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Abstract

Some entries in diaries kept by Mambila people in Somié village, Cameroon are used to explore competition for power. The diaries illuminate everyday occurrences and the small events which long after they have happened can be seen as part of a struggle for power in a small Cameroonian chieftancy. Once the struggle is over such events are disregarded and ignored, but their importance is not clear at the time. The power struggle is discussed in the context of other forms of Mambila dispute which are also discussed in the diaries. This provides a model for using diaries and other records to unpack the complexity of decision making processes in the wider African context.
INTRODUCTION: STUDYING THE INEFFABLE

This paper uses material culled from diaries as the starting point for an exploration of the minutiae of political competition. The diary texts which I describe below provide material from rural Africa, and I believe they parallel some of the cases discussed by F.G. Bailey in his discussion of academic and other committees in the West (1977, 1983). In rural Africa, just as in London or California, we can find the ‘tactical uses of passion’ as Bailey called it in his wonderfully phrased title. As I hope to show, there are some particularly Central/West African forms of competition at play, but I believe it is important to start by recognising that the phenomena discussed herewith have universal aspects. Competition for power and influence really is everywhere, a true human universal. This occurs, for example, among men in Highlands New Guinea (competing to be a Big Man) just as in the United States of America, and in Islamic religious institutions no less than among cardinals in the Vatican. In some cases the competition is overt and recognized, in others it is covert and discussed obliquely, as is often the case in academe and many religious arenas. To avoid misunderstanding I should stress that there is competition between women as well as between men, and I assume universally so. We may need to argue about the refractions of competition for power in some small-scale hunter gatherer societies, such as the extreme example of the Hadza, but even there (pace Woodburn) I think we could find something similar to the phenomena I discuss below.

I shall consider some ways in which diary entries provide evidence of social phenomena which are considered insignificant (and even sometimes disparaged) by informants. Small events mentioned in passing reveal their significance in the light of subsequent happenings (perhaps years later). A diary record can be used to counter both retrospective narrativization on one hand (the way history is written by the victors) and simple forgetting on the other. 

The study of the ineffable is tantalizing: we are surrounded by mundane events but their very ubiquity makes them hard to study. They are too common for people to discuss in general. Moreover, since the actors are concerned with the actual matters at hand, when they discuss events in general terms, they are wont to dismiss recur features of these events as unfortunate and regrettable hence not worth discussing (see Zeitlyn 2003). This paper uses diaries to explore some of the issues surrounding pretensions to power, using arguments mentioned in a regularly kept diary as evidence relating to a long-standing dispute about succession (in which the unsuccessful contenders are pretenders to the office, hence my title). Without the diary entries the history of the succession dispute would enter the ineffable minutiae of everyday life and not be discussed after the event, so be lost to researchers not present at the time. Diaries are complex entities as recent research on the genre has explored (see below); long after the day of composition diary entries give us an immediate handle on ‘how they seemed then’, and for example, enable us to understand how the situated particularity of this argument between these people played out in the longer term as part of a power play, in which a candidate for a hamlet headship sought to demonstrate his suitability for office. He was a pretender for office, displaying pretensions for power (hence my title). 

Although I concentrate on one small village in Cameroon the methodological point is general: contemporary records (such as diaries, meeting minutes, photos, videos and now blogs) provide important material to help unpack and understand the flow of events which culminate in change, in decisions being made. They provide means to understand the perspective of hindsight, and the account of the ‘victors’ (be the victory ever so small). 

Diaries and other forms of time-based documentation from rural Africa provide an important resource for researchers and one whose importance is likely to grow with the spread of mobile phones and other technologies. We are not yet at the point where text messages are used as the raw material for historical research but we should be alert to the possibilities they raise. Diaries may seem old-fashioned paper-based records but the analytic challenges they pose are the same as those of newer versions of record keeping, and they have the potential to add greatly to our understanding of lives lived beyond the ambit of the metropolitan centres in Africa.
CURRENT ISSUES IN DIARY RESEARCH

There is currently great interest in diaries and other forms of ‘autoethnography’ (e.g. Bochner and Ellis (eds.) 2002; Cole and Knowles (eds.) 2001). Recent works in subaltern studies, oral history and life writing have revealed diaries to be a textual genre1 of great importance, yet they remain under-used as an anthropological resource, especially outside Europe and North America. Even the recent explosion of interest in life writing and autobiography yields little discussion of diaries: only one contributor to each of Okely and Callaway (eds.) (1992) and Reed-Danahay (ed.) (1997) tackles the subject. Thompson and Chamberlain (1998) regard diaries as posing an important challenge to the traditional historical canon. For them diaries give voice to subaltern classes, principally working class women (see Stanley 1986) but also, in the classic pioneering work, to central European peasants (Thomas and Znaniecki 1918-1920; see also Chalasinski in Bertaux (ed.) 1981). Raoul 2001 considers individuals whose 'lives are saved' through the survival of their personal diaries.

Yet diaries remain a particularly difficult genre to deal with (see discussion in Bertaux’s edited collection). How are they to be taken? Fothergill (1974) discussing nineteenth- and twentieth-century diaries describes them as ‘forms of serial autobiography’, evoking Lejeune’s concept of the autobiographical pact (1989: 265). Another authority, Paul Thompson, contrasts this with ‘traditional journals of events’ (Thompson and Chamberlain 1998: 244). Such work suggests that, unlike autobiography, biography or novels, the combination of time-boundedness and the partial view of the writer makes their biases clearer than is the case in other genres. This has the paradoxical effect of rendering them easier to use as the basis for anthropological enquiry.

A special issue of the journal Sociology explicitly addressed the question of how individual lives relate to the social structures of their cultural milieux. Dorothy Sheridan (1993) discusses the contributors to the Mass Observation archive (of diaries as well as other autobiographical writings) and considers the complexity of motivation and intertextuality in such works: they are not ‘pure’ autobiographies but autobiographical texts written in response to, and in collaboration with, a research enterprise. Elsewhere, Swindells (1989) discusses this in the context of Hannah Cullwick’s diaries, written for Arthur Munby, her employer, literary mentor, lover and later husband (see Stanley 1986, 1992). 

Yet Hogan (1991) discusses diaries as, while not having a ‘feminine form’, yet having a feminine aesthetic. Her evidence comes from nineteenth- and twentieth-century Europe and North America. She does not consider diaries from the margins of literacy, nor those resulting from collaboration between writers and commissioning researchers (see above).  In a very different research context Corti (1993) surveys the use of diaries as a data collection instrument for specific purposes (for example in the Sigma Diary project to gather information about the medically important but difficult to study gay sex practices: see Coxon 1988-2001). Diaries are now also being used in work on HIV and AIDS (see Thomas 2007). This is a different type of use than has been applied either to Mass Observation-style diaries or to social anthropology where diaries have not been widely used. Notable exceptions are the work of Pat Caplan (1997) and James Sexton (see Bizarro Ujpán and Sexton 1981, 1985, and Sexton 2001) building on the earlier example of Simmons (1942). Sexton has been able to publish diaries written by one of his informants, Bizarro Ujpán, a Guatemalan Mayan Indian. He provides little commentary or analysis, which makes their interpretation problematic for a non-specialist. Nor does he tell us much about the editorial and translation processes involved in the publication of the books. 
Karin Barber (2006, 2007) discusses documents, including diaries, which survive by happenstance in Africa, documents surviving in the stereotypic tin trunk under a bed.2 Her concern is the complexity of such writing and how it cannot be explained simply as responses to Colonial administration and/or Islam or Christianity. Those religions introduced literacy, and writing was a feature of colonialism, but they are insufficient to explain why someone chooses to write, let alone what they choose to write or why a few people continue to write for decades: for example, Stephan Miescher is currently working on an extraordinary diary from Ghana covering more than forty years. This is an immense document which he was fortunate to gain access to, and he discusses (2001, 2006) the complex motivations behind its writing, as well how its writer used it in his lifetime.  Another example is the diary covering the first half of the twentieth century by the Ibadan born Yoruba, Akinpelu Obisesan as discussed by Watson 2006 and Olufunke Adeboye 2008 in this journal) 

The immediate precedent for my project was the work of Pat Caplan. She has worked with the diaries of her main informant on Mafia Island off the Tanzanian coast, has used his diaries, letters and her ongoing research to write a complex and multilayered book which gives a contextualized account of one particular family through the thirty years of her involvement in the lives of people from Mafia Island. The diaries have given her insights and a perspective not available to her even when she was on the island. In subsequent research she used them, as she prepared the book, to inform the analysis of her interviews and discussions with the diarist and with his wife, children and friends.
Inspired by this example (which I first read in the village in Cameroon) I asked several people there to keep diaries for me, mainly to see what this would elicit, rather than with any specific or clear purpose in mind. In one case my request found a keen informant, who continues to keep his diary, albeit under my influence and with inducements (I pay a small retainer for the work undertaken in my absence). Others who were offered the same inducements have written far less, and less often. I have had very little influence over the content, nor have I generally sought any (but see below for some caveats).  The results are closer to Thompson’s ‘journal of events’ than Malinowski’s ‘diary in the strict sense of the term’, but they are not entirely without commentary and personal reflection.
Specifically, I commissioned diaries from inhabitants of the Mambila village of Somié in Cameroon, where I have been working for the last twenty five years. I instigated their composition and the diarists are paid for their work, just as Arthur Munby paid for Hannah Cullwick’s. I am ‘complicit’ just as the Mass Observation directors were in the diaries they elicited. This complicity does not render the diaries worthless. However, it adds to the analytic challenge, forcing us to address questions about authorship and intention which have not been raised in respect of other diaries (or were only latterly voiced following theoretical questioning of the author’s role).

I hope that reference to the diary texts enable my discussions, after the fact, to be grounded in what was happening and what was known at the time. All history is subject to different forms of retrospective reconstruction. Diary texts, partial and interested though they are, provide ways to manage and evaluate the reconstructions of both the analysts and their informants. 

Elsewhere (mss) I discuss in greater detail the diaries and the personality of the writer of the original diary (who continues to write, eight years since the original experiment started) and other issues concerning literacy. The remainder of this paper focuses on some of the material that the diaries have enabled me to consider, in particular the light they shed on the play of politics at the micro level. A short introduction to the diarist is provided to help readers assess the evidence.
CHIEFTANCY AS A MODEL FOR POWER  
There are many different models for centralized rule in Cameroon. These include the Islamic sultanates (strictly Lamidates) founded after Adama’s extension of the Sokoto Jihad into what is now North Cameroon in the mid-nineteenth century, forming states such as Rey Bouba, Ngaoundéré and, most relevant to the Mambila since it is the closest to them, Banyo, within whose jurisdiction Somié village falls. Further south is the wider Grassfields region, in which are included such polities as Bamoun, the Bamiléké chieftaincies and the city-states of North-West Province, such as ‘Nso, Bali-Nyonga and Bafut. 


As well as the larger polities there are many other smaller and less centralized forms of social organization, among which the Mambila should be placed.3 Key studies for such polities include Dillon (1990) on the Meta’ (often described as being acephalous yet having chiefs: a point to which I return below), Geschiere on Maka forms of polity as they transformed in the colonial context (1980, 1997), as well as Edwin Ardener’s survey (1964 published 1993) of political responses to enmity and conflict and Koning’s work (1999a and b) on the new pressures on chiefs caused by the introduction of multiparty democracy. It is clear that Chiefship is a flexible institution which continues to change in response to circumstances. Warnier’s recent (2007) discussion of the symbolic and physical position of the Mankon chief establishes both a common set of ideas and ways in which these are put into practice (see Zeitlyn forthcoming and Geschiere 1993).

The challenge, both in the literature and on the ground, is to disentangle ideological formulations (how the system is said to work) from praxis on the ground (how the system works in practice: that is, if there is a system at all).  This is one of the basic points of political anthropology, and is particularly relevant to the smaller polities in rural Cameroon where weak political figures can be found surrounded by the trappings and ideology of greater power. I believe that this has always been the case and that, although the accommodations and changes forced on rulers by colonial and post-colonial rule have caused many changes, the pre-colonial situation included both big and small chiefdoms, and many of the smaller chiefs used the same ideological rhetoric as the larger chiefs without being able to act in the same way. The task of disentanglement is helped by cases of dispute when the parties themselves are arguing about legitimacy and the bases for succession to office. Hence my interest when the diaries I had commissioned revealed an example of pretension to office.

Chiefs on the Tikar Plain (of different ethnicities: Tikar4 (with strong chiefs), Kwanja and Mambila (both with relatively weak chiefs)) are unlike the Islamic Lamidates found further north, but resemble other political forms to the south. A chief is chosen from the many candidates5 in the royal family. In the nineteenth century chiefs of the larger groups fulfilled many of the classic functions of a ruler (dispute resolution, land holding, taxation and managing relations with other groups) and had a supernatural sanction. They fit standard stereotypes of African kingship or chiefship. That stereotype might hold true for the Tikar, but for their immediate neighbours, the Kwanja and Mambila, the history is much less clear. Crucially, both groups moved south in the nineteenth century and came into contact with the Tikar when they moved down from the Adamaoua and Mambila Plateaus. They appear to have adopted some of the characteristics of Tikar chieftancy6 yet they remain small and relatively egalitarian groups within which the chief can apply few sanctions over his followers. 

For this reason a better model for understanding them is the situation of the ‘Meta on the southern edge of the Grassfields. As stated above they are often described as being acephalous, by comparison with the larger chiefships with which the ‘Meta have traded. However, to call the ‘Meta acephalous is not to say that they lacked chiefs. Dillon (1990) explains how village chiefs were powerful and respected, but only as long as they did not ‘rule’ or ‘bear down’ upon their subjects. They were the foremost among the notables but could neither address the people directly nor act in their own right. Any attempt to do so would reduce the powers of other notables and so would be resisted by them.  Since the notables spoke for and acted on behalf of the chief he was rendered powerless to expand by the restricted powers vested in him. This case provides a good basis from which to start thinking about power and chiefship among the Cameroonian Mambila, despite all the obvious differences (Mambila chiefs can and do speak directly to the people). However, there are cases (from Somié’s neighbouring villages ) of chiefs being deposed for what was in effect tyranny. 

INTRODUCTION TO THE MAMBILA PEOPLE

The Mambila people live on both sides of the Nigeria/Cameroon border, mostly on the Mambila Plateau in Nigeria.  A smaller number (around 12,000) live in Cameroon, especially at the foot of the Mambila Plateau escarpment, on the Tikar Plain.  My fieldwork has concentrated on these groups, and in particular on the village of Somié. Based (contentiously) on the official 1986 tax census, Somié had a population of approximately one thousand. It has now more than doubled, mainly as a result of immigration by Nigerian Mambila. Self-sufficient in food, the villagers have grown coffee as a cash crop since the early 1960s (although this is of diminishing economic importance since the collapse of coffee prices in the early 1990s).

As mentioned above in the discussion of models of power, to the south are the Grassfield polities, to the North is the Lamidate of Banyo within whose territory most of the Tikar Plain fell. Yet Cameroonian Mambila on the Tikar Plain have a social structure which closely resembles that described for the Nigerian village of Warwar by Rehfisch (1972) based on his fieldwork in 1953. According to his reports Nigerian Mambila did not have the type of institutionalized chiefship found in Cameroon. In Nigeria villages were organized on gerontocratic principles, and largely lacked political offices. In Cameroon they adopted the Tikar institution of the chiefship, yet without introducing much other change. Rehfisch’s fieldnotes7 make it clear that in Warwar there was a sort of chief, in charge of ritual but without political influence. I believe that this formed the kernel of the institution now existing in the Cameroonian Mambila villages. The ritual chief provided a Mambila armature onto which the Tikar style of chiefship could be attached. 
The result was bolstered by the effects of French colonial administration.  This rubber-stamped the appointment of chiefs from the very first inspection tours in the early 1920’s.  It is uncertain whether the Chief then had the authority which he now holds.  Sadly, it is impossible to glean data on the point.  However, it is revealing that one old man when discussing the genealogy of the chiefs of Somié denied that Tulum, the founding ancestor of the Chiefs of Somié, Sonkolong and Atta villages who came from Mvɔr8, was himself a chief.

The institution of chief is now well established, and the independent government continues the colonial policy of underwriting his authority9.  This is held to extend over the population of the Canton of Somié.  

A village chief, in contemporary Cameroon, has a dual rôle.  Within the village he exercises authority, for example, organizing communal labor (most importantly: maintaining the road).  In his judicial capacity he hears disputes brought to his palace, acting as an arbitrator in the first instance, and as chairman in tribunal hearings before the village Notables.  He also represents the village before the external authorities, the administrative officers, and the gendarmerie.  Reciprocally, he acts as their mouthpiece in the village, reporting news from Bankim and decisions affecting the village.  He is, though, far from being a puppet

Although none of the Mambila chiefs has been appointed District Chief with the right to hold a “traditional court”, they all do, nonetheless, exercise considerable judicial power despite the absence of this title.  Moreover, their rôle is de facto recognized by both courts and police, who expect cases to proceed to them only after a hearing before the Chief. 
Unlike the centralized, hierarchical Chiefdoms (Warnier 1985, Nkwi 1976, Dillon 1973, 1979, Geary 1975, 1979) of the Grassfields there is no means of imposing settlement upon the parties to a dispute.  The Chief has no executive branch.  Mambila masquerades are not used by closed, ranked associations to fulfill this rôle as occurs elsewhere in Cameroon.  The authority of the Chief does not depend on the masquerades.  He is thus in a similar situation to the Paramount Chief of Ide in the Metchum valley as described by Masquelier (1978:266-270).

Literacy in Somié
To help understand the sort of document I am discussing we need to consider the state of literacy in the village of Somié. Elsewhere, I surveyed the different types of documents being produced in Somié (Zeitlyn 2005). However, that paper did not discuss the scale of the phenomenon at stake: it is all very well to know what sorts of writing are being created, but how much of it is there? The starting point must be the level of practical literacy in the village (Somié’s population is estimated at 3,000 in 2006). UNICEF10 gives the following literacy rates for Cameroon, for those over age 15 in 2000: male 79%, female 64%. The online Population Reference Bureau quotes literacy rates of about 90% for 15-24 year-olds in Cameroon in around 2000,11 which is not reflected in my data, and does not accord with my experience of living in the village (the national rates reflect the higher levels of literacy in urban centres). The official figures for literacy and for primary school attendance also strike me as inflated. In effect literacy is limited, especially for those aged over thirty. This manifests itself, for example, in the organization of rotating credit societies (dashis) where a young person is often drafted in to act as secretary. That some women-only dashis have a male secretary is some indication of the limits of female literacy levels.


My overall impression is that there is considerable variation: some people in the village have high levels of literacy, but they are still the exception rather than the rule.  In a sample of 178 adults in 2006 I recorded adult (over 18) literacy rates of 39% female, 69% male. Of this sample the youth literacy rates12 for the 54 individuals in the 15-24 age group were 68% male and 48% female. 

However, even these figures are misleading; in effect many of the villagers are functionally illiterate. Their daily lives do not require the skills which may be acquired at primary school so with time these become considerably eroded, if not lost. This considerably reduced the number of people I could approach to suggest that they write a diary for me. I discuss below the first and main diarist, who is male, born 1948. There are two other male diarists, one born 1970, the other 1973. Although I have tried hard I have only found one woman prepared to keep a diary, her writing has been intermittent and one of her notebooks was lost by a child.

INTRODUCTION TO THE DIARIES: THE DIARIST’S WRITING PRACTICE AND WRITING SKILLS

This section is based on my conversations with Samuel Kewaacén (a pseudonym13) and our discussions about his diary as a work in progress. Samuel Kewaacén has written diary entries regularly, sometimes one or two days in arrears. During major village festivals, or other events such as funerals, he sometimes makes notes on scraps of paper (often later recycled as cigarette papers) to use as aide-mémoires when writing the main entries. He also notes births, deaths and marriages on a regular basis, marking these in the margin with an arrow. Some of the scrap notes that I have seen concern these rather than other events. During periods of illness Samuel Kewaacén has written shorter diary entries, but not less frequently. As the samples below show, although conversationally fluent in French, his spelling and grammar are non-standard (as is my Mambila). When he started keeping a diary for me, the Protestant Mission project to promote literacy in the Mambila language was in its infancy, and I encouraged him to work in Mambila. He occasionally assists me in the preparation of Mambila transcripts from sound recordings. However, writing in French is less effort for him than writing in Mambila. We therefore agreed that it would be preferable for him to write in French so as to make it more likely that he would continue to make regular entries. Our choice (this really was a negotiated, mutually agreed decision) favoured continuity of record keeping over linguistic purity.14 

MAMBILA ARGUMENTS

I now consider three different sorts of Mambila argument in respect of which the diary texts have proved useful in illuminating mundane disputes.

Arguments in rotating credit society meetings

I have discussed elsewhere arguments which occur regularly at the meetings of rotating credit societies (Zeitlyn 2003). I briefly review some of the points made in that paper here for two reasons. First, because these meetings provide a mundane arena for the negotiation of power, and second, because I used diary entries to document this.

Rotating credit societies are not connected to longer established institutions such as the chiefship or the masquerades (Zeitlyn 1994). Their participants have the freedom to play (or more accurately, to play up).  In other words participants bicker and pick quarrels with more or less playful intent, there being little of substance at stake. 

Rotating credit society meetings can include men and women of all ages and statuses. The secretary is often relatively young and male, the president usually an older man. However, Mambila women can disagree with men in public and at rotating credit societies they do. Those arguing are the members. There are usually some people present who do not get involved and they may intervene to pacify disputants if the argument is not sorted out after a few minutes. The arguments typically last between one and ten minutes, rarely longer (although some meetings involve two separate disputes: one about money and another about beer). Non-members sometimes come to join in the beer drink, and can arrive while the money is still being collected and thus be present during the arguments. The audience (including the anthropologist) typically remains quiet during the society’s proceedings, although disapproving comments are sometimes exchanged about how poor a display is being made, particularly of people with a reputation as trouble-makers: the habitual disputants, as it were.  

The way that these meetings are organized is evidence of the openness of Mambila society. It is a gerontocracy and has a chiefship, but neither are weighty by African standards. The old are not pivotal intermediaries between the dead and the living, as described by Kopytoff for the Suku (1971). Mambila have neither corporate kin groups, such as are found in lineage-based societies, nor well defined ancestral sanctions. In the absence of many defined offices such as lineage headships, there is more achievement in a powerful elder than may first meet the eye.  (The case discussed below is about the succession to one of the few offices in Somié village). As was said above, the chiefship is powerful but it is not the all-embracing institution of the nearby Bamoun, Bamiléké or the Bamenda Grassfields polities.  

In rotating credit society meetings loud voices do more than just call for attention: raising one’s voice emphasizes the meetings’ openness to observation; it is both a demand for and an expression of social openness. Rotating credit societies are a relatively recent social institution and they usually mix both sex and age groups. Their very disconnection from more important institutions (such as family life at one extreme and the chief’s court at the other) means that they provide the opportunity to act competitively without much fear of consequence. In effect the rotating credit societies’ quarrels are an expression of wider competition in Mambila society. Thus they allow those intending to become respected elders to hone their rhetorical skills.  

In the course of working on rotating credit society meetings I used the diaries to document the progress and type of meetings and quarrels. In one of my few interventions in the writing process I told the main diarist that I was interested in rotating credit society meetings and the arguments in them. For a year he noted these more extensively than before. However, during my next fieldtrip I told him I was no longer especially interested in the meetings, and thereafter the diaries refer to them less often. The diarist clearly did not regard them as very newsworthy.

Having looked at one sort of meeting and argument as a type of political event, I now want to examine another form of social organization.

Conflicts over power

My next example, the smallest, and I would suggest the most ephemeral, is a quarrel about the organization of an initiative of the Catholic Church.  In the late 1990s the Catholic Church was establishing COLASC groups in their parishes. COLASC stands for Comité Locale des Activités Sociaux Cariatives, a locally based general development group supported by some national infrastructure.  The idea was that a local committee would identify and help those in their parish in need of assistance. The group leader was sent on a training course in Ngaoundéré on how to run COLASC groups. In 1998 the Somié group collectively farmed a field of peanuts to raise money for their activities. Their problems came to a head after the harvest and sale of the crop in early 1999. The group leader was accused of using the money for his own ends, and for taking his training in Ngaoundéré as affording him more power/rights than he actually had. In April 1999 the group rejected him and disbanded. In effect he was accused of behaving like a chief, using the money to further his own kin. I think this is the micro version of Bayart’s account of African politics, the ‘politics of the belly’ which has been widely discussed in African political science (1993) especially as a version of Banfield’s ‘amoral familism’ (1958). These sorts of arguments about how to organize collective action also contain the seeds of witchcraft accusations, a point to which I will return below.

In late 2000 the ousted leader managed to convince other church members that he was not operating a personal fiefdom, so some COLASC activities resumed but these were not mentioned in the diaries. This points to one of the problems of using diaries alone, without complementary field research. A successful meeting is less likely to be reported than one with rancour and quarrels. It remains to be seen whether COLASC manages to carry out any projects.

Diary Entries:15
10 May 1998 The COLASC group and the Catholic women’s group gathered to harvest peanuts. Marceline, the daughter of Guea Joseph, has given birth to a daughter and the wife of Tah has also had a daughter. The family of Yah Philippe, made up of Marmi Martin, Djidjo Ganfi, Wong Zacharé, went to the river to make a [fish] dam. 1 The Sainte Trinité choir group and the Sainte Channel group met today and all the groups from Atta and those of Songkolong met at Lingam to clear the communal field2 at Lingam. 
Commentary: 1Fish dams are constructed across rivers and fish traps placed within the dams. They last for several months, and family groups typically co-operate to build and maintain them. 
2Church groups such as choirs also have other functions, such as the farming of communal fields. Lingam is a small village some 10 km from Somié, about halfway between Somié and Atta, the village where the nearest Catholic Priest is based.

Pretensions to power

My final example is a different sort of quarrel, potentially more serious, yet for that very reason harder to document without the contemporary evidence which the diaries provide. In the village these sorts of events are not widely discussed for long, being quickly forgotten except by the protagonists. And they, in my experience, are not very forthcoming about them, usually for obvious reasons of partisanship.  With that slender introduction let me jump straight to the diary entries which provided the initial impetus for this paper.

Diary Entries:

9 March 1999 At Guembé where Yokoten {quarreled} with Issa from Mbar who has come down from Nigeria and they argued about a field problem until Yokoten hit him saying that he should see whether that land is his {Yokoten’s} father’s land or whether he {Issa} had arrived with it from Nigeria. And when he spoke, Léon the son of Papa said to him that he shouldn’t shout about this else there would be a terrible fight.)

10 March 1999 And as Papa had spoken but had not been listened to he sent a letter to the Chief and to the Police. And they came and asked what are they beginning to hear? He was beaten in front of his family. But since {Chief} Degah was there they took pity on him and gave him a fine of 30 thousand francs (CFA).

As we shall see seven years after this diary entry Yokoten was passed over for the succession to the office of ‘Papa’. This is the wider and continuing significance contained in these entries. ‘Papa’, the titular head of Gumbe hamlet, is one of the two chief-makers: hamlet heads responsible for deciding who will be the new Chief of Somié. The population of Gumbe is held to be descended from a sister of the first chief of Somié.16 Descent through the female line means that people from Gumbe cannot become Chief but are trusted members of the Chief’s family.17 Yokoten, one of the sons of a previous Papa, clearly aspires to the position but has not yet been named as such. The diary entries above allude to this: his offence was to adopt the role of senior arbitrator although the current holder of the position of Papa was alive, well and present. The diary makes it clear that this hubris was seen as more important than the original field dispute. Yokoten was passed over for the succession when his father died,18 and there were rumours that he was implicated in that death (according to some, by overdosing him with quinine). Indeed, this was cited by some informants as the cause of a fight between Yokoten and his younger brother Ngenengwe.  Following this fight he left his natal hamlet to live in a hamlet on the far side of Somié. Yokoten described this to me as being because of the illness of his children (implicitly caused by witchcraft).  However, others in Gumbe and Somié centre described this move to me as an exile. Several years later, after mediation and the performance of ritual oaths in which he swore his innocence, Yokoten moved back to the hamlet. Then, when the next Papa (Ngenedong) died in December 2003, fresh rumours circulated that he was responsible for this death. Such is the currency of political infighting in the village arena. This explains why an apparently trivial event (publicly shouting at someone) was taken so seriously: these are the actions of pretenders. Some other diary entries (by the same diarist (9 May 1999) and the female diarist (23 December 2000)) refer indirectly to continuing disputes between him and his brother after the latter became Papa, and enable us to track the ‘political campaign’ over the years in ways which are impossible after the event because of their editing in the light of subsequent events. Any retrospective account is changed by the outcome, so contemporary diary records are particularly valuable in avoiding the corrections of hindsight. When villagers talked of Papa Ngenedong in 2004 it was in the light of his sudden death in December 2003. Whether or not Yokoten was implicated in that death, he survived and his brother did not. Many in the village felt there was only one conclusion to be drawn: that witchcraft was involved in Ngenedong’s sudden illness and death (see Fisiy and Geschiere 1996 and Geschiere 1997 for parallel cases from elsewhere in Cameroon). The diary entries reveal some common ground between this and the trouble reported for COLASC (discussed above): aspirations to power, no matter how small, tend to be treated with great suspicion. As Geschiere has described for the Maka in East Cameroun (1980, 1997) life is treated as a zero-sum game in which one person’s success is assumed to be at the expense of others, who therefore feel defrauded. Other discussions of witchcraft in Cameroon make it clear that such attitudes are widely distributed (Rowlands & Warnier 1988, Fisiy & Rowlands 1989, Pool 1994, Fisiy & Geschiere 1996). Parenthetically, it should be noted that by December 2004 no successor to Papa was in place. I was told that Yokoten had been selected in principle but that he was too ill to be installed (he was then 200 km away at hospital in Foumban after having had surgery). Having been told this by several people, I was surprised on 2 January 2005 when Mvulu Jonas was formally made Papa in time to participate in the Ŋgwun ritual19 which was scheduled for 10 January 2005. Many residents of Somié told me they were also surprised by this choice. I was told that the decision was made by a meeting of people from Gumbe with the Chief after a small group of seniors had failed to come to a decision (it was emphasized to me that divination was not performed to assist this decision-making process, divination being reserved for the choice of the chief). Following this meeting, the ritual leaders (mgbe leh who organize the Ŋgwun rite) were told whom to install as Papa. Insofar as the decision-makers were prepared to make any comment on their decision, it was that Yokoten was not well enough to return in time to participate in Ŋgwun, so his state of health swayed their decision. Some informants took this to imply that the decision-makers saw his state of health as a verdict of complicity in the preceding deaths. It may be fairer to see it, as another of my Mambila friends put it, that it was fate (sàgà in Mambila20): had he recovered in time to return to the village, he would have been chosen. By not returning he missed his chance. So history is made. 
CONCLUSIONS

The diary entries quoted above contain information about things rarely considered in conventional anthropological reports. They reveal the continuous play of petty annoyance, discord and pleasure which make up everyday life. For all the interest in this, we have few tools for analysing the ebb and flow of mundane events. The case study method of the Manchester school (let alone the social dramas studied by Victor Turner) uses a few salient examples to make general anthropological points. However, diaries report events which are considered neither salient nor very interesting by the local population (see discussion in Zeitlyn 2003 of how informants are dismissive of questions about recurrent arguments). 

One response would be to try to systematize the information in the diaries, compiling a database of the events reported. Yet this cannot be contemplated without addressing the issue of sampling.  Certainly this is a problem: what one individual chooses to report is sure to vary from time to time, and is bound to be affected by the involvement of the writer in the events reported. Yet these are the very problems which make diaries so fascinating. They are not and do not claim to be objective samples. They challenge us to cope with the situated particularity of their authors.

They invite further research and exploration which can resolve the frustration of reading, for example, early European diarists, as well as other rare historical sources. More than three hundred years after it was written, Pepys’ diary21 is often the only source available for the events mentioned, despite the exemplary historical detective work and archival research by his diary editors. Reading an account by Pepys of an argument on a certain day in seventeenth-century London, often we can only discover its outcome if he later describes it in the diary. 

The situation is different for contemporary diaries, such as those I have commissioned in Somié: follow up research is possible. The slender entry above about Yokoten exemplifies this. It provided the starting point for an exploration of pretensions to political power which are usually unvoiced, but which influence subsequent events. Such matters are too trivial for informants to mention them to researchers at the time: they only become important in the light of subsequent events. The daily grind of diary writing anticipates and enables the revisiting of these slender beginnings (for example, the pretensions to power in the case of Yokoten) made salient by hindsight. Thus, the diary text is both a historical record and a starting point for research.
Across contemporary Africa a range of material is being created which provides similar starting points to the commissioned diaries which I have considered here. Although the number remains small especially in sub-Saharan Africa some blogs are being written, text messages sent, and more and more digital photographs are being made available (to date mainly by tourists but increasingly on mobile phones by Africans for Africans). For all these types of material, my most general methodological point applies: records made at specified points in time may provide pointers and help uncover processes which later accounts obscure either because they are seen as not worth mentioning or because of the way history is written by the victors. Of course these records (like all records) are incomplete and biased but they provide means to unpack some of the complexity of the processes through which larger (more conventionally newsworthy) events arise.

NOTES

1 Such is the extent of variation among different types of diary, it could be argued that there is conceptually more than one genre here. I will leave these arguments for literary theoreticians to debate.

2 In an earlier paper (2005) I surveyed the types of document to be found in a rural African village and their distribution, considering (inter alia) the documents which Barber discusses.
3 I should make it clear that I am not attempting to establish a typology of Cameroonian chieftaincies, but rather providing some examples of the kind and range of variation which exists, to help readers position the Mambila case.

4 To clarify, I use the term Tikar, not to refer to the polities in the Grassfields which trace a Tikar ancestry for their royal families, but to refer to the immediate neighbours of the Mambila, the Tikar of the Tikar Plain based in Bankim, Ngambe Tikar (Price 1985, 1987) and other small towns such as Tcinji near Magba, studied by Mathilde Annaud (1997, 2000a, 2000b). 
5 The Chief is selected by two non-royal seniors from the sons and grandsons of previous Chiefs. One of the king makers is ‘Papa’ the position being contended for in the case considered here (see Zeitlyn 1990 for more detail).

6 Thus paralleling on a much smaller scale, the history of Bali-Nyonga.

7 These are available to readers as part of the Experience Rich Anthropology project http://era.anthropology.org.uk/.

8 The site of Mvɔr is at the top of the escarpment of the Mambila Plateau(very close to the international border). The chiefs of the three main Mambila villages in Cameroon all trace their origins to this site, which is now abandoned.
9As a “chief -third class” he is entitled to a monthly governmental salary.

10http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/cameroon_statistics.html#5 (date of access 25 October 2005).
11 Population Reference Bureau 2005 Women of Our World p. 9. Source: http://www.prb.org/womenofourworld/ date of access 25 October 2005.
12 Percent literate ages 15-24: UNESCO defines literacy as the ability, with understanding, both to read and write a short simple statement about one’s everyday life.
13 I have had several conversations with him (and the other diarists) about the ethical position of the research and possible publication. We have agreed to anonymise the diarists and that I must be careful that any published extracts will not be prejudicial to them. 

14 A comment from a referee leads me to add that, in my opinion, the results would not have been different had it been practical to record a spoken language audio diary rather then requiring the record to be written. In this case the important issue is the contemporary record rather than the effects of literacy. When generalizing, and in other cases, we need to be alert to literacy effects.   

15 The diary texts are my translations of French originals. 

16 Or a brother according to other informants, although that account does not explain their lack of eligibility for the chiefship.
17 The other chief-maker is the head of the Njerup, (Wajiri Bi at the time of these diary entries), the Mambila group who invited the Chief’s people to assist them in a local war and are thereby held to have ceded the chiefship.
18 In March 2006. A senior informant calls it exile: after Yokoten had fought with his father (Njaibi) his father said he should never become Papa (in effect, disinheriting him). 

19 Ŋgwun is held biennially, it is the coronation ritual for the chief. In the regular performance the chief renews his oath of office, and the ritual is taken to revitalize the village.
20 This is not to be taken in a fully deterministic sense, an alternative reading could use the word ‘chance’. The Mambila term sums up his bad luck, and the sense of the fixity of the past, without necessarily evoking its preordination.

21 Samuel Pepys was an administrator in the British Navy Office and kept a diary for the period 1658-1669. It is celebrated for its detail both of office politics and of his sexual life. Kept in an early form of shorthand, an unexpurgated transcription was published for the first time in the 1970s.
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