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WHO ARE THE TIKAR NOW?!
DAVID PRICE

The Tikar of East Cameroun, with whom this paper is concerned, have long been associated
with the Grassfields through uncritical application of their name to certain kingdoms claiming
a Tikar, Kimi or Ndobo origin. This led to considerable confusion in the ethnographic map
during the first half of this century to the extent that, following the 1953 census, the Tikar
were regarded as the largest ethnic group of the former Bamenda Province (McCulloch, Little-
wood & Dugast 1954: 11). It now appears that there is no linguistic, ethnic or truly historical
evidence that justifies using the term ‘Tikar’ in relation to any of the Grassfield peoples. Chil-
ver and Kaberry have recently clarified the issue, stating that

“The claim to a Tikar, Kimi or Ndobo dynastic connection is a political statement, implying the legiti-

macy of a sacred kingship either by a claim to a ritual connection with Kimi in the past, or by a claim,

conferring prestige, to a connection at one or more removes.” (1971: 13 - 14)

They suggest that the British colonial administration chose to group together small political
units sharing such traditions in order to make them more manageable. This in turn engendered
further claims to Tikar origins from those anxious to share in the prestige.

Jeffreys, clearly annoyed by the indiscriminate use of the word, had previously tried to
write it out of the literature, concluding “the answer to the question Who are the Tikars? is
that as a distinct tribe there are no such people.” (1964: 152) We return to the question,
rephrased, in the hope that, by presenting new material, it will enable the ‘Tikar proper’ to
be brought into general discussions of Grassfield kingdoms.

The country of the Tikar is a rolling plain of gallery forests and small savannahs situated
11°10'—12°05'E and between 5°21"-6°21'N (see map, Fig. 1). There are approximately sixty
villages, ranging in populations from single figures to about three hundred, which are shared
between the six contiguous Tikar kingdoms. The seats of government are sited at Bankim, G&,
Nditam, Ngoumé, Kong and Ngambé?. The boundaries of the kingdoms have remained static
since the arrival of the Germans.

The land is trisected by the two principal rivers, the Mbam and its tributary, the Kim. The
Mbam separates the Department of Adamaoua to the north from the Department of Mbam.
Villages north of the Mbam are commanded by Bankim which is situated on the motor-road
running from Foumban to Banyo. It is host to a large immigrant population and it is here that
the influence of modern life can be most clearly seen. South of the Mbam, apart from the
Pygmies (Médza®) and several small communities of Hausa, all those resident in the other five
kingdoms identify themselves as Tikar (s. Tigé; pl. Métigé). Here, the country remains relati-
vely isolated with footpaths linking the kingdoms and providing access to the urban centres of

1 The fieldwork upon which this paper is based was centred on Ngambé and carried out between March
1975 and March 1977. 1 wish to express my hearttelt thanks to all the people who assisted me. In parti-
cular, I must mention the Social Science Research Council and the Coca-Cola Company Ltd., my spon-
sors, and of course the Tikar without whose help, hospitality and protection, this research would not
have becn possible. . , R .

2 The names by which thesc are known to the Tikar are respectively, K3?ma», xa?, Ndira, Ngwsme, Kw3
and Ndywe?dis.

3 Where it has been necessary to transcribe Tikar words the L.P.A. has been used. The dialect of Ngambé
is adhered to throughout.
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I'ig. 1: Map of Tikar country in relation to surrounding urban centres.
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Tibati, Yoko, Bafia and Foumban. Commercial links with the outside world are limited to the
importation of the usual array of trade goods: clothes, salt, soap, matches, machettes and
cooking utensils. Dried meat and fish are exported and in the last decade coffee has been
developed as an important cash-crop. In the main, the Tikar rely on hunting, fishing and
subsistence farming (maize is the staple) for their sustenance.

There is a high degree of cultural homogeneity amongst the six Tikar kingdoms. They share
similar institutions, systems of belief and social organization. In matters of dress and bodily
markings, the people are quite distinct from their neighbours, the Bamum, Babute, Djante and
Banyo. They speak one language, & tigé, of which there are four regional dialects. At this
point it is worth noting that tfumui refers to the dialect spoken in the Bankim area; it is only
from there that we have reports that Tdmi were the inhabitants before the Tikar came (Hage-
ge 1969: 16--18). South of the Mbam, the founders of Nditam were confronted by Djante at
their arrival,some of whom chose to remain and be absorbed whilst the rest moved further
south where they live today. [t is said that only Pygmies occupied the area that stretches north
of Nditam to the River Mbam before the infiltration of the Tikar.

At Ngambé, there is one lineage, the Mémble, which remembers joining forces with the
founders of Ngambé during their migration. It is distinguished by the special greeting that its
leader performs when meeting the king and the almost pathological hatred that its members
display towards Pygmies. It is the possessor of ngali, a secret society concerned with war and
mortuary rites, which is open only to male Mémblé and Tikar princes. Apart from these ex-
amples, all Tikar nowadays consider themselves to be direct descendants of a group which was
expelled from Mbum. This version of the beginning of the Tikar is currently most popular.

Mbwafwe? (God or King of the Ancestors) called all the Mbum and the Tikar together and commanded
them to assemble in one enormous house. All entered and watched while he imposed order on the
earth by dividing it with streams and rivers.

The Mbum watched without speaking, but the Tikar laughed at Mbwafwe?. He was angry and roared at
the Tikar. He said: “Tinkala!” This means in Mbum “Go oat into the outside!” The Tikar left and de-
cided that they would call themselves ‘Metigé’, the ‘go out into the outside people’.

There are other versions collected by myself, Hagége, Frolich and French colonial administra-
tors. They vary in plausibility, but all contain the elements of placing the origin of the Tikar
in the country of the Mbum and of the genesis of the name Tikar.

Continuing from this point, oral histories differ widely in details, particularly with respect
to the kingdom of origin of the speaker. It will be extremely hard to penetrate the precolonial
history. Traditions are remembered in terms of individuals of the royal lineage and events are
treated as moral issues, generally, disputes between kings and princes. They do, however,
share a core structure which is diagrammatized in Fig. 2 and can be read as a charter of the
formation of the kingdoms. What are disputed are the genealogical relationships between the
purported founders of the kingdoms. These are seen as expressing inter-kingdom relationships.

This is exemplified by the initial division of the party migrating from Mbum which left two
groups: one led by Tinki which went on to settle at Bankim; the other led by Gui€, eventually
settled at Ngambé, but after the establishment of the kingdoms of Nditam, G4 and Kong. The
people of Bankim hold that Tinki was the father of Guié and therefore their dynasty is senior.
The people of Ngambé state that Tinki and Guié were brothers so the two kingdoms are
dynastically equals. Ngambé remains autonomous whereas the other four kingdoms, although
politically independent, are ritually dependent on Bankim. For their kings to be legitimate,
they must be installed by the king of Bankim.
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Two important waves of migrations from Bankim are remembered. The first, comprising
three princes, a princess and their followers, gave rise to the kingdoms of Bamum, Nso, Ndi-
tam and G4, and from Nditam sprung Ngoumé. The latter three, situated south of the Mbam,
are considered Tikar kingdoms but the first two are not. The Nso dynasty does not qualify
as Tikar because the connection is through a uterine link. This raises the question of why the
Bamum dynasty is not Tikar as it is expressly stated that Nfdré was the son of a Bankim king
and this conforms with Bamum traditions (Njoya 1952:22). The Tikar ignore this paradox and
in general life, they refer to the Bamum as their nephews (ZS).

In the second wave of migrations, three princes left Bankim to found villages south of the
Mbam. Two of these, We and Ina, never developed into fully fledged kingdoms and are depen-
dent on the third, Kong, which is classed as a kingdom.

Next, the Tikar system of government will be considered. It should be emphasised that
although the Tikar kingdoms appear to have similar political models, the information present-
ed here refers specifically to Ngambé where it was collected. Other kingdoms differ, particu-
larly the names given to certain positions. For example, the kings at Bankim and Kong are
called tfimi and njakivo respectively. Mbwa is the term elsewhere, although, at Ngambé, the
king can equally be called niws,

The king is the titular head of all the land in his kingdom, rights to which he distributes
amongst village chiefs and heads of patrilineages (variously called mgbe or ntw3). When
the latter die, they are succeeded by brothers or sons but the choice of heir must be ratified
by the king, who also arranges the installation ceremonies. When a village chief or a lineage
head cannot settle a dispute amongst his people, he takes the parties involved before the king
whose judgement will be final. In return for land rights and protection, village chiefs and line-
age heads give the king tribute in the form of kola, livestock, cartridges and women, for whom
they expect no bride-price. Those who live in close proximity to the palace must also make
regular contributions of palm wine and corn wine.

The king lives apart from the village in the palace, free right of entry to which is granted
only to those who are known as menangws, ‘wives of the king’. This term encompasses not
only the true wives of the king, but the palace retainers. The king inherits the wives of his pre-
decessor, as he does the retainers. If his own mother is amongst them, she leaves the confines
of the palace and takes the title M5-mgba. If she is dead, then a matrilateral relative of his
mother is appointed. Her duty is to advise the king.

The leader of all those classed as méndngwd is a nobleman with the hereditary title of
Mjsfimgbe. His house is situated between the palace and the village. From there, the king
watches ceremonies that take place in the village and it is there that those about to receive an
important title spend a period of seclusion during which they meet ngwa (see below).

M3[imgbé is the only statutory member of a council of four noblemen who meet at his
house to hear legal cases. They make the judgement and pass sentence, but the council repre-
sents the authority of the king and if one of the parties refuses to accept the verdict, he can
take the case to the king whose word on the matter will be final. Or, with the king’s permis-
sion, he can elect to undergo a truth ordeal which takes place in front of the council. Again,
the king’s authority is apparent; if a person who has taken poison is dying, it is only the king
who has the power to reverse its action.

The palace retainers supervised by M3fimgbé are i. the wine-tappers of the village, ii. the
king’s personal bodyguard, and iii. the officials of ngwsbé, the regulatory society. The king’s
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bodyguard, metikpu (lit. the rats), stays at the palace with the king in time of war in order to
protect him. Each member has a title that refers to a specific duty. In peace, they act as the
king’s messengers and provide him with an intelligence network and a convenient labour force
for his personal plantations. It is regarded as an honour to be selected by the king for such a
role and an important first step towards greater positions.

The regulatory society, ngwsbé, is organized by three officials. All males may join after
circumcision on payment of a small fee. This is the point in their lives when they are consider-
ed to be moral beings and responsible for their own actions. The stated aim of the society is
the punishment or elimination of the king’s enemies. Meetings are held, to the accompanie-
ment of music played on ritual instruments, when the community is threatened or as part of
mortuary ceremonies for important people. D3a, the senior of the officials, receives his orders
from the king either directly, or through M3fimgbé. He ensures that punitary action is taken
against anyone nominated by the king. The king gives a goat to the society each time they
meet and M3fimgbé provides foo-foo. Members are able to seize livestock from the village for
their feasts; the officials prevent them from taking too much.

The meetings are held in strict secrecy but D3d also has an overt role of policing the village.
He can fine on the spot a person who is infringing any ritual prescriptions that are operating
at the time or for disruptive behaviour.

Behind the palace lies fimwa, the royal cemetry. Entrance is strictly forbidden to all but
Mandjé — the custodian and priest of the cult of king’s skulls  and &3 mbwds?, his aide.
The role of the latter has been to be buried alive with the king at his death, but it said that
this custom has lapsed. Both these men hold hereditary positions. When rites are performed in
connection with this cult, the king’s councillors (see below) and four wives whom the king has
inherited from his predecessor enter. The king can enter for some of these occasions but must
act humbly, removing his clothing and sitting on the ground before Mdndje. The king calls him
mbd, grandfather, and treats him with more respect than he accords anyone else.

Mediating between the village and the palace, there are two figures, Simamgb¢ and Mbu-
riumgbd , representing respectively the spiritual and physical aspects of the king’s power. Both
are appointed by the king and receive ceremonial chinstraps which are minature replicas of
that worn by the king, the supreme symbol of kingship, mgb!d.

Simamgbe, with his six aides, is responsible for the moral and ritual welfare of the village.
Subsequent to any serious event thought to be an abomination (ndwa), Simamgb¢ and his
retinue lead those directly concerned before the king and perform propitiatory rites. The
events entailing this action are i) the death of a person, ii) the accidental killing of a royal
animal (leopard, lion, boa or eagle), and iii) unusual occurences which are taken as signs from
the spiritual world, e.g. malformed plants.

Outside the palace, Simdmgb¢ presides over rites which are performed at set points in the
agricultural calendar to make the land fertile.

Simémgb¢ controls ngwa, a spirit-animal, which he calls from the bush to judge the suitabi-
lity of a candidate for high office during his period of seclusion. Male members of the com-
munity accompany this manifestation under cover of darkness and there is dancing and feast-
ing throughout the night. On these occasions, Simdmgbeé divides his time between officiating
and instructing boys in cosmology and questions of morality.

Simamgbé’s role is priestly whereas Mburimgbi has an executive function. He ensures that

the king’s commands are carried out in mundane matters and is permitted to use force, if
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necessary, at his discretion. In war, he leads the able-bodied men who have no conflicting
duties, and in peace, he draws a labour force from the same group for community work
such as canoe building and the maintenance of roads and bridges.

The roles and institutions examined so far can be seen to be essentially supporting the king.
Certain individuals, in particular, M3fimgbé, Mdndjé, Simamgbé and Mbiirimgba, may com-
mand influence over the king, but this depends on the personalities involved rather than the
formal powers of their positions. When it comes to decision making, the king meets with a
body of six councillors, the mékjémbwd, whose principal role is to discuss policy with him.
Three are senior and normally, they have spent many years occupying the lower positions
before being promoted. The king chooses his councillors from the group which comprises
the sons of princesses. Being related to the king through a unterine link, they cannot hope to
succeed him.

The extent of the control of the councillors over the king is hard to assess. Even when all
six hold an opinion on policy contrary to the king’s, they are unable to overrule and his
decision will be implemented by the administrative side of the government. Moreover, there
exists no formal mechanism whereby they can dethrone a recalcitrant king. It appears that to
do so, they must resort to subterfuge. There have been several cases of supposedly cruel kings
having been dethroned following appeals to the higher authority of the national administra-
tion. I have been told of only one dethronement from pre-colonial times and this took the
form of a plot between the councillors and some wives of the king. Together, they conspired
to murder M3ndzidzwa of Ngambe because he was making slaves of his own people and send-
ing them as tribute to the Lamido of Tibati.

Notwithstanding the formal limits to the authority of the councillors over the king, he
tends to heed their advice and not risk incurring their displeasure. An especially strong indu-
cement is the question of succession. Although the king chooses his heir, he divulges the name
to none save the councillors for reasons of security. To them, he entrusts the duty of installing
his successor and he knows that if he has made enemies of his councillors, they may not
comply.

The last section of the community which must be mentioned is the royal lineage. Firstly,
the princes, bwdmbwa-médwi?, are substantively apolitical. They are treated with great respect
by commoners, but are the archetypal enemies of the king. He fears them because one of their
number will inevitably take his place. There is mutual distrust which is clearly expressed. At
puberty, princes are sent away from the palace to the other side of the village where they
reside outside the first defensive ditch. They are cared for by the princesses. From this time
on, a prince will rarely visit the palace and he is accorded no place in palace ritual or govern-
ment. If a king should like a prince, he cannot display his feelings as this might lead the other
princes to kill him, imagining that he has been chosen as heir. Also, the ideology is such that it
is supposed that if a prince thinks he is the heir, then he will attempt to hasten the end of the
king. This tension, basic to Tikar society, induces princes to leave in order to found their own
villages. If a prince prospers outside his parent kingdom, he can return and demand from the
king the ritual objects necessary to create a new dynasty. :

As a group, the princesses, bwdmbwa-méji, are principally concerned with the continuity
of the dynastic line. They are responsible for palace rituals associated with the fertility of the
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Plate 1: Ngbaruma Felix, King of Ngambe.



Who are the Tikar now? 97

king and health of pregnant wives of the king. They supervise the birth of princes and thence-
forth occupy themselves with their welfare and education.

There is a ranked system of seven titles which are conferred by the king, and, once a week,
the holders visit the king to report on activities outside the palace. They are led by Mwdm-
bwd-®iwa who is also chief of all the females of the kingdom. She can call on them to provide
provisions for the palace and labour when necessary and she also acts as their representative
to the king. With Simdmgbe, she presides over the rites concerned with the fertility of theland.

In receiving their titles, princesses assume certain symbolic aspects of maleness. They com-
mand great respect from commoners and are entitled to hold land and be village chiefs. At
their death, ngweb5 performs for three days, not four as is usual for a woman of rank.

The final member of the royal lineage is the king himself. From the preceding paragraphs,
it is clear that we are dealing with a form of sacred kingship. The divine nature of the king is
symbolically expressed through the complex system of court protocol that surrounds him and
his association with the perfect number, seven. Villages usually have three defensive ditches
encircling them, but the one in which the king resides has seven; he is greeted by personages
with a seven clap salute;and, when it is feasible, gifts must be given to him in groups of seven.
There is a royal lexicon which is used for all activities and objects pertaining to his person.
Normally, he is referred to by the word for leopard, nwa?, but if on your way to visit him,
you must say that you are going to see mgbla, his ceremonial chinstrap. This is the supreme
symbol of kingship and can only be worn by a king who is a direct agnatic descendant of the
apical ancestor who left Mbum (see Plate 1).

It is difficult to say to what extent the Tikar system of government has changed since pre-
colonial times. The most significant difference for modern informants has been the addition
of the national administration as a power between the king and God. The king has been de-
prived of the power to inflict openly the death penalty, the right to which only he had posses-
sed within his kingdom. The other major change which is recalled is that there used to be
slaves. From Thorbecke, who provides the earliest detailed accounts, we learn little more,
save that he makes a distinction between ‘slaves’ and dependents. ‘Slaves’ were war captives or
criminals and were sold to traders or used as tribute for the Lamido of Tibati in the 19th
century. ‘Dependents’ belonged to noblemen but could not be sold into slavery. They worked
for their masters, but could cultivate their own farms and raise families (1919: 70). The mur-
der of M3ndzidzwa that was mentioned earlier probably arose because he was using ‘depen-
dents’ as tribute.

For the most part, Thorbecke’s data corresponds with what we observe now. He speaks of
the king as the supreme judge and kingship as a supernatural institution transmitted by blood.
He mentions Mdndje, the guardian of the royal cemetry, the cult of kings’ skulls, the king’s
councillors and ngwabé (1919: 70 ~116). This is not to say that these institutions have not un-
dergone changes. Indeed, it appears that at the time he was writing, the king’s councillors were
extremely weak in government. He states that the only person with influence over the king
was the priest, but it is not clear whether he was referring to Mandjeé or Simidmgbeé, if either of
them (ibid: 73).

The purpose of this paper has been to provide a brief summary of the system of govern-
ment of a people about whom there is little published material. Amongst other features,
mention has been made of a sacred kingship, a cult of kings’ skulls, a ‘king’s mother’, an ad-
visory council, palace retainers, a regulatory society and ngalf, the secret society open only
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to princes and members of the mémble lineage. Institutions with similar sounding descriptive
titles abound in the literature of the Grassfields. Of course, their particular functions and in-
terrelations in the political structure vary between kingdoms and over time. If we are to pick
out a distinctive feature of the Tikar system in the remaining space, it would be the high de-
gree of concentration of power in the hands of the king.

We have already discussed the king’s councillors and seen how they lack the authority to
overrule or dethrone the king. Although they may exert influence over him, along with others,
their formal role is advisory and they have no constitutional means of withstanding a deter-
mined king.

Ngwsbé, the Tikar regulatory society performs many similar functions to its Grassfield
counterparts. It has a policing role, it is an impersonal authority which punishes wrongdoers
and it performs mortuary rites for high ranking people. Unlike the regulatory societies of Nso,
Bamunka and Bafut, which Kaberry uses to represent the three main political models of the
“Bamenda-Tikar area” (1962), it cannot act against the king. Ngw3bé can be viewed as an exe-
cutive branch of government, under the control of the king. The king is at the centre of exten-
sive administrative and intelligence networks. With those who are regarded as the principal
enemies of the king, the princes, being barred from government office and delegation of the
priestly duties normally incumbent on a divine king, one imagines that a Tikar king is able to
devote much of his energies to politics.

Warnier describes the fon of 19th century Mankon in these terms

“His functions were mainly of a symbolic and ritual nature, and he had little decision-making power.
Besides, what decision-making power he did have was scarcely institutionalized; its exercise depended
very much upon his personal skill at behind-the-scene-maneuvres. .. (1975:453)

This description would not suit a Tikar king, rather, it is fit for a councillor.
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