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01
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



• Historical colonial factors: Colonisation introduced arms to dominate peoples, who also 

had to resort to arms to liberate themselves first and to keep power later (neo-colonialism, 

which further militarised force). The division (and manipulation) to govern, imposed 

since colonisation, has also reinforced the use of force to exist. Regarding governance, 

Anglophone and Francophone regions come under distinct regimes; this has contributed 

towards continued struggles in the inclusion of the Anglophone region in political 

representation and economic equality. 

• Disintegration of trust in traditional authority figures, particularly so since the 1990s, 

with co-optation of traditional leaders by new political parties and foreign multinational 

corporations, which has shrunk the numbers of political channels available for voicing 

dissent and mobilising through traditional means.

• Long-term political-economic exclusions and displacement: Incursion of capitalised 

agribusiness has pushed out subsistence farming and changed traditional gendered 

division of labour, leaving men in highly precarious positions and displaced from their land 

and prior possessions.

• Endorsement and weaponisation of militarised masculinities by international actors in 

the form of military training, without any simultaneous support for peaceful and non-

militarised masculinities.

This brief review 
summarises the structural 
underpinnings of gendered 
conflict dynamics in 
Cameroon that exacerbate 
militarised masculinities. 
To understand the nature and scope of violence faced by 
both women and men, and to develop more contextually 
informed talks and channels towards peace, it is essential 
to understand the ways in which contemporary ideas 
about manhood and masculinities operate and are 
exploited. Key structural factors considered here are:
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In addition to these 
structural factors,  
this review looks at  
the localised dynamics  
of the conflict
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In addition to these structural factors, this review looks at the localised dynamics of the 
conflict, in particular:

• The distinct ways in which men are engaged in violence in military, non-state armed groups 

and local militant factions, which shrink available space for non-violent male participation, 

• Women’s demands for long-term welfare of children, young men and women.

• Collaborative actions and aspirations of men and women in dealing with both long-term 

and short-term impacts of the conflict.

1. This review focuses on eliciting structural, historically informed political-economic dimensions of the ongoing conflicts 
in Cameroon. However, it is limited in more contemporary ethnographic evidence in particular from regions that are 
currently inaccessible to researchers and international organisations as well as from the perspectives of non-state armed 
groups. Nevertheless, this review provides an overview of the key threads and themes of gendered violences and exclusions 
that are prevalent in Cameroon and connected with other states and global actors. 
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INTRODUCTION
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Cameroon is currently embroiled in highly violent conflicts, 

from the Anglophone Crisis to the crisis caused by the 

incursion of the Boko Haram in the Far North. Peaceful 

protests by teachers and lawyers in the Northwest and 

Southwest regions in 2016 were met with suppression by 

the government and police violence, as well as intimidation 

and arrests of protestors, resulting in detrimental long-term 

impact on rights of civilians. In the Far North, Boko Haram 

attacks on civilians started in 2014. Following state repression, 

separatists in the Northwest and Southwest regions launched 

a guerrilla campaign against the military, proclaiming 

independence. The government retaliated by sending in the 

military to the region, and this has spiralled into a serious 

crisis in a country that has historically shown remarkable 

stability. Millions are reported to have fled their villages and 

are displaced, and thousands have been killed. 

While some attempts at conducting talks and negotiations 

have been made, primarily Swiss-mediated talks in 2019, 

which largely failed, and the state-organised Major National 

Dialogue later in 2019, which granted special status to the 

Anglophone regions, the war nevertheless continues to 

ravage, with civilians bearing the brunt (Bone, 2021). After the 

Covid-19 pandemic began, calls for ceasefire were made, so 

that national efforts could be directed towards addressing the 

crises in relation to the pandemic, however non-state armed 

groups (NSAGs), and the military have largely ignored such 

calls and the conflict continues to escalate and take  

new forms. 

Government suppression has been rising, with multiple 

reported human rights violations, and simultaneously the 

numbers of NSAGs have been multiplying as a response. 

Simultaneously, there are limited or no avenues offered by 

the government for discussions and dialogue with dissenting 

groups and civilians’ demands. At the same time, the NSAGs 

are asking not for dialogue, but instead for independence. 

This poses serious impediments to and questions about long-

term stability in the region more broadly, and requires urgent 

assessment of the crisis, and recommendations for long-

term action to mitigate its scale and impact. 

This review is based on closely studying the history of the 

ongoing conflict in Cameroon, findings concerning gender 

and masculinities from other conflicts, particularly from 

neighbouring countries, as well as academic literature on the 

structural underpinnings of the militarisation of force. This is 

substantiated by interviews with representatives from local 

NGOs and UN personnel on the ground, which further shed 

light on how these dynamics have changed over time. 
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CONFLICT AND MASCULINITIES



Discussions on gender and gendered violence in humanitarian 

contexts continue to remain primarily focused on sexual and 

gender-based violence (SGBV) directed at women. While 

the recognition of SGBV has been crucial in recognising 

the previously unheard and under-registered grievances of 

women facing sexual violence, in the current Cameroonian 

context, it does not fully engage with gendered dynamics in 

violence (and prevention) more broadly. The focus continues 

to remain on “vulnerable” women who require protection, 

which while welcome, does not engage with:

• The wider spectrum of vulnerabilities and agency within 

which women’s lives are enmeshed.

• The ways in which men participate in diverse ways in conflict 

situations: the rationale and social circumstances in which 

men turn to violence, as well as those that strive for peace. 

• The solidarities between men and women on the ground in 

peacebuilding efforts and aspirations.

While men’s use of violence is widely reported, millions of 

men purposefully reject violence, despite several external 

pressures, and are often left vulnerable and displaced. Men 

displaced in these situations are confronted and burdened 

with enormous trauma. While studies in the NW-SW region 

have been difficult to conduct because of the current 

situation, studies on masculinities in conflicts in the Far 

North region of Cameroon, as well as in neighbouring Nigeria 

and nearby Democratic Republic of Congo, have shown the 

diversity of traumas in conflict, such as from displacement, 

loss of property, loss of home, loss of family members, 

forced participation in militias and sexual violence (Brun, 

2021; Slegh, Barker, and Levtov, 2014;  Slegh, Barker, Toliver, 

Bah, and Keita, 2013). These cause long-term effects and 

recur as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as well as 

internalised feelings of shame, guilt and unworthiness. Often 

this continuing trauma finds expression in doing violence 

to others, which continues the cycle of violence within 

households (Fried, Lauro and Barker, 2020; Voices 4 Chance, 

2015). In the Cameroonian context, men who are displaced 

from their land and lose their livelihoods, have the additional 

trauma caused by their inability to meet social expectations 

of manhood. Masculinity is associated with the role of being 

a breadwinner, protector, and having a level of invulnerability. 

These roles are jeopardised during conflict, and result in 

enormous damage to the identities and relations that these 

men have with other men and women within their families and 

communities. The absence of alternative roles, and lack of 

consideration of people’s concerns, present serious challenges 

in the processing of traumas and return to normalcy.  

So far, there is relatively limited scholarship on the role and 

place of men and masculinities in Cameroon, which is a 

departure from other contexts embroiled in conflicts of a 

similar scale.

This perhaps also points at the lack of 
international attention that is being paid 
to the ongoing conflict and its devastation 
in Cameroon, and the accompanying lack 
of criticism of government oppression and 
absence of meaningful dialogue with  
dissenting parties. 
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF MILITARISATION OF FORCE



The following sections 
explore the structural 
historical and international 
political economy 
underpinnings, that help 
more clearly understand 
the recurrent use of force 
and repression, in order to 
find solutions to ongoing 
conflicts in Cameroon.

The militarisation of force in the current conflict has its origins in Cameroon’s complex  

colonial history. Cameroon became a German colony in 1884, and was largely used as an 

extraction site for agricultural produce. The British invaded Cameroon from the Nigerian 

side in 1914, and following Germany’s defeat in the First World War, the colony was divided 

between the UK and France under the 1919 League of Nations mandates. France ruled the 

larger area, and a thinner strip bordering Nigeria was taken up by the British, who ruled the 

region indirectly from Nigeria. This split was accompanied by different colonial legacies and 

relationships, as the two regions came under different legal systems, resulting in distinct 

relationships with local, traditional authority, administrative and educational systems 

(Mamdani, 2018; Menjo Baye, 2008). French Cameroons attained independence from  

France in 1960, while British Southern Cameroons gained independence after a UN General 

Assembly vote in 1961, and subsequently voted to join French Cameroons and together  

form the Federal Republic of Cameroon. 

However, the Cameroonian government had a fear of secession of the former British parts, 

and hence centralised authority more strongly by adopting a new constitution in 1972, 

foregoing the existing federalist structure and instead transforming into a unitary state. 

Southern Cameroons lost their erstwhile more autonomous status and became the Northwest 

and Southwest regions within the Republic of Cameroon. This provides a glimpse into the 

complications involved in unifying regions that were structurally distinctly organised under 

their respective colonial regimes. Nevertheless, as important as colonial heritage is in defining 

contemporary social-political institutions and practices, it is enmeshed with several other 

more contemporary dynamics, many of which are offshoots of more historical international 

and domestic power relations. 
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This structural assessment is meant to emphasise that the ensuing conflict is not 
“merely” one of linguistic or cultural distinctions, as conflicts and differences in  

the West African context are often framed to be; rather it is a conflict with a long-running 
history and aggregation of grievances that went unaddressed and have tragically  

now come to fore in ways that have wrought enormous damage.



Disintegration of 
traditional authority
The 1990s were a period of increasing political liberalisation 
in Cameroon, as was the case more widely in Africa, as new 
claims to political power rose to prominence.   

Cameroon became a multi-party political system from  
19 December 1990, and within the next seven years,  
the number of political parties multiplied from one to  
149 (Socpa, 2016).

Just as decentralisation increased, so did the state’s efforts to centralise and hold on to 

power in novel ways. One of these was to challenge and change the authority held by 

traditional village chiefs, who had generally held legitimacy and authority among their local 

communities, particularly in the NW, SW, West and Northern regions. As multiple parties 

emerged, they began to contest for greater local power through the instrumental use of 

local chiefs. 

The local chiefs were caught in a struggle between personally profiting from enabling the 

ruling political party and consequently gaining access to state power themselves, and 

retaining trust among local inhabitants and ensuring governance within communities. As 

many chiefs became co-opted by state authority, there was a breakdown of trust in local 

authority of traditional leaders within communities more generally. As traditional modes of 

pronouncing justice and social organisation were disturbed, social trust started to decline. 

This was exacerbated by the entry of multinational corporations and foreign investment, 

particularly targeting the agriculturally profitable Anglophone regions. Foreign capital 

further sought to co-opt local chiefs in order to attain access to resources, land and labour 

from local inhabitants, in return for providing economic remuneration to local chiefs (Ndi 

and Batterbury, 2017). The breakdown of social trust and local authority has translated into 

the absence of local channels for redressal of grievances. 
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The erosion of the authority and legitimacy of traditional 
leaders has been evident in the ensuing conflict, as their  

roles have been perceived with distrust.



Political economy 
exclusions 

04

Cameroon, much like most countries in the Global South, opened up to foreign investments 

and corporate presence starting in the late 1980s. Since the 1980s, the Cameroonian 

economy has experienced a serious economic crisis, as a result of several interacting 

factors, one of which was the decline of global commodity prices, which brought down  

the value of the exports Cameroon made to other countries. 

This shows the Cameroonian economy’s dependence on its own raw materials exports for 

economic sustenance, and the underdevelopment of manufacturing and service sectors, 

which limits the potential growth of the economy. 

However, a key related factor was mismanagement of funds and corruption within the 

administration. This was met by loans from the IMF, which were granted based on structural 

adjustment programmes (SAP) that resulted in the opening up of the Cameroonian 

economy to foreign investments and corporate presence.
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While the Cameroonian economy temporarily stabilised, 

the long-term effects of foreign investments on domestic 

inequalities require attention. The Northwest region, for 

example, is central for the production of coffee and cocoa, 

which serve as key raw materials in global supply chains. This 

has resulted in the increasing presence of foreign investors 

in agriculturally productive regions of Cameroon that have 

acquired large portions of land previously owned by local 

inhabitants (DeLancey et al., 1999). In addition to private 

investors, key foreign state actors in the region extend 

support to the government through loans, trade agreements 

and military assistance to protect land access for foreign 

investors from previous local inhabitants (Willis et al., 2020). 

Land was acquired with inadequate compensation provided 

to local communities. Large-scale land dispossession has 

taken place in the region due to agro-investments, which has 

further led to resistance by women’s groups. Women depend 

largely on land use rights, hence dispossession has had a 

large impact on their livelihoods, resulting in mobilisation 

by women to resist land acquisition by large international 

investors through demonstrations and formal, legal 

complaints (Fonjong et al., 2015). In this process, land moved 

from the production of sustenance crops to production of 

cash crops, and in several parts of the Northwest, to the 

production of palm oil. This shift has jeopardised long-term 

sustainability (both economically and environmentally) in 

the region. A related phenomenon has been the increasing 

privatisation and monetisation of land that has been required 

for easily buying and selling land to private investors. In 

creating a land market, ownership of land has become 

fundamental, replacing prior claims that emerged not from 

ownership but from having “use rights”. Historically, even as 

there have been several gendered inequalities in customary 

law, one provision was that even as men owned land titles, 

women often had “use rights” and could keep the profits that 

came from the cultivation of land they used. As ownership 

has been made central to laying a claim to land and its 

usages, women have become increasingly disadvantaged. 

Among the owners, only a very minor proportion are women 

(Regis, 1998). As land owned by men has also come to be 

taken over for corporate uses, male employment has been 

largely relegated to sub-contractual contracts in production 

units, leaving them in highly precarious conditions without 

access to sustenance crops that they previously grew.  

These shifts pertaining to the privatisation of land and 

resources have had increasingly harmful effects, as they 

have not been balanced by government intervention and 

welfare provision. The regional disparities in spending 

and governmental welfare extension have been causes of 

increasing frustration for a few decades, and have resulted  

in long-term exclusions and inequalities. 

The initial protests that sparked the conflict in 2016, were 

conducted to raise concerns about the disparities in spending 

and the extractive practices of the central government, 

which was perceived to be exploiting the region’s natural 

wealth without commensurate federal expenditure in the 

region. These protests were peaceful and conducted by 

groups of professionals such as lawyers and teachers, 

who placed claims on the government for greater equality. 

These were met with state repression, and were followed by 

the imprisonment of moderate, non-violent activists who 

have been pro-federalism within the Cameroonian state. 

This strengthened more radical demands and factions 

(International Crisis Group, 2017).
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In an effort to curb the separatist counter-insurgency, the government has armed young 

men in the conflict-affected regions. These armed groups have since carried out attacks in 

the region. Separatist fighters have attacked Fulani herdsmen and stolen their cattle, their 

principal source of subsistence. In response, the security forces have armed Fulani groups, 

and the Fulani militia has raided dozens of villages since February 2021, killing several people 

and displacing thousands (Foute, 2020). In addition, local chiefs who had fled the region, 

are now being asked to return by the government, and are creating their own local militias in 

villages. The creation of militias in Cameroon contributes to increasing political factionalising 

on the ground, which further indicates the level of insecurity and violence within which 

everyday lives are enmeshed. While large numbers of men have left conflict zones and 

are now either internally displaced or outside the country, for those men who have not 

been able to flee, violence has become the means through which they can belong to a 

certain group, and consequently act towards securing their (and their families’) safety. The 

decisions within which men’s lives are constrained, points to the close relationship between 

violence and vulnerabilities: for those young men who are unable to flee (largely owing to 

financial restrictions), non-violent possibilities can be closed off, and violence becomes a 

key means through which these actors exercise agency and create a sense of belonging 

and participation. This reveals the urgency of action to curb increasing militancy and create 

dialogues that engage with different factions in the region.

What is happening 
in Cameroon: 
Localised gendered 
dynamics and resistances
Localised militant factions
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Masculine identities in the ensuing conflict have become embroiled and implicated in the 

enactment of different forms of violence. This linkage between violence and masculinities 

is not a “natural” occurrence, but has been created and inscribed within specific networks 

that require teasing out. The Rapid Intervention Battalion (Bataillon d’Intervention Rapide, or 

BIR) is an elite military unit of the Cameroonian Armed Forces, that was created in 2001 as 

a response to armed groups on Cameroonian borders, and has its headquarters in Limbe, a 

city in the Southwest region. The BIR receives equipment and military training from the US 

and Israel, and the US government has expressed support towards the BIR in its conduct, 

leadership, values and respect for human rights. The BIR provides support for US military 

efforts against Boko Haram and controlling illicit circulation of arms in the region. US and 

Israel-backed creation of the BIR has captured and entrenched the notion of masculinities 

The role of other 
states:  
Supporting militarised 
masculinities

1818



in Cameroon in a militarised context, in which violent, 

organised action is rewarded. This reflects a deep-seated 

failure by international players in Cameroon in engaging with 

men, and those practices by men that are co-operative and 

seek reform through procedural democratic means; instead, 

they end up allocating more resources to men who take up 

violence and arms, further incentivising a turn to violence. For 

instance, BIR personnel receive higher wages, better facilities 

and equipment than other units of the armed forces, hence 

having a privileged position based on their ability to engage 

in violence. This fits within a wider approach by international 

actors, which promotes particular forms of manhood that 

valorise militarism, neo-liberalism, an extractive approach 

to land over ideas, and practices about manhood and 

citizenship that are grounded in collectivism, care for the 

land, or that promote egalitarianisms and support women’s 

rights in Cameroon. For instance, the UK, a former colonial 

power, has not had a Cameroon office for the Department 

for International Development (now replaced by the Foreign, 

Commonwealth & Development Office) since 2004 (UNICEF, 

2020). Even though aid provision to Cameroon from the UK 

remains relatively low, British corporate firms are present 

across extractive industries in Cameroon, without paying 

due attention to the distributive effects of these economic 

activities. Moreover, British funding is also directed towards 

the BIR (United States African Command, 2016).  

This reflects the general mismatch of funding, which is 

disproportionately directed towards extraction and military 

activities, rather than long-term sustainable practices.

Another key player to consider is France, which remains highly 

influential in Cameroon, as it is in the wider West African 

region. France is a key military partner and supplies resources 

and training to the Cameroonian army. Economically, France’s 

role is even more significant, as it is instrumental in controlling 

the currency (through the CFA franc) and the monetary 

policy in Cameroon as part of the West African Economic and 

Monetary Union. While recently some changes have been 

brought about in the organisation of the monetary policy, 

France will nevertheless continue to have strong influence 

on deciding economic policies in Cameroon. In addition 

to this, France is the second largest trading partner with 

Cameroon (after China), primarily importing raw materials 

from Cameroon (Terretta, 2017; Irish and Bate, 2019). Initially 

the French government remained generally supportive of the 

Cameroonian government, however in more recent months, 

French president Emmanuel Macron and his government 

have been vocal in speaking against human rights violations in 

Cameroon (Trompiz, Vidalon and Russell, 2020). 
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However, no major structural changes in the  
interconnectivities between France and Cameroon have  

taken place to change current patterns in the crisis.



Demands  
and efforts by  
women’s groups

04
Resolution 1325 of the UN on Women, Peace and Security acknowledges the central 

role played by women in the construction of peace, and places emphasis on the equal 

participation of women in all efforts directed towards maintenance of peace and security. 

The National Action Plan for Resolution 1325 from 2017, further emphasises that while 

women are involved at some levels of decision-making, a crucial absence is in decisions and 

operations of the military, which have also been responsible for multiple cases of sexual 

violence and abuse towards women in conflict regions in Cameroon (UN Women, 2017) . 

Sexual violence has been rampant during the conflict in Cameroon, with over 4,000 cases 

being documented in the region in 2020 by the UN (Mwakideu, 2021). The documented 

numbers are an underestimation, as most women (and men) do not report the violence due 

to stigma, shame, fear of violence and lack of faith in the criminal legal system. Women’s 

groups have been active and vocal in voicing their demands and calling for peace. In May 

2021, over 1,000 women in Cameroon embarked on a hunger strike, calling on international 

actors to initiate and facilitate dialogue with the Cameroonian government and end the 

Anglophone crisis (Buckley, 2021). In addition, 20 influential Cameroonian women leaders 

petitioned the UN Security Council in June 2021, raising concerns about the conflicts in 

Cameroon and requesting action to restore peace. Their letter stated, “Over 10,000 of our 

people have died… over 1,000,000 of our children have had their schooling disrupted by 

the conflict. Gross human rights violations and the most ruthless violence is meted out 

upon our people daily” (Journal Du Cameroun, 2021). Their demands include release of non-

violent political prisoners, allowing access to humanitarian organisations in conflict zones, 

and negotiating a ceasefire with NSAGs. The demands to release non-violent political 

prisoners and for reintegration of former fighters are linked to a wider demand for ensuring 

alternatives to violent actions and behaviours for men. These are seen as necessary for 

men to have possibilities for non-violent societal participation, and to prevent their violent 

radicalisation. 
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Many of the efforts highlighted above are spearheaded by 

women and, as shown, often argue for men’s integration and 

long-term demands for welfare of children and young men, 

along with women’s interests. 

 

There are several key avenues for collaborative efforts 

between men and women in Cameroon. Prior to the current 

conflict, women’s demands for land ownership often found 

support among men in powerful positions, such as village 

chiefs and judges in local courts that upheld demands and 

efforts concerning extension of land ownership rights to 

women (Baye, 2008). Moreover, when corporate agribusiness 

was encroaching onto local lands, these were met by protests 

led by men and women in local communities, who were all 

negatively impacted by their loss of land (Fonjong, 2022). 

From the Gender Conflict Analysis carried out by WILPF 

Cameroon (Siri Wakuna and Ndongo Kitio, 2020)  men 

 in conflict areas are often perceived with greater  

suspicion by state officials, military personnel, as well  

as local civilian populations. 

As internally displaced persons (IDPs), men face the challenge 

of being seen as threats in the new regions they inhabit. In 

contrast, women are generally perceived as vulnerable and 

not necessarily threatening. These perceptions have changed 

relative gendered dynamics between men and women, as 

women now have a greater position to act in public spaces and 

perform tasks previously largely done by men, such as burying 

the dead or taking up both informal and formal employment.  

 

This further points to a greater need to integrate  

male and female IDPs in the new regions, both socially  

and economically.  

 

Overall, there has been relatively limited nuanced research 

on the role of masculinities in Cameroon, with most research 

situating men’s interests as somewhat distinct from those 

of women’s (Pemunta, 2017). The current crises reveal that 

these interests often converge, as men and women inhabit 

the same land and communities, and are now acting in 

collaboration against common issues of political, social  

and economic exclusions. 

The Gender Conflict Analysis (GCA) in 
Cameroon: Men and women acting in 
solidarity against gender inequality

22



05
CONCLUSION



Conclusion and 
Looking Ahead

The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda was included into the UN in 2000, when 

Resolution 1325 on WPS was adopted. Several additional resolutions target related issues, 

such as protection of women against sexual violence, ensuring women’s participation in 

peace processes, and ensuring the protection of women in peacekeeping missions. 

There has been some documentation of women’s issues during the current conflicts in 

Cameroon, such as their displacement, as well as some limited data on sexual violence 

experienced by women. Most data, however, remains difficult to procure, particularly in 

relation to men and the relations between men and women in their communities. Gender-

based violence (GBV) has been documented to be a well-known phenomenon in Cameroon, 

and most people are aware of it, as awareness programmes exist, as well as humanitarian aid 

that targets GBV and sexual health-related issues. 
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Existing measures discussed in Cameroon’s National Action 

Plan include training forces of law and order in preventing 

sexual violence, particularly through engaging female law 

enforcers, and including women in local governance bodies 

in maintaining peace. The NAP calls for committing to 

better integration of gender dimensions in emergency aid 

provision, post-conflict reconstruction as well as prevention 

of conflicts. In light of this, this report outlines the major 

structural gendered exclusions that have led up to the 

increased militarisation of force. This aims to shift this 

argument from seeing “women” as an isolated, atomistic 

group, to seeing how men and women relate with each other 

within communities, and how violence is enabled as well as 

prevented within these communities.  

This goes to show how closely men’s and women’s 

vulnerabilities are interconnected and require serious 

engagement, in order to address root causes of conflicts  

and their prevention in the long run. 

The efforts led by women and men on the ground (highlighted 

earlier) pinpoint how in several cases they work closely 

together, such as in joint efforts in resisting dispossession 

from land by corporate power, in the joint solidarity of men 

and women who refuse to participate in violence, despite 

numerous external pressures, and jointly participating 

through channels of local governance, as well as voicing 

grievances and concerns to international bodies.
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