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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Haven or hell? Discordant representations of Johannesburg
in testimonies of Cameroonian forced migrants

Ernest Pineteh*

Faculty of Informatics and Design, Cape Peninsula University of Technology,
Cape Town, South Africa

(Received 1 April 2009; final version received 8 September 2009)

This article examines the way Cameroonian forced migrants in Johannesburg attempt to
represent the city in a collection of testimonies about their exilic experiences.
It critically investigates how these experiences are used as a prism through which forced
migrants formulate impressions about this post-apartheid space. The article seeks to
scrutinise Cameroonian reconstructions of Johannesburg in two distinct registers: a
socio-political space defined by the politics of exclusion, rejection and disillusionment
and an economic space with endless opportunities for economic growth. The article is
therefore an analysis of the way subjective and collective experiences of displacement
have forged a slew of discrepant impressions about post-apartheid Johannesburg and
how these discrepant migrant narratives are brought to bear on broader discourses such
as the construction of identity, politics of space and the construction of memory.
The article is framed around the conceptual premise that the asymmetrical renditions
produced by Cameroonians emerge from the hallmarks of post-apartheid Johannesburg
such as xenophobia, nativism and racism as well as visible economic possibilities.

Keywords: Johannesburg; Cameroon; forced migrant; xenophobia; testimony; post-
apartheid

Introduction

Johannesburg’s complex political and socio-economic configurations have contributed

significantly in shaping the global image of post-apartheid South Africa (Morris 1999 and

Tomlinson et al. 2003). These configurations reflect ‘the long decades of grand

apartheid . . . [and] the process of rethinking Johannesburg’ (Tomlinson et al. 2003, p. ix).

More than a decade after the demise of apartheid, Johannesburg still has images and

memorabilia of the regime, especially in terms of its architectural outlook, which still

exhibits ‘partitions within well-defined spaces with clear protective boundaries so as to

avoid the disruptive effects of real or potentials of race mixing’ (Mbembe and Nuttall 2004,

p. 386). It is still segmented by the multiplication of boundaries and barriers with visible

markers that were designed by the apartheid administration to separate people from people

(Mbembe and Nuttall 2004). Today, Johannesburg still emerges prominently as a highly

class-structured city ‘shaped by the intertwined realities of bare life (mass poverty), the

global logic of commodities, and the formation of a consumer public’ (Mbembe and Nuttall
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2004, p. 374).1 Despite Johannesburg’s complex dynamics, the city has somehowmanaged

to position itself as Africa’s main migration destination in recent times, ‘opening [it] up as a

space for the experiences of displacement, substitution and condensation’ and also making

‘it especially compelling as an object of study’ (Mbembe 2004, p. 367). Moreover, these

dynamics have also compelled black South Africans ‘to reimagine Johannesburg not as

belonging to all South Africans or to them alone but shared with others in a new African

cosmopolitanism’ (Tomlinson et al. 2003, p. xiii).

In this article, I attempt to explore the way Cameroonian forced migrants in

Johannesburg unlock and represent this complex city. The article draws on a collection of

oral testimonies2 about Cameroonians’ personal and collective tribulations in exile,

generalised conditions of homelessness and the politics of migration in the South Africa

context. The fulcrum of the article seeks to fathom the imaginative ways Cameroonians

retell their Johannesburg experiences and how they represent the eccentricity of city in

migrant testimonies. It also attempts to chart Cameroonians’ bodily and imaginary

connections to exile, teasing out how a transnational space like Johannesburg is

experienced and constructed through ‘the intersection of historical time’ and different

strategies of remembering (Kanneh 1998, p. 109).

The article argues that Cameroonian testimonies about Johannesburg are both the

reproduction of familiar exilic narratives about the city and the prism through which

Cameroonians reconstruct personal and collective histories of a community in exile and

memories of their fractured lives in their homeland. The hallmark of the article is therefore

the way it attempts to understand and interpret subjective reconstructions of spaces in exile

and ‘how diaspora consciousness is shaped in the host country through specific texts,

discourses, practices and institutions’ (Duarte 2005, p. 316).

The Cameroonian community in Johannesburg

The years after the first democratic elections in South Africa have been characterised by an

increasing influx of Cameroonians into South Africa. They enter South Africa on visitor

visas or clandestinely as forced migrants allegedly fleeing political and ethnic persecution

in Cameroon. Therefore, there are two main categories of Cameroonians in Johannesburg:

economic migrants and asylum-seekers/refugees or forced migrants (Pineteh 2007). In the

context of South Africa, the latter is an untenable categorisation, especially considering

the relatively serene socio-political atmosphere in Cameroon and the United Nations High

Commission for Refugees’ definition of an asylum-seeker. However, Cameroonians who

have lodged applications for asylum have ingeniously fashioned their individual stories in

a compelling way. Some of these stories have managed to persuade the South African

Department of Home Affairs to grant refugee status to Cameroonians, contrary to the

recurring claim by the same department that Cameroon is not a refugee-producing country.

These contradictions make the Cameroonian case a compelling one, positioning the

community as an object of academic inquiry in South African universities.3

Although the Department of Home Affairs can provide numerical records of

Cameroonians in the country, it is however difficult for the department to give accurate

statistics of those who have applied for political asylum in the city of Johannesburg only

for the following reasons: (1) the Department of Home Affairs seems to archive only

records of all Cameroonians in South Africa without a statistical breakdown of the number

in each city; (2) some Cameroonians have emigrated to other countries without canceling

their applications for asylum; (3) others have decided to change their status through

marriage with South Africans, by so doing annulling or simply abandoning the process
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of applying for political asylum; and (4) the department has been plagued by corruption,

lack of skilled human resources and modern technology. These factors have impeded the

formulation and implementation of clear-cut mechanisms to determine the exact number

of asylum-seekers in every South African city.

Nevertheless, Johannesburg remains the main habitation for Cameroonian forced

migrants in South Africa, regardless of the fact that the figures in most studies about

Cameroonians tend to ‘vary greatly and often are based on conjecture’ (De Fina 2003,

p. 32). For example, Timngum (2001) and Pineteh (2005), two empirical research projects

on Cameroonian forced migrants, estimate that there are approximately 250 Cameroonian

forced migrants in Johannesburg. This number is made up of Francophones and

Anglophones as well as Cameroonians from different ethnic groups. Amongst the 250,

Anglophones constitute 65%, Francophones 35%, with about 80% males and just about

20% females. These demographic discrepancies can be attributed to the fact that from the

outset Francophones were not very keen on immigrating to South Africa because of

language difficulties. The huge gap between sexes is the direct consequence of endless

grapevines in Cameroon that the experiences of female migrants in South Africa are more

rumours than those in the United States and Europe. Therefore the figures quoted in this

article should be treated simply as approximations.

Context and methods of data collection

The testimonies analysed in this article were gleaned from sustained individual interviews

with 20 Cameroonian forced migrants in Johannesburg. The interviews were conducted

in 2003/2004 for my doctoral project. The respondents were selected from this city

because I have a good relationship with these Cameroonians. In fact, most of the

informants are personal friends, former fellow students or relatives. As a result, I had

unfettered access to Johannesburg’s Cameroonian community. The 20 interviewees

consisted of 14 male and six female participants between the ages of 25 and 50. This age

range and the predominance of male participants accurately reflect the composition of the

Cameroonian community in South Africa. The method of selection was based on the

willingness of the individuals to participate in the project and on the condition that such

volunteers had lived in South Africa for at least three years between 1996 and 2002.

I decided to focus on this period because it was marked by an uncharacteristic entry of

Cameroonians into South Africa to seek political asylum (Pineteh 2005).

The one-to-one interviews were conducted in an informal manner, at venues and

times convenient to the interviewees with no other respondent present. The questions

were open-ended and allowed for in-depth responses. Each interview was recorded on a

60-minute tape; thus the interviews were restricted to one hour in length. They were

conducted in two phases. Phase one focused on the political atmosphere in Cameroon and

the process of fleeing the country, and phase two examined the respondents’ early days in

Johannesburg and the period of their integration in the country in which they were exiled.

Each interview was preceded by an explanation of the purpose of the project and all the

respondents signed consent forms granting me the permission to conduct and record the

interviews. A confidentiality agreement, in which I undertook to refrain from using their

real names in the transcribed interviews or in the article, was also concluded. As a result of

this undertaking, each respondent was referred to as ‘informant’ with a suffix number

between 1 and 20 (Pineteh 2005, 2007).

The analysis of data was done in two phases. The first phase was undertaken after the

first set of interviews and second on completion of the second set of interviews. I decided
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to use this approach because it provided an outlet for me to revisit areas that were covered

superficially during the first round of interviews and it allowed me to identify material that

was not directly relevant to the objectives of this article. In the analysis of the data,

I concentrated on the characteristics of the testimonies and the literary artefacts used by the

respondents in their construction of personal narratives. Most importantly, I examined the

way they represented Johannesburg in their narratives and the implications of their stories

about exile for theoretical conceptions such as the construction of identity, memory and

the representations of spaces.

Cameroonians’ renditions of the city of Johannesburg

The different experiences of Cameroonians in Johannesburg have engendered the

representation of the city in two somewhat discordant registers. Firstly, these experiences

have instigated Cameroonians to represent the city as a fractured socio-political space with

complex levels of racism, xenophobia, social exclusion and urban violence. Secondly,

Cameroonians have also been compelled by their changing material conditions to reinvent

this cosmopolitan city as an economic space with deepening economic problems but which

has inadvertently created myriad economic opportunities for its population of migrants.

These asymmetrical discourses illustrate the multifarious strands of exilic experiences and

the different images of post-apartheid Johannesburg, pointing to the way the city shapes

personal and collective identities of African migrants and how the meaning of diaspora is

mediated by individual migrants through a conscious process of remembering and the

construction of different identities across time (Kanneh 1998 and Fortier 2000).

Johannesburg as a diasporic space has therefore played a significant role in shaping its

migrant population’s identities, memories and interpretations of displacement. Albeit

most literature on the experiences of migrants in Johannesburg has tended to represent

the city in a language of resentment, anguish and agony (Morris and Bouillon 1999,

Morris 1999, Said 2001, Timngum 2001), Cameroonian testimonies, however, produced

an interlocking discourse which conceptualises Johannesburg conjointly as a place of

exclusion, disillusionment and alienation as well as freedom, peace and prosperity.

Moreover, the body of testimonies I collected illuminated the way spaces are remembered

and imagined, in this way imaging Cameroonians’ descriptions of Johannesburg as a

process of memory work.

Johannesburg as a socio-political space

Like many African migrants, Cameroonians arrived in Johannesburg with endless

imaginings and expectations, which seem to have been shattered by the city’s complex

social and political changes. For this community of refugees, post-apartheid Johannesburg

is an extraordinary socio-political space because of the unexpected challenges that

confronted them when they entered the city. These challenges have increasingly propelled

feelings of estrangement, disillusionment and alienation:

When you look at South Africa from the outside, you will have endless dreams about the
place, you think it the place to be, but the moment you get inside, those high hopes easily
transform into a state of disillusionment. You are rejected and abused by South Africans, who
seem to think we are taking their jobs and wives (laughs). The place has its own ups and
downs and you just have to learn to cope with them and I have been trying very hard to cope.
Sometimes I think of going back home but as a man if you find yourself in the middle of a
rough sea, you have to struggle to survive. It is all about survival and as days pass by, I am
getting used to the situation. (Informant 17)
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This respondent’s testimony exudes memories of an imaginary safe haven fashioned from

footage of the glamorous Johannesburg, screened in his homeland. It is a narrative of

resignation constructed against the backdrop of the paradox of reality vs. illusion in which

‘the quasi-automatic coincidence between expectations and chances, illusio and lusiones,

expectations and the world which is there to fulfill them’ (Bourdieu 2000, p. 208). His

impressions and expectations, as well as those of many forced migrants before arrival in

Johannesburg, are juxtaposed with the city’s unexpected realities. For him, these realities

include overcoming a multitude of challenges such as street violence, insecurity and

joblessness. From this testimony, our attention is immediately drawn to the eccentricity of

the city, reinforcing the conceptual claim that the city should constantly be read within the

nexus of ‘an ever-changing movie that no one has quite managed to produce . . . a

screenplay in progress’ (Matshikiza 2004, p. 481). The testimony is also a narrative of

self-exposure, the construction a personal history of exile and implicitly the continuing

portrayal of self-understanding rather than the historical truth about Johannesburg

(Fortier 2000, Pineteh 2005).

Moreover, the representation of Johannesburg as a socio-political space also emerged

from Cameroonians’ reconstruction of micro-political spaces in the city such as the

Department of Home Affairs and Lindela.4 For example, the Department of Home Affairs

is an important political space because it defines the ‘refugeeness’ of asylum-seekers in

South Africa. Thus, migrant testimonies attempted to revisit the strategic role of this

government department and how it shapes the lives of different migrant communities in

South Africa. Here, Cameroonians described this space in a way that dovetailed

Johannesburg’s representation as a political landscape. The testimonies chronicled daily

activities at the department, which included queuing in the early hours of the morning at the

Braamfontein Home Affairs.5 At 7:30 am, the doors open and asylum-seekers march into

the building under the watchful eyes of security guards, to have their temporary permits

either extended or to lodge new applications. Sometimes, the process takes the whole day

since it has been persistently plagued by irregularities, inconsistencies and alleged cases of

bribery and corruption. One respondent testifies:

It was one of the most traumatic experiences of my life and I can never forget that particular
day. I remember I had to be at the Department of Home Affairs as early as 4 am to queue
up. It was winter and I was shivering and that was my first real experience of winter. Before
I arrived the queue was already long and some of the people I met there were sleeping on
ground. I joined the queue to wait for 7.30 am, the official opening. At 7.30 am, the doors
opened and pushing and fighting started. People were pushing to get into the building and at
the same security guards were insulting us. I managed to force myself inside and we sat
waiting for the next step. After hours of waiting, we were asked to write our stories and we
were issued temporary permits after another very long wait. In fact, I actually spent the whole
day inside Home Affairs. (Informant 6)

This respondent’s narrative about the Department of Home Affairs illuminates the

bureaucracy at the department and powerful images of suffering and pain, imaging the

gruesome experiences of a majority of Cameroonian forced migrants at the department.

Contrary to South Africans’ stigmatisation of the term ‘refugeeness’, the department has

made the acquisition of an asylum permit an unforgettable experience in the lives of

Cameroonian forced migrants. The political significance of Home Affairs was also

framed around the premise that it does not only define the legitimacy of asylum-seekers

but it is also a place that exhibits some of the unique characteristics of post-apartheid

Johannesburg, constructed from the xenophobic and ‘exclusive nativist sentiments . . . a

hallmark of the country’ (Landau 2006, p. 131). It is also an experience of the self
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in which the narrator becomes his own theorist trying to locate and give meaning to his

own life in exile.

This government department has repeatedly come under severe media criticisms for

poor service delivery not only to migrants but also to South Africans. The officials have

however argued that the department is in disarray because of capacity problems. Perhaps

Home Affairs is struggling to cope with backlogs of documents, but for African migrants

the treatment of Africans at the department is not only a result of capacity challenges

but also deepening anti-foreigner sentiments amongst the officials (Landau 2006).6

The following testimonies continue to reflect on the quality of service delivery at the

Department of Home Affairs

Well, I have knocked all the doors to find out about my case, but Home Affairs hardly tell me
anything useful and it seems to me the officers are as clueless as I am. They keep telling
‘your file is still in the process’ for how long, I don’t know. I am sick and tired of the three
months extension the department gives me. In fact with three months your future is very
uncertain. (Informant 9)

They don’t have the resources to staff this department and therefore you have one person
taking care of thousands of files. So, it doesn’t seem like a good number of files could be
processed within a short period of time . . . but in my opinion, four years is just materially too
long. (Informant 13)

From these excerpts, the bureaucratic process of refugee determination and Home Affairs’

lacklustre administrative performance are again brought to limelight, capturing one of

many problems facing Cameroonian forced migrants and how they impact on the question

of identity in the city of Johannesburg. Narrating their Home Affairs’ experiences,

respondents also remembered the victimisation and treatment of migrants by employees of

the department. They attempted to fashion the nativism and anti-foreigner sentiments

experienced by African migrants in South Africa.

The workers in this department are terrible to us. They do not like serving us because they
think we are bringing crime and diseases to their countries and that we are taking their wives
and jobs . . . I don’t know the jobs they are talking about because I am selling on the street. So
when go to extend your permits, they would insult and threaten you . . . even saying we should
go back to our country or they would arrest us and send us back. Sometimes the officials even
refuse to extend your permit for no reason. (Informant 11)

The perceptions of Cameroonian forced migrant are to a large extent legitimate, if we

consider the recent xenophobic attacks in South Africa and the number of times the

refugee reception office has been relocated. For example, the closure and relocation of the

centrally-located and easily accessible Braamfontein refugee reception office in 2001 to the

basement of a Standard Bank premises in Rosettenville,7 much further away, exacerbates

the negative and apparently dehumanising treatment of asylum-seekers and refugees.

Around 2001, Home Affairs decided to move the Braamfontein office to small basement
Rosettenville even though most of us were living in Yeoville, Hillbrow, Berea and
Braamfontein at that time. This made life more difficult because it was very risky to trek in the
early hours in order to get there on time . . . thieves would kill you. So we now had to spend
money we did not have to go to Rosettenville every three months. (Informant 13)

At that time, most Cameroonian forced migrants eked out meagre incomes generated from

hawking and spending the money on transport to Home Affairs would only exacerbate

their economic situation. Also, for this respondent the functioning of the department in this

new location is riddled by even more severe capacity problems, worsening the quality of

the services. Here, an estimated 300 asylum-seekers received on a daily basis are squeezed

into a basement with a capacity for 100 people while they wait for the extension of their
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temporary permits. This new experience is unnerving given the trajectories on which some

Cameroonian forced migrants actually arrived in South Africa – long journeys through

countries, often disrupted by incarcerations and diversions

Finally, the negative representation of Johannesburg was also induced by the

experiences of some Cameroonian forced migrants at the refugee deportation camp at

Lindela. From the testimonies, the few Cameroonians incarcerated at Lindela claimed they

had been arrested either unlawfully or because they were not in possession of their

temporary asylum permits at the time of the police patrols. Among the 20 informants

I interviewed, two were ex-inmates of the Lindela deportation camp. One was arrested

apparently for questioning the orders of police officers. He was incarcerated for one month

pending deportation and eventually released after the intervention of lawyers. He testifies:

When I was stopped by the police, they started searching me and when I asked why was been
searched, one of the police officer slapped me and said we foreigners think we are in our
country. He then asked for my permit and when I gave it to him, he tore it, saying he was going
to teach me a lesson and this is how I ended up in Lindela. (Respondent 2)

Although this story seems like a psychological tactic to induce sympathy towards

African migrants, it however exudes the way Cameroonians in Johannesburg fashion and

mediate spaces and discourses about African migrants in Johannesburg. The other

respondent was arrested because he had penetrated a Refugee Reception Office with a

hidden camera in a bid to expose bribery and corruption in the department. He was also

released after the intervention of human rights lawyers. In the following testimony, the

informant arrested in a Home Affairs office relives his experience:

I was actually arrested at the Braamfontein Home Affairs, where I was caught with a hidden
camera. I had smuggled the camera into the building to pick footage of corruption at the
department for South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC). I was sent straight to
Lindela in handcuffs and plans made for my eventual deportation. Their plans failed because
of the timely intervention of SABC, the Refugee Fraternity and the Human Rights
Commission. (Informant 15)

This respondent’s experience represents ingenuity, incredible courage and agency for a

migrant to single-handedly take on corruption in Home Affairs, but the following quote

from the same respondent’s testimony exemplifies life in Lindela deportation camp and how

it has contributed immensely to the disparaging representation of the city of Johannesburg.

When was taken to Lindela, we were all treated like common criminal. You did not have
any right except those offered to you by the guards. The time that I spent in Lindela, I felt like
I was in hell . . . no freedom. I was cut from friends and family. I had no access to any thing
except those available in the place. All I had to do was sit, feeling hopeless and thinking about
my life, family and friend while I wait for the day of my deportation. This was one of my most
painful experiences in Johannesburg and I don’t always like to talk about it. (Informant 15)

This quotation captures episodes of trauma, pain and disillusionment, illuminating the torture

that Africanmigrants go throughwhen they are imprisoned at the camp awaiting deportation.

For this interviewee, the Lindela experience has actually become one of those episodes in his

life that only causes pain if remembered. His testimony emerges clearly as a trope ofmemory

which suggests that forgetting is a therapeutic way of handling painful exilic experiences.

The space is a trigger of memories of pain, trepidation, uncertainty and suffering, especially

since it has been reduced to a traditional penitentiary, a hallmark apparent from its

bureaucratic practices and the incarceration as well as the treatment of inmates. Although the

respondent grapples to eschew essential details, his testimony however leads the reader to the

extraordinary characteristics of the camp, which include its security network, fortified by

electric fences, surveillance cameras and 24-hour patrol of guards with trained security dogs
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as well, as its deplorable medical facilities. For Cameroonians living in Johannesburg,

Lindela and Home Affairs epitomise some of their worst Johannesburg experiences and

meaningful personal histories of exile. However, these negative representations were very

powerful during the early days in exile and the respondents’ testimonies have somehow

shifted significantly after several years in exile, showing how the politics of temporality

affect the narrativisation of diasporic experiences. The following section of the article

demonstrates how the negative images and metaphors of Johannesburg are subverted and

replaced with registers that shrewdly herald the city as their new home.

Johannesburg as an economic space

The changing material conditions of Cameroonian forced migrants in Johannesburg over

the years have also forged the representation of the city as an enterprising economic space.

This new narrative trajectory appears to subvert the fragments of Cameroonian testimonies

that mirrored Johannesburg as a socio-political space fraught with pain and epitomising

the challenges facing the process of transformation in the new South Africa. Here,

Johannesburg as an exilic space is reconstructed as a place of belonging. While the

metaphor of ‘uprootedness’ and images of despair and disillusionment remain ubiquitous

in the testimonies, Johannesburg by comparison to Cameroon supersedes their

expectations. Respondents also began reinventing their challenges in Johannesburg

‘as a moral trajectory of trial and tribulations that would ultimately empower them to

reclaim the homeland’ (Malkki 1992, p. 35). This testimonial twist reinforces the

theoretical conception that migrants’ conditions are understood in relation to their lives at

home and in the host country (Malkki 1992, Duarte 2005).

Representing Johannesburg through an avalanche of discrepant ideologies shows how

Cameroonians have over the years attempted to unlock and penetrate the complex

networks and paradoxes of exile, and how these complex networks do not only impact

their understanding of exile but also the construction of Cameroonian identities in

Johannesburg (Gupta and Ferguson 1997, Fortier 2000). For this community of forced

migrants, despite the experiences of xenophobia and the apparent ethos of exclusivism in

Johannesburg, the city as an economic space has still managed to provide many

Cameroonians with life-changing opportunities:

I think I am a better person today with a world of knowledge gained from my terrible
experience in Johannesburg. Generally, life here is better than Cameroon because we live in a
free world where we have the right to our opinions. South Africa today is politically peaceful
and we have been accepted by most South Africans. (Informant 11)

This testimony is an interesting contradiction which in a way devalues the Cameroonians’

preceding impressions of Johannesburg, reinforcing the narrative of subversion in this bodyof

testimonies. Reflecting on his seven years in the city of Johannesburg, this informant attempts

to illuminate how his present life holds out relative promise and viability, generating new

impressions of Johannesburg. His representation of the city as an economically enriching

space today is authenticated by the way he uses the economic development in the lives of

Cameroonian asylum-seekers to compare his homeland with South Africa. This testimonial

strategy theorises and offers a succinct understanding of the dynamics between the

experiences of the informant’s earlier life in the familiar enclaves of home. It also espouses

the new experiences encountered in the unfamiliar spaces like Johannesburg (Duarte 2005).

In these testimonies, there is a powerful appeal to the political and economic history of

Cameroon and how it impinges on the respondent’s personal representation of exile. This

is evident from the following excerpt:
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We say everyday that South Africa is bad but yet when they try to deport us, we fight because
we know that this place better than Cameroon. Sometimes we compare Cameroon and
Johannesburg, and say the country is bad and South Africans do not like us but we claim we
running away from worst situation back home. So how a Cameroonian describes things
in Johannesburg depends on the position he is standing in and his own experiences.
(Informant 19)

The quotation attempts to critique, in a nuanced way, the notion of ‘home’ and ‘exile’ and

some studies on the socio-economic experiences of Cameroonians in Johannesburg, such

as those by Timngum (2001) and Landau (2004), which have tended to depict

Johannesburg as a topography of exclusion, pain and hopelessness. Also, because the

testimony re-stories life in Cameroon, there is a sense of how diaspora consciousness

involves the dialectical relationship between living ‘here’ and remembering ‘there’ and

hinges on the contention that ‘communities are to be distinguished not by their

falsity/genuineness but by the style in which they are imagined’ (Anderson 1983, p. 6).

The pursuit of safety and security has inadvertently led Cameroonian forced migrants

to a new beacon of hope. This is evident from the way South Africa’s economic viability

has had positive impacts on their lives. Although the Cameroonians I interviewed for this

project were primarily political asylum-seekers, it has always been a daunting task to

distinguish between bona fide asylum-seekers and economic migrants, especially in the

context of South Africa. This can be blamed on the fact that many Cameroonians became

politically entrapped because of their country’s decrepit economic situation. Thus, like

separate arms of the same chair, the testimonies restated Cameroonians’ reasons for

fleeing as being both political and economic. The ensuing testimony attempts to

reconstruct the Cameroonians’ political history in the homeland and how it has continually

impacted on their impressions of Johannesburg:

It is so disturbing to talk about a place that used to be the land of ‘milk and honey’ and within
the blink of an eye became the beggar of Africa because of one greedy individual in the name
of the president. Today, Cameroon excels in corruption and well-orchestrated murders.
Thousand of graduates roam streets with no jobs while the president and a group of infidels
devour the country. My home has become the unsafe place on the planet, a place where the
basic human rights are abused, where people are arrested, imprisoned without trial. It has
become some kind of inferno and if you are thinking of living the next moment, the best thing
is to leave the country. (Informant 20)

This respondent does not make any direct reference to Johannesburg as an economic

space; the narrator only tries to represent his experience as a prism through which we can

understand the relationship between politics and economic viability. The respondent

draws on his personal biography to highlight the political dispensations in Cameroon,

imaging how narrating experiences in Johannesburg rekindles memories of homeland and

how personal narratives about exile can go below the surface to probe other spaces in the

lives of migrants and ‘to maximize their spatial knowledge’ (Duarte 2005, p. 323). Plotting

the realities of his life also ‘involves, at the outset, a discourse of witness: account of

happening in which [he] participated’ (Folkenflik 1993, p. 45). In this light, Cameroonian

testimonies claimed that, although the lives of Cameroonians in Johannesburg are

incessantly challenged by xenophobia, and racism, the city is still better than Cameroon in

terms of its economic opportunities:

The country has not really met my expectations. It has not been the best as such but certainly
far better than my home. South Africa is not quite accommodating. You get styled, called
names, pushed and shoved around discriminated upon because you don’t have the right
documentation but still, it is better than Cameroon in all perspectives that you can think of.
(Informant 10)
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Despite the respondent claiming that his initial impressions have not been met, for him the

city still presents Cameroonians and other migrants with better opportunities to survive in

a challenging global era. He illustrated in the rest of the testimony that the relatively serene

political situation in South Africa and its transformative macro-economic policies have

pushed Cameroonian forced migrants to move away from the jingoistic attitudes that

consumed their early days in South Africa. As evident from the testimonies, the negative

representations were perhaps consequences of both the cold reception during the early

days in South Africa as well as difficulties adjusting and coming to terms with the terminal

loss of roots. The respondent quoted below has deepened his roots in South Africa with a

strong family and economic base. Not only is he married with three children, but he runs

his own business in Johannesburg. For him, the city has indeed given him the opportunity

to develop an expansive business life, which he would not have had if he had not fled

from Cameroon:

I think South Africa is better because we enjoy a lot freedom here than in Cameroon. South
Africa is a lawful country and there is freedom of speech and movement although sometimes
we are harassed by some violent South Africans but still I think it is more peaceful than
Cameroon. On the economic front, I make more money in Johannesburg as businessman than
in Cameroon. You can see that I can even afford a car. (Informant 5)

From Informant 5’s testimony, there is an apparent economic ‘experience of time and the

capacity to incorporate a sense of future in the present’ (Mar 2005, p. 369). It captures

the visible shifts in the testimonies and hinges again on endless strategies for the

reconstruction of diasporic spaces (Malkki 1995, Brah 1996, Fortier 2000, Braziel and

Mannur 2003). The testimony is an episode of the exile’s autobiography, an account of his

life and a subjective representation of collective exilic experiences. In this excerpt, the

informant astutely and self-consciously fashions his personal economic life in broader

discourses, illustrating how individual stories about home and exile are able to herald

themes in public debates.

Furthermore, Cameroonians considered their expanding businesses and intellectual

growth as some of the benefits of living in one of Africa’s premier metropolises. For them,

this migrant space has provided unique opportunity for the development of entrepreneurial

skills through a multiplicity of business transactions. In the following testimony, one

respondent narrates how he has transited from a state of disillusionment to that of success

in terms of his economic life. He owns his own events company in Johannesburg:

I think my life has changed a lot and I have learned a lot of things that I didn’t know before
today. I am more mature and completely independent, unlike back home where I had to rely
on my parents. I have also enriched myself educationally. Today, I’m living in a society
whereby I can interact freely and do things on my own. Given the limited resources back in
Cameroon, there is just too little you can achieve there but here with all the facilities.
I definitely can achieve a lot here than in Cameroon. (Informant 1)

In this testimony, entrepreneurship is represented asavehicle of self-fashioningandmediation

among places and discourses. It is an expression of an individual’s economic freedom in

exile, a shift from dependency to adulthood characterized by a culture of self-reliance.

The testimony is framed around a strong symbolic narrative of economic empowerment

located in Cameroonians’ dual imaginings of Johannesburg. For Cameroonian forced

migrants, exercising their own entrepreneurial skills through the establishment of different

small businesses, ‘enables them to circumvent some of the barriers they may encounter in

looking for a job’ (Kloosterman and Rath 2003, p. 1). Their business initiatives also create

endless opportunities for migrants to contribute towards the reduction of unemployment in

post-apartheidSouthAfrica. They are also able to send remittances to support their immediate
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families and developmental projects in their homeland. Thus, the testimonies attempted to

demonstrate how the features of post-apartheid Johannesburg impact on the livelihoods of

Cameroonian forced migrants, espousing ‘new formations that emerge from deterritorializa-

tion and reterritorialization’ (Fortier 2000, p. 2).

Conclusion

To postulate with absolute certainty that Johannesburg is a safe haven or hell for

Cameroonian migrants is indeed a skewed way of unlocking and interpreting the

experiences of this community of refugees. This is clearly because ‘thinking about place

involves a general formulation of human experience, memory and imagination’ (Mar 2005,

p. 369). Without eschewing the fact that experiences of African migrants in Johannesburg

in general have always been characterised by the feeling of loss of kinship, estrangement

and rejection, it is also clear that ‘we understand a place and a landscape through the

historical and personal narratives that are marked out within it and that give that place a

particular unity and establish a particular set of possibilities within it’ (Malpas 1999,

p. 186). Hence, analyses of experiences of displacement have always paid particular

attention to the way migrants imagine and represent different space and how the

construction and reconstruction of these spaces help to refocus their sense of belonging,

enhance their understanding of complex dynamics of home and exile in the age of

unprecedented global mobility (Brah 1996, Henderson 1995, Ward 2003). In the case of

Cameroonian forced migrants, the representations of Johannesburg were constructed

against the backdrop of shifting personal experiences over different timeframes, a

justification for the polarised and often ambivalent spatial representations in the

testimonies. In this article, I have critically reflected on the way Cameroonians in

Johannesburg have used different discrepant idioms and narrative trajectories such as the

construction of memory and politics of subversion, as well as a slew of contradictions, to

represent the city of Johannesburg.

Notes

1. An obvious example is the juxtaposition of the opulent Sandton suburb and the derelict
Alexandra Township.

2. These testimonies were gleaned in 2003/2004 for my PhD thesis.
3. This subject has produced several research projects at South African universities, including a

doctoral thesis by the author of this article.
4. Lindela is the main deportation camp in Johannesburg.
5. At the time of the interviews, the Home Affairs Refugee Reception Section was still located in

Braamfontein, an intersection of the inner-city of Johannesburg.
6. This is evident from the recent xenophobic attacks in South Africa which claimed the lives

several Africans in South Africa.
7. The Johannesburg Refugee Reception Office might have been relocated again after my

interviews.
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