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Forced to Marry Before Puberty,
African Girls Pay Lasting Price

By SHARON LaFRANIERE

CHIKUTU, Malawi — Mapendo
Simbeye's problems bagan early lnst
year when the barren hills along Ma-
lawi’s northern border with Tanza-
nla rejectsd his attempts to grow
even cassava, the hardiest crop of
all. So o feed his wife and five chil-
dren, he said, be went to his neighbsar,
Anderson Halabo, and asked for a
boan, Mr. Kalabo gave him 2,000 kwa-
cha, about $18. The family was fed.

But that created ansther problem:
how could Mr. Simbeye, a penniless
farmer, repay Mr. Kalaba?

The answer would shock most out-
giders, bul in sub-Saharan Africa's
rural patriarchies, it i deeply in-
grained custom. Mr. Simbeye sent
his 11-year-old dagghter, Mwaka, a
shy flirst grader, down one mangy
hillide and up the next o Mr. Kala-
bo's hut. There she became a servant
to his first wife, and, she said, Mr.
Kalabo's new bed partmer.

How 11, Mwaka said her parests
never takd ber she was meant o be
the second wife of a4 man roaghly
thres decades her senbor. “They sadd
[ had to chase birds from the rice
garden,” she said, studying the
ground outside her mod-brick house,
“I didn't know anything about mar-
riage.”

Mwaka ran away, and her parenis
took hor back after six months. But a
wedk's journey (hrough Malawi's
dry and mountainous north suggests
that her escape is the exception. In

remipte lands like this, where boys
are valued far more than girls, older
men prize young wives, fathers covet
dowries and mothers are powerless
to intervens, many Aflrican girls like
Mwaka musi leap straight from
childhood to marriage at a word
from their fathers.
Sometimes that word comes years

cence and schooling culf short ; early
pregnancles and hazardous births,
adulthood often condemned to sub-
sarviencs, The list has grown to in-
clude expasure to HLY. at an age
when girls do not grasp the risks of
AlDS

[rcreasingly educators, health al-
ficials and even legislators diseour-
age or even lorbld these
In Ethiopia, for example, whers stiid-
pes show that in a third of the states
girls marry under the age of 15, one
state took action in April. Officials
sakd they had annulled as underage
the marriages of 58 girle ages 12 1o
15, and filed charges against parents
of half the girls for forcing them inlo
the unions.

Yot child marringes remain en-
trenched in rural pockets throughouwt
sub-Saharan Africa, from Ghana o
Eenya to Zambia, according to Uini-
cef, Studies show thal the average
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age of marriage in thi= region re-
mains among the world's lowest, and
the percentage of adolescent moth-
ers the world's highest

Many rural Alrican communities,
steeped in centuries of beliel thai
girls occupy soclety’s lower rungs,
are inured to disapproval by the out-
side warld,

“There k= & lot of talk, but the valoe
of the girl child is still low," said Seo-
di White, Malawi's coordinator for
the Women in Law in Soathern Af-
rica Research Trust “Soclety still
clings to the education of the boy, and
seig the girl as & trading tool In the
morth, girls as early as 10 are being
traded off for the family to gain. Af-
ter that, the women become owmed
and powerbess in their husbands® vil-
lages.”

In willages throughoul northern

The rural notion that
girls fill society’s lower
rungs resists almost
all efforts at change.

Malawi, girls are often married at of
before puberty 1o whomever thelr (a-
thers choose, sometimes (o husbands
as much as hall a century older.
Many of those same girks later
choose lilelong misery over divorce
because custom decrees that chilk-
dren in patriarchal tribes belong to
i Fatbir.

In imterviews, fathers and daugh-
ters hore unapalogetically expluined
the rationales for forced, ntergener-
ational anions,

Uness Myambi, of the village of
Wiliro, said she was betrothed as a
chiid so her parenis could finance
her brother’s choice of a bride. Now
about 1T, she has two children, the
oldest nearly 5, and a hushand wha
guesses he 18 T0. “Just because of
these two children, [ can mot leave
him,” she sakd

Beatrice Eimmula, 13, was lorced
to marry her wealthy neighbor, now
B3, five years ago because her father
owed another man a cow. “[ was the
gacrifics” Ms. Kitamula said, hold-
ing back tears. She Likkened her huas-
band"s comforiable compound of red
brick houses in Mgana village o a
penitentinry. “When you are in pris-
on,” she sakd, “you have no rights."”

In tiny Sele, Lyson Morenga, a wid-
ower, financed hils re-marriags two
years age by giving his daughter Ra-
chel, then 12 to a 50-vearald ac-

She ran away, and her parents took her back after six months.

quaintance in exchange for a black
bull, according 1o his mew In-laws.
Mir. Morenga delivered the bull to his
now wife's family as & partial pay-
mint, said his wife's uncle, Stewart
Simkonda. Mr. Simkoada said Mr.
Morenga had promised to deliver a
lerger payment after the impending
marriage of Rachel's younger sisler.

Malawi government officials say
they try hard to protect girls like Ra-
chel. Legislation before Farliament
would ratse the minimum age for
marriage to 18, the legal age in most
couniries. Currently, marriages ol
Malawian girls from 15 to 18 are le-
gal with the parents’ consent. Wom-
en's rights advocates say they wel
come the proposal, even though its
effect would be limited becawse
many marriages here, lke much of
the sub-Saharan reglon, take place
under traditional customs, not civil
law,

The government trained abowt 230
voluntedrs last year in ways to pro-
tect children, especially girls. Volun-
teers for Malawi's Human Rights
Commission, Roman  Catholic
Church workers and police victim-
protection units also try to intervene,

In lponga village, lor example, Mbo-
hesha Mbisa averied a forced mar-
riage to her uncle at age 13 lasi year
by walking a half-mile to the local po-
lice station, where offbcers persumd-
ed her father to drop his plans 1o use
her to replace her deceased aunt a5 &
wife and mother.

“] was really scared, bat 1 wanted
o protect mysell," sakd Mbobesha,
now im the sboth grade.

Suill, Malawi olficials say that this
reghon's growing poverty, worsensd
by AIDS and recent crop-killing
drought, has put even more young
giris st risk of forced marriage.

“This practice has been there for a
long time, bt it is getting worse neow
because there is desperation.” sakd
Penston Kilembe, Malawi's director
of sortal welfare serviees. It is par-
thcularly prevalenmt in communities
that have been hard hit by famine.
Households that can no bager fend
for ihemselves opt to sell off their
children to wealthier households,™

“The gains which were made in ad-
dressing early marriages are being
losi” said Andrina Mchiela, princi-
pal sccretary for the Ministry of
Crencler.




children (o wealthier househobds "
“The gains which were mude in ad-
dressing early marriages are being
lost,” said Andrina Mchiela, princi-
pal secretary for the Ministry of
Gander.
Women's rights advocabes want (o
abolish marriags payments, or bobo-
ko, saying they create & financlal in-
centive for parents to marry off their

In its most benign form, lobolo is a
tolcen of appreciation from the
groom's family bo the bride's. At its
most egregious, it tums girks inlo the
human sqaivalent of cattle. In much
of northern Malawi, lobolo negotia-
thone are typically all-male discus-
gsioms of down payments, install-
menis, settlements and the occasion-
al rethand for o wife who rons off.

Jimmy Mwanyongo, & 45-year-ohd
village headman in Harongas, e
plained the marriage of his daughtsr
Edah much ns he might any com-
mercial transaction. Several years
agn, e salkd, sitting on & straw mat in
his six-romm house, he promised to
care for his pedghlor's two cows.

Instead, he sold the cows o edu-
cate his adopted son. When the neigh-
bor, Ridein Simfulowe, lost his wife a
year later in 2002, Mr. Mwanyongo
said he felt obliged to offer his
ter as a replacement. “Because | had
gold the two cows, [ had no chobce,™
he sabd.

Edah was 1T, dos-eyed and valup-
twous, Even with an illegitimate som,
her nelghbors and relathves say, she

Edah a bit young for him. Bat “her
fmther decided that although [ am
old, 1 arm the right persos."

“] think it was a tribute to my
charncter,” he said. “Edah was will-
ing. 1 didn't e ropes around her neck

and drag her,”

Edah said her father did every-
thing but that. Far nine moaths, she
sald, she held out until *T thought 1
would die of sorrow.”

“My father refused (o allow me (0
eat,” she said. “He chased me from
the house. He zaid, *Go find some-
where where you can sleep! " He said,
“Go to your husband! If you don't
want 1o go there, 1 will whip you to
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In Chikutu, the patriarchy permits
rnarrisge of girls to settle debts.

death! "™

Her mother, Taba Harawa, sided
with her daughter, to no avail “1 told
him, “It is like you are killing ber,' ™
ahi gaid. It was shamefal.*

She sald, “If it happens again, [ will
divorce him.”

Mow 20, Edah has an 11-month-odd
girl and is racked by fears for her fu-
ture. “My husband is old,™ she said,
sitting on the porch of her tmy
thatched bt “He may dis soon. Mot
likely he leave me with more chil-

dren. 50 where will [ go?

Her life, she suggested, is about as
frese as that of the two prized oxen
her father now hooks up to his wood-
en cart for springtime plowing. “1 am
bikee a slave,” she said,

Some of Edah's neighbore pity har.

al Alricans ane starting to [rown oo
marriages af young women to ald
men, a5 Edah’'s mother sakd, “for the
sake of cows"

Mwaka Simbeie has her lellow vil-
lagers in Chikutu 1o thank for her re-
turn to bor parents’ home after her
sojourn in her neighbor's hut MNow
back in the second grade, she s still
to ba charmed by a

Mwaka's mother, Tighezge Sim-
konda, looks like an older version of
and is no kess shy., 1 did
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When she was only 14, Beatrice Kitamula, now 19, was married to Elias Shels, now B3, at left with their daughtor, Twisire, 2, to settle her fathor’s debt. 1 was the sacrifice,” she said.




