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Preface
The Karamojong people have a rich cultural heritage which not only defines their cultural identity
according to their hereditary generational age-sets, but includes well-established structures
and systems that ensure social order and cohesion in their communities. There is a high value
attached to justice, truth and discipline enforced by traditional practices and principles. The
people of Karamoja also have a well-preserved way of life exhibited in the architecture of their
houses, language, traditional knowledge and skills associated with pastoralism, traditional dress,
medicines and food.
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 principle
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.
In this research, which took place in Moroto and Napak districts, the culturally-informed perceptions
of gender relations and roles, sexual reproductive health as well as access to justice by women
and girls in Karamoja was explored. The values, principles, norms and traditional practices that
inform the worldviews of the people 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. As detailed in the following sections, we also look forward to utilising the research
findings and contributing 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
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Executive Summary
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
contexts 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 ); (ii) promoting sexual reproductive
health rights (SRHR) in Uganda; and (iii) enhancing women’s and girls’ access to justice. This
report presents findings arising from research undertaken in Karamoja.
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 Karamojong communities and their structures 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 peaceful and
inclusive societies, with access to justice for all.
The research also sought to establish whether cultural leaders in Karamoja have implemented
interventions and policy statements in this regard as agreed on with the Ministry of Gender,
Labour and Social Development in 2010, 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.
Using qualitative methods such as focus group discussions and key informant interviews, the
study found that there is a vibrant existence of, and strong belief in, cultural practices, values
and norms that can enable women and girls access justice, as well as protect them from violence,
and from sexual and reproductive health and rights abuses, while other practices and norms can
however contribute to abuses and to violence.
With regard to VAWG, cultural values, such as honesty, trustworthiness, peace, love and justice
are relevant and are promoted through idioms, proverbs and through cultural education, mostly
taking place around the ekeno, the fire place for mothers and girls, and the aperit, the fire place
where men and boys gather in the evening. The Karamojong traditional attire is important to
protect women and girls against violence as they identify a particular clan to which the wearer
belongs and reminds any wrongdoer that clan mates are potentially ready to defend the person.
These values and practices are however waning in urban locations.
Various marriage practices also contribute to controlling VAWG – including background checks
to ensure that a girl does not end up in a violent marriage relationship, and the payment of bride
price which constitutes an important element of the Karamojong customary marriage. Both men
Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link? v

and women participants thought the practice of bride price necessary for bestowing respect and
dignity to married women. There are limitations, however: on the one hand, background checks
are no longer uniformly carried out, since youth increasingly co-habit and, on the other, bride
price can be seen as aggravating VAWG, when it leads to the perception that the woman was
paid for, belongs to the man and therefore has no decision-making power.
Other relevant practices, polygamy and widow inheritance, can similarly be seen from two
different perspectives. On the one hand, polygamy expands the family lineage and allows a
woman who cannot produce a son to see a co-wife take up the responsibility. On the other hand,
it contributes to gender inequality and loss of dignity, to physical and non-physical violence and
to reproductive ill-health. As for widow inheritance, while the practice can afford the widow
and her children care and protection, the practice legitimises multiple simultaneous sexual
partnerships, with all the risks of VAWG and ill-health that this implies.
Finally, customary land tenure was pointed out as a source of security for women, whose right of
access is however now under threat as the traditional value attached to customary land is waning,
especially among the youths, with the introduction of a cash economy and of individual land
ownership (which turns it into a sellable commodity). This can leave families with no opportunity
to grow food and spurs VAWG.
With regard to sexual and reproductive health and rights, it was noted that virginity plays
a prominent role in addressing teenage pregnancy and HIV/AIDS infection among the youths,
although this value is no longer much adhered to urban areas.
When pregnant, women relocate to their natal homes. An experienced mother or mother in-law
can then mentor new mothers and guide them into managing their pregnancy well, and risks of
VAWG are minimised. Participants reported that relocating contributes to family planning among
Karamojong women. The traditional birth attendants’ (TBAs) caring approach and their social
and emotional closeness to the community were seen to create loyalty and understanding which
is highly appreciated by women. Medicinal plants also offer an important cultural resource for
pregnant women, while some traditional foods help to nurture a pregnancy and to ensure good
nutrition for the young mother and her baby.
Despite the legal provisions and other interventions against FGM, the practice is still prevalent
among the Tepeth. Findings suggest that measures by practitioners to prevent tetanus, HIV/
AIDS and haemorrhaging are rarely taken up. The prevalence of this practice reflects a reluctance
to break away from traditional beliefs, especially among elderly family members, revealing the
status that FGM bestows on the victims and its perception as a prerequisite for marriage. Such
reluctance clearly exposes women and girls to SRHR abuses.
Concerning access to justice, it was observed that a notion of justice that emphasises
reconciliation (rather than retribution) is still widely held in Karamoja. In private, Karamojong
women have influence and contribute to decision making by engaging their male relatives.
Women described how groups of them could use their sacred tree (akiwor) to perform their ritual
initiation. After this, they could advocate for the needs of fellow women, in any case of violence.
This practice is however said to have significantly reduced.
The family also provides an important space to settle domestic disputes. Mothers-in-law handle
issues of violence and have the responsibility of chastising their sons, if they are perpetrators.
vi
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Sanctions help to deter men from meting out violence on their spouses. The clan-based court of
the Karamojong or akeriket is also effective if a family has failed to resolve a matter, such as of
VAWG. A perpetrator can be fined and the use of cows as fines acts as a strong deterrent. The
process is also characterised by truth telling. Curses are spelt by the elders where truth is not
forthcoming.
The traditional system thus still plays a significant role in dispensing justice, by fostering direct
engagement between the disputing parties, and using reformative and corrective measures.
Drawbacks include, in cases of VAWG and SRHR abuses, disregarding the effects on a victim,
as when a perpetrator confesses and is pardoned, or when the case is ignored for the sake of
community harmony. Further, the traditional justice system follows culturally-informed values and
procedures which might not be aligned with formal legal provisions.
Overall, participants were able to identify cultural resources that are relevant to the fight against
VAWG, abuses of SRHR and to afford better access to justice for women and girls. Some of these
resources are still widely drawn upon, while others are no longer acceptable or were more vibrant
in the past.
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 / pronouncements
on addressing socio-cultural norms, practices and values that impact on HIV AIDS prevention,
maternal ill-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.
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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.
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. Reviving the Akiwor would enhance the capacity of
women to manage and advocate for issues affecting them, especially in relation to violence,
through their local initiatives. Women can use these and other mechanisms when formal
justice mechanisms are not readily available and accessible, especially when truth-telling is a
prerequisite in the justice process.
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). Respondents suggested that
women and girls should continue wearing their traditional attire, thanks to which an individual
can easily be supported in a situation of violence.
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.
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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), with an accent on boys
and their culturally-defined roles of family protection and care.
Culture 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: 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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1. Introduction
Uganda has well over 20 major cultural institutions (with 16 whose leaders are officially recognised1
and with different degrees of legitimacy) whose norms, values, beliefs and practices impact
positively and negatively on women’s socio-economic status and ability to exercise their human
and sexual reproductive health and rights. Cultural leaders, whether officially listed or not, 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.
Working in partnership and support from UN Women together with the government of Sweden,
and with the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development, the Cross-Cultural Foundation
of Uganda (CCFU) has embarked on a project to be implemented in the six cultural contexts
of the Acholi Ker Kwaro, Alur Kingdom, Buganda Kingdom, Busoga Kingdom, Karamoja and
Tooro Kingdom, with the aim of harnessing their specific and cross-cutting cultural resources to
contribute towards: (i) ending violence against women and girls in Uganda; (ii) promoting sexual
reproductive health rights and (iii) enhancing women and girls’ access to justice.
The research presented here is situated in a 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 in
Uganda. 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, behaviours
and practices – particularly discriminatory gender norms and inequitable power relations between
women and men – lead to VAWG and 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. The same report indicates that defilement
and domestic violence as second and third topmost reported cases, a situation confirmed by the
Uganda Human Rights Commission Report in 2018.
Representing the Iteso Cultural Union, Obukama bwa Tooro, Obukama bwa Bunyoro Ker Kwaro Acholi, Tieng Adhola, Lango Cultural Foundation,
Obukama bwa Buruuli, Obwakamuswaga bwa Kooki, Ker Alur, Obusinga bwa Rwenzururu, Inzu ya Masaaba, Obwa Kyabazinga bwa Busoga, Obwa
Kabaka bwa Buganda, Obwa Ikumbania bwa Bugwere, Obudhingiya bwa Bwamba, Obwenengo bwa Bugwe.

1
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Many cases of VAWG moreover go unreported to formal institutions for reasons ranging from
inaccessibility in terms of geographical distance, to the use of English and the 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).
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. 33% of Ugandan women giving birth before 18 years (Loaiza & Liang 2013 cited in Renzaho,
Kamara, Georgeous & Kamanga (2017). Studies (see Ibid.) have critiqued the Uganda national
adolescent health policy for failing to streamline adolescent health issues into the development
process. 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 that 80% of Ugandan rural
women prefer TBAs to skilled health care service providers and 10% of them delivered with their
support (Kabayambi, 2014).
Very few (if any) of the development interventions indeed 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 abuses
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 often
that culture can only be considered as 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.
The Cross-Cultural Foundation of Uganda (CCFU), a local non-governmental organisation (NGO),
promotes the recognition of ‘culture’ as vital for human development that responds to our national
identity and diversity. Culture, in this sense, is defined as “a constantly changing set of values,
identities, traditions and aspirations that govern the way we relate as individuals, communities
and nations”. Thus, it becomes central to our well-being and to define the ‘ideal’ society we seek.
Culture can consequently be harnessed to bring about social and economic transformation. CCFU
has therefore positioned itself to act as a catalyst to promote an understanding of development,
as seen through “cultural lenses”.
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This study thus broadly set out to better document and understand cultural resources that may
enhance (or hinder) the rights of women and girls to an environment free from violence, from
sexual and reproductive health and rights abuses, and with accessible 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 (CCFU, 2017) and Lango (CCFU, 2019). The information was obtained
from narratives of the beliefs, practices, myths, proverbs, institutions and lived experiences of
cultural resource persons’ way of life.
This report presents the findings from the cultural community of the Karamojong in north-eastern
Uganda.
It is a first step in this project endeavour and is meant to provide information that can aid
programming as well as influence decision-making and policy directions on matters relating to
culture and its significance in relation to VAWG, abuses of SRHR and access to justice.

3
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2. Review of the Literature
a.

Culture and indigenous knowledge

Anthropologists commonly use the term “culture” to refer to a society or group in which people
live and think in the same ways (Raday, 2014). Adam (1999) cited in Raday (2014) 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 shapes and determines the good, the bad and the ugly
that culturally situated individuals adhere to (Prah 2001, 97).
Miller and Havenkort (2006) maintain that despite obvious differences between the regions and
ethnic groups on the vast African continent, one can identify common elements in the way African
people see themselves, and in the way they know and organise themselves: their religions,
relationships to nature, notions of time, artistic expressions, leadership, ethnic organisations and
worldview. According to Prah (2001), 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” (Prah 2001, 96). 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 many other cultural contexts. Biocultural 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 2001).
Such an understanding is reflected in the right to express and enjoy one’s culture, as enshrined
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 27 and, in Uganda, by the National Cultural
Policy of 2006, although this right can neither 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 Karimojong and their culture

Pastoralism is the dominant economic livelihood for the Karamojong and its viability is dependent
upon the availability of natural resources. (Kakande, 2007). Cattle among the Karamojong are an
extremely valued resource, a symbol of wealth and are used to fine individuals and families for
offenses committed, for marriage and for sacrifice (Novelli 1988). The colonial administration
disrupted the Karimojong lifestyle and livelihood which was based on mobility, requiring pastoralists
to stay in permanent settlements. It is reported that Karimojong staged resistance to this policy
but the colonial government enforced it through heavy military deployment (Ocan and Ocan
Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link? 4

1994). It has also been argued that it is the forceful permanent settlements that eventually led the
people of Karamoja to begin (and/ or enhance) the practice of raiding cattle (Apaloryonokodos,
Apakaetokos and Adingili 2019). The Colonial government did not devote substantial resources
into Karamoja though: it was instead largely reserved as a ‘human zoo’ (Cisternino, 1979; Czuba
2011)
The Karamojong do not have a centralised authority and decision-making structure, but are
traditionally led by their elders. Traditional justice institutions such as the akeriket, or sacred
assembly, consist of elders. The elders’ orders are then carried out by the karachuna, or male
youth (Mutengesa and Hendrickson, 2008:55).
The Council of Elders
consists of 3 hereditary
generational age-sets in the
leadership hierarchy: the
mountain (Nyimoru); the
gazelles (Ngigete); and the
rats (Ngidoi). Each of the
age-sets has four clusters
which consist of four
consecutive
generations.
It is not until all the four
generations have taken
up leadership and have
either started showing
signs of getting tired to
rule or unable to address
community issues, that
the community advises a
leadership shift to the next
cluster. Power transitioning
is a democratic process,
with the Gazelles now ruling
(having taken over from the
Mountains in 2010). This
Livestock provides an essential dimension of the economy and culture
social organisation system
of the Karamajong; Photo: CCFU
allows different groups
and individuals to avail
themselves at any time and at any place to meet the various eventualities of life. The elders
nevertheless hold the decisive power and the younger ‘warriors’ follow their decisions.
Land is generally held under customary tenure, which guarantees access through kinship as
it belongs to the clan (Owaraga 2012). Individual ownership of land is a new phenomenon. A
Karimajong woman is allocated land and a cow to enable her to feed herself and her children
as soon as she gets married. Additional animals may be given to the woman depending on the
number of animals available and as the number of children increases (Mkutu, 2008). A woman has
rights to cultivate as much land as she wants at any time and the produce of the garden is hers to
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use as she wishes (Mkutu, 2008). The version elaborated by Apaloryonokodos, Apakaetokos and
Adingili (2019) indicates that women in Karamoja own land just as men do. Women own family
land, and once they get married, the land is named after them and this land may not be sold
but remains customary for continuity. While men own cattle, (the woman has no powers to sell
without her husband’s permission), the cows are hers to milk (Mkutu, 2008). However, it has been
pointed out that the fact that a woman cannot sell cows without permission means subordination
and lack of rights (Mkutu, 2008). People of Karamoja have until recently not been interested in
cash income: their lives rotated around animals, particularly cows.
The 2011 Demographic and Health Survey 2011 presents some unexpected findings (UBOS 2011)
which shows that women have more control over their earnings than women elsewhere in Uganda
(68 per cent versus an average of 52 per cent; p. 219). The survey also reveals that Karamojong
husbands are less controlling than men from other regions (p.253) (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro
(2015)
The literature also expresses the notion that women in Karamoja have no rights because they are
not appointed to take part in the akeriket (Care International 2012; Czuba July 2012; Ayoo et al.,
2012). A women-only space, the akiwor can however provide women with status, solidarity, the
right to perform certain traditional ceremonies, and where cases of violence are addressed. Thus,
women have power in their own way (Mkutu, 2008). Indeed, Knighton, (2017) writes of women in
Karamoja having strong spiritual quality and divine connection with God.
While Karamojong culture has proved extraordinarily resilient and resistant to external change,
today a social break-down is experienced, where the elders no longer wield the power they used
to have and where the traditional communal culture has been severely degraded (Branch, 2014).
The youth have little opportunity to learn about their history or culture even when there are
efforts to revive the traditional justice mechanisms (Branch, 2014)

c.

Violence against women and girls in Karamoja

A study conducted by Care international reports that women and girls are predominantly
vulnerable to poverty and deprivation and they face the highest risk of discrimination and social
exclusion due to cultural biases and attitudes, as well as cattle rustling which disproportionately
affects women and girls. The report further reports that VAWG is commonly underreported
in an oppressive patriarchal society like Karamoja which devalues women’s worth. The study
reports incidences of gender-based violence in Moroto, including rape and sexual assault which
commonly happen when women go to the bush in search of natural resources (Care International
2012). Violence is also reported in the form of female genital mutilation (FGM – see below).
Bride-wealth has been identified as a significant contributor to violence against women (Ayoo et
al., 2012; Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro, 2015). Because of bride-wealth, women are regarded as
property, overworked and oppressed. For example, on return from work (raiding or looking after
cattle) some men stubbornly leave their weapons and shoes outside the house for a woman to
pick and keep. If women fail to perform this duty or if the weapons get misplaced, women are
beaten. Culturally, the woman has been the keeper of the man’s weapon (for safety) as well as
taking off the man’s shoes.
Ogbu’s (1978) study of sixty societies in Africa including Karamoja however criticises the school
of thought that identifies bride wealth as a basis for gender-based violence. Thus, by legitimating
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marriage, bride wealth payment functions to enhance, not to diminish, the status of African
women. Bride wealth elevates the man to the status of a husband and the woman to the status
of a wife but not one over the other (Ibid, 1978). Mkutu (2008) indeed points out to problems
of half-marriage (half or no bride wealth paid) whereby such women cannot be respected and
recognised as someone’s wife. Such disrespect emanates from both community and husband, as
such a marriage is not considered secure.
Data from Karamoja regarding violence against women is quite complex. Mkutu (2008) mentions
a Catholic father who stated that in Karamoja they had not yet experienced a many cases of
domestic violence. His assumption was that it is likely they were not aware of it. Relatedly,
Karamojong women do not seem to be subservient in their attitudes and behaviour towards
men (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro (2015). This seems to rhyme with the 2011 Demographic and
Health Survey (IBOS 2011) which shows that Karamojong women do not accept violence like
battering for burning food; neglecting their children; or refusing to have sexual intercourse with
their husbands. The study reports that none of the participants in the study remembered any
cases where the in-laws drive a widow off her land following her husband’s death and there was
a general agreement that it is unlikely to happen (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro (2015). The same
study shows that all the respondents associated domestic violence with lack of food: when there
was peace and plenty of food there was no conflict in households.

d.

Gender and sexual reproductive health rights in Karamoja

Sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) broadly applies the concept of human rights to
sexuality and reproduction A human rights framework emphasises access to information to allow
individual freedom of choice with respect to: deciding whether to be sexually active or not; the
pursuit of a 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 2015 Resilience Context Analysis found that 49% of women in Karamoja married before the
age of 18 and 15% married before age 15. Limited access to contraceptives, education gaps for
youth and a lack of trained staff to address young people’s reproductive health needs result in
unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, defilement, rape and substance abuse
(Atuyambe et al., 2015; Kemigisha et al., 2018).
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is only practiced by a minority of ethnic groups in Uganda,
including the Tepeth in Karamoja. Nationally, the rate of FGM increased from 0.6% in 2006 to
1.4% in 2011 (UBOS 2006, 2011). There are regional variations in prevalence with the highest
rates occurring in Karamoja (4.5%) (DHS, 2011), where there has also been a history of intervention
against FGM. Ochen et al. (2017) report that the beneficiaries from FGM involving elderly women
and other cultural leaders present it as a cultural practice to legitimise it and shield it from legal
and other forms of opposition. Since the 2010 anti-FGM Act, the practice has gone underground,
making it challenging to collect accurate data and to enforce the law (Country Profile 2013).
The practice is traumatic and can lead to severe injuries (Country Profile 2013). Long-term
consequences can include recurrent bladder and urinary tract infections; cysts; infertility; an
increased risk of childbirth complications and still births, and the need for later surgeries. Not
only does FGM increase the risk of birth complications, women with FGM are frightened from

7

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

seeking medical care because they prefer to keep this secret from health providers given that
FGM is illegal and that perpetrators can be arrested (Jacobson 2016).
Access to health care in Karamoja is still problematic. While some government hospitals provide
free services, they are poorly equipped. Women have to travel long distances and there are
other costs involved, for example tipping health workers to provide care. As health workers tend
to be from the Teso (hostile to Karamoja), they are also reported to mistreat Karimojong women
(Sundal, 2012). According to the same study, the medical staff said that local people rarely used
the maternity ward, but instead preferred to deliver their babies at home. Karimojong women
reported that visiting health centres required them to remove their cultural identity, for example
by dressing in western-style clothes, removing their neck and waist beads and abstaining from
smearing with ghee a few days beforehand. Failing to do so, they said, they would be sent away.
Although Karimojong healers readily accept and incorporate Western medicine into their
curative medicine, the modern healthcare system has not fully welcomed Karimojong indigenous
medicine as a viable therapeutic strategy (Sundal, 2012). Mothers explained how health workers
verbally and, at times, physically abused them because they used indigenous medicine before
seeking biomedical care. The Karimojong report that indigenous treatment is reliable because
even if the sickness falls at night they can easily treat it. Financial and convenience factors thus
influence mothers’ reliance on medicinal plants, whose spiritual dimension is also important.
Traditional healers are involved in resolving potential threats and misfortunes. Healers can be
men or women, practising as seers, diviners, herbalists, prophets or midwives and participating in
a variety of healing activities. When they realise that the situation requires a biomedical approach,
they regularly recommend the patient to the hospital (Sundal 2012).
Young girls and women in Karamoja appear to have certain rights over their bodies and choice
of partner. For example, in courtship it seems normal for a girl to juggle between up to about
25 suitors at a time as she tries to understand the suitors’ characters and eventually make her
choice (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro: 2015). In the same study, more than half the married women
interviewed had married men of their choice (with parental approval). However, it is also reported
that some girls had been forced by their parents to marry or had been coerced into marriage
following courtship rape (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro 2015). Another example of young women
exercising their agency is reported by (Mkutu, 2008): women nag men and encourage them to
raid cattle. Here is what they say “….women encourage raids because all their peers are fully
married, and they would tell the man: why are you still sitting here? Go for raids and marry me.”
(Mkutu, 2008).
The family is an important socialising agent for the child, where not only the father and mother
played complementary roles to support the child’s upbringing, but the community as well (Ajok
2017). Such upbringing influences the child’s physical, mental, moral and social development.
Any disruption that destabilises the parental role of both parents and family impacts negatively
on the lives of children and this impact shows through to adult life (Mabuza et al 2014; Ajok 2017).

e.

Culture and access to justice

Traditional/cultural institutions wield influence in causing change in Uganda, including policy
implementation, elimination of harmful cultural practices, and in attitudes that can enable women
access justice and human rights (Quinn 2014). Research has shown that “customary practices”
“remain a valued mechanism through which justice is sought in many parts of the country” even
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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).
The collapse of traditional values and social harmony, the disappearance of ritual practices that
ensured such harmony, and the loss of authority among elders and other traditional leaders has
however been pointed out as the root cause of violence and conflicts in societies where ‘being
human’ was the philosophy of life (Branch, 2014). Traditional communal values inform practices
that societies have used for thousands of years in resolving conflicts. With such values, when one
commits an offence against another, the assumption is that something has gone wrong with such
a person. And if this is so, the rest of the community cannot be at peace. It becomes the interest
of the neighbours to assist and get back to humanity (ubuntu) (Quinn, 2007).
Muhereza et al (2008:1) argue that formal justice systems have been largely ineffective in Karamoja
because of the challenges posed by ‘significant structural, financial and logistical constraints and
insecurity due to armed conflicts. Further, the principles of formal justice indeed do not easily
resonate with Karamojong culture. This can be explained by the types of offences, the identity of
offenders (conceived as the families, clans, and/or age-sets) as well as the justice system which
involves compensation and punishment of culprits (Hopwood, Porter, Nangiro 2015).
The majority of Karamojong who live outside towns (almost 95%) thus rely on traditional systems
(Muhereza et al 2008) They are organised in villages that have a common court area (ekitoe/etem)
through which all the villagers subscribe to social cohesion and to a common identity of their area.
The justice system is a progressive process commencing with meetings right from family level
called ekeno; clan and community level (ekokuwa) and the supreme elders’ council (akeriket).
In principle, this approach is highly consultative, evidence based, participatory, gradual and
aimed at creating reconciliation and rehabilitation among the affected parties (Apaloryonokodos,
Apakaetokos, and Adingili 2019)
The akeriket is a sacred place only attended by the initiated male members of the community.
The traditional customs were maintained through spirituality without which culture would have
been substantially affected by British influence (Branch, 2014). This is where ceremonies like
initiation, offering sacrifices, thanksgiving rites, prayers for the divine intervention, reconciliations,
settlements of homesteads, movement of livestock takes place. At the same time, the akeriket
acts as the supreme court of justice presided by the council of elders (Novelli 1999, (Quinn, 2014).
The elders have powers to curse the perpetrator, should the perpetrator fail to apologise (Novelli:
1999) and if the elder who spelt the curse dies before revoking it, his clans-mates can revoke it
(Pellerino: 1973). A curse can only be revoked through akidyek which means to plead, and may
only be removed at a request of the victim (Dyson-Hudson: 1966). Cursing has a wide application
among the Karamojong and connotes someone struggling with a force greater than himself that
may only be removed at a request of the victim.
It has however been argued that elders in Karamoja no longer wield power as they did some
generations ago. Ocan and Ocan (1994) state that since the safety of the animals relies on military
prowess, those with the weapons and the authority to command now tend to take decisions.
Peace committees were formed with the help of the NGO Mercy Corps to help resolve conflicts
within communities. This may raise questions regarding the success of a transitional justice
9
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system but elders seem to see generational gaps and odd situations, such as strangers of foreign
organisations teaching old men how to be proper elders (Branch, 2014).
Karamojong culture has inherent practices for dispensing justice to women and girls. Kaye et.al.
affirm that cultural practices such as the “utilisation of family and kinship networks” could help
reduce gendered violence (Kaye et al. 2005, 631). Novelli (1999) lists different systems where
cases of violence are addressed, such as the akiwor - the women’s tree used for ritual initiation
and for advocating for the needs of fellow women if there is any case of violence; the apega,
a tribunal of small groups for addressing complains without the intervention of elders; and the
ebura, a tribunal having elders as judges. Dyson-Hudson (1966), cites examples of violence such
as contested bride wealth and unacknowledged paternity reported at the ebura.
Uganda’s Land Act allows the traditional methods of solving land disputes to continue where land is
owned under customary tenure. Apaloryonokodos, Apakaetokos and Adingili (2019) recommend
a hybrid approach of admitting customary norms, while requiring adherence to constitutional
rights and laws. The Karimojong justice system could therefore be used as “Friend of Court”
to assist in giving relevant and appropriate information (Apaloryonokodos, Apakaetokos and
Adingili 2019).

Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link? 10

3. The Research Exercise
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 SHRH.
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 Karamojong cultural leaders (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 ill-health and Gender-Based Violence in Karamoja. A summary is
provided in the appendix.

b.

Methodology

Research design. An exploratory research design benefitting from a Participatory Action Research
(PAR) methodology was used, with the intention of turning the respondents most intimately
involved into co-researchers and facilitators.
Research process. The initial research phase included researcher orientation and the
development of interview guides, followed by a literature review. Pre-visits to the research areas
were conducted to identify the interview sites and the key research participants who could not be
identified through desk-research. The research tools that had been developed were also tested.
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Data collection and data validation were then conducted, giving voice to the narratives from the
various stakeholders within the communities and groups interfaced with. Finally, data analysis and
report writing enabled knowledge and practices derived from current and past lived experiences
that have so far been mainly orally communicated and passed on over time to be documented.
Scope of the study. The research examined and assessed whether cultural resources enhanced
(or not) the rights of women and girls and contributed to a violence-free environment. Thus, the
understanding of rights from the community perspective and experience was examined. The
research sites were purposively selected as Moroto and Napak districts, the former as being
culturally diverse, the latter as more culturally rooted.
Data collection methods. The data collection methods included focus group discussions and
key informant interviews:
•

Focus group discussions (FGDs) 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. 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.

•

Key informant interviews were conducted with elders, cultural leaders, government officials,
and personnel of non-governmental and community-based organisations who are wellinformed about available cultural resources in Karamoja communities. The intent of key
informant interviews was to have an understanding of the specific context and nature of
cultural norms, when they apply, among whom, and how interpretations of these norms
protect women from violence. An interview guide was used to facilitate these interviews.

Data analysis. Thematic analysis was used “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting
patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data was read and re-read to identify key
emerging issues; the research team searched relations in the data and made choices to develop
thematic clusters. The research themes were pre-determined and 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, for
example permissions, were sought from the local authorities and from the Chief Administrative
Officer, the Resident District Commissioner and the Community Development Officer in Moroto
district; and from the local council authorities within the villages visited. In Napak, the research
team met the Community Development Officer of Matany sub-county and sought permission to
undertake the research in the sub-county.
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A focus group discussion in Napak District; Photo: CCFU

Research validity. The overall approach maintained a gender balance 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
locations, were also drawn from the rural and, in the case of Moroto, the peri-urban and urban
areas. The research process offered space for, and gave voice to, bottom-up narratives from
these various categories of people in the communities. 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.
The data collected affirms similar findings to some of the literature obtained at the national level
regarding other cultural communities on the thematic areas of VAWG, SRHR abuses and access
to justice. The data obtained during the research was also triangulated with the findings from
different sources such as focus groups, key informants and through a validation workshop to
ascertain the accuracy, consistency and validity of the research information. 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 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.
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4. Cultural Resources in Relation to VAWG
A number of cultural resources were identified by the participants that are relevant to the three
themes of violence against women and girls, sexual and reproductive health and rights, and
access to justice. While there is a degree of overlap between these themes and the corresponding
cultural resources, this section presents those that are especially relevant to VAWG.
Violence against women and girls translates in Ngakarimojong as egurigur alokile ka aberu,
meaning unruly behaviour towards women and girls. Several cultural resources are associated
with VAWG, including values, idioms, cultural education mechanisms for youth, and practices
linked to marriages. These are reviewed in turn.

a.

Cultural values and sanctions

Karamojong culture condemns violence against women in all its forms. The cultural values
enumerated by the participants point to acceptable behaviours characterised by honesty,
obedience, trustworthiness, transparency, hard work, unity, loyalty, peace, accountability,
uprightness, love, justice, and respect for the elders. All these are meant to contribute towards
peaceful co-existence.
These values inform practices that are designed to prevent VAWG and the violation of culturallydefined women’s and girls’ rights at family, clan and ethnic community levels. Elders gave
examples of such violation as beating one’s wife or the mistreatment of children.
During an interview in Moroto, an elder explained that not adhering to cultural values attracts
heavy punishments and fines, including summoning the culprit at the akeriket and being beaten
by energetic youths, a practice known as ameto. According to a discussion with elders in Matany,
fines are commensurate with the violent act committed. Thus, in the extreme case where a woman
is murdered, the perpetrator is fined 60 cows (akiput). If a woman is raped or forcefully taken for
marriage (apogon), the case attracts a fine of not less than 8 cows, levied on the perpetrator.

b.

Idioms and proverbs

Elders stated that an awareness of idioms and songs suppresses temptation that would otherwise
spur unruly behaviours, including actions that may lead to violence, such as wife-beating and
shaming in public.
One such idiom is “Do not beat someone to hurt, but to discipline. Nobody wants to see a
child battered”. A popular song that speaks to this has the words: “Do not want to see scars;
do not make her a slave; you got her smooth”. The saying “Nyejok akiper ahai iryono” (loosely
translated as “it is not good to sleep in a dark house without a wife) indicates that a woman is
perceived as a light, a fire that keeps the family alive. A house without a woman is dead. While
“Nyerae aberu elou ngolo napat, (translated as “a woman is not a piece of cloth”) means a
Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link? 14

woman is not an object or something one can change at will. Other sayings include nyisoloe
aberu kon alobuku (do not shame your wife in public); and Nyikianari akim alodwe (do not show
bad manners in front of children).

c.

The fire place – “ekeno” and “aperit”

Many participants explained that the Karamojong attach a spiritual value to fire and fire places. An
elder from the Karamoja Elders’ Association explained that the Karamojong have two significant
fire places, the ekeno and the aperit, around which cultural values are passed onto young people.
The ekeno is the fire place where women and girl children cook for the family and where mothers
take the opportunity to inculcate moral values to their daughters, the need to respect elders,
and to prepare them for their marital roles and responsibilities. The aperit is the fire place where
men and boys gather in the evening while eating. Moral guidance is passed to the boys by elders
through folklore, songs and stories that depict attributes such as giving, caring for one another,
greed, or selfishness. Youth are also taught the importance of hard-work, respecting elders in the
community, while they are taught their family and clan ancestry, helping them to avoid incest.
Every evening, it is the responsibility of young men to organise the fire-place, collecting the
wood and setting it alight. With the fireplaces, the gender roles and responsibilities of men and
women are clearly delineated, and values and norms to fashion children into responsible adults
are handed down from one generation to the next, not only by parents, but by the wider adult
community.
These days the ekeno is managed by individual mothers rather than a wider family in the manyatta.
The aperit for the boys has continued as boys and men sit around the fire after grazing the animals
and as they wait for food to be served. An elder in Moroto town noted that the aperit is waning
because many young men prefer to leave their homes and congregate with other youths in bars,
drink alcohol and watch films. In towns, some youth perceive the aperit as an outdated practice
and some young people are said to be losing touch with their cultural values. As the traditional
fireplaces go, grooming becomes limited and the transfer of cultural knowledge, skills and values
is replaced with exposure to drivers of violence (alcohol, indecent exposure from films).

d.

Marriage practices

Traditional courtship /engagement. A Karamojong courtship is a lengthy process. The
engagement of a girl can begin as early as when she 10 years old when a boy and his family
express interest in her. Their friendship (without intimacy) is allowed to develop until the girl
is mature (about 20 years) when the actual courtship begins. In the past, as girls went to fetch
firewood or water (often a fair distance from home) or during a cultural dance, the boy interested
in the girl would waylay her and wrestle with her until he succeeded in penetration. Traditionally,
even if a girl was interested in a boy, she would not give herself to him without a fight. Wrestling
was perceived as a test of the girl’s strength to defend herself and of the boy to overpower and
therefore defend her in future. Penetration was an indicator of success and all other boys would
not try to engage her after this act. The girl and her friends who witnessed or were aware of the
outcomes of the fight would tell the girl’s parents. In some instances, a girl living with an aunt
would be deliberately left alone to help the boy come and force the girl to have intercourse. That
evening the boy would go to the girl’s parents’ home, report responsibility for the act and express
his interest in engaging the girl. If the boy’s family was of good social standing, the girl’s parents
15
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would not object and the marriage process would then begin. Should the girl not be interested
in the boy, once raped, she would not open her door for the boy to enter her hut at night, even
if her parents liked the boy and were impressed by his family. If however, the girl fell pregnant as
a result of the rape, the families would have to meet, and often the girl accepted marriage to the
boy to save her reputation.
Today, the traditional courtship practice has changed. A group of boys may forcefully take a girl
for a week, on behalf of one of the boys. During this time she is raped by that boy, even violently.
The girl’s brothers then search for their sister and forcefully raid the manyatta of that family. This
act forces the families to meet and discuss the matter. In some cases, to avoid shame, and if the
families accept, she will stay with the boy and the formal process of paying dowry begins. In some
cases, the girl’s parents and elders may insist that their daughter has been defiled and demand
to be compensated (8 cows) as the girl is returned.
There are many forced and short term marriages these days, as traditional courtship is marred by
alcohol abuse, resulting in outright rape. Because of insecurity, courtship dances are no longer
performed at night, and youth have resorted to identifying partners after Sunday prayers when
they form groups, sing and dance. People have learnt that rape is a criminal offense and are
concerned about the spread of HIV/AIDS. If a girl does not love the boy, the rape is nowadays
reported to the LCs and to the Police. If they love each other, they are encouraged to undergo
medical tests and to proceed with the marriage.
Background scrutiny for couples intending to marry. Elders met in Nadunget explained that
a background scrutiny is undertaken before marriage to scrutinise the family and clan traits of
both bride or groom. During courtship, men identify hardworking women, as validated by family
members and elders who know them well and assess their ability to pay bride price. A marriage
may not take place if the scrutiny reveals cases of wizardry, brutality, abuse or volatile temper
that may expose a girl or woman to violence, as determined by the elders. By so doing, the girls’
families are able to safeguard their daughters from violence.
If the boy is found acceptable, the girl leaves the family home and prepares a separate hut where
the boy may visit her at night in her father’s manyatta. Upon her first pregnancy, when the girl is 6
to 8 months pregnant, the boy and his family are required to “pay for the womb” (ekichul) which
includes 4 cows, 10 goats, and 1 big ram (lomutu) for the grandmother. Payment of these items
shows that the young man is now an in-law. This payment is followed by the dowry to formally
marry the girl. Its size (5-10 cows or more) depends on the negotiations between the two parents.
It may be paid over time – even after children and grandchildren are born. Once the dowry is
fully paid, payment of a bull and a cow will be made to conclude the marriage. Without these
payments a man has no rights over his children.
Elders noted that this practice is waning because girls increasingly meet their potential husbands
at school or at work in the city. They then no longer involve elders in finding out about each other’s
family, they may start co-habiting and even marry without a customary marriage. Elders also
expressed concern about inter-ethnic marriages, where Karamojong girls elope with businessmen
from other ethnic groups. In such cases, women are unable to consult family members who can
support them and mediate with their marriage concerns, making them vulnerable to violence.
Respondents concluded that it is therefore important for couples intending to get married to
undertake the background scrutiny process as a prerequisite of their marriage, and to avert
possible VAWG in future.

Promoting Women’s and Girls’ Rights: Is Culture the Missing Link? 16

Bride price. The payment of bride price constitutes an important element of the Karamojong
customary marriage. An elder thus pointed out that no form of marriage is recognised if a bride
price has not been paid, regardless of any legal stipulation. He further noted that the numbers
of goats, sheep or cattle required is approximately 100, although participants in Nadunget
noted that, because of a general lack of cattle, this number is nowadays negotiable. Among the
Karamojong, marriage is therefore not individualised: clan members and relatives of the groom
contribute. According to most respondents, including women, a customary marriage that involves
the payment of bride price implies respect and acceptance of the bride by the groom’s family and
the beginning of a new relationship between the two families. Bride price, in the words of another
respondent is “a privilege for the women” who, in the face of violence, she can get support from
in-laws. Such a sign of appreciation to the girl’s parents is motivated by the traditional belief
that, ngapesut inges eyaumiyete ebariloka (“it is from a girl that people eat through marriage”)
– implying that when girls get married, they bring wealth home in the form of cattle, which their
brothers can in turn use for marrying their wives.
Bride price is therefore seen to align with the communal nature of society. Both men and women
participants thought the practice of bride price is necessary for achieving a desired femininity,
and for bestowing respect and dignity in marriage to women, while men viewed it as a necessary
condition for male identity in society. Failure to pay bride price would, in their view, greatly
undermine their identity and dominance in marriage, as well as in the community.
The payment of bride price was however also seen by some respondents as aggravating VAWG.
Thus, an informant with MIFUMI, a gender-focused organisation, lamented that most families
in Karamoja, especially the uneducated families, perceive girls as a source of bride price and
therefore wealth, leading to teenage marriages. In addition, the sub-county chief of Matany
noted that many women are trapped in unhappy relationships because culturally, for a woman to
leave her marriage, her family must return the bride price, a condition that often leads to much
violence against married women. Further, women leaving their marital homes are likely to be
turned away from their natal homes if their families are unable to repay the bride-price and to be
socially stigmatised. Another elder however pointed out that not all clans in Karamoja (Ngilobal,
Nginne among others) subscribe to the practice of bride price refund, for fear of misfortune,
especially in a marriage with children or when the marriage has lasted for long. In such cases, any
child remains with the man and any child the woman may have after the divorce will belong to
her ‘original’ husband. Although this is an exceptional case, the fact that there exists a clan that
does not accept the refund of bride price provides an entry point for modification in line with the
Marriage Bill, to serve as an example for other clans and to encourage changes in the practice.
At the time of divorce or separation, a divorced woman or man may intone songs that express
displeasure about their social and sexual relations, usually using obscene words with the husband
calling the in-laws to take back their daughter and the woman expressing her dissatisfaction with
the man’s performance and capacity. In some instances, a young girl forced to marry an elderly
man may sing vulgar songs to the parents and the man about his inability to perform sexually, to
produce children or to express displeasure with his physical appearance.
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e.

Polygamy

All marriages in Karamojong culture are potentially polygamous, as confirmed by most participants
in the study. An elder in a focus group discussion explained that, in such a marriage, the first wife
takes primacy over the subsequent ones, especially while presiding over cultural ceremonies that
include the apportioning of meat when a cow is slaughtered. A female participant reported that
a man must seek consent from the first wife to marry again. Polygamy is however the source of
most conflicts in the home if a husband favours one wife over others. If a woman feels sexually
neglected, this may cause tension and even violence. The elders and other women then intervene
to establish the reason for neglect and to caution the man against it. They also assess whether the
aggrieved wife has provisions such as livestock, land and a granary. If all these are in place, they
will investigate the character and behaviour of the woman to establish the cause of neglect and
violence, and may refer the issue to the Council of Elders.
Participants noted that polygamy expands the family lineage. Thus, as a male elder in Nadunget
explained that, when a woman fails to give birth, her husband marries another wife. Male children
are valued because they will eventually marry and expand the clan lineage. Their children provide
a support system in the family, especially for the grandparents in their old age. Another male
participant noted that a marriage without a son is a marriage to be pitied, thus the derogatory
name given to such families, “ekalkirion” (“a dark home”). If a subsequent wife gives birth to
male children, one of them is designated to support the first wife and, when the designated son
is ready for marriage, the first wife supports his marriage, including giving him cows. As reflected
in the ekalkirion label, such practice reflects a woman’s greatest fear, the inability to bear children,
especially boys, which may be accompanied by emotional violence and feelings of inadequacy.
Women interviewed in Moroto town for instance stated that polygamous marriages result in
husbands having to divide their attention, especially among younger wives, and their resources
amongst several women, which results in constant sexually transmitted infections. Further, with
the first wife usually vested with the authority to preside over cultural ceremonies that enhance her
status, the other wives are treated as less valuable in marriage, thus causing division and violence
between them. On the other hand, some respondents stated that fighting and quarrelling between
a husband and his wife often occur when the first wife is newly married. With the introduction
of others wives, there is less tension and violence especially when the first and second wife are
content with the number of children they have and reject sexual advances from the husband.
Once a wife has had the number of children she wants, she has the choice to reject her husband’s
sexual advances. Among the Karamojong, the purpose of sex was primarily for procreation, rather
than for pleasure. Casual sex, kissing and petting are therefore not part of the Karamoja culture.
A polygamous man will negotiate with his wives on the number of children they would like to
produce to meet the needs for shepherding, labour and security in the manyatta. A wife would
not accept sexual advances from her husband unless she is ready to conceive a child, in which case
she may behave in such a manner that lets him know she is ready for sexual intercourse. When a
woman delivers a baby, her husband is expected to slaughter a ram for her in appreciation and
she is expected to feed well. This is a practice that still takes place today but is more common in
the rural than urban settings. Conversely, with grown-up children who can assist her on the land,
a woman can tell her husband that she is no longer in need of sex. Other reasons to reject sexual
advances from her husband include infidelity and advanced age, at which point a woman may
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encourage her husband to find another wife. Even if a wife rejects her husband’s sexual advances,
she continues to cook and look after his other needs. Unlike in the past, sex is however now
increasingly considered for pleasure, rather than exclusively for reproduction and this has resulted
in many polygamous and short term relationships that lead to violence.

f.

Widow inheritance

As pointed out by an elder working with the Karamoja Elders’ Association, widow inheritance still
persists in Karamojong culture because it is primarily a way of taking care of the widow and her
children. During a mixed focus group discussion in Nadunget, participants thus noted 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 related.
Not all widows however are “inherited”. As an elder in Lumuria explained, after the last funeral
rite of the deceased husband, the widow is asked by her in-laws to choose to remain in her
husband’s home, to be “inherited” or to remarry outside the family (which comes at the cost
of the new husband refunding the bride-wealth to the deceased husband’s family). The elder
further noted that, if the widow opts for inheritance, she is given leeway to choose her inheritor
from amongst her brothers-in-law and, once chosen, the tradition accords the first wife of the
prospective ‘inheritor’ the right to consent before the inheritance is executed. The sensitivity and
rights of the women to freely make choices to inherit, remarry or not were confirmed in other
group discussions.
If widow inheritance can provide widows with assistance, potential companionship and protection
for themselves and for their children, this practice however also legitimises multiple simultaneous
sexual partnerships, since the “inheritors” will often engage intimately with several wives, or even
multiple “inherited” widows. Each new partnership increases the potential exposure to HIV, which
not only puts the widows or inheritors but also other long-term partners (i.e. wives and other
widows) at greater risk of sexual transmitted infections. Enjoining a widow to identify the brother
in-law to inherit or to remarry also instils guilt – a form of violence - should she contemplate
leaving her in-laws’ home, as this is construed as divorcing the deceased husband. Currently,
widow inheritance is being discouraged and therefore not commonly practiced because of the
fear of contracting HIV, and the fear of mistreatment in polygamous marriages. Further, when a
woman has adult children, she is secure and able to control proceeds from the land, and has no
need to remarry.

g.

Traditional attire

Although violence against any woman is considered a violation of her rights, the ability to identify
a girl from her cultural attire would earn her protection from her clan mates Elders in Moroto
explained that married women wear the adwal (front apron) and abwo (back apron), while girls
wear the atele at the front and the elou at the back. Mothers carry their children on the back while
holding an ekiat or symbolic stick. It was noted that this traditional attire protects women and girls
against violence, as they identify a particular clan to which the wearer belongs and reminds any
wrongdoer that clan mates are potentially ready to defend the person. An elder added that the
traditional attire also helps young men to distinguish potential wives, of the correct age group.
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The traditional attire is however no
longer much used among different
clans, especially within the urban
population. Participants in Moroto
town pointed out that nowadays
school uniforms are worn and
“modernisation” has led to other
forms of contemporary dress.
An elder shared the opinion that
many cases of VAWG, especially
rape, have arisen because women
and girls no longer wear their
traditional attire and it therefore
becomes difficult to protect them
in case of violence. He further
noted that, if a case of rape is
reported at an akeriket (clan
court), elders prompt questions Traditional attire can help protect girls and women from violence.
Photo P. Anyakun
towards the victim, such as “what
were you wearing?”, reflecting
not only the protective use of traditional attire, but also the fact that a victim not wearing this
attire may well be held against her. This can prompt such victims not to report cases of VAWG,
especially to the traditional court.

h.

Women’s land rights

Customary land ownership is informed by collective ownership, which provides security for
women, even if this is through her children. Upon marriage, a woman is allocated a piece of land
which is named after her as the mother of children. She constructs and lives in her own house, and
owns the granaries and resources in her surroundings. Land is traditionally not sellable, reflecting
its perception as an important resource for family survival which is inherited over generations. It is
communally acquired through a patriarchal inheritance system where only boys inherit, although
land may be rented out if the need arises, provided all the family members consent, a practice
that deters VAWG.
A woman has the power to decide how her land is used, and how the proceeds are apportioned in
the granary for future use by the family. This land is occupied by her and her children forever, even
if she becomes a widow, as land is divided among her male children to start their own families and
girl-children who are not married continue to utilise their mother’s portion of the land. Should the
widow remarry outside the clan, the land remains for her children, where girl children continue to
utilise their mother’s plot. In the past selling food was forbidden, given that the sole purpose of
cultivation was to ensure that the family was food secure. In case of a bad year, a woman could
and can still decide, in consultation with her family (husband and older children), to sell an animal
in order to fill the granary with sorghum. A married woman is also given animals for milking and
agriculture to provide for her children. As the animals multiply, she has the authority to decide
whether her animals are sold or not. A woman may also acquire cows through a daughter’s dowry.
In polygamous marriages, each wife is entitled to these provisions, according to the husband’s
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Women have right of control over domestic animals. Photo: P. Anyakun

capacity, although the first wife often takes a larger portion. Division of resources among the
wives is determined by how responsible and hardworking a woman is. Even if a woman does not
have children, if she is productive, able to provide and care for the children of the home, maintain
food in her granary and is able to share food with the family members in the manyatta, she will
be appreciated and provided for.
As an elder in Moroto however reported, the traditional value attached to customary land is
waning, especially among the youths, with the introduction of a cash economy and of individual
land ownership (which turns it into a sellable commodity). This can leave families with no
opportunity to grow food and spurs VAWG. While human rights and other legal instruments are
informed by individualism, in this case, the individual rights have inadvertently given men even
more power to dispose of what was previously collectively owned and, by so doing, deprived
women of their social security and right to land.
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5. Culture and Sexual and Reproductive
Health and Rights
Sexual and reproductive health and rights were translated by participants as “alatanakin ngi
duwe” (“rights in relation to health and reproduction”), depicting practices, rather than a notion
per se. This translation makes no mention of 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, reflecting the understanding that reproduction happens through sex.
This section presents sexual reproductive health and rights before marriage, during pregnancy,
during the post-partum period, with regard to family planning and to sexually transmitted diseases.

a.

The value of virginity

Karamojong men and women guard virginity for several reasons. An elder in Ngoleriat for instance
said that girls who lost their virginity before marriage have difficulties in finding a husband because
men consider such girls as impure. Another elder in Moroto town shared that a Karamojong girl
can have up to 5 potential men asking for her hand in marriage, but she will not engage with them
sexually, as sex comes after marriage, not before courtship. Virginity thus plays a prominent role
in addressing teenage pregnancy and premature HIV/AIDS infection among the youths, since
a young couple (both girl and boy) is expected to present the ideal of respectability and purity
grounded in virginity.
Young participants however noted that many of them nowadays perceive virginity as a primitive
notion, or define it as still intact if one engages in pre-marital sex with a condom. Similarly,
fewer young girls adhere to their cultural values as far as virginity and marriage are concerned,
and they often give birth before they think about marriage. It is no surprise, therefore, that the
probation officer of Moroto district reported a growing number of teenage pregnancies. Sexually
transmitted diseases and abandoned children are thus also on the increase, the latter (according
to the informant) eventually roaming in the cities as hawkers, sex-workers, pick pockets and
armed robbers.

b.

Pregnancy and post-partum care

Participants in this study reported that, during pregnancy, Karamojong women relocate to their
natal homes or in-law’s. Alternatively, her sister-in-law or her sister come to support her at her
marital home and sleep in the same bedroom. An experienced mother or mother in-law can
then mentor new mothers and guide then into managing their pregnancy well, as well as support
them with chores while the baby is nursed. This practice was also partly meant to pre-empt likely
incidences of VAWG in a situation where a man might forcefully want to engage intimately with
his wife when she is weak, as well as to avoid sex altogether immediately after birth. A probation
officer for instance shared the case of a new mother battered to death in Nadunget by her
husband as she had refused to have sex with him.
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Most of the women participants in Moroto-town noted that when mothers relocate away from
their home, this can however lead their partners into extra-marital relationships, thus enhancing
the risk of contracting sexual transmitted diseases and in turn predisposing the mother to infection
upon her return home.
Medicinal plants also offer an important cultural resource for pregnant women. Participants
mentioned three different herbs that a woman experiencing the symptoms of a possible
miscarriage can take: namainan (whose root is crushed and boiled, then drunk by the expectant
mother, in the morning and evening for about 3 days); etheilkook (whose root is picked, crushed
and mixed in water) and the bark of abul (crushed in water, then drunk).
Participants noted that, during the post-partum period, the new mother only feeds on millet
porridge mixed with milk or lemons to boost breast milk production, and thus enhance health for
both mother and baby. The soil from the upper portion of an ant-hill may also be mixed with water
on the first day after delivery and given to the new mother to drink, to remove the remaining blood
from the birth-canal. During a discussion with women in Ngadunget, a participant also mentioned
“the root of a tree called “abukut”, it is crushed and mixed with water and drunk. The herb is
used for tightening the sagged female genitals and for relieving a bloated stomach that causes
discomfort and ache. The herb is taken morning and evening for efficacy, especially among the
Dodoth community.” Other participants noted that the abukut is important for women who fear
that they might have become less sexually appealing and might therefore be abandoned by their
husband.

c.

Child spacing

Participants in this study reported that relocating (see above) also contributes to family planning.
A woman in Ngoloriat reported that a new mother can remain separated from her husband for
6 to 12 months, thus ensuring that any possible conception does not occur before the baby
matures. Men in Matany said
that this is the time when they
go to faraway places for raids
and grazing, including to Teso,
Acholi and Lango. Men return
when they estimate their children
have matured enough to have
followers, using their grazing
sticks to measure their children’s
height.
The benefits of child spacing
include avoiding pregnancyrelated health risks in women,
empowering them to reduce
rates of unintended pregnancies
and reducing the need for unsafe Young men leave their homestead for some time, thus contributing
to child spacing practices
abortions.
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d.

Female genital mutilation

Female genital mutilation
(FGM) refers to all procedures
involving partial or total
removal of the external
female genitalia, or other
injury to the female genital
organs
for
non-medical
reasons (WHO, 2010).
Participants in this study
reported that FGM among
the Tepeth is a “borrowed”
practice from the Pokot and
from Kenya’s Turkana. One of
the female champions against
FGM met demonstrated
FGM cutting blades. Photo: J. Akena
the circumcision process,
using a surgical knife that is
shared among the girls, while they bravely sit on a stone. After circumcision, the girls are kept
by the surgeons in confinement, while they take herbs to facilitate the healing process. A ritual
is then performed to celebrate the girls as they are reintegrated in the community. A participant
explained that female circumcision has persisted because, however young a father is, if the
daughter is mutilated, he is crowned with respect in the community and has the assurance that
his daughter will get married. Another participant confirmed: “female genital circumcision within
the community comes with significant status, for example, the first girl to get mutilated within the
family is called “Kapore” the second girl, “Cereteu”- names that indicate a hierarchy of respect
a girl obtains after circumcision - the first to get circumcised is usually considered strong and
adequate by men.” A female champion in Tapac noted that FGM is an initiation that differentiate
“women” from “girls”: some girls who opt not to circumcise face a backlash from their peers and
community members and are considered inadequate women.
Apart from the violence inflicted during the procedure, during a focus group discussion with the
husbands of circumcised women in the same location, a participant noted that a woman who is
circumcised finds sexual intercourse painful. Women champions in Tapac added that “During
child delivery there is a lot of complication and some women end up dying.” Another woman
added; “I bled during the initiation, I collapsed and almost died”. Findings also suggest that
measures to prevent tetanus, HIV/AIDS and haemorrhaging are not taken by the practitioners.
The need to be circumcised is thus much informed by the patriarchal nature of the Tepeth culture,
where circumcision is regarded as a prerequisite for marriage. Girls often succumb to social
pressure and voluntarily agree to undergo FGM. The associated cultural norms and practices,
such as naming, conferring social status and re-enforcing identity and pride, foster the practice.
Despite the legal provisions and interventions against FGM in the region, it is still prevalent. This
reflects the reluctance to break away from traditional beliefs and the desire to maintain traditional
practices, especially among elderly family members. This reluctance clearly exposes women and
girls to SRHR abuses.
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Interviewing anti-FGM champions in Tapac sub-county

e.

Traditional birth attendants

Traditional birth attendants (TBAs) met in Lumuria reported to have offered their services within
the community for over 50 years, with each of them having delivered more than 60 women with
no cases of death or complication, except for one case of retained placenta. In this particular
case, ebul (a local herb) was administered and a lamb slaughtered to cleanse the woman of the
bad luck that arises, according to local belief, when a woman suffers from such a complication.
Another TBA in the group reported that women usually attend her antenatal care services 3
times soon before delivery and that she is able to detect whether the baby is well positioned.
The TBAs’ kind and caring approach and their social and emotional closeness to the community,
creates loyalty and understanding which is much appreciated by community members. According
to this respondent, women prefer her services, in spite of these having been declared unlawful,
because the health facility is distant, health workers are rarely empathetic and because of the
need to perform the ritual cleansing, in case of a difficult birth. In spite of the government ban
on some of their services, the TBAs met stated that they are experienced and that denying their
services to expectant mothers would be unkind, especially for a woman in labour, unless there are
complications, when a referral is needed.
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6. Cultural Resources and Access to
Justice
Justice translates as ariyanut but is commonly known as aryamun ariyanut, literally referring to
reconciliation between people. This reflects a notion of justice that emphasises reconciliation
(rather than retribution) in order to maintain co-existence. This understanding of justice is still
widely held in Karamoja. This section presents cultural structures of redress for wrongs: the familybased and clan-based courts.

a.

Women, decision-making and the Akiwor

Women make decisions and are influential in the manyatta - when a woman pronounces herself on
issues, it is often accepted. In the family, they provide what is needed for the home, take charge
of the children’s well-being; control what is taken from the kraal, sell livestock, and ensure the
replacement of animals. They cater for the shepherds’ needs (shoes and blankets). A Karamojong
woman’s authority on the use and proceeds from land also provide her with decision-making
powers within the domestic setting which is where, in the traditional context, she would be most
occupied. Men are usually away but, regardless of their absence with their grazing herd, they
expect to return to homes well kept by women. An elder summarised: women are at the forefront of family logistics, they plan what to cook, plant and harvest food in the garden, and raise
children, for whom they are role models.
Given the traditional context and way of life of the Karamojong, the nature of decisions taken
in the public sphere (regarding herding, security, rustling) would not correspond with a woman’s
skills sets - as opposed to a “modern” setting where education equips both men and women to
have the same skills. In private, Karamojong women contribute to decision-making by engaging
their male relatives and share their suggestions. They are consulted and their contributions
are given attention, but they are not active participants in public spaces where men are given
prominence in decision- making. Mothers and elderly women can mobilise the young men to
discipline (ameto) stubborn husbands who harass their wives at night mainly due to alcohol.
When a woman is constantly abused and beaten by her husband, the women can demand that
he corrects his ways. He may be fined to produce local beer for the womenfolk.
During a focus group discussion in Nadunget, women described how groups of women (including
young girls, engaged women and married women), also utilised the akiwor”- the sacred tree – as
a space to discuss issues including VAWG, and to conduct rituals. An elder from the Karamoja
Elders Association noted that women could advocate for the needs of fellow women and, should
an elder be a culprit of violating women, they would take matters into their hands and beat him,
thus deterring all those who would want to violate women in the community. It was however
noted that this mechanism is no longer much in use, as recourse to the formal justice system has
been encouraged.
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Previously women who participated in the kokwo (regular community meeting) were considered
misfits, but this is changing: while women were not allowed to sit with men in public meetings,
today they can participate in the kokwo, which is now open to all to discuss community concerns
and general disciplinary matters. Women are also increasingly present in community activities
and meetings, with some elected as LC committee members. Some women organise their own
meetings to discuss women’s issues and domestic concerns but this is not very common.

b.

The family-based court

In Karamojong culture it is considered wrong to beat and injure a woman and a man may therefore
not use a big stick (used by the ameto) to discipline a woman or a child. A woman is expected to
run away from a violent man. She may however be beaten if she is considered unruly, if she is an
alcoholic, talks back to her husband, confronts and fights him, or shows no fear or respect for him.
A woman with many scars is considered difficult.
Violence often occurs at night when the man or both men and women are under the influence
of alcohol. In the event that a man is heard beating his wife for two or three consecutive nights,
the residents of the manyatta gather at their hut in the morning and the elders demand an
explanation. If the man is in the wrong, he is punished immediately by caning and fined a bull. If
the beating has resulted in grievous bodily harm, he will also slaughter a ram which will be used
for a cleansing ritual carried out by the elders. A portion of the meat is given to the battered wife.
If a woman is in the wrong, she is cautioned by fellow women as well as by her parents. If her
misdemeanour continues, it may lead to beating and ultimately to the separation of the couple.
Common causes of wife battering are infidelity, when a man wants to avoid being questioned,
forceful demand for sex (marital rape) or household issues. A woman who is negligent of her
household duties, lazy, a drunkard and does not feed the children (especially the shepherds) well
and on time is also likely to be beaten by her husband.
The family provides an important instrument in settling domestic disputes, as this is where
acculturation begins and differences are managed to foster harmony. A female participant during
a discussion in Moroto town thus explained: “whenever I have a problem with my husband I
report to my mother and father in-law and they handle the issue.” An elder in Lumuria noted that
the mothers-in-law 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. A woman during the same
discussion explained that, when the mother in-law fails to address the issue, she forwards it to the
husband, who is the culprit’s father, before being sent to the clan court. The elders can prescribe
humiliating punishments and fines, such as the ameto, for mistreating his wife and children or
for disrespecting the elders. A key informant in Nadunget noted that failure to change attracts
severe punishment, including caning in front of the children and a fine of akithiepeyo akithipore
(offering cows or goats to the elders). Such sanctions help to deter men from meting out violence
on their spouses. Families therefore remain the intrinsic unit within which justice ‘(as culturally
understood) is effected, thus protecting women against violence and other abuses.

c.

The clan-based court

A key informant explained that the akeriket is the traditional equivalent of a parliament, where
elders make declarations, discuss issues and perform rituals. This is a sacred gathering of elders
and initiated men that takes place at the shrine. They discuss harmony, migration of animals,
27

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

blessing animals seeking water and pasture. They socialize, share a meal and local beer. Women
may come to collect portions of meat provided by the men to cook at home but do not participate
in the meeting. They perform traditional dances at the shrine, sing and leave.
An elder in Moroto emphasised that mediation takes place and one of the main features of the
akeriket is the ritual killing of an ox or oxen. Where cases of VAWG are reported at the akeriket
(usually after the family has failed to resolve the matter), a ritual known as amoket (‘cooling
annoyance’) is performed to reunite the couple since divorce is culturally discouraged. The
perpetrator is fined an ox that is speared and the elders systematically remove the dung, smear
it on the couples and sprinkle water on them while murmuring blessings. As cattle among the
Karamojong are a highly valued resource and a symbol of wealth, when used to fine individuals
and families for offenses committed, this acts as a powerful deterrent to potential offenders.
Should violence persist, especially where a man keeps beating his wife, the culprit is summoned
at the akeriket and beaten by the youths (ameto).
The Karamojong traditional justice process is also characterised by truth telling. Evidence is
presented and curses are spelt by the elders if a perpetrator lies. In most cases, however, culprits
admit their grievances, and compensation and fines are charged. An elder explained that a curse
can only be removed by the very person who spelt it, after the perpetrator has pleaded for
forgiveness. In addition, a participant in a focus group discussion in Matany stated that “Normally,
if a perpetrator is cursed, he kills a bull for the elder and accompanies it with gifts, such as local
beer and tobacco, to appease him. He is then smeared with cow-dung by the elder as he revokes
his curses.”
During a validation meeting held in Moroto town, elders however reported a new form of
deterrent measure established by youths known as natija, a sanction to punish perpetrators
of rape, mainly around Moroto town. Youth take matters into their own hands and beat the
perpetrator thoroughly, sometimes to death. Elders clarified that the akeriket does not recognise
such a violent approach.
The effectiveness of cursing and reconciliation in the traditional justice system thus stems from
the trust placed in the procedures and its outcomes as representing true justice. Such procedures
still play a significant role in dispensing justice, by fostering direct engagement between the
disputing parties, and using reformative and corrective measures. In addition, curses not only
provide a decisive deterrent but also ensure reconciliation, as opposed to punitive measures that
can lead to long-lasting hostility.
In cases of VAWG and SRHR abuses, drawbacks of the traditional justice system were however
noted by participants. There may thus be a limited consideration of the victim’s suffering, such
as when a perpetrator confesses and is pardoned, or when a case is disregarded for the sake of
community harmony, especially in the event of rape, reflecting an imbalance of power between
survivor and perpetrator in cases of violence. Further, culturally-informed values and procedures
which might not be aligned with formal legal provisions. Quite apart from corporal punishments
and handling criminal cases, for instance, the elders at the akeriket, in a case of rape, might
seek to know whether the victim was wearing the traditional attire. If not, the perpetrator might
go scot-free while the victim will additionally suffer from stigmatisation. Such a possibility may
prevent a victim from seeking redress in the traditional court.
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A youth being disciplined by an elder. Photo: CCFU

Corruption and unreasonable costs however emerged among women participants in Ngoleriat as
limitations of the formal justice process: “When you report a case to the police, they keep asking
for money; they will even ask you to buy fuel to go and arrest the culprit”. Following a participant
in Nadunget, “If your case is forwarded to the court, they keep saying ‘come back on Monday’
time and again. The transport cost is just too much; you just give up”. Finally, another participant
reflected on the disunity that comes with reporting a case in the formal justice system: “You can
report the perpetrator to the police and they may make an arrest but within the community you
can never relate well with the perpetrator’s family”.
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7. Conclusions and Recommendations
a.

Conclusions

Given the slow and limited rate of urbanisation in Karamoja, traditional systems, values and
structures are still operational and effective in most areas. The level of awareness of community
members about their cultural resources is high, with little variation in the responses from the
different informants indicating a large degree of uniformity in the understanding of these
resources, their purpose and rationale.
With regard to VAWG, the research indicates the presence of several cultural resources that can
provide a measure of protection against violence – while others promote it.
Cultural values, such as honesty, trustworthiness, peace, love and justice are relevant and are
promoted through idioms, proverbs and through cultural education. This is mostly taking place
through the ekeno, the fire place where mothers take the opportunity to inculcate moral values to
their daughters and through the aperit the fire place where men and boys gather in the evening
while eating. The fire place is however no longer much seen in urban areas. Young people then
lose touch with their cultural values while being under increased risk of being exposed to, and
emulating violence.
Various marriage practices also contribute to controlling VAWG – including background checks
to ensure that a girl does not end up in a violent relationship, and the payment of bride price
which constitutes an important element of the Karamojong customary marriage. Both men and
women participants thought the practice of bride price practice necessary for bestowing respect
and dignity in marriage to women, while men viewed it as a necessary condition for their social
identity. Binding two clans together provides a measure of safety for women as both have a
responsibility to ensure that the relevant cultural norms are respected.
There are limitations, however: first, background checks are no longer uniformly carried out,
since youth increasingly co-habit or even marry without the elders’ involvement, thus depriving
young women from access to elders if protection from violence is needed. Second, and with
regard to bride price, this was seen as also aggravating VAWG, when it leads to the perception
that the woman was paid for, belongs to the man and therefore has no decision-making power.
Further, although the Karamojong are clearly against rape and murder, the penalty which includes
caning and fining, reduces the gravity of the offense. It is not sufficiently prohibitive and negates
prosecution by law for such a criminal offenses
Other relevant practices, polygamy and widow inheritance, can similarly be seen from two different
perspectives. On the one hand, polygamy expands the family lineage and allows a woman
who cannot produce a son to see a co-wife take up the responsibility. On the other, polygamy
contributes to gender inequality, the loss of dignity, to physical and non-physical violence and to
reproductive ill-health. As for widow inheritance, while the practice can afford the widow and her
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children care and protection, the practice legitimises multiple simultaneous sexual partnerships,
with all the risks of VAWG and ill-health that this implies.
Participants also reported that the Karamojong traditional attire is important to protect women and
girls against violence as they identify a particular clan to which the wearer belongs and reminds
any wrongdoer that clan mates are potentially ready to defend the person. This is however no
longer much in use, especially in the urban areas.
Finally, customary land tenure was pointed out as a source of security for women, whose right of
access is however now under threat as the traditional value attached to customary land is waning,
especially among the youths, with the introduction of a cash economy and of individual land
ownership. This can leave families with no opportunity to grow food and spurs VAWG.
With regard to sexual and reproductive health and rights, it was noted that virginity plays a
prominent role in addressing teenage pregnancy and HIV/AIDS infection among the youths, since
a young couple (both girl and boy) is expected to present the ideal of respectability and purity
grounded in this value. In spite of this, young interviewees stated that many of them nowadays
perceive virginity as a primitive notion, and boys define virginity as still intact if one engages in
pre-marital sex with a condom. As this value loses its meaning, young girls have become more
prone to pregnancies, early marriages and sexually transmitted diseases.
When pregnant, women relocate to their natal homes or in-law’s. Alternatively, their sisters or
sisters-in-law come home to support. An experienced mother or mother in-law can then mentor
young women and guide them into managing their pregnancy well, while risks of VAWG are
minimised. When mothers relocate away from their home, this can however lead their partners
into extra-marital relationships, thus enhancing the risk of contracting sexual transmitted diseases.
Participants also reported that relocating contributes to family planning among Karamojong
women. In relation to pregnancy, traditional birth attendants’ caring approach and their social
and emotional closeness to the community was seen to creates loyalty and understanding which
is much appreciated by women, whereas the health facility is distant, health workers are rarely
empathetic and ritual cleansing in case of a difficult birth can only be performed by TBAs. Medicinal
plants also offer an important cultural resource for pregnant women, while some traditional foods
help to nurture the pregnancy and to ensure good nutrition for the young mother and her baby.
Despite the legal provisions and interventions against FGM, the practice is still prevalent among
the Tepeth and findings suggest that measures by the practitioners to prevent tetanus, HIV/
AIDS and haemorrhaging are not taken. This prevalence reflects the reluctance to break away
from traditional beliefs, especially among elderly family members, revealing the status that FGM
bestows on the victims and its perception as a prerequisite for marriage. Such reluctance clearly
exposes women and girls to SRHR abuses.
Concerning access to justice, the practice of disciplinary action against offenders (ameto) which
may be called for by both women and men, provides a degree of control and security for women
and girls. In private, Karamojong women have influence and contribute to decision-making
by engaging their male relatives and share their suggestions for alternatives, especially over
contentious matters. They are consulted and their contributions are given attention, but they are
not active participants in public spaces where men are given prominence in decision-making.
Women described the significance of the women’s tree (akiwor) in performing rituals. After these,
they could advocate for the needs of fellow women, in any case of violence. This mechanism,
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which was said to be highly effective, even if an elder was a perpetrator, appears no longer to be
in much existence.
The family also provides an important instrument to settle domestic disputes. Mothers-in-law
handle issues of violence reported to them by their daughters-in-law and have the responsibility
of chastising their sons, the perpetrators Sanctions help to deter men from meting out violence
on their spouses.
The clan-based court of the Karamojong or akeriket is also effective if a family has failed to
resolve a matter such as of VAWG. Enforceable decisions taken by the Council of Elders or the
women ensure that social ills can be controlled and peace enhanced, in the absence of law
enforcers. A perpetrator can be fined and the use of cows acts as a strong deterrent. The process
is also characterised by truth telling. Curses are spelt by the elders in a situation where truth is
unforthcoming.
These traditional mechanisms have to be set against what were said to be the ineffective State
judicial system, characterised by corruption and high costs.
The traditional system thus still plays a significant role in dispensing justice, by fostering direct
engagement between the disputing parties, reconciliation (rather than retribution), and using
reformative and corrective measures and providing strong deterrent measures. In spite of this,
drawbacks include, in cases of VAWG and SRHR abuses, disregarding the effect on a victim, as
when a perpetrator confesses and is pardoned, or when the case is overlooked for the sake of
community harmony. Further, the traditional justice system follows culturally-informed values and
procedures which might not be aligned with formal legal provisions.

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 “Strategic guidelines on addressing sociocultural norms, practices and values that impact on HIV AIDS prevention, maternal ill-health
and gender-based violence” should be reviewed in the light of findings from this research.
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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. “Do not want to see scars; do not make her a slave; you got her smooth”
provides an example of idiom to impart cultural values and to disseminate simple messages
aimed at dissuading perpetrators of VAWG.
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. Reviving the Akiwor would enhance the capacity of women to manage
and advocate for issues affecting them, especially in relation to violence, through their local
initiatives. Women can use these and other mechanisms when formal justice mechanisms are
not readily available and accessible, especially when truth-telling is a prerequisite in the justice
process. Some traditional spaces are exclusively for men, others for women. An examination
of the extent to which such exclusive spaces take into account the concerns of the opposite
sex should be undertaken, rather than an insistence of the presence of numbers of women
and ineffective representation in decision making.
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 be 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. In Karamoja, respondents also suggested that women and girls should
continue wearing their traditional attire, thanks to which an individual can easily be supported
in a situation of violence.
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
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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 the
value of 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.
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, with an accent on boys
and their culturally-defined roles of family protection and care.
Culture groups and 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. Thus, the practice of FGM (female genital circumcision) could
be re-engineered to retain its symbolic and socially useful elements (initiation, transition) while
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prohibiting its harmful aspects. Wherever possible and necessary, one should therefore aim at
‘new cultures’ that find their foundation in what people already know. New efforts need to be
undertaken to address the causes of FGM and to help girls appreciate the dangers associated
with the practice, using such methods as drama and testimonies from champions against
FGM. The latter need to be supported with bicycles and public address systems.
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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Annex
Assessment of the Strategic Guidelines to address socio-cultural norms, practices
and values that impact on HIV AIDS prevention, maternal ill-health and genderbased violence in Karamoja
In 2010, the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development with support from UNFPA,
UNAIDS & UNESCO, conducted research that revealed that socio-cultural practices and values
impact (mostly negatively) on HIV/AIDS prevention, maternal health and gender-based violence.
Based on the assumption that apex cultural institutions can provide conduits for appropriate
interventions, the Ministry facilitated these institutions to develop policy statements, to make
commitments, and to formulate strategic guidelines to assist them address socio-cultural
practices, values and norms impacting on the three thematic areas of HIV/AIDS, gender-based
violence, and maternal health.
This study investigated the relevance, extent of implementation, and effectiveness of these
interventions by the Karamoja cultural institution in promoting the rights of women and girls with
special regard to VAWG, SRHR, and access to justice. Efforts were made to interview elders from
the Karamoja Elders’ Association with the assumption that these elders would be aware about the
implementation of the guidelines. A key informant guide was used to facilitate these interviews
with the elders to gain an understanding of the specific context and nature of the guidelines’
implementation.
The elders interviewed did not seem aware of the guidelines, although they felt that these might
potentially valuable for the youth, to address issues related to culture and moral degeneration.
The elders suggested that using the Karamoja Elders’ Association (KEA) for the implementation
of the guidelines would be prudent, as it has a constant presence “on the ground”.
In conclusion, it would appear that the elders met neither took part in the development of the
guidelines, nor in their planned implementation.
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