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Academic freedom in Cameroon: A transcendental ideal. 
The issue of academic freedom in Cameroon is closely linked with the question of human rights. The universal legal agreements protecting persons and communities against actions that hamper basic freedoms and human dignity, and that constitute the background of academic freedom in a country like the UK and from which this liberty may be developed, do not exist in practice in Cameroon for historical reasons. My academic experience in Cameroon has shown me that academic freedom will remain a transcendental ideal.
I can define academic freedom from Kant’s essay: what is enlightenment? (1784), in which he argues that the prerequisite of enlightenment is the freedom to use reason publicly in all matters.  He defines the public use of one’s own reason as: “the use that anyone as a scholar makes of reason before the entire literate world.”  Kant’s definition contains two different but interrelated elements. The first element is the scholar. This means freedom for the scholar to choose his or her research subject and method to generate public debate through his or her published work. The second element is the literate world. This is the freedom for universities and other academic institutions to establish their curriculum independently.
Neither liberty for the scholar nor freedom of academic institutions exists in Cameroon. Academic freedom in Cameroon is up against a history and tradition of human rights abuses, inherited from imperialism and driven by globalization, the great powers, the institutions of global governance and dependent elites.  Academic freedom is a part of civil rights and the exercise of academic freedom presupposes underlying institutions including a modern state, a representative government, political parties, free elections, civil societies etc...   This is the environment in which academic freedom is exercised in a country like the UK and this environment does not exist in Cameroon because Cameroon inherited a weak state from colonialism in 1960, governed by dependent elites. From that period until now academic freedom has been the challenge of this legacy. 
The first big challenge of academic freedom in Cameroon was at the early age of its first university.  The University of Yaoundé which was founded in 1962 was what I call Franco-centric in academic tradition: to the extent that the whole tradition of our university is saturated with French values, perspectives, and orientations.   Indeed, the University of Yaoundé was the instrument for the transmission of French culture. The whole system of education in Cameroon was designed from French culture and interests. I was myself educated in that system. I learned French and the Fables of Jean De La Fontaine in a primary catholic school directed by French missionaries. At the college, I studied Jean Paul Sartre, Emile Zola and I was taught that philosophy as the art of thought was born in Greece and as such did not exist anywhere else in the world before the Greece antiquity. Thus academic freedom was compromised here by the heavy French-centrism of academic tradition itself.
The struggle of political emancipation from France gave rise to the second challenge of academic freedom in Cameroon.  I call it the postcolonial government centrism: the degree to which the government is so saturated by its own power that human rights are considered as a threat justifying the use of violence, imprisonment and sometimes assassinations. I prefer to explain this with my personal experience.
Some years ago, I was assisting my supervisor to create a new intellectual centre in my University. The aim was to create a forum in which students could have access to international academic speakers to debate about specific subjects and to create a free journal. My role was to try to find international academic speakers.  I invited a young international lecturer originally from Cameroon.  He was well known in the academic milieu because he was gay and he declared it publicly.  There were two unspoken conditions applied to every speaker intending to talk at the university: no speaker was permitted who had criticised the government or was intending to do so and, no domestic political debate during the conference was permitted.  In the morning of the conference while we were waiting for the speaker, the amphitheatre were invaded by national security forces.  They instructed me to follow them and I had no chance to protest.  Outside, the department was full of soldiers.  The conference was cancelled and the speaker was not allowed to enter the campus.  I was held in custody for two weeks, beaten and tortured for violation of peace bond because I had invited a controversial speaker.  He was controversial because he was gay; because he was gay he had no rights including freedom of speech and because I invited him, I was considered as a threat for my government.  So it is clear that Academic freedom cannot be regarded as a freedom that is an oasis independent of other freedoms, it stands or falls to some extent in relation to the other freedoms that the society enjoys.
The second example will show how academic freedom is an ideal. The direct consequence of the conference incident in my academic life was the presence of national security agents in the amphitheatre during my teaching time.  Thus, two months after my journey into custody, I was teaching second year undergraduates when, a mature student asked an out of context question: why were Cameroon university’s programs still imperialist?  He explained that, in philosophy, for instance, there are some of Kant’s essays in which you can detect imperialist sentiments, and pointed out that Hegel was well known for his racist statements, but that students were taught these texts uncritically.  My role as a lecturer was to open the debate to allow students to express their opinion. The debate was sometimes obsessive in the sense that students concluded that academic elites and government were supporting informal imperialism. When the senior lecturer in charge of my supervision went out before the end of the lecture, I realized that something bad would happen. That was the beginning of the end of my academic life in Cameroon... 
The student was right.   Kant’s thought in some essays is imperialist, and Hegel’s view about Africa is clearly racist.  By teaching these great thinkers, without opening the debate about their controversial arguments, we are assuming and prolonging their imperial and racist philosophy. We are also acting against real history as did my teachers in the college when they taught me wrongly that philosophy began in Greece.  Opening the debate about the legacy of human history may cost you your life in Cameroon because the informal imperialism project has replaced formal colonialism and for both projects human rights are not on the agenda.
I would like to conclude by underlining that academic freedom in Cameroon and in the UK is not the same thing. In the UK we are talking to some extent about the degree of an existing freedom whereas in Cameroon the issue is about whether or not such a freedom exists. In Cameroon human rights in general and academic freedom in particular are both still undermined by informal imperialism. Academic freedom in Cameroon is a transcendental ideal because all institutions that academic freedom and human rights need in order to flourish are only appearances; they are not reality yet in Cameroon.

 






