Studying under the gun

A York student visits Cameroon and watches

by Heather Green

Looking back, I cannot explain
what compelled me, a Cana-
dian born, "Westernized’ stu-
dent, to do everything within
my means to arrange a year of
study in Cameroon. It wasn’t
the ‘roots thing,” although
being of African descent, it
seems not only natural but
vital that I'd want know the
historical truths of my distant
homeland and its peoples. All 1
know was that in the summer
of 1990 I was ready to go, as
long as someone would accept
me.

was introduced to the capital city
of Yaoundé via its tiny yet disorga-
nized airport, on thelast flight to come
in. My luggage had been lost and I
suddenly realized I had no idea what
the professor who was meeting me
looked like, and worse still he must be
looking for some white woman —since
‘Canadian’ is associated internation-
ally with ‘white.” As the crowd thinned out,
we discovered each other by a process of
elimination, and here began, for me, that all-
important processinvaluabletoan y foreigner
anywhere — familiarization.

Adjusting not only to being in Cameroon,
but to being 15,000 km away from friends and
family, time seemed to stand still. The first
week felt literally like six months. The world
around me seemed like a dream, with me on
the outside looking in and unable to partici-
pate.

As an individual of mixed race, consid-
ered ‘black’ by Canadian standards, I had to
adjustto thelabels of la Métisse’ or ‘la Blanche’
as many Cameroonians saw me. [ virtually
had to rethink my identity and the role |
played with respect tomy Cameroonian peers,
as a Westerner with all my individualistic,
time-guided behaviour, but also as an ‘Afri-
can-Canadian’ who could appreciate many
Cameroonian cultural and social values.

I remember going to the markets with
mixed feelings — I was wary of the men and
their up-front flattery and irritating sexual
comments, yet I reveled in the spirit of be-
longing when some of them would call out
‘ma soeur’ ... ‘mamie, viens ici,’ and from the
older women: ‘ma fille.” It seems that once I
experienced this sense of community, this

A YEAR OF STUDENT STRUGGLE

June 1990 ¢ Civil protests call for multi-party
demacracy and legalization of the
anglophone-based Social Demacratic Front.
Forces fire on peaceful demonstrators, killing
six. The government reports no deaths.

At the University of Yaoundé, students
march in support and armed forces perma-
nently accupy the office.

December 1990  President Biya legalizes
opposition parties.

April 1991 e Over 1000 students hold a
march which ends in clashes with security
forces. Students and reporters are arrested.

Tension escalates with a taxi drivers’
strike in Devala and the ‘assassination’ of a
student known to be a govemment informer.

Demonstrations, riots and clashes with
armed security forces spread from major
cities to smaller provincial towns.

May 1991 * The army ambushes a student
meeting, resulting in over 20 deaths.
Government papers report “zero deaths” the
next day.

June 1991 ¢ “Operation ghost towns” begins
a summer of nationwide stay-at-home strikes,
non-cooperation and civil disobedience.

feeling of being everyone’s sister, I no longer
noticed the absence of material conveniences
like hot running water, bank machines or
telephones.

But at a national university these ‘con-
veniences’ are necessary to compete and be
compatible with academia elsewhere. In Af-
rica, the lack of comparable education and
information facilities is an ever-present real-
ity. For example, a typical day at the univer-
sity residence begins at sunrise (that’s 6 am),
anappropriate hour to see whether the water
supply has been cut off—again —and whether
you saved enough the night before at least to
brush your teeth. Outside the human ‘traffic’
begins as high school students, market
women, taxis and the military police all use
theuncordoned university com pound as their
public route to work or school.

Asyou passin frontofthe basketball courts
on your way to class, you see the men in
khaki, dozing slovenly on their rifles, ‘val-
iantly protecting us students’ fromeach other.
I find it curious that I got used to these gen-
darmesliving permanently only twenty yards
from my room — armed to the teeth, often
illiterate and probably so young or inexperi-
enced thattheslightest excitement might cause
them to panic and shoot some innocent by-
stander.

At the University of Yaoundé, like univer-
sities in many Third World countries, lack of
infrastructure and its maintenance was the
main reason that 40,000 students were strug-
gling to eke out an education at an institution
built for6,000. Not only were seats scarce, but
many undergraduates experienced lectures
from outside classroom windows, or strained
to hear a professor as she lectured from atop
her desk, surrounded by a sea of faces.

Talk of book lists and bibliographies was a
running joke since the library’s collection was
essentially inaccessibleand the bookstore was
beyond the students’ means. What’s more, if
the professor did have time off from his other
job that day, and came to class, it was a treat
if he actually taught
something current,
and not some out-
dated, racist theory,
as | saw at least one
Cameroonian pro-
fessor continue to
embrace.

Fortunately there
were others, like the
professors of my Af-
rican literature and
sociology courses,
who were consistent
bothinacademicand
human terms. De-
spite the politicized
bureaucracy of the
university adminis-
tration, the tightly
monitored and cen-
sored curriculum
and theever-present
government and po-
lice spies among the students and faculty, a
few professors were not afraid to point out
and criticize social realities. But unlike in
Canada, overcoming the silence around daily
realities in Africa basically means not being
afraid to die.

To me this drastic contrast in our daily
realities was best demonstrated by the events
of May 6, 1991. That morning I had been
enticed outofbed as usual, by plenty of music
coming from rooms throughout the residence.
The Bikutsi, Makossa and Soukouss musical
genres which originate from this region were
interspersed with the cheerful propaganda
(reminiscent of Bush and his ‘kinder, gentler
nation) of the president’s daily radio mes-
sage: “I ask of Cameroonians to prove their
courage: democracy is not easy, but
Cameroonians are a strong and patriotic
people. I put my trust in them to ensure that
democracy works as it should.” (Translation
of President Paul Biya’s daily quote from 6
May 1991.)

But there was no school that day. The
students of the University of Yaoundé had
been on strike for just over amonth, and were
continuing to boycott classes until the gov-
ernment met their demands — for a list of all

Unlike in Canada,
overcoming the
silence in Africa
basically means
not being afraid
to die.

)

those students killed and missing since the
first strike on April 2, for the release of those
hundreds still detained, for the removal of the
army and police who blockaded the campus,
for decentand dignified learning conditions,
for amnesty to all
Cameroonians im-
prisoned orinexile for
political reasons, and
ultimately for a Na-
tional Conference, an
open forum through
which the people
would rewrite their
country’s constitu-
tion.

Instead, on that
Monday in May, the
Cameroonian ‘au-
thorities’ responded
with what was their
most brutal tactic to
date. At nightfall,
whena crowd of thou-
sandsofstudents held
a meeting in one of
the student ghettos
which were virtually
inmybackyard, saw
afile of about 100 soldiers pass my residence,
guns loaded, in perfect silence. They de-
scended toward the meeting to ambush the
unarmed students, throwing tear gas and
opening fire, causing panicand sending them
blindly into other groups of armed civilians
and soldiers on all sides. Beatings, rape, im-
prisonment and death were the obvious re-
sults.

The next morning the exodus began. This
had been the last straw. The students had
packed all that they could carry and were
leaving in droves, some with mattresses, oth-
ers with stoves and bottles of propane gas,
still more with bookshelves and suitcases
balanced on their heads. Within a few days
the population of Yaoundé had decreased by
over 30,000 as students returned to their vil-
lages vowing to “see you after the National
Conference.”

The University of Yaoundé 1991-92 aca-
demic year had been late in starting last Octo-
ber due to an ongoing nationwide general
strike which began in June 91, itself a direct
consequence of student action. The function-
ing of banks, stores, public transportation
and even government offices was continually
interrupted for almost five months, despite
the president’sagreement to ‘conditional elec-

the country explode

graphic * Rose-Ann Bailey
tions” which finally took place on March 1 of
this year.

Cameroon’s domestic economy has be-
come stagnant and living conditions have
worsened as a result of chronic unemploy-
ment, food rationing and still more illegal
detainments, torture and disappearances.
Meanwhilethegovernmentisoncea gain play-
ing up the national soccer team’s hopes for
the next World Cup, promoting a sense of
national pride while attempting to minimize
the gravity of public dissatisfaction.

The French government has significant
control behind the scenes over the repressive
imposition of this superficial ‘stability.” Work-
ing for a profitable and exploitative exchange
with Cameroon — one which is maintained
only at the cost of the lives of Africans — both
the French and Israeli military have shared
their ‘expertise’ in training Cameroonian
‘forces of order,” secret police and collabora-
tors, on how to quell a powerful student
movement.

This I witnessed firsthand last April as I
watched a military helicopter carry out low-
level flights and other terrorist manceuvres
above the campus and residences. Wonder-
ing about the white man who was clearly
visible dropping tear gas and small explo-
sives around our heads, I was informed that
he was just one of several Israeli soldiers
(among other non-Africans) sent to demon-
strate to Cameroonians such ‘skills.’

One year later, as a result of just such
programs of ‘North-South’ cooperation, the
students’ solidarity and organization have
beenbroken, the student leaders have fled the
country and those who remain have had to
endure the blatant intimidation of attending
classes among the spies and gendarmes.

These are some of the daily realities of just
one African country, thought by many to
have been the most stable since the
independences gained in the 1960s. Not sur-
prisingly, most of this goes on unnoticed by
the Canadian media, the public and those of
other countries.

Yet studying in a place like Cameroon is
infinitely more informative, eye-openingand
educational than relying on'the traditional
means of information, or undertaking the
usual stint in Europe or the US. Not only did
Iexperience an African society beyond all the
stereotyped and biased representations that
are offered in the West, but most signifi-
cantly, I gained a revealing perspective on
our own acquiescence to the Western foreign
politics of intervention and domination.
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