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It is a true privilege to contribute a few remarks, reflecting on the truly 
remarkable life and career of Charles Manga Fombad. 

For the past ten years I have shared only a slice of his long 
and illustrious life. When he first invited me in 2015 to join him in 
organising the Stellenbosch Annual Seminar on Constitutionalism in 
Africa – SASCA for short – at the Stellenbosch Institute of Advanced 
Studies (STIAS), I jumped at the opportunity. The chosen conference 
theme –  ‘Decentralisation and constitutionalism in Africa’ – was up 
my alley. This, however, was not the one-night stand conference I had 
imagined it to be.  Little did I know that a long collegial and personal 
relationship would ensue. Many SASCA conferences and Stellenbosch 
handbooks on African constitutional law followed. 

This was an intense relationship, so much so that, when the phone 
rings just after 7 o’clock in the morning, waking us, my wife would say: 
‘The other significant person in your life is calling.’ Invariably it was 
Charles. He had already been up by 5, having done his jogging, done 
his emails, read the conference papers, and is now trying to prompt 
lesser beings into action. What he also did was prompting me to delve 
into other areas of constitutional law: corruption and constitutionalism; 
democracy and constitutionalism; the economy and constitutionalism; 
constitutional identity and constitutionalism, constitutional change 
and, the last one, ethnicity and constitutionalism. I was the richer for 
this; Charles perhaps the poorer for all the prompting he had to do. 

And what a pleasure and enriching experience it has been. More or 
less. Year after year we, as co-editors, battled with Oxford University 
Press to get the next volume in the series to see the light of day. 

His work

During these years, I have come to appreciate the man and his labours 
from close by. Allow me a few lines to highlight a few of Charles’s 
extraordinary qualities.

First, he is the foremost scholar on comparative African constitutional 
law in the world – not only in South Africa, not only in Africa, but 
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internationally he is the best. I have not come across any other scholar 
with such an encyclopaedic knowledge of African constitutions. Being 
fully versed in English and French, a legacy of his Cameroonian 
roots, he traverses both Anglophone and Francophone constitutional 
jurisprudence. He did not focus on one or two countries, but took up 
the formidable, Herculean task of covering the continent. He has been 
able to describe the bigger, continental-wide picture, to dissect it, to 
systemise it, and to evaluate it against a set of constitutional norms 
– constitutionalism. He set the standard of comparative constitutional 
law scholarship in Africa. 

However, he never neglected his country of birth – Cameroon. He 
has remained passionate about that country, a country which, it is said, 
has a Constitution without constitutionalism. It certainly has made his 
commitment to constitutionalism not merely an academic predilection, 
but an existential necessity.

Through the prism of constitutionalism, he could in a principled 
way share the excitement of the new wave of constitution making 
of the 1990s and, now tackled in our latest book, the amending 
of those constitutions that showed much promise with respect to 
democracy and constitutionalism. He has honed the basic principles 
of constitutionalism, not as mere imitations of the Western model, 
but as principles, grounded in African realities, that can address the 
fundamental problem of governance in Africa – the abuse of power. He 
was, and is, the man for the moment. 

We should at this point pause for a moment and be thankful that 
Charles is a constitutional lawyer and not any other type of lawyer. 
It is not well known that Charles obtained his doctorate in air and 
space law from the University College London. Fortunately for the 
continent, he came down to earth to face the murky, muddy, messy 
world of constitutional law – this mixture of law, politics, economics 
and sociology – that needs order and principles. 

Charles is a scholar par excellence: meticulous in his research, 
precise in his expression, persuasive in his argument. This standard that 
he set for himself, he also set for everyone else. He does not tolerate 
mediocrity, sloppy thinking, descriptive writing – in short, that is what 
he would call by its name: ‘bla-bla-bla’. 

Charles is not only a scholar; he has forever been the paramount 
teacher. Under his wing, he has nurtured a new generation of young 
African scholars of constitutional law, not only as doctoral students, 
but also through SASCA. With care he guided, encouraged and 
promoted young scholars in the discipline of writing: the formulation 
of arguments, the clarity of thought. He pushed young talent to new 
heights. This, apart from his prodigious publication, will be his legacy.
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Charles could only achieve what he has accomplished with an 
abundance of energy, of which he has buckets full. Just watching him 
made me feel tired. As much as he was enthusiastic about his subject, 
he also had the will and energy to make it happen, and make it happen 
now! Whether it was an email to a funder, a contributor to a conference, 
he did it yesterday, leaving the rest of us in the shade.

The man

Yet, the man who did all this, who walks tall across Africa, across 
international stages, casting the shadow of his learning wherever he 
goes, is a modest man. He is friendly, amiable, and a gentle giant. He 
always has a ready smile, half hidden behind his drooping moustache, 
but it is there. He has a wide network of colleagues and friends across 
the world. He is a true globetrotter, spreading his expertise across 
the hotspots of the world. Therefore, it was no surprise when Oxford 
University Press addressed a parcel containing our latest book  – 
Constitutional identity in Africa – to the following address:

Charles Fombad 
798 Thomas Avenue 

Eastwood
Pretoria 0083 

SAUDI ARABIA

OUP could have picked any country in the world, like China, from 
whence Charles had just arrived, he could have been there; anywhere 
but in South Africa!

To conclude on a personal note: Charles, it has been one of the 
highlights of my academic career to have had the privilege to work with 
you over the past decade; to form such a warm friendship. May this 
endure.

My wish for you, then, is that you will continue to lead comparative 
constitutional law scholarship on the continent. We all need you.


