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My name is Hurera. I am a thirteen year-old 

Nigerian girl. I was born and raised within a 

large compound of many rooms built of mud 

and thatch, in a beautiful peaceful and 

serene rural community on the outskirts of 

Kuyambana in Northern Nigeria.  
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 There are nineteen children in our immediate 
family but over 60 people living in our 
compound. 

 The compound comprises our relations, including 
grandparents, uncles, brothers and their 
families. For lighting in the dark, we have oil 
lanterns and the moon, and for water, we fetch 
from streams, along with relations and friends. 
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Many of my sisters, friends and relations 

have been married off to men they hardly 

know. But we all expect that to happen, once 

we become ‘of age’. Our hopes for schooling 

end as soon as a suitor emerges, showing an 

interest in us. We are told that education is 

wasted on a girl, in any event. 
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 But I do not think so, although I keep my 

thoughts to myself. Are we, as mothers, not 

the first ‘teachers’ to our children, in life? 
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 The girl’s school in my community ends at 

JSS3 and my parents cannot afford the 

transportation money to the nearest SS1-3 

secondary school. In any event, by the time 

we attain ‘puberty’, girls are considered old 

enough to marry;  

Only Ladidi, out of all the friends of mine, 

was allowed to continue with her education 

by her husband, after marriage. 
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Most of my friends are wives now, to men 

who are much older than we are. They live in 

other communities, with mostly hostile co-

wives, and no time for me. I miss them. We 

have nothing in common now.  
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Two of my older sisters and a 

cousin were married off before 

they were fifteen years of age, so 

I was not surprised when I 

overheard my parents discussing 

my impending marriage. After all, 

I am taller than other girls my 

age. But I am so nervous and even 

terrified by the prospects of 

marriage, especially to this 

particular man.  



 The man my father has chosen for me to marry is 

much older than I. We have never spoken, but he 

has promised to bring plenty of foodstuff, 

livestock and seedlings for my father, to assist 

him during the next farming season.  
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My mother says he is not a wicked man. ‘While true 

that he has a large family of sixteen children and 

three wives at the moment, it is a lie that you will 

be unhappy just because he has divorced five other 

women in the past. He is merely firm and principled. 

and does not take nonsense. Our neighbours are just 

jealous that he chose his next wife from our family’. 
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 Besides, divorce is common. Girls merely 
move back to their parents until the next 
marriage, after their previous husbands have 
found an excuse to do away with them. They 
leave their children behind, with no one in 
particular to care for them. No welfare, 
education, exploited…many end up in 
substance abuse and as thugs. Unharnessed 
youth, dangerous to our communities and 
themselves.  

Our parents just cannot take in all the 
children from their divorced daughter’s 
numerous husbands. Besides, we have to 
learn to trust in God to watch over our 
children, in our absence. 
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 The other day I saw 2 of Asabe’s younger sons 
begging near our compound. I remember 
very clearly the time when Ado was born.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Asabe was so weak I was afraid she would 
die. She survived then, but died at age 16, 
having her third child, well into her third 
marriage.  
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 I called Ado and his brother, Saleh, into our compound 
to eat with me. I know that their father is hardly 
home and the food is never enough to go round. I 
learnt from them that they had recently been given 
out to the latest ‘alaramma’ in town, to learn with 
and accompany the other ‘almajirai’ in his custody to 
their next destination, wherever that may be. My 
heart went out to them and to Asabe, long cold in her 
grave. Their father had married yet another wife and 
needed the room that used to be their own.  
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 I cannot continue with my education after 
marriage. I am told that because my three other 
co-wives (to be) are not educated, it would give 
the impression that my husband is not a fair man, 
and that would be against his principles and his 
faith. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Mother tries to encourage me; she tells me that I 
will have an entire room to myself; my own 
mattress, the latest wrappers, cooking utensils 
and a brand new life. Just imagine; I will have my 
own children and begin my own family!  
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 Delu was my friend. We grew up together as she lived 

in the next compound. We used to go out hawking 

groundnuts, chin chin, kulli kulli or homemade 

sweets, every afternoon after school, as well as in the 

mornings, at weekends. Delu was fun, always running 

ahead of us, laughing and squealing in delight. 
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 Delu’s tray was always the first to empty, with the 
men in our community always competing to buy her 
goods before ours. They would call out her name 
and she would run to them; sometimes even into 
their compounds to collect her change. 

 My mother had always warned us to be wary of 
being alone with any man, but then it was often 
the only way some of the customers would 
purchase our wares. The men always had large 
naira notes, so if we wanted to sell all our items 
off before nightfall, we needed to persuade people 
to buy. Woe betide you, if you came home with 
your tray even half full!  

 But Delu’s mother had since been divorced from 
her father and lived in another town. She had no 
body to talk to or advise her. Indeed, our mothers 
merely advised us to stay away from men, without 
saying much more. 
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 Sometimes Delu would take a little time before emerging 
from those compounds, but she would usually explain that 
she took time because they were looking for the exact 
change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Then one day we heard beatings; then shouting and crying 
coming from Delu’s compound. An old woman arrived late 
in the evening and Delu was hurriedly taken away. I have 
never seen her again; that was it! Only hushed whispers of 
a pregnancy and the shame and dishonor brought to her 
family. But what choices did Delu really have, with nobody 
there to counsel her? 
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 Talatu, my sister, tells me having babies is a dreadful and 

excruciating experience. She has already lost two 

children at birth, and almost lost her own life the last 

time. The most experienced traditional birth attendant 

in our community did all she could for her, but the blood 

was just too much for her to handle. Talatu’s husband 

was at his farm when the pains began, so she had to wait 

for his permission before being taken to the nearest 

clinic. Indeed, she is afraid of him.  
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During the process of childbirth, Talatu 

had to be taken to the clinic for the 

first time, as both babies had been born 

at home. Barely sixteen herself, Talatu 

is still traumatised by the memories of 

other women in labour on that day, 

absolutely shocked by the fact that they 

did not even notice that they were 

stark naked amidst all the other people 

in the room with them.  



 My other sister, Jummai, is a shadow of her former self. 
Most times she is withdrawn and quiet; she does not 
smile her beautiful smile, as before. Jummai had such 
a winning smile but now her eyes have lost their 
sparkle. Her only daughter is very thin, with a 
protruding rib cage. My poor niece cries all the time; a 
hoarse, whimpering sound.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 She is actually almost two years of age, but you would 
think she was only a few months old. She cannot sit by 
herself or eat proper food, only porridge. She wears a 
dazed look all the time. Sometimes we have to shake 
her, to know she is alive. 
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My mother is always sending me to give 
Jummai some herbs to drink and apply on her 
body parts. Jummai seems to be suffering 
from some strange illness. She has lost so 
much weight and has sores all over. Indeed, 
her husband’s second wife died recently. Her 
co-wives are hostile, sneering at her every 
effort to reach out and make friends. She has 
no visitors. Only me. She tries to discourage 
me when I want to leave, obviously yearning 
for my company and to follow me home. She, 
however, knows too well that our father 
would only insist that she be returned to her 
husband, as had happened twice before.  

 Is this what marriage does to you? 
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 My cousin, Altine, ran back to her parents every time 
she was severely beaten by her husband. I once saw 
her swollen face and the horrible scars on her body. 
Her father’s age-mate, her husband complained of 
her constant disobedience, even disrespect.  

 Yet that was not the person Altine was, before she 
got married. She was kind, polite and obedient. 
Upon being married off to this old man, Altine’s 
character began to change. She became rude and 
even obstinate.  
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 After the latest beating, I hear she ran away 
to Magajiya, a popular lady in the city. 
Magajiya is known to be a kind and 
considerate woman. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 I hear she provides a haven for young girls in 
distress, especially the pretty ones that have 
nowhere to run to.  
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I am told Magajiya provides 

them with shelter, cares and 

caters for their needs. They 

all adore and obey her, as 

their ‘town’ mother. Her 

home is always full of people, 

with several wealthy men 

coming and going especially 

at night, all of them eager to 

support and help her. 

 



Many married girls in my community have 

had to endure the agonising pain of ‘gishiri 

cuts’ whereby old traditional women perform 

the ritual of cutting our privates with a sharp 

knife and then applying herbs, when they do 

not have babies early, or have some ailment. 

My friend, Kande, nearly lost her life from 

the bleeding after the cutting during child 

birth, so I was afraid of even becoming 

pregnant. What if the baby was too big? 

What if I could 

not have a baby? 
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 The thought of childbirth petrifies me. My 

favorite aunt, Laraba, died giving birth. She was 

only 15. Her tiny, helpless orphan died the day 

after. Both of then were terribly thin and weak. 
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 I am told that Titi, my cousin that got married at 
twelve years of age, was admitted in a hospital in the 
city. Unfortunately for her, the process of giving birth 
was long and hard, so she damaged her organs and has 
had to undergo several operations to repair her body 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Nobody seems to know for sure if she is getting better. 
I have heard that there is an unusual bad smell in that 
hospital so I think this is probably why nobody wants 
to go there. Titi’s husband has since married another 
wife; its almost as if she never even existed. 
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 Mother says if I am a good wife and pray hard enough, my 
husband may let me go back to school after our wedding. I 
do not trust him, or even my parents. Adults do not keep 
their word when it comes to us girls. Why can I not go to 
school before I marry? Two of my classmates consented to 
marriage after the men had verbally agreed to their 
continuing their schooling.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 One of them flatly denied that opportunity, despite the 
promises he had made to her guardian when he wanted to 
marry her. Nobody dare challenge or even remind him of his 
pledge. The other girl had to drop out of school after 
delivering her first baby. The responsibilities of motherhood 
were so overwhelming she just could not cope with her 
schoolwork. She has since given up on that dream. 
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 I want to be able to support my parents and my 
family out of the poverty and disease that 
consume us in our community.  

 I want to be able to do something productive 
with my life; to have the opportunity to improve 
the lives of others around me; to enable others 
to learn, grow and develop.  

 I want to be happy and healthy; to be loved and 
cared for; with healthy, educated children.  

 I do not want to be ‘selected’ by a man who has 
no respect for my dignity or my worth, very 
much like the wares on my tray. 
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 I am a child, a girl; a human being with my 

own emotions; hopes, fears and aspirations. 

My life is reduced to one of diminished 

opportunities, by adults who cannot seem to 

comprehend the long-term implications and 

outcomes of their short-term, but far-

reaching judgments related to our future.  

Why is it so hard for adults to understand 

that my life is all about me, and not about 

them?  
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Early marriage often leads to: 

 Deprivations of the right to education, skill acquisition, 
productivity and personal growth; fulfillment. 

 Psycho-social and emotional consequences; Lack of self-
esteem, confidence, no communication outlets or skills, 
forced sexual relations within wide power differentials, 
domestic violence, seclusion, exclusion and depression, no 
decision-making or negotiation skills. 

 Ignorance that could be costly; Lack of networks, sharing, 
knowledge of critical issues like hygiene, safe water, and 
access to information and justice. 

 Physical health challenges, arising from early child birth, 
malnutrition, stunting, wasting, VVF/RVF, maternal and 
child mortality. 

 Multiple divorces, STD’s, HIV/AIDS, Street and abandoned 
children, substance abuse, commercial sex work. 

 An adverse impact on the offspring who themselves do not 
value education and cannot be productive. 

 Poverty; the recycling of circumstances that depict the 
absence of growth and progress in the community.   
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 Advocacy in communities, drawing on the 
expertise of the gate keepers (religious, 
traditional and community) to draw the 
devastating linkages of these harmful practices 
to poverty and other avoidable outcomes. 

 Targeted Visuals, such as films, documentaries, 
posters, jingles aimed at graphically 
demonstrating the harmful effects of these 
adverse cultural practices and encouraging girl-
child education. 

 Keeping girls in school, CCTs, abolishing hidden 
fees, free transportation and abolishing 
hidden/user fees, the provision of scholarships, 
extra curricula activities, life skills. 

 A conducive learning environment, better 
infrastructure, provision of separate toilets, no 
violence, the provision of safe water and meals. 
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 Collaboration with civil society and community 
partners to create and school based management 
committees, for close oversight, resource 
mobilization, community mapping, improved 
planning. 

 The establishment of ‘safe’ spaces to encourage 
networks, sharing, mentoring, the acquisition of 
productive/entrepreneurship skills and access to 
knowledge and information. 

 Programs to identify and reward parents that 
ensure completion, teachers that inspire, schools 
who attain higher retention rates. 

 Integrating literacy and numeracy with life skills, 
and forms of education that are acceptable 
within the community. 

 Adult education for adolescents who are 
married, so they are able to ‘catch up’ on 
critical skills. 
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