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In June 2004, Cameroon came to a virtual standstill for close to a week following a rumor that President 

Paul Biya had died in Switzerland. This was just another in a long series of rumors that appear with 

mathematical regularity on the Cameroonian socio-political scene. Without doubt, rumor, popularly 

referred to as Radio trottoir (sidewalk radio), is part and parcel of Cameroonian life. And, it is driven by 

the absence of trustworthy information from the official channels of communications and the need of the 

masses to be informed about key events and personalities. 

 

Today, as Cameroonians ponder over the social, legal and ethical dimensions of the publication of the 

names of alleged “homosexuals of the Republic” and “billionaire civil servants”, it is necessary to take a 

closer look at the role and place of political rumor in Cameroon. Why does it have such a powerful force 

in the country? Why are Cameroonians so readily inclined to believe rumors about those in high places – 

or to propagate them even when they are not certain about their veracity?  

 

I will try to respond to these questions by drawing from a chapter in Francis Nyamnjoh’s 

groundbreaking publication on the media in Cameroon titled "Africa's Media, Democracy and the 

Politics of Belonging" – a must-read for anyone interested in the interplay between the media (private 

and public), the public and the political elite in Africa. 

 

In a chapter titled “Creative appropriation of ICTs, rumour, press cartoons and politics” (pp. 204-230), 

Nyamnjoh states that in Cameroon, rumor is “is arguably the most popular source of information both 

for the private press and for the information-starved public". He argues that rumor has become an 

ubiquitous and legitimate source of information because of "the rigid control of information and 

communication by the power elite": 
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Thus rumour, far from being something essentially negative and false – to be rejected as 

unaccountable and unconfirmed and not to be romanticised, is like the voice of the voiceless 

seeking to challenge passivity and the oppressive discourses of officialdom. Rumour, Bourgault 

observes, ‘is underground news, an alternative to the official press, which is tedious, censored, 

uninformative, and often unintelligible’, and as such, is a ‘free and uncontrolled “medium”’, to 

which ‘everyone is a potential contributor’. 

 

Purpose of Political Rumor 

Rumor, according to Nyamnjoh, serves many purposes in Africa. It is a method of interpreting and 

understanding events and issues, a tool for promoting alternative truths to government dogma, a counter-

power to government oppression, and, finally, a weapon for the derision and mockery of the power elite. 

 

Because all official channels of communications offer information which the public rarely finds 

credible, rumor is used to discuss and propagate alternative narratives of events and issues. Hence, 

"Rumour, far from being falsehood because not confirmed or accounted for, is the undoctored counter-

truth of citizens questioning life at the margins of state power and skewed indicators of 

newsworthiness.” In this context, rumor should not be viewed “… as falsehood but as the emergence 

and circulation of information that is either not yet confirmed publicly or refuted by official sources; 

rumour as a sort of ‘black market for information’, seeking to provide understanding of important events 

on which the official sources are silent". 
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In the West, the media is commonly referred to as the fourth estate whose duty is to protect democracy 

and defend the public interest. In Cameroon, the private media serves as the 4th estate only to the extent 

that it has the ability to frame national discourse on key issues, especially those that the government 

would rather ignore or avoid. Political rumor in Cameroon like in most of Africa, plays a similar role, 

serving as a 5th estate working in tandem with the 4th to prove, by all means necessary, that the King and 

all the King’s men have no clothes. The current national debates on corruption and homosexuality stem 

from this symbiosis. Whether the rumors are true or not is largely irrelevant in this context. As 

Nyamnjoh points out: 

 



radio trottoir has proved effective not only as a vehicle for popular and informal discussion of 

power and current affairs by urbanites in particular but also as a counter-power: the ‘poor 

person’s bomb’ or the ‘weapons of the powerless’ in the face of government’s arbitrariness, 

water cannons, tear gas and guns. Usually in the form of ‘anecdotical gossip’, radio trottoir 

serves the poor as ‘a phenomenon of revenge and a rebuttal of censorship’ against ‘the 

totalitarian discourse of the Party-State’, often through the display of ‘an extraordinary verbal 

creativity’ rich in humour, parody, and irony. 

 

Finally, rumor in its most potent form is used as a tool to ridicule, demystify and cut the ruling class 

down to size. As Nyamnjoh states: 

 

"Wherever it has been studied, radio trottoir (epitomised by rumour and political derision) has 

proved itself the perfect medium of communicating dissent and discussing the powerful in 

unflattering terms… Through ridicule… ordinary people can tame, shut up and render powerless 

state power. The autocrat thus stripped of his aura or magic, becomes domesticated - a mere idol, 

a familiar friend or a member of the family as much for the ruled as for the rulers".  

 

The powerless majority, whom the French refer to as “le petit peuple”, thrive on rumor because of its 

ability to humiliate and demonize their oppressors. From this perspective, the recent "gay outing" of the 

Cameroonian jet set was a veritable “weapon of mass destruction” particularly in an environment where 

popular imagery views homosexuality as an act of “submission and enslavement” to occult forces rather 

than the result of natural predisposition. In this context the list published by l'anecdote becomes, “a list 

of shame” as one analyst puts it – shame that stems from the supposed humiliating moral and sexual 

compromises that the elite have allegedly made in order to be rich and powerful. As far as the silent 

majority is concerned, the price that the elite have allegedly paid in order to be part of that exclusive 

club is simply too humiliating and morally repugnant. In such circumstances, they cannot help but feel 

morally superior to, and more dignified than, the “pitiful sex slaves” who lord over them.  

 

The role of the press: 
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So how do we explain the role of the press in what Kasoma has described as “muckraking journalistic 

exploits, libeling, invading privacy… and …‘vendetta journalism’”? Without justifying (in fact 



condemning) the excesses of the private press in Cameroon and Africa, Nyamnjoh nonetheless puts its 

actions - “which may appear bizarre and highly implausible to Western reporters and readers” - in 

context:  
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That the press often readily sacrifices its cannons of rigorous investigation, objectivity and proof 

(à l’occidentale) is also indicative, I would argue, of a journalism under constant pressure to be 

grounded in the popular epistemologies of African societies, where reality is not simply a 

question of appearances and truth not always what is legitimated by ‘official’ or ‘confirmed’ 

sources. 


