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AHR Reflections: Mandates 
 
“SONS OF THE SOIL”: CAUSE LAWYERS, THE TOGO-CAMEROUN MANDATES, AND 
THE ORIGINS OF DECOLONIZATION 
 
Meredith Terretta and Benjamin N. Lawrance 
 
“We are living in a new age and a new order… Among the world’s problems today is the appeal 
which goes from the heart of the African to be accorded certain rights which are common to 
humanity…”1 With this powerful proclamation, Joseph Ephraim Casely-Hayford, a Gold Coast 
barrister and publisher repudiated the League of Nations (LN) mandate system. He rejected the 
notion that Africans were “not yet able to stand by themselves,” and issued a call to arms to 
Africans everywhere in defense of the cause of African rights as human rights.2 Africans were no 
longer to be viewed as children, but adults embodied with rights and responsibilities. From the 
creation of the mandates in 1919 until his death in 1930, Casely-Hayford championed several 
disputes originating in Germany’s former Müsterkolonie, Togoland, and sent letters of grievance 
and abundant petitions against rights violations to the LN’s Geneva headquarters. Viewed by 
British colonial authorities as a modernizer and nationalist in the Gold Coast prior to World War 
One, Casely-Hayford was increasingly perceived as a troublesome opportunist by the British and 
French Togoland administrations. Indeed, the creation of the mandates in 1919 unleashed 
numerous advocates like the Gabonese Joseph Deemin and French Guyanese Vincent Ganty, 
who ventured into French-mandated Cameroon. Newly empowered “sons of the soil,” to employ 
Casely-Hayford’s phrasing, crossed new borders created by the partition of Germany’s empire, 
seizing opportunities to argue the cause of African rights. 
 
African historians can usually easily point to the end of colonialism in Africa, rattling off the 
dates that particular colonies, trusteeships, and protectorates won independent self-government, 
beginning in the 1950s and continuing to the present with South Sudan in 2011. But identifying 
the beginning of the progression of Africa’s decolonization is more unstable. For decades the 
prevailing wisdom has been that World War Two so dramatically recast political authority in 
Europe, that containing a colonial empire became an increasingly unsustainable proposition. 
Amidst the resulting global febrility, nationalist and anti-colonialist machinations flourished. In 
this Eurocentric framework, unsurprisingly, political power and historical agency remain 
entrenched in the metropole, even while African holdings slowly slipped through imperial 
fingers. But the establishment and the administration of the mandates in sub-Saharan Africa, and 
in importantly the dual Franco-British administrations of former German Togoland and 
Kamerun, opened opportunities for a rapid flourishing of claims-making, complete with 
petitions, cause lawyers, and public opinion campaigns, that destabilizes this framework, pushing 
back the origins of African decolonization, at least to 1919. 

Claims-making in the colonial and imperial sphere bursts onto the international diplomatic scene 
at the very first meetings of the Permanent Mandates Commission (PMC) from 1922. Casely-
Hayford and his clients instigated campaigns, first with telegrams then with signed letters of 
                                                       
1 J.E. Casely-Hayford, “Presidential Address to the National Congress of British West Africa, January 1923,” in 
Martin Minogue and Judith Molloy (eds.), African Aims and Attitudes: Selected Documents (Cambridge, 1974), 17. 
2 Article 22, Treaty of Versailles. 



complaint, documenting rights violations in Togo that flummoxed the new PMC membership.3 
In the very first meetings of the PMC, members debated the admissibility of direct 
communications from mandated territories.4 Before 1919, complaints and allegations of abuses 
emerge only in the form of direct petitions and journalistic exposés. The privilege to petition 
sovereign power instantiated the “bargain of collaboration” of the global imperial project.5 Most 
European powers permitted direct petitions, but these supplications reified colonial power and 
implicated African subjects in the colonial enterprise.6 If prior to their creation, aggrieved 
colonial subjects in French, British, German, Belgian, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish colonies 
had simply no legal recourse beyond the binary colony-metropole petition paradigm, mandates 
abruptly and unexpectedly curtailed this dualism.7 To rights claimants in Gabon and the Gold 
Coast, the shifting jurisdictional terrain in Togo and Cameroon offered an ideal platform for 
reclaiming territorial sovereignty, exposing the rights abuses suffered under British and French 
rule, and advancing broader legal arguments for the termination European rule. 

A reappreciation of the massive expansion of claims-making during the interwar period is long 
overdue. Advocates like Casely-Hayford were conscious rebels, radical progressives, political 
visionaries, and transformative activists who rapidly developed a “vision of the system” spawned 
of the LN.8 Into the breach ushered by mandate administration they rushed, the vanguard of 
which comprised claimants and activists from neighboring colonies who were ideally placed to 
appreciate how the radical shift in colonial power offered an opening. First, a new subject status 
for mandate territory residents generated by the establishment of the PMC offered a new basis 
for grievances, such as violations of prohibitions on forced labor and military conscription. 
Residents of the Togoland and Cameroun mandates were neither colonial subjects nor citizens, 
but rather a new and ostensibly internationally protected class of rights-bearing peoples to be 
protected against slavery and corporal punishment. Second, the structure of the PMC, 
specifically its supervision role and mandate administrator reporting requirements, provided a 
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protean albeit skeletal and untested framework for the critique of anything that smacked of the 
spoils-of-war mentality of seizure and absorption of territories into the prevailing administrative 
governance structures of the Gold Coast Protectorate, Afrique occidentale française, and Afrique 
équatoriale française. Third, the administrative unwieldiness created by the partition of Togoland 
and Kamerun between France and Britain into four separated mandated territories—British and 
French Togoland and the British Cameroons and French Cameroun—offered numerous statutory 
meetings in Geneva for the formal submission of grievances. Fourth, the sudden opening 
necessitated by the abrupt termination of German authority (the conquest of Togoland was the 
first Allied victory of WWI), resulted in as equally abrupt abandonment of German law, German 
language, and the immediate joblessness of dozens of clerks in both colonies. And fifth, open-
door trade policies prohibited mandate administration from enjoining cross-border movement of 
people and goods. Elites, specialized tradespeople, and private companies in neighboring 
colonies, particularly the Gold Coast, Dahomey, Gabon, and Nigeria, seized this opportunity to 
exploit new markets and identify new clients.9  
 
Members of the PMC with little or no experience dealing directly with African legal activists 
struggled to comprehend the statutory basis for complaints. The French administration referred 
to Casely-Hayford as an “agent profiteur” and LN rapporteurs accused him of abusing the 
Commission’s goodwill. But advocates filled a void created by the abrupt change in colonial 
authority. Viewing them as opportunists, Garveyites, or Communists is a misdirection that 
dismissed their distinguished careers questioning colonial power, and fails to account for what 
prompted them to cross into mandate territories and instigate complaints.10 LN mandate claims-
making shows how activism preceded the universalization of rights language, international law, 
and the emergence of an institutional infrastructure supporting human rights.  
 
Historians Jonathan Derrick, Emmanuelle Sibeud, Meredith Terretta, and Jeremy Rich have 
noted that many colonial petitioners and agitators, whether Malagasy, African, or Antillean, were 
also members of various local sections of larger international anticolonial associations.11 Pan-
black solidarity organizing crossed borders as claims-makers and agitators traveled, founding 
chapters of new or existing organizations where they settled.12 Jean-Baptiste Ndèndé founded a 
local chapter of the Ligue des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen (LDH) in Gabon. After Ndèndè 
supported his complaint against a French doctor and a French pharmacist who struck him in 
public in Libreville, mixed-race Mpongwe-French lumberman Joseph Deemin joined the LDH 
while in Douala, French Cameroun. He followed through on his own claim, and also mobilized 
additional grievances, specifically about the alienation of fertile lands from African farmers.13 
                                                       
9 See, Lawrance, “Petitioners”; Bianca Murillo, Market Encounters: Consumer Cultures in Twentieth Century 
Ghana (Athens, 2017); Lorelle Semley, To Be Free and French: Citizenship in France’s Atlantic Empire (New 
York, 2017). 
10 Meredith Terretta, “‘In the Colonies, Black Lives Don’t Matter’: Legalism and Rights Claims across the Interwar 
French Empire,” Journal of Contemporary History 53 (2018): 12-37. 
11 Jonathan Derrick, Africa’s Agitators: Militant Anti-Colonialism in Africa and the West, 1918-1939 (New York, 
2008); Jeremy Rich, “Gabonese Men for French Decency: The Rise and Fall of the Gabonese Chapter of the Ligue 
des Droits de l’Homme, 1916-1939,” French Colonial History 13 (2012): 23-53; Sibeud, “Défendre;” Terretta, “‘In 
the Colonies.”  
12 On this point see Terretta, “In the Colonies.” 
13 La Contemporaine (BDIC), Archives Ligue des Droits de l’Homme (LDH), F Delta rés. 0798/90, President of the 
French League for the Defense of the Rights of Man and the Citizen to the Minister of the Colonies, 3 January 1920; 
Congo français-Gabon, Deemin Claim, 15 July 1918; Assistant Secretary-General LDH to President LDH, 21 Aug 



From the early twentieth century, the LDH assisted those claiming French citizenship, protesting 
the abuses of the indigénat, the legal code of exception applied to colonial subjects, or decrying 
the expropriation of land. The LDH supported a number of LN petitioners. In 1929, in the 
southern coastal French Cameroun, French Guyanese customs officer-turned-agitator, Vincent 
Ganty, founded a chapter of the Ligue universelle de défense de la race nègre (LDRN).14 The 
LDRN aimed to defend general interests and fight for the total emancipation of the “negro 
race.”15 Hired by Duala notables to take their grievance of land alienation and claim of 
sovereignty to the LN in 1931, Ganty, designating himself the “Delegate, in Europe, of black 
Cameroonian citizens,” created the Ganty Group of Defense of Negro Cameroonian Citizens and 
Friends of Negroes. Penned in the group’s name, his petition denounced forced labor, the 
alienation of land, agricultural and labor requisitions, and the arduous conditions under which 
African laborers constructed the Douala-Yaoundé railway.16 
 
Casely-Hayford was a co-founder of the Gold Coast Aborigines’ Rights Protection Society 
(ABRS) and the National Congress of British West Africa. Traditional chiefs and educated elites 
formed the ABRS in 1897 ostensibly to protest the Crown Lands Bill of 1896 and the Lands Bill 
of 1897, which disestablished traditional land tenure structures.17 Casely-Hayford championed 
two Togolese clients in particular. He rallied to the defense of the Adjigo family, whom he 
considered the rightful heirs to the chieftaincy of Aneho. The French Governor Auguste 
Bonnecarrère deposed one of the two co-equal fiawo (chiefs) of the important trade port by 
restructuring the chieftaincy so that one was subordinate to the other. The deposed Adjigo-Gaba 
clan were then exiled 300 kilometers north to Mango for a period of ten years.18 He also 
advocated for the Bund der deutschen Togoländer, anti-French syndicate with a variety of 
political and economic vexations, including disgruntled German-speaking unemployed former 
clerks who faced with destitution. While founded in French-mandated Togoland, they relocated 
to the British mandate after reprisals and arrests.19  
 
In the 1920s and 30s, some critics of empire viewed mandates as cover for internationally 
justified expansion of “great power” imperialism—Caribbean Pan-Africanist and anti-imperialist 
George Padmore called it a “huge fraud” masking annexation.20 But Togo and Cameroon 
undercut this critique. The formula of rights activism sponsored by petitioners, claimants, and 
their advocates effectively challenged imperial authority in territories where jurisdictional status 
mitigated a colonial power’s sovereignty. Despite its promise, the international supervision that 
accompanied the new jurisdictional status of mandates did little to mitigate the rights abuses that 
                                                       
1919; Joseph Deemin to President of the LDH, 1 June 1919; Councilor of State, Ministry of Colonies to President of 
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16 Owona, 208. 
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18 Benjamin N. Lawrance and Nathan R. Carpenter, “Reconstructing the Archive of Africans in Exile,” in N. R. 
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19 Lawrance, Locality, 45-90, 121-147. 
20 Susan Pedersen, “Settler Colonialism at the Bar of the League of Nations,” in Caroline Elkins and Susan 
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accompanied colonialism. Few cases brought before the League were settled in favor of the 
claimants. Yet cause lawyers’ petitions represent an effort on the part of colonial subjects—
whom colonialism mostly excluded from civil, political, and legal rights—to claim a global 
political subjectivity as they defined themselves the rights delineated against the League of 
Nations mandate agreements. The jurisdictional status of British and French Togoland and 
Cameroon galvanized activism, engaged legal contestation, and harnessed international 
awareness and scrutiny. This new layer added a legal pluralism and new avenues of access 
(however obstructed) to an international stage, generating increased activism to reform, resist, 
and even undo European administration, a fundamental precursor to decolonization and 
independence. 


