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has its worth � particularly when migration is possible because of connections 
and not because of information and knowledge on procedures. As a bushfaller, 
Delphine can now elevate the status of her family both �nancially and through 
the additional prestige of rendering international connection visible and apparent 
through phone calls. 

T h e  g e o g r a p h i c a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  e m e r g e n c e  o f  b u s h f a l l i n g

Bushfalling is a local term with fundamentally local dynamics, yet also an impor-
tant product and expression of powerful national and global forces. Below, I will 
look more closely at the role of both local and global dynamics within the emer-
gence of bushfalling in Cameroon in the late ����s.

The black bush and the worldly bush

Before the ����s, bush only referred to backward hinterlands or forest areas. �ese 
days, the �Western� world outside of Cameroon is a wild bush in which one hunts 
down money that is then sent back to families in one�s area of origin. A radical 
reversal in the meaning of this term has come about. How does one explain how 
the term bush has become the term used today for the big dream of migration in 
Cameroon?

In everyday conversation today, bush can refer to both the worldly and the 
rural bush. Far away from human settlement, the wilderness of the rural bush is 
also referred to as the �black bush� (Fokwang ����: ��). While bushfallers are highly 
admired, to call somebody a bush girl or a bush boy is an insult. It designates the 
person as �primitive� and �backward�. �e same term of bush hence designates both 
a highly desired and a deeply devaluated space. Yet, bush is not to be simply under-
stood as only a geographical space.

Roitman has elaborated on how bush is �a space � albeit a discontinuous one 
� of certain forms of connection and integration� (����: ���). Because of this con-
necting and integrating function, bush is not just a �signi�er of a return to the 
past, a regression, or a step backward in the teleology of developmentalist history�, 
but has by now become an �elusive and yet promising domain of a possible future� 
(����: ���- ���). In this sense, bush is both a space for new forms of wealth crea-
tion, but also a projected future. In this future, people that work the economy of 
the bush attain the means to �counter what they feel is the state�s monopoly over 
surpluses� (����: ��).

Literally speaking, �to go bush� means to go hunting or to go to the farm, to 
work there, to sweat and then to bring back food to eat. �e bush in the Chad basin 
area, for example, has become an important site of economic accumulation and 
socio-economic mobility. It is the essence of food and money that joins the two 
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pers as �illegal immigrants�, �smuggled aliens� or �tra�cked victims�. �rough their 
legal categories, states thus legally produce the illegality of migration trajectories 
(De Genova ����). 

Legality and illegality need to be considered separate processes of historical 
and political constructions prior to an analysis of how these terms are used to 
label people, activities or trajectories. Scholars need to also study the logics and 
norms inherent in processes of regulation that demarcate people and activities as 
in violation with legal frameworks. By studying how people experience emigration 
trajectories, I question the place of the law at points of departure. In the course of 
the following chapters, I will consequently only bring up illegality as an issue when 
and where and how it becomes relevant for actors.

Finally, we also need to relate illegality to other normative frameworks that 
regulate migration trajectories and their outcomes. While I argue for a theoretical 
shi
 from �seeing like the state� to �seeing the state�, state authorities are not the only 
authorities important for the trajectory of a migrant. While laws try to regulate 
migration, migrants do not only have subjective experiences of these instances of 
state regulation, but are also exposed to other regulatory frameworks such as the 
market or the family. Besides legality, the pro�tability of a migration trajectory is 
important, as well as the honour it brings to the family members of a migrant.

�is is why I have chosen to study the regulation of emigration within a frame-
work that captures the multitude of ongoing dynamics within which aspiring mi-
grants seek to move out of Cameroon. I look at the ways in which migration is 
regulated and I do so in a way that goes both beyond the perspective of the state 
and the mere and exclusive focus on the state. Beyond the regulatory instruments 
and norms of the state, I broaden the perspective to take into account the plurality 
of regulatory authorities that shape the context in which aspiring migrants move. 
With this work, I hope to contribute not only to a literature on �illegal� migration, 
but also more widely to a theoretical body of political anthropology and its relation 
to migration studies. 

P l u r a l  r e g u l a t o r y  a u t h o r i t i e s :  s t a t e ,  m a r k e t  a n d  f a m i l y

It is striking that the �ow of people is o
en analyzed through entirely di	erent 
theoretical frameworks from the �ow of goods (Malkki ����: ���; Kearney ����; 
Carling ����: �). Academic work on �ows of goods notably adopts less o
en an 
explicitly statist perspective (McKeown ����). �is di	erence can most probably 
be explained by the high degree of legitimacy that the �ow of goods has attained 
in the contemporary era. 

�rough historical analysis, Torpey has illustrated how states have monopo-
lized the authority to restrict movement. He does not argue that states have ef-
fectively monopolized control over movement, but that states have achieved a mo-
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nopoly over the legitimacy of movement control. In his work, he traces how the 
monopolization of this authority by states has emerged gradually in Europe a
er 
the medieval period and was paralleled by the states� monopolization of the legiti-
mate means of violence. Torpey places his argument within the context of Meyer�s 
work on the delegitimation of organizational forms other than the nation-state. 
While the state can prevent a person from crossing national boundaries, Meyer 
points out how the attempts of non-state associations to control people are stigma-
tized as slavery (Meyer ����: ��).

It follows from the state�s monopolization of legitimate means of control, the 
question of what occurs with other potential claimants of authority. �e state with 
its laws and regulations is not the only authority that regulates the conditions un-
der which people seek to realize their ambitions of mobility. Torpey argues that 
private economic, religious or other social entities claim authority at the �behest� of 
states. �is is a claim that I wish to investigate further within my dissertation. 

In the context of the Chad basin, Roitman has conceptualized connections and 
overlaps between actors engaged in cross-border trade in innovative ways. She ar-
gues �rstly that regulatory authorities have pluralized and secondly that the plural-
isation of regulatory authorities has led to an increase in state powers (����a). For 
an analysis of dynamics of emigration, Roitman�s study of cross border trade can 
be instructive. In the case of cross-border trade, smuggling and gang-based road 
banditry in the Chad basin, Roitman argues that authorities regulating access to 
possibilities of wealth accumulation have multiplied. Roitman de�nes an authority 
as an instance that exercises power (����: ��). Hence, not all regulatory authori-
ties of trade or migration have to be o�cial or authorities sanctioned by the state. 
Indeed, activities that are not regulated by the state can also be highly organised, 
recognised as legitimate and, as such, become institutionalised in their own way.

In line with Hibou (����), as well as Chabal and Daloz (����), Roitman stresses 
the productivity of these activities for the (urban) economy and for the �nancing 
of local administrations. �e wealth that is created in smuggling and banditry is 
also used to pay state taxes, as well as to directly complement the salaries of state 
o�cials. Rather than seeing unregulated trade as trade that occurs in opposition 
to or to the de�cit of the power of the state, Roitman proposes to look at interde-
pendencies between various regulatory authorities in a way that fundamentally 
challenges conceptions of wealth, legitimacy and, by extension, also the notion 
of legality and illegality. Both on a �nancial and moral level, smuggling and road 
banditry are not constructed as or enacted against the state. 

If the state is relativised as one form of modern political authority among oth-
ers, it becomes possible to go beyond statist visions of migration. �e usage of its 
own dominant (and mostly legal) categories can be avoided (Abraham & Schendel 
����: �). �at is why I study state o�cials, migration brokers and family members 
as important �gures that regulate migration trajectories. �ese multiple players 
can be said to cover the sphere of the state, market and family. Within the sphere of 
the state, the role of paper seemed at �rst sight to be important both as a regulatory 
instrument and a means of self-representation. Within the sphere of the market, 
I focused on the role of migration brokers and the impact of money. Within the 
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to the doors of the U.S. consulate in YaoundØ. In a similar fashion, an accidental 
encounter in a train from Amsterdam to Paris generated a contact with the French 
Embassy in YaoundØ. Besides these personal entrance routes, I was also a likely 
candidate to be allowed entrance to both embassies due to my academic training 
at Sciences Po Paris, which most French consulate sta	 attended themselves. I was 
thus easily integrated as an �intern� for a few weeks to observe the functioning of 
the consulate o�ce. 

Besides many smaller cases, interviews and observations, my research has over 
the course of one and a half years (and in some cases longer) followed the emigra-
tion projects of above all ten women. Six of these women were North Western-
ers; four of them were South Westerners. During the course of research, I worked 
within their family networks and thus also followed the migration projects and 
aspirations of their brothers and male members of family. I equally matched up 
�ve undocumented migrant women with their respective families of origin in 
Cameroon. One of these informants was deported during the course of �eldwork. 
Along with my various key informants, I conducted nineteen recorded and fully 
transcribed interviews. Yet, the second pillar of my research material was founded 
on observations of three migration broker o�ces (with its various employees and 
their respective family members), as well on observations from two consulate of-
�ces in the capital of Cameroon. 

To be able to ground these narratives, as well as the ethnographic insights from 
the broker and Embassy o�ces within a �rmer framework of size and scale, Del-
phine and I also conducted a quantitative survey in Buea. With the survey, I sought 
to measure the density of out-migration, the popularity of bushfalling, exposure 
rates to deportation, as well as attitudes towards money and bushfalling (see graph 
� & �, as well as table �). Finally, the ethnographic material on the mobility/immo-
bility nexus is also supported by additional archival and visual material.  

Methodology

All interviews and conversations were conducted in Pidgin, the lingua franca 
of Anglophone Cameroon. As many speci�cities of the culture of emigration in 
Cameroon today become visible through Pidgin terminology, I always include the 
original Pidgin (either within the core of the text or within the footnotes). Most 
conversations were relatively casual and I thus made notes only to the extent that it 
seemed appropriate so as not to disturb the �ow of conversation. I then used these 
notes as much as possible immediately a
er most encounters to support and com-
plete the recording of my �eld-notes. For key informants, I would at later stages 
of the research conduct fully recorded semi-structured biographical interviews. 
During the write up of the thesis, I sent dra
 chapters to three key informants and 
integrated their comments and reactions. For the sake of anonymity, the names of 
all informants have been changed in the manuscript. 
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tions to instances of state authority; dynamics during visa interviews at embassies; 
diverging quests for security in the case of marriage-related migration attempts; as 
well as perceptions and experiences of deportation. �rough explaining dynamics 
of security, connections, luck, security and visibility, each chapter will contribute 
elements of response to the overall puzzle of bush a tout prix.

Within the economy of emigration, brokers are the main authority for people 
that are seriously trying to achieve their ambitions of mobility. �e �rst chapter 
zooms into the relations between brokers and clients and the way in which both 
deal with the loss of money.  It also addresses the involuntary return of aspiring 
migrants. In discussing the relations between brokers and clients, in the �rst chap-
ter I shed light onto attitudes towards �nancial investments, notions of success, 
as well as conceptions of what it takes to leave the country. Fundraising dynamics 
within families and monetary transactions between brokers and aspiring migrants 
are instances that illuminate what I will call the market and family nexus. �rough 
the key case study of Pamella, in the chapter I argue that relations between brokers 
and aspiring migrants cannot be discussed exclusively in terms of mere market or 
patronage relations.

From the perspective of an aspiring bushfaller, it is the migration brokers that 
o	er visas. Interested in dynamics between state and market, in chapter two I study 
the sources that make migration brokers credible. In the discussion of the emer-
gence of migration brokers, I address in the second chapter how brokers base much 
of their success and status on connections and knowledge, as well as on forms of 
papers production. Brokers are situated in relation to state authorities, without 
which the rise of brokers would not be possible. 

In the third chapter, I focus on visa application processes and �nancial �ows 
within and beyond the consulate o�ces in YaoundØ. In the perceptions of aspiring 
migrants, embassies are spaces of great danger and incertitude. �rough a critical 
analysis of mediating technologies that govern visa application processes, I seek to 
unravel the seeming opposition between the narrative of legality and the narrative 
of luck. Narratives of legality and luck are sites of struggle over legitimate modes of 
mediation. And it is in this context, I will argue, that the frequent referral to migra-
tion brokers needs to best be understood.

Building on this insight in the fourth chapter, I use instances of marriage-re-
lated migration to analyse how state and family authorities seek security in di-
verging and con�icting ways. I will do so on the basis of a series of life stories and 
observations of marriage visa interviews at the French (and to a lesser extent the 
American) consulate service. Security threats for aspiring migrant women occur 
precisely because state and family locate security threats in con�icting ways.

As young Cameroonians dream of bushfalling and families keep raising the 
money for migration brokers, deportation is simultaneously becoming an ever 
more real possibility. Sventy-�ve percent of all respondents had a member of fam-
ily who is in bush and nine percent declared to have a member of family who has 
been repatriated back to Cameroon. Nevertheless, bushfalling remains popular. In 
the �nal chapter, I study how deported migrant women and their members of fam-
ily understand, experience and deal with deportation. �rough and in-depth case 
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study of Manuella and a few contrasting cases, I explore the narratives of bad luck, 
bad behaviour and laziness that characterise the moral economy of deportation in 
Cameroon. I will o	er an explanation of why it is not surprising that deportation 
rates have no e	ect on migratory choices of others.

In these �ve chapters, I strive to explain how and why young Cameroonians 
dare to emigrate. Based on observations and narratives of aspiring migrants in 
Cameroon, these �ve empirical dissertation chapters provide a picture of what 
people know, do and aspire towards before they set upon a journey to the Western 
world. In analysing step by step the various actions that aspiring migrants take in 
Cameroon, I seek, in this dissertation, to provide an alternative view of tra�cking 
that opposes the dominant trend within the discourse of tra�cking that negates 
people�s migratory choices. �rough the lens of this ethnographic study, the very 
meanings of security, credibility and failure might radically change.
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threat of failure is a pre-given and not located with the broker. Migration brokers, to 
the contrary, provide hope and the chance of being able to travel.

Given the risky nature of bushfalling and the ever-looming possibility of failure 
and closure, aspiring migrants need to �rush� whenever they �nd out or hear about 
an opening. If one delays too much, the �opening� can close again. Consequently, 
the success of a broker is evaluated by the speed with which he can deliver. If one 
has heard of a particularly good and safe �programme�, one talks about a �direct 
line�. A �direct line� is one that goes straight from a migration broker to the outside 
world. In particular, a direct line does not go via an embassy that could otherwise 
stop the emigration trajectory. 

Lines, programmes and openings all refer to opportunities for travel. A mi-
gration broker can o	er a line and a programme, but this language can also refer 
to other possibilities for travel. A scholarship announcement, a volunteer pro-
gramme, a conference or a job o	er can all be referred to as lines, programmes or 
openings. Only a line or a programme can overcome the hurdles that have come 
to be associated with wanting to travel out of the country. Besides its most literal 
signi�cation, a line can also refer to a line of action or to a line of communication. 
�ese openings to bush de facto also imply job openings in the country of arrival, 
as well as the opening of a new chapter in the life of the aspiring migrant. 

I was furthermore surprised to �nd that everybody around me talked about 
the price of these openings, lines and programmes in extremely frank and candid 
terms. When bushfalling initially emerged as a phenomenon in the ����s, a line 
cost �.� million ���. Since the ����s, prices have increased. Nowadays it takes �.� 
million ��� to go to China or Dubai and roughly �.� million ��� for Europe or 
Canada. �e precision and openness with which the �fees� for migration brokers 
are referred are striking. Mobility is clearly understood in terms of needing to have 
money. �e very terminology of informality and illegality (as much as the one of 
smuggling and tra�cking), however, assumes the supposed under-cover, shadowy 
and invisible nature of the market of migration brokerage. Contrary to these pro-
jections, there is nothing hidden, opaque or illicit about the money that is neces-
sary for the �help� of a migration broker with bushfalling. 

Warnings against dokimen

Embassies in YaoundØ do their best to warn Cameroonians against migration bro-
kers. Notes of warnings are spread in public relations activities at schools, open 
days, radio and �� broadcasts, as well as on notice boards outside the embassy 
compound itself: �Beware of dokimen! �ey are hurting your future.� ��ese people 
are just making money out of your fears and ignorance. �ey are not the friend of 
the applicant.� �e chief consulate o�cer made these statements, which I heard on 
an open day organized for journalists at the U.S. embassy in YaoundØ, pleading to 
journalists present to warn their countrymen not to go to the Embassy with the 
mediation of doki men. �ey are �giving and selling bad advice on how to present 
visa applications.� �e main message that is conveyed is that doki men are bad 
for visa applicants, as well as for the country as a whole. �Protect yourself. Protect 
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Cameroon. Stop the doki men.� According to the consulate o�cer, commercial me-
diation is a scam at the best of times. Most importantly, the quotes from the U.S. 
embassy show that relations between aspiring migrants and brokers are under-
stood in terms of criminality and merely pro�t-driven commerce. 

In the above statements (but also o
en in debates on tra�cking and smuggling), 
migration brokers are supposed to be either criminals who break laws (Finkenauer 
����, Aronowitz ����) or businessmen (Salt & Stein ����) that instigate trajecto-
ries of migration. Yet, while embassies seek to denigrate migration brokerage to the 
realms of crime and commerce, the �rst point of departure for aspiring migrants 
is not the embassy, but a migration broker or a member of family who has already 
succeeded in getting out. I was very surprised at how invisible embassies are in 
people�s perception of what it takes to emigrate. In the social imaginary, it takes 
extraordinary powers or money to be able to overcome closure and make it to 
bush. Migration brokers are the ones who have the �power� to make the impossible 
possible. For �.� million ��� (so the saying goes) anybody can go to bush. 

Large amounts of money are given to migration brokers in the hope of a po-
tential emigration project. At times families even take out debt to �nance emigra-
tion attempts and many times the money invested comes from important �nancial 
reserves for retirement or the education of younger ones. Although failure is com-
mon, migration brokers continue to be able to gain new clients who entrust them 
with large sums of money. While o
en accused of being criminal businessmen, 
the migration brokers with whom I worked in the �eld were greatly admired. �is 
puzzle is at the heart of this chapter. Why in the face of uncertainty do aspiring 
migrants trust and hand over large sums of money to migration brokers? In ad-
dition, in what terms can power relations between brokers and aspiring migrants 
best be understood?

Relations between migration brokers and aspiring migrants

�is chapter approaches the theme of migration brokerage through the vocabulary 
of openings, lines and programmes. Using this approach, the purpose of this chap-
ter is to elaborate on migrant-based understandings of migration-related risks. 
�e chapter investigates brokerage relationships by focusing, amongst others, on 
monetary exchanges between aspiring migrants and migration brokers, as well as 
on social interaction in the case of problems and failures of emigration attempts. 
�rough the lens of social interactions and �nancial transfers, this chapter seeks to 
empirically establish the place and role of migration brokers as actors within the 
economy of emigration. 

In this chapter, I argue that both the languages of crime and commerce are 
inadequate to understand relations and �nancial �ows between actors. Whilst Salt 
and Stein have already established the point that crime is not a useful framework 
of analysis for brokerage activities, they uphold the distinction between �legitimate� 
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C o n c e p t u a l i s i n g  m i g r a t i o n  b r o k e r s

Migration brokers are feared, yet also greatly admired and respected. Despite low 
levels of expertise and at times high levels of failure, mediators are in a position to 
uphold their status. �e knowledge and connections of migration brokers are im-
portant assets � even if not at all times strong enough to deliver on all promises. 

�is section of the chapter argues for an understanding of migration broker-
age through the lens of the relations between aspiring migrants and brokers. Rela-
tions of aspiring migrants with migration brokers cannot be understood without 
recognizing both the normality and necessity of mediating practices. I will �rst 
sketch the context in which the two key migration brokers of this chapter operate 
and o	er their services. I will then further explain my approach to the study of 
migration brokerage and seek to trace its potential contributions to other bodies 
of literature.

Migration brokers in Anglophone Cameroon

��ere is much business in migration�, one migration broker told me over dinner. 
Both the migrant and the migrat�� on broker hope to make money with migra-
tion. Anyone with a comparative advantage will seek to share the gains of migra-
tion. When the period of the year in which the U.S. diversity lottery applications 
arrived, an informant and friend asked me to lend her my digital camera. For a 
small fee of a few hundred ���, she took photos of neighbours and friends in her 
village and completed their application forms. Florence was less interested in the 
fee than the potential of somebody from her village of origin to leave the country. If 
somebody for whom she completed an application form had won, she would have 
gained incredible status and would have had the opportunity to marry this person 
or, if the winner was a woman, marry one of her brothers. 

�e range of facilitators and mediators of migration in Cameroon is vast. A 
poster on a public litter bin advertises �payment solutions� for Toe� tests, paypal, 
hotel reservations and the purchase of �ight tickets. �e people who made the 
poster sell the possibility to pay online fees for language tests, to make online hotel 
reservations, reserve or buy �ight or train tickets, or simply to use their paypal 
account for whatever online activity the client desires. In Cameroon, few people 
hold formalized bank accounts and even fewer have credit cards. Even seemingly, 
simple transactions need mediation. Without a credit card, making a hotel reserva-
tion abroad becomes a lot more complicated, and without a hotel reservation, one 
cannot (in most or many cases) be granted a visa. 

Services change incredibly fast and the degrees to which mediated services are 
commercialized also vary. Cyber cafØ sta	 charge �,��� ��� (roughly �.�� Euro) for 
�lling out application forms for the American visa lottery, creating Internet pro-
�les on dating websites and a bit more for �lling in visa application forms online. 
People who are engaged in international trade can �carry along� others or simply 
give out information on visa processes. Posters on the street of YaoundØ suggest 
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to come up with an alternative social science classi�catory system for an analysis 
of relations between aspiring migrants and migration brokers. So as to understand 
why and how aspiring migrants take risks and relate amongst others to migration 
brokers, I argue for the importance of local terminology such as lines, programmes, 
openings and closure, but also the ones of dokimen, big men and feymen.

�e paradigms of tra�cking and smuggling have a tendency to criminalise 
and stigmatise a broad array of migration intermediaries (for a critical analysis of 
such tendencies, see Spener ����: ���-��� or Gisti ����). Yet, the more legal migra-
tion becomes di�cult and state actors discursively criminalise migration, the more 
migration intermediaries become necessary. �e increased presence of migration 
intermediaries then further contributes to criminalise the act of migration. �us 
given the scarcity of visas and the current economic situation of Anglophone Cam-
eroon, the vulnerability of aspiring migrants is a given. 

Risks and vulnerabilities between aspiring migrants and migration brokers thus 
need to be embedded into an overall analysis of conditions of departure. �rough 
ethnography of relations between aspiring migrants and migration brokers, this 
chapter seeks to contribute towards a more empirically grounded understanding 
of the nature of migration brokerage (Kyle & Siracusa ����), as well as to a more 
migrant-based understanding of migratory risks. I follow here Desmond�s call that 
risk cannot be analyzed within a vacuum (����: �).

Kyle and Siracusa argue that migration services are commodities in high de-
mand (����: ���). Together with Liang, Kyle furthermore talk of �migrant export-
ing schemes� when looking at out-migration possibilities for migrants (����). In 
an attempt to move away from a predominantly criminal way of framing migra-
tion brokerage, Kyle and Liang de�ne �migration merchants� as �anyone who pro�ts 
from the migration of others regardless of legality� (����: �). With their concept 
of �migrant-exporting schemes�, they propose a model that considers the selling of 
migration services in terms of business. For them, a �migrant-exporting scheme� 
turns into a �slave-importing scheme� if most of the pro�ts are generated by the 
unpaid labour of migrants in countries of destination. Whilst Kyle and Liang give 
recognition to the fact that migrant exporting schemes are limited by the need for 
trust (����: ��), this chapter argues that pro�t generation is not a main factor in the 
structure power dynamics between brokers and aspiring migrants. �e potential 
vulnerability of aspiring migrants towards their migration brokers is not grounded 
alone in the fact that migration brokers generate income with their work.

From traffickers and smugglers to dokimen, feymen and big men

As bushfalling is the pursuit against all odds of an opening in a context of closure, 
success is considered a question of luck and for success the connections of mi-
gration brokers are crucial. Prior failure (including through a broker) renders the 
need for a broker all the more necessary. Brokers have special knowledge on these 
matters, as well as connections. People prefer to go to bush with a broker because 
this protects them from people with bad intentions in bush.
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Drawing distinctions between various kinds of brokerage, aspiring migrants 
talk about feymen, dokimen and big men. Feymen are con artist and trick busi-
nessmen (Ndjio ����a; Malaquais ����). �ey generate money through swindling 
and �nancial deception. Some feymen generate so much money that they can be-
come local and national benefactors. Despite the o
en-unlawful nature of their 
economic activities, feymen are respected as wealthy and powerful men. In its cur-
rent economic climate, all new forms of wealth have come to be closely associated 
with feymenia. 

In my friend�s perception, migration brokers that are feymen do not deliver 
and have no intention of delivering. �ey merely dupe their clients. Aspiring mi-
grants always have to fear that their migration broker might only pretend to be 
big and powerful, but will actually dupe them. Dokimen are much less respected 
than big men. �ey do not have connections, but merely imitate and manufacture 
travel documents. �e real migration broker that everybody hopes for is a big man. 
When an informant that had just handed over money to a migration broker was 
confronted by stories of duping, she responded that her broker was �big� and that 
she could thus really trust him. Big men are powerful people with good connec-
tions. �ese connections give them the power to make others travel. �e term �big 
man� can refer to businessmen and politicians (Daloz ����). 

Dokimen, feymen and big men are all three emic terms referring to migration 
brokers. �ese linguistic terms give us access to how the reality of migration bro-
kerage is conceived in Cameroon. Any given migration broker is evaluated against 
these three ideal types. 

To understand migration brokers as either �dokimen�, �feymen� or �big men� 
opens up an understanding of the horizon of expectations that aspiring migrants 
have. Aspiring migrants hope and think that migration brokers are big men, but if 
the level of respect goes down, then they might have to admit or understand that 
their broker was a mere dokiman. Whilst I have heard stories of duping, I have 
never witnessed a direct accusation of somebody as a feyman. As long as the rela-
tionship between an aspiring migrant and migration broker continue in one way 
or the other, aspiring migrants will not talk of duping. To be a feyman is to let the 
programme or line fail intentionally. Migration brokers are then measured not so 
much in terms of success and failure, but in terms of the genuine chance and pos-
sibility of trying to overcome closure in quest of an opening.

�e typology of dokimen, feymen and big men is useful in that these terms 
indicate three di	erent types of relationships. Aspiring migrants will trust and give 
over money to a dokiman with a di	erent set of expectations and motivations than 
to a big man. �e risk of giving money to a dokiman rests with the e�ciency of 
the documents the dokiman will supply. �e risk of giving money to a big man is 
located with the question of whether or not he is actually a big man. Feymen can 
pose as big men, but then proceed to merely dupe their clients. In this case, the 
intention of the migration broker would have been fake. 

Whether or not the papers of any broker, however, would be classi�ed as real 
or fake by state o�cials is not of concern and does not �gure within the parameters 
of how migration-related risks are assessed. �e typology of dokimen, feymen and 
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big men is unrelated to question of legality. Once I heard a migrant ask about the 
nature of the visa and the broker replied that a visa is a visa. Yet, this was the only 
time that legal considerations were brought into the discussion between broker 
and aspiring migrant. In line with the theoretical commitment of my dissertation 
project to trace perceptions of migration-related risks from the vantage point of 
aspiring migrants in a country of departure, I will only discuss questions of legality 
when these issues are of relevance to my informants.

A  t r i p  t o  t h e  a i r p o r t  w i t h  M r.  Wa l t e r :  
b r o k e r a g e  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  h o r i z o n s  o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s

On his way to Douala, the migration broker Mr. Walter picked me up to give me a 
li
. As we drove out of my compound, we passed by a young man in the pouring 
rain whom Mr. Walter had just dropped o	 beforehand. �e young man�s shirt was 
completely soaked. As Mr. Walter stopped his car, the rain kept pouring down on 
the young man. He begged Mr. Walter to o	er him the six-month visa for Greece 
for two million ���. �at�s all he had! 

Yet, Mr. Walter claimed that the �line� costs a lot more. Mr. Walter is in his mid 
��s. As a former mathematics teacher, he now runs an ��� o�ce in Buea that sells 
migration services. He talked about the quality of the programme and the many 
costs that he has in making this programme work. Mr. Walter did not want to re-
duce the price and enter into an agreement for only � million ���.  He would help 
only if the young man gave him �.� million ���. 

�You�ve seen how I am.� He touches his wet shirt. He has neither bag, nor um-
brella. �I am desperate.� Mr. Walter insisted on his price and told him that he has 
until next week to decide. Mr. Walter drove o	 in his four-wheel drive jeep and 
explained to me (his female company of the day) that �the boy has surely been �sent 
back�.� �To be sent back� is the Cameroonian expression referring to deportation. 
Desperately in need to go out again, he begged for another chance at becoming a 
true bushfaller.

�e boy addressed one of the three major migration brokers of the town. It 
is mostly through connections and hearsay that aspiring migrants �nd out about 
possible �lines� or �programmes� of migration brokers. Aspiring migrants and their 
families travel from villages in Bamenda all the way to Buea to meet one of the 
two migration brokers with whom I conducted �eldwork. While some might have 
a destination country in mind, in general the country chosen for the travelling 
project de facto depends on the �openings� in which a given broker can actually 
deliver. While it was safe and easy for the two main brokers with whom I worked 
to have people leave for Dubai or China, aspiring migrants preferred to travel to 
Europe or North America. In response to such demands and expectations, both 
brokers tried their best to expand the range of available programmes, but did not 
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kind of long-term preparation might be a side manoeuvre to divert the money. To 
avoid such suspicions and to prove one�s power, brokers operate their lines fast. 
Speed is of the essence. Speed, in part, proves the true power of a broker. Hence, 
in this situation, there was no cause for concern. Walter answered to the aspiring 
bushfaller in French that everything was ready. A
er this statement, the real jour-
ney began.

�e young accountant and his mother got into the four-wheel drive jeep. We 
drove through muddy roads with big holes. �e mother wore lace. �e boy wore 
a buttoned shirt and a formal looking pair of trousers. As we drove o	, the boss 
broke the silence, �You want your son to be a great accountant?� �e mother nod-
ded proudly. �e plan was that the powers of Mr. Walter would help her boy reach 
his new university in Malaysia. Mr. Walter would turn her son into a bushfaller and 
thus a potential big man. 

As we drove o	, the boss asked the boy to type his name into his mobile phone. 
I took the initiative to ask the boy to type the name into the phone exactly as it 
was written in his passport. �e boss then sent the name of the aspiring bushfaller 
as a text message to his collaborator who was supposed to be preparing the hotel 
reservation in Vientiane. None of the proceedings was explained to either mother 
or son. Part the obscurity of procedures keeps the mythical power of brokers in the 
face of imposed immobility alive. To fall bush is to be transformed into a di	erent 
category of people. It is the dramatic nature of this transformation that makes the 
brokers appear so powerful and not the details of how their businesses operate.

�e �rst stop was at a travel agency in Douala. As we entered, the travel agen-
cy felt like an entirely di	erent world. �e space was air conditioned, clean and 
full of colourful posters that spoke of the promises of another world. All employ-
ers wore suits and had an air of professionalism. �e sta	 knew Mr. Walter. He 
quietly whispered to a clerk. I sat down in a corner with the mother and the ac-
countant. As a big man, Mr. Walter was connected, known and clearly part of this 
air-conditioned world. 

It was also the ease with which Mr. Walter moved through spaces connected to 
bush or prestige that gave him an air of power and authority. Delphine and I had 
sometimes jokingly referred to very expensive restaurants in YaoundØ as bush. �e 
travel agency was a place of a similar standing. Not anybody would feel comfort-
able and assume that he or she could be a client there. Lost in the face of unknown 
institutions like embassies and travel agencies, the mediation of Mr. Walter was 
clearly indispensable. He was an Ambassador to this unknown place called bush.

�e boss disappeared up the stairs and pointed out the toilet to the mother of 
the boy. She followed and a
er a while came out with an envelope of money which 
she had hidden by tying it into her lace dress. Most of the money was compiled of 
notes of ��,���, but some of the piles were notes of �,��� ���. �e money had been 
taken from a communal savings group. In small weekly sums, members of savings 
group make regular payments - which are then during the meetings shared out to 
one member at a time. 

Busy and with big steps, the boss �ew down the stairs. �e accountant�s mother 
handed him the equivalent of a year�s salary. As he sat down at the desk with one of 
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With respect to the above narrative, one can see that procedures that grant 
access to bush are largely unknown. Hence, it is possible for family members to 
hand over the money to the broker on the departure day itself. Migration broker-
age is necessary and considered to be normal. In a situation of closure, migration 
brokers, like Mr. Walter, are the ones with the powers to make visas come out. �e 
largest part of Cameroonian society does not qualify for a visa, and hence some-
body who can bring out a visa is admired and considered a powerful man. �e 
above case study illustrates how power relations between migration brokers and 
aspiring migrants are structured. 

�e above case study has also illustrated that Mr. Walter is one of many regula-
tory authorities. �ese days both emigration and immigration controls at airports 
are conducted by a multitude of authorities. State agencies have partly outsourced 
some of their responsibilities for the upkeep of legality in international travel to 
the �ight companies themselves who now operate their own security checks (Salter 
����: ��). Airport authorities employ private companies to conduct additional se-
curity checks on the papers of travellers. �us, authorities have multiplied and Mr. 
Walter is one of these regulatory authorities. He always gets to the airport by car to 
ensure his people get out of the country. 

Mr. Walter was able to arrange the young man�s departure within this short 
time delay due to a combination of knowledge, connections and the skill of paper 
production. He knew about visa applications, visa free countries and indirect trav-
el routes. Even when airport o�cials have doubts, Mr. Walters can guarantee safe 
passage at the airport in Douala.  He also has contacts with people (both within 
and beyond the realm of the state) who can issue, produce, imitate and manufac-
ture supporting documents that his clients need to pass immigration controls at 
the airport of arrival. Overall, his knowledge and his connections grant Mr. Walter 
an extraordinary position of status and power. He is a �big man�. Not an ordinary 
line of business, his brokerage help brings upon a family such a promise of change 
and hope that he ful�ls the role and function of a generous benefactor. 

Having illustrated the social status of migration brokers as big men, the follow-
ing case study and section of this chapter will continue to analyse moments when 
the capacity of migration brokers to deliver is at its limits.

Pa m e l l a :  r i s k i n g  m o n e y  a t  t i m e s  o f  c r i s i s

Pamella estimated that her parents lost about six million ��� in trying to make her 
fall bush. When looking at the money that her parents had spent over the years 
on bushfalling, Pamella knew that they could have paid for her tuition fees at a 
foreign university. Yet, they repeatedly entrusted money into the hands of di	erent 
migration brokers. Mr. James was one of the migration broker in question. Just 
like Mr. Walter, Mr. James ran ��� o�ce in Buea that sold migration services. Mr. 
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Due to all the confusions and delays around Pamella�s supposed departure, her 
parents ended up defying their daughter�s precautions. �ey gave the entire two 
million ��� to Mr. James. As the lines were changing, the trust of Pamella�s parents 
in Mr. James had not diminished. Mr. James had told her father that everything 
was all right and that he needed the money to prepare Pamella�s �nal departure. I 
called Pamella a few days before her new departure date, but her number was no 
longer passing. A
er many delays, Pamella le
 secretly a few days earlier. Pamella 
had �nally made it.

In the above description of Pamella and Mr. James, it becomes clear how im-
portant the dissemination of information is for the establishment and exercise of 
authority. Pamella did not have a great degree of control over the outcome of her 
emigration attempts because Mr. James did not share the details of his lines and 
programmes with her. It was also striking that Mr. James�s performance as a �big 
man� and his emphasis on his �international connections� outweighed Pamella�s 
much higher level of education. As a well-educated woman, she was not in a posi-
tion to change how her parents related to a migration broker of whom she had 
grown distrustful for a while.

Involuntary return: experiencing failure and seeing success

Pamella had le
 the country, but when a week later I prepared to visit her parents, 
I heard surprising news. Pamella had come back! Later Delphine pointed out to 
me that this was why people did not talk when they prepare to leave the country: 
��ings can happen! People can do witchcra
. [�] You might just come back.� 

A few weeks later Pamella told me what has happened. Security sta	 at the 
Douala airport suspected her because of the Italian residence permit she was car-
rying. Just a few moments before being picked out, she had been required to de-
clare that she had su�cient �nancial resources to do business in Ukraine. She was 
hence in a di�cult situation for negotiating with security sta	. In the end, she lost 
a third rather than half of her ��� Euros she had on herself. 

Pamella paid ��� Euros to be allowed get on the plane. Yet, her journey never 
went beyond Kiev airport. As Pamella later told me, Mr. James had not bought the 
ticket himself. �e same agent who had lost the passports of Mr. James�s clients in 
an attack had bought Pamella�s �ight ticket. �e agent had booked a �ight for Pa-
mella and another client of Mr. James that brought them into the military airport 
of Kiev. Together with her travel companion, Pamella was sent back from Kiev to 
Moscow and then from Moscow to Dubai. In Dubai, their journey came to a mo-
mentary halt. �ere was no �ight ticket for them to go to Cameroon. Given that 
Mr. James sends his clients out to hustle and fall bush, a return ticket is not at all 
required. His clients want a one-way ticket out of the country. 

On the phone, Mr. James �rst tried to persuade them to allow her to stay in 
Dubai. He was going to send his �contact people� to try and �smuggle� them out of 
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James any further, I avoided discussing Pamella�s return directly with him. When 
we eventually did discuss Pamella�s return, he told me that a big man does not give 
up easily. Whatever happens, he would learn and then continue. He told Pamella 
that he was going to try again to bring her to Ukraine. However, in Pamella�s pass-
port, there now is a stamp over her Ukrainian visa. While I managed to decipher 
the Cyrillic script with the help of some very rudimentary memories of the Russian 
alphabet, I guessed that immigration o�cials �cancel� visas when they deny entry 
to a person. Mr. James, however, had told Pamella that her passport did not carry 
a prejudice against her.

Seeing his continued empty promises for supposed departure dates were not 
credible, Mr. James changed his approach and suggested starting a police enquiry 
against one of the mediators who had helped him to run the line to Kiev. He said 
that he wanted to pay back parts of the money that Pamella�s parents had given 
him, but did not have this money at his disposal. He argued that the Italian resi-
dence permit alone had cost him ���,��� ���. Pamella knew that it would take a 
minimum of two years to take Mr. James to court to reclaim the money. Given that 
they are all from the same village, Pamella�s parents were also pressing for non-
confrontational solutions to the problem. As Mr. James promised to eventually 
return the money, he was winning time. 

Pamella�s parents had moved their household back to the North West Province. 
Pamella�s parents did not experience Mr. James� prior delays in quite the same way 
as Pamella (or for that matter I) did. Pamella�s parents could not so easily under-
stand or measure the details of his lines, the various kinds of papers that could be 
produced by brokers, even the scale of wealth between various countries in bush. 
While Pamella grew increasingly sceptical during the long months during which 
she was supposed to go out with Mr. James, her parents did not necessarily see any 
of these delays as a sign of his potential lack of competence in the matter. A
er all, 
bushfalling is inherently dangerous and incomprehensible - hence the need for 
support of a broker. Money buys the connection that is indispensable to be able to 
make it abroad. 

�e way in which Pamella and her parents understood prior failures di	ered. 
Mamie Pamella told me that the initial/�rst line to Cyprus had failed because the 
broker in question had not been straight. �is explains the stress that she put on 
seeing the countenance of Mr. James upon her daughter�s return from Ukraine. 
�e Embassy�s denial of a visa was Mamie Pamella explanation for the failure 
of her daughter�s second attempt to go to Cyprus. Who knows whether Pamella 
would have been granted the visa had it not been for the broker who prepared the 
application. What can be concluded from this case, is that doki line failures and 
visa denial failures due to stringent rules at the level of the Embassy cannot be 
distinguished from one another from the standpoint of somebody like Pamella�s 
mother or even Pamella herself. 

Even though Pamella�s mother had travelled to Germany once through her 
church, she did not distinguish between countries in bush where Mr. James had 
been sending his clients. Mr. James is considered successful because his clients 
are now all in white man kontri. �e language of bushfalling and bush make for 
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to continue to attract clients. It is clearly in his interest to be reconciliatory and to 
make good future promises about sending Pamella out through another line or 
about giving back the money. He was playing for time and projecting solutions 
into the future. 

Given that Mr. James genuinely tried to send Pamella out, they were disap-
pointed, but not angry with Mr. James. �e real limit of trust in migration bro-
kers rests with sel�shness. Mr. James has proven to be incapable of living up to 
his promises, yet, none of his behaviour pointed at sel�shness. �e ways in which 
money was transferred to brokers were evaluated heavily depend on levels and 
types of expectations of migration brokers. A
er all of Pamella�s bad experiences 
with Mr. James�s bushfalling lines, Pamella�s younger sister still seemed to have 
maintained a level of trust and admiration for Mr. James. She dated him and then 
became pregnant. Even if most �lines� are for both men and women, relations be-
tween aspiring migrant women and brokers need to be understood also in relation 
to courtship practices and gender relations in Cameroon.

Secrecy also worked in favour of Mr. James. Pamella�s mother and father have 
no interest to talk about the embarrassment of a failed emigration attempt. �eir 
bushfalling attempt needed to be kept secret so that future attempts would not be 
put at risk. �e harmonious nature of relations was the way in which Mr. James and 
Pamella�s parents could deal with failure. Having said that, other alternative paths 
of action, such as a court trial against Mr. James, would not be possible either. 
Court trials take a long time, and brokers would be in a good position to in�uence 
the outcome of the decision on their own behalf.

In the above case study, I have analysed underlying reasons that motivated Pa-
mella�s parents to entrust money with the hands of Mr. James. �is section of the 
chapter proposed that the very notion of risk in relation to monetary transfers needs 
to be contextualised into the life worlds of not just Pamella�s existence in Douala, but 
also of her younger brothers and sisters. In seeking to explain the choice of Pamella�s 
parents to entrust money with Mr. James, this section has also elaborated on the 
ways in which causes of failure remain largely invisible until the failure has already 
occurred. Pamella�s mother gave money to Mr. James because she needed to in or-
der to discover whether Mr. James could deliver and bring success. 

Vi c t o r i a ’s  b r o t h e r  g o e s  t o  C h i n a :  
t r a d i n g  t r a n s f o r m a t i v e  p o t e n t i a l s

From the above description arises the question as to how and whether relations 
between aspiring migrants and migration brokers change during moments of cri-
sis.  �rough the next case study of Victoria�s brother, I will analyse dynamics of 
normative regulation beyond the framework of the law. I will argue that regard-
less of his actual capacities as a migration broker, Mr. Walter sells the potential to 
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Mr. Walter never delivered any of the help and support he had initially so very 
generously promised. Yet, this was largely beyond vision to others. For most, Mat-
thias had gone out and was a bushfaller now. �e speed of Mr. Walter�s action had 
proven his power. It was now up to Matthias to also �perform� and earn money. 

Although Mr. Walter failed to send out Victoria, he did a few years later send 
out her brother. �e family now �nally had become a bushfaller family. �rough 
this case study, I traced how relations between aspiring migrants and migration 
brokers are structurally embedded and regulated through normative frameworks 
outside and beyond the law. While Mr. Walter �rst failed Victoria, he did not turn 
out to be a feyman. He recognised her and through this proved his status as a big 
man. �rough his �nal act, Mr. Walter proved his capacity to transform Victoria�s 
family into a bushfaller family. �e symbolic value of this transformation needs to 
be taken seriously in an analysis of relations between migration brokers and aspir-
ing migrants. 

As patrons, migration brokers sell not the good of going out, but the potential 
for the aspiring migrant to become a bushfaller. One can only turn another person 
into a bushfaller, if oneself is such a person of power and status. A person who can 
pretend to be able to bring somebody else to bush is a �big man�. Big men, and by 
extension in my analysis, migration brokers, are according to Daloz social eleva-
tors (����; ����). �ey trade with the transformative potential of their clients. Mi-
gration brokers distribute resources and their work is hence seen as legitimate.

Just as crime is an insu�cient mode of analysis for migration brokerage (Kyle 
& Liang ����), relation between clients and brokers do not confer to ideal types 
of contractual business deals either. I have argued and sought to demonstrate that 
brokerage relations imply that the broker, with his superior powers and levels of 
connection, promises to protect and further the cause of his protØgØe. �e broker 
promises to open up his own connections for the success of his applicants and pro-
tØgØes at the level of bush. �e gracious �help� discourse of both brokers is not just 
marketing strategy, but a lived and accepted reality of clients. 

Mr. Walter �dashed� �,��� ��� as a symbolic sign that he was accepting his 
responsibility for her and her brother. With the handing over of the money, the 
broker agrees to use his connections for the bene�t (and mobility) of the respec-
tive �applicants�. When Victoria hesitated whether to trust Mr. Walter a second time 
with money, Mr. Walter�s secretary stressed that Victoria ought to be grateful that 
the boss �recognised� her at all. �e secretary did not talk about recognition of prior 
payments, but of recognition of Victoria as a protØgØe who wanted to gain access 
to bush. 

We have thus seen that brokerage relations are not to be summed up by a con-
tractual exchange of services against money. Aspiring migrants receive the favours 
of a person in authority to whom she and her family are bound in manifold ways. 
�e norms that govern family and community a	airs also govern these interac-
tions.
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C o n c l u s i o n

In this chapter, I have sought to provide a migrant-centred analysis of relations 
between migration brokers and aspiring migrants that does not foreclose conclu-
sions by directly equating legality with legitimacy. In the �rst case study, a migra-
tion broker accompanied one of his clients to the airport in Douala. In this case, I 
have argued that the deeds and actions of migration brokers need to be analysed 
in relation to the expectations and norms that aspiring migrants and their fam-
ily members hold and evaluate the authority and capacity of a migration broker. 
Expectations vis-à-vis migration brokers are formed in relation to the lived experi-
ence in a place of departure. From this perspective, migration brokers are impor-
tant regulatory authorities. 

�e second case study of this chapter took an in-depth look at �nancial ra-
tionalities within the family of an aspiring migrant woman called Pamella. Her 
parents entrusted money with the migration broker Mr. James because alternative 
investments in Cameroon seemed even riskier. �e case study of Pamella taught us 
that trust in migration brokers can only be explained if it is grounded in the moral 
economy of departure in Cameroon where crisis has become routinised (Mbembe 
& Roitman ����) and failure to go out is the starting position of most aspiring 
migrant. 

�e third case study underscored that the transformative potential of a migra-
tion broker can still be realised even many years a
er a �rst failed attempt and even 
for another member of family. Mr. Walter recognised his �nancial debt towards 
Victoria a few years a
er the initial payment and agreed to send her brother to 
China. �is case study showed us that relations between migration brokers and 
aspiring migrants need to be analysed over a longer time span than the emigration 
attempt of only one individual. 

Together these three sections have illustrated that money transfers from aspir-
ing migrants to migration brokers need to be understood in a context in which 
brokers are not perceived as just commercial entrepreneurs, but also as well re-
spected patrons, authority �gures and �agents of benevolence, goodwill and equity� 
(Simon ����: ���). Bush is a sphere to which only powerful people can gain access. 
�e authority of migration brokers stands for and re�ects hopes for global belong-
ing (Ferguson ����: ���-���) and ambitions for success and status. Migration is a 
drive to enter into a relationship with the international �level�. �is advancement 
to a �higher level� requires the patronage of a person from bush, somebody in bush 
or a broker. 

Within a symbolic economy in which possibilities for migration are under-
stood as lines and as openings, aspiring migrants considered the potential failure 
of a migration broker in relation to the failure of embassies to give out visas. From 
the perspective of a society of departure, failed emigration trajectories with bro-
kers are similar to the ones withoutbrokers. As a consequence, migration brokers 
are not �other� to aspiring migrants, but rather �allies� and �helpers� in a quest for 
both geographic and social mobility. �e failure of a migration broker is also the 









72

to his o�ce. In response to the questions of the local journalist on the downsides and 
risks of bushfalling, Mr. James replied:

�is is not the �rst time that we are hearing that people are being duped. People 
have always been duped and will continue to be duped. Not until when they are well 
informed. Not until the government steps in to ensure that this organization [�] 
should be carrying out their activities in the interest of the community. Because what 
������ does is not for the interest of ������, but for the interest of the community. 
�e community needs to be well informed about realities of life. [�] You want to 
travel to Italy. Ok, we will follow up for you to get the visa for you to travel to Italy. 
What do you want to go and do in Italy? What�s your intention of travelling? You 
want to go for work? For studies? Or for business? We know it and we counsel you. 
[�] So we try to get the best for our Cameroonian people. And we are represented in 
most of these countries.

In these radio shows, Mr. James presented himself as an expert on travelling and 
as one who could o	er protection from the dangers of duping. Travelling, studying and 
job placements abroad are all bene�cial for young people in Cameroon. As such, Mr. 
James positioned himself as working in the interest of either the �community� or the 
�Cameroonian people�. Mr. James had a vision and that vision was to �make globaliza-
tion a reality.� In his discourse, Mr. James made strong connections between travelling, 
community development and globalisation. 

On a somewhat di	erent discursive level, Mr. James also explicitly positioned him-
self as contributing to a �ght against so called illegal migration. On Labour Day on 
the �st of May, the sta	 of ������ participated in a demonstration carrying signs with 
the ������ emblem and reading �stop clandestine migration�. Not wanting to question 
his authority as a migration broker, I never asked Mr. James about his motivations for 
this action. Regardless of whether he considered the migration trajectories of his own 
clients to be legal, I silently took the signboards against clandestine migration as an 
advertisement granting further legitimacy of his work.

�e o�ce of the second migration broker, Mr. Walter, was located just a �ve minute 
walk from the entrance to the university campus. Just o	 the main road of Buea was a 
big colourful poster on the side of the street that showed an airplane entitled �dream-
li
er�, which carried clients to clean and shiny airports abroad. A skyscraper landscape 
spoke of the promises of another world. �e contrast between the unpaved, uneven 
and stony road and the little o�ce that Mr. Walter rented was stark. Next to one of 
the many buildings that would never be completed was another advertisement poster 
entitled �arrival�. White people walk in suits and with suitcases in an enormous airport 
equipped with unheard of technologies � in this case an underground subway system. 
�e big slogan of the poster read: �So my dreams have �nally come true. I am leaving 
for China. �e beginning of a new life. �anks to ����.� �e full name of Mr. Walter�s 
organisation was �Africa Asia Learning Connection.� �e poster spoke of quality serv-
ice and provided all the necessary contact details to get in touch with Mr. Walter. 

�e poster explicitly promised assistance with studies  (medicine, engineering, 
business and computer sciences) and work (teaching, business consultancy and im-
port export) in China. Yet, in radio announcements, the geographical scope of Mr. 
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To  f o l l o w  d o k i :  t h e  p o w e r  o f  b r o k e r s  a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  
o f  p a p e r s 

To follow doki � Pidgin for following up on paper work � has come to stand largely 
for preparing and trying to travel out. Wanting to go out is synonymous with do-
ing paper work. Papers hold strong powers over possibilities of mobility. Yet, many 
papers that are needed to apply for an international travel permit, such as for ex-
ample reference letters for internships or certi�cates to document work experience, 
are not automatically issued in everyday life in Cameroon. Many types of employ-
ment (including the one of my own research assistant) occur without written work 
contracts. Consequently, many forms of documentation have to be obtained and 
produced throughout preparations for departure. 

In this section, I discuss the credibility of migration brokers in relation to 
travel documents. Starting with the speci�c case of how I met the two key broker 
informants of this chapter, I then situate both migration brokers within a broader 
range of brokerage services. In the chapter, I argue that migration brokerage must 
be seen in relation to what it means for aspiring migrants to both acquire and use 
papers in Cameroon. �e culture of the Cameroonian state (Bayart ����) and the 
process of working its structure are crucial for the emergence of professionalised 
mediation. If access to services of the Cameroonian state requires professional me-
diation, then access to visas certainly does.

First encounters with Mr. Walter and Mr. James:  
the power of a connection

On the �rst day I met Mr. Walter, he was dressed in a red blazer, dark trousers, a 
yellow shirt and a tie. He was dressed both more formally, but also more colour-
fully than ordinary men on the streets of Buea. His clothing marked him as a big 
man who knew how to dress, i.e. how to �sape�. A man in his mid thirties, Mr. Wal-
ter is energetic and full of potential for even greater success in the future.  He was 
the former neighbour of my host mother. When they met by chance on the street, 
she told him about my research project. He immediately called me and rushed 
to drive to the cultural centre where I had been at the time of his call. As we met 
for the �rst time, we went to a cafØ and he eagerly explained his business strategy 
to me. He presented himself as a young entrepreneur doing import/export with 
China, as well as running several ���s. �e activities of his ���s had died down, 
however, because they lacked the �international power�. External �nancial support 
had not been forthcoming. 

He initially was more careful in his discussion concerning his bushfalling 
work, and gave the impression that it was more like a social service. He stressed 
that he sent out young Cameroonian business people that could not �nd work 
because companies were shutting down in Cameroon. He explained that he also 
helped to place motivated Cameroonian medical students with Chinese universi-
ties. Competition for places was strong and the attribution of places not always 
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entirely transparent. Given that the equipment at Chinese university hospitals was 
so much better than in Cameroon, Mr. Walter argued that �,��� Dollars of tuition 
fees were not much to pay for the parents of such students. In the following two 
to three weeks, he was planning to send another about �� Cameroonians to China. 
He planned to accompany them on their journey and he immediately proceeded to 
invite me to come along and join him. His friendliness made it clear that he would 
not have minded female company. He even implied that he would pay for my �ight 
ticket. I vaguely replied with an evasive �maybe.�

From day one, Mr. Walter was extremely open with me. As I later found out, he 
enjoyed showing o	 his powers to just about anyone and was thus also open to col-
laborating with my research assistant. Parading through town with a white woman 
beside him was also an additional source of pride and prestige to his already im-
pressive reputation. Connections are key to his business activities he repeatedly 
explained to me. �Nothing is too expensive for some relation.� 

A great part of why Mr. Walter was so enthusiastic about meeting me was be-
cause I was from Europe. �I want to have a breakthrough in Europe. If there is an 
opening for us �?� Hence, I found myself in his o�ce a mere two hours a
er our 
�rst initial encounter. Collaboration with me was a potential new avenue to new 
�connections� and new sources of �information.� Both are two key sources of author-
ity that  - as we shall later see � constitute the �level� and �powers� of a migration 
broker. Although Mr. Walter never pushed the line on me, he did suggest that I 
could indeed make millions if I were to somehow make sure to send him univer-
sity admission letters in regular intervals. 

Mr. Walter was set out to impress during all our interactions throughout the 
year. For hours, he would discuss with Delphine and me over lunch or dinner his 
many ambitious plans and programmes. His capacity to imagine plans and projects 

- mostly in relation to bush � seemed everlasting. At one time, he had wanted to 
stop his brokerage work and instead set up a computer �rm. �I�ve been raised in a 
straight way.� �Money corrupts.� �e other moment, he planned on coming to West-
ern Europe with his ��� so that he can �nally set up contacts there as well. He had 
also bought land in Buea to build and start a new school. He was going to provide 
scholarships for studies in �bush� for students from his school. �e bush element of 
his private school, he was con�dent, would draw many students.

A
er I had been researching for six months, he then came with the proposal 
of a contract marriage. Following my polite decline of the deal, his evening visits 
at my home nevertheless stretched still later. I con�ded my discomfort with one 
of my neighbours and pretended towards Mr. Walter to be an early morning per-
son. A
er this, Mr. Walter disappeared. He had gone to bush. On his return, he 
explained that he had travelled to Romania. His capacity to come and leave the 
country is a key resource for him as a migration broker. 

Although Mr. Walter once mentioned that my research could potentially close 
down lines, he did not consider that the consequences of my research project could 
be a threat to him personally. Lines are changing fast in his business. To be a broker 
means to always be on the move and seek out the next opening, programme, or 
opportunity. He considered himself too strong in terms of connections and powers 
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sexual engagement within the matrimonial union). In the course of a year, ever-
new ways of reacting to, dodging, evading and joking about the topic of marriage 
emerged. I insisted that I was already taken and jokingly suggested that he might 
like a friend of mine who was going to visit me in Buea. He accepted and thus 
changed his relation towards me. I was no longer a potential spouse, but in the 
absence of my friend�s biological family in Cameroon was now conferred the role 
of a member of his potential family-in-law. Because he did not know my friend�s 
mother, he conferred this role to me and started making his bridewealth payments 
to me. He gave me small gi
s of money to buy mangos, a drink or just for my taxi 
ride back home. Delphine now jokingly referred to Mr. James as her brother-in-
law (in Pidgin �moyo�). 

When my female friend arrived from France, she gracefully accepted to go for 
lunch with Mr. James and me. Marriage came up in conversation, as did a photo 
opportunity. �e picture of the three of us later appeared on a wall with other 
pictures in both his o�ces in Buea and Bamenda. �e photos proved our o�cial 
partnership. His demands for marriage began to ease o	. 

Just as his openness and cooperation was key to my research, I, too, was an 
important resource for him. �ere was between Mr. James and me a sense of re-
ciprocal gratitude, scepticism, but also a humorously light and even intimate tone 
around our negotiations of marriage. Even a
er my friend�s departure, Mr. James 
dashed me money for transport. It is the way a big man treats a child, a potential 
lover or somebody within his responsibility. 

�e status of migration brokers as �big men� is always especially manifest in the 
ways they related to women � not just me. My informant Pamella (preceding chap-
ter) or female secretaries employed by Mr. James had similar dynamics. �e two 
secretaries employed by Mr. James, for example, were replaced at an incredible rate 
every few months. It seems that none of them ever got beyond their trial period. 
When Delphine and I tried to explore why one a
er the other female secretary le
 
the o�ce, one of the former secretaries enigmatically told us that �some can bear 
what others cannot.� 

Range of mediators for migration: dokimen, feymen and big men

At the beginning of my �eldwork, Delphine told me that a man in a beer parlour 
who claimed to be able to help her with a visa for bush had approached her. She 
laughed and explained that money to invite her for two drinks was not going to 
convince her he actually had the power to bring her to bush. If a man looks poor 
and he runs around claiming to be able to help people fall bush, then why is he not 
in bush himself? She did not believe the man in the beer parlour was genuine in 
terms of his �powers�. To her mind, he was only pretending to be a broker so as to 
impress and �irt with her. What is the landscape in which brokers like Mr. James 
and Mr. Walter operate? What di	erent types of migration brokers exist?
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Document dispatch involves the buying of papers from other mediators or 
directly from contacts within state institutions or other mediators, or the scanning 
and graphic production of counterfeit documents. I have never heard employees 
discuss the di	erence between papers that are bought from state institutions or 
mediators, or papers that are produced by the broker himself. For one thing, the 
employees of migration brokers with whom I worked were hardly involved with 
the actual preparations of departure. �e many levels of mediators in the migra-
tion process concealed the di	erences between a travel document from a state in-
stitution or another mediator � but in certain ways also rendered these di	erences 
negligible. 

Clients are usually not given their travel documents until they arrive at the air-
port on the day of departure. Both brokers stated that clients might otherwise lose 
the travel documents or become subjects of witchcra
 by jealous people around 
them. �e power of travel documents is too strong to allow them to be held and 
stored by just anyone. �us, clients do not usually have the means or time to know 
through which means their migration broker has been able to attain and provide 
them with travel documents. �e only thing that matters on the day of departure 
is whether or not to they will be able to leave the country because they have the 
papers needed to do so. It is thus only during the actual event of the border cross-
ing that the powers of a travel document become apparent. 

Besides Mr. Walter, Mr. James and a former employee of Mr. James called Mr. 
Peter, I met three other migration brokers in Buea. Two of these brokers work to-
gether. �eir services were much more limited. As a team, they mostly advertised 
seminars and conferences for the purpose of bushfalling. Without a �xed agency 
name or a steady o�ce, they became individuals who happen to have a few pieces 
of information that can be useful in bushfalling. �eir clothing, their behaviour 
and their language made it clear that they were ordinary people. No one would 
mistake them for real big men. �eir credibility was not broad enough to establish 
any other claim. Even bushfalling had not made them successful businessmen. 

�e opposite case was Mr. Ekkas; a successful businessman - and formerly de-
ported bushfaller - who every now and then used his business trips or connections 
to send one or two people out. His main profession was retail of electronic equip-
ment, such as mobile phones. He is the only broker to whom I ever talked who 
considered that sending people out was tra�cking and that it was illegal to pass on 
visas to people who wanted to travel. Mr. Ekkas built up the capital stock for his 
current business while working as an undocumented migrant in bush. He became 
successful through bushfalling, and his extended experience as an undocumented 
migrant in bush most likely led him to internalise that it was illegal, as well as mor-
ally problematic to sell visas. 

If he nevertheless chose to on occasion to make a bit of extra money through 
sending people to bush, he only did so because he felt he had to compensate for 
heavy tax pressures on his two stores. �I�m doing anything because I�m obliged to 
meet up with government taxes.� Taxation in Cameroon is unpredictable and o
en 
harsh. Just like in a popular song in Pidgin, my informants kept reiterating that 





83

papers, whether authentic or counterfeit, through their connections. �ese con-
nections can be both connections to state institutions or to other mediators who in 
their turn have connections to state institutions. In light of the potentially illegal 
nature of some of this work, how do aspiring migrants evaluate the trustworthi-
ness of the travel documents that migration brokers promise to give to them? 

Beyond illegality: powerful brokers and papers that work

All throughout the year of �eldwork, I was always struck by the way in which peo-
ple talked about getting their papers in bush. �ere are dokimen who are special-
ized in the production and sale of papers. Typically, doki papers are produced at 
the roadside by people working behind small tables and equipped with typewriters.  
Such dokimen can be found in front of o�cial o�ces, such as the immigration of-
�ce in YaoundØ. 

When I �rst learned Pidgin, I believed that the word doki had an illegal un-
dertone. Yet, when I asked a lecturer at the University of Buea to write a letter 
of invitation for me to apply for a six month research visa, my host mother and 
research assistant jokingly referred to this piece of paper as doki, too. �ey did so 
because it would have been more correct or o�cial  for me to receive a letter of 
invitation from the head of department rather than from a simple lecturer. Had I 
thus attained my visa for Cameroon with the help of a dokiman? 

Navaro-Yashin suggests that a closer look at the production of documents as 
material artefacts and their inclusion into bodies of o�cial knowledge unravels the 
potential fake �quality inherent to all papers and forms of documentation� (����: 
��). She points us to the importance of processes of production of o�cial docu-
ments. Processes of paper production are complex. �erefore, papers are not es-
sentially legal or illegal. �e example of my letter of invitation demonstrated the 
scope of interpretations that are possible for integrating papers into a body of legal 
documents. �e Cameroonian Embassy accepted my letter of invitation and I was 
granted a legal visa. 

�e word doki in Anglophone Cameroon points us towards the volatility of 
legal processes of paper production. In Pidgin, the word doki can refer to all forms 
of paper documentation. To further delineate precarious forms of paper produc-
tion and multiple levels of mediation within the context of Cameroonian forms of 
stateness, the next chapter on visa interviews will give a graphic example of how 
Delphine struggled to get a passport. In this section, I focus on discussing the im-
portance and normality of mediation within the Cameroonian context of stateness. 

Smith�s research on the �culture of corruption� in Nigeria, for example, shows 
how state institutions and their services in Nigeria are only accessible through 
additional service providers, such as �touts� (Smith ����: ��). Similar to the cases 
of other countries on the African continent (Hornberger ����: ��; Blundo ����: 
���; Lund ����), people�s strategies in Cameroon for approaching state institutions 
o
en is to try and personalise relations or, in the absence of this possibility, to pass 
through a mediator. Intermediaries can be independent businessmen, bureau-
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��� of the �.� million ���. With �� places for welders, this le
 a pro�t of �� mil-
lion ��� � roughly ��,��� Euro� for ������. �If we took �.� million, it will be 
business,� Mr. James told me when we discussed the �nancial details of this Dubai 
programme for welders. 

Mr. James made sure that the available job openings were distributed across 
his various o�ces. On the phone, he reassured the o�ce manager of Bamenda and 
promised a �xed rate of openings for his o�ce as part of an e	ort to give prefer-
ential treatment to clients from the North West Province. He explained to me later 
that he introduced �xed rates for every o�ce to have enough success cases in every 
region that could then draw in new clients. 

Connections are everything for a broker. At one point, Mr. James had a contact 
person in South Africa that could get three Cameroonian passports stamped with 
visas in Swaziland. �e ���,��� ��� per passport he needed to pay in commission 
was minimal in comparison to the money he could ask for these passports from 
his clients. Another trick he used was to put Nigerian visas into the Cameroonian 
passports to increase the trust of the South African visa o�cials. None of these �ve 
successful South African visas allowed work, but that was not mentioned during 
his festive mood when he received the successfully stamped passports. 

Mr. James told me that people regularly come to his door and o	er him new 
lines. He saw himself as a shield and mediator between those people and his clients. 
An agency can be less easily duped than an individual can. If anything goes wrong, 
he stands as a guarantee and will reimburse his clients at least �� percent of the 
money they have paid.  At the end of the day, only one of his clients going to South 
Africa was allowed into the country. �e other two were repatriated. Instead of 
reimbursing, he persuaded them to accept to go to Dubai. He knows he can always 
operate this line successfully.

In addition to the value of connections, information constitutes currency as 
well. People of Anglophone Cameroon commonly ask somebody in or with con-
nections to bush to �nd admission. Universities, too, are perceived of as closed. 
Hence a bulk of clients seeks the help of ������ for admission with foreign univer-
sities. Mr. James had placed himself and his agency in this niche. Even though he 
has never been to university himself, he promised to �nd admission. To open a �le 
with him cost ��,��� ���. For assistance with the application, admission letter and 
visa application procedure, ������ charged ���, ��� ���.  

Mr. James�s key to success in these �nding admission tasks was to o	er and 
advertise American and British Universities that had o	-site campuses in Dubai or 
other countries for which a visa could be acquired more easily than in the U.S.A. 
and Great Britain. �ese lines were not more expensive than ordinary bushfalling 
lines and he justi�ed expenses for the o
en times high tuition fees with the poten-
tial to receive scholarships in subsequent years.  Without the work of Mr. James 
even these expensive international study possibilities would not have been known. 
He was creating value through channelling young aspiring migrants to these uni-
versities abroad. In conversation with his clients, he favourably compared these 
bushfalling lines for studies with the normal hustling way of going to bush. 
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A recent innovation in his o�ce drawing a lot of attention was a blackboard 
publicly visible outside its doors with international job placement and scholarships. 
Although these ads were merely cut and paste from the Internet, they o	ered great 
respectability to the powers of his agency. In the absence of career centres for edu-
cational guidance, a commercial migration agency in the form of an ��� could of-
fer genuine services of information by making public such ads or having on show 
university prospectuses from abroad.

In the biographical transformation of Mr. James from a construction site 
worker to a doki man and then ultimately to a big man, we realised how impor-
tant knowledge and connections were. Mr. James began with the production of 
papers and then was able to establish himself as an equal partner to governmental 
institutions. Mr. James had been able to build himself up as a migration broker by 
coordinating between his clients and other brokers and mediators. Various levels 
of mediation existed and, in part, Mr. James was but the public face of underlying 
connections. 

While Mr. James�s social perceptions in town depended on his capacity to per-
form bush, his capacity to deliver depended on other layers of mediators. Legality 
was hardly visible or tangible for aspiring migrants within this scale of evaluation 
of the credibility of migration brokers. While mediation at various levels was cru-
cial for the success of migration brokerage, information on access routes and pro-
cedures was only very partially shared with aspiring migrants and even with col-
laborators. Relations between Mr. James and his employees were a pivotal example 
for analysing how information, even within brokerage o�ces, were managed and 
(not) shared. If the limits of credibility of a migration broker were not evaluated 
according to the potential legality or illegality of access routes to bush, then one 
must ask how Cameroonians interpreted the failure of a migration broker.

C l o s u r e :  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  a  d i r e c t o r  a n d  h i s  d e p a r t m e n t

A year a
er the end of �eldwork, I heard that Mr. James�s o�ce had closed and that 
he was in prison. Was ������ a
er all more of an �illegal� agency that had to shut 
down because of the �criminal� nature of its activities? Had his clients been wrong 
to trust him? �ese are typical questions outside observers in Europe have about 
migration brokers. Having explained how the value of information and connectiv-
ity were key to the rise of Mr. James as migration broker, this section focuses on the 
actual ways ������ functioned. What caused the closing down of his o�ce? What 
are his connections to instances of stateness � both territorial and deterritorial? 

�ere are two levels of analysis to the question of the limits of the credibility 
of Mr. James as migration broker. First at the most concrete level, I explore causes 
of failure and closing down of the o�ce of ������. Secondly, at a conceptual level, 
I explore the limits of migration brokerage by exploring connections between the 
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I had conducted an extended interview with Mr. Peter before his disappear-
ance. When asked what he would do if he was given �.� million ���, he said that 
would be just the money that it would take to establish himself with a di	erent 
kind of bushfalling line. Instead of using the money to fall bush, he would set up 
a new line to make other people fall bush. �ere is money in bushfalling and Mr. 
Peter was well aware of it.

A
er a period of silence, the director �nally explained Mr. Peter�s disappear-
ance. Mr. Peter had used the public face of ������ to recruit clients, take money 
and then put them on separate bushfalling lines � lines that Mr. James did not 
know about. �e whole a	air �ew up when the partners of Mr. Peter failed him 
and his clients returned to the o�ce of Mr. James to complain. Hence from one day 
to the other, Mr. Peter was no longer working in the o�ce. He had been �red. 

Yet, Mr. Peter had taken his experience and exposure to ������ with him. A 
few weeks later, Delphine and I found a poster on the outskirts of Buea advertising 
a new bushfalling programme. No names were mentioned on the poster, so Del-
phine and I set out to explore who was the new broker in town. We ask a friend of 
Delphine to call and see this new broker and found that it was Mr. Peter. It appeared 
that he had his own contact people and had advertised a line to Dubai, as well as for 
studies to Scandinavia. He took his capital to try to set up his own business. 

Mr. Peter�s success would depend on his capacity to convince his clients that 
he had real connections to bush that make his lines feasible. If this failed, he would 
be considered a doki man who could help out, but not strong enough to guarantee 
access. �is case illustrates well why it was so crucial for both Mr. James and Mr. 
Walter never to share their business secrets with their employees. Only one big 
man can manage bushfalling. Information is money and it needs to be managed 
and protected. Sharing information and the multiple levels of mediation put the 
services of migration brokers at risk. ������ had to be closed because Mr. James 
trusted one employee.

While shocking and certainly of dramatic consequences for the families of the 
aspiring migrants who had given money to this programme, closures and failures 
were common. Given that bushfalling is inherently risky, the (temporary) closing 
of a programme, a line or even an o�ce is in certain ways always anticipated or 
considered possible. As seen in the preceding chapter, its various causes were not 
easily distinguished. 

Before Mr. James set up his ���, the o�ce had already been connected to 
bushfalling. Another ��� called �Universal Link� had sold migration broker serv-
ices for which the owner was also sent to prison for charges of duping.  People in 
the neighbourhood still remembered �Universal Link�, but when Mr. James arrived, 
there was no problem for him to set up ������ in the very same o�ce. 

When I asked my new research assistant to explore what people in the neigh-
bourhood knew about the closing down of ������, the stories varied greatly. Some 
accused Mr. James of being a feyman. Others pitied him for having been duped. 
In spite of the closure of ������, the success cases of the people that Mr. James 
did manage to send out before his failure continue to shine and carry importance. 
While fully aware of his limits and failures, the female employee who taught at the 
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������ is there to give assistance to people to go there. �eir talents die here 
in Cameroon. Opportunities could be created in Cameroon, too, but there is a 
need for young people to be informed about educational possibilities and profes-
sional openings. Hence, ������ has launched a programme in which it will give 
monthly talks and presentations at di	erent secondary schools. �We�re here to give 
you information.

Mr. James described his foreign partner universities at the end of his talk. He 
closed the session by inviting the students to come and visit ������ for advice on 
education. Mr. James marked out a position for his agency that responded to a spec-
tacularly well-balanced set of demands and pressures. With the fate of the country 
at heart, the ������ family nevertheless has a superb advertisement possibility for 
its �nancially more rewarding bushfalling lines for both studies and work.

�e various partnerships that Mr. James had been able to arrange prove that 
his vision of himself as a big man who works for community development in co-
operation with other important partners is not mere propaganda. Concerning 
his connections to instances of stateness, Mr. James also o	ered to process urgent 
passports. He had connections with doki people in town, as well as with police of-
�cials. For a given fee, he could deliver passports much faster than the usual route. 
Going through Mr. James had the advantage of a higher guarantee and more secu-
rity than through other less established brokers, facilitators or mediators.

Finally, in view of his new role for the �ght against unemployment, Mr. James 
had also taken up contact with the National Employment Fund in Cameroon. �e 
Dubai programme o	ered attractive working contracts to a series of welders and 
nurses from Cameroon. Mr. James informed me shortly a
er the opening of these 
Dubai programmes that the National Employment Fund would be paying half of 
the salary of the sta	 of his o�ces. With this step, he had come a long way towards 
his ambitions. In addition to more �nancial success than during his years of repair-
ing refrigerators or working for the German ���, he received o�cial recognition 
for his role and position within society. Where the government and state institu-
tions lacked the authority to assist the community and bring along development, 
Mr. James had �lled the gap and responded to the needs of the market.

�e above discussion of his actual partnerships and connections to instances 
of stateness help to explain why Pamella�s father referred to Mr. James as a director 
of a department. In the way in which Mr. James ran his development agency that 
equally functioned as a travel agency and as an educational institution, we see a 
creative mix of relational dynamics to state authorities in Cameroon and abroad. 
While almost emulating and ful�lling through his travel agency educational and 
developmental ambitions, Mr. James simultaneously worked through the services 
of other broker and mediators in the acquisition of passports or residence papers. 
However, he so strongly considered his real colleagues to be the educational sec-
retaries of churches and people within the ministries that he would have been of-
fended had I dared to compare him with doki-people.

Above I have illustrated personal connections between migration brokers and 
state actors, as well as similar functions, structures and cultural repertoires between 
migration brokers and form of stateness. Police o�ces, embassies and migration 
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broker were all involved within the production and delivery of travel permits and 
ful�lled similar functions. Migration brokers referred to their clients as �applicants� 
and ran o�ces in which they open ��les�. Having in this section discussed connec-
tions and communalities between migration brokers and instances of stateness, I 
will in the following section go on to ask when and how state-enforceable laws can 
pose a limit to the work of migration brokers.

‘ T h e y  c a n  s e n d  h i m  b a c k ? ’  E x p l o r i n g  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  l a w

During �eldwork, Mr. Walter would always come and go. For a few months, he 
would be in China only to reappear all of a sudden. His movements were never en-
tirely certain. He could disappear and arrive at any moment. A
er a few months of 
absence, we suddenly saw him again in town. Delphine and I went to his o�ce and 
we would chat. He leisurely told us that he had been deported and showed us the 
cancelled visa for China in his passport and a sticker that he had been removed. 

Delphine and I were both surprised � but for di	erent reasons. I was surprised 
at how relaxed Mr. Walter stayed in the face of deportation. He did not indicate 
any concern at all for the future of his brokerage work. Delphine was surprised that 
it was possible for Mr. Walter to even be deported in the �rst place. Mr. Walter�s 
role as a patron conferred the status of children to his clients. In this role, he took 
care his clients. Delphine was surprised that there should be a limit to Mr. Walter�s 
power. �A man who can send people (children) out to bush, they can still send him 
back???� A
er all, he was somebody who month a
er month turns people into 
bushfallers. 

In this section, the focus is on Delphine�s legal imaginary of Mr. Walter�s sup-
posed position vis-à-vis the state and its legal frameworks. In light of studies in 
legal consciousness on the ways law is experienced and understood, this section 
explores why and how Delphine�s utter disbelief at the deportation of a migration 
broker as powerful as Mr. Walter makes sense. �rough this analysis, I also suggest 
that law is constituted by these experiences and beliefs, as much as by its textual 
foundations. 

�is section �rst looks at relations between Mr. Walter and his employees and 
then at the personal development of Mr. Walter. Management of information and 
the tracing of connections are important in understanding the nature of Mr. Wal-
ter�s authority, as well as his position towards state authority. �rough the case 
study of Mr. Walter, the �nal section of this chapter explores the limits of the law 
for the credibility of a migration broker in a place of departure. 
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framework, she always sweetly and kindly replied that she did not know. �You have 
to ask boss for that.� 

Her lack of curiosity and independent enquiry made her so valuable to the 
boss. She was the only one whom he trusted to carry and transport large sums 
of money for him. However, strange men knocked on the door of her one room 
apartment to claim some of the money. Nothing further happened and with a little 
bit of extra care, the business and work of Mr. Walter continued just as usual. 

Beyond the front room in which Delma and Johnson sat during o�ce hours 
was an o�cial reception room. If ever Mr. Walter actually was present actually in 
his o�ce, he received his clients in this area explaining the programmes, took the 
money and handed out the visas. I was able to follow many a conversation between 
him and potential, current, former clients. Yet, most of the time, I waited in vain 
for things to actually happen. �e reception room was mostly empty. Mr. Walter 
was a mobile man. 

At times, we would bump into each other at the cyber cafØ opposite his of-
�ce or in the computer room of the university. Despite all his pro�ts, Mr. Walter 
somehow never bothered to install Internet in his own o�ce. On such occasions, 
he would tell me about some of his most recent lines, actions, and programmes. 
He was busy reserving online �ights for clients in China to go to �ailand to re-
new their visas there. He made hotel reservations. He met with contact people. He 
researched immigration rules and regulations. Everything occurred on the phone 
and over the Internet. 

Although Mr. Walter sent people to Belgium, he did not openly advertise this 
line. He was ambiguous about his lines for Europe. At �rst, he proclaimed that 
he �only proceeds in countries where we have ��� percent success. For Europe our 
links are not so direct.� Yet, later he opened up and explained that �there is a twist 
to Belgium.� He could process a person for China and then arrange for people 
in Brussels who helped his clients out of the airport and into the Schengen area. 
Mr. Walter o
en complained to me that what he could safely and securely o	er in 
terms of his bushfalling lines was mostly not what his clients actually wanted. Visa 
regulations for China were not as stringent as within the Schengen area. His con-
tacts at the Chinese Embassy in YaoundØ were solid. 

Mr. Walter referred to the people sent out as applicants. �e aspiring migrants 
applied with him for a programme or a visa for a speci�c country � just as they 
would apply at an Embassy. Certain elements in the way in which Mr. Walter�s 
o�ce functioned, resembled the cultural and symbolic repertoires of state insti-
tutions, such as Embassies. Mr. Walter o
en walked around with several Cam-
eroonian passports of his clients in his blazer jacket. When clients registered with 
either Mr. Walter or Mr. James, they paid a fee and delivered their passport to the 
respective broker.

Mr Walter, in particular, liked to play and show o	 these passports. He o
en 
took out the passports and showed us the visas inside. Mr. Walter showed o	 his 
powers by waving a whole handful of passports through the air. �e production 
of papers that work is associated with power. Only powerful people can produce 
papers that work. Yet, papers here are only part of the picture. Already stated when 
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describing Mr James, Mr. Walter, too, relied heavily on state connections and in-
formation management in the way he established himself as a broker.

Mr. Walter’s personal trajectory

Mr. Walter was able to conduct much of his work because he was a graduate of an 
elitist school attended by student that later become state o�cials. Originally from 
Mamfe in the South West Province, Mr. Walter began his career as a mathematics 
student. Many former classmates of Mr. Walters were among the political elite of 
the country or within the military. Even while at school, his dynamic personality 
helped him mediate positions with bureaucrats and political �gureheads for his 
fellow graduates. Without such mediation graduates may not have found employ-
ment as civil servants. Mediation is deeply built into the functioning of the Cam-
eroonian state system (Bayart et al. ����; ����). 

Mr. Walter did work for a few years as a mathematics teacher. �e  �nancial 
status of a teacher in Cameroon is modest and salaries of civil servants are o
en 
paid on an irregular basis. It is in this context that Mr. Walter tried to fall bush, 
but the British Embassy refused his visa. �e Chinese Embassy was less stringent 
and he set o	 to establish trading activities between China and Cameroon. From 
there, it was but a small step to o	er his insights of life in bush to also help others � 
against a fee �  to come to China. Mr. Walter did so in the form of an ��� and then 
sought to expand his networks to other areas of the world. 

Both the demand for emigration and the desire for others to commercially 
facilitate emigration are born out of the fact that, in Cameroon, there is little op-
portunity for success. Migration brokers and clients are not to be conceptualised 
as people who �nd themselves in opposition to one another. To the contrary, both 
broker and client share similarly di�cult starting position and, in a certain way, 
can be said to form part of the same economy of the margins. Brokers have ei-
ther already been able to overcome their marginality, or they are in possession of 
knowledge, skills or connections that can contain the potential of achieving inclu-
sion into the territory of another state. Even failed emigration attempts can be the 
source of authority. A
er three unsuccessful visits to the American Embassy to 
apply for a visa, a friend of mine is now using her cyber cafØ as a platform to help 
others � for a fee �  to �ll in visa application forms and do the online bookings for 
visa interviews.

Mr. Walter�s days as a mathematics teacher are long behind him. He is the boss 
that does powerful businesses all over the world. He has in the meantime travelled 
widely. One day, he �icked through his passport that was full of visas for Burma, 
Vietnam, Cambodia, �ailand and Malaysia. 

As Mr. Walter drove Delphine, his wife and me out from the small compound 
where his ��� is situated, a former colleague of his approached the car. In contrast 
to Mr. Walter�s  -  who was well dressed, strongly-built and equipped with a very 
fancy mobile phone� the former colleague�s car appeared thin and grey on the 
outside. He was begging Mr. Walter openly on the street for a small loan with 










































































































































































































































































































































