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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 
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.       

FGM cutting blades. Photo: J. Akena
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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 diffi cult 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.

 

Interviewing anti-FGM champions in Tapac sub-county
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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 family-
based 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 fore-
front 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, 
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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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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 
refl ected 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”.  

A youth being disciplined by an elder. Photo: CCFU
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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 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. 
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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 gender-
based 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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