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Vistlng Mission to the 

Trust Terri tories in tvest Africa 

CA:1EROONS UNDER BRITISH ADMI NISTRATION: 

CO:vïPULSORY MARHIAGE AND CHILD BETROTHAL 

Ncte:- One of the problems brought specifically 
to the attention of the Visiting Missj_on by 
the Trusteeship Council is the.t of compulsory 
marriages and child betrothals in the Carneroons. 
'I'his problem is dealt witn briefly in document 
TC/VM.1949/4, Su-:ll!nary of Conditions and Pro­
blems,a:Kl is discussed more fully in the follow­
ing additional note. 

1. Introduction 
. ' 

Prohiems arising from the indigenous marriage cus-

to'Ils in the Cameroons under British administration have 

been discussed by the Trusteeship Council on two sèparate 

occasions. 

During its third sessi0n, the Council exa:1ùned a 

petition r clating ta the specific probiem of marriage 

praétices among the chiefs of the TikJ.r communities of 

the Bamenda Division, and in particular the cc:. se of the 

Fon (highe st-ranking chief) of Bikom. It passed a resolu­

tion directing the nttention of the first Visiting ~\fission 

ta the Cameroons to the problem. 

During its fourth session, the Council., in the course 

of its examination of the Annual Report for 1947, discussed 

marri age customs in the Terri tory in gëneral, wi th p3.rticular 

reference to the auestions of compulsory marriages and the 

betrothal of children. 

/Since 

..... __ ._ .. 
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Since the se more gernm:ll asp8cts of · the marri age customs 

may serve as a background, c.g:rinst which the. specific case of 

the Tikar chiefs may be considerad, thoy are deaJ.t wi th 

first in the following ac·count ., 

2o Hc:rriage Customs in the C:i.mero()ns 

Factual Si tu:: tion 

' Throughout the non--aoslem parts of the Terri tory the 

custôm o_f 'p,:;ying a bride price is almost universally re­

cognised, though the method of pc.ymont. varies in detail 

among the several tri bcs, and i ~ i s rcg.'.l.rd0d . as o.n earnest 

of n permanent union, bë:ine; t h0 outw.:::.rd and visible sign 

of a narriage contr.:ict. The u::trri ::i.ge customs of the pagcms 

of the hill district~ irt the Dikwa area are in ossentials 

simi::i.nr to those of th0 neighbour~.ng pagan districts. . . 

The goncral principle is that a suitor works fo~ his future 

fn.ther-in-ln.w for a period a.nd m.:;.ke s ::i. sel'ies of pres~nts 

both to him and to the girl. Whcn the l::i.tter becomos of 

mnrrié:!.ge:.1ble o.ge , which i s nori:1u.lly two ycars .:i.fte r puberty, 

the main dowry i s p:üd :.md th0 mc.r~ingG t:.ike s pln.co. Tho 

gi r 1 c an however, on rGJ.C hing m.:i.rriagca ble age, r 0 fuse . the 

acc optod sui tor .:i.nd in that co.se the principal dowry is 

returned to him. 

In the Ngoro clo.n of the Kontu tribe a girl is be trothed 

while o. child by the pre s ont~tion of a gift to he r parents. 

It was stressed in the 1948 annual report that should 

a b0troth~d girl expres s a ;narked dislike of her betrothcd, 

neither the parents nor the proposed husb.:i.nd would be likely 

/to be 
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to be too insistent about the mnrri o.ge. Her r ofusal 

would however; be ùnpopular since it would involve 

hc r p:1r0nts in a r e fund of the bride price and for 

thi s r enson a c ertain amount of ,nora l pre ssure would 

be brought to bear upon ber to acc ept the existing 

a rran gement. 

In Moslmn ::i.re::s, ·the l aw pGr m.i ts coercion into 

marriage in the cnse of a girl not prGviously married. 

Phy sic :i.l coerc.ton mD.y be r u s orted to in s o:ne r a r e inst.:i.nces, 

though the 1948 ::mnua_l r epor~ stat os that anxiety l e st the 

girl should run awny gen er a lly r estricts co-:)rcion to moral 

1 

pe rsu.::i.sion a.nd such di sc 0:1f ort s .:::. s result from acute pa r ental 

disapprov.::i.l. 

During t h0 exo.min3.tion by the Trustee ship Council .::i.t 

its f ourth s e s si on of the Annunl Report for 1947, the r e­

pr e s ent:i.ti ve of Bel giu.,1 in supplemont'.lry aue stiorn:; put t o 

_the s psJci.::.l repr èl s 0nt ..:.ti vu of the Administuring Authori ty 

askud whethe r th0 ad,uinistr.::i.tion did not c onsider that the 

botr oth:.7.l of childr0n should be r egard0d a s .::i. r ;.;prehènsible 

cust oCT (T/ 247). Tn0 speci.::.l r epre scntativo r epliod th.:::.t 

c hi l d bctrot hû.l w2s not r ege.rded 3.s a r eprehonsi bl e custom 

in s o fé'.. r a s th0 child h 3f or e ru, chinz puborty r e <1.'.l.incd in 

the gu2rdLmship of hor p.::i.rents or vcln.tions and .:üso on 

.::i. tt <'.lining puberty had t he ri ght t o repü.di n.t e the ,n2rriage. 

N::i. tive Authoriti os wo r 0 also cmpower ed to issue orders r e-

gulatinG c hild botroth-1.ls wh .. m the child bdrothe d l e ft the 

plac e in which he r p.:i.Nnts and gu :i.rdi ans wc r e r esiding. (T/251). 

/During 
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. During the di scussicm•: on ths; J.nnu:il r eport i t was 

obse rve d by the r 0pre s entativ,> of Bel.::,ium; t.hc.t although 

inài genous custo'rl. providcd c e rt:lin s2.fo- guo.rds, so that 

the C8LJbr:ition of a üJ.rri J.ge did not noc e ss;:i.rily entnil 

c onsu:nm:it ion ; i t was none t he l e ss a f 3.ct thut a marri age 

bè t wo0n :cbildr0n whethe r c onsum;:i.ated or not, was n union 

. o f .. p ,~ rsons obvi ously inc J.pabL.3 of consent and shoulà be pro­

hibi t et.i by l aw. . The Council r ..:::c o:;tm3ndod that unci vi hl zed 

pr:ècti sé s which .:ir 0 . gr :-.dwüJ..v dis:..pp0c.rin.r; , s uch as child 

3. Customs of the Ti kaz: Cl].~ 

The n or e sp-::cific auesti on of o:::.rrio.ge custon s -J.mong 

the chiefs of t he Bikom o.nd othe r Tü:.J.r c ommuniti0 s in the 

Ba r,1enda Division of the Cam0r oons wa s r:li s0d in the Trustee­

ship C01.mcil at it s third s .a ssion 3. S & r osult of a petiti on 

r ec eived from the St. Jo ::m 1 s S,,ci.'.11 -.::.nd Politic al Allin.nco. 

T:ie peti ti on c ontained éln extr.'lct fro.n .:m 

articlu .J.ppo:J.rin.~· i n t he C.:i.tholic Citizen which de scribed 
, 

the t aki nc; by f -1 rc ,~ of .:i. young girl t o bo tha wifo of the 

Fon of Bikom. 

Th0 Ad:nini s t e ring Authori ty, in i t s obse rvJ.tions on 

th0 petiti on (Doc. T/178), sto.t od tha t the J.uthor of the 

articl'"' di à not ap:,ear, fro:•1 enouirie s '!'tél.de a.mong the R-.:;man 

Catholic authori tiüs in t he arca , t o h.J.vo J.ny pa r t icular 

c a se in i:rind, and f or t he sake of vi vidne ;,s ha d use d a 

c e rtain .::i.mount of lite r J. r y l ic ense t o dr-:.:mJ.tizo a Bikom 

custom. 

/The Fon 
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T:1e Fon of Bib)m j in cor;u!lon wi th chiefs of othe r 

Tik::i.r c o;nmuniti e s h :i.d tho tr~.diti ona.l ri ght to tako as wive s 

a ll the first born dn.ughte: r s i'.lnd ull femal e twins of c er­

t ain f auùli e s within his tribe , o r t o give the girls in 

rnn.rri age t o his s ons or p~rson::i.1 attendo.nts. The young 

girls de stined to b 3come his wive s wer o chosen .J.t 3.n 

early nge by his senior wive s .:i.nd ente r ed hi ::; c ompound 

to be trainod by them in farm work, cooking o.nd tJtiquette . 

From en~uirie s ,na.d G a ft 0r the rac e i pt o f the petition, it 

W'1S a sc 0rt J.in0d t hnt the Fon of Biko,1l hJ.d . 110 wl ve s wi thin 

hi s c ompound, f orty-four of whœ 1 h .'.l.d boen inhori ted from 

a previous Fon and wer 0 beyond the J.go of child-bea.ring . 

One young girl w::i. s found t o bo t he r c irr0gi.ll.:~rly, tha.t is, 

ht::r i n t r oducti on into the c ompound h.:.:.d n ot been in J.cc ord­

.:mc e wi t h cust om J.nd sho vv::i. s r e turn::,d to her _·;1other. Furthe r 

investi gations WON put into ope r :1ti on t o decide whether n 

chei, r ge of child ste.'.l.ling , a ssault or f.:t lse i mpri sorn:1,mt 

a.g:ünst t he Fon 0r ::i.ny :ne:nbers () f lti s housl;ihùld c ould be rni'.lde. 

'I'ho Ad .d.ni s t 0ring Author i t y st.J.t ed tha t during the pa.s t 

yuar s no s 0r L:ms c ompl::il.ints ha d boen r e c ei ved ei ther by, 

or a b.)ut, th0 Fon s I id. ve; s. Be tween 1930 ::i.nd 1937 tlie 

R')man C:i.tholic mi. s sio:nnrios in t he 3.:i.raond.:i Division h:J.d 

enc our.J.ged th0 wi ve s of the F,)ns t o l eave th,2,ir c o.npound§l, 

::i.nd wer iJ r e.'.ldy t o ,,l:.,;.rry t ho::1 t o 0:ùssion converts. This 

polie y h.::.d li ttle succ e ss nnd many of t he w:xw:m r oturned 

t o their c omp )und of thei r own acc or d . The pre scnt Bi shop 

a nd .mis sion.J.ri e s now r 0c ,:i3nize d the strength of the custo::1. , 

and c on side r ed th.'.l t it c ould be st be modifi ed by the effect 

/ of c ontinuous 
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of c ontinuous dis2.pprov:ü of ::.ny coercüm into m.:i.rri.::i.gu, 

by deterr0nt action by the ,:,.d·:tl.nistration if and when 

case s of coercion were discovc rod, J.nd by the sproad of 

educ.2ti on :md Christinnit;v. 

The Adr.tl.nistering Authority ::.dded thnt the custom 

'night .:i.ppe.:i.r strnnge or reproh~nsible tQ Christi.:i.n senti­

ment, but e~ph~sizod tha t it wo.s b.:i.scd on the strongest 

supan:titi ous belief. There could be no question of 

ntte8.pting to c.chiev0 a suàden bre:::k with lon&-cstc:.blished 

tri b~J.1 custo:'71. If the utte!!rot 1,er.a ,.ude, the pnrtio s 

princ:Lp;.11.ly o.ggrieved would b<J the wiv.3s thenselves and 

their f.:i.mlies. The policy of t lw .:::ci:1.i.nistration therefore, 

wcts to endeavour t o uchieve :i. gr .:.1.du-:il modific.::ticn of the 

custom ::i.nd o.t the same ti.nG t o ensure that indi vidual hard-

ship or crm;lty wo.s prevented. It was well unde rstood by 

the wives the::iselves and the fantl.lL:s of the girls th::i.t 

they hnd free access to the -'.ldministr.:i.ti on if they wished 

t o :iw.ke complo.int.s. F:-irthcJr i ·,,1provc, r:1ent depcnded upon 

the c ontinued efforts of thG :.tl.ssi on:i.ries .::i.nd the influence 

and .'.ldvic e of the, g :::iv 0rnn(mt offic e;rs. A gove rn.mcnt wo:n:i.n 

educ:i.ti ::m offic er h::.d r ecently been appointed t o w0rk ru:iong 

the W'.):n0n in th0 area. 

Acti on bv th -:; Council 

The Council discusse d th-3 petitLm at the sev-2nth 

a nd eighteenth :-:ieetin.:;s )f i ts third se ssion. Generally, 

the attitude of the Ad,nniste ring Authori ty was c , nside red 

t o be the right one, although there w:J.s s o,;1a cri ticism 

expressed thQ.t the adi,tlnistra.ti on .:i.ppe.'.lred to be l eaving 

it to the missions in the are a to c o;:ibat the custo:n when 

ithe principal 
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the principal part should be pl,J.y1.:d by the officiJ.ls 

the11s0lve s, not the r e lj_gi ous nissions. The Council 

i tself pc.. sscd .'.l :re solutio.!L_ih wM.ch i t c onde.:med the 

~.·~_<T:1a of c o Jpulsory .:i.nd ch1ld ;;10.rri :::..ge; noted the polir:y 
' 

of the Ad'.TI.iniste rin'l Auth .::> rity: o.nd cxpre ssed its c onfid­

~~. thc.t the Ad,ninistoring Auth9ri t y would t o.ko o.11 np-

propri ~t ~ stoos t o end such prnctices. The o.ttanti on of 

t h2 first visiting ,nissi on t :::> · the Territon: wc. s o.lso directed 

Subseauent Events 

Bikom h.:i.s gi ven _the :i.d:üni str -::ti on an assurJ.nc e th.:1t 

thoro arc n :> wo;~on in hi s c o:n;xmnd who are not thore 

entire l y of their own froe vd.11, t1.nd thr,t be is not pro­

p:ired t o accept any_new wi ve s exce pt under the s o.me con­

diti on. He h::i.s sta t ed furthe r t hat full opportunity hns 

b aen gi vcm t o ::my w,)rann t o l e:.i.ve his c o:.1pound if sho 

wish,~d , and th::i.t s o:nc f,rty w:::cen ha.ve l e ft. 




