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ABSTRACT 
The reintroduction of multi-party politics in Cameroon in the early 1990s was intended to strengthen democracy, participation, and inclusiveness. However, it deepened ethnic, regional, and linguistic divisions, weakening social cohesion and national unity. This article examines how multi-party politics has evolved into a major obstacle to national integration in Cameroon. The central problem lies in the politicisation of ethnic and regional identities, which has transformed political competition into a divisive rather than unifying force. The study’s main objective is to analyze the relationship between political pluralism and national cohesion, focusing on how party politics has been manipulated to serve elite interests rather than collective national goals.Using a historical and qualitative approach, the study draws from government archives, political speeches, party manifestos, newspapers, and scholarly works. Through content and thematic analysis, it explores how political parties have shaped governance, representation, and identity formation since the return to multiparty democracy. Findings indicate that multi-party politics in Cameroon has promoted ethnic mobilization, patronage, and unequal access to state resources. Political elites often exploit regional and linguistic differences for electoral gain, thereby reinforcing polarisation and mistrust among communities. Consequently, instead of deepening democratic governance, multi-party politics has weakened national solidarity and social trust.The significance of this study lies in its contribution to understanding how democratic pluralism, when poorly managed, can become a setback to nation-building. It highlights the urgent need for institutional reforms that promote inclusive governance, equitable participation, and inter-regional collaboration to strengthen national cohesion in Cameroon.
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INTRODUCTION
The reintroduction of multi-party politics in Cameroon in 1990 marked a major turning point in the country’s political evolution and democratic aspirations. After nearly a quarter-century of one-party rule under the Cameroon National Union (CNU) and later the Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM), political liberalization was widely celebrated as a new dawn of freedom, accountability, and citizen participation (Monteh 2024). It was expected that this democratic opening would consolidate national unity, strengthen governance institutions, and promote social cohesion across the nation’s diverse communities (Nyinchia 2019). However, more than three decades later, the experience of multi-party politics in Cameroon has revealed a paradox: while it expanded political participation, it also reignited divisions rooted in ethnicity, region, and language, thereby threatening the very foundation of national integration.
Historically, the roots of political pluralism in Cameroon can be traced to the immediate post-reunification period between 1961 and 1966, when parties such as the Kamerun National Democratic Party (KNDP), the Cameroon People’s National Convention (CPNC), and the Cameroon United Congress (CUC) competed for power. However, the need for national unity and political stability led President Ahmadou Ahidjo to abolished multi-party politics in 1966 and established the CNU as the sole legal party (Derick 2010). For nearly twenty-four years, the one-party system promoted centralized authority, relative peace, and the ideal of a “united and indivisible Cameroon,” even though political dissent was heavily suppressed. With the global wave of democratization in the late 1980s, pressure mounted for political reforms, leading to the legalisation of opposition parties in December 1990 under President Paul Biya (Nyinchia 2019).
According to the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (1991), the liberalization of the political space brought about a resurgence of political activism and the formation of numerous parties such as the Social Democratic Front (SDF) and the Cameroon Democratic Union (CDU). However, the multiplication of political parties often reflected ethnic, regional, and linguistic loyalties rather than ideological or policy differences. Consequently, electoral competition became a platform for contesting identity and regional interests rather than national development programs (Nyamnjoh and Rolands 2012:4-5). This fragmentation has frequently resulted in electoral disputes, sporadic violence, and the erosion of social cohesion, particularly in the context of the Anglophone crisis that has persisted since 2016. In this context, multi-party politics in Cameroon presents a complex historical and political dilemma. 
On one hand, it signifies progress toward democracy and pluralism; on the other, it exposes the fragility of national unity in a postcolonial state characterized by dual colonial heritage and socio-cultural diversity. The challenge, therefore, lies in reconciling the democratic ideals of participation and freedom with the collective need for peace, stability, and nation-building. This article undertakes a historical and political analysis of the relationship between multi-party politics and the crisis of social cohesion in Cameroon, spanning the period from 1990 to 2025.
The paper is structured into several sections. Following this introduction, it presents the historical background of party politics in Cameroon, stemming from late 1950s to 1966, one-party party system, and renewed pluralism in 1990. It then outlines the theoretical and conceptual framework, drawing on sociological and political theories to explain the interplay between democracy and cohesion. The subsequent sections discuss the methodology, the analytical findings, and their implications for national unity and governance. The final sections provide policy recommendations and a concluding reflection on the prospects of consolidating democracy and social cohesion in Cameroon.
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF PARTY POLITICS IN CAMEROON
Following independence in 1960 (French Cameroon) and reunification with Southern Cameroons in 1961, Cameroon initially adopted a multi-party system designed to accommodate its diverse linguistic, cultural, and regional groups. The period from 1961 to 1966 was marked by pluralism, with multiple political parties competing for influence. The Cameroon National Union (CNU), led by President Ahmadou Ahidjo, and the Kamerun National Democratic Party (KNDP) in the former British Southern Cameroons were prominent players. Other parties, including the Union of the Peoples of Cameroon (UPC), continued to operate despite repression, representing anti-colonial sentiments and advocating for social reforms (Monteh 2025).
The multi-party system at this time allowed for regional representation, particularly for the Anglophone population in the former Southern Cameroons. However, tensions soon arose between the central government and opposition parties, fueled by ethnic and regional differences. The government increasingly sought to consolidate power, framing unity as essential for national stability. This period laid the foundation for both the promise of political pluralism and the challenges of managing a diverse, post-colonial society. Despite initial democratic aspirations, political competition was already shaping along regional and ethnic lines, foreshadowing future struggles over national cohesion (Mentan 2009:1).
One-Party System, 1966–1990.
By 1966, political pluralism was effectively abolished in Cameroon. President Ahmadou Ahidjo consolidated political power under the Cameroon National Union (CNU), arguing that a single party was necessary to promote national unity and prevent fragmentation. In 1970, following constitutional reforms, the CNU became the sole legal party, and all opposition parties were banned or absorbed (Ngoh 1996, 215). This one-party system continued under President Paul Biya, who succeeded Ahidjo in 1982, eventually transforming the CNU into the Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM) in 1985. The one-party system was justified as a mechanism to maintain stability, ensure equitable development, and reduce ethnic and regional tensions (Takougang and Krieger 1998) While political dissent was suppressed, the government managed to maintain relative national cohesion, although this often came at the cost of political freedom and democratic participation. During this period, Cameroon experienced centralized governance, limited political debate, and minimal party competition. However, the system also created latent tensions, as regions and linguistic groups lacked adequate representation in national decision-making, planting the seeds for future political unrest(Monteh 2024:35).
Return to Multi-Party Politics, 1990–2025.
The early 1990s ushered in the reintroduction of multi-party democracy in Cameroon, driven by internal demands for democratization and pressure from international actors. In 1990, the government legalized opposition parties, ending almost 25 years of one-party rule. Notable parties that emerged included the Social Democratic Front (SDF), the National Union for Democracy and Progress (NUDP), and several smaller regional parties. Multi-party politics created opportunities for political participation, competitive elections, and democratic discourse (Ngoh 1996, 214). However, it also exacerbated ethnic and regional divisions, as parties largely mobilized support along linguistic and cultural lines. The ruling CPDM maintained dominance through control of state resources, patronage networks, and manipulation of the electoral process, while opposition parties struggled to build strong, nationwide coalitions.
Political tensions intensified in Anglophone regions, contributing to ongoing grievances, separatist movements, and challenges to national unity. From 1990 to 2025, multi-party politics has continued to evolve, with the country experiencing electoral disputes, elite fragmentation, and regional mobilization, highlighting the tension between democratic pluralism and national cohesion (Fokum and Fomunyoh 2017:52). This period demonstrates that while multi-party politics theoretically strengthens democracy, in Cameroon it has often amplified social divisions and political polarization, reinforcing the challenges to nation-building that emerged during the early independence era.
POLITICAL LIBERALISATION AND THE REAWAKENING OF IDENTITY POLITICS
The reintroduction of multi-party politics in Cameroon in 1990 represented a landmark in the country’s democratic trajectory. However, the liberalization process also reawakened latent ethnic and regional divisions that had been largely suppressed during the one-party era, which was against Ahidjo’s view in 1966 that one party state was intended to promote national unity. The early opposition movements, notably the Social Democratic Front (SDF) led by Ni John Fru Ndi, drew their strongest support from the North West and West Regions, while the ruling Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM) retained its base in the Centre, South, and East (Ngoh 1996:214; Takougang 2003). This regionalization of political loyalties gradually turned party competition into a contest between regions and identities rather than ideologies.Instead of promoting inclusive national dialogue, political pluralism deepened mistrust between communities and elites. The phenomenon of “ethnic voting” became common, as parties mobilized along tribal and linguistic lines to secure electoral advantage. As a result, political liberalization paradoxically contributed to social fragmentation. The inability of national parties to transcend regional and ethnic loyalties limited the growth of a shared national consciousness and made social cohesion increasingly fragile.
 Electoral Competition and Political Violence
The competitive nature of multi-party politics has also led to recurrent electoral crises and violence in Cameroon. This is in line with Ahidjo’s view in 1966 that, the single party was intended to put an end to wasteful competition and political rivalries. Since the first multi-party legislative and presidential elections of the 1990s, opposition parties have often contested the credibility of electoral outcomes, citing manipulation by the ruling elites and the partiality of electoral bodies. The creation of Elections Cameroon (ELECAM) in 2006, though intended to ensure transparency, has been criticized for its limited independence (Ndille 2024:9).Electoral disputes, especially during the 1992, 2004, 2011,2018 and 2025 presidential elections, have heightened political tension and social polarisation. In many instances, protests against alleged rigging have been met with repression, further eroding public trust in democratic institutions (Fokum and Fomunyoh 2017:52).. The resulting frustration has often translated into political apathy among citizens, particularly youth, who perceive elections as predetermined. Thus, multi-party competition, rather than deepening democracy, has sometimes reproduced authoritarian tendencies and widened the rift between citizens and the state.
Weak Institutions and the Governance Crisis
A key factor linking multi-party politics to the crisis of social cohesion in Cameroon was the weakness of democratic institutions. The executive branch dominated the legislature and judiciary, leaving limited room for effective checks and balances. Political patronage and corruption have become mechanisms for maintaining loyalty and consolidating power (Nwoye and Okafor 2015:7-8). Opposition parties were often marginalized through legal and administrative restrictions, co-optation of their leaders, and selective application of the law.These institutional weaknesses have undermined citizen confidence in the fairness of the political system. The dominance of the ruling CPDM has created a de facto one-party culture within a multi-party framework. Public resources are frequently used to reward political allies and punish dissenting regions, reinforcing perceptions of exclusion and inequality. Consequently, political competition has become a source of division, as groups perceive themselves as victims of systemic marginalization rather than partners in national development (Kofi Annan Foundation 2018:2).
Regional and Linguistic Divides
Perhaps the most visible manifestation of the crisis of social cohesion in Cameroon lies in the regional and linguistic divides between the Anglophone and Francophone communities, Northern and Southern regions. The liberalisation of politics in the 1990s coincided with the resurgence of Anglophone demands for greater autonomy, rooted in grievances over marginalization and the erosion of federal principles. Political pluralism provided new platforms such as the Social Democratic Front (SDF) and other Anglophone-based movements for expressing these frustrations.However, instead of fostering dialogue, successive governments often interpreted such demands as threats to national unity(Monteh 2024:34). The result has been recurrent tension and, eventually, the outbreak of the Anglophone crisis in 2016, which escalated into armed conflict. The failure of political elites to manage linguistic diversity within a plural democratic framework highlights the fragility of Cameroon’s social fabric. The conflict has displaced thousands, deepened mistrust between communities, and further eroded the sense of national belonging(International crisis group2019).
 The Paradox of Pluralism and Nation-Building
The Cameroonian experience illustrates a paradox of pluralism in postcolonial Africa: the same political freedoms that enable democratic participation can also magnify ethnic and regional divisions if not managed within a strong institutional and civic culture. Multi-party politics, in theory, promotes inclusion, accountability, and participation, but in practice, it has exposed structural weaknesses in state institutions and leadership.Nation-building requires not only political competition but also shared values, equitable development, and trust in institutions. In Cameroon, the absence of a robust civic culture and fair governance mechanisms has turned pluralism into a catalyst for division. This paradox underscores the need to rethink democracy beyond electoral competitiontoward a model that emphasizes unity, justice, and collective responsibility.
EFFECTS OF MULTI-PARTY POLITICS ON SOCIAL COHESION IN CAMEROON 
The reintroduction of multi-party politics in Cameroon in 1990 had significant implications for social cohesion and national integration. While political pluralism was initially expected to help democratic participation and strengthen national unity, its practical implementation often produced unintended consequences that complicated the process of nation-building.
One of the most visible effects of multi-party politics was the fragmentation of the political landscape along ethnic, regional, and linguistic lines. In theory, political parties were expected to mobilize citizens around ideological programs and policy alternatives. In practice, however, many parties emerged as platforms representing particular regional or ethnic constituencies (Monteh 2024:36). For example,Social Democratic Front (SDF) although proclaimed a national agenda centered on democracy and social justice, its strongest support base remained the Anglophone North West Region, especially among ethnic groups such as the Bamileke migrants and Grass fields communities. Elections, leadership and grassroots mobilization centered largely around Bamenda and Strong identification with Anglophone grievances, particularly after the 1990s constitutional debates. Cameroon Democratic Union (UDC) Bamoun / West Region. 
The Cameroon Democratic Union (UDC) was founded in 1991 by Adamou Ndam Njoya, an indigene of Foumban. The party’s influence has historically been concentrated in the Noun Division of the West Region, particularly among the Bemoan ethnic group. Union of the Peoples of Cameroon (UPC) Factions Bassa and Bamiléké Areas (Nyamnjoh 2011, 114). The historic Union of the Peoples of Cameroon (UPC) originally emerged in the 1940s as a nationalist movement, but after the return of multi-party politics in 1990, the party re-emerged in several factions. These factions often drew support from communities historically associated with the UPC struggle, particularly: Bassa communities in the Littoral Region and Bamileke communities in the West Region. Movement for the Defense of the Republic (MDR) North Region. Founded by Dakolo Vaisala in the early 1990s.The party was largely rooted in the Far North Region, particularly among the Koulouri ethnic group. Cameroon Renaissance Movement (MRC) Bailee and Douala support Base. 
The Cameroon Renaissance Movement (MRC) was created in 2012 by Maurice Kamto. Although it positions itself as a national reform party, analysts note that a significant part of its grassroots support comes from the Bamileke community, especially in the West Region and among Bamileke diaspora networks. The 2018 presidential election, where Kamto emerged as a major challenger, reinforced perceptions of ethno-regional political mobilisation. National Union for Democracy and Progress (UNDP) Northern Cameroon. Founded in 1990 by Bello Bouba Maugeri,it has historically been strongest in the northern regions of Cameroon, particularly among Fulani and other Muslim communities.Scholars such as Piet Konings and Francis Nyamnjoh have observed that political competition in Cameroon increasingly reflected identity-based mobilization rather than programmatic political engagement. Consequently, political allegiance frequently mirrored regional and linguistic identities, particularly the divide between Anglophone and Francophone communities. This development weakened the sense of a shared national identity and transformed electoral politics into a contest between communities rather than a debate over national development strategies (Konings and Nyamnjoh 2003, 32).
Multi-party politics also contributed to the politicization of ethnic identities. Political elites often mobilized support by appealing to ethnic solidarity and regional loyalties. In many cases, political actors promised development projects, employment opportunities, or political patronage to their ethnic constituencies (Ejiofor et al 2024:184). This pattern of mobilization reinforced perceptions of favoritism and exclusion, thereby undermining national unity. For instance, some political parties came to be widely associated with particular regions or ethnic groups. The Social Democratic Front (SDF) drew substantial support from Anglophone regions, while the Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM) maintained strong influence in many Francophone areas. As Victor Julius Ngoh and other historians have argued, this pattern of political alignment deepened regional polarisation and contributed to mutual suspicion between communities.
Another major consequence of the introduction of multi-party politics in Cameroon was the intensification of political polarisation, particularly during election periods. The competitive nature of electoral politics often deepened divisions among political actors and their supporters, leading to heightened tensions along party, regional, and linguistic lines.Following the legalization of political parties in 1990, political competition between the ruling Cameroon People's Democratic Movement (CPDM) and major opposition parties such as the Social Democratic Front (SDF) became increasingly confrontational (Fokum and Fomunyoh 2017:52). The 1992 presidential election, which pitted incumbent president Paul Biya against opposition leader John Fru Ndi, marked one of the earliest manifestations of intense political polarisation in the country. The closely contested nature of the election generated widespread accusations of electoral irregularities and provoked protests in several parts of the North-West and South-West Regions after the results were announced.Political polarisation was also reinforced by regional and linguistic cleavages. 
During the early years of multi-party politics, the SDF drew considerable support from the Anglophone regions, while the CPDM maintained stronger influence in many Francophone regions. As a result, electoral competition sometimes reflected broader debates about political marginalisation and representation, particularly within the Anglophone community.Moreover, the credibility of electoral institutions frequently became a subject of dispute among political actors. Opposition parties regularly criticised the management of elections by bodies such as Elections Cameroon (ELECAM), arguing that the electoral process favoured the ruling party. These disputes were evident during the 2011 and 2018 presidential elections, when opposition leaders questioned the transparency of the electoral process and the fairness of the results (Fuh 2010:27).The 2018 presidential election further demonstrated the depth of political polarisation in Cameroon. 
The post-election contestation by Maurice Kamto of the Cameroon Renaissance Movement (MRC), followed by protests and the arrest of several opposition activists, intensified tensions between government supporters and opposition groups. Political debates increasingly extended into social media spaces, where partisan narratives and accusations further deepened divisions within the electorate (Kang 2026).Overall, while multi-party politics expanded political participation in Cameroon, it also contributed to the growing polarisation of the political arena, particularly during election periods. Electoral competition often reinforced partisan loyalties and sharpened regional and linguistic identities, thereby complicating efforts to foster national political consensus and social cohesion (Shey 2026).
The competitive nature of multi-party politics also exposed structural weaknesses in Cameroon’s democratic institutions. Institutions responsible for electoral management, judicial oversight, and legislative accountability often lacked the independence necessary to mediate political disputes effectively (Asan 2021:168).After the legalization of multiparty politics in 1990, electoral management remained under the control of the Ministry of Territorial Administration (MINAT). The ministry organized elections such as the 1992 presidential and legislative elections. This system was heavily criticized by opposition parties, particularly the Social Democratic Front, because the government supervised and organized elections in which it also participated. As a result, many actors questioned the credibility and transparency of electoral outcomes. In response to domestic and international pressure for electoral reforms, the government created the National Elections Observatory (ONEL) in 2000. ONEL was intended to monitor elections and ensure fairness, but it did not fully organize elections; the Ministry of Territorial Administration still played a major role. Because ONEL lacked really administrative and operational powers, many opposition groups continued to challenge its effectiveness. 
A more significant reform occurred in 2006 with the creation of Elections Cameroon (ELECAM)(Fuh 2010:21). This body was designed to replace ONEL and take full responsibility for the organization, supervision, and management of elections.ELECAM officially began functioning in 2008, and it has since organized presidential, legislative, senatorial, municipal, and regional elections, including the 2011, 2018 and 2025 presidential elections, and others (Nyamnjoh 2011:118). Although the creation of Elections Cameroon (ELECAM) in 2006 was intended to improve electoral transparency, critics argued that the institution remained insufficiently independent from executive influence. As a result, electoral controversies continued to undermine public confidence in democratic governance. This institutional weakness reinforced the perception that political power remained concentrated in the hands of a limited political elites (Konings and Nyamnjoh 2003:25)..
Multi-party politics further contributed to elite-driven political fragmentation. In many cases, political parties were formed not on the basis of ideological differences but rather as vehicles for personal ambition and access to political resources. Political leaders frequently created new parties after internal disputes within existing political organizations or after failing to secure leadership positions (Nwoye and Okafor 2015:9). Forexample, internal disagreement within the SDF particularly over leadership and party direction, led to the creation of Social Democratic Party in the 2000s byProf.Amnyangwe Carlson, Progressive movement (MP) of Jean-Jacque Ekindi, Alliance of Progressive Forces of Ben Muna, Edith Kahbang Walla created Cameroon People’s Party. Many parties were also formed from the ruling party, the CPDM like; Alliance for Democracy and Development (ADD) of Garga Haman Adji Created 1990, Garga Haman Adji was a former minister in the government associated with the ruling establishment before leaving to create the ADD, National Union for Democracy and Progress (UNDP)of Bello Bouba Maigari Created 1990.Bello Bouba Maigari had been Prime Minister during the one-party era before the CPDM consolidated power. Union of the Peoples of Cameroon (UPC – revived faction) Leader Augustin Frédéric Kodock (Ngwane 2014:116). 
In the multiparty era, a pro-government faction of the UPC emerged with leaders who had close relations with the ruling CPDM establishment. National Alliance for Democracy and Progress (ANDP)Founded by Hamadou Moustapha.He was a former minister in the CPDM government before forming the ANDP.The party maintained influence mainly in the northern regions of Cameroon. Cameroon Renaissance Movement (MRC) Founded by Maurice Kamto in 2012.Maurice Kamto had served as Minister Delegate of Justice in the CPDM government before resigning and founding the MRC, which later became one of the most prominent opposition parties in Cameroon (Usmanu 2025). This proliferation of parties weakened opposition cohesion and limited the development of stable political coalitions capable of challenging the dominance of the ruling party. Consequently, the political system became increasingly fragmented, with numerous small parties competing for limited political influence.
The deliberate incorporation of traditional rulers into partisan politics by the ruling Cameroon People's Democratic Movement (CPDM) historically contributed to the erosion of social cohesion in Cameroon, particularly during the multiparty era that began in 1990. Faced with increasing political competition after the legalisation of opposition parties, the ruling government relied heavily on traditional authorities to maintain political dominance at the grassroots level (Lemola 2026:10). This strategy gradually transformed the traditional institution from a neutral mechanism of communal cohesion into a political instrument of the state.A major turning point occurred during the highly contested 1992 presidential elections involving Paul Biya and John Fru Ndi of the Social Democratic Front (SDF). 
During this period, the ruling party intensified the mobilization of traditional rulers across the country to campaign for the CPDM. Chiefs and fons were frequently encouraged to publicly endorse the incumbent government and to influence voting behavior within their communities. For example, the Lamido of Gashiga village in Demra, the then North province, reportedly forced his inhabitant to vote for the CPDM on 12 october 1997.The Fon of Bafut, Abumbi II advised his people to vote CPDM, because such a vote will attract enormous development in the area (Mentan 2009:4) In many rural areas where traditional rulers exercised significant authority, they became crucial intermediaries between the state and the population. However, this role increasingly placed them within partisan political struggles, thereby weakening their traditional image as impartial leaders of all members of their communities.
The politicization of traditional authority became more pronounced during the political crises of the early 1990s, particularly during the civil disobedience campaigns popularly known as the “Ghost Town” operations organized by opposition movements in Anglophone regions (Derick 2010:167). While many communities were deeply divided over the protests, some traditional rulers openly aligned themselves with the government’s position against the opposition. This alignment contributed to tensions within communities where sections of the population supported opposition parties, thereby undermining the traditional institution’s historical role as a mediator and promoter of unity.
Another important development was the 1996 constitutional reforms, which sought to institutionalize the role of traditional rulers within the state structure (Cosma 2008:69). The constitution provided for the creation of a House of Chiefs within regional councils, thereby formally integrating traditional authorities into the decentralized governance framework. While this reform appeared to recognize the cultural importance of traditional rulers, critics argued that it also reinforced their dependence on the central government controlled by the Cameroon People's Democratic Movement. As a result, many chiefs became more closely aligned with the ruling political establishment in order to secure administrative recognition, state resources, and development projects for their communities.
The creation of the Senate of Cameroon in 2013 further strengthened the political linkage between traditional rulers and the central government. The Senate included representatives of traditional authorities among its appointed members, with appointments made by the President of the Republic, Paul Biya (Lemola and Kang 2026:11). While this measure was officially presented as a means of incorporating traditional wisdom into national governance, it also reinforced perceptions that the political survival and advancement of many traditional rulers depended on their loyalty to the ruling party. Consequently, some chiefs increasingly acted as political mobilizers during elections, openly campaigning for the CPDM.Historically, these developments gradually eroded the neutrality and legitimacy of traditional institutions in several communities. Opposition supporters often perceived pro-government chiefs as partisan actors rather than custodians of communal interests. In some cases, this perception contributed to political polarization within communities, where loyalty to traditional rulers became intertwined with loyalty to the ruling party.Moreover, the reliance on traditional rulers for political mobilization reinforced regional and ethnic political dynamics. Rather than fostering a shared national political culture, electoral mobilization often occurred through ethnic or local leadership structures (Derick 2010:173). This pattern weakened the broader project of social cohesion by encouraging political identification along communal lines rather than national citizenship.In historical perspective, therefore, the strategic use of traditional rulers by the Cameroon People's Democratic Movement since the reintroduction of multiparty politics in 1990 contributed to the gradual erosion of social cohesion in Cameroon. By transforming institutions that once served as neutral custodians of social cohesion into instruments of partisan political mobilization, the ruling political system weakened the integrative capacity of traditional authority within the evolving democratic landscape.
Another important implication of multi-party politics in Cameroon was the erosion of public trust in democratic institutions (Takougang:1999). While the reintroduction of political pluralism in 1990 raised expectations for democratic governance and accountability, the management of elections and the perceived dominance of the ruling elite gradually weakened citizens’ confidence in state institutions. According to Victor Julius Ngoh, the political liberalization reforms of the early 1990s introduced multiparty competition but did not fundamentally alter the centralized nature of political power in Cameroon. Consequently, many citizens perceived democratic reforms as limited and controlled by the incumbent regime.The 1992 presidential election marked a major turning point in public perceptions of electoral credibility. Incumbent president Paul Biya was declared winner against John Fru Ndi, leader of the Social Democratic Front, in what was widely considered the most competitive election in Cameroon’s history (Fombad 2004). Opposition parties alleged electoral irregularities, including ballot manipulation and administrative interference. 
Scholars such as Piet Konings and Francis B. Nyamnjoh argue that the disputed outcome of the 1992 election significantly undermined the legitimacy of electoral institutions and contributed to widespread public skepticism regarding the fairness of democratic processes.Subsequent elections reinforced these perceptions. During the 2018 presidential election, opposition candidate Maurice Kamto rejected the official results that declared Paul Biya the winner and filed a petition before the Constitutional Council. The dismissal of the petition and the arrest of several opposition supporters following protests further raised concerns about the independence of judicial and electoral institutions. Scholars such as Achille Mbembe have argued that the persistence of centralized political authority and the limited autonomy of democratic institutions have contributed to popular distrust toward governance structures in several postcolonial African states, including Cameroon(Njume 2024:10).The 2025 presidential election also reinforced this pattern of declining trust. Although the Constitutional Council declared Paul Biya the winner, opposition actors contested the results and alleged irregularities in vote counting and the management of polling stations. Criticism was also directed toward Elections Cameroon (ELECAM), which opposition parties and civil society organizations frequently accused of lacking institutional independence due to the executive’s role in appointing its members (Konings 2011:18-20). According to Lyonga Nkwi, the credibility of democratic institutions depends largely on their perceived neutrality and transparency, both of which remain contested in Cameroon’s multiparty political environment.
Consequently, while multiparty politics broadened political participation and introduced electoral competition, recurring electoral disputes, institutional mistrust, and allegations of manipulation contributed to the gradual erosion of public confidence in democratic institutions (Nyinchia 2019:10-11). This erosion of trust manifested in voter apathy, declining participation in elections, and persistent calls from civil society and opposition parties for comprehensive electoral reforms aimed at strengthening institutional independence and transparency.
Furthermore, the identity-based nature of political mobilization contributed indirectly to the intensification of regional grievances, particularly within the Anglophone regions of Cameroon. The liberalization of political space in the 1990s provided new opportunities for Anglophone political actors to articulate longstanding grievances regarding political marginalization, cultural assimilation, and unequal resource distribution (Derick 2010:165). However, successive governments often responded cautiously or defensively to these demands. Over time, unresolved grievances contributed to the escalation of tensions that culminated in the Anglophone crisis beginning in 2016. As scholars such as Piet Konings have argued, the failure of political elites to effectively manage linguistic diversity within a plural political system significantly weakened social cohesion.
Despite these challenges, it is important to recognize that multi-party politics also created new avenues for political participation and democratic expression. The legalization of opposition parties enabled greater political debate, civil society activism, and media pluralism. However, the broader impact of multi-party politics on social cohesion remained ambivalent. While it expanded political freedoms, it also exposed underlying structural divisions within Cameroonian society.Overall, the experience of multi-party politics in Cameroon demonstrated that democratic pluralism alone was insufficient to guarantee national unity. In the absence of strong institutions, inclusive governance, and a shared civic culture, political competition often amplified existing social divisions rather than fostering national integration.
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The preceding analysis demonstrated that while multi-party politics expanded political participation in Cameroon, it also contributed to ethnic mobilization, political polarization, institutional weaknesses, and declining social cohesion. These challenges highlighted the limitations of democratic pluralism when it operates within fragile institutional and governance frameworks. Addressing these issues therefore required deliberate policy interventions aimed at strengthening democratic institutions, promoting inclusive governance, and fostering a shared national identity. The following policy recommendations outline practical measures that could help mitigate the divisive effects of multi-party politics and enhance social cohesion in Cameroon.
Strengthening Political Institutions
A primary step toward enhancing social cohesion in Cameroon is the reinforcement of political institutions. The independence, transparency, and accountability of key bodies such as Elections Cameroon (ELECAM),the constitutional council, the judiciary, and legislative oversight committees must be guaranteed. Institutional reforms should ensure that elections are free, fair, and credible, and that all partieswhether ruling or oppositionoperate under a level playing field. Strengthened institutions will reduce perceptions of bias and corruption, increase citizen trust, and provide a stable framework for democratic competition.


Promoting Inclusive Governance
Inclusive governance is critical to reconciling the diversity of Cameroon’s population. Policymakers should prioritize equitable resource allocation, regional representation in decision-making, and the participation of marginalized communities in political processes. Mechanisms such as power-sharing agreements, consultative councils, and participatory budgeting can help reduce feelings of exclusion and strengthen the legitimacy of the state. By fostering inclusion, multi-party politics can become a tool for uniting rather than dividing communities.
Encouraging Civic Education and Democratic Culture
To address the weaknesses in Cameroon’s democratic culture, comprehensive civic education programs are essential. Citizens must be taught the principles of tolerance, dialogue, compromise, and the responsibilities that accompany democratic rights. Education campaignsthrough schools, media, and civil society organisationsshould aim to reduce ethnic and regional biases in political behavior and promote the idea of shared citizenship. A more informed electorate can hold leaders accountable and resist manipulation by divisive politics.
Dialogue and Conflict Resolution Mechanisms
Longstanding grievances, especially those arising from the Anglophone crisis, require structured dialogue and negotiation platforms. The government, opposition, and civil society should engage in sustained mediation processes to address historical injustices, regional disparities, and governance issues (Konings and Nyamnjoh 2018: 145). Conflict resolution mechanisms, including truth commissions or local reconciliation councils, can help rebuild trust between communities and restore social cohesion.
Strengthening National Identity and Unity
The promotion of a common national identity is essential to bridging the social divides exacerbated by multi-party politics. Policies should emphasize national symbols, shared history, and collective values while respecting diversity. Public programs that encourage inter-regional collaboration in education, business, and civic projects can reinforce a sense of belonging to a unified Cameroon. By combining respect for diversity with the promotion of national unity, the state can harness political pluralism as a force for cohesion rather than division.

Respect for the right of associations and freedom of expression 
The article recommends that the government of Cameroon make every effort possible to guarantee that political parties and civic associations operate freely in Cameroon and to ensure that no direct or indirect harassment or intimidation of political parties and civic associations occurs. It also recommends that all impediments to the freedom of expression be removed. The researcher believes that limits on the freedom of expression such as bannings and suspensions of newspapers, imprisonment of media personnels have had the effect of increasing political tensions and have contributed to the lack of confidence and trust in the government's democratization program.
Collaboration and partnership: 
An objective assessment of Cameroon’s contemporary political environment reveals that, despite the formal existence of a multiparty system, the nation operates in practice as a de facto one-party state. Political pluralism remains largely symbolic, with power and decision-making processes concentrated within a dominant political structure. This dynamic has limited the capacity of opposition parties to function as effective agents of change or democratic accountability. According to Agbor Nkongo (2025), “Democracy is not a privilege reserved for a few, but a universal right for all”. Given this reality, the international Election observer should encourage the government and other stakeholder that, the pursuit of partnership rather than conventional politics may constitute a more viable strategy for national advancement. The emphasis should shift from partisan competition to collaborative governance, in which diverse stakeholders including political actors, civil society organizations, private sector representatives, and local communities work collectively toward shared national objectives. Such a partnership-oriented framework would promote inclusivity, strengthen institutional trust, and enhance the legitimacy of state actions. It could also facilitate consensus on critical issues such as governance reform, economic diversification, and social cohesion. Ultimately, Cameroon’s development trajectory depends less on the proliferation of political parties and more on the cultivation of cooperative partnerships grounded in national interest and mutual accountability (European Union Election observation mission 2019:29).
These recommendations aim to balance the benefits of multi-party democracy with the need to maintain social cohesion and national unity. When effectively implemented, they can transform Cameroon’s political pluralism from a source of fragmentation into a mechanism for sustainable democracy, development, and peace.
CONCLUSION
This study has examined the historical and political dynamics of multi-party politics in Cameroon and its impact on social cohesion. While the reintroduction of political pluralism in 1990 represented a significant step toward democratic participation, it has also revealed the fragility of Cameroon’s national unity. Historical analysis shows that the country’s political trajectoryfrom multi-party politics in 1961–1966, through a one-party system (1966–1990), to renewed pluralism (1990–2025)has been marked by cycles of centralization and fragmentation.
The analysis highlights several key findings. First, political liberalization has often intensified ethnic, regional, and linguistic divisions, as parties mobilize along identity lines rather than policy or ideology. Second, weak institutions and governance failures have fostered distrust in the state and eroded civic confidence in democratic processes. Third, the persistence of regional inequalities, marginalization, and conflictmost notably the Anglophone crisisdemonstrates that political pluralism alone cannot guarantee social cohesion or nation-building.
To address these challenges, it is essential to strengthen institutions, promote inclusive governance, cultivate a robust democratic culture, and foster dialogue among communities. Policies that combine respect for diversity with the promotion of a shared national identity are crucial for reconciling pluralism with unity. Ultimately, the sustainability of democracy in Cameroon depends on the ability of political actors and citizens alike to harness multi-party politics as a tool for cohesion, development, and peace, rather than as a source of division and conflict.
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