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The people of Alur have a wealth of cultural heritage evident in their way of life, their different 
forms of cultural expression, their cultural and historical landscapes, and their traditional knowl-
edge and skills associated with healing practices, traditional medicines, food and pottery, among 
others. The consistent transmission of their culture from one generation to the next is reaffirmed 
during traditional ceremonies and practices that create a sense of self-assurance and strengthen 
social relations. The use of different forms of cultural expression to engage the youth and solicit 
community responsibility for the protection and promotion of Alur culture demonstrates the de-
sire to restore and strengthen the Kingdom’s heritage.

Culture has a strong influence on the status, roles, responsibilities and power relations between 
men and women in most societies. Depending on the cultural context, women and girls hold 
different positions in society, which are reinforced by values, principles, norms and practices that 
suit the social, economic and political needs of a given community. While the distribution of 
power and responsibility in a given cultural context may not always be informed by the princi-
ple of equality, there is value in understanding what informs traditional perspectives on gender 
relations in order to establish any convergence of thinking with more “modern” understandings 
reflected in statutory human rights. 

The research described in these pages examined the existence of culturally-informed percep-
tions of gender relations and roles, sexual reproductive health as well as access to justice by 
women and girls in the Alur cultural community. The values, principles, norms and traditional 
practices that inform the worldviews of the Alur were discussed with culturally resourceful men 
and women, who provided historical perspectives, reflected on the current status and shared 
their views on the future of their heritage in the face of diverse external influences. 

The outcomes of this research provide an opportunity to reflect on the link between culture on 
the one hand and the well-being of women and girls, and the protection of their rights on the 
other. The Alur kingdom’s traditional leadership straddles the borders of Uganda and the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo and fosters the values of cooperation and mutual respect, within and 
between the two nations. While this research was carried out in Uganda, the outcomes of this 
work could therefore influence members of the Alur kingdom beyond our national borders. 

As detailed in the following sections, we look forward to utilising the research findings and con-
tributing to the implementation of participants’ recommendations, as well as to other activities 
under this project, all aimed at eliminating violence against women and girls, promoting their 
sexual and reproductive health rights, and their access to justice. Beyond the project, we hope 
that other development actors and policy makers will find this report useful to respond to the 
ambitions of the Sustainable Development Goals and to the objectives of the Third National 
Development Plan.

Emily Drani, 
Executive Director,
The Cross-Cultural Foundation of Uganda

Preface 
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Working in partnership with UN Women and the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development, CCFU has embarked on a research project being implemented in the five 
cultural communities of Alur, Buganda Busoga, Karamoja and Tooro. Building on earlier work 
undertaken by CCFU in Lango and Acholi (where some complementary investigations were 
also conducted), its aim is to harness the cultural resources of these cultural communities 
to contribute towards: (i) ending violence against women and girls in Uganda (VAWG 

*)1; (ii) promoting sexual reproductive health rights (SRHR) in Uganda; and (iii) enhancing women’s 
and girls’ access to justice. This report focuses on the Alur cultural community in Uganda’s West 
Nile region. 

While the study also sought to identify any negative cultural practices that impinge on women’s 
and girls’ rights, it was based on the assumption that there are cultural resources embedded 
within cultural communities in the form of specific norms, values, principles and practices 
that may effectively be drawn upon to contribute towards achieving, in particular, Sustainable 
Development Goals 5 and 16. The targets of these Goals include ending all forms of discrimination 
and violence against women and girls, and promoting just, peaceful and inclusive societies, with 
access to justice for all. 

The research also sought to establish whether cultural institutions have implemented interventions 
and policy statements in this regard, as agreed on with the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development in 2015, following research conducted by the Ministry, with support from UNFPA, 
UNAIDS and UNESCO, that revealed that socio-cultural practices and values impact (mostly 
negatively) on HIV/AIDS prevention, maternal health and gender-based violence. 

The research process relied on a qualitative and participatory approach, and was conducted 
in rural, peri-urban and urban areas of the Alur Kingdom. Question guides for key informants, 
focus group discussion and community dialogues were tailored to suit the different categories of 
participants engaged in the research. Data collected was recorded, transcribed and triangulated 
for accuracy. The respondents (Alur Kingdom and local government officials; elders, women 
and men, male and female youth; and representatives from non-governmental and community-
based organisations) were purposively selected, reflecting their knowledge, expertise and the 
roles they play in various Alur cultural practices. 

The cultural values, norms and principles of the Alur cultural community, which cover many 
aspects of people’s life were examined. Many of these are relevant to addressing VAWG and to 
enhancing the SRHR of women and girls and their access to justice. Many have however been 
adulterated through the impact of “modernity” and several need adaptations to reflect current 

1 Violence against Women is defined as “any act of gender-based violence that results or is likely to result in physical, psychological 
or sexual harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty in private or public 
life” (General Assembly of the United Nations, 48/104, 1993).

Executive Summary
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circumstances and legislation, especially since VAWG and SHRH abuses appear to be growing 
concerns in Alur.

With regard to VAWG, culture was seen to provide values and practices that contribute to 
the protection of women and girls against sexual, physical and other forms of violence, and 
ensure adherence to accepted human conduct and morals, in conformity with Alur social norms, 
customs and principles. Idioms and values, such as “coo mandha fodu mon ungo” (“real men 
don’t fight women”) find their expressions through diverse mechanisms and practices. Other 
cultural resources were seen by respondents as no longer appropriate in the current rights-based 
context, such as polygamy and widow inheritance. 

One positive mechanism concerns the nurturing and upbringing of children, which in some 
areas is seen as a collective responsibility and where the extended family helps to protect them 
from violence, builds a support system for those who are exposed to it, and nurtures them 
into responsible members of the society. The fire place or “wangoi” plays an important role in 
this respect, transmitting values and morals from one generation to the other. A violence-free 
environment is also promoted through cultural prohibitions, such as those concerning adultery 
and incest, which are subject to harsh punishments. Other relevant cultural mechanisms include 
customary marriage practices and the communal practice of land ownership. These cultural 
provisions were however seen by many respondents as eroding, especially in the urban setting, 
because of living conditions in the towns, education and the abdication of parents in this respect, 
and marriages and co-habitation across ethnic lines. Many respondents also mentioned a rise in 
the level of alcoholism in Alur as an important factor in contributing to the rise in VAWG.

Regarding access to justice, it appears that traditional mechanisms still play a significant role in 
dispensing justice. The cultural structure for redress is comprehensive and hierarchical, starting 
with women themselves, the family, and clan-based courts, involving the ajaa truth telling practice 
and the use of curses.

There are specific procedures to follow in addressing cases of violence among the Alur. Although 
the traditional justice system is male-dominated and men’s decisions cannot normally openly 
be contested, women however contribute to the decisions indirectly, although they often have 
to speak after the men or when their advice is explicitly sought. Alur women nevertheless hold 
various positions and responsibilities which are key in addressing VAWG and in ensuring access 
to justice. The family, from the smallest unit to its extended version, as well as the clan, are 
significant in settling domestic disputes. The ajaa, which includes spiritual intercession and curse, 
invoking truth and direct engagement between the disputing parties, facilitates a judicial process 
that uses reformative and corrective measures, and acts as an important deterrent, preventing 
violent acts or other form of immorality. 

With regard to sexual and reproductive health and rights, cultural resources contribute to SRHR 
before marriage, during pregnancy, in the post-partum period, and to family planning. Thus, 
the values of virginity and faithfulness play a prominent role in preventing teenage pregnancies 
and sexually transmitted diseases, although many participants decried the fact that some youths 
nowadays perceive virginity as a “primitive practice”. This may explain the rise in early pregnancies 
and commercial sexual practices noted by respondents, especially in the urban areas.  

During pregnancy, Alur women relocate to their natal homes. Alternatively, a sister or sister-
in-law will come to support the pregnant woman at her marital home. This move is partly 
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meant to ensure a healthy mother, to pre-empt likely incidences of VAWG and to avoid any 
negative consequences of having sex during pregnancy. Participants reported that traditional 
birth attendants (TBAs) play a significant role in supporting mothers to deliver, especially in 
locations that are distant from health facilities. After birth, the new mother is kept indoors for 
several days, thus protecting her from hard-labour, especially at the time when she is weak, a 
prohibition re-enforced by particular beliefs. Giving the new mother “obiya” grass (culturally 
reserved for the King’s bed after enthronement) also reflects the status accorded to her among 
the Alur. Relocating pregnant and new mothers contributes to family planning as well. Other 
cultural methods to prevent pregnancy, associated with particular beliefs, were also mentioned 
by participants.

Findings from the study are meant to contribute to a better use of cultural resources (and to reform 
any perceived negative cultural practices, norms and values) for a more effective implementation 
of formal laws, traditions and customs that protect women and girls by all concerned, whether 
State agencies, the cultural institution, non-governmental organisations, or development 
partners. Advocacy with regard to the Marriage Bill and various training activities by cultural 
resource persons have already started to benefit from this research work.

A number of recommendations arise from the research and the interactions with participants, 
among which:

1. Appreciating culture 

Development actors and government institutions: The entry point into dialogue on VAWG, 
SHRH and access to justice needs changing by first focusing on the positive aspects of culture. 
Including the positive cultural resources outlined in this report and how they work (or can be 
put to work) in strategies and practices to strengthen the fight against VAWG and other ills, 
however, demands an important shift in perceptions.

Cultural institutions: In the light of the continued high prevalence of gender-based 
violence and reproductive health rights concerns, the various “Strategic guidelines / royal 
pronouncements on addressing socio-cultural norms, practices and values that impact on 
HIV AIDS prevention, maternal health and gender-based violence” should be reviewed in the 
light of findings from this research. 

2. Making use of positive cultural resources

Government institutions should mainstream the positive cultural values and practices 
described in this report in their development plans, strategic documents, programmes and 
projects, and other guiding instruments, thus placing public messages and other initiatives 
within a framework that is recognised and understood by the bulk of the population. This 
should be implemented in close collaboration with cultural institutions and their leaders.

Local governments and their partners: Given the importance attached to these values and 
practices by many communities (especially in the rural areas where the great majority of 
the population resides), the promotion by local authorities and development partners of a 
violence-free environment for women and girls should harness these resources. They should 
therefore better incorporate a ‘cultural approach’ when planning and implementing their 
interventions. 
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The Law Reform Commission and the Ministry of Justice: the judicial functions of cultural 
leaders need to be recognised and harmonised as necessary, beyond the current provisions 
for restorative justice as stipulated in the National Transitional Justice Policy (2019). A more 
synthesised and comprehensive approach to justice could thus be promoted, thereby 
enhancing access by women and girls to forms of legal redress that are accessible and 
understandable in their cultural contexts. 

3. ‘Re-energising’ positive cultural resources

Cultural institutions: these should take a lead role in championing a cultural renewal and a 
return to the ‘cultural ways of doing things’, so that they revive the respect and confidence 
of communities in their cultural identity and in values that help check VAWG, enhance SHRH 
and access to justice. Cultural institutions should promote research and the documentation of 
positive practices in different formats (print, digital and films). 

Cultural institutions and development partners: Research on cultural resources relevant to the 
most marginalised groups (including albinos and people living with a disability), reflecting 
a research gap, needs to be carried out, with a view to strengthening any relevant positive 
cultural resources and other social protection measures.

The Ministry of Health: Research should be carried out to examine the causes for the persistence 
of demand for services by Traditional Birth Attendants (TBAs), with a view to the potential use 
of trained and certified TBAs as important providers of reproductive health education.

4. Re-education and dissemination 

Cultural institutions need to re-educate their constituencies about the existence and 
significance of the positive cultural values, norms and practices, as identified by this project, 
that can facilitate the reduction of VAWG and other rights abuses, as well as the role of 
traditional justice systems. 

They should also widely publicise the positive cultural practices and values described in this 
report to the youth, to raise awareness and appreciation. “Culturally aware” messages can be 
disseminated via educational establishments; cross-generational dialogues can be organised 
and cultural exhibitions held.

International and national players in global development also need to partner with cultural 
institutions to integrate or incorporate culturally appropriate models that create positive 
change, such as the socialising models of the ekisaakate in Buganda, the ekigangu in Busoga 
and the ekikaali kya nyina omukama in Tooro, with an accent on boys and their culturally-
defined roles of family protection and care. The Alur kingdom’s kura matira project provides 
an opportunity in this respect.

Cultural groups or clubs in educational institutions (or equivalent) should include sessions on 
cultural resources for tackling VAWG and SRHR abuses in their work with youth.

Cultural institutions, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development, and development partners: these need to promote “cultural literature”, with 
its idioms and positive practices through booklets and films for the youth; appropriate cultural 
education in schools should also be actively promoted, in line with Government’s proposed 
strategy for reproductive health education.
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5. Tackling cultural values and practices with negative consequences

Cultural leaders: Cultural leaders need to reflect on the aspects of culture that are considered 
to have a negative impact on VAWG, SRHR and to be encouraged to reform them in line 
with national and international human rights standards. They need to be given the necessary 
knowledge and confidence to call regular clan meetings, engage and influence their people, 
as well as to train them on gender issues, and relevant laws and regulations.

“Cultural re-engineering”: the practice of widow inheritance which has been re-engineered in 
many locations after the HIV/AIDS pandemic to retain its symbolic and socially useful elements 
(support to the welfare of orphans, identification of a guardian to protect the rights of the 
family, etc.) while prohibiting its harmful practices - such as forced sexual relations - provides 
an example of useful evolution. Wherever possible and necessary, one should therefore aim 
at ‘new cultures’ that find their foundation in what people already know. 

6. Support to cultural institutions. 

Local governments and development partners: in view of the respect in which they are held 
and the influence they command, cultural leaders have an important role to play in sensitising 
communities on positive and negative cultures relevant to VAWG and other ills. Their influence 
is however curtailed by their limited political mandate and considerable capacity gaps.

Local governments and development partners should therefore train, support and actively seek 
the active collaboration of cultural institutions in designing and implementing development 
initiatives, thus enhancing the sustainability and ownership of any intervention.
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Working in partnership with UN Women and the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development, CCFU set out to better understand the cultural resources that may contribute 
to (or hinder) (i) ending violence against women and girls in Uganda (VAWG); (ii) promoting 
sexual reproductive health rights (SRHR); and (iii) enhancing women and girls’ access to justice. 
Predicated on the assumption that cultural communities embed specific cultural resources that 
can be used to promote respect for and enjoyment of these rights, the research was conducted 
in five different Ugandan cultural communities - Alur, Karamoja, Busoga, Buganda and Tooro, 
building on earlier work carried out in Acholi and Lango (CCFU, 2017,2029). This report presents 
the findings from the Alur cultural community or institution in North-Western Uganda. 

Since 2006, CCFU has sought to promote positive aspects of culture, illustrating their relevance 
to the contemporary international agenda that is driving development. To work towards the 
achievement of SDGs 5 and 16, CCFU and the project partners will use the research outcomes to 
inform several activities, including a national level dialogue for cultural leaders and civil society 
to reflect on the role of culture to promote SRHR and access to justice for women and girls. 
CCFU will also work with cultural leaders, civil society and local government service providers 
to use a “culture in development” approach to promote women and girls’ rights, to integrate 
modern and informal justice systems and to better appreciate gender from both an indigenous 
point of view and a “modern” perspective informed by statutory instruments. The project will 
also facilitate cultural leaders to conduct cross-generation dialogues with young people to raise 
awareness on culturally-defined rights and on other cultural resources that contribute to the 
elimination of VAWG.

Uganda has well over 20 major cultural institutions (with 16 whose leaders are officially recognised 

and with different degrees of legitimacy) whose norms, values, beliefs and practices impact 
positively and negatively on women’s socio-economic status and on their ability to exercise 
their human and sexual reproductive health rights. Cultural leaders, through their structures and 
power of influence, play a significant role in shaping social norms, attitudes, beliefs and practices 
within their communities. They have the potential to promote favourable social norms, desirable 
behaviours, deconstruct gender stereotypes, provide mediation to affected individuals and 
household members, and apply sanctions to non-conforming community members.

The research presented here is situated in a national context where, despite the extensive 
national and international legal frameworks and policies adopted to promote gender equality, 
and despite the presence of State agencies and of gender activists responsible for addressing 
VAWG and promoting human rights, the violation of women and girls’ rights remains a serious 
challenge. The connection between VAWG and the achievement of sustainable development 
goals has been recognised globally, as it hinders the realisation of such SDGs as Goal 5 on 
gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls. Harmful social norms, attitudes, 
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behaviours and practices – particularly discriminatory gender norms and inequitable power 
relations between women and men – have been pointed out to lead to VAWG and to undermine 
SRHR. The patriarchal system in Uganda upholds values, beliefs and practices that often reinforce 
the privilege of men and their role in society. 

The 2018 Uganda Police annual crime and traffic/road safety report thus indicates that, out of 
the 17,521 sex related crimes (i.e. defilement, rape, indecent assault, incest, unnatural offences) 
registered, 15,366 young females were defiled by HIV+ males, guardians, teachers, and parents 
compared to 228 young males. The report also shows that out of 14,450 victims of domestic 
violence, female adults (10,478) suffered more violence compared to male adults (2,873) and 
that young females suffered more than the young males. 

In this context, VAWG is often accepted as an integral part of gender relations. For example, 
according to the UDHS 2016, 49% of women and 41% of men believe a man is justified in 
beating his wife in certain circumstances. Of further concern, this view is held by 57% of females 
and 48% of males aged between 18-24 – demonstrating the prevalence of negative gender 
norms. Social norms around marriage and girls’ education also remain strong drivers of VAWG. 
Women tend to marry considerably earlier than men (UDHS 2016), a practice fuelled in part by 
parental pressure for daughters to marry young in order to bring in bride wealth. 

SRH services and sexual education are noted to be difficult for young people to access (Kibombo 
et al 2008; Ninsiima et al., 2020)of which 32 were in-depth interviews with policymakers and 
key stakeholders in Kampala and Mbarara districts. In addition, four focus group discussions (n 
= 32. There is a gap in knowledge and service delivery to young people who need them most, 
yet cultural ways to impart this knowledge are not given much regard. For mothers-to-be, the 
Government banned TBAs in 2010 as it was found that their services did not result in reduced 
maternal mortality. Despite this position, one source indicates that 80% of Ugandan rural women 
prefer TBAs to skilled health care service providers and 10% of them delivered with their support 
(Kabayambi, 2014).

With the abolition of the traditional kingdoms in Uganda in 1967, the structures of cultural 
institutions that were responsible for managing gender-related conflicts and rights abuses, and 
ensuring women and girls’ access to justice were forced into a period of semi-abeyance. Since 
these traditional kingdoms were re-instated in 1993, they still lack political powers (Quinn 2014). 

Very few (if any) of the development interventions against VAWG and other ills however include 
or refer to any positive cultural norms, principles and values that can be used to address 
practices that have a negative impact on the well-being and empowerment of women. The 
responsibilities of cultural leaders and the roles of women leaders in the cultural setting as well 
as their perspectives on the use of cultural means have not been significantly explored and/or 
strengthened to combat VAWG and SRHR from within their communities. Instead, the known 
interventions have largely been externally driven, a responsibility assumed by development 
actors, whose approach to gender issues have at times resulted in different forms of backlash, 
tension and further violence. The sub-text is that culture remains a source of unequal gender 
relations and practices that are oppressive to women and girls in particular. This research has 
attempted to examine this contention.
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This section presents reviewed literature on understanding culture, violence against women and 
girls, SRHR, and on culture and access to justice. It also presents a synopsis on the Alur cultural 
community.  

a.  Understanding culture

Anthropologists commonly use the term “culture” to refer to a society or group in which many or 
all people live and think in the same ways (Raday, 2003). Adam (1999) cited in Raday (Ibid) notes 
that culture is simply a way of talking about collective identities. In other words, culture is a “key 
factor which shapes the way people behave”, it determines the good, the bad and the ugly that 
culturally situated individuals do (Prah 2001, 97).

Miller and Haverkort (2006) maintain that, despite obvious differences between the regions and 
ethnic groups on the African continent, one can identify common elements in the way African 
people see and organise themselves: their religions, relationships to nature, notions of time, 
artistic expressions, leadership, ethnic organisations and worldview. According to Prah (2001, 
96), African societies are grounded on “collective memories and funds of knowledge about 
their environment which they utilise in the implementation of their modes of livelihood”. African 
culture is largely informed by African Traditional Knowledge - variously called “rural peoples’ 
knowledge”, “indigenous knowledge”, or “cultural knowledge” (Williams, 1987). Spirituality is 
an essential bedrock of any African culture and knowledge system and this makes it remarkably 
different from other cultural contexts. Bio-cultural diversity is another feature that characterises 
African traditional knowledge and culture (Miller & Haverkort, 2006). These characteristics inform 
the collective aspiration and sense of responsibility towards one another that African people 
practice under the dictum of communalism, in contrast to the individualism that has permeated 
‘modern’ society. For development to be meaningful, indigenous knowledge should therefore 
be acknowledged first, before new meanings and development initiatives can be introduced 
(Prah 200). 

Whereas the right to express and enjoy one’s culture is protected by the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, Article 27 (cited in Stamatopoulou 2007) and, in Uganda, by the National Cultural 
Policy 2006 (cited in CCFU, 2014), it cannot be fulfilled at the expense of other fundamental 
human rights, nor at the expense of the fundamental rights of others (irrespective of whether 
they are from the same or different culture or religion. 

b.  The Alur cultural community

The Alur mainly inhabit the West Nile region of north western Uganda and neighbouring areas 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The Alur Kingdom is bordered in the North by Arua 
district, in the East by the river Nile and lake Albert, and in the West by the DRC. The Kingdom 
includes low lying plains and highlands, thus providing a wide range of economic prospects 
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(Southhall 1970), although, some contend that the Alur and the Jonam (residing in the lowlands) 
are two different groups (Browne 2018: 221-244).

According to the Bureau of Statistics (UBOS 2016), there were an estimated 878,000 Alur in 
Uganda in 2014. The Alur belong to the Luo Nilotic Group who migrated from the Sudan and 
settled in their current location around the 14th Century (Southall 1970). One particular faction, 
currently called the Alur, moved westwards into the West Nile region and parts of the DRC (Ibid). 

The Alur were traditionally subsistence agriculturalists growing a variety of grains and beans and 
keeping cattle, goats and sheep besides fishing on the river Nile, using canoes. Anything extra 
was preserved and stored in granaries or bartered along with perishables (Southall 1970). The 
Alur also produced hoes, arrow-points, spear-heads, bracelets, bangles and knives (Shiroya 1982). 
With the introduction of cash crops, the Alur economy has greatly diversified. The main crops 
now grown are cotton, coffee, sesame, sorghum, millet, sweet potatoes, cassava, groundnuts, 
peas, beans, bananas, onions, cabbages, sugar cane, citrus fruits and vegetables. 

The Alur are governed through a hereditary kingship with an elaborate structure. The Kingdom 
is about 400 years old and is the only Nilotic Kingdom in East Africa (Southhall 1970).  The 
structure, besides the king, includes chiefs heading chiefdoms, clan heads (Jagu), elders and 
family heads. There are 64 chiefdoms, 56 in Uganda, 8 in the DRC. Traditionally, social hierarchy 
depended on assertiveness, number of friends/allies one had and ability to perform certain tasks 
- hunting, fishing and war (Southall 1953). It was from high ranking individuals that chiefs were 
selected and voted for (Ibid). Networks of kinship and marriage were established through cattle. 
The Luo however never considered that cattle was to be “paid” for a wife, using the term tero 
dhako meaning ‘send the cattle’, rather than chulo - ‘paying cattle’, contrary to recent literature 
that describes it as ‘bride price’ (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976 :43)

The governance structure of the Alur has transitioned with modern times to also include 
Ministers, an Attorney-General, a Cabinet, Administrative Officers, and a Secretary. The Court 
of Chiefs serves as a parliament and has a representative from each chiefdom. The functions of 
this court include policy guidance, advice to the king, and conflict resolution among chiefs and 
clans. A common trait that identifies and binds the Alur community is their culture and unique 
Luo dialect, although the Kingdom is culturally diverse with different ethnic groups co-existing, 
especially in urban centres such as Nebbi and Paidha. Alur clans are patrilineal, with inter-clan 
marriages prohibited, to prevent what is considered incest (Southall, 1970). 

c.  Violence against women and girls

Uganda has ratified several international and regional instruments to curb all forms of violence 
against women and girls, including the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination 
against Women CEDAW, the Beijing Platform of Action (BPfA), the Global Agenda 2030 and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UBoS 2019). At the national level, the state has also 
enacted policies and legislation to ensure the protection of women, men, boys and girls from 
Gender-based Violence. These include the Domestic Violence Act 2010 and the 2006 Uganda 
National Gender Policy. 

Yet, despite these instruments, as earlier noted, the violation of women and girls’ rights remain a 
serious challenge in Uganda. This is reflected in the Uganda Police and Traffic Report 2018 that 
indicated defilement and domestic violence as second and third topmost reported cases, which 
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was confirmed by the Uganda Human Rights Commission Report in 2018. Many cases of VAWG 
moreover go unreported to formal institutions for reasons ranging from inaccessibility in terms of 
geographical distance, to use of English, and lack of knowledge about process and procedures 
used (CCFU 2017). Many of these unrecorded cases are however handled by “informal” structures 
such as families, clans and other cultural mechanisms (CCFU, 2017).  

Alur is no exception: the prevalence of sexual gender-based violence is 21% among women 
aged 15-49 and 8.6% of the men. 50.9% of Alur women and 40.5% of Alur men aged between 
15-49 years have experienced physical violence since they were 15 years old (UDHS 2016). The 
Uganda Police reported that in 2019, 23 people were murdered in West Nile (including Nebbi, 
Zombo  and Pakwach districts in Alur) as a result of domestic violence (Annual Report 2019 

). Polygamy, poverty, irresponsible consumption of alcohol and insincerity have been cited to be 
among the drivers of gender-based violence and violence against women in Alur (Oroma 2019).

Child marriages are rampant in West Nile, UNICEF (2015) notes that 50% of girls in this region get 
married before the age of 18. Child pregnancies, forcing children out of school, are also common. In 
2021, the King of the Alur condemned early child marriages, which he attributed to “biting poverty”. 

 The King also warned against gender-based violence. 

d.  Understanding SRHR 

Sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) broadly apply the concept of human rights to 
sexuality and reproduction, and are concerned with the intersection of four distinct fields (sexual 
health, sexual rights, reproductive health, and reproductive rights) of sexual and reproductive 
wellbeing (Sen 2014). A human rights framework emphasises access to information to enhance 
individual freedom of choice with respect to: deciding whether to be sexually active or not; 
the pursuit of a satisfying, safe, and pleasurable sexual life; choosing a partner; consensual 
sexual relations and consensual marriage; protection from sexually transmitted infections; and 
family planning (Family Care International 2016). The availability of, and access to, health and 
information services for women and girls that facilitate healthy pregnancies, births, mothers and 
babies is thus essential to good sexual and reproductive health (United Nations Entity for Gender 
and Empowerment of Women, 2016).  

Uganda retains a high burden of sexual and reproductive health risks.33% of Ugandan women for 
instance give birth before 18 years (Loaiza & Liang 2013 cited in Renzaho, Kamara, Georgeous 
&Kamanga (2017). Studies (see Renzaho, Kamara, Georgeous & Kamanga 2017) have critiqued 
the Uganda national adolescent health policy for failing to streamline adolescent health issues 
into development processes. Challenges include limited access to contraceptives, education gaps 
for young people and lack of trained staff to address their reproductive health needs, resulting 
in unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, defilement, rape and substance abuse 
(Atuyambe 2015 and Amooti-Kaura & Nuwaha 2000, cited in Renzaho, Kamara, Georgeous & 
Kamanga (2017)).

e.  Understanding culture and access to justice 

According to Quinn, traditional/cultural institutions wield enormous influence in causing change 
in Uganda including policy implementation, elimination of harmful cultural practices, and 
steering change in attitudes that can enable women access justice and human rights (Quinn 
2014). The Institution of Cultural or Traditional Leaders Act, 2011 stipulates that “A traditional 
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or cultural leader shall promote and preserve the cultural values, norms and practices which 
enhance the dignity and well-being of the people where he or she is recognised as such.”  
Research has indeed shown that in Uganda, “customary practices” “remain a valued mechanism 
through which justice is sought in many parts of the country” even though “the presence of 
elected or appointed government officials has somehow tainted the processes” (Quinn 2014, 
42). Kaye et.al., also affirm this and argue that cultural practices such as the “utilisation of family 
and kinship networks” could help reduce gendered violence (Kaye et al. 2005, 631). 

Alur culture has inherent practices for dispensing justice to women and girls (Southall, 
1970). Chiefs still play an important role in the justice system (jaluo.com 2003 

) with oath-taking an important part of the judicial process. Traditionally, if one lies under the 
oath, the consequence is dire, not only to the individual concerned, but also to that person’s 
family and to the lineage at large. Cursing is still feared, as an LC5 vice-chairman, Okwir Amula, 
was quoted in 2003: “In Alur culture people believe that if cursed by traditional leaders you 
suffer the consequences. We talk to the chiefs and they in turn talk to the people who respond 
positively” (Ibid).  

While relevant sources on Alur culture are scant, CCFU conducted research in culturally-similar 
Acholi (CCFU 2017) and Lango (CCFU 2019) to explore the hypothesis that women’s rights not 
only stem from the current statutory (legal) construct but are also defined by tradition, which can 
be used to enhance their empowerment for harmonious living.

In both regions, the research established that provisions for women’s rights have long been part 
of local traditions. These rights include the right to protection against gender-based violence, 
the right to land, the right to leadership and to participate in decision-making (especially in 
the private sphere), and the right to marital property. Some of these culturally-defined rights 
have persisted in their original form while others have been eroded or been re-engineered, in 
part because they contravene the statutory human rights of women and girls that have gained 
acceptance Where these culturally-informed gender rights and practices have persisted, this has 
been due to a perceived need to belong, associate and identify as Acholi and Lango women 
and men. Some of these present opportunities to empower women and girls today, provided 
traditional leaders, men and the community generally, display the necessary political will and 
support. The Lango report for instance notes that “In spite of its imperfections, culture is 
closer to the people than legal instruments and systems designed with little or no reference to 
community-specific situations. This report therefore suggests that we need to find avenues to 
realise women’s rights and empowerment by negotiating a balance between sustaining positive 
cultural norms and practices, while averting the harm embedded in others.” 

In Lango, opportunities can indeed be harnessed, it is argued, to support the realisation of 
women’s rights through culture, including the existence of respected cultural institutions and 
leaders – both women and men - building on existing cultural knowledge and values, and 
adopting a restorative perspective to the delivery of justice. In Acholi, these opportunities are 
linked to the traditional roles that women play in peace-building, the nurturing and socialisation 
of children, and using the power of orature as a communication tool to bring about change in 
perceptions and attitudes on gender relations among children as they grow up. Others include 
the role of women in the agricultural sector and their traditional responsibility for food security, 
their power to bless or curse, and their skills in community mobilisation for collective social and 
economic support and progress. 
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a.  Objectives

The broad question for this research undertaking was: “Can cultural resources enhance the rights 
of women and girls and contribute to ending violence against them, while promoting their sexual 
and reproductive health rights and their access to justice?”  

The assumption here was that there are cultural resources embedded within cultural communities 
and their structures that can be drawn upon to effectively contribute towards achieving this aim. 

More specifically, the research set out to:

a) Systematically document the cultural norms, values, principles and practices that enhance 
(or not) the rights of women and girls to an environment free from violence, to sexual and 
reproductive health, and to access justice.

b) Assess the extent to which women and girls are aware that their culturally-defined rights 
exist, and are being realised (or abused) with regard to VAWG, access to justice, and sexual 
and reproductive health and rights.

c) Assess the relevance, extent of implementation and effectiveness of interventions by cultural 
institutions in promoting women and girls’ rights with regard to VAWG, SHRH and access to 
justice

d) Draw lessons from the norms and practices of the different cultural communities under study 
and formulate recommendations to inform decision-making for enhanced realisation of girls’ 
and women’s rights in respect to VAWG, SRHR and access to justice.

The research also set out to assess the progress on policy statements and pronouncements 
developed by the Alur Kingdom in 2015 (with support from the Ministry of Gender Labour and 
Social Development) to address socio-cultural values, norms and practices that impact on HIV/
AIDS prevention, maternal health and Gender-Based Violence in Alur. A summary is provided in 
the appendix.

b.  Methodology

Research design and process: The study was conducted using qualitative research tools and 
an inclusive process which turned respondents most intimately involved into co-researchers and 
facilitators. The engagement involved extensive consultations with a wide range of community 
actors at the research sites.

3. The Research Exercise
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The initial research phase included researcher training and the development of interview guides, 
followed by a literature review. Pre-visits to the research areas were conducted (a) to identify 
the interview sites and the key research participants who could not be identified through desk-
research and (b) to test the research tools that had been developed. Data collection and data 
validation were then conducted, giving voice to the narratives from the various stakeholders within 
the communities, groups and individuals interfaced with. Finally, report writing and data analysis 
enabled knowledge and practices derived from current and past lived experiences that have 
been mainly orally communicated and passed on over time to be systematically documented. 

The Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development supported CCFU in the planning 
and implementation of the research by coordinating and mobilising the cultural leaders who 
participated in the data collection. Ministry staff at the district level also provided information 
and participated in the identification of the most appropriate sample communities to engage 
with.

Scope of the study: The research examined and assessed whether cultural resources enhanced 
the rights of women and girls and contributed to a violence-free environment. The understanding 
of rights from the community perspective and experience was therefore examined. 

The research was carried out in culturally rooted and culturally diverse areas of Alur Kingdom: 
Kaal Atyak Winam Chiefdom, Ocego Chiefdom, Puvungu Chiefdom and Ker-Kwonga Chiefdom. 

The literature review and 
expert opinions of people 
from the kingdom also 
provided guidance on the 
communities selected for the 
actual study. Research sites 
were selected to reflect areas 
where traditional cultural 
resources (norms, principles, 
values, practices and system) 
have maintained their original 
character, and others where 
cultural norms and practices 
have changed as a result of 
ethnic pluralism and urban 
influences. 

Data Collection Methods: The participatory methods used were key informant interviews and 
focus group discussions. An open-ended interview guide was used to guide these interactions. 

•	 Focus group discussions: Focus group discussions (FGD) were held in the community with 
elders, women, and young men and women. Each FGD was facilitated by the research officer 
and co-researchers who supported with translation. Separate discussions were held with male 
and female participants to ensure that women were comfortable in sharing sensitive issues 
related to gender. The discussions were noted and audio recorded. FGD guides were used to 
facilitate the discussions, while in some cases vignettes of hypothetical scenarios were used 
to help diagnose whether a norm exists and to effectively elicit beliefs and practices. 

A focus group discussion with selected community leaders in 
Nebbi @CCFU
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•	 Key informant Interviews (KIIs): Key informant interviews were conducted with elders, 
cultural leaders, government officials, personnel of non-governmental and community-based 
organisations working closely with Ker-Alur (Alur Kingdom). The intent of the key informant 
interviews was to gain an understanding of the specific context and nature of cultural norms, 
when they apply, among whom, and how interpretations of these norms protect (or not) 
women from violence. An interview guide was also used to facilitate these interviews. 

Data Analysis: A thematic analysis was used. Data was read and re-read to identify key emerging 
issues; the research team also searched relations in the data and made choices on where types 
of data belonged. Part of the analysis was also conducted while in the field to identify data 
patterns and issues that were unintentionally overlooked. Some sub-themes emerged during 
data collection and these were also researched. The themes and sub-themes, as well as the 
reviewed literature, provided a basis for the analysis and interpretation of the study findings. 

Ethical Issues: The ethical commitment to informed consent was respected in the course of this 
study. All responses given by the participants were treated with confidentiality. The real names 
of participants were for instance not used to identify them and limited information about the 
location of the participants was used. Potential participants were informed about their freedom 
to withhold any information they considered sensitive and they were able to discuss freely. All 
interviews and discussions took place in venues that offered privacy. Other ethical concerns were 
adopted: permission to research was for instance sought from local authorities and from the 
Chief Administrative Officer, the Resident District Commissioner in Nebbi district, the Community 
Development Officer in Zombo district and local council authorities within the villages visited. 

Research Validity: The overall approach maintained an equity focus and was an interactive 
process that involved extensive consultation with a wide range of community actors in the chosen 
areas, in open and inclusive communication. The various participants interfaced with, including 
men, women young people (female and male) of various categories, hailing from different cultural 
domains of the Alur Kingdom, were drawn from the rural, peri-urban and urban areas. 

The research process offered space for, and gave voice to, bottom-up narratives from various 
categories of people in the communities, groups and individuals in free dialogue and information 
sharing sessions. This enabled the research to systematically document knowledge and practices 
derived from past lived and present experiences hitherto orally communicated. There was 
however no deliberate focus on the most vulnerable sections of the communities interfaced with, 
such as people living with a disability, albinos, of people living with HIV/AIDS.

A search on literature relating to the three thematic areas on violence against women, access to 
justice and SRHR specific to Alur culture indicated that very little existed on the subject matters. 
Despite this limitation, the data collected affirms similar findings to some of the literature obtained 
at the national level regarding other cultural communities on these thematic areas. 

The data obtained during the research was also triangulated with the findings from different 
sources such as focus groups, key informants and a validation workshop. Follow-up interviews 
were also conducted in cases where results were not clear and consistent. 

The researchers largely used the local language to communicate with the different participants 
within the communities, especially during focus group discussion. This assisted participants 
to share information freely. English was also used to engage key informants from the local 
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government offices and non-governmental organisations. Participants were categorised 
and separated along their sex, age and social responsibilities in the community to allow for 
a conducive environment to share information. The researchers met the participants in their 
localities to foster their participation. CCFU also engaged an independent reviewer to ascertain 
the accuracy, consistency and validity of the research.     

Cultural resource persons at the Nebbi validation workshop 
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This section examines, from the community’s perspective, key concepts, words and terms that 
are pertinent to this research: rights, women’s rights, violence against women and girls and 
sexual and reproductive health and rights. Some of these concepts (rights, violence against 
women and girls) could easily find their local acceptance and translation during the community 
interactions. Others proved challenging to translate into Alur as stand-alone notions, as they are 
not in existence in the local language and paraphrasing was used. This step was important to 
better understand the community perspective on the various notions pertinent to the research 
exercise, as informed by the local cultural context. 

•	 Rights Translated as twero, the notion of “rights” has long existed in the Alur tradition, as 
noted by an elder in Kaal Atyak Winam, especially since rights were embedded in everyday 
practice. Traditionally, men held responsibilities attached to their rights, including providing 
for their family’s welfare and offering protection and security, as the Minister of Culture in Ker-
Kwonga Chiefdom noted. For example, when one claims authority over a child, he/she must 
provide for the welfare of that child, while the child is expected to adopt an acceptable code 
of conduct granting him/her authority to access the support provided.

Some participants argued that the notion of rights has changed, with men disregarding their 
responsibilities. Men thus now perceive rights as “authority to prevail” without necessarily 
considering the responsibilities that accompany these rights. The Attorney-General of the 
Alur Kingdom has thus taken the initiative to sensitise the community to adopt and replicate 
the traditional notion of rights that is earned with responsibilities, which is literally translated 
as twero ku tic ne.  

•	 Women’s rights translates as “twero pa mon” – meaning authority of women, which also does 
not refer to the responsibilities that come with the rights. Just as for “rights”, the precise 
term for “women’s rights” did not exist traditionally. Men, according to tradition, have the 
authority to prevail over women, especially in marriage where a woman is expected to look 
at the husband as the head of the family, as noted by the Minister of Culture of the Ker-
Kwonga Chiefdom. Many misconceptions, according to male participants, have emerged 
as women have understood the concept of women’s rights as their authority to prevail over 
men, without considering the responsibilities that come with the right. There are currently 
many interventions geared towards awareness creation and sensitisation to ensure women 
understand the concept of rights in its current acceptance, while playing their responsibilities 
as expected according to the culturally-informed concept, as reported by participants in the 
study.

4. Contextualising Key Words in Alur
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•	 Violence against women and girls translates as gero ikom mon ki anyera meaning unruly 
behaviour towards women and girls. In Alur, the notion of kura-matira translated as 
“acceptable behaviour”, points to the desirability of behaviour, actions or communications 
that generate peaceful co-existence. This concept existed traditionally in Alur and there are 
cultural resources in place, such as maxims and the wangoi (fire place) for daily mentoring 
and role modelling for young people, to address violence.

•	 Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights translated as “twero me yot kom ki nyodo”, 
meaning rights in relation to health and reproduction. This concept has not traditionally 
existed in the Alur community as a stand-alone concept, but has been embedded in practice. 
The translation of SRHR in luo does not mention sex, as tradition understands sex to be a 
private matter, not be discussed in public. The translation therefore only encompasses rights 
to health and reproduction -twero me yot kom ki nyodo -  reflecting the understanding that 
reproduction happens through sex.  

•	 Justice translates as “potu ikin dano”, literally referring to reconciliation between people. This 
reflects an understanding of justice that emphasises reconciliation (rather than retribution) 
in order to maintain co-existence. This traditional understanding still prevails in the Alur 
community today. 
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Participants noted that there is a notable increase in VAWG in Alur. One key informant for 
instance reported an incident: This chapter reviews the cultural resources that can (and are) in 
use to prevent such occurrences.

a.  Fundamental values

The Alur deliberately promote kura-matira (acceptable behaviour, informed by values, principles, 
practices, rights and responsibilities). This they do by preventing, curtailing and eliminating 
undesirable social behaviour, including practices that deny women and girls their rights and 
dignity at family, clan and community levels. 

The core values among the Alur were listed by participants as honesty, obedience, trustworthiness, 
transparency, hard work, unity, loyalty, peace, accountability, uprightness, love, justice, and respect 
for the elders. Such cultural values ensure adherence to accepted human conduct and morals, 
in conformity with social norms, customs and principles. These values find their expressions 
through the mechanisms and practices described below.

b.  Family and community parenting

Our study participants pointed out that nurturing and upbringing children among the Alur is a 
collective responsibility, rather than an individualised practice restricted to the child’s biological 
parents. For example, male elders reported during a focus group discussion in Kal Atiak that, in 
a situation where the immediate family members are unable to prevent a child from going astray, 
community members ensure that children are morally well brought up. Similarly, women elders 
in another focus group discussion in Kal Atiak stated that children belong to everyone in the 
community and every member has the responsibility of ensuring that children are protected from 
danger and are morally guided. This is reinforced by the Alur saying that “Cing acel pidu nyathin 
ungo” (a single hand cannot nurse a child): although the mother has the prime responsibility of 
taking care of her child, this responsibility is shared by all, including protecting the child against 
any form of violence.

Such collective upbringing of children is however nowadays less prevalent in urban areas. The 
Executive Director of the Nebbi District NGO Forum for instance recounted: “A mother recently 
forced her 13 years old daughter to attend a “keny” function (a traditional courtship ceremony 
meant for adults where suitors for marriage are identified). The 13-year-old came back the 
following day walking with difficulty because she had been forced into sex. Since then, she 
has become a sex-worker in Zombo town.” This, he reflected, should not happen where the 
community is part of the child’s upbringing, as inappropriate acts do happen during a keny 
function. Another key informant in Nebbi town noted that some parents, especially in towns, 

5. Cultural Values and Practices Related 
to VAWG
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are too busy to sit with their children and give them moral guidance. Children then grow up by 
themselves without knowing their relatives or neighbours and, in case of violence, nobody is 
readily available to support. Finally, another key informant pointed out that school education 
nowadays isolates children from the community.

The extended family nevertheless often still provides a strong tool for parenting. It highlights the 
position and value of women in society, helps to protect children from violence, builds a support 
system for those who are exposed to it, and nurtures children into respectful and responsible 
members of the extended family and society. The extended family system is however also eroding 
and failing to fulfil its primary role of socialisation. In the urban areas especially, the nuclear family 
now prevails. Participants decried the lack of social cohesion, where individuals work and strive 
to own their property. When violence occurs, few people care and families are wrecked. External 
forces are thus transforming the rich parental values of the Alur.

c.  Wangoi - the fire-place 

The fire place or wangoi is an informative space for inculcating cultural values and principles by 
elders to children (boys and girls) among the Alur and other Luo groups in Northern Uganda. 
During a focus group discussion in Kaal Atyak Winam, an elder explained that the wangoi is 
prepared by male youths, who collect slow-burning logs to facilitate the long evening meeting. 
They also keep arranging the logs as they burn. 

Elders at the same meeting described how the wangoi helps in sharing the traditional beliefs, 
customs, and stories of the community, planning daily activities, and sharing family trees with 
children and grandchildren – thus avoiding incest. The elderly around the wangoi, serve as parents 
and their words of advice during the story time help to shape the youth. Boys are mentored to 
handle their marriages in a respectful manner, and issues around spousal background scrutiny 
(see below) are also discussed. An elder in the Kingdom thus noted that the wangoi provides a 
platform for nurturing and grooming children, cherishing the value of hard work and inculcating 
the moral values that contribute to the growth of productive and respectable youths in the 
community. 

The wangoi thus helps in transmitting values and morals from one generation to the next. Folk 
tales depict attributes such as giving, caring for one another, greed or selfishness, wisdom or 
foolishness. It is in these evenings that children (both male and female) and youth (both male and 
female) pay attention to advice that guides them as they transition to adulthood. 

An elder during a focus group discussion in Kaal Atyak Winam however noted that, while the 
wangoi is now largely practiced among the rural communities, it is not a common practice 
among the urban population because of the hardship involved in getting logs, the small spaces 
available and the perception that the wangoi is an outdated practice. Instead, as an informant 
from the police force in Nebbi observed, the urban population utilises other forms of pastimes, 
such as television or films, and relies on the media for information and guidance. This leads to 
the loose morals that, according to him, disgrace today’s Alur society. Children watch films that 
are inappropriate for their ages and predispose them to violence, and little can be found in these 
new media with regard to cultural values. Many young people have thus lost touch with the 
cultural values of their parents and grand-parents. 
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d.  Proverbs and beliefs

Among the Alur, maxims such as “coo mandha fodu mon ungo” (translated as “real men don’t 
fight women”), help to protect women against physical violence.  They help to lure the male ego 
in a respectful manner not to be violent towards a woman, but refer him to fellow men who can 
discipline him should he get violent. 

According to a kingdom official, other  maxims or proverbs in existence in Alur culture to prevent 
VAWG include messages such as: “munero pa dhako utiye jam woro juneno swa ungo” (the 
nakedness of a woman is very private and is not supposed to be exposed); “wath kumwa mi 
nyodu julwongo ku nying gi ugo” (sexual organs are not to be called by names); “bedo mi 
kind coo ku mon jutimo ilum ungo” (sex is never to be played in the bush); and “eber ni arado 
ni kuru nyom kadong gibed ikind-gi” (young people should never engage into the sexual act 
until marriage). Respondents stated that awareness of these idioms suppresses temptations that 
would otherwise spur depraved behaviours, including unsolicited sexual desires that may lead 
to immoral acts, such as rape.

Immoral behaviour includes adultery and incest, and this is prohibited in the Alur tradition. The 
male perpetrators, if found, are subjected to punishment (though against the law), such as having 
to place a pot on their house while naked and being beaten by the girl’s brothers, as shared by 
a kingdom official. Rituals take place to determine whether the child belong to the clan or not. 
During a focus group discussion with elders in Kaal Atyak Winam, one respondent thus reported 
that “When a woman delays to deliver and does so with difficulties, the baby is assumed not to 
belong to the clan”. To confirm such supposition, malakwang (a sour tasting traditional vegetable) 
is cooked and teased around the baby’s mouth - three times for a boy and four times for a girl. 
This is immediately followed by throwing an old bone into a rubbish pit. If the child becomes sick 
and losses appetite for breast milk, it is interpreted as s/he not belonging to the clan (and vice-
versa). Among the royal clan of Ker Alur, to determine if the baby belongs to the clan, the leaf 
of a tree known as bongo is used as a vessel to similarly give excreted breast milk to the baby 
for three days if a boy, and four days if a girl. If the baby refuses to take milk from this leaf, the 
baby is determined to belong to another clan. The bongo tree is usually planted on the ancestral 
grave; it is believed that the ancestral spirits reside in the tree and know all the clan members.  

Victims of sexual violence (rape and incest) are in most cases reluctant to talk about their 
victimisation, because of the importance attached to virginity in Alur culture, where rape victims 
are considered unmarriageable or of ‘less value’ when ‘assessed’ for marriage. Proverbs and 
practices however encourage victims of sexual violence to speak out and thus be supported. 
In the case of adultery, for instance, when the mother keeps the father’s identity to herself, she 
ends up fending for the child single-handed. The practices and severe punishments mentioned 
above protect the victim from possible neglect by the father. More generally, the humiliating 
punishment the perpetrator is subjected to acts as a deterrent against sexual violence affecting 
women and girls. Respondents however shared that the effect of such proverbs and practices 
appears to waning, especially among Alur men. 
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e.  Customary marriage

Elders met for this research noted that background checks are conducted before any marriage, 
to scrutinise the family and clan traits of the bride and groom. The marriage may not take place, 
should this scrutiny reveal cases of wizardry and volatile temper that would place the girl in a 
situation of violence. The wayo (sister) or waci (bride’s uncle) identify a suitor for her niece or 
nephew, scrutinise the family of the potential groom or bride and present the results. A traditional 
function known, the keny, is then organised to introduce the bride to the groom’s family. This is 
the time when marriage orientation takes place and the bride learns who to contact in case of a 
marital dispute. 

Respondents however indicated that background scrutiny is no longer always performed, as 
a result of rural-urban migration, where migrants meet their partners without having much 
knowledge of their backgrounds. This predisposes women to vulnerable unions, where they 
start cohabiting without legalising their marriage through customary or other legally-recognised 
means. If a cohabitating woman separates from her “husband”, the clan elders or the extended 
family cannot support or protect a woman they hardly know. Elders added that they are no 
longer involved in the relationships children are indulging in.

The Alur customary marriage recognises payment of bride price as an important component. An 
elder during a focus group discussion in Kaal Atyak Winam indeed asserted that no other form 
of marriage is culturally recognised if the bride price has not been paid, regardless of what the 
law provides. For the bride price to be paid, the groom needs his elders’ validation and these 
elders require the bride to be well groomed, hardworking and mature enough to play her marital 
duties responsibly. During a focus group discussion in Ker-Kwonga chiefdom, another elder 
noted that men go and work hard in Buganda and Bunyoro to ensure that they have enough 
money to pay the bride price while their family members, relatives and other clan members also 
contribute money or livestock to support their sons’ marriages. As a male participant during a 
group discussion in Atiak kal said, “As a man, there is a sense of fulfilment when you are able to 
pay the bride price for the woman you want to share your life with”. According to most women 
participating in a discussion in Ocego chiefdom, a customary marriage brings all family members 
together, including parents, siblings, relatives and clan members to witness the union and it is 
then an honour for the girl and her family to have her bride price paid. Other elders interviewed 
noted that the collective payment of a bride price means that the wife is loved and welcome into 
her husband’s family. 

Payment of the bride price can be made in instalments, depending on the two families’ agreement, 
as explained by women participants in the same discussion. It can also be returned, should either 
of the partner seek to divorce or separate. However, in a situation where the man has been 
irresponsible, for example, not meeting his family’s basic needs or having been promiscuous, the 
woman can choose to leave her marriage, with proper guidance from elders, without the bride 
price having to be returned. 

Study findings confirm that a bride price affects the broad context of women’s lives as it 
influences the roles considered appropriate for them by the in-laws and the wider community. 
It can reduce their power and prestige, and instil the perception that the woman was paid for 
and therefore ‘belongs’ to the man and has no decision-making authority. Rules governing the 
repayment of bride price also present restrictions on divorces as they are socially stigmatising, 
costly and women leaving their marital homes are likely to be turned away from their natal homes 
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if their families are unable to repay. Bride price is thus a significant contextual marker for gender 
inequality, domestic violence and reproductive ill-health. 

It is however important to note that, although the bride price tradition can reinforce negative 
stereotypes about male domination and female subordination in marriage, reports from female 
participants suggested that the practice is not regarded by women in Alur as demeaning as 
they feel that it does not offend any community values. There is a communal sense of ownership 
of the practice, where both men and women participants thought it necessary for achieving a 
desired femininity, such as bestowing respect and dignity in marriage. Men also viewed it as 
a necessary condition for male identity in society: failure to fulfil bride price requirements can 
greatly undermine their dominance in marriage and in the community while reflecting an Alur 
saying “Laco mupe ku dhako wecu tokcen ikind lwak, kum e nyathin” (a man who does not have 
a wife speaks last after other men and is considered a child). 

f.  Polygamy 

As asserted by the Minister of Culture, Ker-Kwonga, polygamy in Alur culture is only acceptable 
in situations where women are unable to give birth, or to increase social status and the family’s 
labour force. Women who are infertile are not removed from their marriages: instead, men marry 
a second wife. Elders argued during a focus group discussion that among the Alur, there is no 
marriage simply for personal fulfilment or for the spouses’ mutual pleasure: begetting children is 
the duty that must be fulfilled. One of them however noted that some men also opt to bring in 
several women to support their agricultural production and that there is much pride within the 
community and among such men in having many wives. Another elder in a group in Kaal Atyak 
Winam said that polygamous men are viewed as “powerful” because they usually have money 
to provide for their wives. 

Amongst women, at group discussions in Kaal Atyak Winam and Ocego, both positive and 
negative aspects of being married to a polygamous man were mentioned. Some said that the 
first wife will always be recognised, respected and consulted by the subsequent ones when 
it comes to making decisions that require their husband’s support. Polygamy also serves as a 
means for reproduction and to strengthen the family lineage, so long as the woman’s greatest 
fear is the inability to bear children. Others however noted that the existence of many children 
makes it difficult for the man to support his family adequately, thus forcing a wife to fend for 
herself and her children single-handedly. There is also competition among the wives for their 
husband’s attention, with the favourite often disliked by the other wives, leading to violence, both 
psychological and physical, and a heightened risk of sexually-transmitted diseases. Emotional 
violence is also reflected in the fact that a wife may not be able to relate with her husband 
intimately, since the sole purpose of sex is reproduction rather than mutual pleasure.

It was suggested by respondents that women in polygamous relationships often have secret 
relationships with other men. This may be associated with psychological stress and unhappiness 
stemming from a lack of marital partner commitment and/or sexual satisfaction. Findings also 
revealed that women in polygamous marriages are more likely to reside in financially stressed and 
food insecure households, making them socially, economically and psychologically vulnerable. 
Further, the first wife is usually vested with the authority to consult her husband on behalf of the 
co-wives, which helps enhance her status while the other wives are essentially treated as workers 
in the marriage, with limited access to a share of their husband’s property, should separation 
happen. 
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g.  Widow inheritance

Still within the marriage realm, participants averred that the practice of widow inheritance among 
the Alur is primarily a way of caring for and protecting a widow and her children. As reported by 
an elder during a group discussion in Ker-Kwonga chiefdom, after the last funeral rite, a widow 
is given the freedom to choose between “inheritance” or remarrying outside the family. She 
is enjoined to identify amongst her late husband’s brothers or other male in-laws in the clan, 
who can take care of her. ‘Taking care’ here means taking on the responsibility of providing 
maintenance and security to the family. Often, though, this develops into a love relationship 
between the widow and the caretaker. Once this happens, a ritual sacrifice has to be performed 
by elders to appease the spirit of the deceased and pave the way for conjugal activity within 
the new couple. Re-marrying outside the family comes at the cost of the new husband having 
to refund the bride price to the family of the deceased husband. It was pointed out in the same 
group that, when a widow re-marries outside the family, the girl children become especially 
susceptible to sexual violence, since the ‘new’ family members are not blood relations. 

Our study therefore suggests that widow inheritance is a social practice through which widows 
can receive assistance, protection and potential companionship, similar to what they would 
have received from their deceased husband. This practice however legitimises multiple and 
simultaneous sexual partnerships, since the “inheritors” will often engage intimately with several 
wives, or even multiple inherited widows. In some cases, because of the casualness of the 
relationships, widows may go from one inheritor to another and, likewise, many inheritors will 
move from one widow to the next. Each new partnership increases the potential exposure to HIV, 
which puts not only the widows or inheritors but also other long-term partners (i.e. wives and 
other widows) at greater risk of sexually transmitted infections. In addition, enjoining a widow to 
identify the brothers-in-law to inherit or to remarry instils guilt, should she contemplates leaving 
her in-laws’ home (which is seen as divorcing her deceased husband). Widow inheritance can 
thus also foster VAWG and sexual and reproductive ill-health.

h.  Women’s land rights 

In Alur tradition, land is considered an ancestral asset held in trust. It is therefore not a sellable 
commodity and the patriarch in the home assigns a piece of land to women to grow food. 
Participants at a mixed focus group discussion in Kal-Atiak thus reported that women have 
user rights to land through marriage: when marrying, a woman is given a portion of land that 
‘belongs’ to her and her children for farming. A female participant in a focus group discussion 
with female elders noted that the portion of land given to the women is referred to as “poto pa 
min ngadi.” – land of mother to so-and-so. A male elder during a mixed focus group discussion 
further explained that widowhood does not deprive the woman of rights to that land, and that it 
is apportioned to her male children to start their own families. In the event that a widow remarries 
outside the clan, the land remains for the children. The patriarchal inheritance system however 
means that only boys inherit land and that girls have no ownership rights, although women 
continue to have access to ancestral land upon separation. Nevertheless, the communal practice 
of land ownership prevents VAWG in homes in part because, should a need arise to rent out the 
land, women have to consent and are free to decline.
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The Attorney-General of Alur Kingdom however reported that the traditional value attached to 
customary land, and any prohibition to sell such a valuable asset inherited over generations to 
ensure family survival, is waning, especially among the youths. This is because of the introduction 
of a cash economy and of individual land ownership, turning land into a sellable commodity. 
Today some people own plots of land with titles in their name, which they can sell at any time 
they wish, leaving their families with no opportunity to grow food and spurring violence against 
women. 

Tilling customary land in Alur. Photo: the Humanitarian Photo
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The Alur cultural structure for redress is comprehensive and hierarchical, starting with individual 
women and men, to the family, to the clan-based courts, (and to the Ajaa-truth telling and the 
use of curses), and to the community, as described below. 

a.  Women in leadership

Women holding leadership positions reflects Alur’s history and tradition: an elder thus recounted 
that two women in history - Akimu and Nyilak - led the Alur as obimos or heads of the institution, 
even though they had brothers. Alur women hold various positions of responsibility which are 
key in addressing VAWG and in ensuring access to justice. They are nowadays vibrant in such 
positions, both within the community and at district level. They contribute directly to discussions 
and represent other women’s views in their various jurisdictions. Women representatives in the 
kingdom include the dhaker or queen mother, mon-kal or royal spouses, wayo sister or waci 
King’s paternal aunts and the anyira or maiden in the palace. They have the right to speak out 
and advocate for issues affecting them. According to an informant in the kingdom, immediate 
action is then usually taken, especially when this is heard directly from a woman, 

A key informant in the Kingdom further pointed that royal spouses play a significant role in 
identifying the potential heir to the throne during a traditional ceremony, where they mingle 
millet bread with a hidden bead and serve the brothers: he who finds it stands a chance to 
be enthroned with the support of the royal wives. Should they fail to support the candidate, 
the traditional ceremony is repeated, until a son whose qualities are appreciated by them is 
chosen for enthronement. The informant also pointed out that the anyera-ker (royal maidens) 
are in charge of women’s mobilisation, especially during ritual initiations. They report cases of 
violence against girls and women in the Kingdom, through the jadipu-currently known as the 
prime minister, who forward the case to the King for his ruling.

As another informant observed, in the family setting, women are at the fore-front of family 
logistics, they plan what to cook, produce food stuffs, raise children…they are mothers. This not 
only gives them ready access to resources, such as land, but also authority to decide how this 
land is used. 

Alur’s traditional justice system is however male-dominated and men’s decisions cannot normally 
openly be contested. Women nevertheless contribute to decisions indirectly, rarely during a 
meeting, because much attention is then devoted to men, especially elders, although women 
may at times speak after the men or when their advice is explicitly sought. Participants reported 
that, according to tradition, women can influence decision-making indirectly, such as through 
their husbands or their sons. During a focus group discussion with elders in Ker-Kwonga, an elder 
for instance noted that women wait for their husbands and suggest possible ways through which 

6. Cultural Resources and Access to 
Justice
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issues can be handled during the night, especially when they do not agree with them. Such 
advice in turn influences decisions that are taken during traditional justice gatherings or other 
important community meetings. Without women’s contributions, decisions may be considered 
inadequate and the functionality of such decisions is in doubt.

The study thus established that Alur women are actively involved in leadership and, even if they 
lack political support and are facing other pressing household responsibilities, such as caring for 
their families, they are striving to support fellow women. This helps in addressing violence in their 
lives, for example, through savings and other forms of groups that empower them financially and 
provide platforms for peer support against domestic violence.     

So long as women are perceived as mere “suggesters” this however indicates that they have less 
authority than men, it makes them vulnerable and prevents them from participating actively in 
challenging decisions that may oppress them.   

b.  The family and clan courts

The family is significant in settling domestic disputes, as it is where acculturation begins. It is 
within the family, from the smallest unit to its extended version, that most differences are settled 
and harmony sought. Specific procedures must be followed to address VAWG cases. Participants 
during a focus group discussion in Kaal Atyak Winam stated that mothers-in-law first handle 
issues of violence reported to them by their daughters-in-law and have the responsibility of 
chastising their sons, if they are the perpetrators. Should the mother in-law fail to address the 
issue, she forwards it to her husband, the culprit’s father. 

The next step is the clan court (not a permanently constituted body), which cautions the 
perpetrator. Failure to heed such caution, attracts severe punishment (much as they are unlawful), 
including caning in front of his children as a female participant during the same discussion noted. 
Besides, the brothers of the assaulted wife can intervene by taking their sister away from her 
marital home and fines (normally in the form of goats or cows) must be paid by the perpetrator 
before he can access his wife again. Before paying such fines, as the culprit goes to his in-laws’ 
home, he is beaten by the brothers-in-law to teach him never to lay hands on his wife again. 
Perpetrators of violence are thus sanctioned by humiliating punishments and fines. Men are in 
fear of such sanctions, that act as strong deterrents against VAWG. 

c.  Ajaa - truth telling and cursing 

A truth telling ceremony known as ajaa is organised, especially when the family-based court is 
unable to handle the issues at hand. As the Minister for Culture, Ker-kwonga chiefdom explains, 
once a case is reported to the clan chief, he and his council of elders grant the complainant a grace 
period to reflect upon the case and make a self-assessment of the validity of the complaint. After 
this grace period, the chief proceeds to notify the king who in turn invites his wise-men variously 
known as Ambaya, Aleku, Jolam and Aro. If the perpetrator apologises, he may be pardoned 
and resolutions are made. If not, the wise men spell curses and, the key informant further notes, 
the perpetrator will suffer many forms of disabilities, such as an inability to see again, the loss 
of sexual urge, or the inability to marry or even death depending on the nature of the crime. 
Another informant in Nebbi notes that “in most cases perpetrators are tried because they are 
usually unwilling to come out and confess, thinking that they may escape the punishment.” 
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Concerns can however be raised concerning the use of traditional judicial practices in cases of 
VAWG, where there is an imbalance of power between victim and perpetrator, thus biasing the 
justice process, and where certain ‘remedial’ practices go against the law. In a situation where 
the perpetrator confesses and is pardoned, for instance, for instance in physical violence cases, 
this can be perceived as dismissing the effect the act has had on the victim, while the case is no 
longer pursued to preserve harmony within the social group. In this case the victim may have to 
live with continuous shame, while the perpetrator goes unbothered and may indeed repeat his 
act. 

Overall, it appears that traditional mechanisms still play a significant role in dispensing justice, 
especially in the rural areas and in ethnically homogenous communities. The ajaa, that includes 
spiritual intercession and curse, invoking truth and direct engagement between the disputing 
parties, facilitates a judicial process that uses reformative and corrective measures. In addition, 
the curses being truth-oriented and irreversible, act as important deterrents, preventing violent 
acts or other evils, as considered by the traditional court. The practice also ensures reconciliation 
and the re-building of relationships, in contrast to the punitive outcomes of the formal justice 
system, which often results in continuous hostility, and in further violence between perpetrator 
and victim. 

Restorative justice practices should therefore not be precluded from being used to address cases 
of VAWG. Women can use these mechanisms when formal justice mechanisms are not readily 
accessible, and especially when truth-telling is a prerequisite in the judicial process. 

A woman touches a tree to swear to tell the truth during a traditional court session. Photo: CCFU
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This section presents cultural resources in relation to sexual reproductive health and rights before 
marriage, during pregnancy, the post-partum period, for family planning and in dealing with 
sexually transmitted diseases.

a.  The values of virginity and faithfulness

Both Alur men and women actively safeguard virginity. This cultural value plays a prominent 
role in preventing teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS, 
among the youth. An intending couple is expected to present an ideal of respectability and 
purity grounded in virginity. An elder in Kaal Atyak Winam thus stated that girls who lose their 
virginity before marriage have difficulties in finding a marriage partner, as men consider such girls 
“impure”. To safeguard virginity, a girl is betrothed with a mola - an anklet tied to her foot, as 
early 15 years or below until marriage, to keep men off.  

Participants however noted that most youths nowadays perceive virginity as a “primitive 
practice”. A male youth in Nebbi town for instance asked: “Why should I wait until marriage, 
where do I then quench my thirst?” Young girls similarly often disregard their cultural values as 
far as virginity and marriage are concerned. Young couples give birth before they think about 
marriage, at times because the man wants to ascertain his partner’s fertility before marriage, 
at times to “quench his thirst”. Lack of love and commitment to stay with one woman has also 
resulted in the spread of sexually transmitted diseases and in bearing children who have been 
abandoned by their parents.

It is no wonder then that a police informant in the same town reported: “I have received many 
cases of pregnant girls who are under-aged and abandoned”, confirming the official district 
data. Further, women respondents in Ocego decried the alarming rate at which young girls are 
engaging in commercial sex work, a practice long alien to the Alur community. An NGO worker 
attributed the increases in teenage pregnancies and sex workers to “modernisation” that has 
exposed children to immoral ways of life, such as watching pornographic movies in cinema halls 
or on telephones. Non-Alur businessmen in Nebbi town were also said to lure young girls into 
sex, with most girls infected with HIV/AIDS and abandoned when pregnant.

To ensure faithfulness within a couple, both men and women wear waist beads. Should either 
cheat, the beads are said to disappear from the wayward partner and s/he must confess. As an 
elder in Ker-kwonga asserted, should the culprit fail to confess, repercussions such as complication 
during labour that can result in the baby’s or mother’s death will come to pass. Though against 
the law, for the men, a severe (occasionally fatal) beating by their brothers-in-law will ensue. The 
fear of such repercussions is intense, thus protecting people against promiscuous relationships 
that could transmit sexual infections.  

7. Cultural Resources for Sexual and 
Reproductive Health and Rights
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b.  Support at times of pregnancy 

During pregnancy, Alur women relocate to their natal homes or in-laws’. Alternatively, a sister 
and sister-in-law will come to support the pregnant woman at her marital home and sleep in the 
same bedroom. This move is partly meant to pre-empt likely incidences of violence, such as a 
situation where a man might forcefully want to have sex when his wife is weak. This is also meant 
to avoid other negative consequences of having sex during pregnancy as noted by one female 
participant: “Once pregnant, in some clans, women cease to have sexual relationships with their 
husbands, resuming only 6 months or 1 year later, and when the baby is weaned, to avoid any 
bad omen”.

This is however the time when men might find other sexual partners, with the risks of sexually 
transmitted diseases that this entails. Nevertheless, relocating can shield pregnant women from 
harm and allow the experienced mother or mother in-law to provide guidance to the new mother 
on managing the pregnancy, help with chores and to provide nutritious food while the mother 
nurses the baby. Keeping mother and baby in good health through such traditions was cited as 
the main aim of these practices by participants in different discussions. 

c.  Postpartum (post-delivery) care

Participants mentioned the use of a traditional herb known as “sakrabanda” which, when mixed 
in hot water, plays a dual role: for steam baths to enhance the healing process of the birth 
canal, and for retrieving the woman’s sexual urge after giving birth (thus, according to women in 
Ocego chiefdom, avoiding the risk of their husbands ending up with multiple sexual partners). 
It was also noted by one female participant in the same group that sakrabanda helps to tighten 
the woman’s genitals, thus enhancing sexual pleasure in the couple. Participants felt that the 
sakrabanda could thus facilitate postpartum recovery and help avoid violence.  

Women met in Ocego added that, after birth, the new mother and child are kept indoors for 3 
days (in case a boy has been delivered) or 4 days (for a girl). It was explained that this practice 
protects new mothers from hard-labour especially when they are weak, a prohibition re-enforced 
by particular beliefs. Thus, as an elder during a focus group discussion in Kaal Atyak Winam 
noted that chores such as splitting firewood are prohibited for a new mother until the umbilical 
cord of the baby has fallen off. If this is disregarded, it is said, the baby’s umbilical cord swells 
and the baby dies. 

Another elder added: “After delivery, the new mother is given a spear grass “obiya” to sleep on, 
a type of grass culturally reserved for the King’s bed after enthronement”. This reflects the status 
accorded to a new mother among the Alur, as obiya symbolises the respect accorded to the new 
mother and her baby, by providing them comfort only comparable to the King’s. 

Participants also said that new mothers must be fed on cassava porridge and milk mixed with 
lemons to boost the production of breast milk. This is meant to avoid poor nutrition for the baby, 
while soft foods given to a new mother prevent constipation that affects postpartum healing.
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d.  Traditional birth attendants (TBAs) 

Though against the law, participants reported that TBAs play a significant role in supporting 
mothers deliver when they are unable to access the support of a health professional. A female 
participant during a focus group discussion in Ocego chiefdom for instance reported that 
“traditional birth attendants are usually women and it is a sacrifice they make to help mothers to 
deliver when they cannot access the hospital because sometimes labour pains start in the night 
and it is hard to access the health facility.” These are not isolated cases: as a participant in the 
same group discussion reported that “there are some people in the community who have never 
delivered in the hospital, they deliver with the help of the traditional birth attendants, even if the 
government does not allow it. When a woman comes in labour and the hospital is far, they are 
supportive”. A TBA similarly shared: “I am 75 years and I have delivered so many children that 
I cannot remember the number. I have been supporting mothers for long and I usually do so 
for free. Some mothers may however find it right to help me with soap and sugar to appreciate 
my services. Other mothers even give me money but I do not ask for it; I feel happy to support 
mothers when they need my help.” 

During an interview with health workers at the Nebbi Regional Referral Hospital, a mid-
wife confirmed that TBAs play a significant role in maternal healthcare in rural and deprived 
communities, in the provision of psychological support and in counselling women during 
pregnancy and childbirth. Such services make TBAs sought after. Their sympathetic attitude 
towards pregnant women was also mentioned as a factor:  as another TBA said “I massage their 
backs and praise them for their efforts during labour. I feel bad to hear that some nurses are harsh 
with mothers during labour. If they are too busy, the government should allow us to assist them 
and provide the support a woman in labour needs”.

The actions of TBAs therefore appear to be largely motivated by a desire to help fellow women 
in their community. While Government encourages births in health facilities, TBAs offer a range 
of services that are appreciated and deemed necessary, especially in locations that are distant 
from medical units. 

e.  Child spacing  

Relocating pregnant and new mothers also contributes to family planning among Alur women. 
As the new mother remains separated from her husband for 6 months to 1 year, conception 
cannot take place before the baby matures. For the same reason, Alur men often go to work in 
distant places, mainly in Bunyoro and Buganda, as a form of abstinence. They only return when 
they estimate that their new child has matured enough to have followers. A number of tests 
are then used to confirm the child’s maturity and whether a follower can safely be conceived: 
whether she/he can put a hand across over the head to touch the opposite ear, or whether the 
child can walk. 

Women would also clandestinely use other ways to prevent pregnancy, such as inserting a safety-
pin or abwol (black-jack) on their hair, headscarf or waistband, following the belief that this 
affects a man’s erectile agility. To further maintain health and hygiene, Alur women reportedly 
also use a bundled cloth during their menstrual periods and bury the cloth in a secret pit. As long 
as the used cloth remains hidden, they will not be able to conceive. The moment they are ready 
to have a child, they would unearth the cloth and conceive. 
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While not scientifically proven, such cultural practices therefore help couples to voluntarily space 
their children, and to care for them and for the mother well. This minimises pregnancy-related 
health risks and empowers women to limit unintended pregnancies and to reduce any need for 
unsafe abortions. 

f.  Food-related prohibitions 

While against their rights, preventing girls from eating certain types of food believed to boost 
sexual urge, such as grasshoppers and chicken, is considered helpful in protecting them against 
sexual violence. The Minister for Culture, Ker-Kwonga noted that this prohibition existed because 
such food, it was believed, spurs a young girl’s body growth, thus giving the illusion of maturity 
and wrongly attracting early suitors. Such prohibition also re-enforced the sacred nature of the 
sex act, which should not be talked about openly, lest children become curious and begin to 
explore. 

Respondents however stated that the consumption of these prohibited foods is allowed among 
married women having had 3 children or more, that “newly married boys/men would be given 
a lot of chicken soup to drink to boost their sexual drive” and that sexual satisfaction curtails 
incidences of immorality and sexual violence. Food taboos also serve as a test of character, ethics, 
and moral grooming for children. An elder in Ker-Kwonga Chiefdom thus shared: “Chicken parts 
are counted by the mother in-law and if found missing she would be putting her marriage at risk. 
The gizzard is usually given to the family head or to a visitor. As a woman, your moral upbringing 
and mother craft was tested through that. Sometimes women were beaten when chicken parts 
were found missing. Adunya (a type of gift) was also given to some married women; they were 
then allowed them to eat chicken at home.”

Findings suggest that food taboos foster cohesion among groups of married women and grants 
them a sense of identity that creates a feeling of belonging, especially when they are married. It 
also strengthens their confidence by functioning as a demonstration of their uniqueness in the 
face of others, especially for women who were allowed to eat chicken, but continued to abstain, 
thus demonstrating their status. A man’s character was never tested to this extent, however, 
thus placing him in a superior position, while a woman was tested to perfection for marriage, a 
perfection that was not expected in the man.
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a.  Conclusions

This exploratory research documented the cultural values, norms and principles of the Alur 
cultural community, which covered many aspects of people’s life. Several of these values, 
principles, practices and norms are relevant to addressing VAWG, and to enhancing the SRHR of 
women and girls, as well as their access to justice. Many have however been adulterated through 
the impact of “modernity” and several need adaptations to reflect current circumstances and 
legislation, especially since VAWG and SHRH abuses appear to be growing concerns in Alur. 

With regard to VAWG, culture was seen to provide values and practices that contribute to 
the protection of women and girls against sexual and other forms of violence, and to ensure 
adherence to accepted human conduct and morals, in conformity with social norms, customs and 
principles. These values, such as “real men don’t fight women” find their expressions through 
diverse mechanisms and practices.

One mechanism concerns the nurturing and upbringing children, which is often seen as a 
collective responsibility, and where the extended family helps to protect children from violence, 
builds a support system for those exposed to it, and nurtures them into respectful and responsible 
members of the society. 

The fire place or wangoi plays an important role in this respect, transmitting values and 
morals from one generation to the next. A VAWG-free environment is also promoted through 
cultural prohibitions, such as those concerning adultery and incest, which are subject to harsh 
punishments. Just as the prohibition of certain foods for women, some of these however go 
against legal prescriptions. 

The Alur community recognises the payment of bride price as an important component of 
marriage. While bride price may be seen as a contextual marker for gender inequality and 
domestic violence, female participants suggested that the practice is not regarded by women 
in Alur as demeaning because they think it does not offend any communal values and provides 
them with a measure of legitimacy. Similarly, both positive and negative aspects of being married 
to a polygamous man were noted.

The communal practice of land ownership was listed by participants as another mechanism to 
prevent VAWG in homes in part because, should a need arise to rent out the land, women have 
to consent and are free to decline. The land ownership regime was however seen to have severe 
limitations so far as women’s rights are concerned: thus, a mother who is initially allocated land 
at marriage, upon the death of her husband, will see the ownership of “her” land transferred to 
her sons. In effect, a woman never owns lands but is a custodian for her sons. Should she have 
no son, she is likely to be completely disinherited. 

8. Conclusions and Recommendations
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Such cultural provisions were seen by many respondents as eroding, especially in the urban 
setting. Several reasons were advanced for this, including living conditions in the towns, the rise of 
individual land ownership, education and the abdication of parents in this respect, and marriages 
and co-habitation within and across ethnic lines. Many respondents mentioned a rise in the level 
of alcoholism in Alur as an important factor in contributing to the rise in VAWG, exacerbated by 
the proliferation of waragi with strong alcoholic content packed in easily purchasable quantities, 
replacing the traditional beers (kwete, lacoi or maruwa) shared by men in social gatherings.

Access to justice. Overall, it appears that traditional mechanisms still play a significant role in 
dispensing justice. The Alur cultural structure for redress is comprehensive and hierarchical, 
starting from women and men themselves, to the family, to the clan-based courts, and to the 
ajaa truth telling and the use of curses.

Alur women hold various positions of responsibility which are key in addressing VAWG and in 
ensuring access to justice. There are specific procedures to follow in addressing cases of violence 
against women and girls. Although the traditional justice system is male-dominated and men’s 
decisions cannot normally openly be contested, women however contribute to the decisions 
indirectly, although they may often only speak after the men or when their advice is explicitly 
sought. 

The family, from the smallest unit to its extended version, is significant in settling domestic 
disputes. The next step is the clan court, which cautions the perpetrator. Failure to heed such 
caution, attracts severe and humiliating punishments, including public caning. While against the 
law, men’s fear of such sanctions acts as a strong deterrent against VAWG. An ajaa ceremony 
can also be organised, especially when the family-based court is unable to handle the issue 
at hand. The ajaa, which includes spiritual intercession and curse, invoking truth and direct 
engagement between the disputing parties, facilitates a judicial process that uses reformative 
and corrective measures. In addition, the curses being truth-oriented and irreversible, act as 
important deterrents, preventing violent acts or other forms of evil. The practice also ensures 
reconciliation and the re-building of relationships, in contrast to the punitive outcomes of the 
formal justice system, which often results in continuous hostility, and further violence between 
perpetrator and victim. 

Sexual and reproductive health and rights. Cultural resources contribute to SRHR before 
marriage, during pregnancy, in the post-partum period, and to family planning. Thus, the values 
of virginity and faithfulness play a prominent role in preventing teenage pregnancies and sexually 
transmitted diseases, although many participants decried the fact that youths nowadays perceive 
virginity as a “primitive practice”. This may to some extent explain the rise in early pregnancies 
and commercial sexual practices noted by respondents, especially in the urban areas. 

During pregnancy, Alur women relocate to their natal homes. Alternatively, a sister or sister-in-
law will come to support the pregnant woman at her marital home. This move is partly meant 
to ensure a healthy mother, to pre-empt likely incidences of VAWG and to avoid other negative 
consequences of having sex during pregnancy. Participants reported that TBAs play a significant 
role in supporting mothers to deliver: TBAs offer a range of services that are appreciated and 
deemed necessary, especially in locations that are distant from health facilities. 



Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link?29

After birth, the new mother is kept indoors for several days thus protecting her from hard-labour 
especially at the time when she is still weak, a prohibition re-enforced by particular beliefs. 
Giving the new mother obiya grass (culturally reserved for the King’s bed after enthronement) 
reflects the status accorded to her among the Alur. Relocating pregnant and new mothers also 
contributes to family planning. Other cultural methods, including clandestine ways to prevent 
pregnancy, were mentioned by participants. 

b.  Recommendations

A number of recommendations were formulated by the cultural practitioners, representatives of 
cultural institutions and other respondents met in the course of this research. With the researchers’ 
own and CCFU’s recommendations, these include:

1. Appreciating culture 

Development actors and government institutions: In many ways, cultural values and practices 
promote the same objectives as those espoused by Government and other development 
partners in relation to the well-being of women and girls. The entry point into dialogue on 
VAWG, SHRH and access to justice however needs changing by first focusing on the positive 
aspects of culture. Including the positive cultural resources outlined in this report and how 
they work (or can be put to work) in strategies and practices to strengthen the fight against 
VAWG and other ills, however, demands an important shift in perceptions.

Such a shift may also be warranted from a practical point of view as cultural institutions are 
protective and guarded about the cultural values and practices they stand for. Any initial 
attention to these from a negative or accusing standpoint may lead to defensiveness and 
lack of open cooperation.

Cultural institutions: In the light of the continued high prevalence of gender-based 
violence and reproductive health rights concerns, the various “Strategic guidelines / royal 
pronouncements on addressing socio-cultural norms, practices and values that impact on 
HIV AIDS prevention, maternal health and gender-based violence” should be reviewed in the 
light of findings from this research. 

2. Making use of positive cultural resources

Government institutions should mainstream the positive cultural values and practices 
described in this report in their development plans, strategic documents, programmes and 
projects, and other guiding instruments, thus placing public messages and other initiatives 
within a framework that is recognised and understood by the bulk of the population. This 
should be implemented in close collaboration with cultural institutions and their leaders.

Local governments and their partners: Given the importance attached to these values and 
practices by many communities (especially in the rural areas where the great majority of 
the population resides), the promotion by local authorities and development partners of a 
violence-free environment for women and girls should harness these resources. They should 
therefore better incorporate a ‘cultural approach’ when planning and implementing their 
interventions. As a Community Development Officer suggested in Busoga, there is a need to 
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impart the ‘long ago’ cultural values and to disseminate simple messages aimed at dissuading 
perpetrators of VAWG. In Alur, the saying “coo mandha fodu mon ungo” (translated as “real 
men don’t fight women”) provides an example. 

The Law Reform Commission and the Ministry of Justice: the judicial functions of cultural 
leaders need to be recognised and harmonised as necessary, beyond the current provisions 
for restorative justice as stipulated in the National Transitional Justice Policy (2019). A more 
synthesised and comprehensive approach to justice could thus be promoted, thereby 
enhancing access by women and girls to forms of legal redress that are accessible and 
understandable in their cultural contexts. This alignment should involve (re)empowering 
traditional clan resources to be a part of the management of VAWG cases and SRHR abuses, 
while involving women in this dispensation.

3. ‘Re-energising’ positive cultural resources

Cultural institutions: these should take a lead role in championing a cultural renewal and a 
return to the ‘cultural ways of doing things’, so that they revive the respect and confidence 
of communities in their cultural identity and in values that help check VAWG, enhance SHRH 
and access to justice. If bride wealth were again for instance considered as consisting of gifts 
by family, rather than friends, this could reduce VAWG and lead to a better observance of 
their SRHR, particularly by restoring the role of fathers-in-law to ensure the stability of their 
children’s marriages. 

Generally, cultural institutions should promote research and the documentation of positive 
practices in different formats (print, digital and films). 

Cultural institutions and development partners: Research on cultural resources relevant to the 
most marginalised groups (including albinos and people living with a disability), reflecting 
a research gap, needs to be carried out, with a view to strengthening any relevant positive 
cultural resources and other social protection measures.

The Ministry of Health: Research should be carried out to examine the causes for the persistence 
of demand for services by Traditional Birth Attendants (TBAs), with a view to the potential use 
of trained and certified TBAs as important providers of reproductive health education.

4. Re-education and dissemination 

Cultural institutions need to re-educate their constituencies about the existence and significance 
of the positive cultural values, norms and practices, as identified by this project, that can 
facilitate the reduction of VAWG and other rights abuses, as well as the role of traditional 
justice systems. Starting with the family units, there is a need to help people appreciate 
shared communal values and livelihood, as enshrined in culture, emphasising that the sense 
and practice of communalism provides a safety-net against VAWG and SRHR abuses, and 
offers cheap and effective avenues for resolution of conflicts in a reconciliatory manner. 

They should also widely publicise the positive cultural practices and values described in this 
report to the youth, to raise awareness and appreciation. “Culturally aware” messages can be 
disseminated via educational establishments; cross-generational dialogues can be organised 
and cultural exhibitions held.
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International and national players in global development also need to partner with cultural 
institutions to integrate or incorporate culturally appropriate models that create positive 
change, such as the socialising models of the ekisaakate in Buganda, the ekigangu in Busoga 
and the ekikaali kya nyina omukama in Tooro, with an accent on boys and their culturally-
defined roles of family protection and care. The Alur kingdom’s kura matira project provides 
an opportunity in this respect.

Cultural groups or clubs in educational institutions (or equivalent) should include sessions on 
cultural resources for tackling VAWG and SRHR abuses in their work with youth.

Cultural institutions, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development, and development partners: these need to promote “cultural literature”, with 
its idioms and positive practices through booklets and films for the youth; appropriate cultural 
education in schools should also be actively promoted, in line with Government’s proposed 
strategy for reproductive health education.

5. Tackling cultural values and practices with negative consequences

Cultural leaders: Cultural leaders need to reflect on the aspects of culture that are considered 
to have a negative impact on VAWG, SRHR and to be encouraged to reform them in line 
with national and international human rights standards. They need to be given the necessary 
knowledge and confidence to call regular clan meetings, engage and influence their people, 
as well as to train them on gender issues, and relevant laws and regulations.

“Cultural re-engineering”: the practice of widow inheritance which has been re-engineered in 
many locations after the HIV/AIDS pandemic to retain its symbolic and socially useful elements 
(support to the welfare of orphans, identification of a guardian to protect the rights of the 
family, etc.) while prohibiting its harmful practices - such as forced sexual relations - provides 
an example of useful evolution. Wherever possible and necessary, one should therefore aim 
at ‘new cultures’ that find their foundation in what people already know. 

6. Support to cultural institutions. 

Local governments and development partners: During all the research stages, the cultural 
leaders met showed an enduring interest in their culture. Apex cultural institutions and their 
outreach structures - that have supported people in dealing with issues of VAWG for years - 
and in view of the respect in which they are held and the influence they command, have an 
important role to play in sensitising communities on positive and negative cultures relevant 
to VAWG and other ills. Their influence is however curtailed by their limited political mandate 
and considerable capacity gaps.

Local governments and development partners should therefore train, support and actively seek 
the active collaboration of cultural institutions in designing and implementing development 
initiatives, thus enhancing the sustainability and ownership of any intervention. Clan leaders 
for instance need to be helped to utilise positive cultural resources (for example promoting 
relevant values and practices and making pronouncements on child marriages) and desist 
from negative practices, e.g. corporal punishments. 

Cultural institutions that apply cultural resources to facilitate the promotion of SRHR of women 
and girls, access to justice and the mitigation of VAWG need to be accorded recognition by 
signing Memoranda of Understanding with partners working on similar issues, including local 
governments.
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Strategic guidelines/policy pronouncements were developed in 2015 by cultural institutions, 
with support from UNFPA, UNAIDS & UNESCO, following research that revealed that socio-
cultural practices and values impact (mostly negatively) on HIV/AIDS prevention, maternal ill 
health and gender-based violence. 

Based on the assumption that apex cultural institutions can provide conduits for appropriate 
interventions, the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development facilitated these institutions 
to develop policy statements, to make commitments, and to formulate strategic guidelines to 
assist them in addressing socio-cultural practices, values and norms impacting on the three 
thematic areas of HIV/AIDS, gender-based violence, and maternal health.

Cultural leaders in the kingdom asserted that it had been unable to implement the guidelines 
because of limited funding. The kingdom had however been able to implement activities that 
address issues linked to VAWG through other interventions, including the pronouncement made 
by the King on child marriage, and the King’s advice to his chiefs to implement this pronouncement 
in their chiefdoms. These other initiatives include:

•	 The Alur kingdom, in partnership with Ker-kwaro Acholi, Busoga, Buganda and Bunyoro, 
developed a strategy for children and women’s emancipation using cultural values that 
are translated into different local languages for the different cultural institutions involved 
in the project, pointing out acceptable behaviours in the community. In the Alur kingdom, 
acceptable behaviour is translated as kura matira, which is the name of the project. The 
project is being implemented in collaboration the Nnabagereka Foundation. 

•	 In partnership with the Land Equity Movement in Uganda-LEMU, the kingdom has been 
able to clarify land-related issues in the community and to protect women against land 
grabbing by taking a lead in mediation, using LEMU’s guide book guide in handling 
customary land administration.

•	 The Kingdom has also partnered with the Participatory Ecological Land Use Management 
Association (PELUM) in a project to promote spousal consent when there is a land 
transaction. The consent entails obtaining the wife’s signature, the assent of the children 
- especially girls - and an acknowledgement by the Kingdom. 

•	 Under a project of the International Coalition of Women in East Africa - ICWEA, funded 
by Global Health and which focuses on linking HIV/AIDS to gender-based violence issues, 
cultural leaders in the Kingdom were trained during a workshop that involved women, 
men and chiefs. This intervention is geared towards addressing gender-based violence 
by cultural leaders, since research findings that was carried out in West-Nile by ICWEA 
pointed to an increased level of HIV/AIDS in the region due to increase cases of gender-
based violence.

The Alur Kingdom has therefore not been in a position to directly implement the strategic 
guidelines because of financial difficulties. Some of the activities informed by the guidelines 
were however implemented through different organisations that partnered with it. 

Annex 
Assessment of the Strategic Guidelines on addressing socio-cultural norms, 
practices and values that impact on HIV AIDS prevention, maternal ill-health and 
gender-based violence in Alur
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