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META POLITICAL SYSTEM

by Paul NCHOJI NKWI

_‘; My,paper,ié an analysis of.the Meta Political and Judicial .
orgggisation, more espacially, their method of confliect resolution.
Bgﬁéfe I present this subject, I will like to make a few comments
on this quest for a typology. Sometimes one gets the feeling while.
reading through most monographs that there is an imposition of
terms in Africa. This is the point Mr, Owono was trying to raise..
I think his position is valid and pertinent. Today the emic and
etic approaches to the study of cultures is very much encouraged.

We should d681bt from using pre“conoelved concepts and categories
in the descrlptlons of the. 1n tlfutlono we study. We should rather
try to understand the way people perceive; how.they relate; and '
how thoy cld&blf} their own. prerlgnces. This new approach whlch
has been qdopted by many scholars, should, according to me, be
adequate'for the estabilishment of any reasonal tyvology.
.iMy,subject is based entirely on thé studies made by Chilver
(1965) and Dillon (1976, 1977). Meta chicfdoms or villages are
found to the southeastern part of the North-Vest Province of Came-.
roon. They constitute a greater part of the present Momo division.
According to their oral traditions they reached their presémt site
on the pietéau from Widekun to the south, probably in the early
part'éf thegiast century. They migrated in groups of families or
clans searching for land. Although the different clans make a
geneological claim of close connection. yet there is no evidence
to show a close ethnic link. It is evident from a study of their
social institutions that inter»village'alliances ware formed by
the different clans just after reaching their present site. Thesé,
alliances .were established for several reasons.‘ Firstly, alliances
expressed their political sentiment; secondly, they also expressed
their reaction to the contemporary political ultuatlon. Their
synblotlc existence alongside more centralised or well -organisead
chiefdoms was bound to create¢ a new feeling of oneness and to pro-
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mote soclal solidarity. And consequently, they must have modified
or agreed to modify their older structures. AR

The Meta geneological lists are very short in comparison
w1th other Grassfield tribes. The longest list usually has four
to flve generatlons. These geneologies which constitute a network
glve accent to inter-clan corporatlon and help to consolidate tribal
unity. The names of clan or village heads or leaders are invoked
and this 1nnovatlon had the same functional dimension as the

genéologies.

‘It is speculated and rlghtly,so that the Meta chiefdoms
modlfled thelr socio- polltlcal structures after coming into contact
w1th some Grassfleld chlefdoms Territorially, the Meta country
is broken up 1nto valleys in which sixteen villages are found.

Eanh v1llage 1s further divided into small units or quarters.

Each village has its own chief. The homestead is comparativley
small, the largest being those of village chiefs having a struc-
ture of three to four houses. The compoundof the village chief

is usually ‘the centre of village activities. Within the village
there are a number -of patrlllneal descent groups or clans. Usually
1t 1s a res1dentlal un1t comprising ten to thirty households.

How was the Meta cauntry functioning polit4cally? What
is their Political system° Accordlng to Chllver and Dillon the
Metza have a segmentary polltlcal structure. Segmentation is a
pertlnent concept in the descrlptlon of Meta clan organlsatlon
Etymologlcally the word Meta comes from another word ta which

means 'to *catter or disperse'. 1In fact the Meta are broken up

into clans. Meta political structure permits the easy creation of
other'units A numbér of factors promote this process of segmen-
tation' The gradual transfer of certain pr1v1leges from bigger to
small units or llneages promotes 1ndepenoence and clan segmentatlon.
The extended famllles constltute potential 1ndependent segments
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The more the head of the senior clan treats the smallér units as
separate entities, the more they become independent and autonomous, -
and likely to break off. What are the privileges that promote indec-
pendence and segmentation ? Each head of the extended household '
must give his sons .the possibilities to acquire land and build. By
establishing a household a son enters a stage during which he con-
trols a certain number of persons - wived and children. Secondly,
those heads of: families or lineages who have -acquired a sacrificial
hut or shrine, or a libation hole, can and do acquire a position: -
of a religious leader. As a religious leader acting more indepen-
dently, he can lead those who believe in his religious authority
out offfhé&original=clan.z”. '
-Thirdly, sometimes the creation of a new lineage or the
sanctioning of & new segment can be effected through or by making - .-
a blood or a goat sacrifice. It is the head of the senior lineagc -
who presides over the official segmentation process. But when this
does happens, the two lineages concerned would establish an alliance,
usually a marriage alliance; that is the exchange of women..This
process-of segmentation by which a blood sacrifice is performed,
takes place in the. fourth or the fifth generation. Clans continue.
to segment as conditions permit, and they remain united through
alliances." ‘ '

. -How -does the village government functions ? Each village -
with its-multiplicity of lineages or clans has a council of senior
elders... .- The most senior of these councillors is usually the heéad
of the village- .. In some of the sixteen villages, there are two
sets of councillors: .the palace councillors and the Vil;aée ser- ‘v
vants:  The pgque councillors are title owners. The first of
these is a market announcer; the second is the organiser of the 7'
annual hunt. Some of the councillors are the guidance of war
medicine. In pre-colonial times they used to administer to fighters
the war medicine as a means of protection against both.physical:!
and spiritual injuries. One Councillor was the "spokesman'.. - He
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went, between the chlef and the people He was the sanctuary of”
the chlef‘s anger. He was a close relative of the chief. If an
1nd1v1dual annoyed the chlef the chlef could not deal d1rectly
with h1m. He had to go through the spokesman who acted as the .
1ntermed1ary He was sacrosanct when he was actlng as such. There
were also liaison offlcers who acted as 1ntermcd1ar1es between

the palace counclllors and the servants of the v1llage. The ser-
vants of the village were the heads of the different Junlor 1i-

neages

.It'does appear.that some titles have been diffused or
borrowed from the more centralised chiefdoms,'For example,/$§¥iet
announcer and the organiser of the annual hunt are common titles
in most centralised Grassfield chiefdoms. Another institution
which seems also to have been diffused into the area is kwefor.

It is a regulatory soc1ety wh1ch the Meta did not possess when they
reached the plateau. As a cohe81ve 1nst1tutlon, it is said that _'
'1t was repudlated when it was first 1ntroduced Today in Meta coun-
try, people say public morallty has fallen because of the intro-
duction'and utilisation of this cchesive 1nst1tutlon The Meta
polltlcal and 1deolog1cal framework rules out phys1cal force 1n the
regulatlon of conflict. Physical cohesion plays little or no

role in their judicial process. Grievances are ventilated through"
descent groups and covenants and not through the use of cohesive
institutions, such as kwefor. . The Meta are said to have accepted
the 1ntroductlon of kwefor, no+ for the regulatlon of conflicts

but for the performances of certain specific dutles such as the
control of markets and the establishment and contrcl of village
boundaries},,Kwefor, also had the;duty of preserving the oral
testament of chiefs.A Before a chief.died he told kwefor who his
successor would be It was kwefor that instructed the new chief

1n h1s r1tual and polltlcal functions. Kwefor also ensured that .
the new chlef went through all the different r1tual processes that A
made h1m a full and powerful chief. In short, kweforAplayed_llttle_
or no role in the JudlClal process ) ' '
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In the orlglnal Beta judicial process little reference is
made to med1ate or phys1cal force. Tt ‘is the moral or supernatural

to bear on the 1nd1v1dual, if the has v1olated the social norms.

The supernatural forces - Gods, splrlts and ancestors are believed
to punlsh those who have v1olated the social norms. Outside the
descent group Other forms of conflict resolutlons exist. Confllcts'
over persons of property, conflicts over livestock. People flght |
over raffia palms; people neglect to pay bridewealth. If a man
refused to refund brldewealth after a woman remarrles9 1t is
be11eved mlsfortune can befall the person and th1s will requlre

a r1tual process to settle In all these forms of conf11cts

_dlrect med1ate force 1s used There 1s ‘no 1nst1tuted cohes1ve
mach1nery to resolve these confllcts

The conceptzof'nggn_in Meta expresses the 'idea that the ...
guilty person in a conflict can be'and usually is punished superna=
turally. A person who stelas a goat will expect that misfortune will
befall him if he: does:not’resort to so ritual process. This mis-
fortune can he inflicted if the party wronged utters a word.:In.
Meta césmology ‘the "word" is so powerful that it can call on‘the
supernatural powers to inflict punishment on the'guilty.. Illness,
poverty, ‘barreness, accidental deaths are all manifestations-of
the supernatural punishments for known or unknown crimes. If:.a
person falls i1ll, he must re-examine his conscience to see it there
is debt unpaid; or if he did not pay fully the bridewealth of his
wife; or ‘if a person was killed by his 11neage man and no settlement
was - rltually reached ‘at. '

.Amon the Meta two types of supernatural dangers (ndgn)?' e
exist: the first type deals with the violation of moral rules and:;
the second concerns ritual pollution. According to Meta cosnolo—}“
gical beliefs supernatural dangers hang over every person.in'theﬂ~‘
society. IT an individual does not conform to specific moral
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norms, he will be punished supernaturally. If.a person beats

his feather or mother; o his senior brother, or if he commits -
adultery or refused to refund the bridewealth of a daugther who ...
divorced and remarried; it was believed the gods. would punished - :°
the guilty party if the offended party pronounced ‘a word (curse).

A word of discontent was believed to be so powerful as to provoke -
the anger of the gods and ancestors who could react by punishing

him with any form of misfortune. The complains of village leaders,
clan heads and quarter heads were also likely to produce this su-
pernatural misfortune - ndon.

" The other type of Ndon is one of ritual pollution. The
clan, :lineage or village can be ritually polluted by crimes con- -
sidered as unnatural. These include death by "ligthening, death
in pregnancy, and other symbolic acts of aggression.  Symbolic acts of
of aggress1on are believed to bring supernatural misfortune. Some
crlmes Lor acts pollute the communltd, clan or llneage ritually
and therefore requlre a long process of purlflcatlon.

; For'example, if A owes B twenty thousand francs and ‘does
not want to pay his debt. If A throws a spear at B's roof, it is
a symbollc act of apgress1on which indicates that A will not kill
B but A hopes that B w1ll by punlshed supernaturally ' Another"'
symbollc act of aggre351on is the destroyal of an enemy S crops
These acts all fall under r1tual pollution.

WIn the resolution of conflict there is the guilty and the
offended parties. These two parties cannot fully resolve their
conflict without: the involvement of the third party, the masses.

Let us, take a concrets example of homicide. If two persons fought
and one kllled the other, the first thing the common people dld

was to.rush to the compound of the gullty party, destroyed everythlng
and even burn down his house Th1s was a manlfestatlon of.
‘discontent? and dlsapproval of the act The second thlng that hﬁd
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to take place was the dlsposal of the dead body by a spe01a11st

No one was allowed to remov= the body except a spe01allst whose
fees 1ncluded a goat some vine and a fowl. If there were flve ;
compounds to pass by on the way to the burial place, the spec1allst
and his ass1stance would be glven a fowl by each head of those
compound

The relat1ves of the gullty party had to take precautlons
" in order to forestall any. supernatural mlsfortune that mlght be l:;
inflicted on them as a consequence. How d1d they avert th1s'ndon5.%d
They had to approach the ritual chief of the entire Meta country. s
In earller tlmes the relatlves brought to th1s r1tual prlest a
goat fowls and a slave ‘ The person who actually commltted the
hom1c1de accompan1ed hlS relatlves to the- chlef's palace. Slnce" ‘
it was d1ff1cult to obtain a slave, it took even month;before the o
guilty person and his relatives were freed from thls supernatural
danger. When he and his relatives came to the chief with the glfts,
he was taken into the -inner courts where his head, unshaved Fop i
months, was:ritually shaved. and a libation was poured. He was . :;.»
led out and handed back to his people. He was. now pure and freed
of the E}iﬁé,'ana the supernatural danger, ndon. The slave who had
been brought as a replacement of the man who was killed, remained

in.the;palace in the service of the chief.. : C L e

There are some basic reasons for which the ritual process
had to be: fully carried out. Firstly, the individual guilty person
had to play an active part.in the:ritual process because the su-
pernatural danger, ndon, threatened his own life. He could die
if he did not co-operate in the ritual process. Secondly there
was a whole network of social pressures. The common people mani-
fested their displeasure by the destroyal of property; his relatives
wanted him to co-operate in the ritual resolution besgause the crimes
could also affect them supernaturally; there was also the specialist
who could not dispose of the body unless the fee was paid. 1In a
sense, the crime had a vast social implication:' and therefore had
to be ritually resolved to avert the supernatural danger, ndon.
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' Aﬁong“theAMetag there are some conflicts which do not need
ritual purlflcatlons These include theft habitual w1tchcraft
long standlng debts w1th1n the lineage. Meta clans are localised
descent groups Wlthln whlch non-ritual polluted crimes are resolved. -
If a llneage man steals a goat of his kinsman, the matter will be
resolved within the descent group. It seems to come clear that’
kwefor was borrowed by the Meta people to deal with certain non-
ritual po]luted crlmes, and has continued to functlon as such
without necessarlly 1nterfer1ng in the orlglnal Judlclal Meta
process - '

In'conclﬁsion we can”affirmAthat‘the Meta political éyétem
was orlglnal segmentary and still remains 1arge1y so, éven though
there has been a tendency to adopt 1nst1tutlons dlffused from the
more centrallsed chlefdoms of the Grassflelds ' '
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DEBATS 3 la suite de 1l'exposé& de ©». NKWI

Pius SOH BEJENG

"Well, I have one or two observations to make on the exposé
of Dr.NKWI. I think the affirmation that the Metta came from the
forest area should be received with a lot of reseérve because, when
Chilver Kaberry and Dillon were making the statement, I don't know
whether they linguistic/cultural evidence to affirm this . I am
saying this because, presently I am studying the Ngemba group who
claim-to have come from Widekum or Ntadium, and it is the same
claim that -the Metta make that they too came from these two areas,:
Widekum:or ‘Ntedkum. : My Ngemba: -informants agree that the Metta
people were their neighbours. ® They were living almost -side by side.
A hypothesis which has been put forward,  fairly recently maintain
that the Ngemba from the linguistic p01nt of view are closely
related to the Bamlleke espa01ally ‘of the Mbouda area. They
Ngembas are believed to have entered Widekum,‘through‘the Fontem
area wherelvou have the Bangwa[groupg now iiving, ;So they staYed
in this area and the reason they advanced for leaving Widekum is
that the area was overpopulated and SO they declded to move a blt'”ﬁ“
into the grassfield area. And now when one 1nterv1ews informants
from the Ngemba group, they say we ¢ame from Widekum and they
start namlng the chiefs that have relgned or the ancestors.' They'
give you qulte a list. Some of the llsts are really long, others
are relatfvely short. Now if there are no special indications that
the Metta were a forest people,'could we through this hypothesis
not also presume that they too mlght have come from the western
grasffleld area that - 1s from the present Bamlleke reglon and
moved into the Widekum area and not’ finding that the place was
really convenient or the environment was good for the grassfield
people, they decided to desperse towards the area where they are
now. If there are no other 1nd1catlons can th1s hypothesis on
the origin of the Metta not be accepted

-
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Now after the great desbersal from Widekum, there was a
process of segmentation which Dr. Nkwi dwelled upon and I quite
agree. If you take the Ngemba for example as a groupe, they have
broken.up sinceinto fourteen chiefdoms. There was a struggle for
succession between the princes and each one of them having a follo-
wing moved, taking his followers and settled in another area, cons-
titute themsilves into a group, and the first thing they did
was that the leader of course, became the chief, symbolsof power
are immediately fabricated and given to him, and so they settled.
So that,you have these groups. both the Metta and the Ngemba, have
had a lot of fragmentation'since their departure from Widekum,
broken down into linguistic units or into villages with political
structures fairly identical so called big chiefdoms in the grass-— .
field :such.asMankon. Mankon is the point of discute..

They talk about tne geneclogy of the Metta belng short
Well there is one thlng After a peoole have broPen up from .
another group, there 1s always thls tendency to want to hlde the
fact that they were once attached to bhlS group of people So .
you.. come to the s1tuatlon whereyou have people w1th short gene*ei
logies: they cite six chlefs that they had before and the say
these chlefs came from Widekum whlch is a fa151f1catlon of facts
because, hav1ng broken away from a 1arger ensemble they want to"
Justlfy the1r polltlcal ex1stence They hide the fact that, at a
glventlme, they were once w1th th1s group of people And this JS
seen even the phenomenon of the changlng of the language People
break up and after a couple of years you flnd the group that moved
away speaklng a language that is almost ent1re1y dlfferent So'
t hese are some of the 1deas I would want to add to h1s expose |

.. Then there was 'a question he brought up prior to the
borrowing of the-institution c¢alled Kwifor. Was there any other
institution existing and performing the rule which'the Kwifor
is presently performing ? S ' '
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Well for the Ngemba area there are affirm very categorlcally

that there was an institution called the takoeng, th _played ‘the" SRR

Same role as koi. 'fo.does these days You know the roles _may not

be as complexe as the ones that the Kwifor 1s presently playlng but
there .was an 1nst1tut10ns,_takoeng whlch was exer01s1ng some of thef“ o

functlons oi the Kw1for at the moment Among these functlons one
can quote for an example,,’Captal punlshment"; puttlng somebody to h
death, for a serious offence llke murder or commlttlng adultery w1th
the chlef's wlfe, puttlng of 1nJunctlon on d1sputed areas ete. ”So'

these are Just a few ideas whlch l want bO brlngforth bO h1s expose”"f

M. NKWI Paul NCHOJI

"I want to make an obseryatlon as regard ch01ce of leader-
ship whlch lb seems to have gﬂven one of the maJor cr1ter1as which
is capa01ty'to control and to prov1de leadershlp whlch is also
determlnant factor 1n some suateless 5001et1es

' But I don't think it is a unidue-criteria”beCause you findi-oioa

that they’ are certain aceph= lou, societies -where leadership is also ' ="

heredltary th1s determlned on the bases of heredltary " The fact:
that even the leader of a v1llage that the group chooses”only”his"“
son e1ther the first or the second 'son and when they choose, that ‘is!

from among the sons, well that is the capa01ty to lead tHen playes it

also a centre role llke among the Tbos I don't think it 'is the son.
Any person who has ‘shown the capa01ty to lead can be chosen.” But'*"

blood relatlonshlp is not a’ determlnlng factor there, but in some
lt ls SR . . . . . . . .

M. DELPECH '~

U et . EERE N

- Je pense que pour le ‘cas que j'évoquerais plus tard; il y -a

une certaine ambiguité. I1 y a bien ¢Hoix d'un leader, il se fait :
souvent dans un lignage et parmi les anciens de ce lignage et peut
ainsi devenir héréditaire, mais il y a tout de méme choix.

PR
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Cosme DIKQUME

""Mon intervention souleve en ialt un probleme deJa evoque
ce matln par, S ﬁDoumbe—Manga il faut de temps en temps depasser.' _
les petlts groupes que nous étudions pour regarder les autres grou—f!
pes v01s1ns Nous en ressentons 1c1 1e bes01n S. Ndoumbe Nanga ‘
soullgnalt l'1mportance d'une cooperatlon en matlere de recherche
sc1ent1f1que, ev on peut ‘se, demander s il ne seralt pas necessalre
d'organlser des rencontres sysnemathue° pour tous les chercheurs
s'intéressant 3 la méme aire géographique". '

Paul NEKWI o

I w111 11ke to nake a few observatlons Some scholars who
have worked 1n the Grassflelds are making an effort 1n the exchange

of ideas and in the promotlon of comnaratlve studles. A colloqlum o

1s being organised on the Grassfleld political 1nst1tut10ns. This
coincides with the theme of this day-of our reflection with Prof.

Jacques Lombard. . The collogium which is due to take place in France . .

this year, will examine the. pre-colonial political systems of the -:
Bamenda: Grassfields. and the Bamiléké region.. Richard Dillon=hes,,.
prepared. a- communication for. that collogium from which I have drawn
a lot of inspiration for my present paper. Those who havehstndied‘,;
the so-called Widekum peoplesA(Meta, Ngemba) have not arrived at.

the same conclusions concerning their place of origin. .The peoples
asserted they came from the direction of Widekum.. They maintain

that Meta reached the plateau from Widekum or Ntarkun, as distinct
clans, and that ever since then the process of segmentation has
continued to produce more distinct descent groups. Dillon as well.,

as Chilver haye given a better analysis of this process in their
works. They seem to agree that the so-called Widekum peoples are
culturally and linguistically related".
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