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Abstract 
Diplomacy concerns largely the management of International Relations by 

negotiation and mostly involves the art and practice of conducting negotiations in 

order to have harmony of interest between and among nation states. Almost all 

countries of the world engage in diplomatic practice with the primary aim of 

advancing their national interest against other states and non-states entities. As 

part of diplomatic relations between nation states, Nigeria and Cameroon have 

had series of interactions. This paper examines the diplomatic relations between 

Nigeria and Cameroon during the precolonial era. The paper was guided by the 

theory of Geopolitics. Nigeria and Cameroon share a common border from Lake 

Chad to the Bight of Bonny and the diplomatic relations between the two countries 

predates the colonial era. During the post-colonial era, the diplomatic relations 

between the two countries under review was possible due to geographical 

continuity, cultural heritage, migration and trade, amongst other factors.  

 

Introduction 

It is common for nations to develop relations as they interact in the international arena 

with the aim of initiating alliances and enforcing other gainful relations. Beyond the art of 

making compromises in international politics, or negotiating conflicts for peaceful 

coexistence, diplomacy is the business of multilateral and bilateral communications 

between actors in the international scene and the application of resources to achieve the 

ends of foreign policy (Akpan 2003, p. 11).  

 

In West Africa, Nigeria has been having diplomatic relations with West African states 

dating back to the pre-colonial days. The general pattern of this initiative during this 

period can be gleaned from the operations of the Trans-Saharan trade that took place at 

about 1000BC. This was a trade between the forest belt and the Saharan belt in Nigeria on 

the one hand, and states across the Saharan desert and the Mediterranean on the other 

hand. Apart from these robust contacts during this period, Nigeria also had contacts with 
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Central Africa (Harold, 1963). Today, Nigeria is an actor in the international system as an 

independent state; same with other individual African states. These historical ties form 

part of the African contemporary diplomatic initiatives. 

 

Nigeria, being located centrally though in West Coast of Africa, between the Northern and 

Southern Africa is positioned to have relations with most countries in Africa. Cameroon is 

one of such countries. Located in West and Central Africa respectively, Nigeria and 

Cameroon share a common boundary of over 1680kilometers that pass through diverse 

ecological zones of warm steppes, mangrove swamplands and fertile mountains from Lake 

Chad to the Bight of Bonny. Nigeria’s border with Cameroon is the longest border with 

any of her neighbors; it is about 1,680 kilometers from the Bight of Bonny in the south and 

Lake Chad at its North. Nigeria and Cameroon shorelines remain adjacent and are washed 

by the waters of the Gulf of Guinea.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper was guided by the theory of geopolitics. The geopolitics is an environmental 

theory that is based on the geographic point of view of any nation-state. It proposes that 

nation states are biological, natural or organic in nature and as such have need of living 

space, properties, and drive. This submits that states have a life cycle – which compasses 

its formation, progression, decline and possibly its fall or annihilation. Additionally, the 

theory of Geo-politics the reason nation states are faced conflicts while contending for 

same living space (territory, population, and location) and natural resources (Child 1985, 

pp. 20-21). In examining the study areas from the geo-political perspective, the 

geographical proximity has contributed immensely in the bilateral relations of both 

nations. This, according to Mackinder (1890, p. 78) is because geographical constructs 

direct and guide diplomatic history. In his words; ‘man and not nature initiates, but nature 

in large measure controls’ (Mackinder 1890, p. 78). 

 

History of Nigeria 

Nigeria is regularly referred to as the "Giant of Africa", due to its size of population, 

economy and land mass. Nigeria is the most populous Black African State in the world 

and the seventh most populous country in the world. 

 

The Federal Republic of Nigeria, popularly referred to Nigeria is positioned at the western 

coast of Africa on the Gulf of Guinea. It is the largest country in West Africa. It has 36 

states and the Federal Capital Territory, which is known as Abuja. Nigeria is exceptionally 

diverse, with enormous ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious groups. At the moment, 

there are at least, two hundred and fifty ethnic groups in the country. The official language 

of Nigeria is English language. Nonetheless, more than five hundred languages are widely 

http://worldpopulationreview.com/continents/africa-population/
http://www.nou.org.ng/list-of-the-36-states-of-nigeria-and-their-capitals/
http://www.nou.org.ng/list-of-the-36-states-of-nigeria-and-their-capitals/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/abuja-population/
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spoken and the three most popular non-English languages are the Hausa, the Yoruba, and 

the Igbo languages.  

 

Nigeria is bounded in the north by the Republic of Niger, in the north-east by Chad 

Republic, in the east by Cameroon, in the west by the Republic of Benin, and in the South 

by Cameroon. The Nigerian coast in the south is the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Guinea.  

Historically evidence hints the early settlement of what is known as the the present-day 

Nigeria, decades before the wide-spread of agriculture about 3,000 years ago. The earliest 

culture in Nigeria is classifiable by the unique artefacts of the Nok people. These skilled 

craftsmen thrived between the fourth century B.C. and the second century A.D. in an 

outsized territory in the present day North-Central Nigeria. The Nok attained substantial 

development for several years. Long before several parts of present-day Nigeria was 

partitioned into states, which could still be connected to the ethnic groups in the present-

day Nigeria that trace their genealogy to the roots of these states. For instance, the Edo 

kingdom of Benin, Yoruba Kingdom, the Hausa cities and Nupe. Also, several small 

territories were either expatriated or absorbed during the spread out of Kanem, centred to 

the northeast of Lake Chad. (https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/cs/profiles/Nigeria-new.pdf). 

 

The present state identified as Nigeria was created by Britain during the colonial era. In 

1904, the Northern and Southern Protectorates were amalgamated to create Nigeria. 

Nigeria gained independence on October 1, 1960. In 1963, she became a Republic and 

experienced a civil war from 1967 to 1970. 

 

Naira is the official currency Nigeria. Economically, Nigeria depends on natural resources, 

and the oil and gas industries contribute about 95% of the nation’s export earnings and 

40% of the gross domestic product (GDP) at current prices (World Bank, 2013). In the 

agricultural sector, Nigeria produces cocoa, cassava, yam, groundnut, and rubber among 

others. 

 

History of Cameroon 

Cameroon (or Cameroun), formerly known as Kamerun is often acknowledged as "Africa 

in miniature" attributable to her environmental uniqueness and cultural multiplicity. 

Cameroun is a Central African country believed to have the largest literacy number on the 

continent. Cameroun gained her independence on January 1, 1960 and in 1961, the French 

and the Western English colonies of Cameroun were unified through a plebiscite.  

 

Located in Central Africa, Cameroon is at the intersection of the Gulf of Guinea. It is 

bounded by Nigeria on the West and North, Chad on the North-East, Central Africa 

Republic on the East, Congo, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon on the South. The shoreline of 

https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/cs/profiles/Nigeria-new.pdf
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Cameroun is situated on chunk of the Gulf of Guinea, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Bight of 

Biafra. 

 

Cameroun was first colonized by Germany and after the First World War, it became a Trust 

Territory, shared between Britain and France. As such, it is a bilingual nation and the two 

official languages are English and French languages. However, only a few Cameroonians 

can fluently communicate with both English and French languages. There are three main 

ethnic groups namely Bantus, Semi-Bantus and Sudanese and about 240 tribes originated 

from them. The Cameroonian currency is CFA (Communauté Financière Africaine) Franc. 

 

Nigeria – Cameroon Relations in the Pre-Colonial Period 

In African history, pre-colonial period signifies the period of history from the pre-historic 

era to about 1900, when formal colonization started in mainly parts of the continent.  

In this section, the following will be discussed; 

I. Cultural Heritage; 

II. Migration 

III. Economic Relations 

   

Cultural Heritage 

According to Fombo (2006, pp. 41-42), culturally, the people that make up the present day 

Nigeria and Cameroon shared some tangible and intangible cultural legacies. The tangible 

cultural heritage include buildings which at that time were mostly mud houses with 

thatched roofs and brick houses. The pre-colonial buildings were mostly constructed from 

natural materials particularly the earth. The building designs varied from square, round 

or triangular shapes, depending on the individual preference differences. The mud houses 

were roofed with dry vegetation such as straw, water reed palm fronds and heather. The 

roofs were designed in various patterns to shed water off the roof when it rains. These 

architectural designs were used both in Nigeria and Cameroon. Again, the peoples of 

Nigeria and Cameroon had similar fishing methods and tools. Since these were the 

prevalent occupation in Africa, the people of both nations were skilled in these professions 

and amazingly, they tended to share same implements ranging from hoes, machetes, and 

fishing nets, to mention but a few. In terms of craft works and sculptures, cuisine, dressing 

and cultural attires also, some parts of Cameroon and Nigeria also shared a lot in common. 

On intangible cultural heritage during the pre-colonial era, the peoples of Nigeria and 

Cameroon had similarities in the oral traditions, traditional skills and values. For instance, 

most dances and cultural values seen and practiced in Southern Nigeria were also seen in 

Southern Cameroon. Notable among these is the Nkim ritual and Moninkim dance 

performed by people of Ejagham (Nigeria) and the people of Southern Cameroon. 

Similarly, the Efik of Cross River State, the Ibibio and Oron peoples of Akwa Ibom State, 
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have from pre-colonial times practiced the Mbobi (also known and Mbokpo) ritual and 

dance which were the same with the Nkim ritual and the Monikim cultural dance.  

 

Since the pre-colonial era, the African nations did not exist in isolation. In the case of 

Nigeria and Cameroon, besides having cultural relations, the two nation-states also related 

economically since there were no restrictions to migration processes (Thomson, 2000, pp. 

10-11). Also, there were missionary as well as tourist activities which attracted Europeans 

to the area. Due to these relations, there was new language infusion into the area. 

According to Fombo, “pidgin English” for example, was commonly spoken among the 

peoples in the coastal region and the business people who constantly related with the 

Englishmen. Again, in the aspect of religion, the British Baptist missionaries had set up 

stations in Douala and Bimbia since 1845 for persons from both nations (Fombo 2006, p. 

42). 

 

Migration 

Within this period, Nigeria and Cameroon had robust relations. Notable among these ties, 

migration and settlement were easy and deprived of constraints. Between the late 1770s 

and the early 19th century, the Fulani herders of the western Sahel, dominated an 

enormous part of what is now Northern Cameroon and Northern Nigeria. This pattern of 

movement was complemented by conquest or dislodgment of the territories occupied by 

most non-Muslims populaces. In the early 19th Century, there were substantial activities 

and trades in both Cameroon and the Nigerian territories by missionaries from Britain and 

America. And in 1868, Woerrmann Company of Hamburg a German company built a 

warehouse in the Creek of Wouri River. This established German traders in the region. 

Subsequently, due to the free trading in the region, they could move and trade freely 

without any form of restriction. The German’s trade was successful therefore, there were 

promising means of expansion. Following this, the German merchants demanded for a 

consul. However, this could not be achieved until 1884, when the Berlin Conference was 

held in Europe, and colonialism was formally endorsed by the European powers.  

 

As a result of the migration process between the two areas, both Cameroonians and the 

Nigerian peoples, many trace their descent to each other. Few examples abound, the Ibibio 

people of Nigeria trace their origin to Usagedet in Western Cameroon. Today, Ibibio as an 

ethnic group has sprayed across Akwa Ibom, part of Rivers and Cross River States of 

Nigeria and Western Cameroon. The Oron people in Akwa Ibom State and many other 

coastal groups in Akwa Ibom, Cross River and Rivers States trace their descent to 

Cameroon as well. The Tiv people who are the 7th largest ethnic group in Nigeria, equally 

trace their origin to Swem in Cameroon. The Tiv people are found in Benue, Nasarawa and 

Taraba States of Nigeria. Cameroon is also the centre of the dispersal of the Idoma people 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fula_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sahel
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in today’s Benue State of Nigeria. All of these ethnic groups are found in Southern and 

Central Nigeria. In the Northern Nigeria, a number of groups in the North-East equally 

trace their descent to Cameroon. 

 

Just as many ethnic groups in Nigeria have traced their origin to Cameroon, there are also 

many ethnic groups in Cameroon that trace their origin to Nigeria. Typical examples are 

the people of Ekok and Ekang in Cameroon who trace their origin to Ekak and Ikang in 

Nigeria.  

 

There is no doubt that in African history, several pull and push factors made people to 

move from one place to another. One of such was the search for greener pastures and at 

other times, as response to adventurism instinct. According to Thomson (2000), the process 

of migration was also used in averting political crises. Besides, the process of either moving 

or joining other communities during migration aided the assimilation of various cultural 

values.  

 

It is contended that the centre of Bantu dispersal was the Calabar – Uyo corridor – from 

where the Bantu people moved from West Africa across East Africa to Southern Africa. 

This implies that the Bantu people are made up of many groups in Nigeria, especially the 

East and South – Eastern Nigeria down to the Southern tip of the continent in South Africa 

(Greenberg, 1972). This further shows that in pre-colonial times, following the pattern of 

migration in Africa, most African states had diplomatic relations with each other. Also, 

those who later became Nigerians and Cameroonians had high level of interaction and 

exchange of goods and ideas. 

 

Moreover, due to the use of waterways, as one of the most convenient means of 

transportation, many groups in both countries were able to have resourceful interactions, 

particularly because of the availability of bodies of waters that traverse the two nations. 

For instance, one of the strategic rivers in Nigeria is River Benue and its origin is in 

Cameroon with numerous tributaries across the two nations. Similarly, River Cross which 

is an arm of the Atlantic runs across Nigeria and Cameroon. Therefore, the rivers, creeks, 

and the Atlantic ocean that traverse these two nations severed as credible channels of 

communication and movements of people and goods across the nations.  

 

Economic Relations 

In trade of goods and services across the territories which make up Nigeria and Cameroon 

in the pre-colonial era, before the dawn of contemporary economic system, there were no 

defined goods and services as it is in the contemporary international trade system. Rather, 

trade was mainly through frontiers of chiefdoms, kingdoms, empires and regions within 
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the West African sub-region, Central African region and with the populace in the North of 

the Sahara. This was basically due to the fact that chiefdoms, kingdoms and empires 

existed as states in the territory during said period. Goods were exchanged by barter even 

though there were indications of the use of several forms of currency in some parts of West 

Africa, such as the areas that make up Nigeria. This expedited transactions in areas where 

trade by barter was problematic (Akpan, 2010).  

 

As a tool to foster international relations among territories, trade between territories stirred 

advancement of economic activities in the different African territories such as Nigerian 

and Cameroonian areas. Also, the inter border trade between these territories heightened 

cultural infusion and communication due to continuous contact amongst persons from 

various ethnic groups. In the Nigerian territory which falls largely within the savannah 

forest and the mangrove swamp, trade relations with other parts of Africa such as 

Cameroon was interdependent between the natives. The location, milieu, or ambiance 

massively determined the production of goods in each territory, and therefore, determined 

the trade pattern. Through the precincts of the Nigerian region, agriculture was basically 

the major means of livelihood. People were involved in farming of all forms of crops 

including cash, and food crops. These crops were thereafter taken to local and faraway 

markets. In areas close to the coastline, fishing and salt production were the prevalent 

occupations. However, farming also complemented as alternative means of livelihood in 

areas close to the seashore. Nonetheless, the Igbo, mostly found in the Eastern Nigeria and 

the Efik-Ibibio as well as the present-day southern Cameroon made a living from trading 

of gold, ivory, cowry-shells, weapons, salt, pepper, cloth, and kolanut.  In the savannah 

region, for the most part, the northern region populace, agricultural production, animal 

husbandry and widespread trading activities served as means of livelihood. In these 

regions with most parts bounded by Cameroon, there were enormous long distance or 

international trading activities between Nigeria and Cameroon. These contributed to the 

advancement of pre-colonial relations between them (Akinjide, 1997). 

 

Pre-colonial trade relations within Africa the kingdoms that make up the present day 

Nigeria and Cameroon were done in several markets that traversed the territories. Clearly, 

the economic relations were relations among equals. This was significant due to its 

uniqueness. The most common trade system was the trade by barter. Trade by barter on 

its own, was a pattern of trade where goods were exchanged and was expedited by the 

direct and indirect transfer of ownership of goods or services from one person, group of 

people, or village in Africa to another in exchange for other commodities or services. Not 

surprisingly though, the trade by barter style was commonly seen as the commercial aspect 

of exchange of goods which eased relations between people, group of people and 

communities.  
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With the rise of the Atlantic trade (c. 15th–19th centuries CE), more commercial traffic 

advanced between West Africa and Europe. This led to European settlements in areas such 

as Senegal and Ghana. The Portuguese instituted citadels at locations such as Elmina in 

modern Ghana (in 1482) to further trade with the people in the interior (Polanyi, 1957). 

 

The pre-colonial trade system in Africa was not purely commercial. The trade allowed 

broader exchange, including gifts, payments of homage, piracy, brigandage, and even 

conjugal alliances.  As with trade, barter also involved direct or indirect contact, migration, 

political conquest, and much more. Barter, a system that saw the direct exchange of goods 

and services for other goods and services devoid of the use of a medium of exchange such 

as currency, was the first form of trade and exchange. It is thought to have possessed both 

applied and emblematic importance and was a feature of active and inactive group of 

people. In addition to the trade by barter, the precolonial African states made use of 

monies. Notable among such is the Aksum kingdom (a trading kingdom located in the 

present day Eritrea and northern Ethiopia. It existed approximately 100–940 AD) and 

Roman and post-Roman North Africa (c. 146 BCE to post-340 CE) used coinage as a 

medium of trade. Aksum traded on, emeralds, tortoise shell, ivory, gold, imported silk and 

spices. The Aksum currency minted (in growing order of value) in gold, silver, and bronze 

would have lubricated such localized trade. Alternatively, coinage was not the only 

currency used; among the Kru of Liberia and Sierra Leone, kissi pennies were used as 

currency in the 19th century just as brass rods were used by the Tiv of Nigeria in West 

Africa (c. post-1600 CE).  In Central and parts of Southern Africa, copper ingots (Katanga 

crosses) were used as a medium of exchange from around 1000 CE onward (Mitchell 2005, 

pp.35-76). 

 

In the modern Cameroon/Nigeria border region, oral traditions dating from the 16th 

century onward points to the presence of intensive iron production that yearly produced 

60,000 hoes to meet the demand of the Bornu Empire. The Borno Empire (1380 - 1893) was 

a medieval African state. It was a continuation of the famous kanem- Borno Empire (c. 700 

– 1380) which existed from the 8th century AD. The Borno Empire was located in the present 

day Northern Cameroon, Chad, Southern Libya, Eastern Niger and Northeast Nigeria. 

Strangely, this trade sustained slave raids in the region, generating a very complex 

historical dynamic wherein iron fabricators were chained and bound using what they had 

created.  (Bisson 2000: 83–145). Due to where the Borno empire was situated, it served as a 

point of trade contact between North Africa, the Nile River (a north flowing and longest 

river in Africa which passes through eleven countries: Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, 

Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Ethiopia, Eritrea, South  Sudan, Sudan 

and Egypt) and the Sub-Saharan Region. During this period, the present-day Cameroon 

just like other African states, had economic relations with the Borno Empire. 
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Altogether, trade in the pre-colonial era was motivated by different factors.  Notable 

among the factors that drove pre-colonial trade in Africa are necessity, sociocultural and 

religious needs, amongst economic considerations, political considerations, and much 

more. 

 

Conclusion 

It has been identified in this work that the diplomatic relations between Nigeria and 

Cameroon predates colonialism. Before the scramble for Africa and colonialism in the 

territories that make up Nigeria and Cameroon, there were trade relations between 

chiefdoms and empires. There were cultural relations which brought about cultural 

similarities between some tribes in the present day Nigeria and Cameroon, and of course 

there were no restrictions to movement and settlement across the territories. 
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