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Abstract

The quest to understand the causes and to apgréogabutcome of fast and
profound marital, economic, religious and sociarmdes in African women’s conditions
is an important factor for the ongoing life of cbies and theologians in Africa, today.
This presentation seeks to define and measurentirelts impact on African women'’s
marital, social and religious conditions in North&€ameroon.

Introduction

In a paper presented during the pastoral retrethieoEvangelical Lutheran
Church of Cameroon (ELCC) held in Ngaoundéré in81&&rna Syversoha
missionary of the Sudan Mission, then coordinataghe women’s work within the
Church in Cameroon, rightly pointed out the impottehanges that were taking place
within the church and the society in Northern Caroarsince the beginning of the
missionary work. She argued that with the adver@uistianity in Northern Cameroon,
the conditions of African women had considerablpiiaved. It was, however, with
mixed feelings of both satisfaction and expectati@at she went on stating: “It is
pleasant to note the step ahead made by the EfLi@cognize the rights of women. A
change in many stages of our work [women’s work] e necessary, and this may lead
sometimes to some disturbancas.”

In this way, Verna Syverson tried to draw the dttenof the church leaders in
Cameroon to the issue of the women'’s inclusiorhirch’s activities and leadership.

Furthermore, in the introduction of her book on ithege of the woman in the
Black Francophone African novelists, Kembe Milolmirged out that:

The fundamental obstacle to a full equality betwsexes resides in traditions and people’s
mentalities. (...) They [women] do not accept disanations, vestiges of received ideas and habits

Syverson, V., “The Role of Women in the Church Sadiety”, Unpublished paper, presented
during the pastoral retreat of the Church held gadundéré, June 25-July 8, 1978.

2 EELC stands for Eglise Evangélique Luthérienn€dmeroun, which is the official and French
name of one of the two LWF member Churches in Caorerthe other being the Brethren Lutheran
Church of Cameroon. In the following lines, | wike interchangeably the terms “Church” and “EELE” o
“ELCC?", to refer to the same thing.

3syverson, V.0p. Cit, p. 1.



of the past anymore; that which, for centuries, baen presented, lived and psychologically
integrated as realities regulated by norms of eatMiore and more women want to be judged
according to their competence, their talents, thgirt qualities and their heart than according to
their physical appearance. They want to act bectuesebelieve that everyone, of whatever sex it
may be, has the right to choose his or her rofoaiety. They want to be spouses of equal value
with the men, free, and enlightened educators.

Since the early 1980s, when the national governmie@ameroon began to enrol
women in the army and other civil works hitherteeered for men, there was a major
change in the mentality of people towards the odlomen in society. From that time
on, new opportunities were granted to women in $eofijob opportunities andider
responsibilities withirthe society. The opportunities, in hitherto malegarved domains,
began to open up for women.

Presented as one of the fast changing societige iworld, the African societies
in general and the Northern Cameroonian sociepaiticular, are the places of both fast
and profound social changes today. Among thesegesathe ones that affect the lives of
women in family and conjugal life, in social, angea in political and economic
domains, are the most prominent. This explains thysituation of women in Northern
Cameroon today is different from the one in whiobitt foremothers lived a century ago,
and one of the aims of this presentation is tosasdee impact of the church on these
changes.

1. Framing the Problem: Social Evolution of Women’d.ife Conditions in
Northern Cameroon

At the time of the arrival of the first missionaiffom the West in the early
1920s, the normal role of a woman in Northern Camemwas that of wife and mother in
the household. However, this situation was notwaitgp African women. The social
perception of a woman as a wife and mother wasridwiale-shared reality. As pointed
out by Syverson, the usual role of a woman intete society was also that of a wife
and a mother. As a consequence of this ideologlyeo€onfinement of women to
domestic and motherly roles, those among the wam#ére West who chose a different
career, like working as missionaries overseasaalsté choosing to marry, for most of
the women missionaries in both the Norwegian Misaig Society and the Sudan
Mission fields in Northern Cameroon remained singlere considered as “abnormal” by
the rest of the sociefy.

Given the social context of the time, women wereaifered many alternatives
for their social and cultural performances as masbéthe society as a whole. Instead,
they were limited to specific domains of activitydacould not perform in other spheres
of life apart from the ones in which society coefinthem in their roles of wives and

*Milolo, K., L'image de la femme chez les romanciéres de I'A&inoire francophoneEditions
Universitaires, Fribourg Suisse, 1986, p. 2.

® See Syverson’s paper mentioned earlier in thenlpéng of this chapter.



mothers in the homes. Thus, the family life appg&oemany as the only reason of being
for women, the principal goal in life that each awry woman was supposed to reach in
order to be considered as a true woman in Africagitional society.

The woman’s performance in domestic work and fagwiias of utmost
importance in keeping the home as a place whereakfisolidarity and hospitality took
place, since it was the duty of the wife to cookffeends and for extended family
members who came in for a visit to the family. tRearmore, a woman'’s ordinary
activities as wife and mother in Northern Cameromrealed itself in the maternity and
the education of children. Numerous offspring asdwa woman of joy, happiness and
respect from her husband and her family; and h&fiopnd attachment to her husband
and her children explained her sense of resportgitbwards her family members.

Customarily, the educational systems in Northerm@aon aimed at training
women to a life of initiative, endurance, and fagbsin the housework. According to
missionary Verna Syverson, “One of the first resgploitities of a woman [in Northern
Cameroon] was to give herself, her time, and hergynfor her husband, her children
and her house®However, this did not imply that such women coutd hold other
responsibilities outside of their homes.

In interviewing women of the Lutheran church in tharn Cameroon, it clearly
appears that some women find their fulfilmentheit roles as wives and mothers, while
others realize themselves only through activitie$grmed outside of the homes.

Since the beginning of the missionary work in NerthCameroon in the early
1920s, and especially after the official launchiighe women’s movement in the
Lutheran church in 1975, husbands have been ergeditay the church members to take
part in the housework, and to allow their wivealstake on jobs outside of their
homes, like working in an office as secretarieqy@ses in hospitals or as teachers in
schools. Within the women’s movement, there wasegific focus on the Christian
teachings that “a good Christian husband was tleendro helped his wife in the
housework like cooking, cleaning up the house dbagebathing the children.” In their
teachings, the church people as well as missionhariBlorthern Cameroon, like Verna
Syverson, emphasized the fact that in countries with a Weng Christian tradition like
Sweden, sometimes it was the husband who stayeshat doing the housework,
cooking and looking after the children, while théemvas working in an office outside of
the home in order to earn the necessary moneylfeing for her family.

With the financial assistance of international Gtiain organizations like the
Lutheran World Federation (LWF), some projects ohven’s social development were
realized. For instance, the sinking of a well willage, in order to minimize the long
distance, which women used to travel to collectrtbeessary water for their family’s

® Syverson, V.QOp. Cit, p. 2.

" Syverson, V.Qp. Cit, p. 4.



needs. In other words, the time spared becausedaldser proximity of the water to her
home, affords a woman the opportunity of doing mondre than before when she used
to collect her water far from the village. This medhat, even in the rural areas, the
Church has various ways of impacting on the livielsobh women and men in the sense
of a positive evolution of their social, economiwapolitical roles and responsibilities
within the new context.

We, as Christians, however, are expected to difiexamine the claims for
equity in the roles and responsibilities of womad anen in both the church and society.
We must examine with close attention anything taat be profitable and determinant for
the lives of individuals and families in our comnities. We must also be careful about
social structures we put in place, to make surettiey serve the needs of everyone in
our society as a whole. Therefore, a thorough ass&st of the contribution of
Christianity towards the amelioration of women’siditions in Northern Cameroon, will
require that the researcher not only be conscibtisedact that women often do not
speak out easily about their plight, but also lieanind what Hélene Yinda and Ka
Mand, in their excellent co-authored bodtor the New Theology of African Women
refer to as “two ways which lead nowhere”. In othverds, the temptation of an ideology
of drawing up a balance sheet of what happenedrinadin the course of colonial times,
and the temptation of falling into a false consceeare unfruitful ways of dealing with
the contribution of Christianity towards women'sdration in Africa today.

An intellectual debate aiming primarily at findingt whether or not Christianity
in Northern Cameroon has contributed to the impmoemt of the social, political,
economic and cultural situation of women can bdeading. Therefore, all the current
intellectual debates focusing on the strugglesfoitAn peoples during the times of the
colonial domination in order to draw conclusionsvadmether Christianity and Western
colonization had positive or negative impacts orng&n peoples, may constitute an
obstacle to any attempt made by African peoplenttesstand and solve the problem of
the marginalization and exclusion of women frondlrahip positions in African
societies today.

2. The Women'’s Life Conditions in Society and Chura in Northern
Cameroon

Today, when one looks at the social structure®ciesy in Northern Cameroon,
especially with regard to the role played by wonrethe public institutions of a modern
state, one scarcely doubts the significant chahgmgght to the people of Northern
Cameroon by the Western colonization agents angizhr missionaries. However, if

8 Yinda, H. and Ka Mana, (edPour la nouvelle théologie des femmes africaiivemundé,
Editions CLE-CIPCRE, 2001. This book is an accuragponse to the challenge that the churches are
facing today, regarding the marginalization of Aém women in both the church and society. Well
documented and based on surveys and researchastethdnder the auspices of the WCC as well as the
CCAWT, For theNew Theology of African Womeamalyses in depth the situation of crisis whigists
between men and women in African marital and sagiatems today.



the Christianization of African peoples by Westenssion societies brought significant
changes in the lives of African peoples, the immddc@hristianity on the lives of women
in Northern Cameroon today must be measured acuptdithe capacity of the Christian
faith, as a social practice, to respond to crymiablems like those of misery,
powerlessness, despair and the lack of creativiedemte in which women live their
daily lives. In other words, we must look at howriGtianity oriented the lives of women
towards the affirmation of their rights and thesponsibilities in Northern Cameroon,
rather than debating on what the missionaries lirotagliberate women from African
oppressive marital and social systems.

What does it mean for women in Northern Camerodrettome Christian today?
Does Christianity help women to participate in tleeision-making structures of the
society and church in Northern Cameroon? Doeshhech as a social institution
contribute to giving a woman the social image the#pens the respect she deserves in
both society and church? These are some of theigng$ try to raise in this
presentation. However, given the particular contexthich women live in Northern
Cameroon, a region known for its Islamic practieme cannot give a straightforward
answer to such questions, thus the necessityttoatly examine Yinda and Ka Mana’s
assertion according to which:

Without Christianity as it outspreads itself in ik from the times of colonialism
until today, with its ups and downs, its strengihd weaknesses, its successes and
failures, the woman’s condition would have not reatthe stage of consciousness which
characterizes the groups and women’s movement§riceA countries today (...).

Without Christianity, without its international metrks and possibilities to circulate and
diffuse the ideas, some women'’s fights would hasenbunthinkable and some of their
victories concretely unimaginable.

Applied to the situation of women in Northern Caowar, Yinda and Ka Mana’s
assertion needs to be nuanced, for the positievoaien in both the church and society
in Northern Cameroon still requires much effortnfrboth men and women, in order for
the church especially, to take the important sfapauding women in its leadership
positions.

My own observation of both society and the Luthestuarch in Northern
Cameroon of which | am a part, however, did noeatthe equality and justice
necessary to govern the relationships between me&mvamen as social partners. Rather,
after having observed the way in which people eslatone another in terms of gender, |
realized that women were undervalued and eveniglis@ted against in some cases. The

° The presence of Islam in Northern Cameroon isrdetmnt when it comes to the issue of
women'’s status in social and religious matters.ifstance, the main argument of the Church in Nworth
Cameroon to deny women the right to lead is thatMluslims will not respect the Christian faith ibmen
begin to lead worship services in the Church.

YYinda, H. and Ka Mana, (ed®p. Cit, p. 39-40.



African traditional and Islamic systems of educggoeople, acquiring wealth or taking
decisions in Northern Cameroon had impacted omti@e society in such a way that
even within a Church like the ELCC, it seems nortodbke the subordination of women
to men for granted.

In this context, the women of the Church and thelse live under the rules of
traditional and Islamic societies in Northern Caowoer are treated alike. Despite
Mfoulou’s™! argument according to which, by fighting agaitt traditional system of
dowry, the Christian church would have been an ageprogress and the emancipation
of women in Cameroon, there is still a long wagaooto bring women of Northern
Cameroon into social and religious leadership.

As a Church historian, one of my assumptions istttewomen'’s role as builders
of the Church, which is supposed to be a commuwiibelievers, both men and women,
is of paramount importance, and for this reasomsée be acknowledged and
encouraged by the entire society.

Historically known as a marginal or even oppreggedip, women in Northern
Cameroon were, and are still not, given the sanperpnities as their male counterparts
in terms of receiving a good education, which waedble them to play a leadership
role in their respective communities. Rather, rigbin their earliest youth, women are
brought up in such a way that even as adults, ¢hayonly perform specific tasks which
are mainly domestic, such as drawing water fronmet @ from a river, cooking and
cleaning dishes, and caring for the elderly peaple the children. In this society, women
still own nothing in terms of property. Marriedethbelong to their husbands and are
much more valuable in the eyes of the latter wheiyy tan bear children to them.

Thinking of this situation in which women still B¢un Northern Cameroon
reminded me of what Johannes Skauge, the Genaradt&ey of the Norwegian
Missionary Society (NMS), wrote in his mission refpgn Cameroon in 1950:

The women of Africa have been for so long mere memdise and beasts for
labor without any human value that it seems almmpbssible to elevate them to a level
where they may have an interest in spiritual thizugd become accessible to the Gospel.
The women of Sudan [and the term Sudan used tgrosi that part of Africa which lies
south of the Sahara Desert and north of the Equdimh includes the actual Republic of
CameroofY] are sold, bought and given as presents by thesmalh. According to the

 Mfoulou, J., “The Roman Catholic Church and Carneran nationalism: from
misunderstanding to opposition”, in Edward FasHal&e et al. (ed.)Christianity in Independent Africa
London, Rex Collings, 1978, p. 217-227.

25ee Nissen’s excellent study published by PurugiskeaHus in Denmark in 1968, entitleéin
African Church is Born: The Story of the Adamawd &entral Sardauna Provinces in Nigeria



teachings of the Koran, the woman is without a sauodl for that reason, she cannot enter
Paradisé?

Commenting the socio-economic condition of womeNanthern Cameroon,
Skauge defended the idea according to which thieafrwoman was her husband’s
property, as he went on arguing that:

She [the woman of Northern Cameroon] is arbitrariated as an object of utility or an
instrument of production. Polygamy and slaveryianeality the same thing and the oppression of
the woman is really part of the social and politeygstems and therefore, her status cannot be
changed except by a profound social revolution.rAfram the Islamic environment [he
concluded], women who live in levirate marriagepgmore freedom than others, although they
are also submissive to the dictatorship of the rdalminated societ

Therefore, what | intend to say here is that assithns, we are not bound to
follow necessarily what the other religions or ttathal marital and social systems have
to say about women'’s situation in the Church. Thisot to say that we must neglect the
advice of the Apostle Paul to the Corinthians (8€er. 8: 13), which encourages us to
avoid doing anything, which can constitute a stungpbblock to our neighbor because of
their lack of knowledge. However, as Christiansnaest nevertheless find our ways to
solve our own contradictions such as these maigatain systems of exclusion of
women from leadership in both the Church’s prastaed society. After a thorough
analysis of the Church’s structures and practicd$arthern Cameroon, there is a clear
indication that women are not fairly treated byitimeale counterparts.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the region of Northern Cameroorg lkany other parts of the
African continent, has been subjected to Westessimmary work. But, unlike southern
Cameroon where the first missionaries, the freettiBlamaican preachers, Joseph
Merrick and Alexander Fuller, employed by Baptisssions from Europe arrived in
Douala in 184%, Northern Cameroon, known as a Muslim countryt®/Germans and
French colonial governments, welcomed its firstsmisaries from the American
Lutheranism in the late 1910s. This late arrivah&f missionaries in Northern Cameroon
was due to the fact that Western colonial powedsdi allow Christian mission societies
to evangelise in the region. Later on, when acegssgranted by the League of Nations

13 Skauge, J., “Rapport fra inspeksjonsreise til Kameé 950", translated by Ole Eriksen, a
former missionary of the Norwegian Missionary Socia Cameroon. The original report in Norwegian
language was consulted from the personal archif/€8eoEriksen in Stavanger on Novembel"12000.
But the French version of the same document caldeeread in Kore Lodéppelés a la liberté: histoire
de I'Eglise Evangélique Luthérienne du Camerdaditions IMPROCEP, Amstelveen, 1990, p. 169.

4 Skauge, J., Op. Cit., p. 2.

!> Merrick and Fuller, two former Black slaves had tionor to preach the Gospel to the Douala
people of Cameroonian coast and founded a Baptigidh before the Germans colonized the country in
1884. For further details, see Elisabeth IsicAdijstory of Christianity in Africa, from Antiquitp the
Present London, Society for Promoting Christian Knowled@895.



to all citizens of its member countries to freehyex and undertake any activity in the
territories under the mandate regime, Christiamide its entry through American and
Norwegian Lutheran missionaries. Since that tirne ,@ncounter between the traditional
cultures of the people, the Islamic religion, ardi§tianity has brought tremendous
changes. Women who were among the first to acclepst&nity in the region could
count among those groups of people that underweifdtynd changes in their lives.
However, notwithstanding profound changes brougtthht encounter, the religious and
social situation of women in Northern Cameroon kraswvn no significant improvement
up to now.

Through a pluri-disciplinary approach where hist@ythropology, women’s
studies, and theology cross and complete each,dtaealyzed the impact of Christianity
on women’s present situation in the practices ef@hurch in Northern Cameroon. In
this sense, my research situates itself in thedfneterrogations raised by theologian
scholars such as Mercy A. OduydYas to how much women of Africa have gained from
being Christians in terms of their empowermentirtimegration and their full
participation within society as a whole, since Gtiainity was seen by its Western agents
as a major event that would liberate and restolgevi@ the outcast and deprived peoples
of Africa of whom women constitute the great mdjori

Questions for Discussion

Based on your own experiences as a member of thecf Christ in your
context, and taking into consideration the religi@and social conditions of women in
Northern Cameroon presented in this paper, carsgguhat Christianity is an
empowering factor for marginalized people of theldiacoday?

In Northern Cameroon, the marital status of a pers@f paramount importance
when it comes to entrusting people with social oesgbilities in their respective
communities. In the Evangelical Lutheran Churclameroon, like in any other
Protestant Churches in Cameroon, people are ggnerdhined Pastors after marriage.
In other words, marriage plays a key role in pesmecial ascension (especially men).
What can the Church do to protect women from b&eated as mere “object of utility or
instrument of production” for men, but as equakpenrs with their male counterparts in
marriage?
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