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Visting Mission to tﬁe

Trust Territories_in West Africa

CAMFROONS UNDER.BRITISH ADMINISTRATION:

COMPULSORY MARRIAGE AND CHILD BETROTHAL

Ncte:~ One of the problems brought specifically
to the attention of the Visiting Mission by
the Trusteeshin Council is that of compulsory
- marriages and child betrothals in the Cameroons.
- This problem is dealt with briefly in document
TC/VM,1949/), Sumnary of Conditions and Pro-
~ blems,and is discussed more fully in the follow-
ing additional note.

1. Introduction

'Probiems‘arising from thé indigénous marriage.cus—
toms in fhe Cameroons under British administration have
been discussed by the Trusteeship Council on two separate
occasions,

During its third session, the Council examined a
R petition reiating to the specific‘problem of marriage
praéticés among the chiefs of the Tikar communities of
‘the Bamenda Divisibn, and in particular the case of the
Fon (highest-ranking chief) of Bikom., It passed a resolu-
tion directing the attention of the first Visiting Mission
to the Cameroons to the problem.

During its fourth session, the Council, in the course
of its examination of the Annual Reporﬁ for 1947, discussed
marfiagé‘cuétoms in the Territory in genéral, with.particular
référence to the auestions of compulsory marriages and the

betrothal of children.
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Since these more genceral aspects of the marriage customs
may serve as a background against which the specific case of
the Tikar chiefs may be considercd, thcy are dealt with

first in the following account,

2, Merriage Customs in the Cameroons

Factual Situction

'Throhghbut the non-ifoslem parts of the'Territory the
custdm of Ppaying a bride price is almost universally re-
coénised, though the method of payment varies in detail
among tﬁé se&cral tfiE;s, und'it is regarded. as -an earnest
of a permanent union, being the ocutwird and visible sign
of a marriage contract. The norriage customs of the pagans
of the hill districts ;n the Dikwa area are in essentials
siﬁilar to those of the n;ighbou;iqg pagan di;tricts.

The general principle is that a suitor works for his future
fathér—in—law for a period and mckes a series of presgnﬁs
both to him and to the girl, When the latter becomes of
marrizgeable age, which is nornally two ycars after puberty,
the main dowry is paid and the moerriage tokes place. The
girl can however, on reaching marriageable age, refuse the
accepted sgitor‘gndAin that case the principal dowry is
.‘returned:to him, ‘
In the Ngor§ clan of thc Kentu tribe a girl is betrothed

lwhile a child by the presentation of a gift to her parents,

" It was étrgssed in the 1948 annual report that should
a bctroﬁhed gi;l express a marked dislike of her betrothed,

neither the parents nor the proposed husbund would be likely
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to be t&o insistent about the marriage. Her rcfusal
_would however, be uhpopular since it would involve
her parents in i refund of the bride price and for
this reasoﬁ d certain amount of moral pressure would
‘be brought to bear upon her to accept the existing
arrangement.,

In Moslem arezs, ‘the law permits coercion into
marriage in the case of a girl not previously married.
Physical coercion may be rusorted to in some rare instances,
though the 1948 annual report states that anxiety lest the
girl should run away generally restricts cozrcion to moral
persuasion and such discoiforts us result from acute parental
disapproval.

During the examination by the Trusteeship Council at
its fourth session of the Annual Report for 1947, the re-
presentative of Belgiun in supplcmontﬁry aguestions put to
the spucial reprasentativé of the Adﬁinistcring Authority
_éskud whether the ad@inistration did not consider that the
botroth;l of children should be fegardcd as & reprehensible
custom (T/247). Tac special representative replicd that
child betrothal was not regarded as a reprechensible custom
in so far as the child before reiching pugerty r&nainéd in
the guardianship of ﬁer parents or prclations dnd also on
attaining puberty had the right to repudiate thé marriage,
Native Authoritics were also empowered to issue orders re-
gulating child betrothals when the child betrothed left the

place in which her parents and guardians were residing. (T/251).
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“During the discussion:on the znnual report it was
observed by the representative of Belzium, that although
indigenous custom provided certain safe-guards, so that
the celebration of a marriage did not necessarily entaill
consummation; it was none the less a fact thut a marriage
between :chiildren whether consumniated or not, was & union
-of .percons obviously incapable of consent and should be pro-

hibited by law. The Council recoanended: that uncividized

‘practisés which are. grodualiy diswppsaring, such as child

- marriage, should be expressly forbidden by Jlaw,

3. Customs of the Tikar Chiefs

The more specific ocuestion of marriage custons among
thc.chiefs of thé Bikom ond othér Tikar conmunitics in the
Banundu DlJlblon o;rtne uamuroons was rﬁlSﬂd in the Trustee-
ship uJuﬂull ut its thlrd 59551§n as & rosult of a petition
receive@ from the St. Joan's Sucial and Political Allisnce,
(T/PET.2/A>. Tie petitionnéontﬁined‘an ext}ﬁct from an
.ﬁrticlc appcaring: in thé Catholic Citizen which described
the tqkiﬁg by force of a young girl to be the wife of the
For, of Biken, |

po Adnlﬁlatpflng Aathor1ty, in its observations on
the pctltlon (Doc. T/l78) statcd that the author of the
article did not ap;oar, from enouiries made among the Ruman
Cathollc authﬂrltlgs in the arca, to have any particular
case in mind and for the sake of vividnegs had used a

certaln uﬂount of lite rary license to dramatizc a Bikom

customnm,

/The Fon
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The Fon of Bikom;.in common with chiefs of other
Tikar commﬁnitieq had tﬁe traditional righ£ to take as wives
all thp first born dauchturu and all fchlo tw1ns of cer-
tain families within his trlOb, or to glvc the girls in
morriage to his scns or personal attendants. The young
bgirls destined to bacone his wiveé were chosen at an
early age by.his senior wives and cntered hic compound
to be traincd by ﬂhem in farm work, cooking and ctiquettec.
From enquirieé mdde éfter the receipt of the petition, it
was aoc;rtained'that the Fon of Bikom had 110 wives within
hlu conpound fortyafour of whOﬂ had been inherited from
a pruv1ous Fon and were beyond the age of child-bearing.
One»young girl was found to be there irregularly, that is,
hef introduetion into the compound had not been in accord-
ance with custom and she was returncd to her aother. Further
inveétigﬁtions were put into operation to decidé whether a
charge of child stealing, assault or false imprisonaent
against the Fon dr any mexmbers of his houschold could be made,

The Adllnlsturlng Authority stuted that during the past
years no serious CUnplalnts had becen received either by,
or about, the Fons! wives, Between 1930 and 1937 the
Roman Catholic missionaries in the Bamcnda:Division had
encouraged the wives of the Fons to leave their compoundg,
and were ready to 1urry them to alssion converts. This
pOlle'hud ;1ttle success unﬂ_many of the women returned
to their c>up3und of thc:r own accord The pfesént Bishop
and missionaries now ~ecognized the strqngth'of the custon,

and considered that it could best be modified by the effect
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of continuous disapproval of any coercion into marriage,

by deterrent action by the delnlstratlon if and when

C’J

cases of coor01on'were dlscov«reu, and by the upchd of
éducatiqn andlchristianity.

The Administering Authority added ﬁhat the custom
night appeir étranée or reprchensible tQ Christian senti-
ment, but emphusized that it was baséd on the stroﬁgest
superstitious-belief. There could be n§ cuestion of
‘attempting to achievé a sudden break witb long-cstublished
tribal custom., I the attemovt were :iade, the partics |
principally aggrieved woula b the wivaé themselﬁes and
their fdmilies. The policy of the admiﬁistration therefore,

was to endeavour to uchlLVL a gradual nﬂdlflcutlon of the
custom and at the same tine to ensure that individual hard-
ship of cruelty was pfevented. ft was well understood by
the wives thATSuIVeS and the fam171us of the girls that
they had free access to the admlnlotrmtlgn if they wished
to make complaints. Furtacr idprOVQnent depended upon
the continued c¢fforts of the missionaries and the influence
and advice of the government )Iflc rs. A government woman
educatioﬁ officer had recently been appoinﬁed to work among
the women in the area,

Action bv the Council

The Council discussed the petition at the seventh
and eighteeﬁth meetings of its third session. Generally,
the attitude of the Administering Authority was considered
t§ be the right one, although there was sone criticism
éxpressed that the administration appeared to be leaving

it to the missions in the areca to coabat the custom when
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the principal part should be played by the officials

themseclves, not the religious missions. The Council

itself passed 2 resolution in which it condenned the

custous of coapulsory and child merrizge; noted the policy

of the Administerins Authority: and expressed its confid-

ence that the Administering Authority would take all ap~

propriate stens to end such practices, The attention of

the first visiting mission to the Territorv was also directed

towzrds the problsm. (T/139).

Subseaquent Events

Thevannual report for 1948 states that the Fon of
Bikom has given the adainistr~tion an assurance that
there are no women in his comnound who are not there
entirely of their own free will, and that he is not pre-
pared to accept any new wives except under the same con-
dition. He has stated further that full opportunity has
bsen given to any woman to leuave his coapound if she

wished, and that some forty women have left.





