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"W bobo abe wa Fobo 0 #E can be ‘\t@mHy translated as “youvr@ bac —mou%mg‘ youf@ fo‘bmg PO itics. but. as anybody

who has ever tried to translate certain expressions into a different ‘omguoge redlizes, literal translations are often meommg‘@ss or

Comhsmg One is then forced to either

ook for a less literal translation, or to pmv\d@ a L@ochroumd explanation The latter is what

this paper secks to do. Wa kobo abe wo kobo politk is o Por’wg expression often used in Equotomo‘ Guinea, and it is the

inspiration behind this paper Deo‘mg with o dictatorial regime, one is r’equwred to r’e‘\/ on the subjedwe - subtle signs that one
m\gH p\CL\ up f%mug% dm‘y interaction - to interpret socw@fyvs actions and ideas

In OL@S@rvmg the po‘\bca‘ conditions in [qu(ﬁom‘ Cuinea, one soon redlizes that we are d@o‘mg - yet again - with @
pafmmomo‘ state run t%mug% a system of clientelist relations Sure‘y this is no move‘fy in the Alfrican continent, but [quaform‘
Guinea represents an extreme case The level of appropriation of national resources b\/ ()‘b\ong Nguemo and his {om\‘y has

allowed him to deve‘op an almost pure pommomo‘ type system In this respect, the revenues from the coumwé oll resources have

also dllowed the Equotomo‘reumeon dictator to enhance his dientelist po‘whco‘ network i an umpr’eceden[ed fashion. Whether



some Hoped the ail revenues would bmng about much needed economic and po‘\bco‘ c%onge to Equotomo‘ Guinea, so for t%ey
have on‘y served to so‘wc“y the dictator's twg%t control over the country

But Qb\omg Nguema dd not o‘woys enjoy the vast economic resources that he controls todoy Between 1979 and the
mid 19905, Equatorial Guinea relied on timber exports and international donors as main source of income. and vet Obiang
Nguemo‘s rule was not semous‘y threatened durmg those years The question that then needs to be answered is Mﬂy po‘\t\co‘
stob\‘\ty‘ in the midst of notomous‘y bad socio-economic conditions, is such a stubborn feature in Equotomo‘ Guinea ltis one of the
premises of this paper that. Hﬂoug% repression does exist in Equotomo‘ Guinea, this is not an elaborate, repressive apparatus
comporob‘e to that of other dictatorial regimes. Repression is ‘orge‘y effective but not because of the level of sophst\cot\om or
organization of the regime. | wil re‘y on the subject\ve to argue that by and ‘orge‘ Equotomo‘ Guineans are dissatisfied with the
sociol, po‘\bco‘, and economic conditions in their country

The main thesis of this work is that po‘\bco‘ stob\‘\ty in Equotomo‘ Guinea is Fundomento“y a result of an existing po‘\t\co‘
culture characterized among other Hﬂmgs, by an ethos of se‘ﬁ—represswon This po‘\t\co‘ culture has made it posswb‘e for a tec%mco“y
and \deo‘og\coHy feeble regime to remain in power for three decades In a country with @ popu‘ot\om of om‘y half a millon peop‘e‘
where civil society is almost non-existent; and %m\‘y ob‘\got\oms carry a swgmﬁcomt wewg%t, this po‘\t\co‘ culture makes any type of
po‘\bco‘ c%omge very difficult. 1 wil try to show how the Ob\omg Nguemo regime has emcouroged a system ol societal self-
repression, which has become the most effective tool for socwo—po‘\bco‘ control in Equotomo‘ Guinea, and the fundomental

obstacle to po‘\bco‘ dﬂonge

The value of po|itico‘ |oyo|ty

While Obiang Nguema has been the maximum authority in Equatorial Guinea for the last Hwty years, it could well be
orgued that his close association with the country's po‘\bco‘ power goes back to the first postrmdependence administration more
than Forty years ogo This experience allowed him to learn a few valuable lessons about the need to secure emoug% ‘oyo‘ty while
Leepmg bgH control over the Equotomo‘—@umeom society Ob\omg Nguemo was aware that, in order to minimize internal threats,
the securing of ‘oyo‘ty had to be one of the main priorities C‘eor‘y, the main limitation to the consolidation of ‘oyo‘ty was the lack
of state resources waomg Nguemo was probob‘y aware that ‘eg\t\mocy Is an extreme‘y pems%ob‘e condition. It took the first

post—mdepemdemce ruler less than five years to lose it, and, given that Ob\omg Nguemo was more aware than omybody else of his
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own ambitions, he had to suspect that %ovmg overthrown the former dictator would not make him ‘egmmote for too ‘ong The
securing of ‘oyo‘ty was, therefore, o priority Fhe wanted to avoid the same fate as his uncle. From this perspective, we must
understand the potmmomo‘\zot\om of the state as two-way process that allows the appropriation of state assets for one’s own
enrichment, while. swmu‘tomeous‘y, providing the resources to reward the necessary ‘oyo‘ty to remain in power

For the first fifteen years of Ob\ong Nguemo‘s rule, limited state resources om‘y allowed the generation of narrow bases
of ‘oyo‘ty Ob\omg Nguemo, however, tried to expond his ‘oyo‘ty base compored to what Masie mNguemo had done The latter
most‘y relied on his Esong\ relatives as his close collaborators and ‘oyo‘ty base ﬂﬁroug%out the 1980, Ob\ong Nguemo
expomded his ‘oyo‘ty base first to the Mongomo district. from where he comes from. and later to the Wele-Nzas province where
Mongomo is located It was this trend that led to the deve‘opmemt of the expression clon de Momgomon (Momgomo clan), which
reflected the type of po‘\t\co‘ re‘ot\omshp by which the peop‘e of Momgomo were ‘oyo‘ to Ob\omg Nguemo -ina Fom\‘yf‘&e
fashion - in exdﬂonge for material rewards - usuoHy t%roug% the allocation of important positions within the administration. As the
state resources increased, especony since the oil boom, Ob\ong Nguemo has been able to expomd his ‘oyo‘ty base The Partido
Democratico de Guinea Ecuatorial or PDGE (Democratic Party of Equotomo‘ Guinea) has become the main instrument for
the mobilization and rewordmg of po‘\t\co‘ ‘oyo‘ty So much so, that todoy the vast majority of the popu‘ot\om are formal members
of the PDGE. that is, ‘oyo‘ to the F\gure of Ob\ong Nguemo and, therefore, suscept\b‘e to be rewarded If one tries to
understand the role and influence of the PDGE. one should not concentrate on cbvious exomp‘es such as government ministers
or members of por‘\omemt the reo‘\ty of ordmory citizens is much more teng It is wellknown that. in order to work for any private
company - national or international - one has to be affilated to the PDCGE Patrimonialism. therefore, has dllowed Ob\omg
Nguerna to expand his ‘oyo‘ty base to a national scale

In so for as ‘oyo‘ty is most‘y based on material rewards, it is prudemt to argue that po‘\bco‘ ‘oyo‘ty in Equotomo‘ Guinea is
re‘ot\ve‘y Frog\‘e There s little question that, the moment the country's resources diminish swgmﬁcont‘y or Ob\ong Nguemo loses
control over them, ‘oyo‘ty wil rop\d‘y shrink The level of ‘oyo‘ty to Ob\omg Nguemo also varies depemdmg on individuals, families,
and districts This is a result of the type of clientelist network deve‘oped to negotiate ‘oyo‘ty and rewards. The structure of the
network can be described as pyrom\do‘ or concentrical. thus the closer to the top or centre, the more ‘oyo‘ty one expresses and

rewards are obtained A‘Hﬂoug% the increase in state assets has allowed the expansion of both the clientelist network and ‘oyo‘ty



base, the majority of the popu‘ot\on has still limited access to wellconnected individuals. Therefore, it is within this sector that one
should expect to find lesser levels of ‘oyo‘ty Ob\ong Nguemovs regime has deve‘oped two fundamental mechanisms in order to
counteract d\s‘oyo‘ty among those at the bottom or pemp%ery of the clientelist network. The first one is a system of 'virtual
representation, which consists in the granting of influential po‘\t\co‘ positions to individuals who outomotwco”y become corporate or
r‘eg\ono‘ representatives Members of por“\oment and especony ministers are supposed to look after the interests of the district -
or section of the district - where t%ey come from

The second mechanism to counteract d\s‘oyo‘ty is c‘ose‘y related to the first one. as the expectation that o district
me\g%bour or %m\‘y member could be gromted a top po‘\t\co‘ position leads many not to d\sp‘oy their dissatisfaction In fact, what
often %oppems is that districts and families make every effort to express their ‘oyo‘ty to waomg Nguema Since the ‘ego‘\zot\om of
mu‘t\porty po‘\bcs n 1992, electoral campaigns have become a grotesque spectoc‘e in which the electorate makes prormises to
the leader of the PDGE. rather than the other way around. There is, therefore, o pred\sposmom to express ‘oyo‘ty in anticipation
of any rewards that may or not arrive. In addition, it is also clear that peop‘e understand the need for Hovmg top representatives
as close as posswb‘e to thern. For Obiang Nguema, %ovmg a Hg% number of top government officials is also the best way to
secure a broad ‘oyo‘ty base In no other way it can be understood that this tiny country of a litle over half a million peop‘e has o

sthyre\gﬁt—member cabinet

From state repression to societal se‘F-repression

The lost tHrty years of Ob\omg Nguemo‘s po‘\cwes have created an extroordmory porodox a weok and yet omnipresent
state. The fragllity of the state is clearly a result of the appropriation of public resources by Obiang Nguema: Its omnipresent
nature is given by the type of clientelist network put in p‘oce, as wel as the realization of the networks limitations. First, the state is
not able to reward all instances of ‘oyo‘ty Second, ot all rewards are equoHy opprecwoted by all individuals. As a result, the
system of rewards needs to be reinforced by viclence or the threat of its use. The Equotomo‘—@umeom state had to deve‘op a
ub\quwtous apparatus in an effort to repress any instance or temptation of d\s‘oyo‘ty Each member of the clientelist network
becomes a potemt\o‘ link of the repressive apparatus, in either an effort to stress their ‘oyo‘ty to Obiang Nguema, or for fear of
losing their privileges and being punished Nonetheless, often it is only the members at the top of the pyramid who participate in

the active repression of society



The Equotomo‘—@umeon state is more repressive and effective than the colonial one. African sovereign states enjoy much
broader international ‘egmmocy than their predecessors, and this is often translated into carte blonche to commit all sorts of
abuses. The army is not an institution for the defence of the Equotomo‘—@umeom peop‘e against external attacks, but its main
ourpose is to protect the position and pmvw‘eges of waomg Nguema Not surpmsmg‘y‘ the December 2007 attack and
robbery of two banks in Bata by oHeged members of the Movement for the Emancipation of the N\ger Delta (MEND) was ot
repeHed by the armed forces, whereas the latest attack of Februory 2009 on the preswdemt\o‘ po‘oce n Malabo wos repeHed
By and ‘orge‘ the popu‘ot\om fears an army that is identified as the brutal side of the regime Bruto‘\ty, however, is not an exclusive
attribute of the army. For the past thirty years the country has witnessed a prowerot\om of security bodies - m\‘\tory‘ porom\‘\tory,
and po‘\ce Any visitor to Equotomo‘ Guinea is \mmed\ote‘y struck by the amount of peop‘e in dll types of uniforms on the streets
of Malabo or Bata

Nonetheless, the most effective use of bruto‘\ty against the Equotomo‘—@umeom popu‘obon s not exercised by peop‘e in
uniform, but in el clothes | am regemmg to no other than the ominous Seguf/c/oc/ (Secumty) The elusive character of this
repressive body makes it port\cu‘or‘y hard to understand its exact nature and functions, but it would be fair to compare it to some
sort of internal secret service lts effectiveness does not re‘y on its sop%\st\coted methods or resources, but on a much less
impressive charocteristic: its members do not wear uniform Anybody is potent\oHy a member of the secret services, V\/\ng to
report suspicious activities or deas, and copob‘e of causing great harm In o small country lke Equotomo‘ Guinea. this is a
port\cu‘or effective method to repress society, and, more swgmﬁcont‘y to encouroge se‘ﬁrepresswom The activities of the Seguf/o/oo/
also exempwy a characteristic of the use of violence under the Qb\omg Nguemo regime Other d\ctotors%\ps resort to viclence to
repress society on a much ‘orger and systematic scale This usuoHy requires a wel orgomzed and trained organization, which is not
the case in Equotomo‘ Guinea. Instead, viclence is orb\trory‘ which usuoHy has similar dissuasive effects. The system is orb\trory,
the rules constomt‘y dﬂomge t%ey are subject to individuals own discretion; one can never be certain It is this uncertainty that
oaralyses Equatorial Guineans

A‘t%oug% | mentioned above that postco‘omo‘ repression was more effective than colonial repression, one should not think
that this is exc‘uswve‘y the result of the greater use of viclence by the postco‘omo‘ dictators waomg Nguemo is Alfrican, more

imoortantly, he is a Fang man like the vast majority of the EquatorialGuinean population: thus he has o much greater
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umderstomdmg of the society he rules over than any colonial administrator ever dreamt of The swgmﬁconce of this can be better
understood by ‘oo\mg at the role of the o/e/egoo/os o goé/emo (govemmemt de‘egotes) and pfesxc/enfes o consejo (vaoge
councll presidents) In the rural areas. where the majority of the EquatorialGuinean population lives. they are both the basic units
of social control The presidlente de consejo must make sure that his fellow vilagers are not involved in any ‘subversive” activity,
but. if t%ey are, he is ‘\Le‘y to report them to the o/e/egoc/o e gob/emo The latter controls the state's repressive apparatus that will
administer the necessary pums%memt Such behaviour must be understood as a form of po‘mco‘, and even p%yswco“ survival
Should t%ey fail to act prompt‘y against any instance of subversion, t%ey both are very ‘\Le‘y to be pums%ed

Both the presidente de consejo and dblegadlo de gobierno possess an intuitive knowledge of those elements of the local
po‘\t\co‘ cultures that might pose some resistance to the state; thus they are well equwpped to keep them in check In order to assist
in this task, obso‘ute‘y everythmg in Equotomo‘ Guinea has been po‘\t\cwzed Any comp‘omt or criticism, as mild or indirect as it
may be. is outomobco“y considered as an attack against the government and, more specw%co“y, Ob\ong Nguemo This is the
situation that exp‘oms the expression wa kobo abe wo éobopo//z% IFone comp‘oms about power s%ortoges, price of food state of
the roads, rubbish on the streets; one is to‘bmg po‘\t\cs and that is not occeptob‘e - unless it is done to praise the ruler

The po‘\t\cwzot\om of the country has run poroHe‘ to the process of determ\mmg what is occeptob‘e and what is not. Poltical
mobilization is on‘y occeptob‘e n so far as it serves to praise the PDGE and its leader Ob\omg Nguemo Any other form of
po‘\bco‘ mobilization is unocceptob‘e and ‘\Le‘y to be censored by the state and society at ‘orge While mu‘bporty po‘mcs has
been ‘ego‘ in Equotomo‘ Guinea since 1992, the truth is the activities of these po‘\bco‘ organizations are wwde‘y restricted, even
during the course of electoral campaigns. In 2002, | had the opportunity to witness how members of o po‘\t\co‘ party trying to
campoaign in a vilage of the Mikomseng district were physically prevented from campoaigning by the villagers Another commonly
used expression that can He‘p us understand the spirit of such behaviour is no queremos proé/emos (we do not want any trouble)
When peop‘e‘ mc‘udmg many pfeyo/em‘es o conseyo, react in such manner, t%ey are not mecessom‘y expressing their agreement
or support for the Ob\ong Nguemo regime, but, rather, t%ey seck to distance themselves from activities that mwg%t oe mterpreted
as subversive Deo‘mg with an orb\trory system, there is little %ope that one can know exoct‘y what might be pums%ed or not;

t%eregore socwety reacts by b‘H’WC”y rejectmg any L\ﬁd Og pO‘\t\CO‘ action - active or passive



The creation of a monolithic society by the Qb\omg Nguemo regime has been wwde‘y consolidated t%roug% the
unconscious cooperation of the broad Equotomo‘reumeom society. [t is the lock of o modemn’ po‘\t\co‘ consciousness -
comp‘ememtory of the modernke state - that makes it difficult for Equatorial Guineans to c%o”emge the might of the Obiang
Nguemo regime The short-ived nationalist movement never consolidated into a mature and effective form of po‘\t\co‘
mobilization. The Equotomo‘reumeom society never hod time to internalize these ideas either By the time mu‘t\porty po‘mcs was
‘ego‘\zed‘ the regime had found mechanisms to cope and minimize the influence of po‘\t\co‘ p‘uro‘\sm Outside the regime, there is
no po‘\t\co‘ culture that favours the creation of civie, cultural or po‘\t\co‘ organizations Secial discontent. therefore, cannot be
expressed in an orgomzed and collective manner that can semous‘y c%oHemge the state The disarticulation of the Equotomo‘—
Guinean society is per%ops best illustrated by the fact that social relations inside the country have a very limited, local character
People do not move freely inside Equatorial Guinea The presence of numerous check points across the country's roads are a
constant reminder that, while one can go almost everyvv%ere‘ he or she must have o reason to go - work Fom\‘y, ete. As o result,
Equotomo‘ Guineans know very little about peop‘e outside their immediate setting - let alone about their po‘\t\co‘ deas. Under
these circumstances, those individuals more inclined to express or intellectualize their d\sogreememt with the po‘mco‘ order find
themselves lost and isolated in society, with little %ope of coming toget%er

T%roug% the po‘\t\co‘ and economic control of society, Ob\omg Nguemo hos succeeded in creating po‘\t\co‘ culture that,
to a very ‘orge degree, hos been internalized by the Equotomo‘ Guinean. This has become especony obvious in the past ten
years The opportunities for economic improvement are greater than ever, but so are the restraints to enjoy the benelits of the
economic boom Given the limitations of the Equotomo‘—@umeom society, one is forced to comp‘y with the system in order to have
access to the new wedlth One could be tempted to argue that the pressure is even greater because of the redlization that the
economic boom will not last forever. Both po‘\t\co‘ and economic pressures result in an almost moral definition of what is po‘\t\coHy
occeptob‘e and unocceptob‘e in Equotomo‘ Guinea. This is how we con understand that the term ‘opositor (opposmomst) has
such negative connotations in this country Deop‘e are classified into two categories “good and bad citizens : that s, supporters
and enemies of the established po‘mco‘ order An opositoris not om‘y somebody ‘\Le‘y to bring po‘mco‘ and economic misfortune
upon himself More \mportomt‘y‘ the gpositoris ‘\Le‘y to extend his po‘\t\co‘ and economic misfortune to the rest of the gom\‘y This

s the fundamental element to understand societal se‘ﬁrepresswom in Equotomo‘ Guinea. The &Jm\‘y‘ desp\te the numerous



c%omges of the last hundred years, still carries @ very important wewg%t The series of mutual ob‘\got\ons that tie Fom\‘y members
toget%er are almost unavoidable, given that the person s defined as such in relation to the broader ﬂ]m\‘y group To be an

opositor does not om‘y mean a rejection of the ﬁgure of waomg Nguemo‘ but. most \mportomt‘y, it amounts to betroy ones own

FOV’W‘V



