where the violence of the state of exception is deemed to operate in the service of 

“civilization” (2003, 1). Consequently, this author argues that property rights and 

management are important sites to understand how processes of governmentality, 

lawmaking, values, subject formation, social division are incubated on a local and global 

scale. It helps, moreover to grasp processes through which segments of the population are 

both physically or symbolically annihilated from public life30 and perpetually 

constructed, in their own country, as the constitutive other through neo-liberal capitalism 

practices, imagination and self-reinvention.  

               In “draconic disorderly states,” moreover, culture is the first casualty. There is 

no culture in it because, in “draconic disorderly states,” there is past and no future, no 

division between human beings and animal, there is nothing either sacred or profane, 

there is nothing legitimate or illegitimate, and there is no right and wrong. It is a world of 

survival, immediacy and opportunism. The perpetual struggle to stay alive pre-empts any 

complicated cerebral activities other than the desire to live to see another day. 31

29 

29 The notion of zero-institution refers to Levi-Strauss’s work (1969) and how he defines a pre-social 
world, a place with no counterpart, a black hole. 
30 A civilized version of this debate comes from scholars such as Jurgen Habermas who explains that
“Only property owning people were admitted to a public engaged in critical political debate, for their 
autonomy was rooted in the sphere of commodity exchange…for while the wage laborers were forced to 
exchange their labor power as their sole commodity, the property owning private people related to each 
other as owner of commodities through an exchange of goods. Only the latter were their own masters; only 
they should be enfranchised to vote-admitted to the public use of reason” (1991, 109-110). He was 
criticized by scholars such as Nancy Fraser who criticized him for not considering the household and 
family life as a site of labor production, exchange, exploitation and resistance 

31 In the Colonial Misunderstanding, Teno films inside the “Rothe Rathaus,” the venue where the Berlin 
Conference of 1884-5 took place and where Africa was carved up by major colonial powers in order to 
create the continent as western colonies and put into place strategies to keep Africa under perpetual 



Achille Mbembe’s notion of “Necropolitics” signifies the fundamental issue that in some 

African nations power resides outside of the law. It is a regime of terror inherited from 

colonization. Mbembe describes “Necropolitics” as “Death worlds, new and unique 

forms of social existence in which vast populations are subjected to condition of life 

conferring upon them the status of living dead. Under the condition of necropower, the 

lines between resistance and suicide, sacrifice and redemption, martyrdom and freedom 

are blurred” (2003, 40).  

              “Necropolitics” is highlighted here to demonstrate the failure of progressive 

politics in Africa and the economy of death that had replaced the failure of development 

projects in Africa. Thus, the contemporary African state is nothing but the continuity of 

the colonial one in which the monopolization of violence is not to secure the prosperity of 

the citizen but to ensure the state’s own self-preservation through violence and theft of 

resources. Reading Mbembe, one gets the sense of why art is, above all, an act of 

resistance against social death in Cameroon. Mbembe writes that in the post-

independence era, the condition of most African countries including Cameroon is mired 

in the blind political ambition and shortsightedness of the ruling top brass, resulting in the 

political framework that he calls “necropolitics.” In Mbembe’s necropolitics, there are no 

distinctions between the self and the repressive state. There is no way to make a 

distinction between individualism and collective agencies and between colonialism, neo-

colonialism and freedom. In Mbembe’s work, it is impossible to recognize agency. 

Necropolitics is a horror-numbed world, a world where life is impossible. There is 

nothing left in necropolitics besides starting body counts.  

One might argue that there is a positive side to the description of 

“necropolitics” in the ways that the depiction of this horrific universe might invite 

empathy and compassion. However, during an interview on October 28, 2003 with 

Modeste Mba Talla of the newspaper “Mutations,” Mbembe claims he is so disgusted 
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pressure, what Mbembe refers to as “draconic disorderly state” (2003, 1). This is also highlighted, by Pr 
Kangue Ewane, in the movie . Furthermore, while discussing the character of Essindi Mindja in Africa, I 
Will Fleece You (1992), I argue that Teno uses the personage mode of expression particularly marked by an 
excessive use of profanities, lewdness and spitting to highlight something deeper than alienation which is 
the description of a chaos, a vortex with no possibility of escape, a world of lost senses and meanings.  



with Cameroon, that he has cut all contact with the country since 1993 and does not plan 

to return. Mbembe suggests that Cameroon is a necro-world like Haiti where the “tonton-

macoutization” of life no longer offers an avenue for spiritual and intellectual renewal. In 

that interview, Mbembe ventures to highlight what he sees as the incurable sadism of the 

Cameroonian top brass and the spectacle of torment they are forcing the population to 

endure. Mbembe is so disgusted that he makes sure to cast himself as an off-screen extra 

who has managed to break out of that necro-world where death and life are so embedded 

in one another that it is no longer possible to discern life from death. Paradise cannot be 

saved in Cameroon because there are few differences between the elites who are 

consuming the flesh of their people and the people who do not resist these attacks. They 

are still clinging to the notion that they can still get by with no limbs and brain. Life is 

better as animated corpses than no life at all, and this attitude reinforces psychological 

and moral blockages that cannot be redeemed. Thus, Mbembe no longer attempts to scare 

us into sensitivity. There seems to be no desperate measure to reawaken these people who 

are so corrupted that their bodies can no longer be saved. They cannot remember what 

death looks like and even less what life looks like.  

          As Mbembe points out in the same interview, the death of Ruben Um Nyobe, a 

Cameroonian civil rights leader, during the fight for independence was a Christ-like 

sacrifice that was supposed to acquaint Cameroonians with the notion of death which is 

necessary to understand the gift of life, the sanctity of the flesh and the divinity within 

them. Rather, this death has been forgotten and in the Necro-world, carnality reigns 

supreme. The memory is lost, the humanity dead, the capacity to feel gone, the capacity 

to imagine non-existent. What is left is a theatre of zombies feeding off each other’s 

rotten flesh. The Necro-world that produces necro-politics is a world of infinite bad luck, 

and Mbembe wants nothing to do with it. There is a lack of possible situations, no 

political will from the people.  

Mbembe claims that his unique tie to his country of birth is the national soccer 

squad. While I focus on film here, it is true that soccer players are another social field to 

watch in Cameroon because they have resources and legitimacy. They are setting 

authentic standards of upstanding citizenship. Their public predicaments are the stuff of 
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legend even to Mbembe. The Cameroonians’ indomitable Lions are one of the best soccer 

teams in the world and their abilities to defy the laws of gravity with a soccer ball extend 

far beyond the reach of the soccer stadium. The indomitable Lions represent a fierce 

defiance against the tyranny of expectations and their legacies are inspiring generations 

of Cameroonians32. 

When the question of life and death is not central to the questions of aesthetics, there 

cannot be value to other forms of aesthetics because aesthetics needs to be grounded in 

real life. This process, however, does not mean that cinema has to reproduce death. It 

only means that the context of production has to be taken into an account. 

Necropolitics and the Hidden Transcript 

In a chapter titled “Freedom: The Power to Say No” in African Experiences of 

Cinema (Bakari & Cham 1996:70-7), Teno comments on the role of film in the 

decolonization process and the aesthetics of liberation and cultural capacity to mediate 

social change. Teno is well aware of the role of politics in the making of cinema. He 

echoes African film scholars such as Teshome Gabriel (1988, 1989, 1994) and Frank 

Ukadike (1994), who claim that the colonial project left Africa little choice but turn to an 

“activist cinema” in order to undo the damage of colonization. First, Teno points to the 

historical context of African cinema. The emergence of militant cinema in Africa is not 

the fruit of hazard. The continent has a long history of exploitation and colonial 

oppression by Western powers. Thus, in their thematic content and narrative strategy, 

African films (like most Third Cinema films) aim at recuperating the original culture long 

suppressed by colonizers. This intention explains why African cinema generally rejects 

Hollywood narrative style in an effort to extend its narrative to fit within African cultural 

and socio-political realities.  
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32 It is important to note the rapprochement between Cameroonian soccer super stars such as Samuel Eto’o 
and grassroots democratic activists such as Pius N’jawe of Le Messager. In his latest visit to that newspaper 
on December 24, 2005, Eto’o claimed that “Je dis toujours, moi je vais vivre pour voir le Cameroun 
changer et, je vais travailler pour cela” [I am going to do everything possible in my power to see my 
country change]. http://www.cameroon-info.net/cmi_show_news.php?id=17151 



The goal is to open up avenues to discuss a second decolonization by 

reducing the gap between a French- groomed elite and ordinary Cameroonians who, even 

without a French education, have the moral right to function as effective citizens. Thus, 

this homegrown library is designed to confront the collectively forged colonial cultural 

schemes representing Cameroonian citizenship as predominantly for the French-

educated, with all the cultural and economic privileges attached to it, and sustained by the 

neo-colonial state. Intrinsic to these constructions is the maintenance of a social order 

through establishing the belief that social advancement was reserved for a certain class of 

“evolues,” while the rest of the population who did not make the cut were considered 

colonized nationals. 

         In the process, Cameroonian cinema understands the power of the camera in 

contributing to the creation of a world of decolonization where possibilities of life are 

discussed, rather than the ability to kill being the measure of power. For example, in 

order to discuss human rights and democracy, Cameroon has to reconcile itself with its 

violent past, beginning to rehabilitate those who actively fought to liberate the country 

from the colonial clutches of France, because these are really the kinds of memory that 

need to be transmitted.  

             More importantly, within that context, this author argues that cinema reflects on 

its role as a technological icon of social changes. It prefigures the progressive evolution 

of Cameroonian society according a particular importance to marginal public bodies of 

resistance.  James Scott develops the concept of “hidden transcripts”. He explains that the 

“hidden transcripts” are constructed by oppressed groups as they congregate “offstage” to 

speak and act outside of the elites’ surveillance and repressive apparatuses (1990, 4). It is 

a way for the subordinate to express his protests while not being a target of punishment. 

Because “the hidden transcripts” by nature are secretive and conspiratorial, they are not 

subject to policing and repression. In that context, “the hidden transcripts” thrive because, 

as James Scott argues, participants in a hidden transcript control its creations, contents, 

dissemination and termination.  
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Grassroots communication activism and human rights are worthy of 

investigation because the road to democracy in Cameroon is entangled in these processes. 

Moreover, within the global context of grassroots democratic activism, this cinema 

indicates the rise of an organic consciousness and places the country on a global 

continuum of human rights, highlighting the complex tensions between modernity and 

tradition. The aim here is to shift from a continental effect of African cinemas taken 

collectively, and study a national cinema impacting the political discourse locally. Within 

that process, a generic notion of “African cinema” is not always the best approach 

because it brushes away important national specificities.  The present writer proposes that 

Teno’s films are testimonies that serve to pick up the broken pieces of the selves 

shattered by centuries of colonization and neo-colonialism, and put them back together. 

Teno’s cinema highlights the freedom to construct a true self while yearning to live in a 

community that is democratic and offers other people the opportunity to fulfill their god-

given talents and gifts. The tension between both ideals is at the heart of Cameroonian 

cinema. The present writer identifies Teno’s political strategies and his writing of 

Cameroonians’ “hidden transcripts” to understand and counteract the ruses and 

manipulations of power. This process slowly creates a tidal wave that is permeating the 

national conversation. Moreover, it demonstrates that the democratic ideals emanating 

from these conversations are slowly emerging from below the mainstream official public 

sphere.   

For example, in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), Teno emphasizes the role of 

memory and citizenship and argues that a person who cannot remember his past is 

alienated, his life without  meaning or purpose, and as Teno suggests, will waste his life 

in meaningless pursuits, like drinking himself to death. Teno proposes that memory lives 

outside the realm of the state. As James Scott argues, participants in a hidden transcript 

control its creations, contents, dissemination and termination.  

In Africa, I Will Fleece, You (1992), Teno suggests that behind the veneer of 

social rectitude, the “public transcript” disseminated by the top brass is hollow 

propaganda that is treacherous and alienating, because that “public transcript” is nothing 

but a slight makeover of colonial propaganda that the elites in Cameroon continue to 
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endorse as a political and cultural policy.  The public officials’ performances do not 

correspond to the stories and memories that most Cameroonians know through the 

“hidden transcript,” which emanates from popular memory and culture kept alive by 

these modern griots33.  

In Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), the top brass in power are clearly out of 

touch with the people they are supposed to represent. They are caught feigning patriotism 

when Teno asks the question why a country “with well structured traditional societies 

changed into an incompetent state?” The answer evidently lies in the fact that these elites 

in power have grossly misplaced priorities. 

Hidden Transcripts and the Anti-Documentary Tradition 

              This corpus of films mostly relies on “anti-documentary” or “reverse or shared 

anthropology.” The idea of “reverse or shared anthropology” had been attributed to 

Manthia Diawara and his film Rouch in Reverse (1995), in which he filmed Jean Rouch, 

considered to be the father of visual anthropology, in his home country of France in order 

to reflect on the power relationship between the colonizers and the colonized involved in 

the making of anthropological films. The “anti-documentary” is motivated by the desire 

to remove the genre from the paternal clutches of the colonizers in order to liberate 

African culture from the colonial ideology. 

         The documentary tradition of Cameroonian cinema and, Jean-Marie Teno’s in 

particular, has been attached to “reverse anthropology” or “anti documentary,” which 

recently emerged from the work of filmmakers such as Manthia Diawara’s Rouch in 

Reverse (1995), Isaac Julien’s Frantz Fanon: Black Skin, White Mask (1996) and 

Baadasssss cinema (2002), David Achkar’s Allah Tantou (1991), and Raoul Peck’s 

Lumumba: Death of a Prophet (1992). This particular documentary style aims to rewrite 

African visual history from a native perspective by turning the tables on colonial 
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33 In African tradition, the griots are praise-singers and storytellers perpetuating the oral tradition and 
history of powerful villages and families. It can also become a pejorative term. In Cameroon, it is also used 
to designate parasites who sing undue praise to the regime in exchange for money or career promotions. I 
am using the term differently here to mention how filmmakers are the archivists of contemporary Africa.  



  

anthropology, which now becomes the subject of investigation rather than the one doing 

the investigation. It is a practice aimed at removing the documentary genre from  colonial 

paternalistic clutches and obliterating their traces by highlighting its own internal 

inconsistencies and propaganda through the colonial “voice of God” that  for so long has 

tainted Africa with a colonial ideology lacking in compassion for the natives’ human 

rights.  This has been built into what Fanon refers to as “crushing objecthood” (1967, 

109): a political dispositif aimed at turning native Africans into perpetual objects, a bad 

faith social science which Fanon claims refuses to recognize blacks as normal people.  

Within these processes, Africans also became strangers in their own land, a nation within 

the colonial empire, because they were forced to look at themselves through colonial 

eyes. Thus, in order to reclaim their lands, they need to start by demonstrating a capacity 

to challenge and reclaim the colonial rhetoric in order to redefine themselves by breaking 

the archives’ historical continuity. Thus, the anti-documentary is a way for the natives of 

Africa to come, on their own, out of the colonial archival shadow.  It links aesthetic and 

moral objections to the colonial project and ideology. The tactics of the “anti-

documentary” tradition include rehearsing examples of colonial media production not so 

much to show how out-of-date they are, but how they continue to inform contemporary 

realities in their countries. Thus, the result here is a consistent struggle to contest the 

foundation and legitimacy of these colonial archives. 

   Furthermore, it is a process that refuses to rely specifically on drama and 

shocking revelations to naturalize preconceived prejudices. The idea here is to reclaim 

cinema’s humanistic roots. It intends to keep the viewer interested in the film themes 

rather than distracting him from it with cinematic artifices. Thus, it is a cinematic 

philosophy whose primary belief is in participation, not just ideological observation 

based on bad faith and prejudices, but turning filmmaking into an activist tool for 

progress.      
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  Archives, Indigenous Library and issues of marginality. 

          The Political Economy of Cameroonian Cinema 

               It is important to emphasize in this discussion about Cameroonian cinema and 

colonial archives that Cameroonian filmmakers are consistently investing in films few 

people get to watch because of the concurrent pressures of state censorship against them 

coupled with foreign movies distributors’ lock on channels of films distribution in the 

country.  In the area of film studies, this important work must not be neglected, and the 

author intends to demonstrate Cameroonian cinema’s major filmic contributions, 

hopefully, to rekindle interests in this marginalized cinema because if communication is 

central to dictatorship, it can also be used as a tool for liberation. 34

This author, therefore, argues that all forms of representation leave traces, 

and it is the work of cultural critics to go beyond barriers of access and highlight the 

political economy preventing blocking these images. In the Cameroonian context, it 

requires abandoning the logic of institutionalized or fixed media models to consider 
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34  The work of scholars such as John Downing (1996, 2001) is  useful in the context of Cameroon,
because they include landmark case studies which emphasize the role that communication plays in 
empowering people as tools to produce social movement and change. Within these parameters, the steady 
work of social and communication actors must not be underestimated, especially when one is studying the 
link between resistance and democratic transition. John Downing’s thoughts on alternative and marginal 
media as well as international media theory can be very useful here. He is right in deploring not only the 
“structuring absence” in political-science analyses of key political phenomena, such as "questions of ... 
regime transition," with which this work is concerned , but also how these kinds of questions, he argues, 
“had generally been researched without benefit of attention to communication processes, rather as though 
politics consisted of mute pieces on a chessboard." In his more specific treatment of the transition literature, 
Downing was scarcely less critical. "Know-nothingism" prevailed "among political scientists about the very 
communication processes by which authoritarian rule, regime transition and contestatory political 
movements develop or decline." Journalistic treatments had been at least a match for more traditional 
"scholarly" investigations of transitional media” (1996, 103). Downing instead advances a proposition that 
the present work shares, asserting that seemingly marginal media are a pivotal dimension of the struggle for 
power that is muted but present in dictatorial regimes, [and] that then develops between political 
movements and the state in the process of transition from dictatorship (though perhaps only into some form 
of "delegative" democracy). This equally applies in the consolidation period after the transition (1996, 29-
30).   

The discussion of Cameroonian cinema highlights the importance of a corpus of films not overdetermined 
by the box office regime. Questions of box office performance fail to grasp the impact of Cameroonian 
cinema. Instead of pure numbers, one must take into an account its relationship to the public sphere and 
how it echoes and amplifies the political debate in that country.  



media not solely in terms of locations, but fluidity among many activated locations, 

including literary spaces, symbolic spaces, secret societies, activated networks of political 

activisms and new media.  Within that context, cinema plays on multiple levels of 

reception involving many social actors, including those who did not watch the film, but 

are aware of it through other channels of distribution, involving cinematic re-tellings, that 

are already wired into the national collective consciousness for repetitive effect and 

memory, the convergence of cinema with others media outlets such as the Internet, 

newspapers and word of mouth conversations. The state itself plays a paradoxical role 

here because by censoring these artists gives them a platform to become public activists, 

intellectuals for democracy and human rights in the country, highlighting the importance 

of filmmakers’ self-fashioning. I argue that even those who did not watch the films 

belong to the cinematic dramatic space and it requires new tools of reception involving 

history, mythology, anthropology and sociology to understand that cinema does not only 

happen in the movie theaters but can also function as a form of public consciousness. 

            I also analyze Cameroonian cinema within the concept of indigenous library. It is 

mainly a collection of films stemming from a social realist tradition of storytelling in 

Africa35 . Within that context, the filmmaker sees himself as a speaker for the collective, 

and the events he is depicting must be ratified by real-life events outside the narratives. 

Case in point: Jean-Marie Teno claims in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) that “it is the 

role of African writers [and filmmakers], to record and era, to reveal or deform the 

reality, to propose an interpretation of Cameroonian history from a native perspective.”36  

               The key point here is the distinction between the taken-for-granted role of 

symbolic power and cultural capital in power relationships. In political and cultural 
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35 See Diawara, 1992; (Ukadike, 1994); (Teshome, 1982, 1988, 1989); (Teno, 1996, 2000). One must also 
quote Jean-Luc Godard who in his latest “Notre Musique” (2004), quotes Andre Malraux claiming that 
“Humane people do not start revolutions, they open up libraries”. 

36 The author is aware that the link between cinema, storytelling and the truth can be tenuous. Teno films, 
however, are mostly documentary, which builds on Barnouw’s notion of   “intent on authenticity of results” 
(1974, 38) to claim that the Cameroonian filmmakers are intentionality using films to achieve a specific 
end, which is to reinstate a notion of historical intelligibility in a country suppressed by four century of 
colonization, and to push forth human rights and democratic activism in the country and a notion of 
development that follows real homegrown and indigenous needs. 



terms, symbolic power cannot be made insignificant or irrelevant because the symbolic 

relationship between Cameroonian filmmakers and the natives is based on the 

commitment to investigate and challenge issues plaguing their countries. They 

understand colonial and neo-colonial’s long historical processes of exploitation and their 

ramifications in the country’s everyday life. They are also driven by doing something 

with a legacy that would survive them: building a democratic system. This is a move that 

goes beyond the clichés of exoticism and miserabilism often associated with their 

conditions. It demonstrates that ordinary Cameroonians are interested in their own self-

development.  

             There is much to appreciate in this cinema reminiscent of Italian neo-realism in 

post war Italy with its stripped-down stagecraft: the mixing of newsreel-type footage to 

create a documentary feel to the cinema, its moral engagement, its dedication to give a 

voice to the disenfranchised. Both cinemas are shaped by circumstance. Italian Neo-

Realism was a reaction to Fascist Italy during World War II, while Cameroonian cinema 

is heavily influenced by the ongoing struggle of decolonization in the country. Both 

cinemas place their key emphasis on real life and real life events. Solidarity and 

collective identity are more valued than the individuals. The action usually takes place on 

the street.  Like Italian neo-realism, Cameroonian cinema is not concerned about 

becoming a cheap instant entertainment product. Rather, it comes across as the newsreel 

of the post-independence Cameroon because it gives a context to the hard realities of 

Cameroon through fully fleshed portraits of its people. It gives sufficient importance to 

their problems and what it takes to survive in Cameroon. This form of visual ethnography 

is a bank of mediated memory, giving to Cameroonian history a much needed shelf space 

in what this work anticipates to be part of a large indigenous library. It also means that 

cinema becomes an educational instrument to rework conventional approaches to 

political discourse in Africa whose central tenet is that politics on the continent must be 

viewed only through violence, masochism and corruption. This kind of orientalist 

discourse must be reworked by taking into account cinema in Cameroon and the building 

of an alternative political discourse to judge ordinary Cameroonians.  
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             Henceforth, cinema becomes a reliable counter-official indigenous library and 

archive of its own, because Cameroonian filmmakers have learned to analyze, 

deconstruct and anticipate the symptoms of Cameroonian society, and prescribe 

appropriate medicines. Thus, these films become a form of media literacy, a collateral 

infrastructure building databases of local stories, developing contents and relationships 

by cultivating a communal space privileging grassroots democratic activists over the 

state’s postcolonial ideologies, glosses and platitudes37. It is predicated on the notion that 

a healthy society is judged by the ways it treats its most vulnerable. Thus, creating this 

community is to challenge the official discourse just by refusing to be silenced.            

             Thus, Cameroonian cinema participates in this “new mode of self-writing” as a 

form of indigenous documentation, a cinematic reinterpretation of the colonial archives 

with its multiple ramifications on ordinary Cameroonians’ lives. Reinterpreting 

Cameroonian experience from a cinematic point of view enables the institutionalizing of 

cinema as an important indigenous library resource responding to centuries of colonial 

misrepresentation of Africa. As a result, the concept of the indigenous library informs a 

new context of reception because of new modes of filmmaking practices in Cameroon 

that  mobilize representation, critique, and political education as part of the same 

processes. Here, the relationship is not simply between the filmmaker and the film. It 

involves a third element, which is the public. This is not a cinema for passive spectators. 

It requires from them involvement as well as action38.   

            These conceptions bring Cameroonian films to the concept of rhizome, developed 

by Gilles Deleuze (1988) which he defines as a complex assemblage and reassemblage of 

interconnected structures and systems, resulting in a multiplicity of information that 
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37 In his film Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), Teno makes the point that Cameroon lacks anything that can 
be called a library or museum. His entire research takes place in Europe and the cost of studying these 
archives are prohibitive for a majority of Cameroonians who live on less than $1 a day. Thus, one of the 
reasons that Teno wants to do archival research is to get out material that is otherwise inaccessible for most 
Cameroonians, even today with the Internet.  

38 One example involves Jean-Pierre Bekolo’s Les Saignantes (2005). Occasionally, Bekolo interrupts the 
film for an interstitial title card that reminds the audience that it is watching a film by posing a question; for 
example, “How can you make a horror film in a place where death is a party?” There are five or six of these 
throughout, but the final title card, at the close of the picture, is the most telling: “How can you watch a 
film like this and do nothing after?”  (This will be elaborated upon in Chapter 2.) 



  

defies unique explanations or causes but must be understood in its totality. Deleuze 

(1988, 21) claims that “unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any 

other points, and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; It brings 

into play very different regime of signs, and even non-sign states.” Within, this context, 

Cameroonian cinema in itself does not produce anything but images which can only 

make meaning within the context of its production and values in relation to the lively 

contexts of Cameroonian history, politics and everyday life. These relationships turn the 

filmmaker into a native reporter using the tools of cinema to investigate and produce new 

information. These transformations move cinema beyond the conventional understanding 

of films as ephemeral cultural artifacts into a new analysis of cinema as a massive storage 

of information. These characteristics inform reception in terms of aesthetics as well as 

social utility. The significance of reception lies in the recognition of the organization of 

knowledge and commonsense values this cinema uses in order to fuel the energy of its 

democratic imagination and the country’s cultural coming of age. Cinema, in Cameroon, 

has ambitions beyond providing commentaries or being a stamp of a particular historical 

moment. It highlights the need for multiple perspectives and temporalities in order to 

grasp the complex evolution of Cameroonian society and history. 

 Within that world, Cameroonian cinema considers the importance of an indigenous 

cultural project in two instances: first, the shared and lived experiences of ordinary 

Cameroonians on the margin of society trying to build a democratic society. Within the 

context of Cameroon, only a democratic culture can build unifying democratic symbols 

and values for the community, and that is the role that Cameroonian cinema has given 

itself.  

                Second, it is necessary to build an indigenous library to counter the colonial 

archives and provide unifying symbols and values for Cameroonian society. This process 

involves consolidating materials that have survived the onslaught of colonization and 

artistic creation that has resisted it39. In the process, Cameroonian cinema understands the 
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39 One example given will be the work of Sultan N’Joya of the Bamun people in Western Cameroon who in 
the early twentieth had invented a writing language, “Shu’mon” for his people. Another example is how 
Cameroonian cinema regularly pays tribute the anti-colonial writers in the country, highlighting the work of 
novelists such as Mongo Beti.  

 
 



power of the camera in contributing to the creation of a world of decolonization where 

possibilities of life are discussed, rather than the ability to kill being the measure of 

power. For example, in order to discuss human rights and democracy, Cameroon has to 

reconcile itself with its violent past, beginning to rehabilitate those who actively fought to 

liberate the country from the colonial clutches of France, because these are really the 

kinds of memory that need to be transmitted.  

       Consequently, Cameroonian cinema gave itself the singular task to explore the 

colonial archives in order to determine the true from the false with an in-depth 

ethnographic investigation of the country’s history, its institutions, and the everyday life 

of ordinary Cameroonians. As a result, people operating on the margin are finding a 

voice. It becomes clear that politicians’ roles do not include writing history because they 

bring ideology and superimpose it on historical events. Colonization cannot reinvent 

itself; it has to die40! In the process, new forms of memory and knowledge need to be 

excavated from Cameroon’s tradition. 

          Thus, this work explains that Cameroonian cinema understands and recognizes the 

extent of national trauma across generations and the extent to which the colonial archives 

are continue to insert itself into their lives through the neo-colonial regime. I move 

outside the colonial archives to demonstrate ways Cameroonian cinema is reflecting the 

unacknowledged work of grassroots democratic activists in the country, attempting to 

liberate Cameroonians’ images from the colonial archives’ symbolic prison and, amid the 

losses, are recreating a new language for democracy41.  

             These processes are emerging in the specific logic of human rights and 

democracy in the country throughout a network of social actors that I define as the 

counterpublic.  These are a collection of popular forces -- social actors, economic actors, 
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40 This is also the point made recently by Jean-Marie Teno during an interview with Olivier Barlet about 
the recent uprising of the French minorities against the contemporary oppressive regime of France in 
December of 2005: See http://www.netlexfrance.com/weblogs/. 
It is also important to read Achille Mbembe’s reaction to this riot in “La republique et sa bete”: 
http://www.ldh-toulon.net/article.php3?id_article=971 
41 In the following pages, I will make clear that the state is not simply a bystander in these processes but 
that the Cameroonian filmmakers have learned to play the global discourse of human rights and democracy 
against them. 



cultural actors, environmentalists -- working on the margin of the state as a response to 

the country’s official amnesia, trying to disrupt the colonial archives., because the 

Cameroonian filmmakers understand that the fight for self-determination begins by 

imposing their own language, doing serious work and imposing themselves as important 

cultural figures in order to leave their traces. Not just being another tragic soap-operatic 

figure of the “Nigger,” merely another big claim of mistaken identity, because these 

filmmakers are not experiencing a crisis of conscience or guilt. These filmmakers 

understand the price tag of performing the colonial archives, which leads to self-

annihilation. Cameroonian cinema, within this context, understands itself as true blue 

collar work, even though it might fail to capture a larger public. The Cameroonian 

filmmakers are doing the right thing and they are leaving history to judge. In the process, 

meanwhile, they are building their own archives, and performing the “Nigger” role from 

the colonial archives is the last thing on their minds. 

          The aim here is to shift from a continental effect of African cinemas taken 

collectively, and study a national cinema impacting the political discourse locally. Within 

that process, a panafricanist notion of African cinema is not always the best approach 

because it brushes away important national specificities. It also means that conventional 

political science focusing on Cameroon needs new measures to gauge the importance of 

the formation of new cultural capital in the country and its impact on the political system. 

In practice, it means to recognize the emergence of new forms of imagination in the 

country, which are, in the end, going to outwit the dictatorship, because these filmmakers 

recognize themselves as important political actors against the state and they are not killed 

or jailed because the state itself is compelled to recognize them as important political 

actors. Today, with the rise of modern communication, the state is struggling to control or 

censor the flows of communication artifacts.  Moreover, as filmmaker Jean-Pierre Bekolo 

told me, if the idea of dictatorship is about total control over the population, it does not 

necessarily follow that every single dictatorship has the competence to organize and 
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control the entire population42. In the case of Cameroon, Bekolo argues that the 

government power is uneven. He mentioned that both his movies, Quartier Mozart 

(1992) and Les Saignantes (2005), entirely shot in Cameroon, were made in two months 

and he quickly left the country to do postproduction work in France and the US. These 

film projects were so quickly executed because Bekolo intended to beat the Cameroonian 

slow repressive apparatuses. Within that context, the revolution in technology and 

transportation made geography irrelevant because Bekolo was able to use light digital 

camera and a smaller crew that would not draw attention. Technological revolutions in 

films make it possible to run a lighter and agile production. Jean-Marie Teno uses the 

same tactics with Bekolo. Moreover, Bassek Ba kobhios’ Le Grand Blanc (1994) and The 

Silence of the Forest (2004) were shot outside of Cameroon respectively in Gabon and 

the Central African Republic out of the reach of the Cameroonian state. Consequently, 

Cameroonian filmmakers understand that speed is a way to beat the system.  

          Speed, however, is not the end of the tunnel. After Les Saignantes (2005) was 

ready for its premieres on January 1, 2006, the Cameroonian regime threatened to ban the 

film for elements it described as pornographic, which was a subterfuge used to punish 

Bekolo for the politics of the film in which he denounced the elite corruption and satanic 

sexual practices of turning symbols of identity and continuity into their own selfish 

needs. Here, again, Bekolo internationalized the threat by leading a worldwide campaign 

through media and websites such as Olivier Barlet’s Africultures, and in the process 

turned the problem into a worldwide referendum against the Cameroonian regime’s 

handling of human rights and artistic freedom43. Sensing a worldwide condemnation, the 

Cameroonian regime relented and allowed the movie to be play uncut. Within this 

context, technology becomes an important resource to turn against the system. 

Furthermore, Bekolo, through his work in France and the United States, where he is 

routinely invited to teach on campuses such as Duke University, North Carolina Chapel 

Hill, Virginia, and Clinton School of public policy in Arkansas, has become a national as 

well as an international figure too big for the Cameroonian government to physically 
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43 Africultures is a powerful website because it is regularly visited by the who’s who in African cinema. It 
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harm or restrain. Bekolo is aware of that uniqueness in the equation of Cameroonian 

dictatorship and he shows it in his behavior.  

               Within that context, he is not the only one. Jean-Marie Teno understood this in 

his movie Clando (1996) where the hero, Anatole Sobgui, a Cameroonian human rights 

activist, travels to Germany after being tortured by the Cameroonian government, and 

establishes contact with German human rights activists. In the process, he begins to 

devise strategies to further his political role back home. Thus, to read what is happening 

in Cameroonian society, one has to understand that the rise of a new connoisseurial class 

with the skills to take advantage of technology and globalization can do a lot of damage 

to the dictatorship.  

Marginality and African cinema 

             Missing, moreover, in contemporary African film scholarship is a strong 

intellectual biography on cinematic authorship to discern the history’s cultural 

significance in specific places. Particularly, answers are required for broad questions such 

as: How do you define a country in Africa? How do you define its citizenship? How do 

you define democracy? What is the role of artists? The battle for specific definitions and 

contexts is not yet accomplished in regard to Africa. Thus, I contribute to a more 

complex definition of national cinema that does not dilute the specificities, vigor and 

valence of national productions, such as Cameroon, under the false sense of uniformity of 

filmmaking practices on the continent.  I argue that more research needs to focus on 

specific authorship to dig deeper into ways cinema builds its own expertise through ideas, 

representation and, in my case, specific native responses to issues of human rights, 

democracy, development and modernity in specific places such as Cameroon, instead of 

plugging these gaps under an ideology of Panafricanism. Cameroonian cinema is 

conjuring the collective narratives of African liberation but also its dark secrets, anxieties 

and hopes that lie beneath individual souls and places.  

             However, I also theorize this research within the context of globalization. I link 

notions of aesthetics and political representation in Cameroon with the circulation of a 
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global discourse of democracy and human rights. Likewise, I rely on existing literature 

on marginal and grassroots communication theory and practices influenced by the work 

of scholars such as John D.H. Downing (1999, 2000, and 2001) on marginal 

communication and human rights.  Downing’s approach to marginal and grassroots 

communication theory and practices such as dance, graffiti, and video, Internet, satirical 

prints, street theater, culture jamming, underground radio, all taken together, are 

reassessed as activities that are not viewed as an immediate threat to the establishment, 

but which, in the long term, cultivate and maintain a culture of self-identity and radical 

political convictions, fermenting the rise of radical democratic social movements. 

Downing’s contribution is powerful in a way that it redefines marginality not as a place 

of powerlessness or deviance but action. Within that context, it is important to note that 

Cameroonian filmmakers are not well known, and their work receives little exposure 

(Ngansop 1987; Tobie-Okala 2001).  Jean-Marie Teno (2000) notes that: 

“In Africa, where African films have the potential for having real mass audience 

appeal, they are not screened. This absurd situation is again explained by the economics 

of dependence. Consider the case of Cameroon. European distributors control 

programming in Cameroonian theatres. Cameroonian theatre owners have nothing to do 

with film selection; they simply screen the films supplied to them year-round by the 

distributor. Theatre owners keep a certain percentage of box-office earnings and send the 

rest back to the distributor. Programming African films-which are not part of the 

distributors' package-involves reducing the screenings of pre-programmed films, cutting 

into distributors' profits and introducing an African filmmaker into the financial equation. 

Cameroonian theatre owners are reluctant to create tension with European distributors on 

whom they depend so completely”44. 

            The architects of media policies in Cameroon have been practicing for nearly five 

decades, from1960 to the present, and their policies have been detrimental to the 

development of the domestic movie industry. Ninety-nine percent of the films screened in 

Cameroon are imported from foreign countries (primarily France, the USA, Hong Kong, 
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and Bollywood [Ngansop 1987]), while only one percent are African productions. On 

average, Cameroon produces only seven films a year. According to Tobie-Okala (2001: 

7), Cameroon produced only 69 films from 1990 to 2000. Law No. 158/2000, which was 

passed in April 2000 and was intended to enforce a previous law enacted in 1990, has 

failed to loosen the state’s hold on media. Indeed, since cable television and an 

uninterrupted flow of foreign media productions have already swamped Cameroon, the 

government lacks the power and means to enforce its own laws (Misse Misse 2002: 112-

114). 

             For a number of Cameroonians, the success and influence of foreign films raised 

a central question: is not it time that the government rethinks its monopoly on media 

policymaking to allow the development of a private media industry that could redress 

these imbalances? The government had already shown its lack of support for film, and 

although the private sector could support filmmakers, the government too could loosen its 

grip on local media and give some form of tax concession to independent entrepreneurs. 

However, by failing to support this initiative, the government has aborted the media 

industry in the country. In the case of the film industry, the government did even more 

damage by granting a monopoly to a foreign corporation (Comaccico) to operate the 

distribution and screening of films in the country (Ukadike 1994: 62, 104). This policy is 

a blatant example of the government stifling the national spirit of enterprise, muddying a 

modern system of laws, and endangering the mechanism of renewal in Cameroon. 

         Since its inception in 1960, the post-colonial regime in Cameroon has maintained a 

fierce policy of controlling not only the media, but also public space. The policing of 

space in Cameroon, which resulted from the repression of the independence movement in 

the 1950s, has hobbled the formation of a public sphere and the emergence of radical 

public opinion. This policy has quashed all attempts by the street to mount any kind of 

credible alternative to the regime. Cameroonian filmmakers, however, have managed to 

keep a space of resistance alive, offering an alternative regime of truth by foregrounding 

change and constantly attempting to convert political speech into the ordinary speech of 

everyday life. I argue that Cameroonian directors are always hoping to redeem the 

country’s constitutional crisis by promoting democratic values in their works.  
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Decolonizing culture: The Counterpublics in Cameroon 

The term “Mevungu films” is used, in the beginning of this work, to highlight 

how cinematic ideas travel from indigenous mythologies, activated public spheres, to real 

contemporary events in order to raise the symbolic aura of human rights work. The 

“Mevungu” is a sort of philosophical and spiritual fortress, a folkloric anthropological 

document and a magical circle, a holy ground with a ring of authenticity fuelled by a 

cosmic energy that cannot be corrupted by the state. The “Mevungu” serves as a form of 

inspiration, freeing the Cameroonian filmmakers to explore not only artistic questions but 

also the social and economic implications of their work.  The “Mevungu” by nature 

demonstrates the power of ancestries in Cameroon and the diversity of experiences of the 

population. E. Ann Kaplan, extending Sigmund Freud's theories on trauma, and including 

his problematic treaty Moses and Monotheism, argues that at certain historical moments 

particular aesthetic forms emerge to accommodate fears and fantasies related to suppressed 

historical events. This work focuses on “The Mevungu” and Cameroonian cinema and how 

the merger between myth, secret societies and cinema are used to revisit traumas that ex-

colonies are experiencing through a practice of concealment that addresses the traumatic 

event being concealed. This author argues that, within this context, it is reasonable to 

associate “The Mevungu”, as an aesthetic form, with the dissociated of a disintegrating 

Postcolonial Cameroon. The “Mevungu”, consequently, render their power unevenly 

because even if the regime holds temporal power, this power does not extend to the area of 

the sacred, which keeps open capacities for resistance. The “Mevungu” also demonstrates 

that one of the calamities of colonization is the colonized inability to form really deep 

intimate relationship between men and women to enjoy the transformative power of love. 

Colonization, by nature, creates an environment of violence where love itself becomes a 

form of transgression because in a colonized system all the social links; trust and 

networking are broken opening ways for selfish and corrupt behaviors described by the 

Cameroonian filmmakers. Within this context, “The Mevungu” serves as a reminder of the 

possibility of love as a process to reach intimate truths and that the focus should not be on 

tragedy, colonial tragedies, because love makes people strong and smarter. Thus, amidst 

tragedy, joy and fulfillment are still possible if there is trust which trusts another person. 
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“The Mevungu” derives its power from highlighting, beyond cinema that practices of 

empowerment go beyond representation and expertise to life itself. Within that context, 

love can teach more than representation and ideology. Love can become an antidote to 

reproducing forms of domination to become an instrument of emancipation because 

learning compassion is the first test for a fulfilling life, because, only love can allow a 

suspension of all the historical and social determinism that form domination and impact 

identity. Within that context, the association between the “Mevungu” and cinema equally 

demonstrate that if cinema can be put into serving dictatorship, it can also serves as a tool 

for liberation. 

             This process can appear old-fashioned, but it raises a conflict between the old and 

the new ways of communicating ideas that are still explosive and current because many 

ordinary Cameroonians still believe in the power of mythology. People in the past did get 

their information mostly from mouth to mouth conversations and today they mostly do 

from the media45. Within that context, “Mevungu” cinema, however, associates images 

with the collective work of memory, identity and freedom to carry weight in the country. 

These cinematic ideas are managing to survive polyphonically through other media 

outlets,46 through the convergence of different factors such as the zeitgeist and the 
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45 From Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities (1983), where he defines the nation as an imagined
political formation.  It brings forward considerations about the self, identity and collectivity.  Anderson, 
therefore, argues that the nation is “both inherently limited and sovereign” (1983, 15).  According to 
Anderson, nationhood is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our time (1983, 12) 
because a nation is a form of both consciousness and self-consciousness, as citizens must consent to their 
nationality.  This process frees citizens to pursue the knowledge that they need to be proper members of 
society.   

46 This author acknowledges the influences of scholars’ work such as Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi and
Ali Mohammadis’ Small Media, Big Revolution (1994) and how they demonstrate how the role of small 
media (leaflets and audio cassettes) played an important role in the revolution that deposed the Shah of 
Iran. In the following pages, this author will similarly discuss John D.H. Downing’s work on alternative 
and marginal communication. Scholars such as Downing (1984, 1989, 2001) have done work in Eastern 
Europe to argue that the collapse of the Soviet Union was not simply happenstance. It began slowly from 
the margin of the state by political actors continually eroding state power. The author claims that a similar 
process is taking place in Cameroon.  



everyday life, in order to reveal the country’s barometric pressure through the 

dramatization of popular cultural trends and character-driven stories, the mise-en-scene 

of personal or collective indigenous mythology to expose the systematic interaction 

between fantasy, desire and reality, the image-making of events and facts that are well 

publicized, the self-fashioning of the filmmakers themselves, and word of mouth 

conversations.  

           In Cameroon, it also means that the fight for human rights is not only ingrained 

within society, it is also needs a historical process to be deployed.47 As a result, back in 

the 1950s, human rights campaigns were fought with guns. Today, it is with cinema and 

the Internet. The fight for human rights needs to be understood within a historical 

perspective. 

            It is remarkable that few political scientists and cultural studies scholars have not 

found counter-public spheres in Cameroon worthy of attention. Certainly, studying 

counter-public spheres in Cameroon poses more methodological challenges. The social 

field of counter-public spheres in Cameroon is diverse and charged with different 

dynamics of power. It is not a given to analyze the interrelationship between these 

counter-public spheres. For instance, regarding the impact of films on counter-public 

spheres in Cameroon, it is not always easy to understand the web of films and their 

overlaps with varied social networks.  There is not a box office record to judge the impact 

on the audience of these films. These movies are not carried in video-stores.  
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        Here the researchers have to go find the audience. This author thinks that the 

overarching problem is the ways in which the idea of the dictatorial state has affected the 

perception, as the political relationship between the state and the people is perceived to 

be asymmetrical and non-reciprocal in Cameroon.  Consequently, this work approaches 

47 One of the ironies here is that Jean-Pierre Bekolo received 10 millions CFA Francs to make Les 
Saignantes (2005) which is a sharp denunciation of Cameroonian’s elite’s corruption and depravity. The 
same also applies to Jean-Marie Teno, whose movie Africa, I will Fleece You (1992) was partially financed 
by the Cameroonian state. Teno turned out to make a scant criticism of the regime’s handling of the school 
system and its human rights record. Some members of the Cameroonian administration, such as Balthazar 
Amandangoleda, expressed to me their personal disappointment. 



counter-public spheres in Cameroon from the angle of political and cultural challenges, 

resilience, and optimism in the face of a decaying political regime, rather than 

perpetuating the myth of the omniscient and omnipotent state in Cameroon.  

To define the counter-publics, one has to understand the political culture of 

Cameroon that preceded it. That culture is captured in the movie Clando (1996), which 

also refers to the “clandestine” activities of the state in Cameroon: secret services, spying, 

and torture. Cameroon has always had a political culture that veered between high and 

low intensity warfare, ever since the early days of Cameroon, when the government 

created the Sedoc (Service des Etudes ET de la Documentation), a combination of the 

local army and secret services with the former colonial power, to enforce “domestic 

peace” by suppressing any resistance to the official propaganda. As Richard Joseph 

(1978) points out, the actual task of destroying the revolutionary “Maquis” (the 

nationalists opposed to the government) was only one aspect of the French military 

activities in Cameroon up to the mid-1960s.  French military support was not limited to 

the elimination of Ahidjo’s rivals in Cameroon, but abroad as well.  In November 1960, 

one of the key P.C.U (Popular Union of Cameroonians) leaders, Felix Roland Moumie, 

was assassinated in Switzerland by William Betchel, a French secret service agent. The 

government used “SEDOC” to report on anyone who tried to oppose the presidency.  The 

governors, senior divisional officers, the divisional officers, and sub-divisional officers 

had the obligation to censor and seize all controversial or malicious media articles within 

the country.  If any such articles were thought to be provocative, the person or persons 

involved would immediately be rounded up by a special military police unit (B.M.M.) 

and whisked to Yaoundé for a summary trial. In the meantime, the contribution of 

patriots who fought against the ravages of colonization and the freedom of the natives are 

completely erased. Cameroon was born on a double crime, the erasure of its own history 

and political past, resulting in repression. That repression has affected the fabric of 

society and the civic discourse by preventing the emergence of an authentic national 

discourse in the media capable of speaking for and to these Africans. The legitimacy of 
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the regime rests on the power of the guns, as attested to by the Army Chief of State in his 

recent memoir.48   

           These counter-publics challenge Crawford Young’s description of the public 

sphere in Cameroon. He defines the public sphere as the public rituals of allegiance: 

“support marches, applause for leaders, unanimous plebiscite votes for the ruler” (1994, 

288).  The assumption here is that the genetic code of Cameroonian institutions is 

embedded in a history of militaristic imposition and political repression, a version of   

“Bula Matari,” which Young describes as different forms of repressive political practices 

operating with vigor in most African countries, including Cameroon. “Bula Matari” is 

“the legacy of the colonial state, a process of attaining hegemony through the articulation 

of a comprehensive apparatus of domination, directed at the population with the 

expressed intention to crush civil society and the development of a private economic 

sector” (283, 1994). Young goes on to add that “nothing is more alien to the telos of the 

state than a civil society. Sovereignty required forcible subjugation, there were few 

illusions that it could rest on any principle but overwhelming military power” (1994, 

223).  Young describes that the endgame here is for the state to develop among the 

population what he calls “Mentalités des Assistés” (278, 1994), a perpetual pathological 

dependency on the state and the whims of the president.  Here again, there are no binaries 

between the citizens and the state. There are no accounts of political agencies and 

collective struggles, no ways to trace opposition to the state. With Crawford Young, we 

have a unitary, self-contained ideology that rests on violence and domination. To balance 

these clichés, it is necessary to bring forth contestatory expressions of modernization and 

politics from the standpoint of ordinary Cameroonians long suppressed by colonization; 

excluded from the official public sphere and processes of globalization.             

 Indent The reflection of a common frame of reference is present in this cinema, which 

provides a system through which the everyday lives of ordinary Cameroonians can be 

seen organizing networks of resistance, aiming at neutralizing the effects of the decaying 

state while aiming at contributing to the new forms of progressive social utopias to renew 

communal relationships and ties.  The author claims that the counter-publics in 
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Cameroon present the necessary conditions for a political transition in the country. This 

section will be divided in two. The first part pertains to the political counter-publics and 

the second, the economic one.    

               According to Pr. Sindjoun Pokam, the early nineties in Cameroonian popular 

imagination marks the rising of social strife in the country, which since has seen 

intensifying discontent, and a proliferation of intractable political and constitutional 

problems. The modern movements of civil rights and the arts in Cameroon since the 

nineties are well underway, and the most characteristic manifestations include the work 

of writers and artists who had been at the forefront of this revolution. These young people 

have a growing recognition of their sense of entitlement and ownership of their country. 

What this research witnessed is the emergence of a new form of identity and political 

consciousness and the roles alternative media played as a primary tool of political 

consciousness raising. These young Cameroonians are the first to indigenize the means of 

communication, including portable videos, newspapers, copy machines, and to disrupt 

and challenge patriarchal authority, validating their presence in the public sphere and 

profoundly redefining notions of public engagement.  Indeed, if there are still lingering 

stereotypes of Cameroon as a closed and authoritarian society, this work makes plain the 

level of engagement of young Cameroonians who love the democratic process and whose 

cultural output can be seen in cinema. By highlighting these kinds of generational 

differences, the author also attempts to claim that this new generation has begun to 

achieve the emotional distance that gives them a new perspective on what is it to be 

Cameroonian, one that is not necessarily shared by their parents who were born colonial 

subjects. These tensions will be highlighted in films analyzed in this work. Moreover, as 

Pr. Sindjoun Pokam points out, “these kinds of grassroots democratic activisms are even 

more important than just simple electoral politicking.” These kinds of activisms, Pr. 

Sindjoun Pokam adds, give people two means. The first is the ability to exercise regime 

change through the voting booth. In the case of Cameroon, this process will only work 

when people will be permitted to choose an alternative set of policies. Right now, the 

CPDM (the party in power) and the government have stifled the political process. This 

leaves civil rights activists in Cameroon to consider voting as a less important democratic 
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instrument than the second means, which is raising peoples’ consciousness while 

enhancing their ability to channel their discontents on the street or through media, 

performance or other outlets. In this area, Pr. Bole Butake,49 a well-respected playwright 

and a civil rights activist, considers his work as “not directly political in the ways that he 

does not directly aims at regime change but are using street theater to help citizens to 

participate in the political and venting their discontents in ways that do not attract the 

government repressive machines.” The work of playwrights such as Bole Butake is very 

important in the sense that it allows people to stay connected with their real emotions and 

engage them. Up to now, the elites of Cameroon have behaved  as if they live in an 

orphaned state; they seem to feel no pain when witnessing the degradation of all 

institutions in the country, but Butake’s pupils are feeling the pain and they are 

expressing it with high moral principles.   

             To take into account the growing power of the public in Cameroon, this work 

opens up the possibility of tracing the relationships in Cameroon between traditional 

forms of institutional control, the growth of the economy, and people’s desire for other 

interests. This process provides a framework for explaining institutional change in 

Cameroon and the use of alternative media -- especially films -- and how these changes 

are refracted through new relationships between the state and society. Indeed, issues of 

political participation and social problems such as oppression, poverty and other 

injustices are routinely analyzed in Cameroonian cinema with the complexity and the 

subtleties they deserve. 

             Notes on the economic counter-publics. 

       The economic counter-publics attempt to normalize trade and economic relations in 

Cameroon. These processes force people to cultivate processes of mutual recognition, 

which is fundamentally good for the people and society as a whole. One way to support 

the idea is the economic intervention of the N’jangui, a local “credit union” bringing 

together people with mutual economic self-interests, showing a country with 

entrepreneurial and trading traditions. The N’jangui helps characters in Cameroonian 
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cinema to thrive and sustain their lives, demonstrating that real economic reform can 

transform the place into an effective financial institution. The author claims that what is 

happening in these local economies is very important to the outcome of a true 

Cameroonian democracy. The development of a local economy is important to lessen 

political friction by moving the whole system towards economic viability. It creates an 

infrastructure for development by allowing private investments and job creation to take 

hold. 

 In Clando (1996), the hero, Sobgui, a former computer engineer who gets into 

trouble with the secret police because of his activities in favor of the opposition, loses his 

job after being blacklisted by the government. He manages to survive because of the 

N’jangui, heavily highlighted in the movie. The N’jangui allows him to travel to 

Germany, where he not only gets into contact with leftist activists sympathetic to his 

cause but also allows him to buy used cars to begin a taxicab company back home. In the 

movie, Teno points out that the free flow of capital, goods transportation and access to 

markets is also part of democracy. It also highlights the country’s wealth of human 

capital on top of rich natural resources. 

            Van de Walle explains this process as the rise of “indigenous capitalism” as a 

possible avenue for Africans to get a foothold on their economic independence (2001, 

272-273). Aili Mari Tripp in Changing the Rules (1997) analyzes the rise of the counter-

publics in Africa since the 1980s, and how some segments of these societies organize 

themselves to produce alternative political, economical and cultural organizations to 

radically soften the politics of “profitable collapse” instituted by the World Bank and the 

IMF: a sinister program of “structural adjustment” designed to make money off people 

getting fired from their jobs and curtailing severely the social safety net by reducing 

education and social services budgets.  Thus, the counter-public economic space is a new 

social laboratory for studying new forms of citizenship in Africa, new forms of 

redistribution of wealth, of creating cultural capital, political capital and symbolic power.  

These spaces are creating different kinds of solidarity, linkages, networks and 

strategies of survival that are redefining concepts such as the public sphere through new 

forms of mutual obligation, highlighted through the practices of informal economic 

networks captured by scholars such as Aili Mari Tripp (1997).  Tripp proposes that the 
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rise of the informal economy in Africa and the institutionalization of counter hegemonic 

practices in the continent should no longer be relegated to the margins of African studies. 

African informal practices and activities are worthy of attention in the ways they are 

influencing policy changes in Africa.  

In her book, Tripp proposes that the growth of the informal sector in Africa, in 

direct defiance of the state (1997, 137), created resources and means of survival for 

disenfranchised people of Tanzania, which provided alternative sources of income that 

compensate for the declining rate of employment and the reduction of salaries mandated 

by the World Bank and the IMF structural adjustment program. Tripp’s work brings a 

fresh perspective on the role of counter-public spheres not only in time of economic crisis 

but also the redefinition of the contour of the public sphere itself. She demonstrates the 

importance of sectors that evade state control. By doing so, informal sectors can actually 

become sites of progress and create incentives for the state to engage with civil societies 

in unexpected ways.    

Indeed, one of the successes of Tripp’s work is highlighting the strength of the 

counter-public spheres created through small associational groups such as Upato savings 

societies or Sungu Sungu self defense groups (1997, 199-200). These small groups 

achieved success by extracting demands from the government. Thus, by concentrating 

her attention on these two counter-public spheres, Tripp makes a significant contribution 

toward raising our awareness of the work of the counter-publics in Africa. Here, we have 

people completely disengaged from the state who are doing well.  Exposure to alternative 

forms of practice from the welfare state creates mobility and dignity, and trumps the idea 

that Africans are just welfare-bound lazy people. The counter-public is a new social 

laboratory for studying new forms of citizenship in Africa, new forms of redistribution of 

wealth, of creating cultural capital, and of political capital and symbolic power.  

            Thus, the informal economy in Africa is not simply the return to what Bratton and 

Van de Walle call “familiar and reinvented forms of governance” (1997, 260), meaning 

the institutionalization of corruption. For example, the “N’Jangui” is purely a “social 

bank,” which helps at compensating for the failure of the state and institutions of power. 

It helps launch careers and sustain life. It works as a tolerable re-distribution of chance, 

power, and money. Every week members of the “N’jangui” gather together to pitch in a 
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sum of money according to the means of each member. At the end, the member in the 

most dire straits is loaned the money collected at a minimal and negligible rate. Each 

member gets his turn to collect the money. One member can take a pass on his turn to 

collect the money but instead opt to sell his money to the highest bidder at a substantial 

benefit. These spheres of interest are important to analyze the society’s structural-

functioning differentiation. This is a moment of genuine moral consciousness because 

members are only compelled to be moral on the ground of social good. The police or the 

justice systems never have to intervene. This is a process of mutual recognition, a 

collective process of decision-making, a modern matrix of survival. It is a system of pure 

personal relation that operates within the realm of pure economic rationality, and this is a 

great feature of social modernity. 

Their actions might not seem very drastic; it might even look like they are all 

eating soup with knives, but the present author proposes that by refusing to simply be 

victims, these Cameroonians are participating in the building of counter-public spaces, 

areas of knowledge, cultural and financial productions not captured by the state. In the 

long run, these counter-publics will overcome the state and instill a democratic culture in 

the country as a whole. The building of a democracy takes time and patience. 

    Concrete examples can be found in Teno’s Clando (1996), Chef, and Heads in the 

Clouds (1999).50 In these films, Teno points to economic resistance and different regimes 

of accumulation; other forms of organization amid the state’s collapse to reintegrate 

themselves in the economic circuit. In the movie Clando (1996), the hero Sobgui subsists 

in part because of the mutual banks (tontines or N’jangui) he sets up with his peers to 

support business activities. In the movie, he even manages to get enough money to fly to 

Cologne to buy more cars to enlarge his business venture as a taxicab owner. These 

mutual banks are not simply about money. While in Cologne, Sobgui meets with other 

Cameroonian expatriates who have set up their own mutual banks. They help him track 

down a fellow Cameroonian, Rigobert Tchamba, who had left Cameroon but has not 

been heard of in a decade. Once a successful businessman, Tchamba, is now reduced to a 

penniless drunk after undergoing a divorce and losing custody of his children. Sobgui 

helps him consider a trip back home to be reunited with his family, who needs him as the 
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heir of their father. It shows that in the N’jangui there is no failure or ostracism. Everyone 

has a role to play and when one of the members falls on hard times the rest of the 

N’jangui is there to pull him back up.   

Within these free economic spaces, one can see the hope of progressive 

economical and political formations. Teno claims that there is room for differentiation 

and the ethos that governs it. There can be the constitution of an independent economic 

sphere, which over time can constitute real centers of power and resistance. These 

economic spaces resist the psychology of terror and are based on trust and solidarity, free 

of corruption and fostering a culture of competition and equal conditions for production.  

             To remedy the failure of the state, a counter-public sector has emerged parallel to 

the state, and it increasingly supplies the daily subsistence needs of the people. Irene from 

Heads in the Clouds (1994), for example, works at the Ministry of Education for an 

unreliable and inadequate salary; she earns the money she needs to eat from selling 

beignets in the market. She also belongs to a tontine or “N’jangui,” (credit union) which 

offers its members a pool of capital to draw on for business ventures. Such clubs, 

ubiquitous among African market women, help fill the economic and social vacuum left 

by the decay of the state and the unresponsiveness of the formal banking sector. What we 

are given to see is independent, business-minded people creating their own community of 

support because of the “chiefs” taking all the resources.  Thus, Jacky from Heads in the 

Clouds (1994), a recent law graduate from the University of Yaoundé, is frustrated in his 

efforts to get a professional job. His family finally bankrolls him to open up a men's 

boutique, which merely imports Western fashions into the country. Teno concludes that 

Cameroon's economy is like a man with his feet in the trash and his head in the clouds, 

with nothing but chaos in between. All these films express anger, resentment, confusion, 

and even despair. These characters have been dealt a bad card. However, Teno claims 

that they represent the true, dark, blue-collar citizen’s politics and self-help. The present 

author proposes that instead of analyzing all these facts through a dark glass, one can see 

the positive side of it, which lies in the overall changes in the country’s structure of 

power and relationship.  

            The characters in Chef (1999) and Heads in the Clouds (1994) live on the edge of 

rationality, ethics and human finitude in an almost miraculous ways: the mode of social 
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regulation still operates for the common good. Even though these people are forced to 

test the limits of human decency everyday in their lives, they refuse to be victims. They 

refuse to let all hang loose. They refuse to abdicate their obligations as the elites have 

done. There is a strong process of self-formation and development that attests to the fact 

that progress cannot be denied. These characters all exhibit in them elements of 

resistance, and they take liberties to set up an alternative circuitry of finance, money and 

jobs. They demonstrate that human beings are social in nature. They can thrive only in 

communities with others and are fundamentally dependent on them for their survival and 

recognition. The way in which they coordinate their productive activities to survive is not 

morally negligible and is predicated on the idea that functional necessities are the primary 

reality of freedom, because they entail respect for the others, understanding the role of 

others in one’s survival. These processes force people to cultivate processes of mutual 

recognition, which is fundamentally good for everyone. One way to support the ideas is 

the economic intervention of the N’jangui, the local “credit union,” to help these 

characters thrive and sustain their lives.  

        Therefore, this work claims that in dictatorships such as Cameroon, criticism of the 

regime is often more effective coming from the artistic public sphere and the 

counterpublics, bodies and activated public spheres constituted of networks of modern 

social solidarities, showing the necessity to theorize marginality and strategies of 

resistance against the regime. This is because the cause of decolonization and democracy 

is too serious to be left to politicians whose public impotence is displayed throughout 

these films. In this political environment, the point needs to be made that these artists are 

cultivating, modeling, ritualizing and legitimizing oppositional identities and behaviors 

into the political process, bringing about changes from the ground up that are also 

reflected in other activated counterpublic spheres.  

           These activated counterpublics spheres demonstrate that, even in a dictatorship, 

first, people are able to preserve their active private lives under totalitarianism away from 

greed. Second, it pertains to the continuing power of secret societies and the sacred. 

These institutions confer an aura of legitimacy or a veneer of evil onto power. Within that 

context, even dictators need salvation. This is not a paradox; this author gives evidence 
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that the counterpublic spheres, in Cameroon, demonstrate that real power does not 

operate at the level of the state but on communal levels where face-to-face interactions 

and trust are the most important values for social recognition, and these values cannot be 

bought or forced, they must be earned.  

As a result, Cameroonian cinema digs up and references the country's long 

buried mythology, indigenous culture, secret societies, and counterpublics in order to 

attack the central mythology of the Cameroonian state’s propaganda claiming unity and 

development in a new Cameroon but unable to do away with the social structure of power 

and privilege inherited from colonization. It is noteworthy that this narrow-minded 

interpretation serves to disqualify any other forms of mutual relationship as formative by 

emphasizing power and manipulation in relationship rather than communication, 

commitment to social change, and mutual growth.  Accordingly, the strong men of Africa 

must understand that real power is to engage in authentic relationships, not demagoguery.  

              This author is aware of the pitfalls of romanticizing counter-public spheres in 

Cameroon, but a greater danger would be to ignore them completely. For too long, 

counter-public spheres have been ignored in African studies. By focusing on the role of 

counter-public spheres, it allows us to get a real picture of the relationship between the 

dominant and the dominated and the ways in which new forms of agency can emerge. It 

also allows us to not fall prey to false dichotomies between the powerful and the 

powerless. Consequently, Cameroonian’s teleology has its own historical specificities 

through the “Mevungu,” a process that people in power do not understand because they 

emerged from a different form of modernity and teleology brought in by colonialism, a 

process Nandy writes was based on a homology between sexual and political dominance 

symbolized by the dominance of men/masculinity over women and fertility, which 

resulted in an identification between the colonizer and the colonized, launching the rules 

and behaviors of  “proper colonialism” (1988, 5-6).            
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Activated Counterpublics in Cameroon:  

    Cinema and the “Mevungu”   

The “Mevungu films” refers to the notion of protection and guardianship, the 

force behind ordinary Cameroonians surviving colonialism in the past and the 

contemporary neo-colonial onslaught. Jean-Pierre Bekolo explains that the “Mevungu is 

a millennial women-only secret society practicing a maternal indigenous cult, the ’Evu,’ 

linked to the cosmic force of nature, recognizing the womb as a sacred and guarded space 

where life must be protected.”  The “Mevungus” is an example of an activated public 

sphere whose primarily purpose is to nurture society by practicing hygienic rituals 

identifying and purging society from evil characters corrupting and threatening life. 

Within this philosophy, God solely can take back what he has created. For any human 

being to take over the “Mevungu” is an impossibility, because he will have to become 

God first. As a result, the “Mevungu” is a social minefield to navigate even for dictators 

and kings.  

             In the larger realm, the tales of mythology and secret societies are matters of life 

and death told over centuries to signify the limitations of kings and dictators.  On the 

limitations of kings and dictators, English King Canute (994-1035) claimed that “Let all 

men to know how empty and worthless is the power of kings. For there is none worthy of 

the name but God, whom heaven, earth and sea obey.”51 King Canute’s wisdom might 

have resulted from his knowledge of mythologies and the travails of individuals trying to 

become God and failing miserably. The list is long. One might begin with Kronos, who 

ate all his children in order to stop time and to gain immortality. He failed and was killed 

by his son Zeus. Other examples are Moses, who was hidden in a basket on the side of 

the Nile by his mother after pharaoh ordered all the Jewish babies killed, or baby Jesus 

who escaped death after Herod ordered all the first-born to be killed in Israel, or Abraham 

attempting to kill his son Isaac after being ordered by God. Thus, the “Mevungu” is a 

metaphor to demonstrate the limits of temporal power over human life and the idea that 

temporal hegemony is always contested, law and order are always unstable categories 
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and control over the sacred is almost impossible. Thus, it brings up the knowledge that 

these practices are not actually marginal but embedded within the system. It is within this 

embeddedness that life and history reproduce themselves. Within that context, the 

“Mevungu” is operationalized in both ways: he can confer legitimacy to power or serve 

to curse it.52  

Cameroonian filmmaker Jean-Pierre Bekolo claims that in Cameroon “power 

is always somewhere else in a place where most people cannot imagine.”53  Thus, for one 

to have a complete grasp of the Cameroonian political landscape, one has to understand 

the complexities and sophistications of its politics, which are deployed within multiple 

activated spheres of power. Consequently, studying political power in Cameroon 

becomes more complex and more demanding. Within these contexts, political power does 

not necessarily translate into power over the sacred. The “Mevungu” cannot be 

controlled, even by dictators, because politics in Cameroon operate in a context that is 

mediated by multiple factors and social actors who do not necessarily take directions 

from the state54. As a result, Bekolo claims that Cameroonian cinema itself is an 

expression of the “Mevungu,” because this cinema contributes to breaking the one -way 

communication system set up by the state through its crumbling monopoly of the 

audiovisual landscape. “Mevungu” films announce the individualization of the use of 
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53 Idem conversations Austin Texas. 
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information technologies and communication in Cameroon, combined with the irruption 

of activated sacred space, the “Mevungu,” on the national stage. These processes are 

disrupting the state’s attempt to control the media environment and politics in general. As 

a result, Cameroonian cinema becomes a form of magic because it creates and 

emphasizes the presence of new social actors, who, from the margin of the state, are 

beginning to form communities and new modes of addresses. Within that context, The 

“Mevungu” becomes a particular mode of address and expression. Consequently, Bekolo 

claims that cinema becomes part of the process of finding new possibilities within the 

formations of others spheres of power outside of the realm of the state. It brings up Partha 

Chatterjee’s notion of inner/outer, home/world and spiritual/material, in order to claim 

that women are the representative of the sanctity of the home and Indian spirituality, 

which were articulated by Indian nationalists to demonstrate India’s spiritual superiority 

and resistance against the western discourse of material progress (1993, 3-13). The same 

could be said about the “Mevungu” in Cameroon, which represents the expression of a 

private space out of reach of the dictators’ projection of power. Within that private space, 

Cameroonian cinema intends to begin a conversation on the nature of African traditional 

religion and power in Cameroon. To understand the interplay of cinema and the 

counterpublics, Squires suggests that an understanding of small public spheres is 

necessary, because marginalized social groups “may be targeted by government officials 

for censorship and have a harder time distributing their ideas. Furthermore, prevailing 

social norms may instill fear in citizens of marginalized publics that their ideas would at 

best be met with indifference, and at worst violence” (2002, 449).  

             To borrow from Squires (2002, 452), I propose that the public sphere in 

Cameroon is far from homogenous. Instead of one sphere, one must speak of multiple 

public spheres constituted by Cameroonians from diverse social classes, gender, ethnic, 

or ideological standpoints.  Moreover, Squires adds that these multiple public spheres do 

not differ solely in terms of their backgrounds, ideologies, or agendas, but also in the 

recognition of the range and complexities of the public sphere itself. It is not enough to 

be called a public sphere; one has to be recognized as such to be effective.  For instance, 

Nancy Fraser (1993, 121) has criticized Habermas for not considering the household and 
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family life as a site of labor production, exchange, exploitation and resistance. By not 

recognizing the role of women, as Teno does in Chef (1999) and Le Marriage d’Alex 

(2003), Fraser argues that Habermas made a "grave mistake to restrict the term power to 

bureaucratic context and practices dominated by men”. By doing that, Habermas misses 

the link between the state, the public, and the families, as well as processes through 

which women’s labors are integrated in the economy of the state. For example, women as 

child-rearers oversee the construction of masculinity and power in the state.  

              Last but not least, Squires identifies three forms of public spheres in relation to 

the mainstream: “enclave,” “counter public,” and “satellite.” In an enclave, a 

marginalized public may debate internally, but a unified (and generally non-

confrontational) front is presented to the outside world. In a “counter public, member of 

the marginalized public actively engage and debate with the mainstream public and other 

counter publics. This model may sacrifice a degree of safety for increased independence 

and agency. Finally, the satellite is a more hermetic, separatist vision in which 

interactions with other public spheres are undertaken only sporadically to achieve 

specific utilitarian and political ambitions.”   

 I propose that cinema in Cameroon espouses a counterpublic approach to the 

public sphere. I intend to showcase ways in which Cameroonian filmmakers have 

contributed to the national debate, a contribution that is not fully grasped in the annals of 

Cameroon history.  Filmmaking in Cameroon provides a context for discussions of 

democracy in theory and practice in a number of ways.  It allows discursive space for 

groups and individuals to examine their status in the community.  It creates institutional 

contexts for analyzing the interrelationships between civic education, and the desire for 

democracy.  

Finally, Cameroonian filmmaking provides a vehicle for contrasting the promise 

of independence and the realities of the status quo. These films illustrate that a large 

number of Cameroonians, barely recognized by the official circles of power, are daring to 

dream of what the continent could be at its best, in the face of what is often its worst.  In 

the following pages, this author argues that these counterpublics also complicate high 

theory about Africa. 

64 



          In his latest, Les Saignantes55 (2005), Bekolo relies on the “Mevungu” to 

demonstrate the contrast between indigenous African secret societies’ practices against   

the Cameroonian elites’ problematic use of sex and satanic cults, which bore the colonial 

fingerprint of colonization, desire and power because their worship is perverted by the 

remnant of a colonial culture not based on a meritocracy but by an economy of desire 

brought by the predatory violence of colonization, rape and fascism. Thus, these satanic 

cults express the colonized elites’ attempt at internal colonization through an economy of 

desire based on colonial mimicry and psychological delusions56. In practice, it means that 

the Cameroonians’ top brass have settled for mimicking the colonizers and are now 

wearing their uniforms to routinely exploit their fellow compatriots, hopelessly poor and 

confused, not understanding that these people are broken and need healing.  Bekolo, 

however, claims that by settling for these evil practices, whatever power the elites gain 

from their satanic cults cannot stand the test of time, because the “Mevungu’s” 

cosmology is timeless and cannot be bound by evil power. The “Mevungu” sets both the 

oppressed and the oppressors free.   

Bekolo, however, at the beginning of Les Saignantes (2005) is careful to argue that the 

idea behind the “Mevungu” is neither a philosophy of nationalism nor nativism but an 

ongoing critical process of redefinition throughout history, taking into account 

Cameroonian past, history and myths. It flows into a criticism of modernity and its sense 

of teleology that is predicated on a process of stage-bound through which the past and the 

old are always discarded in the perpetual quest for the new. Within this context, Mircea 

Eliade writes that “While the modern man, though regarding himself as the result of the 

course of universal history, does not feel obligated to know the whole of it, the man of 

the archaic societies is not only obliged to remember mythical history but also to re-enact 

a large part of it periodically. It is here that we find the greatest difference between the 
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man of the archaic societies and modern man: the irreversibility of events, which is the 

characteristic trait of history for the latter, is not a fact to the former” in Nandy (1988, 

58).  

       As a result, Cameroonian cinema began to experiment with an alternative production 

of material narratives discarded by the state as too primitive, but which accumulate into 

the making of an indigenous modernist utopian narratives and new regimes of truth. 

These processes take the form of the “Mevungu” or “rescue cultural anthropology” 

because they are produced from the bottom-up as a retrieval process of a long suppressed 

culture. These organic intellectuals are using the “aesthetics of garbage” that Robert 

Stam, criticizing the modern obsession with the new and the avant-garde, describes: the 

world's avant-gardes are characterized by a paradoxical and oxymoronic temporality. Just 

as the European avant-garde became “advanced” by drawing on the “primitive,” so non-

European artists, in an aesthetic version of “revolutionary nostalgia,” have drawn on the 

most traditional elements of their cultures, elements less “pre-modern” (a term that 

embeds modernity as telos) than “para-modern.”57  

           Furthermore, Stam claims that in the arts, the distinction between 

archaic/modernist is often non-pertinent, in that both share a refusal of the conventions of 

mimetic realism. It is thus less a question of juxtaposing the archaic and the modern than 

deploying the archaic in order, paradoxically, to modernize, in a dissonant temporality 

which combines past imaginary communities with an equally imaginary future utopia. In 

their attempts to forge a liberating language, for example, alternative film traditions draw 

on Para-modern phenomena such as popular religion and ritual magic. In African and 

Afro-diasporic films such as Yeelen (Mali), Jitt (Zimbabwe), Quartier Mozart 

(Cameroun), The Amulet of Ogum (Brazil), Patakin (Cuba), The Black Goddess 

(Nigeria), and The Gifted (the United States), magical spirits become an aesthetic 

resource, a means of  breaking away from the linear, cause-and-effect conventions of 

Aristotelian narrative poetics, a way of flying beyond the gravitational pull of naturalism, 
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57 Robert Stam, “Hybridity and the aesthetics of Garbage: the Case of Brazilian Cinema” 
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of defying the “gravity” of chronological time and literal space58. Stam demonstrates how 

politics and history can restrict or enhance a work of art. Moreover, he describes the skull 

beneath the skull of modernization, which is the deep-seated irrationality that time can be 

tamed by the human brain and consumption. Stam warns that what this “race for the new” 

does is to produce unrecognizable lines of human commodities sloppily following 

fashion.

Studying the “aesthetics of garbage” matters because it not only allows us to 

scrutinize representation and social practices in Cameroon, but also because cinema 

informs the objectification of politics and economy. It equally allows the present author 

to criticize a form of “modernity” which ends up inhibiting the formation of other 

concepts of modernity and other regimes of signification, turning “modernity” into its 

own weapon of cultural mass destruction by dehumanizing human beings who are “out of 

fashion” and demolishing traditional forms of morality which bind human beings 

together. In the context of Cameroon, this new “aesthetic of garbage” is a form of an 

alternative new modernism with underlying political motives such as rethinking the state, 

the nature of politics, the structure of Cameroonian society, popular resistance, 

modernity, and the production of new forms of social utopias that are demarcating 

themselves from slavery, colonization, or a legacy of historicism that Achille Mbembe 

describes: “[First], Economism and its baggage of instrumentalism and political 

opportunism, and second, the burden of the metaphysic of difference” (2002, 2).  

Mbembe argues that 
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Cameroonian cinema communicates films as a resource as well as a language 

of grassroots modernity in perfect osmosis with the symbolic realities of ordinary 

Cameroonians and their social practices. It signals an important intellectual and cultural 

dynamic shift in Cameroon. It offers possibilities out of the crisis of modernity and 

meaning that the country is now experiencing. In the larger realm, Cameroonian cinema 

can be placed under the rubrique of Postcolonialism and ways in which former colonized 

people are inventing new ways of being and new possibilities in what Pratt calls “contact 

zones”: “Social spaces where disparate culture cultures meet, clash, and grapple with 

58 Robert Stam, Idem. 



each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination-like colonialism, 

slavery, or the aftermaths as they lived out across the globe today” (2002, 4). 

The author claims that the concept of “Mevungu” aims at raising the level of 

development discourse in Africa, which made it seem as if the financial interests of 

development were incompatible with a truly African vision such as the “Mevungu.” The 

object is to reinvent new forms of social utopias against a concept of development that 

was hierarchical, Eurocentric, status-obsessed and consumer oriented.  The idea of 

“Mevungu” is not to kill the dream and hopes of development, but to bring forward the 

complexities of the societies this concept attempted to erase, and rejuvenate a new 

thinking about the relationship between time and progress. The concept of modernization 

as applied in many African countries was built around an attempt to hurry through the 

rapid acquisitions of commodities, as if modernity can be bought off the shelf at any 

major supermarket.  

            With the disillusion of the independence, the collapse of grand ideological 

narratives of modernization, Cameroonian filmmakers claim that identity and culture are 

becoming a major site of production of new social utopias and resistance.  

            The point that this work hammers home is that modernization is not simply about 

building roads, hospitals, and classrooms. Societal processes in Cameroon are too 

complex to be reduced to economism and consumption. Modernization is also about 

restituting historical forms of politics and rebuilding communities, including indigenous 

wisdom. Attempts must be made to reconcile the practical and rational elements of 

modernization with the symbolic realities of Cameroon to enrich the idea of 

modernization, making clear distinctions about what needs to be conserved -- an African 

indigenous knowledge and consciousness -- and what needs to be subverted. Thus, 

modernization is also about building common sense, meanings, morality, and ethics 

through the production of new forms of social utopias in a place teetering on the edge of 

chaos.  
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              This work is equally important because it makes possible the reading of new 

forms of self-governance and social utopia in the context of globalization and the 

redefinition of the nation state, citizenship, politics, resistance and modernity.  

 By making visible the work of activated counter-public spheres in Cameroon, this 

author proposes that studying other forms of citizenship are of value because they take us 

outside of academic production and processes of governmentality which produce a 

citizenship that is either incomplete or nonexistent, but always pathological. It also 

miscalculates the extent of government control and misjudges people’s level of 

compliance with the state. It is important to bring in the notion of double temporality, the 

complicated relation between the colonial past and the prospect of a postmodern 

Cameroon; the desire to mourn a colonial past and the prospect of living in a new world.  

As Teno pointed out, “we did not bury colonization very well, we need to dig it up and do 

it well this time.”59  Teno’s films project themselves across two temporalities, the 

colonial past and the present, to highlight the gap in that history and how the political 

institutions coming out of that gap developed, and what the consequences are today.  

              Thus, the splitting of time becomes very important here to understand that 

contemporary Cameroonian problems result from a past that was not sufficiently 

mourned and sufficiently forgotten. That split opens up deep political divisions; the 

reason these political divisions have not yet erupted in violence is because of the role of 

activated public spheres in Cameroon that allow a strong debate to take place on the 

margin of the state. The double temporality, as Pr. Sindjoun Pokam, an avid scholar of 

Egyptology, notes, is a “new form of politics and subjectivities that seek to recover the 

wisdom of African past to criticize the violent practices of today government.”60  

Professor Sindjoun Pokam calls for the understanding of a new ethic of responsibility, 

which existed in a pre-colonial society where every single person understood his 

responsibility towards others. The political outcome of that process is a communal space 
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59 See Africa, I will Fleece You (1992) 
60 Sindjoun Pokam is one the most influential human right activists in Cameroon.  He is the co-founder, 
with Djeukam Tchameni, of Cap-Libertes, a radical civil right group that took to the streets in early 1990s 
asking for democracy in Cameroon. Cap-Libertes was the force behind “Operations Ghost Town” in 1991. 
That operation shut down the country until the president agreed to allow free election in the country six 
months later. Interview during field trip in Yaoundé, Cameroon 

 
 



that is constantly interrogating inequality. TV personality Suzanne Kala-Lobe61 sees in 

cultures such as the “N’gondo”62 the survival of an indigenous cosmology which today is 

not simply exotic but functions as an activated public sphere, containing the philosophy 

of a communal society, a public resisting the notion that violence and subjugation is a 

way of life in Cameroon.  

             These personalities are juxtaposing two concepts of Cameroon. One personality 

group is tolerant, has mourned and broken from the colonial past while offering the 

accomplishment of an untainted past as a panacea for Cameroon’s trouble today, and 

another group is made up of plutocrats who, despite their nationalist rhetoric, stand as the 

number one beneficiary of the colonial system that they do not want to reform because it 

is a gauge of their privileges. The survival of these activated counterpublic spheres, as Pr. 

Bole Butake63 points out, prevents the possibility of applying authoritative narratives 

because of colonization. He claims that memory lives outside the realm of the state.   

            Furthermore, Bekolo pointed out to me that his latest movie, Les Saignantes 

(2005), anticipated the political controversies created by another “activated counterpublic 

sphere which is the newspaper. Three Cameroonian newspapers L’anecdotes, La Meteo 

and Nouvelles d’Afrique, which on January 26, 2006, published a list of the country’s top 

50 homosexuals, high-ranking members of Cameroonian society in the administration, 

the church, showbiz and sports in their columns and on the Internet, expressing their 

outrage against the top brass’ being blamed not only for the dissemination of 

homosexuality in the country, but the use of homosexuality as a form of vampirism 

perpetrated on innocent Cameroonians by these “sodomites” elites in order to drain their 

life-force through satanic rituals. 64  
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61 Suzanne Kala Lobe is a columnist for the privately owned paper La Nouvelle Expression 
and for radio station Equinoxe and Channel 2 TV. 
62 The N’gondo is a traditional ceremony where the Sawa people of Southern Cameroon give praise to the 
gods of water.  
63 Pr. Bole Butake is a Cameroonian playwright very active in radical street theater in Cameroon. 
64  For a start, homosexuality is illegal in Cameroon. The article 347 of the Cameroonian constitution 
condemns people engaging in homosexual acts from 3 months to 5 years in jail.  Moreover, in the 
newspapers cited above, the charges of homosexuality and satanic rituals were led by Mgr Tonye, the 
Catholic archbishop of Yaoundé, the country’s capital. Mgr Tonye is known for his denunciations of the 
elite’s sexual practices and what he calls the use of homosexuality as vampirism and satanic rituals. This is 



Thus, outing people for their sexual orientation might be a mystery for those 

not familiar with Cameroon and all the fuss being made over homosexuality in that 

country; however, these newspapers’ offence against this sexual practice was triggered by 

what they perceive to be the inevitable consequence of a political system unable to rise 

above what Nandy calls “the cultural and psychological pathologies produced by 

colonization in the colonizing societies” (1988, 30). Nandy claims that the colonial 

culture thrives on the dominance of heterosexuality over anything feminine. It is a rapport 

of dominance in which the heterosexual comes out on top (1988, 5-66). Within that 

context, homosexuality is used to highlight a process of westernization gone wrong, cued 

by the legacy of colonial madness. The elites driving this process are now standing 

accused of coming out of colonization at the wrong end through their adopting “white 

trash’s” values, instead of the normative appropriate behaviours of the white gentleman65.  

As a result, homosexuality is perceived to be the result of psychological distress. Thus, 

homosexuality here is used to highlight the contradictions between both the colonized 

and the colonizers’ society, because the promise of colonization was to get both the 

colonizer and the colonized in a stage of rational and emotional maturation in which 

homosexuality has no place, as  it was constructed under colonization as a deviance and a 

sign of moral corruption.  

        This controversy features what Cesaire calls, in the Discourse on Colonialism (1972, 

20, 57-58), “the de-civilization of both the colonizers and the colonized.” Consequently, 

these elites are locked into those colonial sexual practices driven by a politic of desire 

and power, reproducing the same colonial neurosis and losing their respectability in the 
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very important point here because by rejecting homosexuality as a western phenomenon, the African 
traditionalists do not mean to reject the entire western civilization but only what they see as its decadent 
components. Therefore, the term “Sodomites” is applied here in relation to the Bible and the decadence of 
Sodom and Gomorrah. Case in point: these traditionalists are using the printing press and the Internet, 
which are western inventions.  It is important to mention that the drive behind the ban of homosexual 
marriage in the US is driven by the same ideology. In the context of Cameroon, it is driven by the idea that 
political privileges must not trump personal dignity. 

65 See Ashly Nandi’s The Intimate Enemy (1988, 44-45). He discusses Oscar Wilde’s Homosexuality and 
the politics of English respectability in England and how Wilde’s sexual practices threatened that politics of 
respectability. One must point out that, moreover, even here in the US, the drive to ban homosexual 
marriage is driven by the same ideology, because conservative Americans present homosexuality as a 
decadent sexual practice. 



process. Thus, it becomes necessary to rescue the country from these victims of colonial 

psychology, a theme that Les Saignantes (2005) addresses. The criticism here is against a 

regime where the differences between the public and the private sphere, societal interest 

and private interest, no longer exist. Homosexuality, consequently, becomes a metaphor 

of a mad and dysfunctional country where people continue to carry on with their 

everyday lives when in fact the place is falling to pieces. It is also translates into the 

strong belief people have in powerful people. 

         Thus, “Mevungu” films are  used to define a process, turning Cameroonian cinema 

into a tool of representation of what is already there, which is the magic of ordinary lives 

combined with cinematic tools in order to produce differences, open up new traces, and 

release new forces and new possibilities within a context dominated by the colonial 

archives66. These processes give insight into the roles that personality and real world 

practices can play into policymaking.       
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          “The Mevungu” is an attempt to develop an original framework in order to grasp 

the new installments of an indigenous culture and mythology embedded in new modes of 

communication and address, redefining the field of human rights and democracy in 

Cameroon. It means providing a more precise analysis of the development of new forms 

of social actors and the kinds of strategic modes of communication and address they 

create in order to confront the colonial archives’ legacy and its psychology while opening 

up avenues to perform new forms of politics in activated counterpublic spheres such as 

the “Mevungu.” When applied to cinema, the “Mevungu” means a new reflection about 

new historical processes, reflecting larger societal shifts in Cameroon. These processes 

are predicated on the development of a new form of social consciousness through 

indigenous myths and traditions to reclaim a new language of humanity perceived to be 

blocked within the country’s colonial archives. Thus, these processes resonate with the 

66 Conversations with Jean-Pierre Bekolo during Austin’s premiere of Les Saignantes at the Dobie theatre
on February 24-25, 2005.  It is also important to point out that these processes are reflected in other 
cinematic narratives coming out Africa  in movies such as Molaade (2004) and Hotel Rwanda (2004), 
demonstrating the rise of a new connoisseurial class taking advantage of technologies and globalization to 
successfully oppose backward tribal practices such as female circumcision (Molaade) and genocidal 
ethnofascism and rape (Hotel Rwanda) in the process, as Cameroonian cinema is writing new forms of 
progressive indigenous archives .  



desire to re-establish a sense of historical continuity that serves as the basis for redefining 

some needed new forms of identity after colonization. Consequently, this work uses the 

“Mevungu” as a metaphor for Cameroonian cinema reconnecting with an indigenous past 

and activated counterpublic sphere for progressive purposes. In the following pages, this 

author argues that, both the “Mevungu” and Cameroonian cinema function as a form of 

electricity, in the way that, they are both forces that are unseen but real and the real 

power behind Cameroonian modernity. 
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Chapter 2. Notes on major Cameroonian filmmakers 

   On African cinema Aesthetics and Cameroonian national cinema 

             This work will not be complete unless the author addresses questions of 

aesthetics. Indeed, African film scholars’ studies are not completely descriptive. They are 

often criticized for offering only a modicum of formal and aesthetic aspects of film 

production and very few sentences about specific films. For the most part, these books 

can be called meta-critical, because they primarily analyze the discourses surrounding the 

politics of memory, which often collapses into discussions of the material conditions for 

film production and distribution.  

         For instance, Ukadike's book (1994) consistently falls back into repeating the 

filmmakers' constant obstacles in reaching an audience, and although these obstacles 

should not be denied, one often wishes that these remarkable filmmakers would be 

allowed simply to talk about their art. However noble it may appear to ask questions, this 

procedure may also be an alarming way of preserving the status quo: questioning African 

filmmakers may simply lead to a reiteration of traditional material concerns that could 

impede a critical formulation of aesthetic categories and a definition of the artistic 

contributions of the continent's filmmakers.  It is true that these filmmakers are using 

cinema to influence the treatment of their compatriots by dictators, but it is important to 

note that it is the African filmmakers who are taking the lead in addressing the issues of 

aesthetics because they understand the danger to be reduced to politicians or griot with 

cameras in their hands.  

              Bekolo is very concerned about African cinema conveying his voice through 

cinematography, not only its interest for its environment. Such principles serve these 

filmmakers because they have to think about film techniques, to work within what is 

usually a shoestring budget. Beyond the usual academic chatters, scholars must also 

address the role of aesthetics in African cinema. In a specific sense, Bekolo claims that 

understanding the power of African cinema also refers to understand its dominant model 

of narration, its psychology and characters motivations and understanding the cause and 

effect, the coherence of time and space and their subordination to narrative forms, formal 
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pattern of language, repetition, rhythm, symmetry, overall compositional unity and 

closure. It also entails understanding production values, dissecting shots, editing 

techniques and the overall continuity system to understand how that autonomous world 

operates. Thus, the case of aesthetics can be made at several levels: the thematic concerns 

of the films, their mise-en-scene and visual style, their formal strategies of narration 

including modes of performances and spectatorial identification within a specific context 

of reception.67   

        As one way to talk about Cameroonian cinema aesthetics, this work relies on the 

work of Walter Benjamin who has original ideas in the realm of film and consciousness. . 

Against Horkheimer and Adorno and their un-dialectic approach to the mass media that 

they view as shallow promoters of mass-deception, Benjamin argues that that in the realm 

of photography and film, the “aura” produced by the images may enhance what he calls 

“Optical unconscious” (1979, 240-57) which he describes as processes through which 

meanings might become associated with a photographic and filmic image that could 

startle, charm or disturb the viewer, quickening rather that deadening his imagination. 

Benjamin’s “optical unconscious” can be product of his notion of “crude thinking,” for 

the ways in which he understands media as the battleground for the meaning and fate of 

self-expression and modernity. Cinema in Cameroon is a popular form of entertainment 

emanating from people who are recognized by the official public sphere as polished 

enough to represent an art with which they want to identify. Filmmakers in Cameroon are 

working outside of institutions sanctioned by the states, and they do not have access to 

the same capital as studio- based system such as Hollywood. Also, their works are 

intentionally oppositional and they define themselves first and foremost as a political 

space rather than aesthetic one. Thus, Benjamin, commenting on the work of Bertold 

Brecht, proposes that “crude thinking should be part and parcel of dialectical thinking, 

because they are nothing but the referral of theory to practice… thought must be crude to 

come to its own in action” (1969, 15). Benjamin uses the concept of “crude thoughts” to 

articulate how ideas coalesce into tools that can be used to create political awakening and 

critical activism. He was interested in explaining relationships that permit audience 
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67 See John Downing Radical Media (2001) and how he makes the case that even radical work must 
consider aesthetics. Radicalism is not an excuse to do poor artistic work.   



interest in the work of art and find reason to think. Benjamin understood that making the 

audience grasp the context of production and reception of a work of art creates an interest 

in knowledge, in Cameroon, of the works of activists working on the state margins. Thus, 

Benjamin was thinking about ways to reconcile ideas with forms by creating 

constellations of dialectic images, which translate into the juxtaposition of social reality 

and reflection. Thus, inquiring through these images is a commitment to freedom, 

because for Benjamin, critiquing rests on a positive sense of purpose and that proposition 

places him among the giants of critical theory.  

           In the same context, Horkheimer recognizes that “interest cannot serve as criterion 

for the truth since truth will always remain in the service of the strong” (1989, 52). Thus, 

the work of aesthetics inquiry is always outside of boundaries, restricted in abstract 

categories such as powerful and weak. It calls for a broad social and ethical theory, and 

this also apply to films in Cameroon. 

Movies in Cameroon are part of larger historical processes of presenting an 

alternative to official narratives. Indeed, if Cameroonian cinema can be seen at times 

crude, they do ask the questions that should have been asked every day to the 

Cameroonian government for the past four decades. Thus, while state owned media are 

failing the country, it's hardly surprising that the few who are brave enough to expose the 

lies of the powerful are becoming heroes.  

On Cameroonian national cinema 

              It is important to focus Cameroonian cinema on the concept of national cinema to 

understand national social fantasies, cultural traditions, and institutional pressures that 

operate under state ownership, control and the conditions of production and reception 

within that context. This brings first the question of defining national cinema in opposition 

to Hollywood domination, especially how local concepts of identity, gender and class get 

to be defined and the heavy reliance of Cameroonian cinema to the country’s literary 

tradition. Indeed, Cameroonian filmmakers are indebted to the work of writers such as 

Mongo Beti, who is not only one of the most acclaimed Cameroonian writers, but also a 
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legend in Africa for his lifetime engagement against dictatorship. Mongo Beti came 

through literature from politics and his works show a brilliant political satire against the 

colonial and neo-colonial regimes of Cameroon. He is known to be the foremost writer of 

the independence in Africa and regularly cited as an influence by Cameroonian 

filmmakers68.  He never gave up his radicalism to the end when he died in Yaounde on 

October 8, 2001 at the age of 69. His first book, Ville Cruelle [Sin City] (1954) is a satire 

against the colonial exploitation of farmers in Cameroon and how as the colonial economy 

began to expand, this group of people were left behind and exploited. His next, Le pauvre 

Christ de Bomba [The Poor Christ of Bomba] (1956) is an anthropological view of the 

brutality of colonization coupled with the complicity of the church and its racism towards 

the natives. Its Main Basse sur le Cameroun (1972), published in France by Maspero, was 

seized and banned by the French government on  the request of the Cameroonian regime 

for its devastating critiques of the Cameroon neo-colonial regime. The ban was lifted in 

1976 after Mongo Beti won his case in court. These trials added to his notoriety as a 

radical activist for a true decolonization of the country. After Main Basse sur le Cameroun, 

he charged back with Remember Ruben (1974), an homage to Ruben Um Nyobe, the leader 

of the Union of Population of Cameroon, a radical political party opposed to France and 

demanding the unconditional independence of Cameroon. Ruben Um Nyobe and other 

leaders of the movement, such as Ernest Ouandie and Felix Moumie were branded 

“communists” and, in this high period of the 1950s Cold War, they were hunted down and 

killed by the French colonial army and Secret Services. 

        In the early 1990s, Mongo Beti retired back to Cameroon to open a bookstore, The 

Black people bookstore, which he ran until his death in 2001. 
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His influence on Cameroonian filmmakers is palpable for their take-no-prisoners 

criticism of the contemporary regime of Cameroon. One example is Jean-Marie Teno’s 

Chef (1999). In it, Mongo Beti makes the case that maintaining power in Cameroon 

involves the enforcement of repression apparatuses which are so powerful that they create 

68 The literary intertext that makes up this cinema is hard to miss. Teno’s signature documentary Africa, I 
Will Fleece You (1992) began as Teno was researching indigenous written tradition in Cameroon. His 
political radicalism was heavily influenced by the Cameroonian novelist Mongo Beti, (1958, 1972, 1974, 
1978, 1984, 1989) who was referenced in the film as well as in Teno’s Chef (1999). Mongo Beti, in the 
pantheon of Cameroonian literature, is akin to Jean-Paul Sartre or Aime Cesaire. In my personal 
conversation with filmmaker Jean-Pierre Bekolo, himself a student of Christian Metz, he was in the process 
of making a biopic with Mongo Beti before he died in October 2001 at the age of 69.  



forms of internalized repression in the citizenry. Teno has to interrupt the filming of Chef 

to save a young boy, Kuate, from being killed by a mob after he had been accused from 

stealing four hens69. Teno uses that unscripted event to demonstrate Mongo Beti’s point in 

greater detail, the authoritarian paternalism of the corrupt elites of Cameroonian politics 

and their vertical monopolistic hold on power which is ruining the country for generation 

to come, because the system has no meaningful separation of powers and legal framework. 

In the process, this cinema recognizes its own privileges to influence great debates in 

Cameroonian society.  

Indeed, the independence was supposed to be the watershed moment when the 

devils of colonization were put to rest. The country, however, is still not a full-fledged 

democracy, and filmmakers such as Jean-Marie Teno see the death hand of the colonial 

system pulling strings behind the curtains of the Cameroonian political stage. This 

problem has been known for decades but the extensive corruption of the political system 

has prevented any major reform. To set the country back on track, building of a public 

library for Cameroonians is necessary to be able to control the meanings of their own 

history and force a public policy response in favor of human rights and democracy. The 

emphasis here is that the independence of Cameroon on January 1, 1960 was in fact the 

continuation of the colonial narrative. For a true independence, the country has to break 

with that past and provide a homegrown indigenous alternative to that process. Cinema 

intends to mediate that transformation. Thus, this cinema engaged itself to produce new 

social utopias and new ways of being by first relying on alternative media techniques to 

counteract the ways colonial stereotypes and conventional approaches to African political 

science has defined ordinary Cameroonians. The ramifications of this work are to use 

Cameroonian cinema and its highlight of grassroots human rights and democratic 

communities in the country in a way that few other media, with the exception of 

independent newspapers, do in the country. 

In the case of Cameroon, moreover, a country deeply scarred by the ghost of 

colonization, hardly acknowledged by the government, the specifics of how Cameroonian 

filmmakers are developing strategies to deal with this national amnesia deserve more 
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69 Lynching is very prevalent in Cameroon. Chef (1999) deals in part with lynching and the dereliction of 
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scholarship, because those filmmakers are involved in searching for the codes that will 

bring back the self-respect necessary for responsible behaviors in a country slowly 

descending into chaos.  Consequently, this work criticizes some aspects of African film 

scholarship that does not bother with the substantive work of grassroots democratic 

activists because their impacts on political decision-making are not visible. The same 

could be said of conventional political science, which tends to judge politics in terms of 

who is getting into office neglecting the patient work of grassroots democratic activists 

by always giving the psychological edge to those taking office in Cameroon by fraud and 

even murders70.  
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70 Scholars such as Downing, (1984, 1989, 2001); Straubhaar, Boyd and Lent (1989, x), Sreberny-
Mohammadi, (1986) have, however, successfully argued that portable media such as tapes, VCRs, 
computers, cell-phones can escape government controls in places in Africa, the Middle-East and Eastern 
Europe. These technologies create forms of non-coercive and anti-hierarchical dialogues, in the process 
creating spaces for anti-government discourse.  
These scholars also argue that these new technologies and their forms of contents have equally helped 
transforming the political culture, from the ground up, as was the case in Iran or Eastern Europe. 



          First Generation: Dikongue Pipa and Kamwa 

  Fig.2.1.1 Daniel Kamwa 

Fig.2.1.2 Dikongue Pipa 

Cameroonian filmmakers’ pioneers are Jean-Pierre Dikongue Pipa and Daniel 

Kamwa. They both labored under the coercive environment of the1970s and worked up 

from within the complex drama of ordinary Cameroonians’ social life, showing through a 

simple evocation of ordinary life that they refuse to turn inward, and how their complex 

lives inform institutional mechanisms in the country. These filmmakers demonstrate 

Cameroonian cinema’s ability to textually ground issues of injustice to show that even if 

rightful citizens of Cameroon are denied full representation, the idea here is to become a 

full member of society. In their own ways, these filmmakers began to introduce the 

potential differences between discourse and hegemony, establishing a distance between the 

state’s official ideology and the creation of autonomous zones of discourse and 

community.  
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The motifs in these films are family life and marriage, and the most common trope 

is the powerful patriarch abusing his power, and in the process oppressing the next 

generation. Dikongue evokes the oppression of women in Muna Moto (L’enfant de l’autre, 

The Other’s Child 1975) and Kamwa the exploitation of the working class in Pousse-

Pousse (Pedicab, 1975),. They show a good grasp of Cameroonian culture and push 

forward progressive issues such as the emancipation of women and the ban of excessive 

dowries. In Muna Moto, Dikongue tells the story of two lovers, Ngando and Ndome, 

whose desire for marriage is complicated by Ndome’s father’s demand for a dowry. Being 

an orphan, Ngando attempts to circumvent such an impossible request and enlists the help 

of his uncle Mbongo. However, the uncle himself takes interest in Ndome and with his 

money buys her from her father at the expense of his nephew Ngando. Muna Moto won the 

best African film prize at Fespaco the year after his release.   

Fig 2.1.3 snapshot Muna Moto (1975) 

His second most notable film, The Price of Freedom (1978), tells the story of a young girl 

who ran away from the narrow-mindedness of her small town and ends up forced into 

prostitution in the big city. Kamwa’s Pousse-Pousse (1975) follows the same line. In the 

movie “Pousse-Pousse,” the cab driver falls in love with Rose but her father, Papa Biseke, 

requires a hefty dowry in exchange for his daughter. His greed forces Pousse-Pousse to sell 

his livelihood, his pedicab, to satisfy his father’s- in- law financial demands. Themes of 

money versus love also appear in his next movie, Les Cercles du pouvoir (1997).  An 

independent journalist, Jisset, investigates a corrupt power-broker, Moni-Man, and falls in 
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love with a woman, Sifoh, whom Moni Man desires. The movie, like Pousse-Pousse, 

becomes a metaphor for the corrupting influences of power, money and gender politics in 

Cameroon.   

Fig 2.1.4 Poster Le Cercle des Pouvoirs (1997) 

         The corrupting influence of materialism and the arrangements between the older men, 

Ndome’s father and Ngando’s uncle in movies such as Muna Moto, and Papa Biseke’s 

intransigence and greed in Pousse-Pousse, are behaviors strongly criticized by Dikongue 

and Kamwa. Here, Dikongue Pipa offers a poetic tragedy of two lovers persecuted by their 

elders’ abuse of power. In Dikongue’s and Kamwa’s films, the old men impose the 

tradition of the dowry and forced marriage. Beyond this, it is the fetichization of women by 

these men who aspire to dominate everything around them because they think of 

themselves as gods. Using the tropes of the family life, Dikongue and Kamwa go beyond 

the images to incite the viewers to become interested, not only in the artistic process, but to 

understand Cameroon’s social fabric and mechanisms. Thus, it is hard to miss the larger 

implications of these films and their social values, because the filmmaker’s targets are 

unmistakable. The Cameroonian patriarchy indicted in these films is accurately portrayed 

as authoritarian and violent; furthermore, they are obsessed with controlling the population, 

yet possessed by an uncontrollable libido. The movies become powerful metaphors for a 

82 



second generation of Cameroonians such as Ndome and Ngando, forced to experience 

powerful trauma and profound injustices which they could hardly overcome because they 

are perpetrated in the context of the family.  The real trauma is not sex but a country 

having trouble overcoming its colonial shadow in order to built powerful utopias.  

Furthermore, in movies such as Chef (1999) and Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), Teno claims 

that the patriarchal tradition of Cameroon continues to be embedded in these larger social 

injustices that continue to be committed against children in the country.  

In the historical context, the patriarchy stifled the emergence of a democracy that 

could have been the forum for these issues to be widely discussed in a broader, 

participatory approach. Thus, Dikongue Pipa and Kamwa laid out the foundations of 

Cameroonian cinema and both managed to keep alive a space of resistance and a discourse 

addressing inequality in the country. They analyzed the culture in a critical manner, while 

at the same time highlighting the places and values of tradition, languages, and cultures in 

the modernizing experiment. With their films, they laid the foundation on which the next 

generation could build to take African filmmaking to another level.  
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   Second generation: Ba Kobhio, Jean-Pierre Bekolo and Jean-Marie 

Teno71. 

A recent body of films made in Cameroon by younger filmmakers such as Bassek 

Ba Kobhio, Jean-Pierre Bekolo, and Jean-Marie Teno is radically different. Their films are 

overtly political, more provocative, more sophisticated, and they bring a fresh and realistic 

treatment of the culture. They communicate a much-needed addition to the family 

melodrama of true love and arranged marriage, the struggles of ordinary Cameroonian men 

and women attempting to make a living depicted in the work by Dikongue Pipa and Daniel 

Kamwa. 72  

These second-generation films intersect the social, economic, political, and 

inherited problems that plagued the country in the 1990s. More importantly, they deal with 

these themes from the vantage point of the first post-independence generation of 

Cameroonians. The generation born after independence, now coming of age, constitutes 80 

percent of the population, or roughly 16 million people. These movies establish the tension 

and struggles that exist in Africa between this generation and what Axelle Kabou (1991, 

81) has termed the “premodern elite,” who had a pre-modern conception of government

and the state. Kabou defines these elites as people who disdained social engineering and 

institutional experimentation. In contrast, the new generation of children who grew up in 

the post-independence era is filled with promise and optimism.  

One major narrative characterizes the second wave films: the acknowledgement 

that the inter-generational relationship between young Cameroonians/civil society and the 

generation of their fathers/authorities is a disaster. In the films by Bekolo, Teno, and Ba 

Kobhio, we witness that it is not easy to pass the torch from one generation to the other. 
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The films of the 1990s were a welcome change from the most popular but improbable Bruce Lee style 
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The films of the 1990s combine a skeptical view of parents and authorities, because the 

children and civil society feel a lack of ownership of their country.  

Even though these films are based on real life events, one cannot help but see  some 

biblical and mythological overtones, particularly, the epic battle between parents and 

children, beginning with the bible and the powerful story of Abraham and Isaac and the 

fact that Abraham did not kill his son Isaac, allowing the story to continue and the 

relationship between fathers and sons to go unbroken, or the complex story of Kronos, who 

ate his children in order to use their vital forces in to stay immortal. These observations are 

important because first they bring to the forefront issues of castration and trauma and the 

necessity to bring out ordinary Cameroonians hidden parts of their souls. They also bring 

home the point that for hegemony to work, it needs a historical process as an evolving 

sphere in which these confrontations renew themselves and are altered over time, and 

where discourses break and other forms of discourse emerge. In the case of Cameroonian 

cinema, the historical process does not evolve but always threatens to collapse into 

devolution and chaos. Watching Cameroonian films, one cannot help but have the idea 

here that the parents are killing their children, because this cinema is packaged with 

narratives depicting the weakness of political institutions in Cameroon. Teno, Bekolo, and 

Ba Kobhio blame the state for the failure of democracy and the market economy, and 

demonstrate these failures’ ripple effects throughout the fabric of society. Their films 

depict the disconnection of the authorities from their children as a situation that translates 

into their inability to grasp the need for the state to address common purposes.  

A community of young characters emerges – Queen of the Hood (Bekolo’s 

Quartier Mozart, 1992), Kuate (Teno’s Chef, 1999), and Keutcha (Teno’s Heads in the 

Clouds1994) – who display a clear need for guidance. They are missing their parents, who 

should be helping them through issues of growing up. The longing for father-love connects 

all of these movies. Queen of the Hood and Kuate have no visible family in sight; instead, 

they are left alone to deal with a harsh and unfeeling world. Teno’s films offer no visible 

catharsis to characters who all seem trapped by life. When these characters look at society, 

they hope to see themselves reflected back, wrapped in love and security. Sadly, they 

don’t.  
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The environment of the crises represented in the second wave films highlights the 

political and socio-economic crisis of the continent and the ensuing social upheaval. In a 

continent where 80% of the population is under 25 years of age, the malaise these movies 

display bodes badly for the healthy development of the continent. The crisis of population 

and development in Africa and Cameroon is a cause for concern, for, as Coquery-

Vidrovitch (1998: 3) points out, the continent is in a state of “cumulative crisis.” The 

government’s corruption only worsens the situation. Transparency International, a Berlin-

based NGO that tracks government corruption throughout the world, frequently cites the 

Cameroonian government as one of the world’s most corrupt.73

The responses to these concerns are varied. Some scholars, such as Daniel 

Etounga Manguelle (1991) and Axelle Kabou (1991), have claimed that African culture 

contains elements incompatible with economic, technological and scientific development 

as achieved in the West, and East Asian countries. Kabou (1991) titled her publication Et 

si l’Afrique refusait le développement? (What if Africa refused development?), and Daniel 

Etounga Manguelle (1991) asked a similar question in “L’Afrique a-t-elle besoin d’un 

programme d’ajustement culturel?” (1991) (“Does Africa need a cultural adjustment 

programme?”). Moreover, Axelle Kabou (1991), Jean-Marc Ela (1998) and Achille 

Mbembe (2002) argue that contemporary African experiences of modernization involve 

“an economy of desired goods that are known, that may sometimes be seen, that one 

wants to enjoy but to which one will never have material access”; Mbembe claims that 

the appropriation of goods “through pillage and violent seizure” has to do with the role 

that development for certain Africans plays, as a fantasy that commodity goods would 

make them first class citizen. Mbembe argues development is displaced and “assimilated 

to a game of chance, a lottery, in which the existential temporal horizon is colonized by 

the immediate present and prosaic short-term calculation” (2002, 271). 

The idea of development as a vertical process aimed at catching up with time --

which is the “first class” countries’ time -- must be replaced by the horizontal time of the 

community and how societies in Africa are reinventing new ways of being. The debate has 

to shift focus to “ordinary citizens,” active social agents such as filmmakers and how they 

are turning their representations to highlight new forms of social practices, solidarities, and 
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governmentality, which are important elements of alternative modernity amidst the chaos 

organized by political opportunists pursuing selfish interests under the guise of national 

leadership. As with Amartya Sen (1999, 36-37), the point will be made that freedom is the 

necessary condition for economic development. There cannot be development without 

freedom because it is the condition sine qua non.   
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Bassek Ba Kobhio74 

Fig 2.c.1 Bassek Ba Kobhio 

              Bassek Ba Kobhio’s work can also be interpreted within the concept of the 

public library. He told Givanni that his aim is to “go deep into their [Cameroonians’] 

collective mind to try to retie the broken thread of our history and our memory” (Givanni, 

2000, 187). Ba Kobhio’s cinema catalogues life experienced by ordinary Cameroonians 

from their vantage point, a demographic rarely echoed in official discourses. It also 

mobilizes a set of definitions of what a Cameroonian citizen ought to be, which is being 

respectful of his cultural prestige and democracy. These new forms of citizenships and 

publics are social networks not represented or conventionally taken for granted in the 

official public sphere run by the state. These counter publics are made up of social actors 

who are not necessarily experiencing the same level of oppression because they are 

constituted by a wide range of social groups such as academics, human right activists, 

church leaders, independent artists, businessmen, women’s groups, and athletes. These 

networks are taking on broader targets: human rights, democratic activism, economic 

self-empowerment or religious freedom. 

The author contends that the common thread of these counter publics relates to the 

running of activities which are not conventionally identified as posing a direct threat to 
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the state, yet in their own subtle ways are eating away at state domination. These 

activities spring from the margins of the state to create their own forms of social power 

not controlled by the state. These are proto-forms of democratic networks and activities 

calling to the recognition of specificities of Cameroonian experiences, rather the generic 

clichés typically used to describe the place.  

Bassek Ba Kobhio, moreover, argues that Africa does not have a “culture of 

poverty” problem. His argument is that the continent needs to reach back to its indigenous 

cultural reservoir to find original solutions for its development. His work is emblematic of 

the oral-performative indigenous tradition of development challenging the very theories 

and models tested outside Africa that are supposed to be applicable to the continent 

(Balandier, 1998, 201). However, after one failure after another of these developmental 

schemes, Bassek’s Sango Malo (1991) argues for a theory of development that will do 

justice to the culture and history by adapting scholarship to local realities in Cameroon. In 

Sango Malo, Bernard Malo, a young teacher trained in the tradition of Brazilian educator 

Paulo Freire (1972, 1995), explains that education must be based on dialogue rather than 

strict curricular orthodoxy. Freire’s concept of dialogue is based on lived experiences, 

social practices building social capital to enhance the community as a whole.  

Within that context, Malo vigorously opposes the school principal, a product of 

colonial education who remained unaware of the resurgence of nationalism and political 

progressivism in the country. The school principal proceeds with a “zombie-like” 

mindlessness, stuck within the rigid and traditional “Eurocentric” confines of colonial 

curriculum and practices designed to produce docile colonial administrators. Opposing that 

method of “banking education,” which Freire (1972, 1995) uses to define mindless and 

conformist education, Malo advocates an education that will serve the needs and purposes 

of the community. Like his role model, Freire, Malo believes in the transformative power 

of education. He exerts a powerful influence on the students by teaching them to survive in 

the world not only through “book knowledge” but also through common sense and 

physical labor. Malo believes in agriculture, which does not belong in the headmaster’s 

curriculum, to reduce their dependence on imported food. Sango Malo soon exceeds even 

the confines of the school system to organize the farmers in the community. He quickly 

runs into a showdown with the conservatives in his community who favor the status quo.  

89 



Bassek followed with Le Grand Blanc de Lambarene (1995), which takes a 

revisionist look at the life of Nobel Prize winner Albert Schweitzer who did great work in 

Africa to fight sleeping sickness and save a great number of African lives. His Achilles 

heels were that despite his accomplishments, he remained locked into white supremacy and 

colonial arrogance. For example, Schweitzer never allowed African guests in his house. He 

refused to install electric generators and modern sanitation in his hospital. In his 

relationship with black women, he was very condescending75 and Schweitzer was also 

known for consistently refusing to mentor and model young Africans who wanted to be 

doctors like him76. His point was that modernity was bad for Africans because he believed 

in the myth of the noble savage, protected from the destructions of modernity. Le Grand 

Blanc rewrites some aspects of the history of colonization from a native perspective and 

the missed opportunity of a real encounter between the white and the black civilizations 

through the personage of Schweitzer.  

It also keeps emphasizing that the work of decolonization is also a metaphor for 

the colonial relationship between France and its former colonies. That relationship 

mirrors the filial relationship between the father and the son and the necessity of parricide 

for the son to emerge. Within that context, the work of Cameroonian cinema shows all 

the oedipal complexities of that relationship. Bassek Ba Kobhio in Le Grand Blanc de 

Lambarene (1994) highlights these complexities by filming the last days of Dr Albert 

Schweitzer’s life. The movie starts out as a denunciation of colonial paternalism, at the 

same time, highlights the complexities of the character. Schweitzer is a man who is both 

generous and racist, efficient and selfish, humble and megalomaniac. Those 

characteristics are put into place at the beginning of the film when Koumba, the young 

hero, expressed his desire to go study medicine in Europe. Schweitzer openly laughs to 

his face and tells him that “A Black man is not capable of studying medicine.” At the 

same time, Schweitzer does nothing to prevent Koumba from becoming a doctor, which 

he becomes after lengthy years of study in Europe. Schweitzer loves Africa enough to 

build a clinic in the middle of nowhere in Lambarene (Gabon) to save them from disease, 

90 

75 In the movie, Schweitzer appears very attracted to Bissa, a young black woman. They never became 
intimate. He made her sleep on the floor by herself during their whole relationship and only allowed her to 
sleep on the same bed with him when he was about to die.   



but does nothing to train them as physicians. He speaks many languages but refuses to 

learn any local languages. He is an accomplished musician but shows no interest in 

African music. He loves Africa enough to be buried there, but while treating Africans he 

refuses them anaesthesia because thinks that the black body reacts differently than the 

white body.   

In Bassek’s latest, The Silence of the Forest (2003)77, he sets up an opposition 

between Western education, tribal relationships and loyalty. The movie is about a character 

named Gonaba, a well-educated and westernized African intellectual with the profound 

belief that his western-type education equipped him to bring positive change back home to 

the Central African Republic. He intends to shake up the stagnation and privileges of the 

ruling class with the motto that “I can already see the day when I can triumphantly say: 

’Look what I did for this country.’” Gonaba’s vision based on the presupposition that 

western education and his experiences as an African are sufficient to help get the Central 

African Republic out of under-development. Bassek uses Gonaba’s quote as a leitmotiv to 

discuss the question of otherness, emotional disconnection, and development in Africa.  

To Gonaba’s frustration, that vision is not reciprocated. He is seen by his 

compatriots as nothing but a white man and his entire effort is unappreciated. Gonaba even 

ends up being fetishized by his girlfriend, who tells him that she likes him because “he has 

the body of a black man and the mind of a white man.”  

         Gonaba’s failure to achieve his goal suddenly turns him from a western- educated 

intellectual into a tribesman when his general sense of futility leads him to take on the 

plight of the Pygmies who are regarded with racist contempt by both Central Africans who 

are not Pygmies, and white people running multi-national foreign corporations. At that 

point, the movie turns into an attack against the mistreatment and exploitation of pygmies 

in Africa and the ecological threat against the continent. Bassek Ba Kobhio goes on to set 

up the contrast between the noisy Western civilization Gonaba was educated in, and the 

smooth musical harmony of a millennial multi-generational culture of the Pygmies. 

Pygmies are forced to become clowns for tourism purposes and their lands the 

target of multinational corporate interests for their rich resources. Disgusted, Gonaba ends 
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up fleeing the so-called “cosmopolitan” culture of Africa to the jungle to embrace the 

Pygmies’ culture. He becomes tolerated in that environment and takes as a spouse a Pygmy 

woman. His thinking is that he will use his western education to teach the pygmies how to 

read and write and thus make them on their way to be equal to the “tall men” running the 

country after five decades of domination.  To his surprise, he found out that they have no 

use for him because their millennial culture is strong and reliable and does not need to be 

changed by western ideals. He also finds out that the big game hunting the pygmies are 

practicing comes packaged with an authentic and honest way of life, which is more 

important than what he learned in Europe.  Gonaba goes native. 

Gonaba’s helplessness and impotence get reinforced in the film when he finds out 

he cannot help the Pygmies escape the development being planned by foreign corporations 

on their land. This development consists of cutting down the forest for foreign exports. The 

Silence of the Forest becomes a metaphor for the human lives and the biodiversity being 

threatened in the jungle in the name of development, and the impotence of the African 

cosmopolitan elite to save it. The moral of the film becomes that even for the most well-

intentioned person, the capacity to respect the other is very hard to come by. 

 Fig 2.c.2 still shot from Sango Malo (1992)  
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Fig 2.c.3 still shot Le Grand Blanc de Lambarene (1995) 

Fig.2.c.4 Scene from Le Silence de la Foret (2003) 

93 



Jean-Pierre Bekolo 

Fig 2.d.1 Jean-Pierre Bekolo 

The work of Jean-Pierre Bekolo is a great contribution in African cinema to 

address issues of politics and creativity. In his work, criticism of African leadership is a 

recurrent theme. However, Bekolo adds the question of full cinematic expression in 

Cameroonian cinema and the search of pushing the visual frontiers in African cinema78. In 

the past, African filmmakers have been preoccupied with political activism to the detriment 

of aesthetics to the point that, for many film critics and scholars, it became accepted that 

African cinema is nothing but a filmic corpus of political manifestoes. Bekolo himself 

raised the question with me when I asked him to comment about his experience as a film 

student in France and his experience with Christian Metz. He told me that he was glad I 

asked the question because he never got a chance to address these issues, even with the 

large quantity of articles written about his films. He noted that emphasis has always been 

put on material considerations such as the politics of his films and questions of distribution. 

He went on to address what he learned in film school, especially, the idea of cinema as a 
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language, the association between words and images. Thus, the content of a film is visual 

as well as auditory. Bekolo’s films demonstrate this concern with language and visual 

expressivity, which will be detailed below.   

         In Bekolo’s Quartier Mozart (1992), we glimpse a leadership that does not want to 

comply with the consequences of its actions and policies. Quartier Mozart tells the story 

of “Queen of the Hood,” an engaging and provocative 16-year-old. She has a tomboyish 

competitive spirit and a style that strongly suggests somebody who does not suffer fools 

gladly. On the contrary, she gets easily irritated by all the attention she is receiving from 

men, which is mostly sexual in nature. Her ultimate quest is to find the perfect mate. 

      She asks the help of the local traditional healer, Mama Thekla, who transforms 

Queen’s body into that of a man named Myguy. Like Myguy, Queen of the Hood starts to 

investigate her neighborhood’s gender and sexual politics. Her transformation into a male 

figure shows the “Queen of the hood” can successfully masquerade as the phallus. She 

can also outwit the patriarchy’s laws and status. She can become her own person, her 

own phallus and her own fetish.   

Fig 2.d.2 poster for Quartier Mozart (1992) 
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         In Cameroonian culture, specifically the Beti of Southern Cameroon, the female 

characters of Quartier Mozart (Queen of the Hood; Mama Thekla; and Samedi, the 

daughter of Mad Dog, the police chief) are forms of pre-modern archetypes where the 

division between genders was meaningless. They are also postmodern as well as 

postcolonial, not because they lack history, but because of their capacity to maintain a 

sense of their past amid the postcolonial condition in which they live. Thus, they are not 

simply living off a dead culture of pastiche, of simulacrum characterizing some post-

modern aspect of postcolonial African conditions. They show great contempt for male 

domination, which is reflected in the decay of the social order in Cameroon. The missing 

link here is the figure of the mother79. In Quartier Mozart (1992), the Queen of the Hood 

and Mama Thekla reintroduce that motherly figure through humbling arrogant men by 

making their genitals disappear; they haunt Mad Dog, the most important male in the 

neighborhood, by helping his daughter Samedi break all his rules. Samedi defies her 

father’s midnight curfew, claiming that it contradicts her own schedule. She refuses to give 

proper decorum to her father’s soon-to-be second wife by siding with her mother, and the 

police chief accuses her of putting a curse on him that prevents him from gaining any kind 

of promotion at his job. In her performance, Samedi highlights her father’s foolishness and 

shows that her father, instead of policing people, needs policing himself.  

In Mad Dog, the police chief, we see a leader who is selfish, which is the reason he 

cannot better fulfill his talents. Mad Dog is completely irresponsible and unrepentant. He 

views his problems as a form of curse that is thrown at him by his first wife and calls a 

priest to come and exorcise his house. The fact that the priest quickly complies is telling of 

the complicity of the church with the state. Mad Dog is oblivious to the disaster he is 

creating by breaking up his family and not being there to provide the leadership that is 

expected of him. He constantly argues with his wife and daughter and beats his own son 

for no reason. Mad Dog extends his contempt for his family to everyone in the 

neighborhood. He walks the neighborhood like a predator spying on its prey. However, he 

is a predator without teeth. He tells a group of women to shut up, a group of young people 

to stop playing their music. He abuses a convicted felon, Panka, by making him work as 

one of his domestics without pay.  
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Mad Dog represents the niggers Fanon describes in The Wretched of the Earth, 

those who have internalized the violence of the colonizer and are now lashing out at their 

own people (1958, 52). In Quartier Mozart’s act of ultimate violence, his boss from the 

French Foreign Aid ministry fires him. This is Bekolo’s way of commenting on the 

country’s neo-colonial situation. Bekolo told Patricia Aufderheide (1994,35) that the 

character of Mad Dog is loosely based on his father and represents a leadership that has 

always been confused and does not know exactly where it stands. Quartier Mozart was 

shot in 1990-91 during the period of pronounced civil unrest in Cameroon. Students were 

challenging the authority of the president of the republic, and “Operation Ghost Town,” 

was being staged all over the country80.  

 For all its focus on the perspective of “Queen of the Hood,” Bekolo’s film does not 

idealize childhood or see in it an escape from the complexity of adult life. In marked 

contrast to contemporary Hollywood's fascination with an endless adolescence to which 

both children and adults aspire, Quartier Mozart (1992) reflects a clear distinction between 

childhood and adult life. The chief task of parents is to prepare children to become 

responsible, virtuous adults. It shows children awakening to the complexities of adult life 

with its virtues and vices.  

However, like Ba Kobhio and Teno, Bekolo articulates the rift in the heart of 

leadership in Cameroon. Although they cling to a certain idea of masculinity, as when Mad 

Dog takes a second wife in Quartier Mozart, the leaders of Cameroon portrayed by these 

two filmmakers seek to repress all uncertainties: women’s rhetoric, children, business 

people they do not trust. These rifts make the leaders ineffectual, because they cannot rise 

above their own pettiness to assert a leadership with a major vision.  

What is more important in terms of aesthetics is Bekolo’s uses of film techniques to 

elaborate the mechanics of desire, repression, economics and language, that while being 

highly stylized, is purely reflecting a Cameroonian context. For example, the opening of 

Quartier Mozart (1992), with the characters directly addressing the audience with a sassy 
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dialogue and rapid colorful editing montage, creates a highly stylized environment with 

very specific Cameroonian lingo. Even though Bekolo admits the influence of filmmakers 

such as Spike Lee, Quartier Mozart and his other films do not have the same close-ups, 

shot/reverse shots and other editing conventions of classical Hollywood narratives. The 

actors in Quartier Mozart are not shown in close-ups as they address the camera, rather as 

medium-shots where the full bodies are represented. Even the characters are talking to each 

other; there are no shot-reverse shots. This is because, in Africa, the concept of 

individualism is different than in the West. The individuals, in Africa, are always part of a 

group rather than “free agents.” This process transforms the identification of the characters. 

They are not a hero or a central character to identify with; rather, the film has a decentered 

narrative with multiple characters, putting an emphasis on the communal aspect of the 

narrative rather than its linearity. The lack of shot-reverse shots is also important because 

in Cameroon, there are issues of respect in communication. Shot-reverse-shots bring issue 

of “talking back.” In Africa, younger generations are raised to show respect to their elders. 

Thus, talking back is something that shows a lack of proper decorum. It explains the 

abundance of point of view shots and composition within the frame; in that process, even 

though the language is very confrontational, characters do not appear in the same frame. In 

this way, the audience makes the link in his own head. The link between characters are 

suggested rather than portrayed emphatically. 

The use of language in Quartier Mozart is also very creative. The lingo is French 

but with a strong native color and many inside jokes. There is the character “Mad Dog,” 

“Chien mechant”; Atango “bonbon des jeunes filles,” “ladykiller” or “young ladies candy”; 

a “homme fatale” wearing a colorful tuxedo and a red-scarf to show his urban 

sophistication.  Samedi  “You have not seen anything yet” “tu as déjà vu quoi?” and her 

friend “Queen of the Hood” who usually says “mouffe” from the English word “move” but 

here it means “get out of my face.” She is ready “to take the roof off the neighborhood” 

and to show “Mad Dog” is a dog that barks but does not bite.  Bekolo uses direct address to 

the camera, bright visual colors, sharp contrasts between black and white, and subverts 

African filmmaking tactics based on realism. He achieves the same success in criticizing 

the sexual politics and the predatory manners of masculinity in Cameroon.  
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Bekolo followed with Aristotle’s Plot (1995) about young Africans seeking an 

answer to the domination of foreign action films on the continent in the midst of their own 

government’s negligence of culture. The movie becomes a metaphor about media effects 

and modeling and how foreign films that blur the line between fiction and real life get on 

the continent. The movie features E.T, a filmmaker who studied cinema in Europe and is 

coming back home to rescue the local cinema. He is confronted by Police Sergeant, a 

character whose mission is to understand how someone can die in one film and reappear in 

another one. E.T is also confronted by a group of gangsters opposing his goal to indigenize 

film production because they invested in foreign films. The movie is a metaphor about the 

reinvention of local cinema, using the gritty realities of the locale. Bekolo moves beyond 

the cliché that the heavy consumption of foreign films is a marker of cultural death. 

Instead, Bekolo points out that culture and language always evolve and that is where 

cultural studies must focus, on that hybridity between the global and the local and 

processes allowing the emergence of new ways of beings and new ways of thinking. Thus, 

the movie is also a critique of people who think about African cinema in terms of 

academicism, didacticism, stereotypes and the same old question of distribution, failing in 

the process to grasp African culture evolution. In Ukadike’s personal interviews with Jean-

Pierre Bekolo, he clearly stated that: “I hate talking about the problems of distribution and 

about politics. In African circles, we never talk about aesthetics, and that is what made me 

enter this business of filmmaking” (1994. 221). Bekolo added that “when critics meet 

Spielberg, they don't ask about American cinema” (1994, 221)81. This is also a call for self-

confidence and proposes that African cinema is mature enough to compete for its own 

audience, instead of being constantly undewritten.  
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Fig 2.d.3 still from Le complot d’Aristote. 

         Bekolo’s critics are exemplified in his latest, Les Saignantes (The Bloodettes) 

(2005). The movie is an experimental hybrid mixture of science-fiction-horror, erotica 

and action, as well as a satire on the state of politics in Africa, the first to ever come out 

of that continent, exposing the profound malaise ordinary people feel toward the political 

class. The movie, set in Cameroon circa 2025, is a dramatic and idiosyncratic reading of 

the internal mechanisms of masculinity and power in Cameroon, bringing out its 

poisonous cocktail of money, corruption, sex and prostitution all  mixed together by the 

grotesque and the macabre. Amidst this mess, two irresistible and mischievous young 

girls forced into prostitution, Majolie (Adele Ado) and Chouchou (Dorylia Calmel), rebel 

and turn into feminist avengers and walking estrogens bombs determined to blow up the 

place in order to save it. Within that context, the movie brings out universal questions 

about the relationship between money and the body, body and power, power desire and 

alienation. 

The movie opens with Majolie in a trapeze sling, entertaining a powerful boss in 

the Cameroonian government (Balthazar Amandangoleda) with gravity-defying dances in 

order for her to win his favor and land a big government contract. Bekolo claims that the 

movie was inspired by personal experience. He was forced to rely on similar young 

prostitutes with special relations with high-ranking bureaucrats to help him resolve one of 
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his problems. He then discovered a gigantic network of prostitutes selling themselves to 

powerful politicians in order to curry favor, which lead him to reflect on teenage 

prostitution and the future of the country. [In the same vein, his next film might be on 

male prostitution since the Cameroonian press just released a list outing powerful 

homosexual politicians in the country using their power to have sex with young boys]. 

 In les Saignantes, after a lengthy montage sequence of jump-cuts, erotic dance and 

surreal sex, the boss dies of heart attack because his weak heart, when put to the test, 

could not survive Majolies’ gyrating, potent, virile hips. The rest of the film involves 

Majolie and Chouchou attempting to deal with this crisis, the first question of which is. 

how to dispose of the body and hide the incident. For this, Majolie contacts a fellow 

saignantes or Bloodette, Chouchou, to help out. The movie morphs in mystifying turns as 

the women go underground to claim the power of a  matriarchal secret society called 

“Mevungu”; a powerful women’s secret society built around the “Evu cult,”  a life-force 

entity located in women’s  bellies, which, when activated, gives woman the magical 

power to create life as well as end it. Thus, in the “Mevungu,” women are real goddesses, 

symbols of fertility and destroyers. This is to show that good and evil for the “Mevungu” 

women are not necessarily oppositional entities. They embody both energies, which, in 

the end claim, that social responsibility ultimately rests on women’s power. Thus, Bekolo 

points out, the real problem of men in power in Cameroon is to have relegated these 

women to the realm of invisibility. Now they are coming back to collect their dues and to 

enshrine the knowledge that the primordial human energy is female82.  Thus, Bekolo is 

after the knowledge that if the politics of male carnation is the province of powerful men, 

women are not simply idle bystanders to their own oppression. Cameroonian women 

comprehend and articulate their own suffering by harnessing these anarchic male desires 

into an agenda of political transgressions and consciousness of exploitation which 

ultimately lead to empowerment and gender equality in the film. Within that context, it is 

important to know that the movie local premiere, initially scheduled for January 1, 2006 

was cancelled and facing a ban from the Cameroonian regime which objected to the 

film’s sexual depictions. The real motivation was not the sex but the politics of the film 
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raising powerful questions with Godardian-like intertitles such as “How can one make an 

anticipation movie in a country that has no future?”, “How can one make a movie about 

love when love is impossible?” Facing worldwide pressure, driven by Bekolo’s campaign 

for getting his film released, the government withdrew the threat and allowed to movie to 

be screened in the country uncut and uncensored, backing up the point made throughout 

this work that the Cameroonian filmmakers are opening up zones of permissiveness that 

even dictatorships like Cameroon cannot close down, zones of free speech and artistic 

creativity. Within that process, Bekolo gives the public a demonstration of how cinematic 

rhetoric is leaping from text to actual physical protest against the state and the values of 

speech and artistic freedom83.  

    Fig 2.d.4 still shot from Les Saignantes (2005)  

The movie might have a feel of a Russ Meyer production with its sexual 

politics; however, Bekolo is constantly reinventing the language of modern cinema in 
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Africa by subverting genres, expectations and boundaries, which, for more conventional, 

classic Hollywood fans, runs the risk of making the movie unwatchable. The film offers 

an original visual theme with its high-resolution images shot on digital camera. Its 

hyperactive, over-amped, ludicrous jump cuts, music-video editing, and a neon lighting 

style make the viewer feel part of the action. The mixture of natural light and color 

saturation, moreover, has a tremendous impact on every single scene in an oversaturated 

day-glow pastel colour, which, in a movie mostly shot at night, gives a gritty, dark and 

dangerous feel to the landscape. The film is shot on digital video, which manipulates the 

background into medium close up shots, and slickens and sharpens the product. Bekolo is 

constantly slowing or accelerating the montage, which works to maintain a sense of 

burlesque, tension and wild energy. The ways characters move also deserves mention. 

They move like zombies, highlighting Bekolo’s rupture with a voyeuristic representation 

of Africa. He takes it directly to the viewers by challenging his archives of Africa. 

Bekolo introduces a fragmented aesthetic to capture real life and its complexities on the 

continent at the intersection of postcolonialism and globalization. Within that context, 

Majolie and Chouchou become symbols of a new Africa; young women who refuse the 

role attached to them and unafraid to challenge the status-quo. In the process, they 

become more than characters, but real archetypes of Cameroonian youth as Queen of the 

Hood and Samedi in Bekolo previous film Quartier Mozart (1992). The production 

values enhance Bekolo’s meaning, which is the revenge of exploited women forced into 

prostitution. The Mevungu are avenging feminists making a grand statement about the 

plight of women, describing them with lines like “two holes that always get screwed in 

the end.” Additionally, Bekolo occasionally interrupts the film for an interstitial title card 

that reminds the audience that it is watching a film by posing a question; for example, 

“How can you make a horror film in a place where death is a party?” There are five or six 

of these throughout, but the final title card, at the close of the picture, is the most telling: 

“How can you watch a film like this and do nothing after?”      

Bekolo is raising important questions, such as how to make a movie about the 

future in a country that has no future? The irony here is that the movie is not about the 

future but contemporary Cameroon, a country where the future has no meaning because 

of corruption and the decay of the political system. Bekolo’s Les Saignantes (2005) deals 
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with vampirism and the return of the dead, which is very important in Cameroon, because 

it highlights the idea of something not being properly buried, which is a metaphor for 

colonization. These processes bring to the foreground the collective unconscious of a 

country. It provides a complex interpretation of a society teetering at the edge of chaos 

and active efforts within it to reinvent history to prevent this. Thus, the line between 

critique and political involvement is a constant line of tension for the Cameroonian 

filmmakers. 

The aesthetics of the last wave of filmmakers discussed above is particularly self-

reflexive, although their narrative techniques and style call attention to realism and cinéma-

vérité. The directors of the 1990s manage to incorporate people in their everyday life, 

situations and dialogue, which are betraying attempts at verisimilitude and “authenticity” 

of daily life in Cameroon. Thus, Cameroonian cinema claims to have a strong basis in 

historical events that establish a direct understanding of how social and political relations 

are intimately connected with cultural affairs. In the process, these cultural productions and 

representations provide their own socio-political critique in addressing and theorizing the 

concerns of the disenfranchised in Cameroon.  

Bekolo reworks African cinematic aesthetics with a hybrid genre to challenge 

current representations of the continent and to show that ordinary Cameroonians can live 

in and beyond Cameroon. One of the main propositions of African cinema theory is to 

question what Diawara calls the “the colonial-nationalist project which has always given 

the elite and the state uncontested authority and legitimacy at the expense of other 

“effective identities.” By “effective identity,” I mean the locating and nominating of non-

territorial, non state-centric, non-elitist values as the focus of the highest “loyalty” and 

expression in film. These critics see in Africa the capacity to create other psychological 

bases beyond those of nationhood that mediate African experiences and worldviews. 

Contemporary African filmmakers continue to show the need for representing the local, 

the specific and the community within a “localized global” view. A good example of this 

localized-global view is Jean-Pierre Bekolo’s work and his views on Cameroon (1996, 

209-219) because it weaves a perfect understanding of global forms and signs to 

indigenize them in Cameroon in order to advance some local issues such as gender 

politics and the oppression of women. 
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         The history of oppression and political violence is built into this cinema as a 

pipeline to bring these citizens into the political process. This is part of a multi-phased 

operation which begins by institutionalizing forms of subversion and transgression, 

shifting the focus on national elites to the grassroots levels to produce visibility for new 

political, economic, historical and cultural formations at the bottom of society. These 

processes are responding to centuries of exclusionary politics by setting up their own 

public discourse in an attempt to influence the official public sphere run by the state. 

Kenneth Harrow recognizes that conventional political reasoning would not be enough to 

do away with centuries of oppression. Instead, these processes require perpetual 

transgressions to defeat the imagination of the state. Harrow claims that it calls for the 

building of new knowledge and categories “without these new categories becoming new 

prisons” (2002, 254).  Harrow points to the fact that the representation of ordinary 

Cameroonians in the political process is one of the big constitutional issues in the 

country, which demands constant creativity to be sustained at the forefront of the 

democratic fight.  

105 



On Jean-Marie Teno84 : the power of historical revelations.    

 Figs.2.3.1 and 2.3.2.  Jean-Marie Teno and clips of his famous films             

     This work focuses on Jean-Marie Teno because he has established a public persona as 

an independent, confident and leading expert on Cameroonian society through his series 

of films. He is the most prolific and consistent of the contemporary generation of the 

major Cameroonian filmmakers, which includes Bassek Ba Kobhio and Jean-Pierre 

Bekolo. His output of films and the range of his interventions make him the perfect 

spokesperson of an entire generation of Cameroonians who grew up right after the 

independence.  

          What Teno demonstrates the most is that knowledge is not prophylactic and history 

needs to be consistently exposed for it not to repeat itself.  His films are about the power 

of historical revelations and against any forms of denial of history in the interest of raison 

d’Etat. Teno, foremost, understands the necessity of history as a form of process through 

106 

84 The author chose not to ask Jean-Marie Teno to collaborate closely at this stage of my work. Contact via 
the Internet and the culture of etiquette of telephone use are uncharted at the moment. The author did not 
want the risk of endangering collaboration in the future.  



which hegemony is deployed, contexted and reformed. He understands that the idea of a 

unified discourse across history is never overdetermined.  

His work within the territory of history acknowledges both large-scale historical 

forces such as colonization, but at the same time is susceptible to contingent events.  His 

movies recycle deeply ingrained Cameroonian political motifs to capture the dark side of 

Cameroonian independence, the death of the ideology of freedom and self-renewal, 

which now is expressing itself into in an insecure and pathetic negotiation with mortality. 

Teno represents a generation of Cameroonians haunted by failures, destruction, and the 

suppression of lost ideals, who at the same time, is seeking to find the formula that will 

save Cameroon from total destruction: what Teno’s compatriot, Achille Mbembe, refers 

to as “The banality of power and the aesthetics of vulgarity in the postcolony,” which he 

depicts as a carnavalesque mixture of absurdities and cruelties (1992, 1-30)85.  

     Within that context, Teno deserves points for his bravery for highlighting the 

inconsistencies of “modern” Cameroon and directly confronting the petty thugs in charge 

for the last six decades by exposing them as “fake democrats.” His films are not very 

comforting and reassuring. They have the insights of somebody who went through some 

personal damage, a kind of zombie back from the dead, setting the record straight. He 

believes in harsh truths and tackling controversial issues with seemingly total disregard for 

his own life. In the context of the “democratic” regime of Cameroon, this is a sign of 

strong courage and convictions,86 which makes him a person to be fear for his intellectual 

honesty and probity, while at the same time leaves him as a possible target for the secret 

police. For Cameroon is still a police state, as Teno points in Clando (1996). Secrecy is 
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as the path to freedom or enslavement,” since “confiscating a language by reducing it to a code only 
available to a minority makes it easier to silence and exploit people.” 



important for the state because it enables the government to escape scrutiny for their 

actions. It also helps establish the mystique of an omnipotent state.  

             It is within that context that Teno operates. His marksmanship is so accurate in the 

ways his movies portray civil right activists in trouble with the law, to the point that one 

can easily ignore that he himself is facing the same threat. That combination and apparent 

paradox is part of the attraction of his work. It also signals the fact those artists such as 

Teno manipulate the global discourse of human rights to impose themselves as important 

social actors in Cameroon. 

            Teno’s films maintain a constant stream of strongly opinionated, provocative and 

original ideas, heavily influenced by the oral tradition of Cameroon, its literary sources and 

current events, which tend to give a polemical slant to his cinema87. His cinema is a form 

of intellectual essays and reportages with a high commitment to non-fiction and constantly 

openings to the outside world. It is the author’s intuition that Teno does not work from a 

script. His films engage the real world, which is constantly changing, because Teno likes to 

be where the real action is, to highlight the power of anticipation. Indeed, for somebody 

like Teno who closely studied Cameroonian history for at least two decades, to be “on the 

spot” means to be where real life confirms the knowledge. Events in the outside world 

become a confirmation of history. For example, while shooting Chef (1999), he stumbles 

upon a lynching event. A young boy of fourteen years old is being mobbed for having 

stolen four hens. Teno goes on to give evidence that these kinds of events were sadly 

predictable because of the nature of political institutions in Cameroon geared, as they are, 

towards corruption and irresponsibility. 

Within that context, Teno understands that neutrality is impossible and engagement 

is necessary. His films make the case that the true essence of a human being is the capacity 

to revolt and resist. He does so openly in his films such as Alex’s Wedding (2003), where 

he directly opposes polygamy and women’s exploitation. His films often expose scenes of 

extreme cruelty, exploitation and torture to make the case for the necessity of revolt and 

resistance against injustice and oppression. 
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   One must also point out that even though Teno’s work can be closely associated with 

Achille Mbembe (1992, 2001, 2003), ultimately, Mbembe’s work seems to this present 

writer more pessimistic than Teno’s. Teno’s work shows that ordinary Cameroonians can 

ultimately take control over their own history to re-establish a form of historical 

intelligibility, which could be the ”Open Sesame” to democracy and human rights. Thus, 

Teno believes in the possibility of creativity.  

 General  overview of Teno’s films. 

Teno’s work is a strategic catalog of the proverbial needles in the haystack of 

the quagmire of Cameroonian society and politics preventing its full-fledged development. 

His work is a critique of the post-independence period in Cameroon. The major claim is 

that the state has long lost the power to drive the narratives of human rights, democracy, 

development and modernity. The domino effects of this political incompetence must be 

taken into account, because these acts of native investigation and research are more 

powerful, this  writer claims, than the reports of many “experts” who have failed to make a 

difference on these issues for the last past five decades. Teno’s films are important 

testimonies uncovering the tracks of political incompetence with an anthropological 

insight. He moves beyond denunciation to prove that these issues are controllable and 

manageable if a different category of people in Cameroon are allowed to come to power. 

These films provide a coherent vision of ordinary Cameroonians’ lives which assert basic 

values in a world where greed, lying, stealing and murdering have been erected into 

national virtues, and national resources have been flushed away in ongoing acts of 

administrative incompetence. Each of his films confronts important aspects of these 

struggles.  

Before expanding fully in a more detailed analysis of Teno’s films in the second 

part of this dissertation, it will help to provide an initial overview of their themes and 

connecting threads. Teno’s films are all very personal and convey a close intimacy with 

their subjects. The questions each film raises are directly posed by the narrative.   
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   Fig 2.3.3 clip of Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992)       

        In Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), Teno describes the Cameroonian elites as 

insouciant when it comes to issues of developing a strong national educational 

curriculum, seemingly unaware of their own internalization of the colonial Eurocentrist 

education and the stereotypes developed in the colonial archives. For a successful 
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development, ordinary Cameroonians have to build their own national library in a 

country that so far has none. 

The movie provides the metaphor of the larks and the hunters as reminders of that 

situation. In that metaphor, the larks were overpowered and enslaved by the hunters in 

order to pillage their lands. When the hunters decided to leave, they appointed a new 

ruler who looks like a lark, speaks like a lark but was in fact a hunter who disguised 

himself as a lark in order to perpetuate the hunters’ rules. Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) 

becomes a national allegory from a children's song Alouette (lark), Je Te Plumerai88 (I 

Will Fleece You) meaning the continuous rule of the “fake” larks, the elites of Cameroon, 

intent  on perpetuating their domination in the country by pretending to be natives when 

in fact they continue to act like the colonizer. Teno claims that “the principal victory of 

colonization was also to have perpetuated a real cultural genocide.” To illustrate that 

systematic cultural genocide, Téno and his friend Marie Claire Dati began to visit major 

libraries to find out the local production of books were in fact non-existent. Teno 

commits himself to begin building a visual archive to store Cameroonian artistic and 

intellectual experience and achievements.  

Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) is Teno’s first major film dealing with the violent 

political past of Cameroon and its consequences on the contemporary political system. The 

movie highlights the workings of memory in the minds of Cameroonians and the elites’ 

refusals to address the violence of colonization. Teno claims that the past cannot go away 

and calls for a “national conference89” to settle accounts with colonization and to start a 

process of grieving and reconciliation for personal renewal and cultural continuity.  

It is important to point out that there is no shift in tone in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) 

between colonization and present day Cameroon.  

Teno successfully bridges time and space to contrast the lives of contemporary 

Cameroonians with their colonized ancestors to argue that the past informs the present in 

Cameroon and the problem of violence and trauma in politics does not belong exclusively 

to a single era. Contemporary Cameroon is still fully enmeshed in the aftermath of 
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colonization. The bitter realization of Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) is that despite the 

shared reality of oppression during colonization and the effects of contemporary global 

racism, Cameroonians who share common experiences of historical oppression are now 

managing to oppress each other.         

The greatest strength of Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) is the demonstration that 

Cameroon does not exist in a historical vacuum. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, 

France becomes an important colonial power. Even though that period is singularized by 

the abolition of slavery in England (1807), France (1848), and the United States (1865), the 

world experienced an increased competition among European powers to expand overseas 

into Africa and the Middle East in order to colonize them and exploit their resources. 

Indeed, if the rhetoric of slavery and exploitation of the black body has perhaps changed, 

the structural apparatuses of exploitation remained in place. White supremacy reigned 

supreme, and to hide the crassness of its enterprise, it was re-named “The White Man’s 

Burden” to cover its drive to dominate and exploit the indigenous populations that fuelled 

that enterprise. The myth of “White Man’s Burden” was to establish a moral case for 

civilizing Africa, to say that the west was acting out of kindness and moral decency. The 

movie begs to differ and analyses the role of films into the colonial enterprise and the 

legacy of colonialism in the country. The movie ends up making a strong case against the 

Cameroonian government’s trivialization of the independence which took place in the 

1950s. In the process, the sacrifice and the suffering the independence’s martyrs faded into 

a distant memory, all but forgotten, while the prevailing order of the day remains the same 

old colonial mode of governance, this time in a blackface.  

               His next film, Heads in the Clouds (1994), initially a report about the economic 

informal sector in Cameroon and ways it helps sustain the lives of millions of 

disenfranchised Cameroonians, turned into an analysis of the ecological apocalypse facing 

Cameroon, with the government’s ugly negligence of picking up trash in major cities. The 

accumulation of these piles of trash occasionally creates outbreaks of cholera, typhoid 

fever and malaria. This is the work of mediocre officials whose motto is the “the goat 

grazes where it is tied” to highlight the transformation of governmental power into a 

private enterprise at the expense of the larger population. Teno claims that they are simply 
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pimping their own country, with a vast majority of the population too afraid of the state 

military thugs and other apparatuses of repression to mount a substantive revolt. 

             Teno followed with Clando90 (1996), which tackles the institutional violence of the 

Cameroonian political system. In it, the country is run by parallel political systems acting 

in the shadow of the official regime. Teno addresses the deteriorating political environment 

soon after the so-called glory of the democratic political opening, which forced the regime 

to allow multi-party elections in the early 1990s. The film covers the life struggle of a 

political activist, Anatole Sobgui, who found himself beaten and jailed by the secret police 

for his political activism in favor of the opposition. Teno goes on to mention the open 

forms of violence and prejudice that exist against the opposition in Cameroon and a 

political dictatorship barely willing to reform itself. Where does this lack of reform leave 

ordinary Cameroonians? The movie warns of the great probability of violent political 

insurrection in Cameroon, “to shoot or not to shoot,” because in such a violent system, the 

chickens always come home to roost. Released from jail and blacklisted, Sobgui is forced 

to drive an unlicensed cab (Clando) to survive. Teno links Sobgui to the underground 

economy to address the disillusionment of post-“democratic” Cameroon. The movie also 

addresses the potential role of the Cameroonian diaspora in pressuring the regime to 

change.  
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Fig. 2.3.5 clip from Clando (1996) 

Chef91 (1999) follows the same path. Teno uses a spontaneous occurrence 

where a fourteen-year-old, Kuate, was on the brink of being lynched by a mob for having 

stolen four hens92. First, the viewer is led to understand that Cameroon is becoming a place 

where young people are not valued and protected and chaos is rife. Second, within the 

context of the Structural Adjustment Program mandated by the IMF and the World Bank in 

the early 1990s, the movie becomes a metaphor for Cameroonian children being set up to 

take the brunt of these disastrous social Darwinist policies. The privatization of public 

enterprises mandated by the IMF and the World Bank created a situation for the power 

elite to snap them up and reinforce their own power. Teno goes on to foreground class 

differences in Cameroon and within that stratified culture of violence, the fate of a young 

boy such as Kuate, a person for whom stealing four hens can become a death sentence. 

Meanwhile, the fat cats of the regime have been raiding the country’s treasury and national 

resources as a form of economic policy; embezzling millions of dollars in foreign bank 

accounts while being applauded as heroes by the national media and the regime cronies. 

91 The movie was selected in these festivals: Berlin, San Francisco, Toronto, London and Ouagadougou.  
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92 One of the reasons is that Western Cameroon, where the film was shot, is undergoing a severe economic 
crisis. The number one source of revenue, the culture of coffee, is no longer a hot commodity on the 
international market because of competition coming from Latin America.  



Within this world of total corruption, Kuate seems to have been the only person singled out 

for popular retribution. Within that context, instead of being a simple thief, Kuate’s 

tribulations become the consequences of a corrupt and decaying society. 

          Teno, moreover, claims in the film that this violence is also intertwined with the 

private life of Cameroonians within a patriarchal tradition that condones wife-beating. 

With Teno’s Chef, the private and the public become conflated and this process finds 

resonance in the violent climate of Cameroonian politics.  

 Fig 2.3.6. Kuate is about to be lynched by the mob. 

         In Vacances au pays93 (2000), Teno sets off on a trip back to his native Cameroon 

from France. He has not consistently resided in his homeland for close to thirty years since 

he went to France to study media. His stated initial intention was to investigate what his 

compatriots think about modernity.  The movie is shot as a road trip and a mind trip as well 

as a biographical drama, and what Teno finds is not a beautiful collection of postcards. 

Most of what Teno realizes is that after falling into debt in the rush to modernize, for his 

compatriots “Everything that comes from Europe or North America is considered modern 

while everything domestic are deemed archaic and must disappear.” Thus, the 

Cameroonian concept of modernity is based on the polarization of negative stereotypes, 

115 
93 Vacances au pays (2000) was selected at Berlin and Munich Film festivals. 



restless desire and obsessive consumerism. The movie turns into a satire of  Cameroonian 

society and what Teno calls “tropical modernity,” which highlights the fact that by 

following materialistic goals of development, the elites of Cameroon, like Dr. Faustus, 

have sold their souls to the devil to assume an identity that they are fooling themselves into 

thinking is authentically modern.  

The movie becomes an opportunity to discuss place, authenticity and cultural 

differences. In the first, Teno notices than living in Cameroon does not confer one a 

certificate of national authenticity. One can live in France and be more Cameroonian than 

somebody living at home. Secondly, Teno believes that “tropical modernity” stems first 

from the clichés that getting a western-type education prepares Africa for positive change. 

The second idea is that the concept of “tropical modernity” is the result of a low self 

esteem suffered during colonization where the colonized was asked to become a “white 

man,” meaning committing cultural hara-kiri, rejecting his own culture to embrace the 

culture of the West for development and modernity.  In the movie, Teno comes to the sad 

realization that, once more, Cameroonians have failed the rite of passage between 

colonization and true independence. The movie is an ode to active self-invention. It also 

calls on Cameroonians to study their own culture more closely instead of window-

shopping for one in Europe and America. The movie proposes that to become modern 

means to become an authentic Cameroonian. 
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Fig 2.3.7 Still and poster of Vacances au pays (2000) 
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In “Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), Teno uses the drama of polygamy to show the 

link between male privilege and female oppression in Cameroon. Polygamy is depicted as 

a modern-day horror story for Cameroonian women. In it, Teno films the wedding of his 

friend Alex taking a second wife Josephine. Alex is already married to Elise, who gave him 
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six children. In his urge to have twenty kids, he enlists Josephine as his second wife. Teno 

goes on to study anthropologically the internal crises of polygamous marriage. The first 

thing we learn is that polygamous marriage is initiated by economically strapped women as 

a ticket out of poverty. The movie becomes a public commercial against men’s exploitation 

of women in exchange for so-called economic security or a kind of comfortable life in a 

domestic concentration jail. The movie makes a point to emphasize the need to empower 

women to make their own decisions. On another level, the movie makes a point about the 

psychic toll on women involved in polygamous marriages and the constant battle among 

women and children for attention from the father figure. During the movie, the animosity 

between Elise and Josephine is palpable. These competitions would never end as these two 

women become enemies. It is a world of perpetual and reciprocal warfare, and these 

tensions will be passed on to the offspring of these unions. Teno understands this and he 

takes a solemn oath that he will never allow his own daughter to be involved in such a 

relationship. As a man, Teno deserves points for tackling this issue head on and putting 

male privilege in Cameroon firmly as a subject of the agenda for debate. 

Fig. 2.3.8 Poster of le Mariage D’Alex. 

          In his latest, Le Malentendu Colonial (2004), Teno challenges the assumption that 

the German Christian church was anti-colonialist and not interested in material gains in 

Africa. He goes on to show that some people who appointed themselves as God’s 
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representatives themselves had a troubled relationship with morality and ethics. Teno 

presents the church as a political as well as spiritual institution and highlights its failures to 

provide moral leadership against German colonization and the genocide of the natives in 

Namibia (1904-1907) as one of the major crimes of the Twentieth century. He gives 

evidence that the church was a contributing party in the pillaging of Africa and the 

unprecedented wave of violence that came packaged with it. The movie highlights the 

massacre of the Herero in 1904-1907 with “rivers of blood and money,” by the German 

colonial army with the benediction of the Church. The 70, 000 Herero were massacred with 

machine guns when they rebelled against the German colonizers for stealing their women, 

lands and cattle. The German commander, General Lothar von Trotha, also responded by 

ordering their wells to be poisoned. The remaining survivors were driven to the desert and 

left to die. With the collusion between the church and the German Army, the movie claims 

that the mission of the church was to convert Africans not to the words of God but to the 

words of “Otto Von Bismarck.” Teno throughout addresses the role of the church in 

erasing the memory of colonial violence94 and by doing so it kept closed a darkest chapter 

of African history. 

Thus, Teno’s films are arranged in a way that important issues lurking underneath 

Cameroonian culture are brought to the surface. The film’s immediacy comes from his 

proposition that conflicting concepts over land ownership created the first grave 

misunderstanding between Europeans and Africans. Africans understood land use as a 

form of guardianship, not private property, because they believed land belongs to God, 

contrary to the Europeans who conceived land ownership as a form of purchase to be 

exploited and to be passed on the non-Africans, a concept completely alien to the African 

natives95. That misunderstanding became the high point of historical discord.  Instead of 

fusing both cultures’ laws and ideologies, it creates a deadly confrontation between the 
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94 The first official German apology was made in August 2004 by the German Minister for Development, 
Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul. 
95 Even today, economist Hernan de Soto points out that in places such as Egypt only 8% of the population 
have titles on their properties compared to 67% of Americans and claims that:  
“The former communist nations and the Third World are exactly where Europe, Japan and the United 
States were a couple of hundred years ago. Like the West, they must identify and gather up the existing 
property representations scattered throughout their nations and bring them into one integrated system to 
give the assets of all their citizens the fungibility, bureaucratic machinery and network required to produce 
capital."(2001, 192) 



“civilized” Germans and the so-called indigenous, barbarian natives, from which the 

Germans colonizers opted for the theft of lands and the mass killing of natives  in 

Namibia in order to impose their economic philosophy  with the blessings of the German 

Protestant Church, which de facto imposed Christianity as the colonial official religion , a 

second grave misunderstanding which has  contemporary ramifications in Africa96.  

Fig. 2.3.9 Poster of Le malentendu Colonial (2004) 
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96    Cesaire points out in the Discourse on Colonialism (1997, 75-77), that this German mindset sat in 
motion the mutual dehumanization of both the colonizers and the colonized because it was fuelled by an 
economy of war and mass destruction which began in Namibia but found its ultimate expression in two 
World Wars and, particularly, the German Holocaust against the Jews.   



 On Teno’s craft: archival research and old fashioned modernist 
aesthetics. 

               Teno’s cinema usually pieces together sequential anecdotes dealing with the 

absurdities of Cameroonian “democracy” and “modernity.” These central themes are 

repeated in all his films in a straightforward and old-fashioned modernist way that is clear-

eyed, matter-of-fact, unsentimental, undramatic, and almost banal. However, this is where 

Teno’s films derive their power, from their ordinariness, which, taken as an aggregate, 

reveal his formidable power. While it gives a thematic consistency to his work, it might 

give to critics unfamiliar with his films a sense of repetition and even fatigue. Teno, 

however, understands that, in life, it is not the big tragedies that do one in but the 

accumulation of small ones. His stated aim, moreover, is to address an audience; it is a 

political cinema not an art film. Within this context, it is important in Teno’s films that the 

viewers see the connections and are able to put to dots together. 

              One example can be seen in his movie Chef (1999) when Kuate almost gets 

lynched by a mob for stealing four hens. Teno saves him and take him into into custody. 

On their itinerary, the precinct house turns out to be closed, as well as the sheriff’s 

department. There are no judges or lawyers to be found. Finally, the boy has to be released 

because there is no place to put him.  Slowly, these little details take their power by 

showing a justice system completely in shambles and explain now why mob justice is 

becoming frequent, because people are taking their own powerlessness out on those 

smaller than them, such as Kuate, only fourteen years old. One can also see another 

example with Keutcha in Heads in The Clouds (1994), symbolizing an entire generation of 

young Cameroonians, educated, cultured and experienced with nothing to do but wander 

aimlessly the street of Yaoundé, the country capital. 

            The question of modernity and democracy in Cameroon deserves a long discussion. 

Getting out of the shadow of colonization and reinventing a new identity is a question that 

needs to be dealt with in all its complexities. Teno’s cinema, moreover, is not simply 

visual, but a conflation of cinematography and verbal dexterity. The points in his films are 

clearly expressed to the point that making critical commentary on the films seem almost 

redundant. It could be called non-fiction cinema for the ways he both draws from historical 
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archives and facts and combines them with cinematic poetry to reveal hidden knowledge 

and behaviors. This is a form of intimate cinema revealing and probing everyday life after 

colonization. His cinema is an anthropological study of the collision between two parallel 

universes, the colonial world, which stubbornly refuses to go away, and the difficulties in 

redefining of a postcolonial reality.  Teno’s cinema brings the recognition that culture, not 

just politics, plays a huge role in ways in which a nation thinks and defines itself. 

Teno’s gift is his agile combination of camera and voice which both allow him to 

insert himself unobtrusively into reality to better break it down and put it back together, 

making visible the hidden narratives driving the action. One example of this is his movie 

Alex’s Wedding (2003). The movie, first, appears as a classic home video. Teno is using a 

single camera and natural light. The scenes are not staged but captured in real time. It does 

not seem that much is going to happen, but slowly, with his power of observation, 

seemingly innocent actions start reveal the hidden jealousies and competition between two 

women married to Teno’s friend Alex. Teno uses Alex to explore masculinity in 

Cameroon, both in its expression in domestic space, and its ramifications in gender- power 

relationships at the level of the state. The movie dramatically ends with the filmmaker’s 

strong condemnation of polygamy.   

Narration and voice-over are Teno’s primary methods of transmitting information 

and promoting a new discursive paradigm in the public sphere, based on democratic and 

civic exchange97. The use of voices in Teno’s films underscores the equation between 

speaking and resisting. Teno is unfashionably straightforward and uses his own voice. 

First; this method helps him make significant statements despite limited budgets and 

technology. He knows how to use his voice to give an edge and intensity to archival 

footage and staged scenes he regularly uses to drive his point home. Second, whether one 
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97 One must also point that orality is the source of cinematic language in Africa. Jean-Marie Teno told
Olivier Barlet that as a young man growing up in Cameroon, he spent a lot of time re-enacting films as 
storytelling for his friends. He was active in filmic oration from an early age (1996, 167). In the same vein, 
Cameroonian filmmaker Jean-Pierre Bekolo recognizes that “I grew up without television. It only appeared 
in Cameroon in 1985 and that’s when I started working in television, but it was from listening to the radio 
that I decided to become a filmmaker. All I heard was second-hand news. It was the point of view of the 
person who was telling it. It was fascinating to grow up in a context in which the truth was so relative… 
After two years studying physics and chemistry I decided to drop studying and started working as an editor 
for television, which was in its infancy at the time… I applied for training at INA and attended courses on 
the theory of film by Christian Metz in Paris…” It is equally important to note that Bassek Ba Kobhio 
began his career by telling stories at Radio-Cameroon. 



agrees with Teno or not, the use of his voice is not simply the director attempting to 

impose himself on the audience as the voice of God or as the preachy exercises in agree-or-

you are evil propaganda. There is no heavy-handed sermonizing; rather, he is opening up a 

platform to discuss human rights and modernity in the country. Thus, the voice for Teno is 

to reclaim forms of orality and public expressiveness long denied by colonization and the 

dictatorship over the last past decades. Thus, this voice reclaims territory for the public 

sphere. Teno does the same for the testimony he gets in the films. They become a form of 

performance in which the subject becomes a social actor by performing with an expertise 

that opens a claim on the public sphere. Teno’s films are not intended to erect barriers. He 

is not usually the only voice, and his films are far from being monologues, but a collection 

of first-person narratives regarding colonial and neo-colonial construction of subjectivities. 

Thus, one cannot accuse Teno of monopolizing the voice of God in his films. They must be 

viewed as a whole package. 

Teno’s voice has the formal grace of a well-educated and sophisticated man, while 

at the same its iconoclasm and trenchant political arguments reveal the complexities of 

being Cameroonian in the twenty-first century. That voice dramatizes his individual 

experience as an alienated Cameroonian living in an age of tremendous confusion, but who 

nevertheless believes in cinema to heal his inner turmoil. Teno’s cinematic style is Teno’s 

way of recognizing the power of the oral tradition in Africa. The ways he blends cinematic 

conventions into the tradition of oral history shows a great sense of artistry. His style is 

also cerebral and melancholic but never fails to catch the emotional topography of the 

issues he is dealing with, which gives a sense of a natural and measured performance to his 

work.   

              That explains why Teno is more at ease with the documentary genre. First, 

because its realism fits perfectly with his partially agit-prop style within the political 

context98 informing the making of these films, where there is no place for picture-postcard 

exoticism. Teno does not try to create an aesthetic distance, but the look of his films is akin 

to a newsreel which instantly draws the viewer into the movies because of the familiarity. 
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98 To demonstrate the level of sycophantic griotism in Cameroon, the signature tune of the national radio 
and TV in Cameroon goes like this: “Paul Biya, the president, you are the man of the new deal, with God’s 
guidance and with the support of the nation, you shall never falter, keep going Paul Biya, keep going Paul 
Biya. The people of Cameroon are telling you keep going Paul Biya”. 



The effects his films are conveying add a realistic dimension to his work. For this purpose, 

his narratives are uncomplicated but substantial.  

On the other hand, Teno’s films are formally very conventional documentaries, 

with few zoom and wide-angle shots. The pace of his films is unhurried. The author will 

also give evidence that Teno’s cinema is a corporeal cinema that reflects on the 

relationship between politics, violence and their effects on the human body. It is a cinema 

of exchange and encounter, attempting to change the perception of the black body 

primarily as an animal, something inhuman. Achille Mbembe claims that slavery and 

colonization launched Africa in a never ending “processes of brutalization” (2001, 14). 

Thus, four centuries of rules of bestiality have turned the black body into a body which 

does not feel, drained of emotion, a zombie. Teno’s films argue that to redeem politics in 

Cameroon, the priority is redeeming the black body. 
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Professionalizing media:  cinema versus “griotism” in Cameroon 

              For this work, it is important to engage in a critical reading of Cameroonian 

cinema’s ideological practices to highlight the historic value of these movies. The author 

claims that this cinema is not only remolding the image of the country, but it is 

transforming itself into a communication provider that delivers competent information to 

Cameroonian citizens against the “griotism” of the official media, which consistently 

distort, fabricate and give undue praises to personalities in power and reliably tilt public 

information to favor the dictators99. This is a promiscuous relationship that Achille 

Mbembe describes as “a convivial tension between the commandment and its target” 

(1992:5). Here Mbembe relies on Bakhtin’s notion of carnavalesque and masquerade to 

demonstrate “griotism” and its embrace of Cameroonians leaders into a baroque style of 

political improvisation in which everyone indulges. Within this dance, the power structure 

seeks legitimacy by distancing itself from its violent practices. Griotism is a practice of 

voluntary servitude, which consists of presenting the leader not as a man but a myth too 

high to be held responsible for the violence and corruption of the system. Meanwhile, this 

propaganda helps keep in place a regime of terror, emphasizing a mentality of 

intolerance100. 

          On the other hand, Cameroonian cinema, in the first, signals the emergence of a 

network of artists and intellectuals striving to build an alternative model of development, 

based on professionalism and expertise to push public policy toward democratizing the 

political system in Cameroon. This process entails handling issues such as citizenship, 

class, gender, history, memory, at the appropriate level of abstraction and analysis.  Thus, 

this cinema comes packaged with the need for professionalism in the media to supplant the 

griots holding court at the moment.  
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99 Ordinary Cameroonians are aware of the extent of state owned media demagogy. They usually get their 
news from Radio France International Afrique, Africa Number One and the BBC. They only follow local 
news for sport events or to follow appointments to public office. 
100 One can also make the point that the concept of griot can be apply to some Cameroonian musicians, 
particularly a rthymn called “Bikutsi” from the president’s ethnic group in Southern Cameroon. The rise of 
the “Bikutsi” has been linked to the emergence of Biya’s regime in 1982. All these musicians single 
themselves out by singing praise song for the president. See Francis Nyamjoh’s “Entertaining Repression: 
Music and Politics in Postcolonial Cameroon” African Affairs” (2005), 252-274 



  

               The author recognizes the role of cinema in the fight for democracy and human 

rights in Cameroon but he also acknowledges that this is a job fit for Sisyphus101  (Camus, 

1975), first, for the simple reason that there is a suspicion that these kinds of narratives 

only preach to the converted. Second, the projects work of human rights and democracy go 

beyond aesthetics and academic concerns.  

                    In a dictatorship such as Cameroon, this cinema has also to face the 

imagination of the state. It is understandable that the elites running the country have little 

incentive for regime change and are continuing to run the country through violence, 

intimidation and corruption102. This is because they are stuck in the neo-patrimonial school 

of governance, with clientelist networks of corruption and nepotism103. Thus, to level the 

playing field, these filmmakers need big bulldozers. Nevertheless, they understand that 

Cameroon is the only country they have.104  Ordinary Cameroonians must be made to 

realize the costs and liabilities of living under a dictatorial system that is not offering an 

agenda that will make ordinary Cameroonians prosper in a competitive global economy. 

There are reasons to rebel, and this rebellion is not simply a fight about who get to preside 

over a declining state.  

              What it is most important, beyond class warfare, is to offer a political alternative, 

not just being an antagonist of the current political establishment. These filmmakers are 

beginning to lay the groundwork for change by building a public library to include notions 
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101 The author is referring to the philosophical essay by Albert Camus published in French in 1942 as Le Mythe de 
Sisyphe. Published in the same year as Camus's novel L'Étranger. The Myth of Sisyphus contains a sympathetic analysis 
of contemporary nihilism and touches on the nature of the absurd. Together the two works established his reputation, 
and they are often seen as thematically complementary.  Camus argues that life is essentially meaningless, although 
humans continue to try to impose order on existence and to look for answers to unanswerable questions. Camus uses 
the Greek legend of Sisyphus, a man who offended the gods and was therefore compelled to spend eternity rolling a 
huge boulder up a steep hill. As soon as the boulder reached the top, it would tumble back to the base and Sisyphus’s 
chore would begin anew. Camus uses it as a metaphor for the individual's persistent struggle against the essential 
absurdity of life. In the context of Cameroon where there are no real blueprints for development and everything works 
on improvisation, the challenge to impose a rational system is akin to Sisyphus trying to make sense of his life. 
According to Camus, the first step an individual must take is to accept the fact of this absurdity. If, as for Sisyphus, 
suicide is not a possible response, the only alternative is to rebel by rejoicing in the act of rolling the boulder up the hill; 
Camus further argues that with the joyful acceptance of the struggle against defeat the individual gains definition and 
identity. The Myth of Sisyphus firmly established Camus's philosophical stance on the necessity for revolt. 
 
102 See Achille Mbembe’s On the Postcolony (2001). University of California Press. Necropolitics. Public 
Culture.15 (1):11-40 2003. 
103 See Nicholas Van de Walle’s African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979-1999.  New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2001 and Jean-Francois Bayart (1993) The state in Africa: The politics 
of the Belly, London: Orient Longman. 
104 From conversations with Cameroonian filmmaker Jean-Pierre Bekolo and the knowledge that these 
filmmakers like to test themselves as to how they can contribute to their country.  

 
 



such as professional honesty as a normative benchmark in media work in Cameroon. This 

cinema is surfacing at a tumultuous time where there is a growing demand for a national 

conversation on human rights and democracy in the country.  

            What it is emerging from this process is not only the development of 

Cameroonian’s cinema artistic complexity as an alternative political discourse but also to 

demonstrate that Cameroon is no longer a monolith or a uniform hegemonic political 

project driven by the state and the official media. It is an important project for film 

criticism to understand the relationship between representation and power in Africa, and 

cultural positioning underlining a new context and a new ritual of knowledge out of which 

a political model of development based on expertise can begin to take roots. Thus, this 

cinema is not simply criticizing individual Cameroonian politicians. Rather, it brings up 

the question of performance in the media and the development of a professional ethic 

capable to be better responsive to political and economic crises. In this context, the media 

also becomes the issue because the criteria separating out rigorous media work and 

propaganda are becoming clearly drawn, and processes through which the media is coming 

under scrutiny in the public sphere, partly because of the pressure of Cameroonian 

filmmakers. The criteria become necessary to professionalize media in Cameroon. 

Fig 2.4. The Cameroon-Radio-Television complex (CRTV) is under total government 
control. 
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        Hope amid constraints 

Cameroonian filmmakers are not marginal social actors, but important cultural 

actors who, through their work, locate themselves not only as entertainers but also as 

intellectuals dedicated to political and historical truth. Thus, their productions are not 

simply cultural documents but a form of historical documentation.  

Protest filmmakers must be commended for producing films in a hostile 

environment with many parameters they cannot control. They act as a one-man orchestra, 

having to write the story, raise the money for the films, direct, shoot, edit and sometimes 

act in the movies too. Yet the benefits of such constraints are many. First, the directors 

have nothing to prove but to themselves. Their work becomes an expression of faith, a 

philosophy of life. They do not have to worry about their careers as stars either. They can 

focus fully on the craft of filmmaking. Second, because they have no studio backing, they 

have to earn their economic and artistic freedom. Third, even though the African public 

does not get to watch these films en masse, as yet, this corpus of work is not negligible; it 

gains its credibility from the African consciousness of centuries of oppression. 

Oppositional politics and the fight against cultural alienation date back to colonization and 

neo-colonialism. Audiences are thus guided towards spheres of power other than the 

domestic state, its police and its laws. In the movie Clando (1996), which is about police 

repression in Cameroon, Teno points out that the state has always derived its power from 

the monopoly on violence within the boundaries of the nation-state, but can also be made 

vulnerable by the actions of human right activists living outside its boundaries.

 For instance, the Cameroonian regime is particularly sensitive to foreign aid. 

Nicolas Van de Walle’s African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979-

1999 (2001) argues that Africa suffers from “Aid Addiction.” The African states are taking 

advantage of the West’s selfless and generous donors, who are financing Africa with aid up 

to 12.3% of its GDP, much more than the Marshall Plan aid to European states in the late 

1940s that equaled about 2.5% of the recipients’ GDPs (2001, 8-9). Despite this, Africa 

lags behind in the world economy. Van de Walle argues the “partial reform syndrome” 
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(inability to reform), corruption and lavish spending, because Africans prefer consumption 

to production (2001, 60-63), and the lack of a strong civil society are the root causes of this 

anemic contribution to the world economy.  

Thus, when Teno proposes an economic blockade of these regimes to force change, 

he is just reflecting an idea widely shared by other Cameroonians. There is no rupture 

between this cinema and its public in this respect. The same can be said of the other 

movies, such as Chef (1999), in which Teno argues that economic self-empowerment can 

be a way to undermine the oppressive state. Similarly, at the end of Quartier Mozart 

(1992), the heroine is able to channel her independence into a program of African 

feminism and emancipation.  

       In Quartier Mozart, Clando, Chef, Heads in the Clouds, and Sango Malo, we see 

characters who are well informed and no longer take their cues from state propaganda. 

Today young Cameroonians are more oriented toward democracy than the generation that 

preceded them, and they want to maintain a community in which the rights of each citizen 

will be respected. They want the right to be recognized as useful, to be free, and to be what 

they set themselves out to be. So far, democracy in Cameroon has been “formal,” meaning 

that “free elections” in that country have yet to produce a real alternative to entrenched 

systems of power. Yet, as the characters in Cameroonian films indicate, hope is real 

because they all believe in the future. At the end of Quartier Mozart, Queen of the Hood is 

the only character left standing. If Queen of the Hood represents anything, to me, it is 

Cameroon: a country and a people whose obstinacy endures even after decades of beatings. 

Most of all, Quartier Mozart is a story of defiance. Queen of the Hood is a paragon of 

everyday courage, of the individual’s insistence on bringing herself into being; she 

represents the consequences of totalitarianism on the human soul, as well as the 

individual’s ultimate triumph. Queen of the Hood’s fight is not only a political metaphor, 

but an existential one as well. Her insistence on seeking a life of integrity defies not only 

the ruling ideology’s self-images and masculinism, but also its contempt for the subtle 

complexities of human relationships that mark each of us as unique. At the end, when she 

refuses to participate in the corrupt game of local gender politics, she comes across as 

somebody who knows about her own body and what true happiness is. The regime turns 
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everyday life flat, simple, and gray; Queen of the Hood returns life to its messy, dangerous 

colors.  

Thus, the movie provides a template for creating new forms of social utopia, a new 

place where politicians are equally required to listen to citizens, not always telling them 

what to do. A democratic dialogue needs to take shape, and Cameroonian cinema 

emphasizes that notion. Films are describing the macro-social forces involved in the 

making of Cameroonian political culture. These include the political failure of the 

bureaucrats’ elites, the structural adjustment programs and the economic marginalization of 

the majority.  

One of my goals is to examine the role of oppositional communities in organizing 

and developing talent and leadership, as well as critical obstacles to their growth, and 

how these issues are contextualized in films.  I will particularly emphasize Cameroonian 

films’ exploration of complex social and ideological tensions as they confront 

institutional power.  Indeed, Cameroonian films emerged from the political activism that 

led to the independent nations of Africa. These filmmakers’ media advocacy and 

aesthetic strategies relate film production to the independence movement, and their desire 

to draw national attention to Third World politics.  Teshome Gabriel describes it as a 

cinema “which is moved by the requirement of its social action and marked by the 

strategy of that action” (1994, 16). Moreover, he adds, “style is only meaningful in the 

context of its use, in how it acts on culture and helps to illuminate the ideology within” 

(1994, 40).  Furthermore, Gabriel indicates that African filmmakers frequently engage 

with issues, protests, and goals of the African progressive movement.  That argument is 

also made in the work of other African film scholars such as Keyan Tomaselli, N. Frank 

Ukadike, and Manthia Diawara. 

Cameroonian films represent a form of public engagement, a counter public 

sphere. Cameroonian filmmakers welcome internal debate and are not afraid of engaging 

the mainstream public. For example, in Bekolo’s Quartier Mozart (1992), the heroine 

“Queen of the Hood” does not hesitate to address the public directly (breaking down the 

fourth wall rule as well). She is willing to take aim against the authorities and is not 

afraid if they hear her. She is not afraid of reprimand. She gets in the face of the power 

structures. Her comments are meant to be heard by the broader public, and she intends to 
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engender a debate about youth issues in the country. In the same vein, in Chef (1999), 

Jean-Marie Teno shows a young man, Kuate, being assaulted by the population for 

supposedly having stolen some chickens. By showing this naked brutality, Teno intends 

to draw the public into debating power, brutality and the collapse of the justice system in 

Cameroon. 

           Popular memory in Africa is the force driving indigenous media. It participates in 

what Negt and Kluge called a “context of living” to emphasize that public spheres do not 

simply emerge from fake community consensus, as Young proposes (1994, 288), but 

from people who are insisting that their experience of daily life and material 

preoccupations are autonomous. It brings forth the idea of community rather than 

bourgeois public sphere where competition fosters alienation and false consciousness. 

Rather, the notion of the “context of living” is an egalitarian concept with complex 

interpenetrations of private and public forces, eliminating the split between the private 

and the public realm, because the material condition and the everyday life of the masses, 

“their context of living,” will resist any sort of overdetermination from above which is 

detrimental to their well-being. It does matter whether or not one agrees with their 

importance, but these counter-public spheres bring alternative sites of contestations and 

by the mere fact of their existence they challenged the state by showing the artificiality of 

its legitimacy and logic of exclusion.  

        To understand these complex processes, the notion of public spheres in Cameroon 

has to be detached from normative Eurocentric assumptions about the public sphere 

incarnated by scholars such as Jurgen Habermas. He explains that:  

Only property owning people were admitted to a public engaged in critical 

political debate, for their autonomy was rooted in the sphere of commodity 

exchange…for while the wage laborers were forced to exchange their labor power 

as their sole commodity, the property owning private people related to each other 

as owner of commodities through an exchange of goods. Only the latter were their 

own masters; only they should be enfranchised to vote-admitted to the public use 

of reason. (1991, 109-110).  

The assumption was that propertyless people had to be excluded from the public sphere 

given the prevailing socio-economic structure and political culture. This idealized picture 
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of the eighteenth-century bourgeois public sphere leads to a perpetual glorification of the 

“Man,” and automatically leads to the exclusion of women, minorities and others 

describe as deviants. Habermas has been heavily criticized for this conception. The point 

of contention remains that only a full re-evaluation of the concept of public sphere in 

Cameroon can yield a valuable knowledge. Thus, this work emphasizes the notion of 

counter-public spheres in Cameroon as the intersection between culture and politics, a 

place where people form ideas, values and ideologies. The public sphere in Cameroon is 

not only restricted to the “man,” government bureaucrats or traditional elites.  

The “common man” participates in that arena. So far, however, the central 

imagery and the common denominator in conventional African political scholarship on 

state formation in Africa is crystallized by the metaphor that state-society relationship is 

bound together, “hammer and nail” style, with the hammer constantly banging on the nail 

in order to dwarf it. The metaphor of the “hammer and the nail” might look simplistic, 

but that approach establishes a strong pattern. Indeed, in practice, the impetus drive 

behind that metaphor is to radicalize African politics by legitimizing dictatorship in the 

hands of a few elite and deprive the rest of Africans from conscious human agency.  The 

general theory here is that the state-society relationship in Africa is a relation of top-

down, tightly knit, single-step hierarchy flowing down from the state to the people. Thus, 

the “hammer” and “nail” metaphor serves to naturalize the African elite’s seizure of state 

apparatuses to pressure crowd conformism in Africa through extreme actions such as 

torture, imprisonment and even ethnic cleansing to dispatch the oppositions.   

The idea here is that Africans are lacking in enlightened self-interest because they live in 

a historical vacuum. Thus, they deserve what they got, which is perpetually being 

mistreated by the state, which underscores their lack of rational thought and their 

masochism, because these Africans always choose against their own enlightened self-

interest to go along for the tough ride. Their dumbness turns them into a herd constantly 

yearning for the dictators to lead them, because they never exhibit the strength, rigor and 

voice to oppose the “big man.” These cliché’s implications are decisive in driving home 

the idea that the lack of internal dissent in African culture is natural. In turn, that lack of 

internal dissent shackles productivity because the freedom to create and the diversity of 

opinions are not allowed to flourish. 
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This counterintuitive notion has profound ramifications. The widespread ideology of the 

African “strong man” has achieved a worldwide, popular penetration in some people’s 

mind to the point of inculcating a sense of a deep resignation and abdication to some 

political scientists, of which this work will give examples later when discussing African 

stereotypes in popular culture and in academia. Thus, even though, the idea of the “big 

man” has run its course today, becoming less and less relevant; the legacy of clichés and 

stereotypes it endorses continue to prevent a profound understanding of the working of 

the state’s internal mechanism in Africa.  It predicates on the notion that Africans have 

very few prosocial tendencies. Given the chance, these Africans are naturally geared 

toward exploitation and deviance. For these social problems, these Africans must be dealt 

with brutal force and constant repression. Thus, the idea that the African people have few 

prosocial tendencies helps naturalize violence and war as legitimate tool for power and 

helps shield the elites in power from the windfalls of the multiple derelictions of their 

duties. 

This idea naturalizes the Darwinian order and prevents grassroots democratic 

activists on the ground from receiving the help they deserve and the understanding that is 

crucial for their work, because all the arguments made against the end of dictatorship in 

Africa are seldom heard. Besides festival circuits and some classrooms, African 

filmmakers are all being virtually ignored by the world’s critical establishment. Their 

seriousness and resolves are constantly being whittled down by the deluges of stereotypes 

produced by transnational powerful media corporations to the point that they are even 

largely ignored in their own countries. The present author, however, will give evidences 

that in Africa, “the big man” proposition is becoming a thing of the past. Modes of 

communal self-formation and development, political, economical, social and cultural 

organizations are changing due to globalization, flows of finance, goods and bodies, 

which are all contributing to weaken and loosen the grip of the state, and set ordinary 

Cameroonian apart from the stereotypes and the buffoons who govern them.  

The present author’s aim is to tote up the damages of the “received wisdom” that 

Africans are yearning for dictators, that there is a “dictatorship fundamentalism” in 

African culture. He will seek to show the dead corpse of that idea by picking and dealing 

with other realms of public life in Cameroon, the counter-publics, which are new 
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processes of self-formation and development of social networks that deserve to be 

recognized and studied because they highlight communities’ and individual’s capacities 

to steer the future course of their social development based on their own resources and 

will, increasing along the way the social good, opening up a large horizon of possibilities. 

Thus, this work will highlight these Cameroonians working on the margin of the official 

sanctioned public sphere and under extreme conditions,  engaging in activities that can 

look deceptively simple but are challenging the political, economic and cultural order 

through ingenious problem solving solutions,  fostering of innovations, even the 

predicting the future. In the process, they are rewriting the rules of the game.   

This author claims that by adopting the protocol of the Habermasian model of civic 

participation, which declares that only people with money can constitute a public sphere, 

these scholars have been blinded into not acknowledging the plurality of groups and 

public spheres in Africa, including Cameroon. They fail to understand ways these 

Africans are directly challenging the state by slowly seizing their rights, opening along 

the way what Nancy Fraser calls other forms of “conceptual resources” that enable the 

articulation of oppositional identities (1977, 70). It is useful to conceptualize other 

resources through new forms of public spheres and challenge Habermasian’s tendency to 

theorize the public sphere in the singular, rather than in terms of multiplicities of public 

spheres and the critical potential of what this author calls the counter-publics, which are 

communicators and social actors working outside of the realm of the state or despite the 

repressive power of the state to form new sites of cultural and socio-economic 

empowerment. 

The rises of alternative public spheres are also helping revaluate the role of the 

state and economic practices in Cameroon. These new counter-public spheres are 

bringing new regimes of consumption and diffusion of goods and knowledge, which are 

not only challenging neo-liberal reforms mandated by the state and international 

organizations, but are also challenging top-down relationships between the state and the 

citizenry. These tend to be undermined by the creation of vast informal sectors, which are 

generating employment and entrepreneurship at the time when the resources of the state 

are dwindling due to a combination of local and international factors, such as the collapse 

of exportations and the effects of the structural Adjustment Programs mandated by the 
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world bank and the IMF. These are points that will be detailed later in this work. The rise 

of the alternative public spheres in Cameroon highlight the coming of influential new 

social actors, meaning that power in Cameroon is no longer restricted to a handful of 

oligarchs. On the contrary, these new social actors are slowly re-writing the rules of the 

political game.  

This author implies that the emergence of these spheres in Cameroon is 

emphasizing the idea that the native people of Cameroon have agencies that they are 

using to slowly undermining the state. Second, it emphasizes the transfer of sovereignty 

from the state to the people who are slowly affecting the balance of power between the 

citizenry and the state through small acts of civil insubordination. Thus far, this author 

will argue that conventional African scholarship has created a ring of fire around the state 

and given the impression the state belongs only to the elites. By making visible the work 

of these alternative spheres in Cameroon, this author proposes that studying other forms 

of citizenship are of values in Cameroon, because they take us outside of an academic 

production and processes of governmentality in Cameroon, which produces a citizenship 

that is either incomplete or inexistent but always pathological 
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              Chapter 3: critical review of seven films by Jean-Marie Teno 

Introduction: Teno and the “Anti-documentary” tradition 
 I strongly focus on Jean-Marie Teno because his work relies on organizing the 

massive colonial archive, materials not directly accessible to ordinary Cameroonians, and 

juxtaposing them with contemporary Cameroonian life. Teno’s work, furthermore, relies 

on in-depth interviews to give rare insights into a corpus of films that contains an entire 

universe of significance with a deeply resonant sense of place.  I use Teno’s films as 

primary sources to illustrate national postcolonial cinema’s cultural role alongside the 

contemporary issues it attends to, particularly as they relate to ordinary Cameroonians’ 

concerns with memory, human rights, democracy, development and modernity. Teno’s 

thematic diversity must not detract from his films’ overarching goal, which is to tell the 

stories of its time in popular cultural forms with a more authentic representation of 

ordinary Cameroonians, not simply as colonial, relics but as people engaged in the issues 

of their time, which are human rights and democracy.  

            Consequently, Teno clearly states his claim to investigate Cameroon colonial 

archives to understand the historical process explaining how a country with strong 

traditional social and political structures can fail to perform as a modern-state105. The 

primary culprit is located in the Cameroonian elites and their obsession with building a 

“new” and “modern” Cameroon.  In movies such as Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) and 

Vacances au Pays (2000), Teno, however, describes centuries of internalizing colonial 

violence and racism permeating the elite’s subconscious and removing them from 

ordinary Cameroonians’ concerns. Teno claims that by not confronting the past, these 

elites had never been able to build a “new” and “modern” Cameroon; however, for the 

past five decades, like dogs, they have been chasing their own tails to come straight into a 

total impasse because of the world of desperation they have created. Teno’s assessment 

comes at the heels of his frustrations towards his country’s failure to modernize after its 

independence from France and Great Britain on January 1, 1960. The country’s lack of 

transformation into a modern state has led many to reflect on this failure root causes. 
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      Consequently, this dissertation is about archival power and its driving history, 

characters and performances in Cameroon. Cameroonian cinema understands that a true 

form of decolonization begins with decolonizing the colonial archives. In the process, they 

have to build their own indigenous archives as a response. This work shows that the 

colonial archives figured into the dehumanization of ordinary Cameroonians. This present 

writer claims that this dehumanization has created a stigma, which in turn became a 

difficult equation to resolve, because it involves the fear of being identified as stupid, thus 

reinforcing the stigma’s premises, which were based on the fact that ordinary 

Cameroonians were portrayed as stupid. Within that vicious circle, Cameroonian cinema 

shows that some Cameroonians started pretending they knew what they were doing, even 

though they might not know. They had to perform competence instead of earning it. The 

macabre irony is that these performances became self-portraits closely resembling the 

colonial archives. Cameroonian cinema argues that one example of that was the 

reproduction of the colonial system in Cameroon after the independence, this time with a 

blackface minstrel.    

On the other hand, this study of Cameroonian films shows ordinary Cameroonians 

are no longer possessed by the ghosts of colonial archives, but  revealing social actors 

learning how to live again, swimming into sea which, for a long time, was frozen and 

encapsulated by the icy stigma of the colonial archives. In this sense, swimming through 

the archives is a journey that every ordinary Cameroonians has to take, and the 

Cameroonian filmmakers are leading the way, creating a new mindset that is no longer 

afraid to face the ghosts106. The priority of cinematic archives is to recognize, with Angus 

(1993, 233), artists’ right to speak and to be understood. It brings forth the right to access 

and the fact that, as Staiger points out (2005, 2), the endpoint of cinematic reception is not 

truth finding in the meaning of the text,, but answering a set of questions, including “what 

does a text mean?” “for whom?” “under what circumstances?” (2005, 2). In the context of 

Cameroon, this cinema works in the realm of progressive community building and 

democratic institution building for ordinary Cameroonians to create a political reality. It is 
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actually reveal his stupidity. In the process, he gets himself locked into the colonial archives’ labyrinth with 
no resolution in sight. 



a form of transactional activity, building information content to build a transactional space 

where cinematic activities are a form of expression and creativity, where ordinary 

Cameroonians show their resilience against adversity. 

               Teno’s point is to get to the bottom to the history of the development of the pre-

fabricated structure of colonialism and neo-colonialism in Cameroon. From then on, he has 

consistently produce films that not only reveal a personal vision but bring into focus the 

obligation of the media to deal with the wounds of colonization and today’s political 

demagogues. His movies have a thematic coherence and a recognizable world, which is the 

country of Cameroon. This is a cinema for which Cameroon is indispensable: to introduce 

a new cultural paradigm, to question the political regime running the country for the past 

five decades and perpetually abusing the memory of the fight for the independence, which 

took place in the 1950s107. This new cultural paradigm is a reassessment of the whole 

political culture of the place to generate more sympathy for ordinary Cameroonians by 

appealing to a history and a human rights tradition that recognizes sympathy for the 

oppressed while fighting injustices.  Cameroonian cinema is at its most powerful because it 

is a cinema that is presenting a view of Cameroon that is understood and accepted by most 

Cameroonians108.  

Consequently, the viewer begins to understand these forms of new archives are indeed 

never about the past. When, in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), Teno brings back colonial 

newsreels showing “primitive” Africans eager to learn from the colonial master culture, he 

goes on to make the point that the system has not changed much in contemporary 
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Unhappiness (1978) and Dictionnaire de la Negritude (1989). In these books, Beti exposed the betrayal of 
the progressives and true freedom fighters of Cameroon who rallied behind Ruben Um Nyobe and the 
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are divided into two categories: those who shiver on hearing the name Um Nyobe and those in whom it 
rekindles hope” (1989, 228). This line of demarcation animated the public debate in the country between 
the nationalists (Um Nyobe) and the Aujoulatist, the power, actively seeking to maintain close ties with the 
former colonizers. That debate is also reproduced in Cameroonian cinema 

108 Cameroonian cinemas, especially Teno’s films, are grounded in real events. Teno uses archives footage, 
newsreels, still photos and real events for his narratives. This is a naturalistic cinema using natural lighting, 
location shooting, static camera and mostly non-professional actors to reflect contemporary struggles in the 
country.   



Cameroon, where children are still learning about “their ancestors: The Gauls.”109 Thus, 

the “anti-documentary” filmmakers are using the colonial archives to comment on those 

Africans’ ongoing disappointment in their journey of becoming white. Teno films are all 

about these disappointments to the point of embarrassment. The notion here is the extent to 

which colonial archives influence beliefs and behaviors.  The biggest criticism is an un-

examined culture of mimicry and the trauma of history lived by social actors unable to 

reinvent themselves.  

            Teno’s signifying practices developed in his films come partly from his strategy to 

re-edit colonial propaganda films to change their point of view and present this footage 

from an indigenous perspective to analyze their basic contradictions. These reenactments 

are based on what Barnouw calls “intent on authenticity of results” (1974, 38) as a way for 

the filmmakers to use these archives to reinstate a more authentic relationship with reality. 

Thus, for the first time, these “anti-documentarians” are producing works reaching far 

beyond the scope of cinema. Filmmakers such as Teno in Cameroon are providing the 

philosophical justification for democracy in the country through an honest approach to 

politics.  For the first time, the formation of these public memories is asking the spectator 

to identify with the point of view of ordinary Cameroonians, and, in the process, taking the 

critical position to distance themselves from the official media “griots” grandiloquence110 

enmeshed into Doublespeak and the cult of personality supporting the dictator’s cause111. 

These filmmakers understand and recognize processes through which history and memory 

get distorted with the ideological and often racist prejudices that cover the readings of the 
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his “civilized card” making him an “evolue,” a near white person. Peck uses that to demonstrate that in the 
eyes of the colonizers, Lumumba was still nothing but a nigger.  
110   In Cameroon, in the name of national unity, press, radio and film were put under the control of the 
state, which in turns transforms them into tools for state propaganda. 
111 That cult is two-faced because the praise the dictators are constantly receiving from these so-called
journalists is hiding a culture of corruption, violence, decay and despair. The dictator, despite the lavish 
praises, song and dances designed to his honor and directed towards highlighting his great work for the 
country, cannot make a case that stands the test of objective scrutiny that Cameroonians are better off than 
they were when the dictatorial regime took over power from the colonizers.111 The failure of the state owned 
media is also the collapse of what Jean-Marc Ela has called the “tout- etat media (1996, 98-99) 
manufacturing what he calls “a monologue with multiple voices” (1996, 178). Cameroonian cinema opens up 
the debate in Cameroon about the culpability of the Cameroonian state and their coercive practices which 
force journalists to become government’s sycophants, propagating lies and singing the bureaucrats and 
plutocrats in power undue praises, turning the country into what Ela calls a “graveyard of intelligence” (1996, 
98)111. 



past. The “anti-documentary” styles and methodology bear the trademarks of the first-

person and direct cinema with credible witness-participants. Some forms of anti-

documentary influences can be attributed to Jean Rouch (Mad Masters, 1954), (Moi, Un 

Noir, 1959), (Jaguars 1954, 1967)112, because he breaks the boundaries between the film 

and its subject, between fiction and reality, literary history and theory, and African 

postcolonial studies to describe the natural relationships among these disciplines and the 

fact that they cannot be easily segmented. Jean Rouch is marked in these documentaries by 

the influence of improvisation, direct action, direct contact between the filmmaker and the 

filmed. The goal is to bring understanding and dignity rather than the “voice of God,” a 

marker of colonial visual anthropology. The goal here is shared anthropology in order to 

subvert domination.  

             One of the goals of shared anthropology is the idea of the filmmakers becoming 

highly skilled mechanics of everyday life, while being driven by the intent of changing it. 

This is a cinema driven by a desire of great objectivity, which is to explain, to educate. 

The filmmaker understands that his prestige does not come from the box office, but from 

his autonomy is getting his vision out. It is all about execution and doing serious work to 

become a relevant cultural figure and to leave a trace.  

The style is made up of narration to put images into contexts, to explain what is seen on 

the screen. The aim here is a complete attainment of verisimilitude, to capture reality in 

the nick of time. Thus, this cinema can take the direct form of autobiographical reportage, 

where movies are used as rhetorical devices by the filmmakers to become interlocutors 

against regimes of power. In movies such as Vacances au Pays (2000), Teno inserts 

himself into the narration to give his points on Cameroonian “pseudo modernity,” a 

promise to develop along the lines of Western development which was never fulfilled. 
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movie Camera (1929). In Vertov’s ethnographic fashion, Rouch’s (Mad Masters, 1954) deals with the annual 
ceremony of an ethnic tribe in Niger, West-Africa, the Hauku, and their traditional cult from the 1920's to the 
1950's in Niger and Ghana, in which the participants enter into a trance and become possessed by spirits 
associated with the Western colonial administration. Moi, Un Noir (1959) follows the daily routine of three 
young men from Niger working as casual laborers in Abidjan; the film continues many of the themes of 
Rouch's earliest works, such as immigration to the coastal towns and the contact of colonials and the 
colonized. Jaguar (1954, 1967), part fiction, part documentary, and part social commentary, is a story of 
three young men from the savannah of Niger seeking wealth and adventure in the cities of Ghana. It is 
important to point out that Malian filmmaker Manthia Diawara made a movie, Rouch in Reverse (1995), in 
which he takes his camera to Europe to track down Jean Rouch to practice on him what he calls “reverse 
anthropology” from the subject’s point of view. 



Teno claims that these perpetual quests for modernity doom the country to new 

dependent forms of relationships between the West and Africa. He also captures the 

fundamental tragedy of Cameroonians divided between the dream and the reality of the 

conditions of loss in which they are thriving. In Alex’s Wedding (2003), Teno strongly 

comes out against polygamy, everyday practice in contemporary Cameroon. 

To understand Teno’s cinema, moreover, it is necessary to review a competing 

paradigm of interpretations of Africa, ranging from the colonial historiography of the 

continent, conventional notions of public spheres, and grassroots democratic activism. 

Consequently, Teno’s cinema is rooted in post-colonial experiences and attempts to come 

to grips with societal issues facing contemporary Africa, provoking the audience into 

reflecting on larger contexts. He has tackled such topics as cultural censorship (Africa, I 

Will Fleece You, 1992), political repression (Clando, 1996), human rights and equality 

between the sexes (Chef 1999), the impact of a global economy on the developing world 

(A Trip to the Country, 2000), as well as polygamy and ritual (Alex’s Wedding, 2003). 

The corruption found in various sectors of society (government, business, tribal 

leadership) is an underlying theme in much of his work. With his latest film, Le 

Malentendu Colonial, 2004, Teno presents a sharp critique of the role of nineteenth-

century German missionaries in Africa, which led to colonial conquest.  

Taken all together, this cinema traces the history of Cameroon to become a 

primary ethnographic source. These are documentaries that transgress genres, including 

archival footage, on-location shootings and ethnographic research. They break the 

barriers between cinema, reportage, and ethnography, emphasizing that the opposition 

between cinema and documentaries and reportage is very thin. Thus, contrary to the 

clichés and stereotypes, political instability, economic crisis and disease have yet to 

dampen artistic creativity in places like Cameroon. To the contrary, Cameroonian cinema 

is a convincing representation that art cannot be defeated. This is a great time to make 

films in Cameroon because the filmmakers reviewed in this work are vital as they have 

never been in the country’s history, and because of the fictional possibilities of this 

cinema, releasing the energy of a new generation of Cameroonians reflecting on how they 

are coming alive despite the political dangers, the economic crisis and other calamities. 
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The aim of this cinema is to maintain cultural transmission and maintaining its role as the 

custodian of the country’s history. 

            This “anti-documentary” or “reverse anthropology” cinema also bears on the 

notion of authorship, following the path of theorist Philippe Jejune, who describes these 

kinds of filmic tradition as “all or nothing” (1975, 25), meaning that everyday lives, 

imagination and politics cannot be easily separated.  This is a cinematic tradition working 

against some concepts advanced by some thinkers such as Roland Barthes (2000, 146-

151) and Michel Foucault (2000, 174-187), claiming the “death of the author,” an 

argument about the centrality of the figure of the author in the text.  Barthes takes a most 

polemic approach based on the contradiction between the author’s individuality and the 

community to argue that “to give a text an author is to impose limits on the text” (146-

151). He calls on the contradiction between the “subject” and the “person” to highlight 

the notion that if the subject does not change, the person does. By changing, the author 

puts himself outside of the text and he is no longer the author. Within this context, 

holding together the author is impossible. In the realm of Africa, however, the “death of 

the author” can be interpreted as the continuation of the denial of African individuality 

during colonization. The “death of the author” does not apply here, because Africans are 

engaged in reclaiming their historical intelligibility by recovering their past, as Teno does 

in his films, to transform the Cameroonian reality for others. Teno’s documentary style is 

arguably close to Foucault’s ideas in the sense that his movies are conceived at the height 

of the fight for decolonization and human rights in Cameroon. Foucault turns to the 

notion of discourse to claim that the author is an “ideological figure” (2000, 186), a 

commentator of the time, a spokesperson for the masses. In this sense, within Lejeune’s 

argument, it is impossible for the author to “die,” because he is a social actor caught up in 

a material existence with events of tangible consequences. Moreover, Starobinsky (1980, 

74) writes that “every autobiography-even when it limits itself to pure narrative-is a self-

interpretation.” Jean-Marie Teno, moreover, fashions himself -- through his films, 

interviews and encounters the author had with him as a rebel filmmaker -- as a political 
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activist113. The intentions in his films are clear. The rhythms and the narrative structures 

take their cues from historical archives, the work of civil rights activists and the lives of 

ordinary Cameroonians. The formal attitudes of his films and the ideological postures are 

highly visible through the use of first person narrative, autobiographical elements and 

condensed narratives for special effects. Teno’s films regularly appropriate a language of 

shock, disgust, and irony to the point of insolence. Some of my respondents in Cameroon 

have even claimed that he was dwelling too much on misery, insulting the country’s 

“honor.” Teno builds his strategy to bring the knowledge that the time of pompous and 

empty slogan filled rhetoric is over. In the same vein, Teno’s tone of defiance serves him 

to make his case that the fiction that none of the problems facing Cameroon are the result 

of colonization is irresponsible. His entire persona is to blow the cover of social 

determinism in Cameroon. 

 It has to do with the notion of power, and power is not only abstract but it also 

physical and written on cities, houses and bodies. For example, Teno’s cinema keeps 

alive the body of Cameroonians being abused and denied freedom to demonstrate that 

politics, culture and bodies cannot be disentangled, as Teno describes in Chef (1999) 

when the young Kuate almost get lynched by a mob, or Sobgui in Clando (1996), who 

gets beaten by the secret police. The sequels of that beating left him impotent. This is 

Teno’s way to demonstrate political decay in Cameroon and its marks on ordinary 

Cameroonians’ bodies.  

           The author is not “dead” in Cameroon. It brings forth the knowledge that in 

places such as Cameroon, the past is far from dead. Rather, it is a matter of public interest, 

because the past defines not only contemporary identities in the country, it has 

ramifications in areas of ideology, power, gender and sexuality. The goal of this work is to 

highlight strategies Cameroonian cinema is deploying in order to make colonization 

inventory. That cinema first argues that there is no such a thing as “official” history, as the 

state pretends, because any forms of history exist only inside a form of ideology.   This 
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not appreciate the off-the-cuff remark my colleague made about Cameroonian filmmakers not doing 
enough to distribute their films in the country. These kinds of interactions built a biographical legend that 
Teno is fully aware of constructing, which is a filmmaker with strong opinions who is not afraid to confront 
people and institutions he does not like.   



cinema aims to critically analyze the paradoxes of postcolonial culture and politics in the 

country and the necessity to resolve these contradictions through an open intellectual 

forum, taking into an account all the social players involved in the work of establishing a 

true democratic state. 

              The use of “anti-documentary” is equally motivated by emphasizing Cameroonian 

cinema, a marginal film practice, in regard to questions of democracy and public library to 

recreate the social world of Cameroon. This corpus of films discussed in this work need to 

be understood within the political context of Cameroon, charged with overt and covert 

forms of protest, contributing to the emergence of counter-public spheres that  are made up 

of social actors actively challenging the state from the grassroots up. This process counters 

what Celestin Monga describes as “the absence (or weakness) of spiritual capital within 

civil society” (1996, 5), because in this context, it is almost impossible for a progressive 

artist not to be engaged in the work of the counter-public. Thus, this cinema deals with the 

structure and history of Cameroon, creating in the process a new political reality by 

moving the discourse from one of repression to one of freedom.  

              What sets this cinema apart is its implications for Cameroonian history and the 

public library. Because filmmaking was nonexistent in the country before the 1960s, and 

severely repressed after that, the influence of literature and the progressive political 

activism dating back to the 1950s, when ordinary Cameroonians rose against the 

colonizers, is a crucial part of that film history, and provides the means for a broader 

analysis of the country’s history and politics. The connecting thread through this cinema is 

the necessity for a second decolonization by constantly redefining the hopes and dreams of 

the neglected masses of Cameroon.   

          The author is well aware of the fact that enlisting filmmakers in this process might 

be considered an extreme tactic involving great risks. The pitfalls could be triumphalism 

and naïve romanticism. Yet this work claims that this cinema does not intend to necessarily 

change the country, but aims directly at changing the knowledge and the perception of the 

place. It is motivated by the necessity to recognize a cinema made up of a corpus of films 

for social justice, providing strong political narratives confronting the miscarriages of the 

independence Cameroonians fought for, and giving evidence into the true nature of the 

contemporary Cameroonian political regime, betraying its people into despair. One of the 
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best things to do in this context is to provide and support narratives mobilizing and 

supporting issues including  democracy, human rights, development, gender issues and 

culture, after which there might be  possibilities of  starting anew. Thus, this cinema sets an 

appropriate mood, recognizing that successfully understanding and tackling these issues 

head on provides the harbinger for overcoming the fear of dictatorship and the 

development of an alternative path to progress.  

               Highlighting Cameroonians’ citizen initiatives through the work of Cameroonian 

filmmakers and their struggles with the power of dictatorship and their visions f the future 

are preoccupations of this present writer. Their argument is that building a decent society 

produces no evil; instead it enhances the lives of all and that is why ordinary Cameroonians 

must not conform to the ambient mediocrity of those who are trading in corruption and 

violence. Ordinary citizens, instead, must strive by taking inspiration from the liberal, 

rationalist and humane combination of their own tradition and the positive elements of 

Western influences.    

           The face of Cameroon through this cinema is of one that resists modernity with the 

desire of Cameroonians to stick together and refuse that the weakening of traditional 

institutions such as the state weakened traditional solidarities. Understanding the dynamics 

between collective intellectuals and human rights activists is important to understand 

Cameroon and its slow transition into a democratic state and the participants at the center 

of the action making that transition happening. Filmmakers are one of the participant-

observers in these processes, and their narratives are intertwined with civil right activism in 

the country and thus embedded in the cultural consciousness of the place.  This present 

writer claims that filmmaking is an important space of contention where all these issues are 

being framed. These issues go beyond mere representations to open up arguments about 

free-market economy, development, issues of modernity, gender, value systems etc. As 

with, Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), Teno describes that forms of political domination 

are not only through force but also intellectual and cultural subjugation. For Cameroon to 

come out of its trauma of the colonization and its nervous condition, it needs to create an 

art that will speak to these issues and provide healing. Teno claims that artists and 

intellectuals bear a great deal of responsibility in producing these kinds of intellectual and 

cultural labor aimed at forming transcendental social progressive movement. The way out 
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of the “politics of the Belly” is through the creation of new utopias. The “Politics of the 

Belly” does away with utopia. It reduces all human activities to “eating.”  

        This present writer, however, must also point out that missing from Teno’s cinema 

is homosexuality, sex, disease, and witchcraft. These subjects cannot be more 

emphasized in contemporary Africa and must be of interest for a social-realist filmmaker 

such as Teno. 

These processes begin by highlighting the tension between the logic of human 

rights and democracy versus the archaism and a-historicity of dictatorship in Cameroon. 

This cinematic project is aimed at dressing up inventories of ordinary Cameroonians 

excluded from the circle of power to analyse policies that can integrate them back into a 

bigger national social network. Movies play a bigger role in this project because of its 

ambition to become a site of native reportage and historical intelligibility. French 

anthropologist Marc Auge wrote that one way to understand history is “to imagine it in its 

present, to inventory its range of possibilities” (1996, 10), highlighting the fact that with 

this history, representation and critique are both parts of the same processes. This work 

uses Auge to describe another way to approach history in Cameroon, which is through 

cinema. The resurrection of Cameroonian history in the public sphere also comes packaged 

with Cameroonian filmmakers self-fashioning their films and themselves as historians and 

human rights activists for social effects. 
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        Filming on the edge of sanity: on Africa, I will Fleece you (1992)  
Fig 3.1. Still from Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) 

Summary 

              Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) poses the question of whether or not an 

indigenous argument can be made against what Blaut calls “European miracle”;  

a doctrine that the rise of Europe resulted, essentially, from historical forces 

generated within Europe itself; that Europe’s rise above other civilizations, in 

terms of level of development or rate of development or both, began before the 

dawn of the modern era, before 1492, that the post -1492 modernization of 

Europe came about essentially because of the working out of these older internal 

forces, not because of the inflowing of  wealth and innovation from non-Europe 

and that the history of non-European (colonial) world was essentially an 

outflowing of modernization from Europe (1999, 59).  

Teno uses the film to detail processes in which the local cultures of Cameroon were 

submitted to “cultural genocide.” He points out the collusions between history and 

memory in Cameroon and how they were subjected first to a bureaucratic colonial control 

and then a post-independence neo-colonial one. Teno analyzes the links between colonial 

and postcolonial Cameroon in terms of education and governmentality and how ideas of 

colonial trauma are embedded in the school curriculum. He asks why,  if the 

Cameroonian elites really believe in the independence,  are they afraid of celebrating 

their own culture,  first by changing the colonial curriculum in schools after the 

independence and second by supporting Cameroonians’ traditional forms of writing and 
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indigenous intellectual history, and finally funding homegrown public libraries and 

museums? Teno concludes it is because of the colonial trauma internalized by the ruling 

class of Cameroon. In the process, they have made themselves the willing executioners of 

a cultural genocide, which had been provoking a permanent spiritual crisis in the country 

through the expression of clinical displays of psychic distresses. Thus, the independence 

is worse than what ordinary Cameroonians have thought. It came to mean a perverse 

fantasy of achieving whiteness through colonial education. Teno explains that is a main 

reason the bureaucratic colonial educational system remained unchanged in postcolonial 

Cameroon. What is at stake here is that an independent Cameroon cannot develop 

without reforming its educational system. The notion that achieving whiteness means 

treating the natives like “Niggers” is not the proper way to achieve development. Teno 

presents the Cameroonian state as a train wreck of half-developed ideas without a true 

narrative of independence. It brings to the forefront the real divide between knowledge 

and artificiality. The movie’s highpoint is the sardonic fatalism of Essindi Mindja, acting 

out the country’s state of confusion with no cathartic rationale on the horizon. The movie 

acknowledges the existence of colonization and its ramifications and the necessity to 

work through it to achieve a true meaning of independence. 

            Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) is the film that brought Teno global cinematic 

attention114. In it, Teno successfully situates the intimate ties between French 

colonization and the current regime of Cameroon and the difficult transitions into a full 

democracy and human right. Unprecedented in Cameroonian cinema, Africa, I Will 

Fleece You (1992) highlights Jean-Marie Teno’s gift for historical research and 

anticipation to make this film the first cinematic synthesis of Cameroonian history. 

Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), uses many cinematic conventions, ranging from satire, 

comedy, archives sources, academic interventions, to news footages and a neo-realist 

camera, to conquer the right to take back his own history. It is also about the redefinition 

of citizenship after the trauma of colonization and the condition of postcolonialism, 

which subjects ordinary Africans to a dictatorship, devaluing the person, creating another 

trauma in the process. The movie is a razor sharp analysis of the history of the 
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Cameroonian elites’ cultural insecurities and their ramifications in processes of 

governmentality. Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) was intended to illustrate homegrown 

and indigenous literary film productions but instead became a documentary about the 

political and cultural tensions of Cameroonian society. The movie turns into a 

confrontation between the Cameroonian past and the tensions of contemporary 

Cameroon. Thus, Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) is a vast kaleidoscope of testimonies, 

experiences and everyday lives of ordinary Cameroonians communicating with each 

other to find responses to these issues. These reflections come packaged with the 

obligation to reactivate cultural transmissions links, such as schools.  

          The movie argues that in the wake of de-colonization and within the struggles of 

representative democracy in Cameroon, it seems appropriate to discuss the cultural 

attributes of Cameroonian citizenship. Teno goes on to deal with the psychic cost of 

colonial cultural racism and displacement. He highlights the historical contradictions of 

Cameroon, on one hand as the product of colonial disturbance engendered by centuries of 

abuses and brutality that knocked the country into a world of utter absurdity. On the 

other, he describes the difficulties of grafting a new democratic system without truly 

examining the past, the historical sedimentation of social classes resulting from that 

history and their implications for the political process. Teno points to a historical division 

between the nation and the state and the result that followed, which was rendering the 

country almost un-governable because the ideological promises of democracy do not 

trickle down from one class to the others. The original culprit is colonialism, which 

reinforced a culture of class in which modes of incorporation were completely 

arbitrary115.  

           Teno begins by invoking the elites’ rootlessness and the neurotic vortex in which 

they are caught.  He describes it as the effect of an interrupted culture of violence and 

trauma inherited from colonization and internalized by Cameroonians and other 

colonized people (Fanon 1963, 17). This condition is an example of a psychological state 

of “double consciousness” in an elite sucked out of his former history as “indigenous 

Cameroonians” yet unable to completely assimilate into French culture. The physical 

realization of that disaster manifests itself through an extreme drift into the lethal world 
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of political bulimia, named the “politics of the belly” by Achille Mbembe (2003) and 

Jean-François Bayart (1989, 1999, and 2001)116.  They argue that to emerge from that 

condition, a healing process must take place in the form of a national conference, a form 

of national “palabre”117 to resolve the insidious effects of colonization and neo-

colonialism.  

            In the film, Teno uses critical devices to explore the trauma of a country caught 

between the guilt of a past it does not want to deal with and a present it does not fully 

grasp. His films serve as a pretext to discuss the limits of denial in politics and the 

consequences, which are trickling down to intrude and affect personal lives. Teno has an 

unusual ability to integrate the public culture of denial with the private lives of citizens. 

              Africa, I Will Fleece You, in a space of two hours, reflects the tension and desire 

for political changes in Cameroon. In it, Teno develops a sociology of cultural practices 

in Cameroon. He begins with the collapse of the Soviet Union, ending the Cold War and 

the restructuring of Europe under the European Union, together with the French 

president, Francois Mitterrand’s famous “La Baule118” speech, tying French Foreign Aid 

to democratization in Africa, forcing African governments including Cameroon to open 

up the political process, at least superficially.  

The downfall of communism and the so-called victory of neo-liberal 

capitalism led many, such as the French President, to believe that the market can 

construct democracy for African countries, including Cameroonian. This is to forget that 

there are powerful cleavages in Cameroonian society which long predate communism’s 

collapse and neo-liberal triumphalism. Some historically sedimented features of 

Cameroonian society prevent the operation of an efficient market system. Teno describes 

these failures of transformation and the political masquerade that underpins the whole 
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116 These authors claim that the failure of the African state cannot be faulted only on external political 
factors. The criminalization of the state and the elite’s foolishness must be taken into an account to the 
largest degree. Thus, playing the colonial blame game will not work as the sole condition to get out of that 
political trauma.  
117 The concept of “Palabre” is an African vernacular practice used to solve antagonism in society. It is a 
public exchange of discourse destined to mediate conflicts.  
118 In June 1990, French president Francois Mitterrand made his now famous “Discours de La Baule” in 
which he claimed that, “In order to benefit from French Aid, African countries must make efforts toward 
democratization.” It is within that context that Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) argued that the French 
colonial past in Africa could not be overcome just with one speech. Processes of Orientalism and self-
Orientalization were so deep that a radical reconstruction of the Cameroonian state was necessary via a 
national conference to write a new constitution. 



system. The main culprit is what the movie calls “cultural genocide.” Indeed, Teno’s film 

came to be regarded as a diagnostication of the effect of a cultural genocide in 

Cameroon. He considers the history of Cameroon, leading from the colonial period, 

which began with the first German mission and schools and the French occupation which 

took place in Cameroon after the First World War, when Germany lost all of its colonial 

possessions.  Teno's voice off-screen explains the core of his intellectual project:  “I 

sought the relationship of cause and effect between the unbearable past, with its colonial 

violence, and the present. I sought the reason why a land with well-structured traditional 

societies changed into an incompetent state.”  

            The movie moves back and forth between the present and the past to reveal the 

continuities between colonial cultural and the prevalence of Eurocentric influences in 

Cameroon, which are destroying indigenous local structures to replace them with alien 

forms of organization dominated by coopted elites whose only claim to power is their 

total assimilation into the French culture119. That explains the lack of local public 

libraries in Cameroon in particular, and the lack of an indigenous cultural policy in 

general. Teno argues that the lack of public libraries follows the educational policy that 

to achieve success in Cameroon, it was necessary for one to become “white” through 

education and the French culture, a narrow path offered to very few Africans. Teno goes 

on to claim that the aim of the film is first, to recognize the Cameroonians who died for 

freedom attempting to dislodge the French colonial masters. He claimed that they did not 

die in vain because his role as a filmmaker is to shed light on that colonial past and “to 

propose an interpretation of Cameroonian history from a native perspective” and keep 

alive real stories of Cameroon . In this process, they are also relying on Africa’s rich 
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of power in a political economy of commodity-exchange, which began with the French colonial school 
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Gellner’s (1983) argument that cultural and linguistic homogeneity has served from the outset as a 
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signifiers of homogeneity not only fail to represent the diversity of the actual “nation” but also serve to 
impose the interests of a section of the community as the general interest. The French colonial school did 
not educate the natives in Edward Said’s sense. Indeed, being educated is a powerful tool for the 
transformation of self; it gives self-confidence, the freedom to learn independently to get the resources 
necessary to get through life.  Edward Said argues that proper intellectuals have the capacity to “question 
corporate thinking and any senses of class, racial, or gender privileges” (1996, xiii). 



storytelling tradition120. To make his case, Teno uses the Bamun, West Cameroon library 

archives to uncover information about their writing system in the 19th century, their 

forms of education, their inventions and the genealogy of the traditional subjects based 

on home grown wisdom.  

             By looking into these non-traditional forms of libraries, Teno derides the colonial 

lies that Africans did not have a writing tradition. He explains that this writing tradition 

was erased from the collective memory of Cameroonians to pave the way for a French- 

groomed elite to establish itself as quintessential, sophisticated Cameroonians lording it 

over ordinary Cameroonians savages. Teno gives the example of Sultan Ibrahim N’Joya 

of Fumban (Western Cameroon), a leader known for his opposition to colonization. He is 

also known for having invented a writing language called “Shu-mon” for its people. The 

“Shu-Mon” was an indigenous written language of the Bamun and constituted of an 

alphabet containing 27 letters that Sultan N’joya invented in 1895. He set up schools to 

reach that language to the community. Teno claims that the system was tolerated by the 

Germans from 1885 to 1918 (when they lost Cameroon to the French). The new colonial 

masters quickly outlawed the Shu-Mon, and Sultan N’joya was taken to Yaounde, where 

he died in captivity in 1922.  Teno demonstrates that the language was in direct 

contradiction to colonial lies that Africans did not have a written tradition. Teno claims 

that the “Shu-Mon” language was banned in 1918 by the French colonizers because it 

was in direct competition with the French colonial school system. Since then, no 

Cameroonian rulers had ever attempted to do what Sultan N’joya did for his people.  
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Fig. 3.2.2 Sultan N’joya’s palace and archives in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) 

           As a consequence, in the Cameroonian state which emerged on January 1, 1960, 

mastering the French culture and its cultural capital was the condition sine qua none to 

acquire social power and cultural capital. The French colonial system became a line of 

demarcation between those with access to education and those who without. Teno argues 

that embracing French education was a way out of the forced labor institutionalized by 

the French colonial regime. It is also predicated on the natives abandoning African ways 

of life and belief systems to become part of the “evolues” class. The ruling class gets to 

be so enmeshed in the values of Western education that nothing else seems of value to 

them.  The French system was not only to educate them but also to define who they were 

going to be and provide them with what Tololyan calls “regulative biography” (218), a 

new narrative policed to ensure the effacement of natural genealogy. Its replacement 

included even a surrogate paternity, Teno points out, in the teaching in colonial schools 

that African ancestors were the “Gauls,” taking from them any language of the self, thus, 

encouraging them to jettison African values. That was a price that was too much to pay 

for many Cameroonians, such as Sultan Ibrahim N’joya. Rene Philombe (1984, 49) 

describes the sultan’s arrest as a common criminal, his chef d’oeuvre destroyed before 

his eyes by the French colonial authorities.  

Teno goes on to highlight propagandist footage glorifying the French education’s 

successes. The propaganda features Cameroonians’ “eagerness” to learn and to forget 

their so-called “primitive ways.” The reactions to this footage are not only emotional but 
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almost physical with a shock to the body.  Teno then draws the parallel that the French 

were able to rule Cameroon by deposing legitimate leaders such as Sultan Ibrahim N’joya 

to replace them with puppets such as Paul Biya just because they knew the French 

language. He describes that the actual Cameroonian elites were created by the French 

colonial school system. Cameroonian elites got their jobs by being loyal to a system that 

was toxic to their people and that created a state of trauma, because reconciling the values 

of colonization and Cameroonian traditional values created a psychic schism. This system 

occurred because at the core, the elite of the country are lacking the faith to get the job 

done, because underneath their strong presentation, they live in a world of internalized 

violence, low self-esteem and self-doubt spiced up with the difficulty of maintaining a 

unified psychological perspective.  Teno’s question becomes searching for ways to hang 

on to one’s own dignity when everything around him is collapsing. How not to succumb 

to primitive instincts? These films are frequently all about the struggle to maintain one’s 

soul in a world of systematic mediocrity. Thus, this work explores the possibility of 

redemption through cinema and in the film Teno is advocating the use of a national 

conference as an avenue to national psychotherapy. 

            He contrasts these scenes with poignant images of Cameroonians who did not 

make the cut into French educational system.  They were forced into labor camps to build 

roads and railroads used to take the country’s wealth to the colonial metropolis. Teno 

then bluntly displays the working conditions under labor camps and how millions of 

Cameroonians were worked to death. He then goes on to address the question of why 

“crimes against humanity exist only when the victims are whites.” He also addresses the 

hypocrisy that even the Cameroonians who died defending France during both World 

Wars were not acknowledged and were denied compensation even though the colonial 

newsreels presented them as the “children of one nation.” Thus, even though historically 

and materially, ordinary Cameroonians played a crucial role in sustaining and defending 

France, they failed to be recognized and were excluded from citizenship and political 

representation, and considered colonized nationals.  

               In the context of this film, Teno visually delineates the conditions for the rise of 

the P.C.U. (People’s Cameroonian Union) to support the rights of Cameroonian workers 

treated like beasts by the colonial power. They were quickly demonized as 
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“communists,” their leaders tortured, beaten and killed.  This ties to the last shot of Africa 

I Will Fleece You, when we see a local comedian, Essindi Mindja, ranting nonsense about 

soccer while literally looking drunk and exhausted. His debauchery is highlighted by an 

infernal laughter, which betrays a strong disappointment in its denial of opportunity for 

success, and the depth of resignation and disgust that come packaged with it.  Essindi 

Mindja becomes emblematic of a culture always behind the curve. It is a culture where 

the boundary between myth and reality is completely blurred, to give way to all forms of 

excitations including foolishness. Within this kind of spectacle, aggression flows both 

ways and both the actor (Essindi Mindja) and the public are both victims of aggression. 

Mindja depicts a world of nonsense and lack of reality, and the point becomes that death 

is not in the power to communicate but in the fact that the power to make the other listen 

is forever lost.  

           Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) derides both the country’s loss of memory and 

the fact that foreign languages are still heavily taught in the country’s curriculum, yet 

Cameroonian culture and history are almost non-inexistent in the classroom. Teno notes 

that France has yet to face the rap for its behaviour in colonial Cameroon. Moreover, the 

fact that the only bookstores in Cameroon are cultural centres run by foreign embassies 

such as France, Germany and the United States deepens the alienation.   Teno claims that 

Cameroonians are taught to hate their own culture. He goes on to use his own case as a 

victim of that tradition and recognizes that as a young boy he should have paid more 

attention to traditional culture arts and stories. 

        By working on these materials, Teno is uncovering a memory that was buried for 

centuries and the impact can be wide on the culture of Cameroon because it testifies that 

the country had original forms of philosophy. A similar point is made in Bassek Ba 

Kobhio’s Sango Malo (1991). Both Bassek and Teno’s work have similarities in the 

struggle to redefine an original educational system to replace the one today in Cameroon, 

which is an extension of the colonial school system.  

Though it may seem that recovering authoritative traditional texts is subscribing to 

antiquated values and mythologizing the past, this process is a very modern movement 

that is reviving and building powers that emphasize tradition for contemporary reasons. 

These early roots are highly relevant in the contemporary Cameroonian political and 
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cultural context. They raise questions about identity, trauma and cultural transmission. 

Ultimately, these questions are about the definition of a Cameroonian identity after 

colonization. What are the roles of collective memory, emotions, affects, and how can 

Cameroonians define ways to live together again as a community?   

Oral tradition in Cameroon and its social functions, such as youth initiation into 

the local culture, plays a great role here. Tradition used to be the social lubricant keeping 

the community together by establishing and maintaining morality standards and 

appropriate modes of behaviour. This tradition, however, will only serve mostly as a 

backdrop to the plight of ordinary Cameroonians, which in many ways is universal, 

because they too want to live in a free and democratic world where each individual is 

given the chance to further his or her talents.  

Moreover, in a perfect world, that oral tradition should not have to be “retrieved” 

by cinema.  Colonization’s onslaught of that culture, coupled with globalization, has put 

this local tradition under severe stress. These tensions, as the author argues in the 

following pages, also put under stress the values that this tradition carried over 

generations. One of the main consequences lies in the political area and imagination. The 

lack of access to that tradition has deprived many Cameroonians of the moral blueprint 

from which they could anchor their lives.  

More is at stake beyond the preservation of local forms of culture; the one major 

thing being threatened is forms of proven identity-forming cultural text and the 

imposition of bland and packaged forms of cosmopolitan and consumerist style of culture 

by transnational institutions. Without attempting to launch into cultural nativism, or a 

nostalgic return to an idealized past, what is at stake, beyond the acceleration of forms of 

acculturation, is the grief, loss and lack of self-autonomy Cameroonians express in the 

films. These are real human experiences felt by people who are experiencing their lives in 

their country as a form of otherness. For many decades, the onslaught of colonization and 

neo-liberal capitalism are working in concert to become a narrative of dispossession. It is 

important to recognize that the global circulation of forms is a complex phenomenon, but 

the other side of it is to fall into the trap of giving a facile endorsement to laissez faire 

capitalism run amok and its complicity in the perpetual feelings of estrangement it is 

creating at grassroots at level.   
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        Moreover, the Cameroonian filmmakers are on the right side of history because the 

technologies the government knows recognizes as  essential to encourage modernization, 

such as the Internet and satellites and cable TV, have weakened its ability to control 

public debates. Teno points out for this process, the country has to open its archives to 

tackle colonization and the illegitimacy of today’s regime, because he points out it is just 

an extension of colonization. Opening up archives brings a legal evaluation of the regime 

and builds a strong moral and ethical base for a democratic Cameroon and that is why in 

the film, Teno calls for a new constitutional convention, “conference nationale,” for this 

effect. His analysis is that “we [Cameroonians] did not bury colonization very well.” 

Thus, the ghost of colonization in Cameroon is delaying a repudiation of colonization, 

and the republic of Cameroon is nothing but its legal successor today.  The author gives 

evidences that this lack of accountabilities has led to a culture of violence and 

lawlessness. Within that context, cinema operates as a memorial, social movements 

slowly documenting and archiving abuses in the country, presenting the regime in place 

as criminal.   

              This is where Teno makes his most stringent criticism. He demonstrates that the 

colonial French system of education did not provide the tools for the colonized to 

translate this cultural capital into liberatory power of emancipation. In fact, it did the 

opposite. The independence of Cameroon on January 1, 1960 was supposed to be the 

foundational moment of a new collectivity. The lack, however, of a collective memory 

and unified field of mythology drastically altered the emotional power and resonance of 

the independence and the strength to succeed at such a goal.   It had collapsed, instead, 

into a more individualistic society characterized by social fragmentation, the decline of 

traditional social solidarity and reinforced alienation, and put the trauma of modernity at 

the center of the equation. 
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Heads in the Clouds (1994): On Political activism, prison and filth in  
 in Cameroon. 

Fig 3.2.1 Still from Heads in the Clouds (1994) 

Summary 

               In Heads in the Clouds (1994), Teno argues that the Cameroonian elites’ sense 

of modernization in practice relies on a notion of delinquency corruption and 

mismanagement, exemplified by the real estate management and the accumulation of 

trash. In the film, Teno mixes art, cinema and garbage as a rhizome to describe how 

colonial trauma is changing the country’s landscape and governmental practices. He 

describes that democracy and capitalism do not always go together. In the process, he 

calls for the necessity to understand the cultural geography of places, because economic 

policies cannot work when the culture of the place is corrupt. Thus, economic 

modernization and democracy are both mirages in Cameroon. Within that environment of 

corruption and violence, it is hard for people not in the elite group to succeed, even if 

they have the skills. Consequently, Heads in the Clouds maps out the cartography of 

Cameroon, bringing the knowledge that there is no such a thing as absolute space. Space 

in itself is socially constructed. As a result, knowledge and assumptions are perpetually 

challenged and rearranged. Within that context, new forms of knowledge equally bring 

new ways of mapping, new ways to understand cartography, and particularly, the 

cartography of power in Cameroon. Achille Mbembe, moreover, writes in “At the Edge 

of the World: Boundaries, Territoriality, and Sovereignty in Africa,” (259-284) that one 

has to move beyond traditional representations of the “dark continent” to imagine the 
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continent considering global shifts in global politics and global economy to delineate the 

new frontiers of power and wealth. Within this “new geography,” one must study the rise 

of what Mbembe calls “private interest government” eroding state sovereignty, public 

interests and the rise of a shadow economy, which evades public scrutiny but operates to 

make the rich richer and the poor poorer (2001, 66-101). Within that context, Teno links 

joblessness and the rise of slums in Cameroon’s mega-cities such as Duala and Yaoundé 

as a refraction of the crisis of a neo-liberal economy where the winners-take-all mentality 

is creating an economical regime where the rich few get richer and the growing part of 

the population live in slums off the waste of the rich, a real consume and throw away 

culture in which life itself becomes expandable.  Teno uses the films to describe the death 

of the welfare state in Cameroon and the increasing privatization of wealth in the hands 

of the few and a system enforced by a police state normalizing social stratification 

through intimidation and violence. Moreover, he demonstrates that the states’ elites have 

no effective ways to discipline people in their own group for incompetence or ethical 

lapses. Teno pins the blame on the legacy of the colonial class system and its violence. 

            Heads in the Clouds (1994) is a short documentary of thirty-four minutes; 

however, it adequately captures the melodrama of contemporary Cameroonian modernity 

and development. The movie strongly underscores the consistent brutality of 

Cameroonian life, its occurrence in a world of filth which itself becomes a signifier of the 

political system total decay into trash121. Teno highlights that democracy is also a 

metaphor for the necessary work of social hygiene that is required to reform the entire 

social system. 

          Teno uses trash as the most signifying presence in Cameroonian cities. The 

municipalities have ceased to pick up trash, which periodically creates outbreaks of 

cholera and malaria, killing a substantial number of Cameroonians. Teno uses the 

opportunity to highlight the work of Pascale-Martine Tayou, a Cameroonian sculptor and 

poet whose work is entirely made of from detritus with clusters of car tires, lights, 

vacuum cleaners, toasters, ceramics cobbled together into gigantic statues. Her work of 
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art is entirely made of dumpster discoveries that pave the roads of Yaoundé as materials 

for her work. Tayou’s work highlights the decline of traditional industries in Cameroon 

and the reinforcement of an economy of dependency. It shows the ravages of Free –

Trade, which has turned the country into a gigantic dumpster. 

Fig 3.2.3. “Slum art” Deido Circle: a statue entirely made of recycled objects. 
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This statue works to undermine the state great narrative of development showing 

the breaking points within the country’s discourse on development. But within these 

fragmentations, pieces of the discourses are reattached as an individual made up of car 

parts, showing ordinary Cameroonians’ capacity to invent a rhizomatic, non-hierarchical 

structure which, while describing chaos and randomness, shows how these structures 

could be reassembled with parts put in the proper place and made to work. Thus, in this 

sense, the critique here would be that ordinary Cameroonians should no longer be forced 

to carry the world on one foot, even though the statue seems to be able to do it. The statue 

is a metaphor for a sense of imminent danger and foreboding that becomes more and 

more intense as the movie progresses. The sense of impending horror is laced with the 

never-ending economic crisis the country is experiencing for the last two decades. The 

primary culprit is the Structural Adjustment policies mandated by the World Bank and 

the IMF, creating massive unemployment, generating a large class of servile civil 

servants ready for all kinds of compromises to hang onto their meager salaries. Teno 

explains this resulted in a generalized state of corruption in the country. 

      On the other hand, even for honest people, it is difficult to make a living. For 

example, Irene, who works at the ministry of education, only receives an unreliable 

monthly salary that does not even cover her needs for transportation and food. She sells 

doughnuts on the side to make ends meet. Same for Jacky, a recent law graduate for the 

University of Yaoundé, who has to sell exported shoes to make a living because of a lack 

of jobs. Teno concludes that the Cameroonian economy is like “a man with his feet in 

trash and his head in the clouds and nothing but chaos in between.” 

    By exposing all these facts, Teno is doing more than generating oppositional discourse. 

He is putting his own life on the line. By making films that challenge the sovereign, he 

makes himself a visible target of the repression apparatuses. Thus, by putting himself at 

risk he is not simply committing a private act of resistance, he is making a public political 

act of resistance. The difference between a public political act of resistance and a simple 

act of resistance is that a simple act of resistance does not necessarily lead to changes in 

the status quo. For example, denouncing the regime in place in Yaounde takes great 

courage from Teno and can be evidence of opposition, but it has to be sustained by a 
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clear and definable goal and trajectory; otherwise it just adds to the noise. Thus, by going 

public, Teno makes a public act of resistance meant to inspire people. 

          Indeed, in the case of Teno, his criticism of the regime goes beyond the 

denunciation of the regime to carry new symbolic meaning, the goal of which is to 

address the unfinished project of independence that has degenerated into nihilism. He is 

inviting Cameroonians to create new forms of political organizations that are non-

authoritarian, fluid, and life-sustaining rather than death-giving. These organizations are 

important to understand in the formation of critical masses in an extremely authoritarian 

country.   

   The coherence of this artwork, which results from an unpremeditated process, is, first 

of all, a metaphor for Teno’s cinema itself, which functions on the same creative 

impulses. At a deeper level, they both highlight the complete collapse between high and 

low art, high and low taste in Cameroon. The trash becomes a metaphor not only of total 

decay but a lack of societal consensus. Teno calls it “slum art.” Tayou’s recycling of 

trash can also be a metaphor both from Teno’s cinema and the art in general. In 

Cameroon, “slum art” can also become a symbol of renaissance, creative intelligence 

shocking people into consciousness because it is an art form predicated  on the notions of 

excess and scattering, which can be used to produce new perceptions and new ways of 

being, as Teno’s cinema does. 

       Moreover, slum art features two visually gifted artists who could have been players 

in the mainstream art world, but for a mixture of socioeconomic and political pressures, 

decided to forgo the cultural cachet and complex protocols of capital-A Art and peddle 

their skills directly to the public sphere and ordinary Cameroonians. In spite of its 

primary function of producing luxury conversation pieces for the wealthy, these artists 

affect a disdain for commerce and exploitation.  
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        Clando (1996): Democracy a la Camerounaise 

Figs. 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 Still and Poster from Clando (1996) 

Summary 

               Clando (1996) is the first and only feature film made by Teno, who seems more 

at ease with documentary rather than feature length film. In it, he claims that when it 

comes to democracy, beyond the fake rhetoric, the Cameroonian government reveals 

itself as the country’s foremost antistructure in the sense that it does not work to facilitate 

liberation but to maintain a caste system inherited from the country’s botched 

decolonization whose culture of trauma and violence have maintained, decades after 

colonization, a bifurcated state between citizen and subject122.  In this context, the word 

democracy turns into a camouflage to reinforce the place of each in Cameroonian society. 

The main theme of the film is the role of violence in politics, the fragile 

distance between hope and despair, the role of the Cameroonian Diaspora in the fight for 

freedom, and the nature of political commitments. Taking place after the euphoria of the 

early 1990s when Cameroonians, riding the crest of the fall of the Soviet Union and the 

wave of freedom it sparked all over Africa, took to the street demanding more democracy 

from their government, “Clando” is evocative of the brutal shock of reality which 

peppered the aftermath of that “mini-revolution.” Cameroonian human rights and 

democratic activists did manage to bring down the one-party system that had ruled the 

country for more than four decades since the 1960s. They did obtain a promise of multi-

122 See Mahmood Mamdani (1994) 
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party democracy and free elections from the government. As seen in Jean-Marie Teno’s 

Clando, all of these cosmetic changes occurred against a backdrop of economic collapse 

and political corruption.  Opposition party leaders were either bought off by the 

government or bullied into submission by the latter. The centralization of power 

remained as before, and opposing the government could still be a punishable offense. The 

secret police continues to wage war. 

              In the movie Clando, Cameroonian democracy is nothing but a cosmetic change, 

not an extreme makeover. There is no reinvention here. Opposition members are still 

illegal in their own country despite the state’s democratic rhetoric. The state still holds 

court and its bureaucratic secret police operation is still in place to fight the opposition, 

making sure their dream remains stillborn123. Teno uses Clando to convey the difference 

between the state and the opposition in Cameroon, mainly the state’s use of torture and 

physical violence and the difficulty of the opposition to define a culture of democracy 

within that context. For Clando, through the portrayal of Anatole Sobgui, the film’s hero, 

democracy comes to mean disempowerment rather than empowerment. He is stripped of 

his job, his masculinity and almost his life by the secret police for participating in anti-

government activities. 

              Clando also refers to the growing clandestine economy of Cameroon. In it, the 

hero, Anatole Sobgui, a trained computer scientist, cannot find a job and is forced to 

work as a “clando,” driving an unauthorized cab to feed his family124. The movie 

highlights the crisis created by the Structural Adjustment Program of the IMF and the 

World Bank and the rise of shadow and illegal economies in the country, and a ruling 

elite out of ideas to solve the country’s descent into economic anarchy. The major trope 

of the movie is a runaway van driven by a madman straight into the abyss. The movie 

becomes a tale not of democracy, but of a people’s struggle against morbid resignation 

and self-annihilation. Teno suggests that the Cameroonian Diaspora and human rights 

activists throughout the world can play a role in helping democratize the country by 
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getting involved in fighting government corruption and human rights abuses by the 

Cameroonian regime. 

 Clando (1996) offers Teno the occasion to deal with the complexities of political 

change in a country that has never known democracy after more than four centuries of 

oppression. The movie regroups important themes such as the use of violence and 

politics, the search for dignity in a corrupt world, exile or perpetual frustration. The 

movie, shot in cinema-verite style, is Teno’s first feature length film but it is still read 

like a documentary, his favorite genre. Clando has nothing slick or commercial about it 

and looks very much like a low budget operation. The production values of the film are 

stripped down to the bare bones, and the film, for the most part, has the feel of 

spontaneity and endless improvisation. The main themes regard the nature of political 

engagement in Africa and the role that African diasporic communities can play at home. 

The most compelling question posed by Clando is what to do when faced with an 

unfettered consolidation of power controlled by madmen who are irresponsibly turning 

the country against itself. If one cannot make them pay for their transgressions in the 

voting booth, what are the other options? In the film, Teno discusses whether violence is 

a viable option in the search for a solution to Cameroon's troubles. "To shoot or not to 

shoot?" becomes Sobgui’s dilemma, underscoring politics in Cameroon as a state of low 

intensity guerilla warfare in which the implications of advocating either position is a 

catch -22 which will eventually lead to social disintegration. Of course, there is no 

answer to this dilemma, and Teno is careful not to take sides, yet the issue is provocative 

because corruption, stolen opportunities, and systematic denial of possibilities breed 

resentment. Theft of development and resources plant the seeds of resentment, and 

resentment creates a field where the crops of violence can spread throughout the whole 

country.  

               In Clando, Teno presents Cameroon as a state inside out, turned against itself. 

In the movie, we learn the meaning of democracy in Cameroon. Sobgui’s demise came 

when he was arrested by the secret police after being betrayed by a colleague for helping 

to print anti-government pamphlets, which we learn is still considered an “anti-

government activity” in “democratic” Cameroon. Sobgui went to jail after being spied on 

by a co-worker who betrayed him to the police. Once in jail, Sobgui was beaten and 
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tortured by police agents. Sobgui’s beating and torture represent the suffering grassroots 

activists in Cameroon have to endure to reach the democratic ideal. These social injuries 

are written all over Sobgui’s body, from his swollen feet to his sexual impotence, 

highlighting the vulnerable virility of ordinary Cameroonians against the state. He 

becomes an archetype for the suffering of ordinary Cameroonian like Pius N’Jawe and 

Kuate in Chef (1999).  In Clando, we have an administration that is torturing its citizens 

as a matter of routine policy. Beyond the torture and jailing of Sobgui, that regime 

consistently ignores international law governing citizens’ human rights and violates a full 

range of national and human rights—economic, social, civil and political rights. The 

systematic nature of these violations provides compelling evidence of a policy that is 

rotten at its core and requires fundamental change. The “democracy’ in Clando is not 

leading to greater respect for rights and democracy, but rather entrenches a climate of 

lawlessness, feeding an increasing spiral of violent conflict that will not end until all 

underlying issues of justice are addressed. Talking about torture and repression is Teno’s 

way of addressing and inventorying the profound revision of colonialism, neo 

colonialism and repression in Cameroon. The amnesia around colonization, neo-

colonialism and the practices of torture in Cameroon limits the understanding of 

repression as a form of governance in Cameroon. Torture is not only linked to situations 

of conflicts, it is a practice of governmentality, bringing to light the contradictions of 

Cameroon and the nature of its power as a barrier to democracy and human rights.  

Representations of torture and repression are Teno’s way of arguing that there is no new 

intellectual edifice behind the power in Cameroon. The democracy project is one of 

nihilism and pointless consumption. Sobgui finds, as many other civil rights activists 

discovered in the early days of the fight, that the government’s discourse of democracy 

was inherently contradictory.   

             In this context, the central theme of Clando is very provocative. Behind the 

rhetoric of democracy, the threat from the state and its capacities to strip Cameroonians 

from their civil rights and dignity, the movie argues, is very real. As seen in the case of 

Sobgui, Cameroonian politicians will not hesitate to use repressive tactics as if 

democracy was still nothing but an illusion in Cameroon. In Cameroon, one still lives in 

167 

 
 



an age when the elites in power find democracy to be a threat to their power credibility, 

and use torture and other intimidations to silence the opposition. 

 Figs.3.3.5 and 3.3.6 Sobgui being tortured in Clando (1996)        
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           From then on, Teno provides a panoply of historiographical tools to understand 

Cameroonian’s checkered history with democracy. Torture in Cameroon is prevalent and 

a reliable tool to silence the opposition.  The notorious prison of Tchollire (North 

Cameroon) is well known to Cameroonians to be one of the most dangerous centers of 

torture in the country. Albert Mukong, a civil rights activist, described in Prisoner 

Without a Crime (1985) the tortured he endured at the Tchollire prison and that 

penitentiary’s connection with the disappearance of many of his activist friends. Prisons 

like Tchollire were used to project the power of the Cameroonian state, and its so-called 

aptitude to listen through walls and its effectiveness in dealing with the opposition. That 

projection of power was to use the idea of fear and torture to paralyze the opposition. 

Moreover, the all too secretive police are still actively participating in activities to 

terrorize the opposition. In Clando, the police are indeed ubiquitous, keeping files on 

citizens and ready to oppress the opposition through torture and jail time. This process 

adds to the “mystique” of the state and the nature of politics in a closed universe that 

Mbembe describes as a place where “politics is conceived as a sacrificial process and 

making history consist of one’s enemies” (2002, 252). Mbembe concludes that in the end, 

participating in politics and history is seen as participating in the great economy of 

sorcery. In this context, as a great wizard, the power of the state also consists of its 

capacity to project its ubiquitousness by coercing citizens to spy on each other, creating 

social mistrust and weakening the capacities of citizens to organize. 

Clando claims that democracy is still very much a controversial topic in 

Cameroon. As with Clando, Teno freely admit the anxieties that opposition groups feel 

and which are real. He argues that torture is not only physical but can also be economical. 

So far, the Cameroonian government has not been very enthusiastic in reforming the 

economy, as pointed by political economists such as Bratton and Van de Walle (1994, 

1997). As Teno’s title suggests, “Clando,” from the French clandestine, encompasses two 

different views. “Clando” refers first to the marginal economy that sprung out of the 

privatization of the state in Cameroon. As pointed out by Aili Mari Tripp, the black 

market soared in Cameroon in the aftermath of the structural adjustment program 

mandated by the World Bank and the IMF. The hero of the movie, Sobgui, participates in 
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that economy after he is laid off from his job. To feed his family, he turned his car into a 

“clando,” which in this instance is an unauthorized taxicab. 

            In Clando, Teno describes corruption as an impediment to freedom and 

development.  There is no doubt that eliminating the power of this plutocracy is an 

essential feature of development. With Clando, he acknowledges the difficulty of 

reforming the Cameroonian state by featuring Cameroonians still trapped by a fear of the 

government security apparatuses operating on civil rights activists.  

              Sobgui is the quintessential Cameroonian having a hard time making ends meet 

and relying on the black market to survive. His degree in computer sciences does not help 

him achieve even the middle class status he deserves. This is also Teno’s trademark: 

research on the lives of ordinary Cameroonians.  The power of Clando seeks to highlight 

much of what is widely acknowledged by political economists in Cameroon about the 

economic hardships of ordinary Cameroonians. Deep cuts in payroll and freezes in hiring 

sent a large segment of the population to second jobs or other casual occupations and 

backstreet jobs on the margins of the law. It is important to note that these economic 

processes have led to the privatization of the state and violence. One can argue that in this 

sense, democracy and a culture of public life is seriously in trouble in Africa. 

              As Teno points out in the movie, having failed to present a homegrown 

economic strategy for development, the government of Cameroon has frequently relied 

on foreign aid. The government is not the only one who finds opportunities in these aids. 

Teno himself is part of that aid industry, because the financing for his films relies on 

foreign capital and distribution. In this way, aid can be used for progressive causes. Teno 

rejects the kind of capitalism pushed by the World Bank and the IMF because they are 

failing to challenge the state in opening up the political process. Instead of rescuing the 

institutions of the country, the World Bank and the IMF ends up reinforcing the corrupt 

institutions that, in turn, use that power to oppress its own people. 

Freedom of the individual and market economy should go hand in hand. In 

Clando, the protection of the regime and their perks seems to be the only priority125. The 
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question is: how long will it take, and how many lives will be lost, before Cameroonians 

recover genuine sense self-determination and control their own destiny? The answer lies 

in the invention of social utopias. The real power of the state must come from the street, 

not from a collection of power-hungry politicians. Clando also enlarges the debate to 

build local democracy andeconomic justice, and encourages activists to move beyond 

place-based politics toward identifications across space and to understand that the 

struggle for justice, lives and work are also connected globally in numerous ways.  

          Clando, however, claims that this is an exciting time in Cameroon because people 

are finding their way to human rights and self-reliance. The clandestine economy can be 

an avenue for hardworking citizens to raise enough cash to make a small fortune for 

themselves. As with the hero of the movie, Anatole Sobgui, who Teno clearly regards as 

a role model and uses him to assess the power of the clandestine, it becomes clear that 

this underground force can be harnessed to rehabilitate the country, because it demands a 

large number of Cameroonians to look inward and devise techniques of independence 

necessary for their own survival. These techniques will lessen their dependence on the 

state. In this sense, the road to freedom is also the road to personal responsibilities. 

Clando is about the clandestine power of the informal economy, but it is also about the 

clandestine power of the media working under an un-democratic regime. Jean-Marie 

Teno’s Clando is also a demonstration that Cameroonians have the right to always 

smuggle and expose the darker side of their government. It is also important to note that 

filmmakers such as Teno are not simply idealists. They are trailblazing Cameroonians 

who have the capacity for developing a technique and a practice to mobilize skills and 

resources that allow them to live as independent from the state. 

           The clandestine economy also allows Cameroonians to travel and make 

transnational global connections with human rights activists in foreign lands, which is 

necessary to do away with the syndrome of victimhood. It also opens the door for 

Cameroonians in the Diaspora to start playing a certain role in the democratization of 

their own country. Thus, ideas about democracy, citizenship and self-governance also 

come from Cameroonians’ recognition of their own entrepreneurial skills and capacity to 

mobilize resources. Teno’s message in “Clando” is that the power of the clandestine 
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economy is the mobilization of skills and resources to set one free on the path of self-

empowerment and democracy. This form of the clandestine has been called “baroque 

practices” which move from beneath the state to subvert the “written and precise rules” of 

state power. Teno’s film emerges through this very moment, generated on the basis of 

these clandestine practices that aim at relativizing the apparent absolute power of the 

state. Thus, ambiguity and fluidity are the cornerstones of resistance in Teno’s Clando 

and the beginning of exploring the realm of possibilities of freedom.  

The decay of political institutions and social structures in Cameroon has 

rendered the making of a democracy nearly impossible. The Cameroonian state offers 

nothing but repression. In that context it is very difficult to enact reforms. Clando brings 

questions about the legality of the Cameroonian states or whether a state that serves 

nothing but oppression to her people should not simply be “shot down.” The answer is 

yes, because this is a state in which the public welfare and human rights of its citizens are 

simply outside the bounds of common laws. It is simply an occupying power, and this 

occupation must be resisted by all freedom loving people, which is why Teno extends the 

fight for freedom outside the boundaries of the nation-state of Cameroon. 

           Clando’s characters, such as Sobgui, however, are not overdetermined by the state 

Damocles’ sword hanging over their heads. They are trying to maintain a semblance of 

normal life. An alternative narrative of Clando (1996) involves Sobgui taking a trip to 

Germany to locate the son of a local rich man, Rigobert Tchamba, who left the country 

decades ago and had never been heard from since by his family. Sobgui also takes the 

opportunity to buy some used cars in Germany he can then resell back home with a small 

profit margin. 

       Thus, in Germany, Sobgui makes the encounter with a white female human right 

activist, Irene, and begins to contemplate strategies he can best use to help his country. In 

Clando, Teno argues that the state can be taken at its own game, which goes beyond the 

fight for power: it is also a reflection on processes through which globalization can help 

undermine the power of the state. Globalization and flows are helping changing the face 

of the planet while the state itself is struggling to change. It still maintains a brutal and 
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cruel state where state surveillance reigns supreme and the secret police do not hesitate to 

harass, torture and sometimes even murder democratic activists. This situation does not 

mean total disempowerment. Changes in the world are breathtaking and the process of 

globalizing civic and democratic institutions is the way out of this crisis. These changes 

become important to analyze the movie in a global context. Teno argues for an organized 

international network to pressure the Cameroonians for regime change. It is also a way of 

sensitizing the European Left and the Cameroonian Diaspora to help provide a leadership 

for progressive causes in Cameroon. Indeed, to have an overall strategy for reform, 

expatriates have to be involved in the fight for freedom. Teno's evidence for these 

assertions cannot be easily dismissed. The independence of Africa and the desire to 

establish democracy in Africa have received, in the past, an enormous political boost 

from the European Left and African student organizations overseas. States such as 

Cameroon and their rulers, as Teno points out, have always derived their power from the 

monopoly of violence within the boundaries of the nation-state, but they can be made 

vulnerable by the actions of people living outside its boundaries 

 Teno, moreover, suggests that debates concerning nationhood and democracy 

also require a theorization of mobility. Representations of individual subjectivity involve 

a relation to geographical space that is fundamentally different from the shared spaces 

that characterize group identities and allow the writing of history as a mapping of group 

identity onto territory. Subjectivity has always been measured in relation to mobility, and 

yet the nature of this relation changed drastically with the advent of modernity. The focus 

of modernity gave rise to narratives of subjectivity as personal itineraries, departures 

from and returns to sovereign territory. The writing of history has depended ever since on 

these itineraries. But the same forces of modernity also led to the emergence of counter-

narratives based on radically different representations of mobility. These nomadic 

representations conceive of subjectivity as a series of narratives that do not depend on 

sovereign territory for their authority. Instead, subjectivity also emerges through mobility 

outside of territory.  Irene is the one who gives Sobgui the will to go back home and fight 

for freedom and democracy after he had been severely demoralized by his own 

experience of betrayal and torture in Cameroon. 
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Fig. 3.3.7 Sobgui and Irene in Germany 
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                 Chef: Repression and regimes of accumulation in Cameroon 

Fig 3.4 Still from Chef (1999)  

Summary 

             In Chef, Teno picks up where Clando lets off. He claims that the regime of 

Cameroon cannot be reformed with a social and political structure dominated by a caste 

of violent and predatory men who have disowned their  sense of belonging to a 

community, denying themselves  an autonomous cognitive status that could have them 

finding original solutions against colonial legacy in Cameroon. Now, instead, the country 

functions on a pyramidal system where women, children and the poor are permanent 

objects of exploitation of violence. Teno uses Chef to highlight the compromising 

collaboration between the country’s power structure and the traditional social order of 

kings with its archaic belief systems and practices He describes the treatment of women, 

children and the poor as the revelation of the country’s power structure moral decay. 

Teno wraps his critique within a Bakhtinian notion of spectacle. He features a country 

stuck in spectacle mode and ubuesque carnival to reinforce his description of the 

deployment of power in Cameroon through a caste system, displaying its divorce with 

traditional communal values in the country. The film’s main point is how the colonial 

violence and past trauma are slipping into the entire social fabric where people begin to 

take out their frustrations on the ones weaker than they are. 
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Chef is mainly about the manipulations of the trappings of indigenous culture in 

connection with corrupt bureaucratic elites in order to advance their own careers and line 

their pockets on the back of the weak. Teno frames Cameroonian society as a Darwinian 

culture where the worship of power and greed is viewed as a sign of moral superiority. 

          The movie, in standard Teno fashion, takes many turns. Initially, Teno went to his 

hometown of Bandjun (West Cameroon) to film the ceremony enshrining his uncle, the 

former great local chief, Kamga II, for having brought modernity to the village126. While 

filming that ceremony, a scene of mob-lynching captured by him in real-time forces Teno 

to confront the nature of power and violence in Cameroon. Chef (in English, Chief or 

Boss) is a movie about the worship of the combination of power and money and the 

result, which is the creation of a chauvinistic culture driven by violence and greed. Teno 

makes the case that these bosses are not aware of their significance in society. In their 

competitive zeal to acquire money, women and power, they are bucking the system 

instead of making it work. In it, Teno argues that the dream of all Cameroonians is to 

become a boss. This desire to become a boss begins at home where every single man 

dreams of becoming the king of the household by completely dominating women and 

children. That search for domination is extended outside of the household to the state, 

where the drive for power pushes these men to vie for jobs that are going to give them the 

power to become a “chief.” Teno makes the most important point, that in a country of 16 

million, eight million chiefs are 95 % more chiefs than needed! In this particular context, 

everybody wants to be a boss; there is nobody left to listen, creating a real cacophony. 

As a consequence, the state and the elites who were supposed to drive national unity and 

development are not doing their jobs, and the major flaw becomes the lack of leadership 

and experience.  This leaves a void that no one is rushing to fill. Thus, in Cameroon, 

people’s rules do not apply; the only rule is the rule of the bosses and the spectacle of 

violence and inequalities between men and women, the government and the governed, 

old and young, the city and the village.  

Teno’s film is even more devastating because the movie is set in a village. The 

village in Africa is still perceived as a pure landscape and a traditional place far away 
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from the corruption of the cities and where order and values are still widely respected. 

The movie began with a ceremony highlighting Chief Kamga, who founded the dynasty 

of the Kamga’s ruling Bandjun for decades. The ceremony becomes a celebration of the 

head of state of the country. Teno attacks the largest myth of the preservation of 

traditional institutions of power and culture to describe that these attempts to preserve 

tradition are indeed tainted by their associations with the dictatorship, which, in turn, 

threw the legitimacy of traditional power into question127. 

        Chef (1999) is a cinematic response to political elites enslaving the general 

population. The importance here is that the way the Cameroonian state is driving 

modernization is nothing but a way to absolutize the economy at the expense of morality. 

In these two movies, Teno claims that this kind of “modernization” driven by the state is 

toppling established customs in the country, putting pressure on settled communities and 

threatening to erase millennial ways of life, as it is the case in “Chef,” which takes place 

in the village of Bandjun (West Cameroon). “Chef” tells us that these processes are 

underway because the authoritarian regime of Cameroon handed out the economy to a 

small group of bureaucrats and local chieftains, like the King of Bandjun, who enjoys 

government sanctioned monopolies such as oil, timber, coffee, cocoa in exchange for 

their loyalties to the regime. Their monopolies extend from the cities to the village where 

the king himself is not only the mayor, but a member of the central committee of the 

CPDM, the ruling party of the oligarchs. This network of corrupt connections, from the 

country’s officials to the pillaging of the country’s resources, is taking place on the backs 

of the population, which is internalizing that violence and returning it to each other.  

            The argument in Chef is that this system does little good to the country. It resorts 

to terror at every level of power, from the police officer on the street to the president of 

the republic at the head of the pyramid. That is what Teno calls “Chef”:  a regime of 

chiefs whose aims are to maintain the peace through terrorizing the population and lining 

their own pockets. Decades of bribery have solidified the system, turning bribery into 

entitlements and making reforms almost impossible.   
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Meanwhile, the underclass of Cameroon is left to fend for itself. Teno locates the 

roots of that deficit at the feet of the autocratic regime of Cameroon and the male 

chauvinism of the autocrats in power. Chef illuminates the mechanism of a repressive 

state. Consequently, the so-called independence has created sharp class divisions between 

the winners and the losers. Cameroonian society today produces very few winners, and 

the rest are left to fend for themselves. The state here functions only to enforce a barrier 

between those participating in the excesses and orgy of power. The like of Kuate are 

simply a nuisance at best.      

The moment of creation in Jean-Marie Teno’s Chef (1999) is a crowd-

stopping scene that the greatest filmmakers could ever hope to imagine in this kind of 

setting. Teno captures, in a genuine Brechtian moment, a 14- year-old, Kuate, who found 

himself the target of a violent mob attempting to kill him for having stolen four hens. 

Teno finds him standing in the middle of a crowd threatening to kill. The only reason 

they were holding out is because of an old man arguing to case for the rule of law, to 

which one person in the crowd responding by asking him ironically, referring to Kuate, 

“do we have to hug thieves now?” Teno demonstrates his abilities to film faces in the 

crowd, including the threatened Kuate, revealing each face, moving among the crowd 

like a dancer to the point that his camera becomes ignored. There is no voyeurism in that 

scene, only faces expressing the despair of a community facing total collapse. That alone 

is the story worth telling about the state of the rule of law in Cameroon, and Teno does it 

with his usual unforgettable simplicity. The first thing Teno does and the police could not 

is to put his camera down to quell the mob attack on the young boy. One can say that 

cinema saves Kuate’s life. Then, Teno brings this tragic event to the screen to investigate 

his repercussions on power relationships in Cameroon. His main thesis stems from his 

observation that “The paradox of this country is that the national sport - far more popular 

than soccer - is the plundering of resources by our heads and chiefs, yet a youth was 

nearly lynched for stealing one hen and four chicks.” Teno tackles the issue of privilege 

in Cameroon and how powerful bureaucrats and their accomplices, the traditional 

aristocracy, are getting all the perks while the rest of the country is left to fend for itself. 

Teno not only describes Cameroonians’ inability to construct a decent world for their 

children. At this point, we understand Teno’s sympathy for Kuate, because he knows that 
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he could have easily been him or any other fourteen- year-old in the same situation. In a 

place of total collapse, where containing one’s demons are no longer possible, it becomes 

increasingly difficult to maintain one’s humanity. 

The main agenda of the film is to demonstrate that the country is stuck in a place 

of depression, both economical and mental. It is now a world where “chiefs” on all levels 

take out their rage on those less powerful than themselves, such as Kuate. Teno goes on 

to investigate the link between the autocrats in power in Cameroon and the unproductive 

economy of that country. It reveals that Cameroonians are living under a system that is 

plagued by corruption and violence. Kuate is used as a metaphor for Cameroon itself, a 

country that feels as powerless as a child. His arrest sets up a deep moral debate about the 

nature of retribution in a society where the elites have abandoned their own sense of 

dignity. What results from that debate is that the government control of the formal sector, 

like its colonial predecessor, is essentially parasitical.  The paradox is that all these 

derelictions of duties from the elites running the country combined with the lack of 

justice and institutional violence turns Kuate into a Christ-like figure of suffering because 

Teno provides the knowledge that in such a society a starving kid is no longer a thief but 

a victim of a country falling deeper into depression and collective madness. 

Fig. 3.5 Kuate is about to get lynched 

           By saving Kuate from death, Teno both reveals the decomposition of the 

Cameroonian political and social order while at the same time describing possible 

grassroots interventions. The argument to be made is that the Cameroonian filmmakers 

are portraying a world where the old colonial order is crumbling, unleashing other 
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processes of regression and destruction such as the collapse of the state, the rise of mob 

justice, political repression, corruption and violence, but at the same time the collapse of 

the old order renders possible the formation of new utopia. Indeed, this process in itself is 

not new, because Hegel and Marx have provided us with the concept of the dialectics, the 

coexistence of paradoxes, and it is within these paradoxes that modernity evolves and 

new form of lives becomes possible.  

            Furthermore, Kuate’s scene has a great moral effect because it recasts the debate 

around development and democracy in concrete terms, and Teno reminds the audience 

that cinematic aesthetics have to be based in real life. It also addresses the crisis of 

democracy, and points out that the brain drain of intellectuals from that country is 

creating a vacuum that is being filled by filmmakers, journalists, comedians and 

grassroots human rights activists. The point will be made in the following pages that the 

Cameroonian filmmakers are using their creativity to help create an authentic dialogue 

around the issues of democracy and human rights in Cameroon.  That cinema gives 

presence, in Cameroon, to the struggle of ordinary people in a way that is unprecedented 

because the official public sphere of that country is dominated by the activities of the 

head of state and bureaucrats. The rest is owned by satellites and cables from foreign 

countries: Tobie-Okala (2001), Misse Misse (2002).  

             There is in Cameroon a real snobbery toward the lives of ordinary Cameroonians 

coupled with snobbery of homemade products, such as Cameroonian cinema, which does 

not enjoy the benefit of mass circulation because the channels of distribution are owned 

by foreign conglomerates. Within that context, Teno goes on to document power and 

injustice in the realm of gender, and blame the whole system on the patriarchal system 

unable to transform itself. He claims that Cameroon is an organized system of thuggery 

where the power flows from the dictator, the “big chief” to the little “chiefs”: the 

husbands. Teno comes up with the “rules and regulations of the husband in his home,” 

according to a calendar he bought and which declares that “The husband is always chief--

even in bed”; “if the husband strikes the wife while visitors are present, she must smile 

and pretend that nothing has happened.” Here Teno conflates domestic violence with 

male dominance in a culture marked by colonial oppression and traditional violent forms 

of governance. 
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              The film describe the challenges of cinema in representing the breakdown of the 

social structure of Cameroon, stuck on the wheel of materialistic hell which is spreading 

like a virus to the rest of the country. Teno narrates that challenge by depicting dangerous 

trends in Cameroonian society: economic deprivation and mob justice as a spectacle of 

internalized oppression. The movie informs the spectator that Cameroon is not a country 

ruled by laws but by an oligarchy, which has put itself above the law, running a regime 

which is as corrupt as it is criminal. Teno goes on to demonstrate that the more things 

change in Cameroon, the more they remain the same. 

Teno uses the metaphor of filth previously displayed in Heads in the Clouds 

(1994) traverses in Chef (1999) when he interviewed Pius N’jawe, one of the leading 

dissidents of the Cameroonian regime and editor-in-chief of the influential newspaper 

“Le Messager.” N’jawe gave Teno an analysis of the judicial criminal system of 

Cameroon. He learned that they were bribes to be paid for any services, including seeing 

his lawyers or visitation rights. In the judicial practices, the criminal justice system in 

Cameroon is not designed to reform or discipline bodies, but as a gigantic financial 

enterprise in order to make the bureaucrats rich. That system is called “the goat grazes 

where it is tied,” meaning that each bureaucrat must manage to turn his position into a 

lucrative job on the backs on people he is supposed to serve. 

         One of the many examples N’jawe gives during his interview with Teno pertained 

to the management of the prison facility, New-Bell Central prison, one of the largest in 

the country, where he was incarcerated. He describes it as a disease factory due to the 

extreme deliquescence of that place and the abject conditions detainees are forced to live 

in.  The cells of the New-Bell prisons are rat- infested, and prisoners are crowded in cells 

like sardines. At night, they have to fight with the rats and it is not surprisingly an uneven 

fight because the detainees do not have much space to put themselves in position to 

defend their bodies from the rat attacks. The rats usually make a happy meal out of them, 

and N’jawe presents pictures of detainees who had their feet chewed on by rats. 

       The detainees are also given polluted water to drink. Food rations are insufficient and 

badly cooked. There is no medical supervision in the prison and N’jawe speaks of 

corpses lying for days in cells after dying of diseases contracted in jail.  
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         The power of degradation takes a higher melodramatic effect with N’jawe’s own 

familial arrangements. In a system of total degradation, visiting relatives in jail can be 

dangerous. During one incident, N’jawe’s late wife was so brutalized by the prison 

guards during one of her visits that the physical abuse and the stress from these scuffles 

resulted in her having a miscarriage. She was brutalized because the guards heard that he 

was sneaking messages out of jail criticizing the penal systems. The N’jawes lost the 

baby, who was given the name Justice N’jawe, and she is also remembered through 

N’jawe’s NGO “Justice,” which he opened shortly after being released from prison and 

whose purpose is to fight for the amelioration of prisoners’ lives in Cameroonian prisons.    

        Jean-Marie Teno and Pius N’jawe highlight the role of communication for social 

change and development, and help us to theorize the idea of counter public sphere in 

Cameroon. It is an alternative to development that foregrounds representation and the 

public sphere in a country in transition. As with Teno and N’jawe, creating a symbolic 

counter public sphere requires a lot of work, a great capacity for both endurance and 

mobilization. In brief, the inner working of the counter public sphere requires a well-

planned and well-prepared effort. They emphasize that counter- public spheres in 

Cameroon are carriers of new organizational forms of power, more fluid, decentered and 

non-authoritarian. These filmmakers seek to fix the boundaries between the intrusion of 

the state and the preservation of individual dignity, equal rights, self-realization and 

participation.  Jean-Marie Teno and Pius N'jawe argue that for Cameroonians to achieve 

the unfinished project of independence and modernity, they have to "decolonize their 

lifeworld” and develop new social arrangements through participatory-democratic 

institutions which would work to enhance the life possibilities of citizens rather than 

inhibit them.   

182 



Fig. 3.2.3 Still from prisoners in an overcrowded cell in Chef (1999)  

  It would be a mistake to think of Chef (1999) as an entirely negative film. In 

fact, Teno argues that economic self-empowerment can be a way to undermine the 

oppressive state. In this sense, there are clearly no major differences between Chef and 

Quartier Mozart (1992). As the women in Chef organize themselves in associations to 

fight their second-class status, Queen of the Hood is able to talk her independence into a 

program of African feminism and emancipation, and nothing prevents Kuate from doing 

the same. All these ideas find deep resonance in Cameroon, and even though the public 

does not get to watch these films, these are the ideas that they will sympathize with. 

These movies argue for a form of liberalism that encourages the technology of the self 

and a form of governmentality that always challenges the status quo. Thus, under what 

appear to be chaotic, this cinema is recording changes through the cumulative 

experiences of individual lives in Cameroon rather than collective social movements. 

This is a major shift that is often overlooked in contemporary conventional African 

studies regarding young Africans interrogating their own identities not simply as 

clannish, tribal or racial. The intention is to reconcile themselves with the human race. It 

is also challenging to understand new forms of opposition, new formations of progressive 

social utopias they are producing, to highlight the paradoxes of contemporary political 

experiences and attempt to reconcile the individual with the social through rigorous self-

examination and the production of new social utopias.  
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Figs 3.4.5 and 3.4.6 Posters from Chef (1999) 
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Vacances au Pays (2000):  Modernity and alienation in Cameroon 

“Nothing is so dangerous as being too modern; one is apt to grow old-fashioned quite 
suddenly.” Oscar Wilde128              

   Fig 3.5.1 Still from Vacances au Pays (2000). Modernity gone wrong.     

Summary     

          Vacances au Pays (2000) claims that a concept of modernity that does not put into 

context historical hegemonies leads to alienation. In the movie, Teno, who left his native 

Cameroon in 1978 to attend film school in France, almost three decades later, takes the 

inverse trip to his home country to closely observe his “certitude and hopes of yesterday 

with the country today realities.”129  This rhetoric sets up an interesting challenge, 

because it allows Teno not only to investigate Cameroon but to also compare his grown-

up self with his younger self. Thus, Teno mixes cinema, architecture and landscape to 

express how ideas of trauma and violence are embedded in these spaces.  The author 

claims that Teno is ideally positioned to perceive the best and the worst of modernity in 

Cameroon. His dual French and Cameroonian education allow him to understand that 

modernity in his home country is not based on factual expectations but reveals tensions 

128 Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband (1899). This quote helps put into context the frenetic search of 
modernity in Cameroon that always ended being a mirage. Teno claims that Cameroonian’s search for 
modernity is akin to a person lost in the desert who perpetually hallucinates about seen an oasis that always 
ends up being a mirage. 
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between neo-colonialism, modernity and the mental social dislocation of a significant 

number of Cameroonians, which helps explain why in five decades of independence, a 

pivotal opportunity of breakthrough, the country is failing to make the leap to true 

modernity. The question of modernity is a theme that Teno regularly confronts in his 

films. As a result, he comes up with the knowledge that modernity in Cameroon is 

exterritorialized because the concept driving it is that anything coming from the West is 

modern and what get locally produced is deemed archaic. Teno calls it “tropical 

modernity.” At this moment, the viewer understands that national liberation is also a 

cultural act. Within that context, recovering one’s culture is also re-entering one owns 

history. Consequently, Teno uses the film and the concept of “tropical modernity” to 

demonstrate that Cameroon is still out of step with its own history. The country’s concept 

of modernity is superfluous, because while all the hypermodern signs of modernity are 

crumbling, architecture, urbanism, hospitals, school systems, the consumption of 

products coming from the West maintains an illusion of modernity. As with Keenan, 

Vacances au Pays (2000) highlights a modernity where commodities are consumed not in 

their instituted values but as “values within a system that traffics only in abstractions, 

idealizations and prejudices” (1997, 122).   In this instance, modernity is simply a 

consume- and- throw-away culture.  In this way, modernity is underlined by the 

nightmare of meaningless consumption.  Teno’s powerful statement becomes that 

modernity and development cannot be bought off the shelves like commodities.  It has to 

involve redefining the place’s whole belief systems and practices.  In this instance, 

political institutions and economic policies have to be redefined with priorities not 

encouraging consumption, because it only benefits small elites. 

               Vacances au Pays (2000) is an important filmic foray into the debate on 

modernity and development in Cameroon. In it, Teno claims that underdevelopment in 

Cameroon is primarily the result of internalization of negative stereotypes, restless desire 

and unhealthy consumption, the result of the social disillusion and failures of the 

independence movement, which in turn had led to this form of hybrid modernity Teno 

calls “Tropical Modernity,” made of half-objects and half-subjects stuck between a 

tradition they no longer practice and a modernity they do not understand. Vacances au 
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Pays (2000) is a satire of “Tropical Modernity,” which cannot sustain either the scrutiny 

of critical reflection nor historical intelligibility. The movie deserves particular attention 

for the ways Teno describes the roots of the mystification of progress in Cameroon, its 

rapacious consequences which include the difficulty of moral social action. He claims 

that cultural confusion is the primary reason for underdevelopment in Cameroon, not the 

result of some kinds of natural law that prevents Cameroonians from reaching the modern 

world130. Within this context, Teno claims that to be truly modern, Cameroonians must 

assume responsibility for their own history rather than trying to buy a false concept of 

modernity off the shelves of the Western model of mass-consumption. In the movie, he 

gave a litany of examples of half-baked models of modernism imported from the West 

which had today failed miserably: urban planning, architecture, education, health 

systems, all of which the authorities thought could simply be bought off the shelves. The 

argument becomes that as long as Cameroonians do not hold their own by coming up 

with a home-grown model of modernity, they will get perpetually stocked in the hell of 

“tropical modernity,” which is the rationalization of their own incompetence and failure 

to modernize.  

              Vacances au pays (2000) is an important contribution to the debate on 

development and modernity in Cameroon and in Africa, because Teno addresses the 

genealogy of these concepts on the continent. The logic that lies at the heart of these 

paradigms stem from cultural low self-esteem, the idea that local African traditions are by 

definition anti-modern. This creates a powerful notion of shame and humiliation. Teno 

claims that these emotions must be taken into account because they are defining a culture 

that is confused and is losing touch with reality 

      The first impression from Teno’s Vacances au Pays (2000) is the idea of somebody 

feeling like a fish out of water in his own country. The film contains a feeling of déjà vu 

reminiscent of Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992). In it, Teno stitches together archetypal 

images of modernity in Cameroon, ranging from contemporary governmental policies in 
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relation to architecture, urban planning, roads, water treatment, education and health, to 

demonstrates what had happened to policymaking from a culture in which the former 

colonial oppressor is still regarded as superior, and the consequences of that cultural 

entrapment in a so-called independent country such as Cameroon. The film’s greatest 

effect is to put into relief the absurdist-nightmarish notion of “tropical modernity,” a form 

of modernity which is enacted by external forces on Cameroonians, denying them of 

cultural agency.

The movie is shot as a documentary, and Teno wants the audience to grasp the 

geography of his imagination as a child in Cameroon and culture of decay that followed. 

The magic place of his youth is now nothing but a distant mirage. His attitude is 

uniformly negative. This calls to mind the decrepit geographical landscape Teno is 

depicting through the imagery of abandoned high- rises in downtown Yaoundé. The 

architectural symbology of these high- rise buildings sitting in an imposing fashion in 

downtown Yaoundé, at the busiest intersections of the capital, was supposed to confer the 

stature of a modernist town and to highlight the urban renewal going on in the country. 

Buildings, more than time and history, are important symbols of modernity. They help 

give the country a political, cultural and economic dimension, giving a rational dimension 

to planning and development. It becomes a technology of organizing space, discipline, 

the control of the population, and to project the image of a rapidly developing and 

efficient industrialized society.  This ambition, in Cameroon, is revealing its opposite, 

because no Cameroonians ever got to have the luxury to live in these buildings. The 

architects did not bother to study whether or not the ground was solid enough to support 

the buildings’ weight. The buildings went up but started sinking to the ground afterwards, 

because the ground was not solid enough to support the building due to water running 

underneath it. In an era of crisis and scarcity, this kind of waste does not make sense. The 

buildings become the symbol of a lack of imagination and servile imitation. The 

modernity of Cameroon’s national metropolis with its sinking high-rises does not bode 

well with other components of modernity such as education, transportation, technology 

and health in the country. The fact that these high-rises have yet to be taken down, 

moreover, highlights the confusion of people in power thinking that maybe  looking at 
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the building differently might the change the outcome that they  are representing useless 

architectures.       

Figs. 3.5.2 Clip from Vacances au Pays (2000) 

               One can go from there to infer the kind of lives this mental process creates. In 

fact, water becomes a metaphor in this film for development, to the extent that it either 

sinks projects or its lack underscores misplaced priorities. Thus, the movie becomes a 

vessel to open up and re-examine the paradigm of modernity in the country.   

              Teno goes on to note that basic needs such as drinking water are still a luxury 

today in Cameroon. He wryly notices that the slogan “water and health for all in 2000” 

now became “water and health for all in 3000.”  

Fig 3.5.4 Safe water for all in 3000? 

189 



Teno then focuses on the transportation system in Cameroon, where the roads 

are notoriously bad, causing a high number of deaths and casualties. He also looks at 

bridges such as Ebbebdda, liking the south to the west of the country. He interviews the 

local county official who tells him that the bridge has made the city “futuristic,” while 

recognizing that the city has no running water. The problem here is that we have a 

country with unreliable transportation and water distribution systems. Modern urban life 

and development cannot be satisfied when the infrastructures to guide the development to 

modernity are themselves deficient.  

       And now to Bandjun, his hometown, describing how much Teno drew from himself 

as a source for his film. In his village, he realizes the extent to which global advertising 

has taken over. In a highly ironic piece, Teno describes a village meeting for 

development, which turns out to be nothing but an unpaid advertisement for Coca-Cola! 

Teno goes on to point out the ravages of state corruption and global advertising on the 

rich cultural past of his village. 

       The film is completely narrated by Jean-Marie Teno, and the tone of his voice is sad. 

This sadness comes from the realization that despite its best effort “Africa has made a 

long trip through colonization and the independence to come to an impasse.” All the 

models of development have failed because they were based on European mental 

schemes that Africans did not understand then and do not understand now. In Vacances 

au pays (2000), Teno claims that there are no remaining places in the country safe from 

the ravages of modernity, only a fantasy to escape the place.  

         Vacances au Pays (2000) exposes a traumatic, unconscious fantasy framework that 

comes packaged with the notion of “tropical modernity.” That explains the lethargy of the 

place. It also puts Cameroon in a different light. It becomes, maybe, the only country on 

earth with no defining category: is it premodern? Modern? Postmodern?  Yet Teno’s 

camera shows how the self-conscious act of cinematic work can reflect that trauma to 

bring about a great dose of reality. This is cinema working backward. Instead of working 

to create illusion and suspending disbelief, this is a cinema that comes to liberate people 

from their fantasy. What is distinctive about the movie is how Teno generates this 
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knowledge through sequences foregrounding the present to more deeply understand the 

past, and how processes of brainwashing remain powerful. As the film unravels, the 

viewer sees the fantastic idea of modernity in Cameroon. 

             Teno reflects on the nature on the state of modernity in Cameroon. In the film, he 

makes an analysis of the mongrel nature of modernity in Cameroon, “tropical 

modernity,” a blend of tradition and modernity that has failed to bring development to the 

country. The movies highlight how Cameroonians, living in a society overflowing with 

Western media-created images, are attempting to “indigenize” that concept. That 

localization process creates a schizophrenic dichotomy between the revolutionary aspects 

of modernity which comes packaged with extreme alienation, expressed by the relentless 

search for the new and the conservatism of Cameroonian culture and belief systems 

which are at once repressive, intolerant, conformist and zealous.  

Within that schizophrenic context, Teno’s experiences with the poor have 

relevance for modernity and the gendered analysis of power in Africa. Using his personal 

experience not only to judge beliefs in Cameroon, but the behaviors of some 

Cameroonian elites, Teno makes clear that politics are personal. It is personal because, 

against the backdrop of elites running the state, Teno claims that modernism becomes a 

metaphor for Cameroonian kitsch, materialism, on the back of the perpetual oppression of 

women and the poor. What Teno argues in Vacances au pays is that what is peddled 

today as “modernity” or “development” in Cameroon is equally disgusting. It is a return 

of feudalism under the guise of “modernity.” Indeed, Cameroon spent four decades trying 

to come up with its own brand of modernity and has produced nothing to be pride on. 

The culprit, again, for Teno, is the lack of cultural capital of the elites who failed to come 

up with an indigenous program of development, but are continuing to pass themselves off 

as patriots. At the same time, Teno claims that it is very difficult to create a position from 

where one can discuss and engage with the memory of Cameroon and what is best for 

Cameroon because the perverseness of “the politics of the Belly” as the ultimate form of 

governmemtality prevents the construction of a discourse on this scale. 

       Vacances au pays (2000) follows Teno’s formula to deal head on with the social 

realities of contemporary Cameroon and to point to the absence of a meaningful life 
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project in the country, providing only something that looks like giant conformity to 

mediocrity. One of the important themes in Teno’s work is the inability to be a decent 

citizen in those kinds of societies. It brings up the theme of differentiation with excesses 

on one hand, such as the high-rise in Yaounde, and complete poverty highlighted in the 

landscape of the villages. This form of disenfranchisement will keep occurring unless 

ordinary Cameroonians themselves take control. Only an egalitarian republic can focus 

on real necessities as the basic conditions for the collective survival. These conditions 

include fulfillment of basic needs such as food, water, and clothing, and, as Vacances au 

Pays (2000) claims with irony, these basic needs are now scheduled to be available to all 

Cameroonians in “3000”! Vacances au Pays (2000) recasts cinema as a metaphor in 

Cameroon for the necessity of critical thought and action. Teno appears in the film as a 

man fed up with the bullshit of Cameroonian society and ready for changes. His 

revisiting of Cameroon reveals a place far from the paradise of his early years; now it is a 

living hell, and with the inconstancies and confusion that he describes in Vacances au 

pays (2000), it is very hard to argue with him. 

          In Vacances au Pays (2000), Teno makes the point that it is also important to 

complicate the notion of modernity, which is not simply the acquisition of technologies 

and a secular worldview, the kind of Eurocentrism which passes for a form of universal 

telos can, in fact, deny Africa from following its own temporality. In The Colonizer's 

Model of the World (1993) Blaut argues that European colonialism implanted false 

assumptions in the modern imagination. In reality, Blaut claims Europe in 1492 had no 

advantage, “actual or potential,” over other areas of the world (1993, 192). Rather, it 

derived a temporary benefit from a “location on the globe” that gave it access to the 

riches of the New World. These stolen resources, he believes, placed political power in 

the hands of “the merchant-capitalist class and its allies,” who used it to transform their 

own societies and develop the world's economy to their own advantage (1993, 2). Blaut 

claims that Eurocentrism, a kind of “tunnel vision” which derives from an inability to 

appreciate history from one’s own perspective, finds its justification from this wealth, and 

had the deleterious effect of marginalizing and devaluing the peoples at the periphery. 

Eurocentrists have rested their case on a supposed superiority of religion, race, 

environment, and culture. On the other hand, modernity in Africa, including Cameroon, 
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requires a form of hybridity incorporating both the past and the present. Within that 

context, Achille Mbembe argues that to take into an account only economic values, one 

introduces an economy of desire in a place that does not have the material capacity to 

satisfy these fantasies. At this stage, he claims that the appropriation of goods becomes 

salient through “pillage and violent seizure.” Life becomes colonized, not by gradual 

development, but by a “game of chance, a lottery, in which the temporal horizon is 

colonized by the immediate present and by prosaic short terms calculations” (2002, 271). 

Thus, with only economic ideas driving the process, development is distorted in non -

progressive ways, and the relationship between those in power and the governed is 

severely transformed. That relation comes to emphasize exclusion, abjection and pressure 

to conform to a Eurocentric concept of modernity.  
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Le marriage d’Alex (2003): Recentering women: cinema and sexual 
politics in Cameroon 

Fig 3.6.1 Alex and his wives, happily married? Summary   

           In the movie, Teno takes on the practice of polygamy in Cameroon131. Teno makes 

the point that even if marriage to a woman civilizes a man, the more women a man 

marries does not make him more civilized. Moreover, one can argue that if Partha 

Chatterjee (1993-3-13), with her notion of inner/outer, home/world and spiritual/material, 

claims that women as the representative of the sanctity of the home and Indian spirituality 

were articulated by Indian nationalists to demonstrate Indian spiritual superiority and 

resistance against Western discourses of material progress; the same cannot be said of 

Cameroon and the practice of polygamy. Against Chatterjee and Bekolo’s in Les 

Saignantes (2005), Teno’s Alex’s Wedding (2003) does not believe in the home as a 

sanctuary or the Cameroonian woman as the representative of Cameroonian’s spirituality. 
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From the start, Teno denounces the sexualization of Cameroonian culture, the power of 

money and gender relationships in the country. Thus, Alex is getting married to his 

second, younger wife Josephine not because he wants to show the superiority of 

Cameroonian culture against the French colonizer. The whole process is engineered by 

his mother, who still has a lot of control over a grown man showing possible unresolved 

Oedipal issues. He is still married to Elise, his first wife, and Teno uses the film to argue 

that the independence of Cameroon did not bring about gender and sexual liberation and 

equality. Women are still submerged in a highly patriarchal system and only can only 

serve as masochistic sex objects to men. Within this context, polygamous marriages are 

simply a business transaction where men trade their privileges for sex and reproduction. 

Being a female is a form of punishment. Teno uses the movie to detail the fine lines 

between power, sex and love. The movie becomes a template to analyze the moral 

curiosities of Postcolonial Cameroon; however, it forcefully points out that freedom and 

oppression of women represent irreconcilable differences.  Teno uses the argument to 

claim that polygamy only exists in backward and impoverished countries. Le Marriage 

d’Alex (2003) represents polygamous marriage as a vortex, sucking out love and affection 

that cancels any hopes for happiness, love and self-fulfillment. The movie presents 

polygamy as a commercial arrangement and it is mindful of the broader social 

implications, which are the male privilege and chauvinism deeply entrenched in 

Cameroonian society. 

             The movie features the main character, Alex, who is getting married to his 

second wife, Josephine. Teno follows Alex and his family as they welcome Josephine 

into their home. His first wife, Elise, has been married to Alex for 18 years and has had 

six children by him. Alex's goal is to have 20 children. Now, Elise must share her 

husband with another woman. Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) was not supposed to become a 

public film. Teno claims that he became enmeshed in the web of intrigue surrounding the 

wedding: the existential crisis Elise is undergoing during the marriage coupled with the 

palpable tensions between the spouses led him to make ethnography of polygamy. In Le 

Marriage d’Alex (2003), the moment of creation intervenes when Teno observes 

throughout the film Elise’s total silence, which further fragments and confuses the idea 

behind this wedding. Teno interprets Elise’s silence as the violation of her right to self-
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expression. Moreover, her voicelessness became a response to the absence of her 

husband, who, through polygamy, became a forbidden object of love because she did not 

know how she could share him with Josephine. Thus, Elise retreats into silence. Le 

Marriage d’Alex (2003) becomes a contrast between Josephine and Elise. These contrasts 

lead to a study of the reproduction of inequality in Cameroon and the difficulties of 

reorganizing social relationships in the country. Elise and Teno become co-creators of the 

narrative in order to break that silence; Teno’s camera speaks on behalf of Elise and 

makes her plights known to the wider public in order to develop a legal context to ban 

such practices as polygamy and the social malaise it comes packaged with,   passed on to 

future generations. Teno uses the occasion to throw himself straight into the debate by 

claiming that he is also doing the movie on behalf of his own daughter to make her 

understand the ills of polygamy. The movie elucidates both the absence of real power for 

women in Cameroon, and valorizes the role of women and the contributions that they 

could make in an egalitarian republic.   Here cinema and reality maintain the same level 

of verisimilitude to the point that the processes of fiction themselves becomes the subject 

of cinematic deconstruction. Thus, this cinema is not only about how films are made but 

the role of the filmmakers in these processes of creation and the audience participation. 

The level of self-awareness and reflexivity in Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) shows a real 

modernity through the ways in which Teno and Elise are aware of polygamy as a social 

construction based on male privileges and in the ways that Alex and Josephine are not.

 In Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), Teno is capturing the wedding while transforming 

it in the process as an ethnographic study of polygamous marriage and the oppression of 

women from a feminist vantage point.132  Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) conveys Teno’s 

emotional investment in his women characters, whose stories serve to emphasize the 

misogyny of the so-called Cameroonian “modern” society, and to highlight the role of 

cinema as an engine of individuality, human rights and freedom. Thus, the psychological 

vampirism Elise is undergoing is the essence of the film. The impact of this disastrous 

second marriage will have grave effects on her behavior. Her husband’s decision is a pure 
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act of narcissism, and combined with Elise’s oversensitivity is a dangerous mix. For 

Alex, being loved by one woman is not enough. He wants the adoration of two women, 

which signals his narcissism and his incapacity to love. Alex's Wedding is incredibly 

powerful because Teno does not shy away from highlighting the intense emotions that 

weigh heavily during the ceremony. Elise is understandably jealous of the new wife, and 

Josephine herself is admittedly upset. She repeats that she is happy (“there are no words 

to express my joy...”) but that leaving her family is hard. Elise tells her bluntly she should 

have refused the marriage. The cultural practice of polygamy is relatively prominent in 

countries like Cameroon, but as Teno points out so clearly, it leaves many families filled 

with unspoken competition and many women feeling that they were never special enough 

to have a husband, or a family, of their own. It also condemns women to fulfill 

conventional expectations of Cameroonian society by becoming mother and wife. 

             The character of Alex does not come across as vicious or hateful toward women, 

however, by presenting the wedding as the product of a tradition dominated by males and 

driven by the markers of machismo and sexism, the movie turns into a metaphor for 

gender politics in a society which is very  hostile to women, progress, and freedom133. 

Teno frames the film with the wedding guests’ chatter, and towards the end of the movie, 

some male drunk guests turn to the whole concept of polygamous marriage with a 

political tinge mixed with machismo, and begin to discuss polygamy as a masculine 

stance against Catholicism, bourgeois-puritan European culture. The larger implication 

here is that polygamy is a way to reassert traditional African practices against the colonial 

culture which was opposed to it. Teno’s point of view is that polygamy is wrong because 

it reinforces a patriarchal system that oppresses women. 

              It becomes clear that, with his insouciant indifference, it is very dangerous to 

take advice about love and marriage from Alex, whose concept of love and marriage 

resumes itself to material preoccupation,   in the process reducing women to the role of 

prostitutes trading sex and reproduction for material gain. Thus, marriages are not about 

love but about the materiality of the body and making women the sexual proletariat134.  
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By entering Alex’s sanctuary, Teno describes that if all politics begin at home, 

the one in Cameroon is seriously flawed. Men continue to behave as the king of the hill, 

not noticing that the edifice is crumbling before their eyes. 

               By foregrounding the issue of polygamy, Teno seeks to emphasize his 

implications on issues of gender in Cameroon to raise awareness of the plights of women 

in polygamous relationship. The movie confers a status to the problem women are facing 

with polygamous marriage in the country. From that point on, Teno, with his sense of 

detail and commentaries, captures the frustrations of polygamous marriage, the hypocrisy 

behind it. He has something against polygamous marriages because the motivations 

behind polygamous marriages are not driven by love but by self-interest135. He points out 

that marriages allow women the opportunity to own land and to get access to financial 

resources. In this context, Josephine was ordered to get married to Alex because her 

family saw a means to improve their own financial condition. Thus, Teno claims that 

polygamy is an institution that condones the oppression of women through a life of 

bondage in the anticipation of material gain in exchange for keeping women as sexual 

objects and second -class citizens. Polygamous marriage forces woman to enter into 

relationships because of the economic and social standing they might be able to earn, yet 

Teno points out that in a fair society, woman might be able to earn these standings on 

their own without being forced to prostitute themselves to get them. It becomes 

increasingly clear that the institution of polygamy was created to imprison women, not to 

protect them, and for a society that claims to be free and modern, this is a great 

indictment. 

In Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), Teno depicts modernity in Cameroon as a fairyland, a 

space created by men in power and the deceptions of that fantasy and the extent to which 

the reality of modernity in the country far outstrips their imaginations.  

The author claims that in Teno’s Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), the central point 

is that “modernity” in Cameroon is interpreted and re-interpreted by the special interests 

and personal politics of men. He provides a gender analysis of power in Cameroon by 
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providing the socio-historical and economic explanations of the failure of modernity in 

that place. He explores the impotence of the patriarchy of Cameroon, which is portrayed 

as aimless and chronically half-hearted.  Modernity is what happened to men as well as 

women, and in this sense Cameroon’s “tropical modernity” is one which easily 

accommodates itself to perpetual inequalities. Thus, Le Marriage D’Alex (2003) becomes 

a portrayal of masculinity in Cameroon caught between the desire for changes and the 

conservative social identities that society produces. In these two films, Teno displays that 

the relationship between the personal is very much the same as the political. Teno 

reintegrates the radical ideal of incorporating the political, the social and the personal by 

exposing conflicts that remain unarticulated and the idea that all conflicts, including 

political ones, begin at home. 

               Teno weaves the domination of the patriarchy and capitalism, and challenges 

both the state and the patriarchy as the vanguard of modernity. According to Teno, the 

modernity unfolded by the state with the backing of the local patriarchy is really a cover 

for an unchanged tradition. By attacking polygamy and state capitalism, Teno breaks the 

taboo of silence and undermines the foundation of the Cameroonian state, which is the 

patriarchy, by claiming that it does not really acknowledge processes of rupture and 

transformation. Its practices are locked into themselves and do not really absorb criticism 

either from the inside or the outside. 

The male attendees aim to put all at ease with encouraging jeers and joking 

advice to the husband: "Be fair with your wives. If you kiss one, kiss the other.” The 

wedding night leads the viewer to Alex and Elise’s tiny house in another village. Teno’s 

camera scampers along, too, for a dramatic change of setting. Once at Alex’s tiny house, 

the circumstances change; young Josephine loses her bearings, becoming a freaked-out 

adolescent in someone else’s child-crowded living room. One can connect the film with 

Greek mythologies because Teno intends this film to be an indictment of polygamy as an 

institution, which feeds on violence and tragedy and it is actually a symbol of disorder. 

Alex is proud and vain and amazingly indifferent to the suffering his womanizing has 

caused. At the end of the film, Teno’s voiceover tips his hand: "This film is dedicated to 

Elise and Josephine, and to my wife, and to my daughter. No to polygamy!” At this point, 
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the movie comes full-circle to ask the viewer what does he or she think about polygamy 

beyond the realm of fiction?  

          Teno challenges sexist stereotypes of women and the ideal of polygamy, which 

often ties women to abusive or oppressive relationships. Polygamy undermines many of 

the most basic ideas of the women’s movement: that woman should be able to freely 

leave unhappy marriages that women can combine work and family, that a woman’s right 

to control her own body is fundamental to equality. Moreover, Teno’s act of subversion 

here is the ideal of a pure, uncontaminated pre-colonial Africa and the romanticizing of 

history when there is in fact a real problem of power. 

     Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), furthers Teno’s concept of “tropical modernity” which 

counts women as second class citizens. It creates problems of representation and 

allocation of resources, and systematically denies them opportunities. “Tropical 

modernity” is not conducive to economic transformation.  It highlights the persistence of 

the feudal state in Cameroon and the lack of reforms. It is run in the interests of the 

patriarchy. It regulates economic and physical exploitation of women and the poor. It 

concentrates and monopolizes creating a dictatorship. It is a model that is no longer 

viable. Teno describes that, however, it keeps attracting middle-class educated 

Cameroonians such as Alex who continues to find justification in polygamy. Thus, 

“tropical modernity” is a cosmetic attempt at disguising feudalism in Cameroon. 

Modernity requires a form of production. In “tropical modernity,” Teno, points out, 

nothing gets produced. It is a paradise of consumption and nihilism.  What is significant 

about Teno is his emphasis on subjectivity as opposed to identity. This process arises out 

of Teno’s motivations and interest in bringing theory and practice together. His gender 

representation is presented through acts, including speech acts, which have literary and 

political reasons often missed by its detractors. The linguistic rebellion is inherently used 

as a literary tool to critique the popular culture in Cameroon and its misleading lifestyle 

of complacency. It is the polemical world of violence and submission, of victim and 

predator that populate his films.  His anger takes the form of the politics of a pitiless 

world, a world where the media and the state conspire to kill any opposition to its agenda.  
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               The public consciousness so complacently accepts violence against women, 

which is the subject of these films. Maltreatment, aggression, class injustice, and gender 

oppression is a disturbing representation of the state in Africa. Within that context, Teno 

uses the film to claim that polygamy is just another way for men to take advantage of 

women’s vulnerability. They are collecting these wives about whom they know nothing.  

                   The representation of women in Teno’s films reflects their subjectification 

not only in the discourse of the nationalism in Cameroon, which is based on the 

valorization of masculinity and political and economical hierarchies.  The politics of 

“tropical modernity” in Cameroon reveal the misogyny at its foundation.  The 

construction of “tradition” in Le Marriage d’Alex a priori jeopardizes women’s rights in 

Cameroon. The lack of representations of women as individuals with modern rights 

weakens the thesis of “tropical modernity.”  The family in that movie has remained a site 

for women oppression.  

               The political strategies of “tropical modernity” reinforced women’s subordinate 

position.  They become essentialized as wives and mother as the basis for legitimating 

their domination, which translated into multiple constraints on political action by women 

outside the normative framework that defined their responsibilities as wives and mothers. 

           In Cameroon’s “tropical modernity,” women’s political participation is 

constrained by their roles as mothers and wives, which makes the emergence of new 

ways of exercising power very difficult. As Teno illustrates, the political sphere in its 

present configuration in Cameroon does not encourage the inclusion of women as active 

citizens. The political model is socially constructed on the patriarchy, that is, women’s 

challenge to domination is perceived as a deviation from identity and their true nature. 

The woman who does not conform to the ways in which society is structured and ranked 

hierarchically is penalized by the members of the organization and by society. 

                This does not mean that there are no women in positions of power in 

Cameroon. The condition of “tropical modernity” necessitates that the state gives access 

to women to reach positions of power to conform to the dominant global discourse on 
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gender and to enhance their status. This is simply a process of tokenism, which in fact 

serves to reinforce and legitimate the system, because the access of certain women in 

power does not drastically changes the power structure in the country. 

               To change the system, is important to build new utopia. The representation of 

women in Le Marriage d’Alex captures the hypocrisy of the political system in 

Cameroon. It highlights the cleavages which exist in Cameroon and that predate even 

colonization. It presents some enduring patterns of thought and behaviors in Cameroon. 

In Le Marriage d’Alex, one can sense the tensions between “tropical modernity” and 

“modernity.” It places the crisis of democracy in a wider perspective, which is basically a 

conflict between two worlds.  “Tropical modernity” actually pays lip service to the idea 

of modernity. The “tropical modernity” some Cameroonians lay claims on is ancient but 

failing to reform itself. It is these continuous and conflicting aspects of Cameroon across 

the longue durée that Teno tried to demonstrate in these films. To a startling degree, 

Cameroon is now what it has always been. But century after century, there is one 

persistent and determinant fact of Cameroonian life not apparent in the movies: the 

collusion between the local patriarchy and the colonial power and the consistent 

oppression of women. In Teno’s films, the local patriarchy comes as decisive factor 

against the country’s modernization.    

             Teno hopes that if Cameroonian men were to recognize their own sexual politics 

and privileges, they would become politically effective. The personal and the political are 

important to Teno. He uses the personal as an anecdotal method to illustrate the larger 

issues concerning women and modernity in Cameroon. Teno believes that one can use 

oneself as a philosophical case study to strike a robust dialogue with the viewer through 

common experiences and language. Teno’s films create a personal and (comprehending) 

(comprehensive?) voice that initiates a vigorous debate to sensitize the viewers towards 

the problems of women.  

In Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), Teno proposes that Cameroonian cinema is a 

site of resistance and they can become an emphasis on rhetorical attack against the state 

and its “tropical” idea of modernity.  It can be used to undermine the moral order and the 
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moral legitimacy of the state by exposing the elites’ deviant behaviors and lack of 

legitimacy. It is also invited to repair the moral order; in the case of Teno, his advocacy 

for a “national conference” to rewrite the constitution of Cameroon was in fact an 

argument shared by many Cameroonians.  

               Teno is of the view that a bitter description of all this is essential in 

demonstrating the moral failure of the Cameroonian social system. Underlining Teno's 

work is the sense of a world without pity, where the state smothers humanity, 

desensitizing individuals to the injustices of class and rampant oppression against women 

and the poor. Female sexuality is a highly prevalent topic in Teno’s films, Chef (1999) 

and Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) and the war of the sexes often crops up, in some form or 

another in all his movies. 

The salient point Teno is making in these films concerns democracy and the complexity 

of human arrangements and processes through which power gets distributed and 

opportunities achieved. Teno argues that democracy also exists inside individuals. There 

is a sort of democracy going on inside each one of us. Similar to Alex, people can 

recognize the multiple personalities within them and still go on working for several quite 

contradictory ends. Alex really wants to have 20 children, even though his first wife gave 

him eight.  As a “modern educated African,” having two wives and hurting the feelings 

of the first one, betraying her trust and the fact that this causes him no discomfort at the 

conscious level, is quite problematic not only for himself, but exposes the nature of the 

patriarchy in Cameroon and the kind of individuals this system creates.  Alex’s 

contradiction goes deeper than a question of policy. Alex’s conservatism seems to inhabit 

a different culture that is antithetical to modernity, even though he claims to be a modern 

man.   

       With his concept of “tropical modernity”, Teno highlights the difference between 

himself (the modernist) and the like of Alex (the cultural fundamentalist).  True 

modernity means to live in a society with the capability to provide for the needs of all, 

which is a democratic society. Today, a modern Cameroon must have the technological 

ability for women to be able to make their own reproductive choices about when and if to 
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have children. As a society, the state must provide the opportunities for all women that 

only a minority of women now enjoy. A society is not modern and democratic when it 

cannot deliver on the promises of modernity, and deprives the vast majority of people, 

men and women, control over the most basic aspects of their lives. If Cameroon is to 

achieve real equality and freedom, Teno points out; Cameroonians need to fight for a 

different kind of society. 

             In Cameroon, both globalization and the demise of a certain kind of nationhood 

have enforced the bifurcation of the country. On one hand it has reinforced the patriarchy 

with the case of Alex; on the other hand he has precipitated a decline in the availability of 

points of identification.  This process complicates the charting of new imaginary forms of 

social utopias. Teno’s strategies represent ways in which new modes of progressive 

identifications and community can be constructed on the local level. His strategy is 

epitomized by the use of films to work for indigenous rights. 

With Le Marriage d’Alex (2003), it is becoming very difficult to muster much 

sympathy for the patriarchy in Cameroon. Teno shows that by taking more wives, they 

might think of themselves as powerful but they are only reproducing cycles of frustration 

and cheating themselves of experiencing a rich life, because quality matters, not quantity. 

This is a great device to jolt the viewers from complacency into action and stop the cycle 

of misery being repeated in the continent. This is highlighted in the movie by Teno’s 

public declaration of love for his daughter. 

             By the time Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) hit the distribution circuits, Teno’s severe 

criticism of the Cameroon’s patriarchy is already firmly established in his previous films. 

Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992) depicts its unexamined trauma stemming from 

colonization, Chef (1999) its narcissism, violence and kleptomania, Vacances au pays 

(2000) its naiveté towards modernism. Now, Teno directly confronts polygamy, which 

maintains a sexual division of labor in which women become the sexual proletariat. 

These processes reinforce the primacy of reproduction as women’s social and civic duty. 

The movie becomes a metaphor for the failure of the collective ideal of emancipation that 

drove the narratives of the independence. Now, these ideals come to be reduced to the 
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domestic sphere where the ideology of sexual freedom is reduced to an ideology of 

consumption which Teno describes as the ultimate stage of alienation by depicting 

characters obsessed with their sexuality as well as the maintaining their social ranking. 

The question becomes, what are men for in Cameroon and what is the role of cinema in a 

place where hedonism reigns supreme? Thus, Le Marriage d’Alex (2003) must be 

understood within Teno’s ongoing assault on the Cameroonian patriarchy responsible for 

the economic and moral collapse of the country. 

The film chronicles a polygamist wedding and the traditions that are 

associated with it. The Catholic Church does not permit polygamy, so the ceremony has 

to be held in the family's home. It is important to note here that romance and sexuality 

with the blessing of the local Catholic Church is not very important, what matters is 

social reproduction, and in that realm, women are only necessary when they can produce 

children. Reproduction becomes literally the only function of marriage. The fact that this 

kind of sanctioned legal form of polygamy takes place only in the space of the family and 

Alex’s house means the idea of women in “tropical modernity” can only be addressed in 

the realm of the heterosexual family and the clan. 
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 In the end, “tropical modernity” is a concept reviled by the intellectuals, artists and 

ordinary Cameroonians. They are aware that a country cannot truly modernize, as Teno 

points out in Vacances au Pays (2000) when cultural alienation produces limited 

horizons. In the film, Teno gives evidence of cultural alienation by analysing the collapse 

of the country’s infrastructures, such as schools, hospitals, roads, and urban planning. 

Underdevelopment in Cameroon is primarily the result of internalization of negative 

stereotypes, restless desire and unhealthy consumption, the result of the social disillusion 

and failures of the independence movement, which in turn had led to this form of hybrid 

modernity, “tropical modernity,” made of half-objects and half-subjects stuck between a 

tradition they no longer practice and a modernity they do not understand. Vacances au 

Pays (2000) is a satire of a “tropical modernity” that cannot sustain either the scrutiny of 

critical reflection or historical intelligibility. The movie deserves particular attention for 

the ways Teno describes the roots of the mystification of progress in Cameroon, its 

rapacious consequences which includes the difficulty of moral social action. 

         Teno’s cinema goes at the root causes of Cameroonian social malaise, which is the 

story of a bad decolonization that  has left Cameroonians in a strange state of mind 

marked by tremendous cultural insecurities that he notes in Vacances au Pays (2000). In 

it, he claims that “modernity” and “tropical modernity” cannot be used interchangeably, 

because the first one refers to the process of enlightenment in Europe which began in the 

eighteenth century  packaged with the rise of the nation-state, capitalism, representative 

democracy, science and technology, mass literacy and communication. In Vacances au 

Pays (2000), however, Teno’s camera contrasts the lush tropical vegetation of Cameroon 

with the decay of all the emblems of the modernists’ projects: schools, roads, 

architecture, water supplies, healthcare. Teno goes on to claim that modernity precedes 

colonial invasion because Cameroonians themselves have always wanted to improve their 

lives. The sorry state of modernity in contemporary Cameroon is due to the fact that the 

dictatorship, with its rigid social structures and corruption, have sacrificed the 

development of a real indigenous culture, in the process conceding their own culture in 

favor of mimicking the colonial one. By enforcing a model of development and a sense of 
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conformity toward European cultures, the results have been the evacuation of all sense of 

local wisdom.  

As the viewer goes through the film, modernity as practiced in Cameroon is 

an unconscious process, because Teno’s respondents in the movie have not got time to 

think through it.  Teno’s trip takes place under the sign of disillusion because the 

modernity that was promised to Cameroonians after the independence is now officially 

broken. Most of  the film was Teno’s own story; as a child of the most bourgeois family 

of Cameroon from his epoch, he was educated  to be “the perfect white man”136 only to 

find out the appalling results of that educational project: a sad comic-book portrait of life 

of neo-colonial mimicry, consumption and an unending parade of opportunists and 

imbeciles inhabiting the landscape of Cameroon,  comfortable with corruption to the 

point of forgetting the sacrifice of their elders who were forced to get by with nothing 

under the colonial rules of forced labor.  With Vacances au pays (2000), Teno states that 

he will never turn his back from where he came from, but at the same time, it is becoming 

clear why Teno has immersed his life in the art of cinema. He shot the film from 

Yaoundé, where he grew up, all the way to his native village of Bandjun. While Teno’s 

camera gives us point of view shots of the Cameroonian landscape, it arouses the 

spectacle to the viewer that the place is devoid of rationality, which has been replaced by 

fantasy. Teno is forced to confront the mirage of modernity that informs the geopolitics 

of the place. It reveals that Cameroonian elites are undeterred in their confusion about 

what modernity is because they have yet to un-think the colonial cultural paradigm. Teno 

uses the film to drive that statement home.  Teno’s cinema points to the reality that 

Cameroonians think of themselves as small and they do not have the real energy for 

development. Issues of social class, rural versus urban, tradition versus modernity further 

complicate that process of development.  

        Within that context, Teno’s cinema becomes a long reflection on the nature of 

putting back the country together. His films recast the importance of memory to highlight 

the fact that today’s context of crisis and disunity is not natural but manufactured by a 
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history of colonialism and violence. Teno’s cinema intents to reassert historical 

intelligibility, in order, to reflect on the future.  

Moreover, compared to Bekolo’s Les saignantes (2005), where two swaggering 

women, Majolie and Chouchou, defy the patriarchy by using the power of a mysterious 

society, the “Mevungu,” one wishes that Josephine and Elise had done the same. It brings 

the point home that women who follow the rules do not make history. It also shows how 

complicated Cameroonian society is. Majolie, Chouchou, Elise and Josephine are all 

Cameroonian, women but each of them comes at history from different angles. Bekolo 

agrees that to find structural solutions to the Cameroonian gender situation must take into 

an account these intersections of class, gender, sexuality and other invisible realms such 

as the sphere of witchcraft, which are very important in order to understand Cameroonian 

society because they are the spaces where ordinary Cameroonians are defining 

themselves137. Thus, he calls for a different form of epistemology to deal with these 

redefinitions by considering new forms of historiography. 
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Le Malentendu Colonial (2004): Justice over Charity? A cinematic 
reflection on colonization and the problematic of contemporary 
development in Africa    

Fig 3.7.1and 2 posters from Le Malentendu Colonial (2005) 

Summary 
       Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) explores an underexposed backdrop of Germany’s 

colonial past in Africa and its contemporary ramifications and modern horrors. The 

movie follows Edward Said’s notion that “colonialism was fundamentally an act of 

geographical violence employed against indigenous people and their land rights,” while 

in the process grounding politics and exposing the cracks within the colonial rhetoric of 

the “civilizing mission and the horrors related to colonial property and property right 

practices” (1993, 1-15). These processes point to the origin of a series of grave 

misunderstandings between Europeans and Africans. The movie’s immediacy comes 

from the conflicting European and African concepts of land ownership. Teno claims that 

Africans do not have a concept of private ownership of the land because they believe that 

God owns all the land and the community is simply the guardian. Whereas, Europeans 

perceive land as private property to be purchased, exploited for personal profit and passed 

on the non-Africans natives, a concept totally alien to Africans138. That misunderstanding 

209 
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led to a crisis and the creation of a martial rhetoric which the Germans fitted to perpetrate 

genocide on the Namibians in order to impose their economic philosophy on Africans 

with the blessing of the German Protestant Church, establishing a moral equivalence 

between the Church and the acts of the German colonial state. Ultimately, Teno points 

out that this German mindset created two world wars and the Holocaust.  Consequently, 

Teno argues that property rights and management are important sites to understand 

subject formation, social division and the exclusion of certain people from public life and 

their contemporary ramifications. The movie’s direct contemporary moral from Teno’s 

perspective is that Western neo-liberal models of development cannot be universalized 

because it is part of the colonial legacy and the continuous reliance on the law of 

capitalist accumulation, which perpetually creates the making of uneven geographies 

with the former colonies as the model of non-stop zones of depletion of indigenous 

people’s resources and livelihoods. The people are then forced to rely on former major 

colonial powers for subsistence, rendering invisible the supposed qualitative differences 

between colonial and postcolonial Africa brought about by the independence of most 

African countries in the 1960s. Against that background of the continuous legacy of 

colonialism, violence and capitalist reproduction, Teno claims the “humanitarian aid” 

flowing from the metropoles to places such as Africa does not represent either a form of 

divine Western benevolent intervention or democracy. It is historically antitethical to 

African needs and emancipation, because the aid programs always come packaged into 

what Mbembe calls “private interest government,” eroding state sovereignty, public 

interests and the rise of a shadow economy which evades public scrutiny and continues to 

be driven by the same logic of the colonial political economy model (2001, 66-101). As a 

result, humanitarian work, voluntarily or involuntarily, becomes more complicated and 

subject to misunderstanding because of the shifting political landscape which often 

trumps the noble humanitarian goals of helping Africa, which began with the colonial 

missionaries139. Thus, Africa does not need more charity but more justice.  
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States were a couple of hundred years ago. Like the West, they must identify and gather up the existing 
property representations scattered throughout their nations and bring them into one integrated system to 
give the assets of all their citizens the fungibility, bureaucratic machinery and network required to produce 
capital" ((2001, 192). 
151 In the movie, Teno points out that the missionaries came to Africa sometimes 60 years before the 
colonial administration and army. 



Consequently, one has to move beyond the myth of Africa as a reservoir of 

violence to understand how complex global factors of interpenetrations, stemming from 

colonialism and imperialism to globalization, are producing ever-changing new forms of 

a fluid cartography of power, wealth and arbitrarily administered violence on the African 

continent140. Within that context, a straight discourse of victimization or anti-colonialism 

is not effective. First, because one must keep fighting injustices in order to make charity 

unnecessary. Second, victimhood is impractical because of the intensification of global 

exchanges and the ever-changing cartography, which highlight new forms of 

complicities, calling for new modes of opposition beyond the old scheme of Africa versus 

the West. The processes in contemporary Africa functions on a series of dispersed 

entanglements, proliferations, multiplicities, and overlapping temporalities and 

spatialities that must be taken into consideration. 

Teno begins this cinematic reflection by highlighting the knowledge that the 

history of misunderstandings between Europeans and Africans has lasting consequences 

that must be analyzed on their own because of the colonial experience’s enduring legacy. 

He notes that these consequences can be analyzed from many viewpoints. He begins with 

the premises that colonization as a process of bringing civilization to the barbarians was 

couched on the enlightenment thinking of modernity with its principles of freedom and 

human rights as a universal model of human emancipation.  Within that context, we must 

assume the knowledge of the Herero genocide committed by the German colonial against 

these native Africans between 1904-1907 where close to 70 % of that population was 

decimated, to highlight the romanticism at the heart of the enlightenment. Teno claims 

that the Herero genocide was the primal scenario and original act of the twentieth 

century’s modern state-sponsored terror and genocide. He argues that the silence that for 

a century had encapsulated the Herero genocide, combined with the lack of cinematic 

archives of World War I, disrupts the modern understanding of war and terror over the 

Twentieth century.  
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            Teno moves on to acknowledge the lessons of this genocide with the collusion 

between capitalism and the church. The idea is that genocide was an extreme form of 

laisser-faire capitalism in which the church failed to provide moral leadership, in the 

process endorsing practices such as theft and pillage of the African resources, 

expropriation, genocide. Within this process, genocide, greed and corruption become an 

unspoken and unofficial mechanism of doing business in neo-liberal capitalism. 

Capitalism becomes a creative system only matched by its own capacity to destroy. 

Within that context, Teno raises questions about the power of the church or other 

benevolent NGO’s capacity to provide moral leadership to capitalism. 

            As he reflects on these questions, Teno claims that it is important to know that 

these genocidal practices function today in more or less subtle forms. He takes the 

opportunity to argue against a pacifist discourse through foreign aid or benevolent NGO 

interventions in Africa, which bears an innocence that has no relation with history. He 

claims that aid work on the continent is equally a story of misunderstandings and 

disappointment, because development in Africa often fails to ask the fundamental 

question, which is not answered by throwing money at problems of injustices here and 

there and hoping they go away. The fundamental question is the morality at the core of 

neo-liberal global system of capitalism, which is based on the creation of zones of 

poverty and cheap life versus pockets of wealth protected by powerful armies. These geo-

strategic divisions of spaces and wealth create a heavily stratified global class system. 

Consequently, Teno claims that foreign aid interventions in Africa must transform 

themselves into advocacy pressure groups in order to change the whole system, for 

example, by pressuring African governments to take care of their own citizens. 

Otherwise, they would naively fail into the same mindset of early missionaries of the 

continent because, despite their best intentions, both are ultimately unable to change the 

deep structural problems embedded in neo-liberal capitalism and its support for cheap 

labor and dictatorships. Thus, this becomes a work of hope, rolling the dice on the future 

of Africa.  

        The greatest point of the film is that first Africa is part of European history and vice-

versa, and the opposite sides begin to resemble each other because they are moving inside 

each other. Thus, by dehumanizing the Africans, Europe achieved dehumanization itself, 
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destroying moral credibility in the process. As Cesaire points out in The Discourse on 

Colonialism: “Colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him in the true 

sense of the word, to degrade him, to awaken him to buried instincts, to covetousness, 

violence, race, hatred and moral relativism” (76, 1997). He sees in Nazism “the reverse 

shock” of European dehumanization, to argue that the “the very distinguish, very 

humanistic, very Christian bourgeois of the Twentieth century without being aware of it, 

he has Hitler inside of him, that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon” (77, 1997). 

He goes on to claim that why  he cannot forgive Hitler for his crimes is simply because 

he used “colonialist procedures which until then had been reserved exclusively for Arabs 

of Algeria, the coolies of India, and the Blacks of Africa” (77, 1997) on white people 

themselves.  Here, the concept of racism and genocide becomes something that is not 

attached to a particular location but always dislocated and multiplied, creating a system 

of instability within which the concept of colonized and colonizers breaks down and 

nothing stays in place. 

Thus, the movie brings up the question of the function and usefulness of history 

as a discipline in the contemporary world, because it raises the question about individual 

and collective history and the extent to which the will to remember constrains the choices 

we make today. Teno brings forth the knowledge that history and contemporary 

knowledge cannot be distinguished from one another, and the necessity in academic 

discourse of consistently engaging the past with the present because the past does have 

trickle-down effects to the present. 

        When the “Rheini mission company” was created in 1828 in the German city of 

Wuppertal, the goal was to spread Christianity to the “black continent.” Teno begins 

there to ponder how such a noble mission resulted in physical and cultural genocide. To 

answer this question, Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) links cinema to the role of the 

detective. It is a cinematic inquiry into the pre-World War I world and the series of 

events whose significance launches both modernism and the politics of genocide that 

came packaged with it. Teno’s main argument is that if modernism by definition is about 

rationalism and the enlightenment, it can carry over to a form of efficient social 

engineering which leads to genocide when the role of moral institutions, such as the 

church, fail to live up to its ideals. The movie becomes a survey of the Twentieth century 
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atrocities to reflect on the spatial and logical map of the German genocide of the Herero 

in Namibia in 1904-1907 and the extermination of Jews during World War II and their 

implications in the global expansion of capitalism from colonization to the contemporary 

economic condition of Africa. Teno claims that these genocides cannot be understood 

using a thematic unity, but must be examined within the broad dimensions of modernity, 

nation-states and racism embedded within the global circulation of capitalism and the 

production of regimes of meaning and difference, over which the recognition or denial of 

differences are expressed through genocide or a politics of recognition marked by the 

conditions created by the reproduction and the acceleration of modern capitalist 

expansion since the beginning of the Twentieth century.  Above all, Teno’s argument is 

that the emergence of the modern state was born out of deadly warfare that requires total 

capitulation of the other. This process was intensified because of the complicity of the 

church, which, as Cesaire points out, invented the equations “Christianity=civilization” 

and “Paganism=Savagery.” He claims that “from which there could not but ensue 

abominable colonialist and racist consequences, whose victims were to be Indians, the 

Yellow people and the Negroes” (75). 

              With Le Malentendu Colonial (2004), Jean-Marie Teno revives a forgotten 

brutality of German colonialism in Africa in order to trace the genealogy of genocide and 

terror in the Twentieth century, with its shifting definitions of state-sponsored terrorism. 

He focuses on the first genocide of the twentieth century, perpetrated by the Germans in 

Namibia, between 1904 and 1907, as the first act of modern state- sponsored terrorism, 

and the global ramifications of that ultimate act of violence. In the movie, Teno claims 

that German conquest of Africa was a dress rehearsal for the military atrocities in WWI 

and WWII. The Germans used Africa as a training ground for their ambition for global 

power. According to the Le Malentendu Colonial (2004), Auschwitz was not the first step 

in a chain of twentieth century of human cruelty, because what Hitler did to the Jews was 

done to the Herero people by Hitler’s political forebears in Namibia. In both cases, the 

creation of an inferior other, whether Jews or Herero, led to genocide, because all the 

ingredients of Hitler’s German global conquest 141 which came packaged with racism, 
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Christian religious fundamentalism, greed, forced labor, thefts of lands and resources and 

the mass-industrialization of death, were administered to the Herero first and then to 

Slavs, Jews and Gypsies. These processes foreground the idea that war was first of all 

designed to obliterate a supposed inferior. 

           The author claims that the major argument of the film is the notion that the modern 

genealogy of globalization, technology and flows sprang from the fundamentalist 

terrorism, racism and ritual of mass murder that accompanied the global expansion of 

modern capitalism in the early Twentieth century. It also comes packaged with the sad 

realization that European imperialists had never truly faced the legacy of that bloody 

empire building142. 

The movie chiefly deals with the repressed history of German colonization of 

Africa and the ways in which the Germans took possession of lands in Namibia to situate 

the intimate ties between the German colonial state, the church, capitalism and genocide. 

Teno begins by arguing that the colonial misunderstanding between the Germans and the 

Namibians stem from the difference with which they both define land ownership. For the 

Africans, the land was owned by the community, not the individuals, as the Germans 

pretended. That divergent philosophical definition of land ownership led to a war 

between the Germans and the Namibians, which led to the first genocide of the Twentieth 

century. Teno goes to discuss the dialectics between Christian ethics and national self-

interest with colonial prejudices, the natives’ trauma, and a history of underdevelopment. 

He relies on his trademark juxtaposition of archival pictures, visits to historical sites and 

churches, and personal interviews to understand the role of the churches in that genocide, 

to claim to look for “the breaking points where missionaries of God became ambassadors 

of country and where souls to be saved became workers to be exploited.” In the process, 

Teno highlights the relevance of colonial history, World War I and World II and their 

relationship to capitalism and terrorism. World War I is one of the greatest conflicts in 

human history yet the most invisible in cinema143.  The idea is that colonization and the 
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next two world wars were foremost the products of commercial interest, national prestige 

and religious preoccupations. 

           One of the powerful and haunting experiences of Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) 

is how it epitomizes the contribution of the German Protestant church144.  The movie 

deals with the role of the Church, shifting with great cynicism from saving the soul to 

becoming a flag waver of the German state. The movie also points to the fact that the 

Church had managed for a century to detach itself from its own guilt and racism for 

providing the moral support for the brutal colonial experience in South Africa, Namibia, 

Togo and Cameroon.   

Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) is a very busy film, taking place across the 

African continent from Namibia to Cameroon, via South Africa and Togo. The movie 

also mixes time frames from the colonial past and the present. The pivotal event, 

however, is the “Herero Genocide” perpetrated by the Germans between 1904 and 1907. 

He draws on that incident, in which 70, 000145 Namibians perished at the guns of the 

German colonial army, to dress a convincing portrait of Germany’s racial and economic 

policies. The Herero of Namibia, a German colony since 1884, rebelled against the 

Germans because they were stealing their lands and decimating their cattle on which the 

Herero heavily depended on for their livelihood. The Germans equally abused their 

women and nominally addressed the men as “baboons,” even lynching some of them with 

impunity. This is the point in time when German racist theories later adopted by Hitler 

were being formed.146 The movie goes on to make the point that the creation of an 

inferior other leads to genocide, whether is in the case of Herero or the Jews later during 

World War II. Teno points out that the Germans also began to interfere with the power of 

the Hereros’ chiefs. The German traders offered to Herero credits they could not repay. 
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Rollins and John O’Connor (1997), this has to do to the fact that battlefields during WWI were heavily 
censored by the European Government. 

144 The Herero, in religious terms, were presented as the “bloodcurdling Jewish of the Old Testament.” 
German missionaries also ran concentration camps where the Herero were interned. 
145 At the time, this was about 80% of the Herero population. That is why the term genocide applies here.  
146 Initially, the Herero welcomed the 5,000 Germans who settled in their lands. They needed the Germans’ 
helps in fighting their enemies the Nama people of Botswana. That alliance collapsed after the German 
bestial behavior. 



At this point, the Germans began confiscating their livestock, which infuriated the 

Herero.  

           Finally, the Herero king, Samuel Maharero, launched a rebellion against the 

Germans in 1904. The rebellion caught the German colonial administration by surprise 

and scored some early victories. German men were the target and 150 of them perished 

during the initial Herero attack. Chief Maharero did not want to kill the Boers and the 

English also present in Hereroland during the time of the uprising, because he did not 

want all the whites to side against him. The rebellion began to lose ground around August 

1904 when German general Lothar Von Trotha147 was dispatched with an army of 1,600 

volunteers and modern weaponry148. Chief Maharero made a great tactical mistake when 

he regrouped all his forces to Waterberg (Namibia). The place was a military dead-end 

circled with steep bluffs rose. The only escape route was the Kalahari Desert. Von Trotha 

rushed his troops there and circled the Herero Guerilla Army, which was forced to flee 

into the desert. Von Trotha then issued his “Annihilation order.149” Two months of death-

by-thirst ensued. The Herero died in tens of thousands. They tried to stay alive by slitting 

the throats of cattle to drink blood. Others tried to suckle the breasts of new mothers. 

Women and children who tried to surrender were turned back and rounded up into 

concentration camps (Konzentrationslager)150 in the drought-ridden Kalahari Desert 
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147 Von Trotha was also instrumental in defeating the “Boxer” Rebellion in China. He was a veteran of 
“colonial pacification campaigns”. He boasted that “The exercise of violence with crass terrorism and even 
with the gruesomeness was and is my policy”. Regarding African tribes, he claimed that “I destroy the 
African tribes with streams of blood and streams of money”. 
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149 In the movie, Von Trotha’s annihilation order reads as “I, the great General of German soldiers, send 
this letter to the Herero people. The Herero are no longer German subjects…The Herero nation must leave 
the country. If they do not leave, I will force them out with cannons. Every Herero, armed or unarmed, will 
be shot dead within the German borders. I will no longer accept women and children, but will force them 
back to their people or shoot them.  
These are my words to the Herero people. The Great general of the powerful German emperor. 
Proclamation of General Lothar Von Trotha to the Herero people. October 2, 1904.” 
Von Trotha also believed that “my intimate knowledge of many central African tribes (Bantu and others) 
has everywhere convinced me of the necessity that the negro does not respect treaties but brute force.”  
150 The Germans were afraid that completely eradicating the Herero would eventually cost them their image 
as civilized Europeans. These camps were designed to save some of them from being eradicated but the 
result was the same. 



where the great majority died of overwork, small pox and typhus fever151. It took three 

years to finally to exterminate them all. However, that era marked the world forever with 

the interrelated notions of genocide, concentration camps, epidemics and eugenics. 

            The movie claims that the Herero genocide was part of a larger project 

interconnected with Germany’s ambition to become a global superpower. This quest for 

global hegemony, which began with the genocide of the Herero, set the tone for the 

adoption of dehumanization and mass murder as strategies for gaining global leadership. 

Within that context, World Wars I and II, with the infinitely bigger genocide of the Jews, 

begins to make sense. In Africa, it turned German colonies such as Namibia into an 

experimental ground for the lethal ambition to take over the planet. One component of 

that ambition was the science of genetics. The movie claims that scientist Eugen Fisher 

studied mixed race children from the German and the Herero women who were held as 

sexual slaves to find out whether their children were physically and mentally inferior to 

their German parents. Hitler read his book, The Principles of Human Heredity and Race 

Hygiene, while in prison in 1923 and used its notions of the subhuman races in his Mein 

Kampf. Under Hitler, Fisher was named Rector of the University of Berlin and began in 

1934 teaching classes to German SS doctors in race and genetics. Joseph Mengele was 

one of Fishers’ best students.  

               Leroy Vail (1989, 12) claims that European missionaries played a great role in 

constructing colonial ethnic identities in Africa. In addition to creating written languages, 

missionaries were instrumental in creating cultural identities through their specification 

of “custom” and “tradition” and by writing “tribal” histories.  Once these elements of 

culture were in place and available to be used as the cultural base of a distinctly new, 

ascriptive ethnic identity, it could replace older organizing principles that depended upon 

voluntary clientage and loyalty and which, as such, showed great plasticity. Thus firm, 

non-porous and relatively inelastic ethnic boundaries, many of which were highly 

arbitrary, came to be constructed and were then strengthened by the growth of the 

stereotypes of the other. Vail argues that missionaries “incorporated into the curricula of 

their mission schools the lesson that the pupils had clear ethnic identities,” and claims 
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that they “educated local Africans who then themselves served as the most important 

force in shaping the new ethnic ideologies” (1989, 12). Combined with the policies of 

colonial administrators and the popular acceptance of racial and ethnic ideologies as a 

means of coping with the disruptions of modernity, the actions of missionaries helped to 

create the deep social divisions that are, today, at the root of ethnic conflict in many 

African countries. The creation of these ethnic ideologies served as a colonial policy to 

turn Africans into clearly demarcated ethnic groups and explain away their fight for 

human rights and dignity in ethnic terms. This system ties into European notions of race 

in which races and ethnicities are hierarchically ranked. Within the context of the Herero 

Massacre, their rebellion was viewed first as a challenge to the master race 

Teno’s foremost thesis also  about how the churches helped the colonial power 

to physically and culturally decimate local African cultures and supplant them with 

Western culture and laws.  Significantly, Teno’s exposition of that genocide profoundly 

alters many basic assumptions about religion and the state during colonization. Instead of 

saving souls, the Church collided with the military to promote Germany’s bloody and 

rapacious ambition to become a world-superpower on the blood of Africans. Beyond 

failing to oppose that genocide, the German Christian church promoted obedience to the 

German authorities by advocating colonial rule and stressing that Africans must be 

guided by the “enlightened” German colonizers. In the process, the German Christian 

Church was guilty of constructing ethnic identities in Africa according to the German 

imagination and turning the Herero civil rights battle into a race war. Teno goes on to 

point that the real ideals of freedom are incompatible with the Church’s teachings 

because religious culture, in essence, teaches unchecked obedience to authorities, 

rendering humankind not as an aggregate of individuals but a mass formation of cogs in 

the wheel of puritan capitalism dispensed at will. 

Teno makes clear that all of the Jesus-loving Christians who left Germany in 

the 19th century to convert the African pagans to the good news of Christ have committed 

acts treason against their religion by not opposing the German colonial enterprise whose 

real goals was to dispossess Africans from their resources, pillage the continent for the 

glory of Germany, and run a trial for its most ardent ambition to rule not only  the 
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Africans but the whole planet, which resulted in  two great butcheries: World War I and 

World II. Teno embarks on the need to understand how peace- and Jesus-loving 

Christians could have come to support this kind of enterprise. How come the German 

church stood by its country’s colonization of Cameroon, Togo, Namibia and Tanzania 

and supported genocide on these Africans for material gains?  

         To answer these questions, Teno comes up with a double structure. First, it involves 

the church and its complicity with the colonial regime in its oppression and dispossession 

of the native Africans, which in Namibia in 1904, led to the massacre of the Herero. Teno 

uses it to demonstrate the intricate relationships between the church, the state and the 

politics of economic national interest, and how the marriage of the gun and the bible have 

led not only to the pillaging of Africa but to a cultural genocide as well,   resulting in the 

trauma that the colonized have to live with to these days in Cameroon.  To make that 

point, Teno relies on experts, historians and personnel working for the church. These 

personal testimonies give to the film the gravity it deserves and the understanding that the 

true conversion which took place was not the conversion to “the words of God but to the 

words of the German Chancellor Otto Von Bismarck152.”  The second point addresses the 

role of the church in the erasure of colonial memory for many decades after the event, 

which allowed the church to absolve itself of any responsibilities in the colonial saga 

while at the same time it denied Africa the right to cultural development and self- 

expression. 

        In the film, Teno examines the ideologies of the evangelicals’ modernists and sheds 

light on the varied role the church played in colonization, capitalism and racism.  When 

the Herero people rebelled against the occupation, the German saw themselves as at war 

with evil. The Herero were forced off their lands and incarcerated in concentration 
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and the establishment of the military bureaucratic machine. In this construal, the state refers to the political 
institution with centralized authority and monopoly of coercive agencies correlates the rise of global 
capitalism, while nationalism denotes the diverse configuration of peoples based on the commonality of 
symbols, beliefs and traditions. 



camps153, and so the spread of the gospel in Africa was not only motivated by the sacred 

mission, but by greed, land grabbing, mass-deportation, murder and even genocide.  

            Teno claims that absolute greed was the fuel driving colonization. Colonial 

bureaucracies and churches emerged in different parts of the African continent with the 

desperate urge to plunder the wealth of the colonies. Teno bills the German city of 

Wuppertal as the center of German religious enterprise in the 19th century.  That city 

provided the bulk of missionaries who spread the gospel to German colonies. Teno first 

pays a personal visit to Wuppertal’s art exposition center, while the curator is expanding 

on the benefit of German colonization and its collection of African cultural heritage. 

Teno discovers one Cameroonian mask lying on the floor like a piece of trash. In a 

voiceover, Teno complains that he feels its identity is violated because of the lack of care 

of his cultural heritage, a point relayed in the film by historians such as Pr. Francis 

Kangue Ewane,154 who claims that “he might be able to forgive the colonizers from 

stealing his land but not stealing his souls.” Teno goes on to use archival footage and 

personal interviews about the implications of the Church in the treatment of the Natives 

and its imbrications with the colonial state. This process occurred within a form of 

evangelical modernism, intertwined with transnational and global capital to develop a 

new cultural practice and new ways of consumption.  
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153 Teno goes on to claim that it is with the Herero that the Germans first practiced with concentration 
camps even though the concept of concentration camps was invented by the English during the Boer’s War 
with the Afrikaners in 1899-1902.  
154 Other experts and historians include Nolène Sodom, Dr Zephania Kameeta, Wolfgang Apelt, Kathrin
Roller, Peter Paulin, Dr Werner A. Wienecke, Clara Himmelheber, Heidie Koch, Isaac Kamta, Prince 
Kum’a Ndumbe III, Paulin Oloukpona-Yinnon, Fabien Kangué Ewané, Katharina Böttner, Dr Joachim 
Zeller, Kouassi Améowoyona Akakpo, Wolfgang Dörscheln, Frigga Tiletschke 



Figs 3.7.2, 3 and 4: What legacies? 

Additionally, the intersection of religion and capitalism equated material 

success with God’s blessing and salvation. The Comaroffs further that claim by arguing 

that: 
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The mission was an essential medium of, and a forerunner to, colonial 

articulation; it was the significant agent of colonial innovation, a first instance of 

confrontation between the local system and the international forces of 

international capitalism. The coherent cultural scheme of the mission-its concepts 

of civilization, person, property, work and times-was made up categories which 

anticipated and laid the ground for the process of proletarization (1985, 27).  

The film goes on to claim that current aid policies in Africa follow that paradigm, which 

is to follow the European paradigm or die. 

The Comaroffs link these processes to contemporary globalization 

and identify them as emerging from capitalism and colonialism. Missionaries were, in 

effect, agents of a first wave of globalization. The missionary movement was an early 

exemplar of a transnational global movement that introduced capitalism, racism and 

dispossession on global scales. In an interview between Teno and Professor Paulin 

Oloukpona Yinnon of the University of Lomé (Togo) in the film, he explains that 

Western ideas of private property clashed with traditional African beliefs that land could 

only belong to the ancestors or the gods. A chief could grant the use of land temporarily 

to a European, but after that it would revert to common ownership. That 

misunderstanding was at the heart of the Herero massacre and many other colonial 

confrontations because they revolted against the German occupiers when they found out 

they wanted to keep the land for themselves indefinitely.  

          Finally, the movie aims to bury the clichés that Church never owned guns. This 

comes from the legend that referring to the papal power; Stalin is quoted as asking, “How 

many divisions does he have?155”  The idea here is that when it comes to power and 

conquest, the Pope, and, by extension, religious institutions, do not get involved in 

warfare.  Understanding the power of the church is to grasp the history of conquest in 
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Africa and the role that the church, capital and the armies together played in dominating 

the continent. The power of the church can be instrumentalized for self-interested 

purposes and that contrast alone can produce a misunderstanding at the heart of the 

colonial enterprise. As with “the colonial misunderstanding,” Teno argues that when it 

comes to the sanctity of life and the church’s most basic interests, the church can be quite 

self-interested and brutal.  Thus, the evangelical message was very much part of the 

colonial conquest, and the “misunderstanding” Teno refers too is that the “civilizing 

mission” was not only about reclaiming the soul of Africans but also motivated by greed. 

This is also what Jomo Kenyatta famously refers to: “what the missionaries came to 

Africa, they had the bible and we had the land. They taught us to pray and with our eyes 

closed. When we opened them, we had the bible, and they had the land”; the initial 

misunderstanding at the heart of colonization156.   

           In the context of Cameroon, a German colony from 1884 to 1918, Teno claims 

that there is a culture of “silence and forgetting” and the perpetuation of “noble lies”157 

surrounding these colonial events. The lack of local challenges to that legacy can be 

explained by the sedimentation of a culture of coercive command emanating from a 

perverse imaginary cross-identification among the Cameroonian elites with their former 

colonial masters, in order to perform fantasies of total power confining the majority of 

Cameroonians to the status of colonized nationals. It also becomes a point of entry to 

discuss the ongoing relationship between the church and the state in Cameroon.  

         Teno’s films name practices, religion, and the erasure of memory. Contemporary 

Cameroon bears the marks of that erasure of memory. Teno points out, for example, that 

the Church’s denial of diversity and the government silencing the past and denying the 

country a historical context from which to evolve are troubling. The film explains that in 

1841, Joseph Merrick, a black Baptist pastor from Jamaica, reached Fernando Po. He 

founded the Duala mission in 1843 and was joined in 1844 by Alfred Sacker, an 
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157 Religious thinkers such as Leo Strauss believe the truths of philosophy are potentially dangerous.  
Society rests upon simple beliefs, conventional opinions and “noble lies” in order to remain stable and 
coherent (1973, 222). The truths the philosopher knows, however, call those noble lies radically into 
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wise writer knows how to produce an “exoteric text” that contains an “esoteric” meaning, a text “in which 
the truth about all crucial things is presented exclusively between the lines." (Persecution P.25)  Such 
literature is addressed, not to all readers, but only to the trustworthy and intelligent  



Englishman, and Joseph Jackson Fuller, another black from Jamaica. Teno highlights the 

story of Joseph Merrick, who founded the first mission in Duala, Cameroon to be 

replaced by Alfred Sacker. Today, the name Merrick, a descendent from slaves, is 

completely erased from memory to the profit of Alfred Sacker, an Englishman who did 

not arrive at the missionary until years later, though the missionary still carries his name 

to this day. The movie points that the main difference between Merrick and Sacker was 

that Merrick saw God in the souls of the African natives and was trying to work from 

within to establish a profound relationship with God, while Sacker simply saw souls to be 

converted into a Western mindset and lifestyle. Pastor Joseph Merrick’s erasure from 

history highlights racism in the church where whites were always hegemonized as people 

to be emulated while the Blacks were perpetually denied their historical process and are 

struggling for selfhood and importance. Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) points out that 

most European missionaries tried hard to function as agents of cultural change- of 

“civilization” -in the early nineteenth-century. They could not escape the racism inherent 

to that mission, which began to function as a justification for racial hierarchy, 

dispossession, war and genocide in the name of enlightened White superiority over 

Blacks. The fact that the Cameroonian government did not reclaim the historical 

landmark wrongly named after Alfred Sacker instead of Joseph Merrick demonstrates the 

extent to which the government is cavalier about the country’s history and memory. The 

devaluation of Joseph Merrick is a metaphor for a country that has developed a particular 

difficulty in accessing its own memory and how those whom it likes are completely 

airbrushed. In the interest of a comprehensive total restoration of the country’s memory, 

people like Joseph Merrick must be rehabilitated.  
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Fig. 3.7.5 Alfred Sacker: he presumably founded the first protestant mission in 

Duala Cameroon, which continues to carry his name to this day 

           On the other hand, Christianity in Africa was able to escape academic scrutiny 

well into the 1980s until Jean Comaroff’s Body of Power and Spirit of Resistance (1985) 

and Beidelman’s (1982) Colonial Evangelism158. Teno adds cinema’s contribution by 

engaging the link between naming places and memory, and how naming practices are 

framed in the wider context of the relations between, religion, colonization and the 

creation of new memories to inscribe a new temporality detached from the true 

experience of ordinary Cameroonians. The church plays a role in preventing true 

processes of decolonization from taking place and circumscribing possibilities of true 

historical knowledge to evolve.  Thus, Teno focuses on religion in an attempt to retrieve 

dominant historical narratives and transcend the limitations imposed by institutions such 

as the church. 

This genocide, moreover, goes beyond colonization to bring doubt about the 

message of the German Christian Church today and the kind of practices they are 

pretending to elevate and embrace, especially in the context of brotherly love and 

tolerance. Beyond these concepts, other concepts and other minds are operating. 
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Informing this consideration is the understanding that the Herero genocide is still 

receiving very limited attention. Teno presents a convincing representation of the church 

erasing its complicity in that dark history and in the process, failing to take its share of 

responsibilities for this historical crime. He uses the church’s amnesia to focus on the 

extent to which the reproductions of that process prevent ordinary Africans from coming 

to terms with their colonial past and its ramification in their contemporary lives. 

             Teno is sophisticated enough to recognize that the church cannot be blamed for 

everything. Teno also blames the African elites for their sense of complacency and not 

understanding the urgency of having common policies to defend the continent. By not 

regrouping their forces, the continent is allowing itself to be defeated. Teno, however, is 

resigned to provide evidence of the leadership’s failure and the consequence, which is the 

continuation of the dystopian culture of colonization, albeit in more sophisticated form. 

             Jean-Marie Teno’s Le Malentendu Colonial (2004) reflects on the map of the 

spatial logic of the German genocide of the Herero in Namibia in 1904-1907 and the 

extermination of Jews during World War II in order to reflect on how notions of public-

making decide matter of life and death. In the film, politics and material considerations 

trump culture. Africans become hegemonized through Western modernist capitalist 

principles to justify their exploitation. Again, with the film, Teno makes the point that 

those empty spaces where debates about the politics of recognition could occur in places 

such as Cameroon are still not available. Within that context, we have a country running 

on amnesia.  

            One important point Teno makes in the film is that the expansion of global 

capitalism is, at its heart, about money, not an attempt to help or to civilize. These 

processes include creating genocides to exploit natural resources. Thus, capitalism only 

exists within a context of movement that expands itself through reproduction and 

acceleration of exploitation. Within that context, I want to mention that what I like about 

the movie is its description of religion and the fact that it is described as apocalyptic. The 

movie highlights a complete breakdown of meaning systems and a real anxiety. It is 

important to notice that the movie attributes violence not to external forces but to the 

innate nature of human brutality. There is a true apocalypse at the heart of modernity, 

because the corruption of human nature calls for the immanent wrath of God. Thus, the 
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movie reveals the rage behind the veil of our civilized modern discourse against those we 

consider to be “deviants.”  The fact that certain people do think in these terms must be 

acknowledged openly for a real civic discourse to take place. The movie acknowledges 

our conflicted position with transgressive values especially violence. 

         The present writer concludes with Mbembe, who points out that, “race is 

fundamentally a relationship of enmity and Wars happen the weakness of one race is 

exposed as an inferior and therefore can be eliminated, an idea he claims originated in 

colonization159.” Mbembe notes that, “civilization is the process of learning not how to 

enemies with one another and how to treat enemies in a ways that does not dehumanize 

either party.” That lesson clearly applies to Teno’s Le Malentendu Colonial (2004). 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion: Cameroonian cinema and the dance of the 
ghosts 

“No discourse is ever a monologue” 
Benita Parry (1999, 84) 

         This work was forthcoming with evidences that Cameroonian filmmakers are 

known as content-less authors in their society. It gives evidences, however, that their 

media ecology emerge out of essentials social and cultural challenges; issues that are 

recognized by ordinary Cameroonians even if they are made to be invisible by the 

contemporary reactionary official public sphere. He argues that, these filmmakers are 

using others vehicles to keep their ideas alive. Internationally, they participate in film 

festivals and their films are regularly taught on campuses offering African cinema 

classes. Locally, they find other mediums to brand themselves and their ideas. They raise 

their profiles through newspaper interviews, public political stances or by affiliating 

themselves with others important social actors such as civil right activists, media 

personalities, academics and visit on campuses, writers, and musicians.  

          This work inscribes itself into the same logic of continuation by claiming that the 

work of the Cameroonian filmmakers also constitute a form of indigenous library which 

this author defines as a regenerative cultural process, coming against the colonial 

archives [postcard-perfect colonial cultural landmarks setting the exteriors knowledge of 

the continent as an empty jungle inhabited by primitives and animals ready to be 

colonized. This propaganda serves the enforcement of colonial rules in the labour market, 

schools, churches, media and courts and its naturalization of received notions about 

Africa]. The notion of indigenous library, therefore,  reorganizes and reconstructs and 

aesthetic and a moral order in order to reclaim the natives’ cultural patrimony suppressed 

by a century of colonization. It aims at overcoming the country enduring and neglected 

colonial stigma by re-establishing and forging a new indigenous identity through cultural 

artefacts such as cinema and combating stupidity.  

             I approach the concept of stupidity in reference to Avital Ronell’s work on 

stupidity (2002) which criticizes processes through which right and wrong ideas are 

constructed by cherry-picking evidence that does not fit into one’s particular worldview 
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in order to build a preconceived idée fixe and enshrine them as a form of hegemony and 

domination. As a result, stupidity is also meant to criticize people who put ideology over 

human lives. It is equally about criticizing the stigma and self-flagellation experienced by 

the elites running the country. Within this context, Cameroonian filmmakers are blaming 

Cameroonians leaders’ failure to modernize directly on stupidity, the lack of capacity of 

imagining an African future beyond the limits of the colonial archives. First, because, 

they want to avoid the manipulation of identity politics by the elites in order to guilt trip 

and sweep under the carpet their theft of national resources and incompetence. Moreover, 

the risk of using identity politics by the elites can give them the leverage to argue that 

they are speaking for all Cameroonians, which this work demonstrates is nonsense. The 

goal here is to identify and isolate the Cameroonian government for what it is a dying 

vestige of the colonial era with its false consciousness of whiteness.              

         This work, consequently, is primarily a textual analysis of Cameroonian cinema. It 

demonstrates how cultural artefacts, such as cinema, extend the understanding of the 

colonial ravages, its legacy in Cameroon. It is an important tool to grasp the forms of 

sociality emanating from these processes. Cameroonian cinema, therefore, represents a 

form of oxygen linking art to free speech changing the country’s political map from the 

margin of the state to the centre.  

             This work, therefore, explores the work of the Cameroonian filmmakers as 

important cultural resources. This technology allows native informants to take over the 

authority to narrate local histories, in the process, changing their relationship vis-à-vis the 

colonial history and the neo-colonial regime in place by not just being passive historical 

subjects. These films are testimonies that ordinary Africans are not stranger to their own 

consciousness. They do exist as real human beings not simply as a form of colonial and 

neo-colonial fantasies. The point is neither the capacity to narrate nor the agency but to 

keep alive local histories as a form of testimonies and archives in the public discourse. 

The goal is to formulate in a distinctive fashion how large scale political and 

humanitarian events such as colonization and neo-colonialism are lived and understood 
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by these ordinary Africans and how critically they deal with these issues and the future of 

their continent  

Decolonization and stigma 
Cameroonian cinema comes up against the regime’s failure to come up with a 

coherent philosophy and attitude for decolonization. The crisis the country is undergoing 

reveal that the regime has more ambition than talent to bring about a successful 

decolonization. The culprit here seems to be the resilience of the colonial stigma that is 

the consequences of a reproduction of colonial neuroses, a legacy the Cameroonian elites 

are still grappling with. In a recent conversation in Le Messager, the leading independent 

newspaper in the country, Celestin Monga and Achille Mbembe attribute this attitude to 

“the old Negro syndrome”. Monga defines Cameroonian elites’ principal function as “la 

principale fonction est toujours de fabriquer des fonctionnaires semi-illétrés auxquels on 

délivre des parchemins purement  décoratifs – un peu comme les médailles du Vieux 

Nègre Meka –pour en faire des auxiliaires de la post-colonie. Si nous parvenons à 

améliorer le fonctionnement de nos familles et le contenu du système éducatif, nous 

cesserons de vivre au hasard et l’expert Martien, qui nous rendra visite dans quelques 

décennies, observera que nos sociétés ont su se régénérer et organiser leur système de 

maintenance”160.    Monga describes how the colonized in the figure of Meka, the Uncle 

Tom’s figure, in Ferdinand Oyono’s novel “The old Negro and the Medal” succumbed to 

colonial pressure and resigned himself to accept a fake diploma in order to play second 

role to the colonizer’s administration. Monga claims that this process still exists in 

contemporary Cameroon where Cameroonians are struggling to find a place to breathe 

and to develop outside of neo-colonial influence. 

       These personal histories, consequently, deploy themselves within the collective 

histories of the country, and Cameroonian cinema demonstrates that repressing history 

only creates the conditions for that repressed history to reproduce itself. As a result, 

Cameroonian cinema investigates the colonial archives as an important way to come to 

grips with the colonial history of the country and the naturalizations of a set of stigmata, 

trumping a measure of historical consciousness, and continuing to undermine the 
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psychological readiness of the Cameroonian elite and the self-respect indispensable for 

responsible behaviour.  These stigmata prevent them from knowing who they really are 

by maintaining a perpetual state of psychological insecurity. As a result, stigma is the end 

process for those who invest themselves totally in somebody else’s culture -- the colonial 

culture -- and the only outcome is alienation. These stigmata are driven by a lack of 

closure with the brutal colonial past, meaning there is no possibility of salvation because 

stigmata make impossible the destruction of the colonial archives and its social hierarchy. 

Thus, the fact that these stigmata have both foreign and local tentacles point to the 

psychological insecurities transforming them. More than impotence, it is also a form of 

stupidity, because, in the context of Cameroon, it highlights the illusion of people who 

think that they can use colonial temporality and values to impose on a society which 

already has its own internal cosmology, such as the “Mevungu.”  

 There are, therefore, several reasons for optimism. Ordinary Cameroonians, such as 

the filmmakers in this work, are turning into political animals with a more sophisticated 

understanding of their country and how it should work, while being immersed in the global 

discourse of human rights and building important social connections as well. Thus, these 

people are committed to dismantling the colonial archives as well as the system inherited 

from it, which is one of buffoonery and power grabbing now regarded by them as 

something not to be admired but as a spectacle of incompetence and lack of self-respect, 

which is problematic for the elites running the country. These ordinary Cameroonians, 

consequently, understand the urgency to think through colonial stigmata in order to 

reconnect with national mythology such as the “Mevungu,” because these filmmakers 

understand Cameroon’s indigenous wisdom and its power to produce new meanings, 

practices and institutions to facilitate the making of the country into one161. The 

“Mevungu” is precisely, dealing with what is “already there,” as Shome and Hedge write; 

something that is “always already” and which is now “emerging out of a refusal of the 

waiting room version of dominant histories by the colonized. The “Mevungu” were 

histories and practices that had performed themselves by ascribing to the colonized a status 
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Cameroon. Without a new national mythology, the country cannot live ethically. 

 
 



of ’not yet’ against which the colonized clamoured ’now’” (2002, 254). The “Mevungu”, 

therefore, links up with the idea that alternatives are already embedded in the dominant.             

Consequently, Shome and Hedge can be use to point to neo-colonial 

presuppositions which are the invisibleness and tangibility of the colonial archives in the 

sense that the forces driving the process are seamless and taken for granted, but their 

effects are tangible. As a result, they point to the ongoing tension between the present and 

the past in the postcolony and the abusive relationship between the two, because in terms 

of power, decisions are made not in terms of history but present political conditions. 

Within this context, Cameroon has shifted from the colonial martial dominance to an 

internal neo-colonial hegemonic domination by elites subverting the concept of 

independence by manipulating the promises of the independence in order to maintain their 

power. This is an important process because it highlights the notion that the societal forces 

driving the process of the leftover colonial stigma are now erected as national policy.  

Consequently, it brings the powerful role cinema can play because cinema is action 

and within this activity has the power to put together “matter out of place162,” nominally 

defetishizing the past archival conventions and codes to show that assimilation means 

forfeiting one’s own individuality.  Within a contemporary Cameroonian context, “the 

emperor is not wearing any clothes,” because he lives outside of the local reality within a 

fantasy of the elsewhere, which, Teno points out in Vacances au Pays (2000),  is the 

culture of the former colonizer, France,  presented as  the culture of the winner and the 

local culture as the culture of failure. To clear these misunderstandings between the 

colonizers and the colonized, Cameroonian cinema understands the need to build a new 

national mythology away from France. Within this context, Cameroonian cinema begins to 

address the issues of stigmata by highlighting the paradox of Cameroon independence, 

which has brought in its wake not the expected freedom of self-determination and 

development to its people but disappointments enacted by a neo-colonial order refusing to 

die. The independence turned out to have opened a window of hope that turned out to be 
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just a crack. . This brutal regression to the past shattered the idea that progress and 

understanding were rational, intelligible and chronological. What is at stake now is the 

question of why these processes failed in Cameroon. Why has the whole country turned 

into a parody of the colonial archives? What is the nature of this sense of self-

destructiveness? Where to find the door that would open up to development, human rights 

and democracy163?  

Stupidity and decolonization  
          I am aware that talking openly about black stupidity is taboo; especially in many 

academic circles it brings charges of racism and biological inferiority.  

I emphasize Cameroonian cinema and strategies these filmmakers are using to 

counter the stigmatization of their own country, bringing to the forefront the question of 

indigenous agency. As a result, Teno strongly argues that the effects of the colonial 

archives have prevented Cameroon from building a nation based on shared memory. 

Rather, its impact on the state of mind of most Cameroonians has been the 

institutionalization of a form of schizophrenia with a part of the country looking inward 

to build a home grown discourse of liberation, and the other looking outward to the West 

for acceptance164.  In both Vacances of pays (2000) and Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), 
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and adapt it to the future. Derrida points out:” The trace is in fact the absolute origin of sense in general, 
which amounts to saying that, there is no absolute origin of sense in general. The trace is difference which 
opens appearance and signification” (1996, 65). The trace involves the act of presence, the act of adding 
another layer to the sign and Cameroonian filmmakers are driven by the desire to claim their own presence 



Teno denounces ordinary acts of stupidity. In Vacances au Pays (2000), he points out 

large number of Cameroonians describing modernity as “what come from Europe is 

modern while everything home-grown is judged archaic,” what Fanon calls the colonized 

inability to define himself without the relation to the colonized.  

            This schizophrenia is posing limitations on the political process because it is run 

by a state which is itself the emanation of the dead signs left over from the colonial era 

and now working to prevent an entire national catharsis from the abuse of colonization. 

The state’s poverty of imagination is revealed through the clash involving the 

government management of colonial archives by the elites running the country against 

intellectuals and artists working to invent a new prescription against the poison of the 

colonial archive165.  As a result, Cameroon’s difficulties in modernizing must be taken 

into an account within the cacophony between those who are still caught in the colonial 

spiral vortex and those who believe that the primary principle of a newly independent 

country is to build new forms of progressive utopias, between those who believe in their 

own equality and those who are waiting for someone else to bestow one on them. 

           This opposition is revealed through the public sphere of Cameroon, on one hand, 

from those who accept the responsibilities that come from being independent and are 

conscious of the necessity to create new forms of progressive social utopias for the 

country, such as the Cameroonian filmmakers, and those who are chanting the stupid 

mantra of “changes within continuity” which, in the dichotomy of its terms, reveals its utter 

lack of sense.166 This Orwellian concept of “changes within continuity” not only expresses 

a deep sense of confusion, a disbelief in their own right of  entitlement, which is the 
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and add their own sign to their country’s history. Derrida also adds that the needs for archives also behoves 
the needs to work through trauma and be able to live with its own ghosts (76, 1996). Living with the ghosts is 
the only promise of the future and this present writer places the notion of indigenous libraries and authorship 
within that context. 

165  Paul Biya, Cameroonian president, wrote a book shortly after taking power in November 6th, 1982. The 
title was Communal Liberalism (1987) ABC: Paris.  In it, he writes about his vision of a democratic 
Cameroon which never took place. 
166 Referring again to Paul Biya (1987). One of the critiques of Biya’s book is that the state must be at the 
forefront of development and democracy in Cameroonian. The question becomes how a state itself formed 
by the colonizer can be democratic, when colonization by its nature was racist and anti-democratic. How to 
reconcile these differences? Cameroonian cinema opts for the creation of homegrown forms of progressive 
utopia rather than relying on the state, which is nothing but the leftover of the colonial state. 



product of both a lack of self-esteem and self-worth borne out of an inability to get out of 

the shadow of colonial paternalism167 .  

Within that context, a certain number of Cameroonians are dismissive of their own 

culture and see colonization and its legacy as something to be embraced rather than 

critically discussed. The lack of discussion about Cameroonian culture has ramifications 

into the political realm because it does undermine the debate around a true decolonization 

by closing off the notion of tradition. Derrida points out that in a true work of archives 

there is no notion of inside or outside. Tradition must not be sacrificed at the mantel of 

modernity. When can read in Derrida and Teno’s argument that one of the reasons 

Cameroon is failing to modernize is that stupid embrace of the “new,” as if the colonial 

archives were external to the contemporary reality of the country, as if the demarcation 

between the colonial subject and the independent one can be made to appear overnight. 

That is stupid because it naturalizes what is not natural, bringing into focus the importance 

of memory-work to re-enter a form of historical intelligibility Glissant defines as “vertigo”: 

“For history is not only absence for us. It is vertigo. The time that was never ours we must 

now possess. We do not see it stretch into our past and calmly take us into tomorrow, but it 

explodes in us as a compact mass, pushing through a dimension of emptiness where we 

must with difficulty and pain put it all back together” (1989, 161-62). Derrida, in fact, 

points to the fact that there is no new and there is no old, but these notions must always 

interact with others with porous borders.  

Thus, the debate for modernity, development and human rights cannot be conceived 

in terms of old and new, closure and fixity, taking the system apart from within in terms of 

repetition and alteration and the construction of new social utopias in order to break the 

cycle of repression from within. Within this context, humankind becomes a cosmic figure 

like the big-bang, the initial moment of creation; it is not defined in relation to something 

else but it is a presence that is self-created and self-constituted. Thus, there is no place for 

schizophrenia in that context because humankind is always self-constituted, self-created, 
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167 During an interview on the stairs of the “Palais de l’Elysee,” the French “White House,” on April 3rd, 
1991, President Paul Biya of Cameroon, qualified himself as the French president Francois Mitterrand’s 
“Best student of democracy.” That quotation was later transcribed in the country’s official newspaper, 
Cameroon Tribune, on April 4, 1991. P.3. The quote “best student” shows that the Cameroonian elite still 
live with the need to be approved by the colonial father. This confirms the sign that Paul Biya does not 
believe in respect and equal treatment promised by the independence. 



  

not formalized in a  fixed relationship that can create pathological behaviors such as 

schizophrenia, because humankind is inscribed by history to search for a form of totality 

and self-assertion. In the case of Cameroon, it means the active effort of the former 

colonized to reach the status of postcolonial; given that the colonizer gave him back his 

land why does he continue to define himself in relation to the former colonizers?   This is 

where Ronell defines “stupidity” as an inability to question oneself and proceed with an 

unflinching certitude that fails to question itself, to question how we know what we know, 

and directly leads to “the need for limited horizons and immediate tasks, teaching the 

narrowing of perspectives” (2002, 3, 43-44). She points out that “as long as I do not know 

what stupidity is, what I know about knowing remains uncertain even forbidding (2002, 4-

5).”  Ronell recognizes that pointing to acts of stupidity in itself does not means that one 

has a handle on the responses and that in certain context “sometimes ducking into stupidity 

offers the most expedient strategy for survival” (2002, 43).  Ronell’s contribution 

highlights the fact that great acts of horror are in fact based on great acts of rational 

certitude. She asks us to contemplate her notion of “magnetized stupidity” (2002, 71), 

which is the kind of knowledge that trusts itself too much. Within these parameters, Ronell 

writes that when “politics intersects with ethics, the question emerges of where to draw the 

line, if there is one, of responsibility” (2002, 19), and stupidity is one that mediates that 

process, because. As she writes, “stupidity exposes while intelligence hides” (2002, 10). 

         Within these parameters, any questions relating to Cameroon’ failure to modernize 

must take into account stupidity because of the country’s lack of a coherent direction that 

can be comprehended with reason168. I expand on the idea of stupidity by arguing that the 

failure to overcome the colonial social construction of reality in Cameroon is certainly 

emblematic of a lack of imagination. Consequently, the first act of stupidity Cameroonian 

cinema points out is the speed with which the country thought it had gotten rid of 

colonization. The idea that something that had developed over centuries can simply be 

done away with a date on the calendar unilaterally by French groomed elites who have too 

much connection to the status quo and the colonial legacy is stupid, because now, the only 

thing they did was watch over a country descend into chaos.  One reason here is that the 
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168 In Clando (1996), the main character, Sobgui, compares the country to an old van driving straight over 
the cliffs by a mad man at the wheel laughing uncontrollably. 

 
 



emphasis put on chronology turned out to be totally irrelevant in the quest for 

decolonization in Cameroon. Whether or not Cameroon became an independent country on 

January 1, 1960 does not matter as much, as Cameroonian filmmakers such as Jean-Marie 

Teno point out in Africa, I Will Fleece You (1992), by highlighting that the independence 

cannot be a regulated process of peaceful transition marked by duration only. There is not a 

mechanical succession of ages and times in Cameroon. The independence should have 

represented a process in which new forms and new practices should have been in a 

constant negotiation with the past and the colonial archives. It became a missed 

opportunity for national self-examination, and now the country has lost 50 years of 

independence. In the movie, however, Teno discusses Cameroon’s itinerary to the 

independence to describe how the country is still being “fleeced” by the colonizers. 

Colonization this time became an internal project driven by French groomed elites who 

have done nothing to decolonize institutions of power, education and culture in the 

country. Teno’s smartest move is to describe the extent through which the DNA of the 

colonial state is written all over Cameroonian society and there is still not enough time for 

Cameroonians to overcome that history. One powerful example of the government’s lack 

of intellectual and aesthetic dignity is the lack of local libraries in the country and the fact 

that the few Teno was able to find were of foreign diplomatic representations in countries 

such as France, Germany and the USA. He goes on to emphasize that Cameroon’s own 

intellectual and cultural traditions have yet to be rehabilitated. This act of intellectual 

disability for Teno is to point that the true test of the independence is not a matter of 

chronology if the mental work of decolonization is not achieved. In the case of Cameroon, 

decolonization begins by revisiting the libidinal, charged space of historical archives, 

namely the Eurocentric colonial library of Cameroon. This enterprise is aimed at burying 

colonization for good and making sure it remains dead. As Teno points out in Africa, I Will 

Fleece You (1992), Cameroonians did not bury colonization well and now its ghost is 

hovering all over the country. Within that context, Cameroonians must recognize that in 

order to be free, they have to drive a knife straight at the heart of the ghost of colonization 

to begin a challenging process of self-examination.  

Relying on Cameroonian cinema, which presents itself as having  high values 

and high intellectual content,  this present writer argues that any consequent thinking 
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about the country’s failure to modernize, unavoidably, has to consider Cameroonian 

stupidity and the country’s crisis of meaning within a historical perspective. It is 

important from this standpoint to recognize the extent through which these practices are 

posing limits on self-identity and creativity as well as the political process169. Thus, to 

understand a community and a culture in all its complexities, such as Cameroon, one 

cannot rely on the state. The Cameroonian state is not a popular emanation and by now 

has proven itself incapable of galvanizing the country with a metaphysical dimension, 

such as the “Mevungu.”  Within this context, it is important to notice strategies used by 

artists to construct new modes of public addresses, new ways of being, new forms of 

possibilities and a record of human consciousness to become a form of indigenous library 

and archives for a new generation of Cameroonians to change the political context. Thus, 

Cameroonian cinema must be viewed in the broad sense of a culture experiencing 

change, rather than a monolith, for in this case it will be completely stupid. Moreover, 

what this cinema does for this present writer is first to reveal the power of freedom to 

itself. These filmmakers are not afraid to take on the ghosts of the colonial archives and 

their stigmata.170 In the process, they are providing methods and insights culled from its 
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169This lack of creativity is expressed by the government’s lack of purpose and stupid practices which are 
revealing themselves through what Achille Mbembe calls “The banality of power and the aesthetics of 
vulgarity in the postcolony,” which he depicts as a political life built on the carnavalesque, a mixture of 
absurdities, nervous laughter, stupidity, and cruelties, “a world of defecation, copulation, pomp and 
sumptuousness… hostile to continence, frugality and sobriety” (1992, 11-14). Consequently, it is a world 
of major excesses from those in power and total material depravation for the rest of the population, because 
as Mbembe points out, it is a world dominated by poverty where one’s capacities to accumulate resources 
is a potent trope of power because it  enables him to build a network of clientelism which ensures power. 
Mbembe points out that the socio-symbolic implications of these depravations signal a deep poverty of 
signs (1992, 1-30). What is taking place is a stupid recycling of signs produced by the colonial archives, 
which translates into an inability to create new creative social utopias.   As a result, questions of stupidity 
bear on the political and the ethical and the idea that, at bottom, the stupid is against the concept of 
friendship. As Mbembe (1992, 2001, 2003) points out, stupidity is not a form of humanism.  

170 Goffman describes stigma as an “attribute that is deeply discrediting, a powerful negative label that 
altered an individual’s social identity. A stigmatized person is demoted from a whole and usual person to a 
tainted, discounted one” (1963:3). This present writer claims that these stigmas must be taken into account 
when discussing standard practices of ways of being and governmentality in Cameroon because they 
inform on how Cameroonians are conveying information about themselves, or, as Goffman puts it, “attempt 
to project or to protect the self they believe they have” in order to gain acceptance from “Normal people” 
[in this instance, the former colonizer], and the tensions evolving these processes (1963: 3-9). Goffman 
specifically mentions two types of stigmatized people, the discredited and discreditable. The discredited are 
people who visibly vary from ideal humans. The discreditable secretly vary from ideal humans and, if their 
secrets were known, would be rejected by other people. Furthermore, each type of stigma has a distinct 
effect on a stigmatized individual's behavior. Discredited people may try to compensate for the initial loss 

 
 



deep insight of Cameroonian society with the understanding of the power of 

institutionalized systems (in this case the French colonial libraries of Cameroon), and 

how within the confines of these libraries, accumulated through centuries, language and 

records have established a strong stigmatization of the colonized, the effects of which can 

be felt in contemporary post-colonial Cameroon. Within these processes, Cameroonians 

filmmakers are building their own indigenous libraries to counteract the French colonial 

archives. This process is also reflected in the rise of self-organizing political institutions, 

which I am calling the counterpublics, working on the margin of the state in order to 

bring human rights issues and democracy into the official public sphere. Consequently, 

stigmata are not a common destiny, and even though the conditions of life in Cameroon 

are extremely difficult, as with Gramsci, Cameroonian cinema is about the optimism of 

will and the pessimism of intellect. It is a cinema of possibilities and hope.  
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of status from an audience, whereas a discreditable person may try to hide, or worry about his secret by 
becoming known by critical people (1963: 3-9). Within this context, this present writer claims 
Cameroonian cinema describes attitudes and behaviors in the country demonstrating that that the colonial 
archive is still deeply embodied in Cameroon post-colonial institutions, blocking accesses to modernity, 
human rights and democracy.  



Appendix 
Major informants: 

Gerard Bertrand Kamdom: businessman and poet. 

Dennis Rathnaw: Ethnomusicologist, PhD candidate, University of Texas at Austin, 
specialists of the Bikutsi, a Cameroonian southern musical genre.   

Pr. Bole Butake is a Cameroonian playwright very active in radical street theater in 
Cameroon 

Pr Sindjoun Pokam is one the most influential human right activists in Cameroon.  He is 
the co-founder with Djeukam Tchameni, of Cap-Libertes, a radical civil right group 
which took to the street in early 1990s asking for democracy in Cameroon. Cap-Libertes 
was the force behind “Operations Ghost Town” in 1991. That operation shut down the 
country until the president agreed to allow free election in the country six months later. 
Interview during field trip in Yaoundé, Cameroon 

Jean-Pierre Bekolo is a Cameroonian filmmaker. 

Suzanne Kala Lobe is a columnist for the privately owned paper La Nouvelle 
Expression and for radio station Equinoxe and Channel 2 TV. 

Jean-Jacques M’Bonjo, journalist, Le Messager. 

Richard Ekoka Sam Ewande, journalist, director Radio-Equinoxe. 

Balthazar Amandangoleda, Cameroonian actor 

Joseph N’sibeuwala, assistant director of the CEFAM, a school training local municipal 
administrators in Africa. 

Eric Dzeukou, business man 

Jean-Pierre Kamdem, business man 
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