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Societal perceptions of counter-terrorism in Cameroon: The voices of those far 

from the battlefield  

Abstract 

The extant literature has reported on the human rights violations perpetrated by state security 

systems against citizens during counter-terrorism efforts. This has contributed to discussions 

on effective strategies to protect human life and property in the wake of terrorist attacks. It is 

widely recommended that states adopt a combination of strategies to combat terrorism. 

However, in the African context, there have been few explorations of the nature and 

effectiveness of counter-terrorism strategies adopted by states despite the tragic terrorist 

incidents in the last few years. Drawing on a multifaceted approach to fighting terrorism as 

the framework of analysis, this qualitative study explores people’s perceptions of the 

effectiveness of counter-terrorism efforts and their human rights implications in Cameroon in 

the wake of attacks from Boko Haram. One-on-one interviews were conducted with 51 

participants recruited from marketplaces, transport stations and university campuses 

inYaoundé, the capital of Cameroon. The participants mentioned that security measures 

instituted by the state have had adverse impacts on their fundamental human rights. The 

human rights violations are manifested in several ways: extortion, unlawful arrest and 

restrictions on movement. Study limitations, recommendations for future research and the 

need for the Cameroon government to create economic opportunities and involve citizens in 

the fight against terrorism are discussed.  
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Introduction 

The devastating impact of terrorism and political violence on human life, property and 

economic activity cannot be overemphasised (United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights 2007; Dim 2017). Terrorist groups use force and violence to attack governments and 

civilians, destroy property and incite terror among the general population (Dhanapala, 2005; 

Gearty 2007; Oyewole 2015). The counter-terrorism measures of states have sometimes been 

found to undermine the essential human rights of their citizenry. As a result, several human 

rights reports have stressed the need for states to promote and protect the human rights and 

fundamental freedoms of their citizens while countering terrorism (UN Human Rights 

Council 2018).However, the post-9/11 counter-terrorism regulations of the United Nations 

Security Council seem to provide a broad justification for the state use of brute force against 

civilians – through prevention, repression and sanctions – in the event of terrorist attacks. In 

particular, countries are expected to monitor and report threats to the Council and take steps 

to suppress all active and non-active members of terrorist groups (Dhanapala, 2005). The 

African Union Convention on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism has no provision 

for the protection of civilians in the event of terrorism (African Union 1999). The United 

Nations Special Rapporteur on Counter-Terrorism has cautioned that the current legal 

environment grants states much power in the fight against terrorists; this could form the basis 

for states to violate the fundamental human rights of citizens (UN Human Rights Council 

2018).In this study, we explored the human rights implications of counter-terrorism in 

Cameroon, which has been at the receiving end of attacks from Boko Haram.  

Although attacks by terrorists and rebel groups have resulted in the deaths of civilians, 

government responses to these attacks have also led to civilian casualties (Blakeley, 2009; 

Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, 2017). Around the world, reports have 
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indicated that states have perpetrated violence against civilians in the course of combating 

terrorism and insurgencies. This violence encompasses torture, unlawful arrests and the 

detention of civilians in the guise of counter-terrorism (Blakeley, 2009; Lindekilde, 

2012).Even countries that are so-called beacons of democracy and human rights, such as the 

United States and other Western countries, have been found guilty of some of these human 

rights violations. For example, the United States has been accused of torturing enemy 

combatants detained in prisons in Afghanistan, Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, Iraq 

(Gearty, 2007; Human Rights Watch, 2015; Stohl, 2006). Since 2011, the government of 

Syria has been openly accused of subjecting its civilians to arbitrary detention, torture and 

looting of property(Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, 2017). Between 500 and 

1,400 civilians were reportedly killed in Ghouta, Syria, after the Syrian government 

unleashed chemical weapons in the area between June and August 2013(Global Centre for 

the Responsibility to Protect, 2017).Similarly, in India, after the 2008 Jaipur bombings which 

killed 152 people, the police responded by conducting a raid on Muslim communities in the 

city. This led to arbitrary arrests, torture and threats to the relatives of alleged perpetrators 

(Human Rights Watch, 2011). In essence, security is a human right, and human rights 

violations undermine the security of all. Human rights should be seen as an essential pillar 

that must be affirmed in the global counter-terrorism strategy (UN Human Rights Council 

2018). Inasmuch as governments must fight terrorism to ensure security, measures aimed at 

achieving this ought to respect and protect the fundamental rights of people. 

Africa has not been left out of the global wave of terrorism. In particular, Boko 

Haram’s emergence in Nigeria in 2009 represents Africa’s experience of modern terrorism; 

many scholars have described Boko Haram as a regional problem due to its ability to operate 

beyond Nigeria’s borders (Grayand Adeakin 2015; Oyewole 2015; (Brubacher, Damman, & 

Day, 2017; Gray & Adeakin, 2015; Oyewole, 2015; Weeraratne, 2017). Boko Haram was 
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founded in the early 2000s as a Muslim fundamentalist sect that preached against social 

injustices and mobilised resources to assist the poor in Northern Nigeria (Akinola, 2015; 

Gray & Adeakin, 2015). Their advocacy of parity gained momentum and generated massive 

amounts of support from unemployed youths and the poor in Northern Nigeria (Olaniyan & 

Asuelime, 2014; Oyewole, 2015). In 2009, the death of the founder, Mohammed Yusuf, as a 

result of a police clampdown led to the transmogrification of the group from a charity 

organisation into a terrorist group. Since then, the group has mounted a series of horrific 

attacks on government institutions, churches, foreign companies, banks and, more recently, 

mosques (Adesoji, 2010)).  

The poorly manned borders, coupled with widespread poverty in the Lake Chad Basin 

region (comprising Cameroon, Chad, Nigeria and Niger), have aided the expansion of the 

terrorist group to neighbouring countries to recruit fighters and unleash mayhem on civilian 

populations (Oyewole, 2015; Weeraratne, 2017)In response, the countries in the Lake Chad 

Basin region formed the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) to man the region and repel 

Boko Haram. While the MNJTF is making waves and gaining the upper hand over Boko 

Haram at the borders, the effects of the protection measures on citizens remain unreported. 

Given that the protection and promotion of the fundamental human rights of citizens are 

central to effective counter-terrorism efforts (UN Human Rights Council 2018), we explored 

people’s experiences of the war against the Boko Haram insurgency in Cameroon. Using a 

qualitative method of data collection, we focused on the experiences of the people who live in 

the capital of the country, far from the battlefield.  

 

Research Context 

Cameroon, located in the Central African region, has a population of about 23 million. The 

country is divided into 10 regions, eight of which are French speaking and two of which are 

English speaking. The president of Cameroon is one of the longest serving in Africa, having 
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been in power for 37 years. Although the 1996 Constitution of Cameroon guarantees the right 

of citizens to freedom of assembly, the regime is intolerant of dissent, and any form of 

peaceful assembly is strictly prohibited (Nyamnjoh 2002; Takougang 2003; Bongyu 2008). 

Poverty is pervasive in Cameroon, with 40% of the people living below the poverty line, and 

the rate of youth unemployment is high (Baye 2005; Nkwiand Nyamnjoh 2011). Both public 

and civil servants are poorly paid, and Cameroon is plagued by exceedingly high levels of 

corruption (Bongyu 2008).Security personnel are highly aggressive; some have been indicted 

in several human rights reports (Nkwiand Nyamnjoh 2011). For instance, in the wake of 

unrest in the Anglophone regions, cases of abuse and even killings of protesters were 

reported (International Crisis Group 2017). Despite itspoor human rights record and high 

poverty rate, the country is facing an onslaught from Boko Haram. 

The first official Boko Haram attack staged on Cameroonian soil was reported on 

12July 2014 (FATF-GIABA-GABAC 2016).The decision by the government to join the 

Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership in 2014 and to contribute troops to the MNJTF 

were the reasons cited by Boko Haram for waging a war against Cameroon (FATF-GIABA-

GABAC 2016). The attacks have been confined to the Far North region of Cameroon, which 

extends to the Lake Chad Basin region (Agbiboa, 2017; Oyewole, 2015). Many people have 

been killed and many more have been displaced in the Far North region (Opoku, Sakah, & 

Alupo, 2017). Between July and December 2014, about 37 suicide attacks were carried out in 

Cameroon, resulting in about 1,300 deaths (FATF-GIABA-GABAC 2016). The insurgency 

has had multiple effects on the country’s socioeconomic activities(Alupo, Oginni, Opoku, & 

Torgbenu, 2018). For instance, from2014to2017, state revenue from taxes was reduced by 

10% due the insecurity created in the Far North region and the instability in the Anglophone 

regions (IMF 2018). Boko Haram has also reportedly been stealing cows, looting shops and 

committing robberies to finance its activities (FATF-GIABA-GABAC 2016). This has had 
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adverse impacts on the lives of people whose source of revenue and economic activity is 

cattle rearing. In mid-2015, the terrorist group planned an attack on key installations in 

Yaoundé, Cameroon. In a qualitative study, Opoku et al. (2017) found that residents of 

Yaoundé lived in fear because of Boko Haram threats. Security was beefed up in schools, 

markets, transport stations and public gatherings following the terrorist threats (Opoku et al., 

2017). To this day, Boko Haram remains a national security threat in Cameroon.  

The government of Cameroon has adopted both deterrent and preventive measures in 

the fight against terrorism. The government passed anti-terrorism legislation known as the 

Suppression of Acts of Terrorism, Law No. 2014/028, which was approved by the president 

on 23 December 2014 (Republic of Cameroon 2014).The law bans all forms of mass protest 

that threaten the security of the state. It also grants the government the power to detain 

anyone suspected of posing any threat to the state for a long time without trial. Anyone 

arrested for or suspected of terrorism-related activities is expected to be tried in a military 

tribunal. Individuals found guilty of terrorism-related offenses are punished by death. 

However, since the passing of this law, many commentators have criticised the approach 

adopted by the Cameroonian government as silencing opposing voices rather than fighting 

terrorism (Global Legal Monitor, 2014).The passage of the law amounts to the misuse of the 

counter-terrorism law and administrative practices aimed at quelling legitimate dissent and 

limiting freedom of expression (UN Human Rights Council 2018). Taxes have also been 

imposed on imported goods and civil servants to finance the war. In addition, the 

Cameroonian government has partnered with the Council of Imams and Religious Dignitaries 

in Cameroon to educate the youth about extremism and tolerance in the country (FATF-

GIABA-GABAC 2016). Community vigilantes have also been hired by the government to 

protect their areas, as foreigners are allegedly being used by Boko Haram to attack Cameroon. 
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This has culminated in increased screening at the various borders and random identity checks 

in cities.  

In an effort to attain peace and improve the well-being of citizens, it is important for 

empirical studies to explore the nuances of counter-terrorism in Cameroon. Although the 

battle is in the Far North of Cameroon, other parts of the country are on edge and concerned 

about the menace of Boko Haram. It is useful to understand the perceptions of people in areas 

such as Yaoundé, where there are proactive measures towards counter-terrorism. The 

findings of this study could offer policy directions on counter-terrorism in Cameroon and 

similar contexts facing terrorist threats.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

A multifaceted approach to fighting terrorism was adopted as the framework for this study. 

This framework has been operationally defined as the use of a combination of strategies to 

combat terrorism (Blaydes and Rubin 2008; Lindekilde 2012; Lehrke and Schomaker 2016; 

Jackson, 2017) and has been conceptualised and prescribed as an effective approach in this 

endeavour (Taşpınar 2009; Lehrke and Schomaker 2016).Taşpınar (2009) warned against the 

adoption of unidimensional approaches to counter-terrorism and proposed the use of a 

complex lens. This justifies the adoption of multiple strategies in combating terrorism. For 

the purpose of this study, a multifaceted approach refers to the combination of three strategies 

aimed at countering terrorism: (1) effective military response, (2) public education and 

engagement and (3) human development (Blaydes and Rubin 2008; Taşpınar 2009). The 

framework also provides a lens through which to blend hard- and soft-power approaches in 

the fight against terrorism. 

The first component of the framework is an effective military response to terrorism. 

Since the terrorist events of 9/11, the hard-power approach has been the most favoured in 

fighting terrorism (Lehrke & Schomaker, 2016). However, excessive reliance on this 
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approach has been criticised as ineffective, counterproductive and coercive, with the potential 

to prolong violence and terrorism (Boutton, 2014; Lehrke & Schomaker, 2016). For instance, 

Boutton (2014) indicated that American reliance on military force has led to the regrouping 

of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda networks across Pakistan and Afghanistan, which liaise with 

their sympathisers in Western countries to stage attacks. Similarly, the Nigerian 

government’s reliance on military power in its initial approach to fighting Boko Haram has 

been criticised for its failings and for strengthening the group (Gray & Adeakin, 2015; 

Oyewole, 2015). In particular, the Nigerian government has failed to address the underlying 

causes of Boko Haram’s emergence, which have been found to be multifaceted, and it went 

to war without understanding the complexities of the Lake Chad Basin region (Alupo et al. 

2019; Oyewole 2015).Due to the lack of collaboration between the government of Nigeria 

and neighbouring countries, Boko Haram has sought refuge in those countries and has 

constantly staged attacks in Nigeria. Although Israel is known for its use of military power in 

the fight against terrorism, it combines several ad hoc strategies to achieve its desired 

outcomes (Freilich 2017). Freilich (2017) described Israel’s strategy as one of trial and error; 

it encompasses prevention, deterrence, diplomacy, retaliation and the promotion of economic 

development in the West Bank and Gaza. While reliance on military power is necessary, 

other measures ought to be developed to combat terrorism. 

The second component of the framework is human development. The shortcomings of 

the military approach have led to the conclusion that military power does not always win the 

war against terrorism, as other approaches or strategies have to complement the ‘bullet and 

gun’ approach (Jackson, 2017; Silverman, 2017; Spalek & Weeks, 2017). It is not only about 

the direct involvement of the military in combating terrorism but also about identifying the 

root causes of emergent terrorist groups and mapping out strategies accordingly (Blaydes & 

Rubin, 2008; McIntosh, 2015). For instance, Alupo et al. (2018), Dim (2017), Oginni et al. 
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(2018) and Oyewole (2015) observed that the emergence and expansion of Boko Haram are 

linked to extreme poverty and unemployment, illiteracy, the politicisation and radicalisation 

of religious communities, political instability and corruption, ethnic tensions and a lack of 

economic opportunities in the Lake Chad Basin region (Alupo et al., 2018; Opoku et al., 

2017). Aside from deploying troops to combat Boko Haram, there should be plans to expand 

economic opportunities for people in the region and other parts of the country.  

The third component of the framework is public education and engagement. Many 

terrorist groups have religious undertones and rely on their teachings and members to 

propagate their agendas (Adesoji, 2010; Rosato, 2016). For instance, they ‘distort and 

concoct’ religious propaganda to recruit sympathisers who support them in executing their 

agenda (Blaydes & Rubin, 2008). To avert this situation, Huq (2017) suggested that 

governments facing terrorist threats should engage local communities about the activities of 

religious extremists and invest in education for at-risk youth and communities. This approach 

presents the potential to enlighten communities about the ideologies of terrorist groups, 

curtail the expansion of these groups and prevent the emergence of new groups (Dunn et al., 

2016). It also favours the use of community leadership and the involvement of community 

members to share ideas with other individuals. Community members will become aware of 

the activities of terrorist groups and can play a formidable role in the fight against them 

(Blaydes & Rubin, 2008; O'Toole, DeHanas, & Modood, 2012; Theriault, Krause, & Young, 

2017).  

Despite the importance of the multidimensional approach in the fight against 

terrorism, there remains a paucity of evidence on its effectiveness and whether countries such 

as Cameroon should adopt it. The central objective of this paper is to understand the human 

rights implications and effectiveness of counter-terrorism measures in Cameroon. In 

particular, we determined whether the counter-terrorism approach adopted by the 
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Cameroonian government in the fight against Boko Haram incorporates the three key 

components of the multifaceted approach. 

 

Methods 

Study Participants  

This qualitative study adopted a cross-sectional design, which enabled the collection of data 

from a section of the population. This design is appropriate for studies that aim to understand 

the perspectives of a section of the population at a given point in time (Babbie, 2011). The 

participants were recruited from three of the six sub-divisions of Yaoundé, Cameroon, which 

hasa population of about 2.5 million. Most economic activities in the city revolve around 

administrative, civil and diplomatic services. Boko Haram and its fighters are usually 

interested in attacking areas with a large number of people, which we considered when we 

recruited our participants. Thus, the participants were randomly drawn from markets, bus 

stations, banks, university communities and small-scale business operations. This enabled a 

broad segment or heterogeneous voices to take part in the study (Burns 1995). 

We set a target of 60 participants, which is consistent with Baker, Edwards, and 

Doidge (2012) recommendation that 12 to 60 participants are sufficient for a qualitative study. 

However, upon reaching 51 participants, we realised that we had attained saturation and that 

no new information was forthcoming from the qualitative data collection (Fuschand Ness 

2015).Table 1 summarises the demographic characteristics of the study participants, nearly 

20% of whom were traders and less than 10% of whom were banking officials. Eight 

participants were students, of whom two were pursuing undergraduate degrees, four were 

enrolled in master’s programmes and two were PhD candidates. Seven participants were 

university lecturers, of whom three were professors and four were PhD holders. Two of the 

professors were department heads, and one was a faculty dean. Of the total sample, over half 
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were male, 37.2% were between 31 and 40 years old, and 7.8% were between 51 and 60 

years old. The mean age was 36.7 years. Regarding educational status, 29.4% of the 

participants had a bachelor’s degree, while only 9.8% had never attended school. 

 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of study participants  

Variable  Frequency (N=51) Percentage (%) 

Study participants  

Traders  

Students 

Security men 

Businesspeople 

Commercial drivers 

Banking staff 

Lecturers 

 

10 

8 

6 

11 

5 

4 

7 

 

19.6 

15.7 

11.8 

21.6 

9.8 

7.8 

13.7 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

 

29 

22 

 

56.9 

43.1 

Age 

21–30 

31–40 

41–50 

51–60 

Mean  

 

15 

19 

13 

4 

36.7 

 

29.4 

37.2 

25.5 

7.8 

Education level  

No education 

Primary 

Secondary 

Diploma 

Bachelor’s degree 

Postgraduate 

 

5 

7 

4 

11 

15 

9 

 

9.8 

13.7 

7.8 

21.6 

29.4 

17.6 

 

 

Research Instrument  

 

The study adopted a qualitative method of data collection. A semi-structured interview guide 

was developed from the literature (Stohl 2006; Gearty 2007; Blaydes and Rubin 2008; 

Taşpınar 2009). The data were collected from June to August 2015. The interview guide was 

structured on the basis of components from the conceptual framework: the effectiveness of 

the state response, public education and engagement, and human development. Most 

questions were open-ended, which allowed the participants to share their views and 
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experiences in great detail. The questions included the following: ‘How do you perceive the 

efforts of the government in the fight against Boko Haram?’, ‘How effective are the measures 

put in place to fight Boko Haram?’ and ‘How do you see the relationship between the 

state/security officers and civilians?’ The researchers prompted for details, which enabled 

participants to elaborate on their perspectives.  

 

Procedures 

The study and its protocols were approved by the Human Research and Ethics Committee 

(#UPA/IGHSS/Dai/Cab346) at Pan African University, Institute of Governance, Humanities 

and Social Science, Cameroon.
1
A formal letter was sent to the leaders of the various settings 

where we recruited the participants, informing them about the study and its objectives. The 

leaders then relayed the information to their members (e.g. using public address systems at 

the markets and bus stations and public notices at the universities and banks). We randomly 

approached prospective participants and invited them to take part in the study. The first and 

second authors conducted the data collection after recruiting the participants. The objectives 

of the study were explained to the participants, who signed informed consent forms before 

being interviewed. Participation in the study was voluntary, and the participants were 

informed that they were free to withdraw from the study at any stage without the need to 

explain why and without incurring any consequences. The interviews were recorded with the 

permission of the participants after the study objectives had been explained to them. 

Although the interview guide was in English, the study participants were allowed to speak in 

French or Cameroonian Pidgin English, as the interviewers were fluent in both languages. 

 

Data Management and Analysis 

The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by the second author, who is 

proficient in both English and French. We performed thematic analyses using the processes 
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outlined by (Braun & Clarke, 2006),who maintained that thematic analysis is an appropriate 

method for studies that are underpinned by a conceptual framework. The components of the 

conceptual framework were used as a priori themes (effectiveness of military response, 

public education and engagement, and human development). Specifically, the steps followed 

were as follows: familiarisation with the data, coding the data, mapping and developing 

themes, writing the story line and finalising the analysis. To elaborate, first, all the authors 

read the data to familiarise ourselves with the content. We met and discussed the content 

before coding the transcribed data. Two authors coded the first two interview transcripts, 

which were shared among the research team. We reached a consensus on the assigned codes, 

and the first author continued to code the remaining interviews. At this stage, a coding 

framework was developed and shared among the research team. We discussed the similarities 

and differences between the codes, which were categorised under the a priori themes, before 

extracting quotes linked to them. The first author wrote commentaries on the quotations and 

shared the first draft of the results with the research team. We all read the content, and 

suggestions were incorporated into the final draft. 

 

Results 

The participants were aware of the Cameroonian government’s efforts to combat terrorism 

through the deployment of security officers. However, they recounted that deploying the 

military was only one aspect of preventing terrorism and that other fundamental issues must 

be addressed before peace and security can be maintained. The results are thematically 

organised below.  

 

Effectiveness of Security Measures 

The participants were asked to discuss the effectiveness of institutional measures aimed at 

combating terrorism. They all acknowledged that they had heard about the operations of 
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Boko Haram in other parts of the country through media reports, newspapers and even social 

media. They were asked about security measures aimed at minimising the threat posed by 

Boko Haram. Almost all of them mentioned that there has been an increase in security patrols 

within the city. Additionally, security has been beefed up in key areas and institutions such as 

universities, banks, ministries, stadiums and markets. Some participants related their 

experiences as follows: 

 

The armed forces are leading the fight, with the help of other countries. Here on 

campus, we check students’ bags to see if there are any arms. We do thorough checks 

of what is inside the bags and pockets. We check cars entering campus too. Now we 

don’t allow motorbikes to enter the school due to the experience of Boko Haram using 

motorbikes to perpetrate attacks in the north. (Male security personnel 3) 

 

We have been controlling the entry and exit of students. Some security men also patrol 

the campus. We have metal detectors, which we use at the gate to check people coming 

in; cars also stop at the gate for a serious search. From 6:30 p.m. onwards, if students 

don’t have their ID cards, we don’t allow them to enter the campus. (Male security 

personnel 1) 

 

Although many participants (73%) acknowledged the need for the deployment of the military, 

some of them (39%) pointed to the inadequacies of the checks and measures due to lapses in 

the operations of security personnel:  

 

Yes, there are checkpoints on the way, but unfortunately, they don’t check luggage well. 

They are humans, and they get tired. It is not easy to check everyone leaving and 

entering. Since they are doing this manually, we should expect some inefficiency at 

times. (Female lecturer and PhD holder4) 

 

The police started some regular checks, but they have been losing steam of late. At 

times, you can go to town and no security officer will ask you anything. I see them 

sitting and chatting without working. (Male master’s student 6)
 

 

The measures are not effective because they are doing the checks manually without 

using any advanced technology. I always see military at the market gate checking bags 

with their hands, without any gadgets. They are playing, since these terrorist groups 

have access to modern technology. (Businesswoman 4) 

 

Due to threats from Boko Haram, some security officers have been deployed in places such 

as schools, markets and banks. A few security officers (8%) acknowledged some challenges 
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in their work that affect their efficiency. They mentioned that they do the checks manually, 

which makes it impossible to check everyone.  

 

They have told us to check everyone entering the campus. They have not given us any 

equipment to do the checks. There are so many students entering the campus, and two 

people can’t do the manual search… we are trying our best. (Male security personnel 3) 

 

An interesting finding is that most participants (78%) mentioned that the security officers 

were aggressive towards citizens. While many of them (59%) shared that officials violate the 

rights of people in the course of their work, some participants (18%) justified the violations. 

About half (51%) said they expected the security officers to see them as partners in the fight 

against Boko Haram. However, they recounted that they had witnessed or suffered rights 

violations at the hands of the security officers. Some were of the view that there is no way 

security personnel can perform their duties without violating the rights of other people. The 

following are the responses of some of the participants in this regard: 

 

The military are supposed to fight outsiders, but we have a situation where people from 

within can kill innocent people. One thing is that everyone is a potential Boko Haram 

member, which makes it difficult for them to differentiate between innocent people and 

criminals. (Male professor and dean of students 6) 

 

I don’t think this fight can be properly pursued without infringing on the rights of some 

persons. As for me, I agree that there will certainly be some violations. We can’t win 

this war without harming others. It is a war, so we have to understand the situation. 

(Male commercial driver 3) 

 

 

Rights Violations  

Although the participants acknowledged rights violations by the state against citizens, they 

maintained that the fight against terrorism has introduced another excuse for rights violations. 

For instance, one participant recounted the following: ‘They [the government] use them 

[security] to violate our rights… they are capitalising on Boko Haram to do more’ (Male 

undergraduate student 5). Another participant said, ‘If not for the deaths in the north, I 

wouldn’t have believed anything about Boko Haram. They [security] have been imprisoning 
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us and are now using Boko Haram to shut us up’ (Businesswoman 4). Among the participants 

who claimed that security personnel violate people’s rights, rights violations such as 

restrictions on freedom of movement, extortion, unlawful arrests and intimidation were 

mentioned. 

 

Restriction on Movement 

Many of the participants (59%) confirmed that they no longer had the freedom to move, 

especially at night. The interviews revealed that many measures restricting the people’s 

movement have been implemented, such as checkpoints, random searches and the presence of 

security in the city. In particular, the participants mentioned that they were unable to move 

without ID cards and that there are places such as university campuses, supermarkets and 

pubs where security officers do not allow entry after 10:00 p.m. A few participants (20%) 

said they were unable to move due to intimidation from security personnel. The following 

responses summarise the experiences of some of these participants:  

 

You can’t move at the moment without your ID card. Gendarmes are everywhere, and 

they want everybody to identify themselves. You dare not move if your ID is missing 

because they won’t accept any explanation. We are humans, and anything can happen, 

but they won’t let you go where you are going without it. (Male lecturer andPhD holder 

3) 

 

Security personnel have restricted our movement at night. They are moving all the time 

(night patrols),so they will force you to go home after10:00 p.m. The situation is worse 

if you don’t have an ID card. You are not allowed to go anywhere without it. (Female 

bank staff 2) 

 

Extortion 

Many participants (55%) revealed that security officers have capitalised on the situation by 

extorting money from innocent citizens. They explained that if an individual does not have an 

ID, some security officers charge money before allowing this person to continue his or her 

journey. Many participants confirmed having been a victim of this practice, having witnessed 
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such incidents or having heard about them from friends or family members who had paid for 

their freedom of movement. Some of the participants shared their experiences:  

 

Those who can’t identify themselves pay money at checkpoints to gain entry or to be 

allowed to move. It is a well-known fact, and the police have charged many people. At 

times, they don’t even check your bag but only ask for your ID, since they can get 

money from you if you don’t have your ID. (Female PhD student 1) 

 

Yes, they have been collecting money, especially when you don’t have your ID card. It 

is corruption, but that is what has been going on. One is tempted to believe that there is 

no Boko Haram and that security officers are using it as a means of making money 

from citizens. The only thing they ask for is ID, nothing else. (Male master’s student 4) 

  

Unlawful Arrests and Detention 

The participants stated that ordinary citizens are subjected to detention and unlawful arrests. 

Many participants (63%) mentioned that they had witnessed instances in which security 

personnel had detained individuals who were unable to show proof of identity at security 

checkpoints. Sadly, those individuals did not have the money to pay for their freedom of 

movement. Additionally, some participants said they had witnessed rampant raids by security 

personnel, who had detained people even if no crime was committed. Some participants 

shared their experiences as follows: 

 

The military will just come with a truck and start arresting people whom they suspect to 

be Boko Haram members. They will keep them for about a week before releasing them. 

They are ordinary citizens who don’t even own guns, but the military will detain them 

for nothing. (Male trader 6) 

 

At times, they will bring a big truck and start pushing people inside. They just look at 

your face and arrest you. They say that those people could be members of Boko Haram. 

They keep them for some days before releasing them. (Businesswoman 4) 

 

Some participants (29%) mentioned that the failure to produce a national ID could land a 

person in prison:  

 

The military harasses innocent citizens who can’t show proof of identity. They will 

detain you if you don’t have money on you. At times, people can have their ID, but 

they will still be taken away. Anyway, that’s their work, and we can’t question them 

much. (Male master’s student 8)
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I have seen them arrest people for not having ID cards. I’m a victim too. I had my 

passport, but they still detained me. I had to call someone to come and pay for my 

release. I was there for almost five hours. (Female master’s student 5) 

 

Intimidation and Assault 

Some participants (37%) said that security officers have become aggressive towards civilians. 

Security officers maltreat citizens in the course of performing their duties, and anyone who 

tries to question this approach is physically assaulted. The participants narrated that people 

who try to resist unlawful arrest are brutally dealt with by security officers:  

 

The relationship is not good; as such, some security officers abuse and harass 

individuals or civilians with the use of force just because they do not have IDs. A friend 

of mine was slapped because he had forgotten his ID. (Female master’s student 5) 

 

Some security personnel are brutal and manhandle individuals without ID cards. They 

won’t listen to any explanations. I heard it is worse in the north, as they harass innocent 

civilians. So are they fighting Boko Haram or fighting citizens? (Male lecturer and PhD 

holder 1) 

 

 

Public Engagement and Education  

The participants discussed government efforts regarding public engagement and education in 

combating terrorism in Cameroon. Most of them (80%) declared that little effort has been 

made by the government to engage the public in ways to combat terrorism in Cameroon. 

They were of the view that the citizenry was not properly involved and that, despite the 

existence of several media outlets and religious organisations, little attempt has been made to 

educate the citizenry on radicalism and tolerance. Some participants (35%) mentioned that 

there were religious differences between the people and that they expected the government to 

initiate programmes intended to enhance peaceful co-existence between groups. Some of 

them said that Boko Haram rode on the back of Islam to foment discord in Nigeria. Thus, 

they were expecting the government to expedite public education on religious extremism and 

its effects on society. However, according to them, the government has yet to institutionalise 
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education programmes on religious extremism to engage the various youth groups on ways to 

secure their communities. 

 

Our leaders are just relying on the security forces, which is not right. I was expecting 

the government to engage religious leaders on how to educate the youth. We should 

build the spirit of patriotism to avert future threats. (Male professor and department 

head 3) 

 

There are so many cover-ups in this country. The government doesn’t share vital 

information with its people. At times, you hear that they have arrested people with guns 

and other ammunition, and the story ends there… they should tell us how those people 
got the arms so that we can be on the lookout. We are living in danger, but the 

politicians don’t want us to know.(Male master’s student 8) 

 

A few participants said the government only supports or engages groups that are loyal or 

affiliated to the ruling party. Such groups receive funding or government support to 

educate their members.  

 

They [the government] have been selective in their engagement. They listen only to 

people who are members of the government. This country has been polarised; you are 

either for or against the government. So all activities are perceived in this light. We 

have one Cameroon, and everyone needs to be protected. That’s what we want them to 

understand. Boko Haram is killing people without political affiliation, so let’s work 

together with everyone. (Male professor and department head 3) 

 

Some participants complained that the measures taken to fight Boko Haram are adhoc, as 

there is no national plan or strategy to fight terrorism. They stated that the media only talk 

about Boko Haram when there is an attack in the north and that there is little engagement or 

discussion about Boko Haram in the absence of an attack. They emphasised the need for 

ongoing discussions and public awareness about the threat posed by Boko Haram.  

 

We hear from them [government] when they kill people in the north. The following day, 

you will see gendarmes roaming the streets. After a few days, the streets will be empty, 

and everything will be back to normal. Nobody will talk about them again until they 

attack again. (Male lecturer and PhD holder 1) 

 

We need a national counter-terrorism policy. I don’t agree with the law they passed, 

which is neither inclusive nor adequate. When you pass such a law, people will be 

suspicious about your commitment to fight crime. We need everyone, so don’t create 
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the impression that you want to silence some voices. (Male professor and dean of 

students 6) 

 

 

Human Development  

The participants discussed the living conditions of people in the country and how they affect 

terrorism. Almost all of them (88%) acknowledged that the government has to do more 

beyond deploying security forces to prevent further attacks. Most of them said that creation 

of economic opportunities are urgent security threats and that the government has to pay 

attention to them to prevent terrorism or threats of attacks in Cameroon. The participants 

identified three major issues that the government should address in efforts towards preventing 

terrorism in Cameroon: poverty, marginalisation and the lack of jobs. As one female PhD 

student said, ‘There are no jobs in Cameroon, but the government is using the security forces 

all the time. If they focused on job creation, then there wouldn’t be any Boko Haram in 

Cameroon.’ A female trader added, ‘There are so many people in this country who are idle. 

Most of these people are on drugs and drinking. They can attack us.’ Other participants 

responded as follows: 

 

Why is Boko Haram attacking the Far North? It is because of poverty, and this sort of 

situation exists here too. Cameroonians are suffering because of limited opportunities. 

The government should use this situation to institute measures aimed at empowering 

people and create hope for the youth in this country. (Female professor and 

department head 5) 

 

We have people who have completed school without jobs. We are fortunate that Boko 

Haram does not seem to be as rich as ISIS, or else they would have been everywhere 

in the country. Yes, the military are doing a good job, as they are patrolling every 

street, but we are hungry. (Businessman 9) 

 

A few participants (16%) identified the marginalisation of some communities as a threat to 

national security. They stated that some groups of people, especially those who speak French 

and support the government, are given preferential treatment in job and educational 

opportunities. Some participants (20%) insisted that marginalisation, the lack of development 
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and the denial of economic opportunities based on the person’s origin could contribute to 

terrorist attacks in the country.  

 

Some people are considered more Cameroonian than others. Until the government sees 

the need to treat all of us as equals, we will continue to panic all the time. If you do not 

speak French, then you have no future in this country. These are issues that have to be 

solved before we can all live in peace and harmony. (Male commercial driver 3) 

 

If you are from the south, there is no job for you unless you move to the centre to learn 

French and look for something to do. What kind of country is this? Our leaders see this 

as normal, and no one is talking about this… someone who is hungry is capable of 
doing anything to survive. (Male student 4) 

 

 

Discussion 

The conceptual framework for this study acknowledges the need for the government to 

deploy the military to combat terrorist groups and protect life and property (Blaydes & Rubin, 

2008). Terrorism threatens peace and stability in both developed and developing countries, 

which is why every government usually protects its territory against insurgency (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2007).Accordingly, the participants 

discussed the commitment shown by the government of Cameroon in terms of deploying its 

security forces to protect the study areas from terrorist attacks. However, most of them 

highlighted loopholes and mentioned the inadequacy of the logistics used by the security 

forces. This finding is consistent with the results of previous studies which reported that the 

lack of modern logistics and equipment for security personnel makes it difficult for states to 

defeat terrorist groups (Hoffman, 2009; Kilroy Jr, 2017). According to Hoffman (2009), 

Boutton (2014) and Brubacher et al. (2017), donations given to governments to fight 

terrorism are not being spent on their intended purposes, as they end up in private pockets or 

go towards funding other projects. With high levels of corruption in Cameroon (Bongyu 

2008), it is possible that revenues generated from taxes are either embezzled or 

misappropriated. The lack of logistical constraints could put life and property at risk, as 
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security personnel might be powerless in combating Boko Haram. The national interest 

should supersede personal or parochial gains; thus, there is a need for a thorough discussion 

on the technological equipment needed by security personnel to fight terrorism in Cameroon.  

 Although a military response is necessary in the event of terrorist attacks and 

insurgency (Freilich, 2017), states have been criticised for their overreliance on this strategy 

due to its human rights implications (Jackson, 2017). In this study, the participants recounted 

the human rights violations they have endured or witnessed at the hands of the security forces 

– for example, restrictions on freedom of movement, extortion, arbitrary arrests, intimidation 

and assault. This finding corroborates the results of other studies on state violence and rights 

abuses against citizens in counter-terrorism efforts (Garcia & Geva, 2016; Qvortrup, 2016). It 

is important to mention that the hard-power approach to tackling terrorism seems to be a 

strategy that the Cameroonian government has regularly employed in the maintenance of law 

and order (International Crisis Group, 2017).The government may not see the need to involve 

the people as partners who can play a formidable role in the fight against terrorism. As 

reported by Blaydes and Rubin (2008), the people’s involvement in the fight against terrorism 

is indispensable because they could act as agents and contribute to the education of the youth 

in the community. In this era of intelligence sharing, people could provide timely information 

to the state that could aid in foiling the plans of terrorists and clandestine groups (Dunn et al., 

2016). The government seems to have overlooked the contribution of the participants of this 

study, as they appear to have been pushed into the background. It is imperative for security 

officers to partner with the people of Cameroon to avert the emergence of future terrorist 

groups. 
 

One major concern that emerged from the data was the extortion of money from 

individuals who were unable to show proof of identity. Although violations of freedom of 

movement may be justified to protect state institutions such as ministries, it is difficult to 
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understand the intrusion of corruption in the fight against terrorism. According to the 

participants, the inability of individuals to show proof of identity at security checkpoints 

usually came at a cost, as they were asked to pay money to regain their freedom of movement. 

Some participants said this prospect of extorting money appears to have motivated security 

personnel to engage in the rampant checking of ID cards rather than their actual duty of 

checking luggage for dangerous weapons or devices. Corruption has therefore infiltrated the 

fight against Boko Haram, which might compromise the process. Corruption is pervasive in 

Cameroon due to poor remuneration and the high cost of living (Mentan (2011). Economic 

hardship, poor remuneration, the high cost of living (Bongyu 2008; Mentan 2011; Nkwi et al. 

2011) and perhaps a lack of professionalism might have influenced some military officers to 

resort to extortion. These illegal collections from citizens might compromise security controls 

because security personnel may not be able to perform their routine checks, thereby creating 

lapses and putting lives at risk. The state must engage security officials to focus on their core 

duty of combating terrorism rather than cashing n on the situation.  

The adhoc approach to fighting Boko Haram was also discussed by the participants. 

In particular, they maintained that there was selectivity regarding group consultations and 

that the government should intensify its efforts in the event of an attack in other parts of the 

country. This finding is consistent with the results of previous studies that reported a lack of 

policies or clear documents outlining the country’s approach to fighting terrorism (e.g. 

Freilich 2017). Without policy guidelines, the country might not have an effective strategy to 

combat terrorism. The government appears to make a move or decide on the course to take 

only when there is a threat of attack. Although anti-terrorism legislation has been passed, it 

might fall short of averting future terrorist attacks because the country is yet to have a holistic 

discussion on its approach to combating terrorism. Terrorism has become a global menace, 

which underscores the need for Cameroon to formulate a cohesive plan on its approach to 
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counter-terrorism. There should be a well-thought-out plan on engaging the public as well as 

consultations and a clear line of communication with the people concerning their obligations 

in counter-terrorism efforts.  

 The multifaceted approach to fighting terrorism assumes the need for governments to 

use several approaches in their fight against terrorism (Blaydes and Rubin 2008). One such 

strategy is tackling the root causes of terrorism (Hoffman, 2009; Lehrke & Schomaker, 2016). 

In this study, the participants seemed to share this view, as they claimed that the 

Cameroonian government must do more when it comes to fighting terrorism. They 

maintained that poverty, youth unemployment and marginalisation constituted threats to 

peace and security in the country. This finding is consistent with the results of previous 

studies that mentioned the need for governments to adopt integrated approaches to fighting 

terrorism (Blaydes & Rubin, 2008; Theriault et al., 2017). For instance, Boko Haram’s 

success in entering the Cameroonian territory in the Far North reportedly resulted from 

poverty and a lack of infrastructure development in the region (Alupo et al., 2018; Oyewole, 

2015). The Cameroonian government’s response to tackling underdevelopment in the Far 

North region remains unclear. Moreover, there is a high rate of poverty and youth 

unemployment in the country (African Development Bank, 2017), which most of the 

participants perceived as threats to security. It is crucial for the government to pay attention 

to increasing joblessness, which might jeopardise the prospects for peace in the country. The 

unfair distribution of resources creates opportunities for terrorist groups to propagate their 

agendas, as they may succeed in recruiting jobless and frustrated youth (Oginni et al. 2018; 

Opoku et al. 2017). Thus, it is important for the Cameroonian government to consider an 

inclusive approach to development, poverty alleviation and job creation.  
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Study Limitations  

Because of the limited scope of the study, the results should be interpreted with caution. The 

study was conducted on the eve of a Boko Haram attack in Cameroon. Although the MNJTF 

has succeeded in neutralising the territories held by Boko Haram in the Lake Chad Basin 

region, the study provides empirical evidence on state–civilian relations during times of 

terrorist attacks. It is important to point out that the data were collected from selected areas in 

Yaoundé. The researchers selected the participants based on their availability and willingness 

to participate in the study. Since this is a qualitative study, in spite of the heterogeneity 

among participants, we did not intend to generalise the findings of the study (Burn 1995). 

Therefore, we recommend that future research expand the focus of this study through a 

quantitative approach to compare people’s perspectives about counter-terrorism strategies 

across Cameroon and similar contexts. Despite these limitations, the study makes a 

substantial contribution to the literature and expands the debate on human rights and counter-

terrorism in an African setting. 

 

Conclusion and Study Implications  

This study explored the societal perceptions of counter-terrorism approaches implemented in 

Cameroon. A multifaceted approach to fighting terrorism was adopted as a conceptual 

framework to analyse the data. While the Cameroonian government appears to have 

developed several approaches to fighting terrorism, some seem to have been compromised 

and require further consideration. Although the participants acknowledged the need for the 

deployment of security personnel to minimise the security threats posed by Boko Haram, 

many raised concerns about their presence in society. In particular, the participants raised 

issues with the searches conducted by security forces, which, in their view, were avenues for 

the forces to extort money from citizens. They also discussed the approach to fighting Boko 

Haram as evidence of an adhocracy. While continuous engagement with the public is vital to 
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combating terrorism, the participants recounted that they were yet to witness a concerted state 

policy on counter-terrorism. Due to the unavailability of a clear plan or document, the 

participants discussed the limited public education and sensitisation against terrorism. Even 

though international human rights law allows a state to suspend certain human rights in 

emergency situations, the government of Cameroon must ensure that sufficient public 

education is provided to justify such exceptions. Such public education must also equip 

citizens with adequate information about their qualified and protected rights that can never be 

suspended under any circumstances.  

Moreover, the participants reiterated the need for the fair distribution of resources in 

order to promote development and minimise the threat of attacks. Although we could not 

verify the participants’ assertions, poverty, unfair distribution of resources, state-sponsored 

brutalities against citizens, and crackdowns on fundamental freedoms and liberties by the 

government have been extensively reported (Bongyu 2008; Mentan, 2011; Amnesty 

International 2015; International Crisis Group 2017). Cameroon requires a peaceful 

environment where individuals can nurture their potentials. However, the current approach by 

the government, as recounted by the study participants, may be ineffective in curtailing the 

emergence of terrorist groups in Cameroon. This underscores the need for policymakers to 

place some value on the findings reported in this study. 

The results of this study could therefore have implications for policymaking in 

Cameroon. Most importantly, as part of the efforts towards achieving Vision 2035, in which 

the government intends to create a conducive environment for inclusive development and 

poverty alleviation, the study findings could be relevant to system reforms and human 

development. Specifically, the government could focus on the fair distribution of resources 

and steady investment in physical and human development in Cameroon. There seems to be 

discontent among the people (International Crisis Group 2017), so the Cameroonian 
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government must commit itself to continuous dialogue and the fair distribution of national 

resources. This might give the participants access to basic necessities and allow them to 

collaborate with the state in fighting extremism. The government could also improve the 

working conditions of security personnel and equip them with the requisite training and 

technological tools to perform their duties. This could instil a high level of professionalism 

within the security forces, who will then conduct themselves appropriately while enforcing 

laws and protecting lives. Also, in line with a recent UN Human Rights Council report (2018), 

the government of Cameroon must institute an independent oversight committee for the 

purpose of counter-terrorism legislation and administrative practices to ensure that counter-

terrorism measures do not seriously hinder human rights obligations. Furthermore, the 

government could prioritise religious and ideological education among the youth (Blaydes 

and Rubin 2008). This can be in the form of counter-radicalisation programmes to mitigate 

the factors that could lead to radicalisation in a community and prevent the potential 

transition to violent extremism. Such education could also take the form of disengagement, 

de-radicalisation and integration interventions for the already radicalised individuals to 

prevent them from returning to violent extremism (Chin et al. 2016). These programmes 

could enhance people’s patriotism and understanding of national issues and even contribute 

to national development. 
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