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 Ferdinand Oyono's novel Houseboy is a work that says much about power, violence, and 

sexual attitudes in colonial-era Cameroon. Oyono explores notions of guilt, shame, humiliation, 

emotional disconnection, and gender politics, both for the white European colonists as well as 

their subjugated servants, the native Cameroonians. Taken together, the novel examines 

dichotomies in social standing, dignity, and honour, providing a look into a society at once distant 

and eerily familiar. Elements of comparison to Houseboy work are provided by Liana Millu's 

short story Scheiss Egal from the collection Smoke Over Birkenau, set in the Auschwitz-Birkenau 

concentration camp. Some of the same concepts are probed from a different point of view in this 

piece, and can help illuminate historical trends. 

 The concept of shame is important to power relationships in regard to sex within 

Houseboy. Father Vandermeyer is shown to enjoy the process of administering humiliating 

punishments to native Christians who commit adultery. He beats them and “makes them undress 

in his office while he repeats in bad Ndjem, 'When you were kissing, weren't you ashamed before 

God?'”i Forcing the natives to undress strips them of their dignity, and affords Father 

Vandermeyer the moral authority to reprimand them for their behaviour. This perspective relates 

to traditional teachings of Catholicism, in which sex is a guilt-ridden endeavour, suitable only for 

procreation within the confines of church-sanctioned marriage, and lust, a mortal sin, is strictly 

punished. In contrast, Kalisia freely admits to having been employed as a 'chambermaid' for 

various men in the past. She shows no embarrassment, but expresses a desire to change her line 

of work.ii Also, M. Salvain complains that the students and teachers of a local school had been 

treating the place “like a brothel,”iii making all the women pregnant. These anecdotes speak to a 

more liberal attitude towards sexual pairings among the natives that must be compromised to 

adhere to the Europeans' stricter social codes. 

 This European association of sexual relations with powerlessness and guilt is a recurring 



force in the novel. In Liana Millu's Scheiss Egal, Gustine displays a similar contempt for those 

that buck traditional sexual mores. When she discovers her sister has opted for the relative safety 

of the brothel, she renounces her, saying “Charlotte, from now on you're dead...”iv The 

expectations of chastity before God are so strong for Gustine that even the desperate 

circumstances of survival in the lager cannot mitigate them. 

 Self-worth and identity is another factor tied intimately with sex and power. There is no 

doubt about who has the upper hand in Oyono's Dangan: though not slaves in the strictest sense, 

the natives are beholden to the whims and fancies of their white masters all the same. This is 

doubly true in the realm of sexual relations, and Sophie feels the divide acutely. She is the 

African mistress of the agricultural engineer, though when they're among other whites he refers to 

her as his cook.v The engineer does not by any means consider her an equal to European women, 

telling her “'Sophie, you can come, the European has gone,' 'Sophie, when you see me with a 

white lady don't look at me, don't greet me,'...”vi The engineer clearly doesn't see Sophie as a 

compatible mate. Instead, she is a means to an end, an object to be used according to the carnal 

desires of the engineer. She laments this division between herself and white women, saying 

“What I want to know is what have they got that I haven't got?”vii Alas, she understands well the 

root of the problem, commenting on the lovely manners the whites have, at least amongst 

themselves.viii There is evidence that the engineer, too, understands the sorrow he is causing her: 

while Sophie is crying, he catches the eye of Toundi, and quickly looks away.ix He may be 

responsible for Sophie's suffering, but he makes no move to own that responsibility. Theirs is not 

a relationship with any basis in trust. The engineer tells Sophie he loves her,x but is quick to anger 

when she pokes fun at him for a strange facial expression: “'Shut up,' the engineer roared, 

stamping. The laughter froze on Sophie's face.”xi Sophie is not an equal to the engineer and he 

expects only obedience in all things. 



 A similar type of disregard for an individual's emotional state in favour of sexual 

gratification can be found in Scheiss Egal. A soldier enters the brothel and is upset to find Lotti 

weeping for her sister Gustine. In answer to the soldier's harsh demands for explanation, Liana 

tells him Lotti's sister is sick, and he responds with callous indifference: “'Her sister is sick? 

Scheiss egal! Who gives a shit?' the soldier thundered, unbuckling his belt.”xii The soldier's sexual 

satisfaction is the only imperative, in his mind, and the preferences of the woman that will 

provide it do not factor into the equation. This echoes, in a more blunt and immediate way, the 

power differential between the engineer and Sophie: she serves a single purpose at the pleasure of 

the man who holds the reins. 

 In Houseboy, a man's honour is shown to be inextricable from that of his sexual partner, 

and is often dependant upon it, both in local black culture as well as that of the Europeans. 

Mekongo, an elderly veteran of war, tells a tale of visiting a brothel in Algiers, and selecting a 

European woman. “'Ah, a real white woman,' said someone in approval. Everyone nodded. A 

murmur of approval ran through the crowd.”xiii Someone tells him he was lucky to have gone to 

the warxiv as it gave him a chance to experience that which is forbidden them in Cameroon. 

 Toundi himself seems to acknowledge the idea that a man's worth is tied to his woman's. 

“A king should always have the prettiest wife in the kingdom,”xv he thinks, as he waits for the 

Commandant's wife to arrive in Dangan. Indeed, the Commandant feels it too. He “moved about 

with that trace of self-satisfaction that belongs to a man who knows he has married a beautiful 

wife.”xvi The other European ladies are bitter about Madame's easy grace and easy command of 

the men's attentions, but she seems not to notice at all.xvii Toundi fears his own lust for Madame, 

his “queen”,xviii but knows to act would be an impossible breach of his social position. 

 Soon, though, it is revealed that Madame has cuckolded the Commandant with the rugged 

prison director M. Moreau.xix Toundi is hardly surprised, given that M. Moreau's wife does not 



emphasize her femininity: “Mme. Moreau looked insignificant. She was in a white dress which 

did not at all emphasize her breasts or hips. I wonder how a woman who is so fragile can carry a 

strapping giant like the director.”xx The logical, though unspoken, extension of this line of 

thinking is that a woman should measure up to her man's desires; his appetite must be satisfied 

one way or another. 

 When the doctor's wife becomes aware of the indiscretion, she puts the blame on the 

natives for spreading gossip, saying: “They are like that ... awkward and indiscreet. They are 

everywhere except where you want them.”xxi The blame is thus shifted from the promiscuous 

whites to the 'indiscreet' blacks and the social order is preserved. When the Commandant 

becomes aware of what has been going on while he was away, Toundi finds himself a target for 

mistreatment. “He is becoming completely wild. Kicks and insults have started again.”xxii The 

Commandant chooses Toundi, his social inferior and a man that he can control (as opposed to M. 

Moreau himself, who is a social equal to the Commandant), as a scapegoat for his wife's 

transgressions, and applies increasingly violent pressure on Toundi to mitigate his own weakness. 

Toundi walks in on the Commandant and Madame kissing, and realizes the extent of her power 

over his master.xxiii The need for someone to blame increases, and ultimately the status quo is 

maintained by punishing Toundi as a representative of the jeering natives who slur the cuckolded 

Commandant behind his back,xxiv while the Commandant and his wife go on pretending as 

though all were well.xxv 

 A similar idea is implicit in the selection of women for the Puffkommando brothel in 

Scheiss Egal. Only the youngest and prettiest girls are chosen to provide recreation for the 

soldiers in the camp,xxvi implicitly equating their beauty with the fighting strength of the soldiers. 

 Sexual power is an important aspect of human relationships, and Ferdinand Oyono's 

Houseboy examines it thoroughly in the context of the rigid social hierarchy of French colonial 



Cameroon. The cultural shame in relation to sex felt by the Europeans is contrasted against the 

more liberal attitudes of the natives, especially when the natives are forced to adapt to the 

expectations of their masters. The potency of emotional violence is glimpsed through the eyes of 

Sophie, who is subject to the whims of her elderly white lover and master. Dichotomies of honour 

are explored, too; men's reputations are linked strongly to those of their women, and their 

tendency to lash out when sexually frustrated and powerless is described in detail. Some traits are 

shown to be culturally specific either to the natives or the whites, while others seem to be 

common across the human experience. Liana Millu, too, looks at issues of choice versus 

obligation, and the use of sex as a tool, a survival mechanism, and a weapon. With sex so critical 

to the human race, looking at sexual mores, taboos, and abuses can provide insight into gender 

roles, social structures, and cultural expectations. Analyses like these help us to more fully 

understand particular contexts and perspectives, and aid in keeping the human factor prominent 

in the study of history. 
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