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I dedicate this research work and its findings to all African women who are caught

between duty and honour in the light of culture and tradition.
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ABSTRACT

This study explored the mechanisms that sustain the phenomenon of women-to-
women violence in the patriarchal communities of the Kuria and the Kerewe ethnic
groups located in the north-western part of Tanzania. Most cultures in the patriarchal
communities have traditionally exercised strict control over the female bodies in a
wide range of cultural practices in Africa. Women and girls in these communities are
made to undergo and are unable to oppose certain traditional practices even when
these practices have adverse consequences on their health and lives. Studies in this
field have indicated that elderly women in Africa are implicated in ensuring the
implementation of the gender roles for the political and economic stability for the
social order.

This study attempted to answer three research questions: How is the
phenomenon of “women-to-women” violence perpetuated over time? What are the
mechanisms in which women establish domination and power over fellow women?
What are the driving force feeding continual women-to-women violence? The focus
of the study was on three traditional practices: female genital cutting (FGC), widow
cleansing rituals, and woman-to-woman marriage, which are examples of subtle
cultural violence perpetuated by women on women.

FGC is the removal of part or all the female genitalia as a rite of passage from
childhood to adulthood. Widow cleansing ritual is a cultural practice some women
undergo after the death of their husband. It requires the widow to have sex with a
village cleanser to be purified from the haunted spirit of her deceased husband.
Through this cleansing ritual, the widow is inherited into the deceased homestead
and accepted in her community. Woman-to-woman marriage (INyu#nzba Ntobhu) refers
to the institution whereby a barren woman or a woman who have only gitl children
pay a dowry to marry another woman (very often a younger woman) and assumes
control over her and her offspring. The younger women in such relationship are
frequently treated as “the reproductive instrument” for another woman. These three
practices continue to exist in communities along the Lake Zone regions of Tanzania
despite efforts made to address and curb them through various initiatives nationally
and internationally.



This study was guided by critical social work theory, which deals with issues of
power and powerlessness, oppression, privilege, the impacts of structural issues on
peoples’ lives, empowerment, consciousness raising and liberation of people.

The study adopted a qualitative approach, where data were gathered via
interviews, which drew on the biographical narratives of a selected group of
women who were subjects to the traditional practices examined. Interviews (n=20)
and focus group discussions (n=6) were conducted to collect the empirical data.
The narratives were collected in collaboration with the “Kivulini Women’s Rights
Organisation,” (NGO) that works in the targeted area. Interviews and discussions
were recorded in Kiswahili, which were later translated into English and
transcribed. Thematic analyses were used to analyze the data.

The study found, firstly, that the traditional practices that are intended to give
identity and shape the social well-being of the women and gitls also harm their
sexuality and affect their health in various ways. While the senior women
acknowledged the harm done to women’s bodies through the traditional practices,
they perceived their role in promoting the rituals as a duty. However, they do not
recognise their involvement as perpetuating violence due to the societal demand of
cultural and traditional beliefs. Secondly, this study discovered that the state laws
recognise the application of the customary laws related to female genital cutting,
and widow cleansing rituals. However, where the customary laws violated the
rights of the women, the state laws fall short to provide the mechanism for the
resolutions of the conflict that arose between the norms of the studied socio-
cultural practices and the human rights norms. The woman-to-woman marriage is
not even recognised in the state law. Hence, women in the studied communities
continue to be discriminated against and their rights violated. Thirdly, the study
highlighted that there is a culture of silence in the patriarchal society about the
types of violence that is intertwined with traditional practices.

The study concludes that the women’s fear of bad omen, the curse of the
ancestral spirits and community ostracisation or isolation rather than government
sanctions had kept the practice alive and on-going. These findings give certain tasks
for social work. Hence, the study recommends that social workers need to
coordinate as facilitators to network with all the entities such as local community
members and organisations (both government and NGOs) who are involved in
community building in bringing about the needed change. In addition, social workers
need to conscientise the locals to address the perceived oppressive practices in their
communities and encourage them to replace the harm-inducing cultural and
traditional practices with symbolic rituals that are meaningful in their own context.



Key Words: Gendered violence, cultural violence, patriarchal, FGC, Nywumba Ntobhu
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Tiivistelma

Sukupuolitettu Vakivalta: Naisten Naisille Tekeman Vakivallan Kaytannét ja syyt
Tansanian Jarvialueilla 1ta-Afrikassa

Tutkimuksessa  tarkasteltiin  naisten naisille  patriarkaalisissa  kuria-  ja
kereweyhteis6issd luoteis-Tansaniassa tekemin vikivallan mekanismeja ja syita.
Afrikassa monet patriarkaaliset yhteis6t ovat perinteisesti kontrolloineet naisten
kehoja erilaisin kulttuurisin kaytinnoéin. TyttGjen ja naisten odotetaan osallistuvan
niihin kaytintoihin ja olevan vastustamatta niitd silloinkin, kun ne ovat vaaraksi
heidin terveydelleen ja elimailleen. KiytinnGssd naisia ja heiddn kehojaan
kontrolloivien kdytintéjen toimeenpano on usein yhteisojen idkkdampien naisten
tehtivi. Yhteisoissd naisia kontrolloivat perinteiset kiytinnot nihdddn tutkimuksissa
yhteiskunnan poliittisen ja taloudellisen tasapainon ja sosiaalisen jérjestyksen
yllapitona.

Tutkimus pyrki vastaamaan kolmeen kysymykseen: Miten naisten toisille naisille
tekemi vikivalta jatkuu? Mitkd mekanismit mahdollistavat naisten alistavan vallan
toisia naisia kohtaan? Mitka tekijat yllapitivat naisten toisiin naisiin kohdistavaa
vikivaltaa? ‘Tutkimus kohdistuu kolmeen perinteiseen kaytint6on: naisten
sukupuolielinten silpominen, naisleskien puhdistusrituaali ja naisten valinen
avioliitto.

Tutkituissa ~ yhteiséissd Tansanian jdrvialueilla naisten sukupuolielinten
silpominen joko kokonaan tai osin on siirtymariitti lapsuudesta aikuisuuteen. Lesken
puhdistus on kulttuurinen kaytinto, jonka jotkut naiset lipikdyvit aviomiehensa
kuoleman jilkeen. Sithen kuuluu, ettd leski on sukupuoliyhteydessi niin sanotun
puhdistajan kanssa. Puhdistusrituaalin my6td lesken ajatellaan puhdistuvan
edesmenneen puolisonsa kummittelusta (ja todentavansa syyttomyytensi timain
kuolemaan), jolloin hinet voidaan jilleen hyviksyd osaksi perhetti ja yhteisoa.
Naisten vilinen avioliitto on paikallinen kidytintd, jossa lapseton nainen tai nainen,
jolla on vain tyttélapsia, maksaa morsiusmaksut nuoremmasta naisesta ja tulee ndin
ikddn kuin hidnen aviopuolisokseen saaden vallan hineen ja hinen jilkikasvuunsa.
Tillaisissa suhteissa nuoremmat naiset ovat yleensi vanhempien puolisoidensa
reproduktio-instrumentteja: jirjestelyn tarkoitus on ettd he synnyttiisivit lapsia
vanhemmalle naiselle. Nama kaytinnot jatkuvat Tansanian jarvialueilla, vaikka niitd
on pyritty poistamaan monin kansallisin ja kansainvalisin toimin.

Tutkimus nojautuu kriittiseen sosiaalityoén teoriaan, jossa kysymykset vallasta,

vallan puutteesta, sorrosta, etuoikeuksista, sosiaalisten rakenteiden vaikutuksista



ihmisten eldimiin, tietoisuuden lisddmisestd ja ihmisten vapauttamisesta ovat
keskeisid. Laadullisen tutkimusorientaation mukaisesti tutkimuksessa kerittiin
eliminkerrallinen haastatteluaineisto edelld mainittuihin perinteisiin kaytintoihin
sidoksissa olevien naisten parissa. Haastattelut (n=20) ja fokusryhmihaastattelut
(n=6) muodostivat empiirisen aineiston. Aineisto kerdttiin = yhteistyGssd
tutkimusalueella toimivan kansalaisjirjeston kanssa (Kivulini Women’s Rights
Organisation). Aineisto tallennettiin kiswahiliksi ja kdannettiin my6hemmin
englanniksi ja puhtaaksikirjoitettiin. Aineisto analysoitiin temaattisen analyysin
menetelmalla.

Tutkimuksessa todetaan ensinnikin, ettd tutkitut naisten identiteettid ja sosiaalista
hyvinvointia vahvistaviksi tarkoitetut kaytinnot vaurioittavat naisten ja tyttojen
seksuaalisuutta ja terveyttd monin eri tavoin. Vaikka vanhemmat naiset tunnistavat
perinteisten  kiytintdjen naisille atheuttamat haitat, he nikevit rituaalien
kiytintéonpanon ja yllipidon velvollisuutenaan. Koska teot motivoituvat vahvasti
kulttuuristen ja perinteisten uskomusten pohjalta, niitd toteuttavat naiset eivit
tunnista osallistuvansa viakivallantekoihin. Toiseksi tutkimuksessa todettiin, ettad
lainsdddidnt6 tunnistaa olemassa olevan niin sanotun perinteisen oikeuden, jonka
piiriin naisten silpominen, leskien puhdistus, naisten viliset avioliitot ja muut
yhteis6jen sisdisiksi ajatellut kulttuuriset kdytinnot kuuluvat. Vaikka laki kieltaa
naisten oikeuksien loukkaamisen ja heidin vahingoittamisensa myos perinteisten
kaytintojen osalta, laki ja vallitsevat oikeuskiytinnot eivit onnistu riittdvasti
sidntelemdin konflikteja, jotka syntyvit sosio-kulttuuristen kiytintdjen ja
ihmisoikeusnormien vilille. Siksi tutkituissa yhteis6issid naisten oikeuksia loukataan
toistuvasti. Kolmanneksi tutkimus tuo nikyviin patriarkaalisessa yhteisOssi
vallitsevaa tutkittuja kiytint6ja koskevaa hiljaisuuden kulttuuria.

Tutkimuksen johtopditds on, ettd naisten kokema pelko pahoja enteitd, aiempien
sukupolvien kirousta ja yhteisostd poissulkemista kohtaan pitdd kiytint6ja niin
vahvasti yll4, ettd viranomaissanktiot eivit vaikuta nithin. Kdytint6ihin on kuitenkin
mahdollista vaikuttaa sosiaalityén keinoin. Tutkimuksessa suositellaan, ettd
sosiaalityontekijoiden tulisi aktivoida ja koordinoida lihiyhteisdjen, valtion ja
kansalaisjdrjestéjen  verkostoja muutoksen aikaansaamiseksi. Lisdksi
sosiaalityOntekijéiden tulisi vahvistaa ihmisten tietoisuutta yhteiséjen alistavista
kidytinnoistd ja rohkaista heitd korvaamaan terveydelle vaaralliset ja muuten
haitalliset kidytinnot muilla yhteis6issd merkityksellisilld symbolisilla kdytinn6illa.



Asiasanat:  sukupuolitettu vikivalta, kulttuurinen vikivalta, patriarkaalinen,
silpominen, Nyamba Ntobhu (naisten vilinen) avioliitto, leskien puhdistusrituaali,
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17 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Addressing Women-to-Women Violence from a Cultural
Perspective

If I object to FGM or the practice of widowhood rituals, am I defending
the dignity of the girl and woman concerned or am I violating a people’s
right to cultnral antonomy? And if I object when a widow is disinberited
because land must only pass to a male relative, am 1 crossing the
boundary of cultural rights? (McGarvey 2007:1).

(13

The questions raised by McGarvey (2007) in the above quotation echo “...issues
that are central to human rights” (Sewpaul 2014: 1), and address the central burning
question of whether cultural rights contradict and undermine the human rights of
women in Tanzania and on the African continent. Anyone visiting Mwanza and Mara
regions in the Northwestern part of Tanzania will not take long before hearing about
the practices of Female Genital Cutting (hereafter referred to as FGC), woman-to-
woman marriage (locally known as Nyumba Ntobbn marriage), and the widow
cleansing rituall. These three traditional practices are examples of subtle cultural
violence perpetuated by women on fellow women in the Kuria and Ukerewe
communities. These communities are situated along the shores of Lake Victoria
where these cultural practices are highly prevalent. There appears to be a lack of
statistical information to determine an accurate number of the women who have
undergone the cleansing ritual on Ukerewe Island and those involved in Nyumba
Ntobbhu marriage in the Kuria communities. In 2012, the Tanzanian Demographic
Health Survey (TDHS) estimated that the percentage of “cut” women has increased
in the Mara region from 43.2% in 2004-5 to 51% in 2010. (28 TooMany 2013:10;
Winterbottom, Koomen, and Butford 2009: 48; see also National Bureau of Statistic
2005: 13).

In Tanzania, most studies on violence against women scrutinize gender relations
by examining male dominant power over the female body. However, this research
project explores how cultural beliefs and practices influence and determine how

female power becomes dominant and is used against young women and girls.

1 A detailed explanation of these three cultural practices is presented in Chapter Two.
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Researchers such as Tuyizere (2007) and Tungaraza (2005) argue that many African
societies are patriarchal in structure, resulting in the subordination of women to the
authority of men; this situation often gives rise to the violent treatment of women.
According to White, Kamanga, Kachika, Chweza, and Chidyaonga (2002) and Atere
(2001), the preponderance of African research on gender and violence indicates that
African men are both the aggressor and oppressor. Some African feminists such as
Gachiri (2010), Bond (2005), Akintan (2002), and Labeodan (2002) have researched
and documented gendered violence in the African context and highlighted matters
that are more general on the impact of cultural practices on the oppression of women
and girls in African societies. These researchers have however, not explicitly explored
how elderly African women are implicated in gendered violence in the African
society through their attempt to preserve their cultural heritage. While not
completely countering research conclusions pointing to men as sources of aggression
against women, the literature in this area might be overlooking a significant fact:
there is evidence that there is “women against women” violence. In the Tanzanian
context, there is very little research and literature available on the traditional practices
and cultural beliefs amongst the ethnic groups under study that influence and
determine female dominance, and power relations.

Cultural practices are not confined to only the ethnic groups of the Lake Zone
regions in Tanzania. According to the United Nations (UN 1995: Fact Sheet 23),
traditional practices and beliefs are a global fact amongst every social grouping; some
of these traditions are beneficial to all members, while others are harmful to a specific
group, such as women and girls. Efforts to prevent what may be perceived as harmful
cultural practice challenge customs and traditional beliefs (Africanus 2012; Bond
2005; Koso-Thomas 1987), and in the African context, elderly women are often
implicated in this type of violence that is intertwined with traditional practices.
Researchers such as Atere (2001), Bolye (2002), Kisaakye (2002), and Gruenbaum
(2001) attest that there is a contradiction posed by the fact that women often seem
to perpetuate harmful practices against fellow women, which results in great risks
and damages vulnerable women’s sexuality. According to Tuyizere (2007) and
Gruenbaum (2001), this one question remains a puzzle in the understanding of what
is termed the perpetuation of harmful traditional practices in Africa.

Traditionally, highly respected women believed to possess supernatural powers,
a role either inherited or learned from a relative, are designated to perform practices
such as the FGC procedure (Atere 2001; Kisaakye 2002; Talle 1993). Hence, in her
study Kisaakye (2002) notes that it has become increasingly apparent and important
for human rights activists, especially in Tanzania and throughout the African
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continent, to recognise this ongoing tension between women’s human rights and
traditional culture to understand the relationship between the two. It is only by doing
so that appropriate interventions to target their eradication will be put in place
(Kisaakye 2002: 268).

The central aim of this study was to understand the mechanisms or driving forces
that have kept and maintained the cultural practices of FGC, Nyumba Ntobhu
marriage and the widow cleansing ritual. This study sought to understand how and
why these three practices, which are considered “unacceptable cultural” and
“traditional practices” by scholars and Tanzania human rights activists, persist in the
Kuria and the Ukerewe communities, even in light of increased penetration of
modern education in Tanzania. Winterbottom et al. (2009) attest that there are
numerous civil society efforts to combat traditional beliefs and practices that are
considered offensive and harmful to women and gitls, particularly in Tanzania. The
general perception in the studied communities is that these “unacceptable cultural
practices” are pioneered by the male folk to reinforce their authority over the
females. However, as already highlighted by Kisaakye (2002) and Gruenbaum (2001)
in their research, the elderly women in these communities carry out the actual act of
the practices over the bodies of younger and vulnerable women. The question then
is: How come the oppressed have become the oppressors? This is not a new
question, and it is one asked, for example, by Paulo Freire in the context of
empowerment of rural peasants in Brazil in the late 1990s (Freire 1996). This
question can now be debated in the social and cultural context of the women
involved in the three practices that are studied here.

In exploring how older African women are implicated in this form of gendered
violence, the study investigated the role the Kuria and Kerewe older women play in
promoting traditional practices seen as important for the political, and economic
stability and the social well-being of their communities. The physical and
psychological implications as well as the exploitation of the bodies of vulnerable
women who undergo the traditional practices were significant areas to examine.
Hence, it is critical to understand the standpoint of both the “older women” who
promote the practices and the 'young/vulnerable women’ who become victims that
undergo the rituals. Lastly, this study sought to unearth the cultural meaning of why
the “women,” the “torchbearers” of customary rites, choose to preserve these

practices.
To reach these objectives, this study drew on the biographical narratives of a

selected group of women who were involved in such practices and claimed to have
experienced violation through the process of the rituals. I chose to collaborate with
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the non-governmental organisation (NGO) ‘Kivulini?’, which operates in the regions
under investigation in order to have contact with those who were subjected to
customary abuse. In this study, however, I was not only interested in the narratives
of those whose rights were violated. The dynamic where the oppressed become the
oppressot, reflects the complex dynamics between oppressor and the oppressed; the
oppressor is all too often a victim of societal dictates and dominant ideologies.
Hence, I was equally interested in the stories of both the perpetrators, community
actors and the clan elders. I believe their narratives illuminate the socio-cultural
meanings and understanding of the cultural practices in question. I consider these
actors as those who could influence change in the strategies of the society. Hence,
their involvement was vital in the study.

This study contributes to the general literature on gender and violence studies in
the African context. This research documents the history and patterns of violence
produced by women against other women. The findings provide insight into the
understanding of patterns of traditional practices in the research area. In addition,
the study generates concepts of gender violence to assist scholars and policy makers
in understanding how and why these instances of violence persist. The study
proposes a planned and structured developmental intervention network programme
to work with the indigenous African communities in raising awareness and
promoting social change in the research area. The study also contributes to the
education and the understanding of African traditional practices for students in the
African communities and those in the diaspora who may be interested in these three
traditional practices or similar cultural contexts. The practice of FGC, for example,
has become a global concern because of the flood of migration in Europe. For this
reason, in Finland (where this study was completed), the research outcome could
assist to develop strategies for working with those immigrants who come from

countries with similar cultural practices.

1.2 Why Study These Three Practices?

There are numerous cultural practices in the Kuria, and Ukerewe communities,
however, as indicated by Tanzania human rights researchers, these three practices in
the study are some of the “unacceptable cultural” and “traditional practices”
promoting gender discrimination and perpetuating violence against women in
Tanzania (Tanzania Human Rights Report 2012; Bond 2005). For many years, the

2 A detailed account of the KIVULINI mission and vision is explained in the methodological chapter.
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media (TV and radio) in Tanzania has also constantly broadcasted news locally and
nationally about the occurrences of these traditional practices in the country. The
local and national newspapers, such as “The Daily News,” “The Citizen,” and
“Mwananchi” (to mention a few) have frequently published articles concerning the
ongoing harmful traditional practices in regions such as Arusha, Dodoma, Singida,
and Tanga. Each time these articles are published, they are without exception
concerning incidences occurring in the Lake Zone regions, particularly Mwanza and
Mara where for the past decade I have lived and worked. Religious bodies,
particularly the Roman Catholics and the Pentecostals in these communities, have
been against the practices, condemning them as primitive and evil (Africanus 2012).
The Christian leaders in these regions have taken initiatives through youth
programmes to sensitise their congregants about the immoral aspects of the rituals
and some of the harm that these cultural practices inflict on the human body. There
are also many small-scale programmes organised by schools, and community groups
in these communities to enlighten and create public awareness of the immorality of
the said cultural practices (Winterbottom et al. 2009).

Tanzania, as many African countries, continues to see the resurgence of anti-
cultural practices campaigns since the 1990s (Winterbottom et al. 2009). Mutua
(2006) holds that the colonial masters and missionaries regarded certain African
traditional practices as offensive and tried to eradicate them through various
campaigns during the colonial era in Africa. In recent years, the resurgence of such
practices have many drivers, including globalisation and its opponents. According to
the Tanzania Human Rights Report (2012: 153), harmful traditional practices are
inhuman, degrading, and uncivilised against women in the country. These human
rights campaigners continue to create awareness of the detrimental aspects of these
cultural practices and the harm caused to those who undergo the respective rituals.
Studies have shown that during the postcolonial era, the Tanzanian Media Women’s
Association (TAMWA), and the Legal and Human Rights Centre (LHRC)
reintroduced these campaigns. The Tanzanian Women Lawyers Association
(TAWLA) often led coalitions of NGOs working to eradicate the practices under
study through educational and advocacy programmes, media campaigns, and
research projects (Winterbottom et al. 2009). Moreover, the Tanzanian government
in collaboration with the Tanzanian Ministry of Health runs, for example, anti-FGC
programmes in conjunction with non-governmental organisations (NGOs). These
include awareness and educational programmes (ibid). Importantly, the government
of Tanzania has policies against these practices and has enacted laws in recent years
that forbid the practices.
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On a global level, the World Health Organisation (WHO) has researched and
documented the health hazards associated with the practices of FGC and widow
cleansing and inheritance. This evidence has drawn the attention of the international
media, which have frequently aired such news on the media channels such as CNN,
Aljazeera, and the BBC. Recently, on 26 August 2015, the BBC broadcasted a
documentary reported by Tulanana Bohela on the Nyuwba Ntobhu practice among
the Kuria of Tanzania. The report highlighted how an age-old tradition involving
women marrying women in the Kuria communities is increasingly being used as an
option to escape from domestic violence in heterosexual marriages. The report rated
the Mara region in northern Tanzania as having the highest rate of domestic violence
in the country. In addition, the commentary explained that the alternative family
structure, known as Nywmba Nthobu, has become a practical alternative for many
women in the region3. In another media context, for example, in Finland, where this
study took place, the Finnish newspaper “Helsingin Sanomat” published an article
on the 6 February 2015 on the practice of FGC by Finnish photographer Meeri
Koutaniemi. This photojournalist travelled to Ethiopia and had the opportunity to
interact with men attending a community meeting that discussed the eradication
FGC, a programme run by Children’s Development Organisation Plan. According
to the photographer, the men who participated in the discussion had a change of
attitude against FGC practices when they realised the harmfulness on girl children
who undergo the ritual. Narratives such as these could be replicated almost
indefinitely locally, nationally, and globally.

Human rights activists lobbying against the traditional practices of FGC, Nywmba
Ntobhn and widow cleansing rites in the Lake Zone regions consider education as the
most valuable tool in their eradication process (Abdi 2010). Winterbottom and
colleagues (2013) hold that many NGO workers and women’s rights advocates
calling for “education” in the broadest possible terms as a strategy to end for
example, FGC. They maintain that “because few girls in rural East Africa attend
secondary school, many colonial and contemporary commentators have argued that
“harmful cultural practices’ will decline when girl children are educated” (Winterbottom
etal. 2013: 60). These researchers gave a telling example of a district education officer
in the Kuria region of Kenya whom they claimed said: “Let us circumcise the minds
of our daughters with quality education instead of subjecting them to this primitive
culture....” (The Daily Nation 2005; cited in Winterbottom et al. 2013: 61). They sum

3 http:/ /www.bbc.com/news/wotld-africa-34059556
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up their claims with this example, “FGC is condemned worldwide the local
community should not stick to it” (Ibid).

In her research, Abdi (2010) argues that “the lack of education” is not the cause
of the continual practices of FGC. I shall also add that neither is it the “paucity of
education” that is fueling the Nyxumba Ntobhu marriage and the widow cleansing ritual
in the Lake Zone regions of Tanzania. The idea of lack of education is an over
generalised and rather ethnocentric notion implying that those perpetuating the
practices are unaware of the adverse health effects (Abdi 2010: 116). I have discussed
the numerous ongoing educational programmes to enlighten the communities about
the harmful aspects of these three practices in this chapter. However, despite the
efforts made (Africanus 2012), the practices of FGC and widow cleansing ritual
persist in some parts of the country and Nyumba Ntobbn marriage continues among
the Kuria.

In order to understand how and why these educational programmes foisted on
these communities for several decades have failed to achieve their objectives, it is
important to interrogate the assumptions upon which they are based. If these
practices are so dehumanising and damaging to the body, why would the practising
communities not be more concerned about them over the years? On the other hand,
if these three practices are as harmful as the government, media, activists, religious
organisations and NGOs portray, then the practising communities must definitely
have an outstanding reason to perpetuate the practices. They may have strong
enough reasons to continue the practices that override the adverse health effects and
the harm to bodily integrity and life. Abdi (2010) points out that it is only through
establishing and fully understanding the deeper meanings of these practices through
the women’s stories can any change of attitude ever begin to occur.

My motivation to do this kind of study was to understand and describe the
traditional practices in their social and cultural context, and explain how aspects of
these traditions function in the studied communities. The knowledge would help
make reasonable predictions of social behaviour to address concerns about power
and control in order to promote women’s empowerment. These reflect the reality in
the African patriarchal societies among the Kuria and the Kerewe ethnic groups
under study. As pointed out by Twikirize quoting Anderson et al. (1994),
empowerment entails a process of learning to move from only being reactive to life
events to becoming proactive in shaping one’s vision for life (T'wikirize 2014: 69).
According to Mathias (2011), empowerment is derived from the word “power.”
Quoting Batliwala (1993), she explains that “power” has two central aspects: control
over resources and control over ideology (Mathias 2011: 18). Thus, to empower the
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women in this study means to equip them with the ability to gain control over their
resources and ideologies. Women’s issues of social injustices and power relations are
some of the key issues in social work discourse. The power struggles or relations
between the powerful and less powerful that exist among members of the
community is seen and experienced among women folks. The ability to study power
and control is one of the strengths of ethnographic research as it gives the researcher
the ability to provide understanding about social practices and indigenous knowledge
in everyday life in the community. These may be taken for granted and easily passed
without notice (Ranta-Tyrkko 2010).

Social work as a discipline and as a professional practice provides the space to
equip me with such tools to deal with, and discuss the multiple dimensions of societal
issues such as the phenomena under study. Twikirize (2014) attests that the key social
work role is empowerment. Proposing five spheres of empowerment as: personal,
social, educational, economic and political empowerment, Twikirize (2014: 69)
explains that these domains provide the intertwined dimensions that serve as a focus
for social work intervention. However, the use of social work approach as
homogenous does not exist. This belies the complexities and the huge variations of
approaches in social work. Critical social work, rooted in emancipatory and anti-
oppressive approaches, speaks of issues of power and powetlessness, oppression,
domination and privilege, and the impact of dominant ideologies and structural
factors on the substantive aspects of peoples’ lives (Sewpaul & Larsen 2014). This
critical social work theory may assist to unveil the unawareness of power relations
on macro and micro levels between women within the confines of the dominant
cultural beliefs.

1.3 Gendered Violence as a Framework

In this study, gendered violence is the theoretical framework to guide the study and
a detailed analysis of this concept is discussed in Chapter Three. Through an
approach that does not assume a standard definition, Stanko (2004) explains that
violence, as a phenomenon can no longer be conceptualised as fixed, understood
and expected. She suggests that it is only through fluidity of definition that we can
think creatively about disrupting violence and emphasise that violence could and
should be considered in many instances as preventable (ibid). In this study, the term
“violence against women” means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or

is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women,
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including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether
occurring in public or private life. This description is informed by the United Nations
General Assembly’s “Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence
against Women” (1993). In this study, gender based violence includes other harmful
behaviours directed at women and gitls such as forced early marriage, servitude,
subjecting a woman or a girl child to female genital cutting or intimating her to such
act. Generally, these actions cripple the development of the human being and violate
human rights (Tuyizere 2007; Kisaakye 2002; Boyle 2002).

According to Notko and Sevon (2006), this area of study has not been at the core
of either family studies or feminist studies. They note that woman-to-woman
violence poses a complex question in feminist research: as feminist researchers have
not been interested in topics such as mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
relationships, which challenges feminist theories that underscore female “ways of
being” (ibid.). Hunnicutt (2009) argues that feminist scholars have produced
abundant writings on violence against women, yet theory development has
stagnated. Hence, the effort to construct a theory of patriarchy to explain violence
against women was derailed by criticism. However, Hunnicutt (2009: 553) claims,
“the concept of patriarchy holds promise for theorising violence against women
because it keeps the theoretical focus on dominance, gender, and power.”

In this study, I have made use of certain concepts such as patriarchal violence,
culture and gender violence from theories that embrace feminist perspectives. These
concepts concern the political, social, cultural and other forms of gender violence
and their social relations to patriarchy. These concepts guided the analysis of the
findings. These concepts are discussed in more detail in Chapter Three. However,
the dominant concepts that this study adopted are patriarchal violence, gender
violence and social violence perspective. The study also highlights the legal norms in
opposition to the socio-cultural norms of the practices under study, and addresses
the use of human rights issues embodied in the several international human rights
conventions and regional treaties signed and ratified by the Tanzanian government.
While the study recognises the contribution that each perspective makes to the
understanding of FGC, woman-to-woman marriage, and widow cleansing ritual
practices, it does not, however, dwell on the details of these concepts to achieve the
breadth and depth of the analyses. This empirical study details with the real life
experiences of women who have undergone these practices.

Having lived and worked in Tanzania for two decades I acknowledge that
anthropological thinking could have influenced this study but then, an
anthropologist would study the culture. In this study, my interest was to study the
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experiences of the women who have undergone the said cultural practices.
Nonetheless, I recognise the role of the cultural meaning and understanding in the
study. Since I am not a native of any of the ethnic groups in the Lake Zone region,
I do not claim to have the whole truth of the Kuria and Kerewe cultures. Hence,
there may be some limitations in my input on their cultural framework. The
trustworthiness of my study however, is based on the meanings and experiences of
the stories the women and other participants in the study told and hold, which
highlights their interpretations and understandings of their culture. My standpoint in
this research project as a social work researcher was to listen to, and understand the
women’s experiences in a holistic manner in their social and cultural context. I
therefore respect and cherish every story told in the study and view the women as

the owners of their own experiences.

14 The Structure of the Thesis

This dissertation is organised in eleven chapters. Chapter One is the introduction,
which gives an overview of the problems associated to the harmfulness of the
cultural practices of FGC, Nywmba Ntobbhn marriage and Widow Cleansing ritual in
Tanzania. It also presents the research objectives, motivations and the relevance of
the study. Chapter Two explains the three cultural practices in a more general context
as practised in Africa and in Tanzania. It also discusses the cultural demands behind
the practices that keep the tradition and give identity to those women who undergo
the ritual associated with the said practices in the study. Chapter Three focuses on a
review of related literature and the theoretical framework. The chapter addresses the
general conceptual view of gendered violence and power relation issues. A detailed
analysis drawn on the gendered violence that exist in the Tanzanian and African
patriarchal societies thereby highlighting the gender differential and the woman’s
subordination in the patriarchal community setting. The specific gender role that
exists in the Tanzanian communities which implicate elderly African women and
compel them to take certain responsibilities to promote tradition and culture are also
addressed. Lastly, the chapter addresses the policies and practices such as human
rights issues, legislation and the professional institution of social work in Tanzania.
Chapter Four presents the research task and methodology. It is based on the
research questions and methodological framework, which are qualitative interviews.
The chapter describes the qualitative techniques used, the field experiences during
the data collection, the analysis of the data, and the ethical issues. These methods
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assisted in “seeking to discover and understand the phenomena, the process, or the
perspectives and world views of the people involved” (Merriam 1998: 11) in this
research project. Chapters Five, Six and Seven are the empirical chapters of the three
cultural practices under study. Chapter Eight discusses the findings of the empirical
chapters. The summary and conclusions of the entire research project are presented
in Chapter Nine. The recommendations for future studies and the epilogue are
presented in Chapters Ten and Eleven.

33



2 THE GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE THREE
PRACTICES

The introduction highlighted the overview of the research problem stating that the
Tanzanian government, human rights activists, religious organisations and NGOs
have branded the culture and traditions under study as dehumanizing, unacceptable
and primitive practices that need to be eradicated in Tanzania and on the African
continent as a whole. This chapter is based on existing knowledge and literature of
the cultural practices under examination. It describes in detail the traditional
practices of FGC, Nyumba Ntobhun marriage, and the widow cleansing rituals. It also
gives the socio-historical and the geographical background of each practice not only
as practiced among the Kuria and Kerewe ethnic groups but also as perceived among
the ethnic groups in Tanzania and on the Africa continent. The chapter also
highlights the symbolic meanings of the three practices and addresses some issues
of tradition and cultural demand behind the studied practices.

2.1 What is Female Genital Cutting?

Female genital cutting is a longstanding customary ritual, which involves the total or
partial removal of the external female genitalia (Lightfoot-Klein 2007; Talle 1993;
Koso-Thomas 1987). Female genital cutting practice is deeply rooted in some
African cultures, religions superstitious beliefs, witchcraft, and is connected to
myths, as well as feelings of fear and insecurity (Gachiri 2010; Koso-Thomas 1987).
Studies show that the communities practising FGC are often motivated by beliefs
about what is considered appropriate sexual behaviour, with some communities
considering that it ensures and preserves virginity, marital faithfulness, and even
prevents promiscuity or prostitution (28 TooMany 2013; Africanus 2012; Talle
1993). In societies where FGC is practiced, there is a strong link between FGC and
marriageability, the ritual often being a prerequisite to marriage (Africanus 2012,
Abdi 2010; Talle 1993).

Some scholars hold that the reasons for the practice of FGC can often vary in

relation to national and regional views, ethnicity, beliefs, and worldviews (Africanus
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2012; Gruenbaum 2001; Talle 1993). A report by 28 TooMany (2013: 43) reveals that
in Tanzania, the Maasai and similarly the Kuria, instill ideas of the importance of
marriage in girl children, and socialise them to be able to run households by the age
10. According to Magoke-Mhoja (2008), this early socialisation is a means to validate
a gitl’s body for marriage. He further emphasises that child marriage and FGC are
intrinsically linked for the vast majority of practising communities in Tanzania. In
Dodoma, Iringa and Mtwara Regions of Tanzania, some individuals believe that the
practice cures a sexually infectious disease known as lawalawa (Winterbottom et al.
2009: 52). Within the families of the communities in Africa practicing FGC, girl
children are perceived as those who provide the opportunity to obtain wealth
through the payment of bride price. Scholars such as Tuyizere (2007) and
Gruenbaum (2001) reveal that women in the practising communities are mainly
viewed as potential wives and mothers. Hence, parents in such societies are not
motivated to keep girl children in school for longer than is considered necessary, as
this would delay marriage, prolonging parental financial responsibility for their
daughters (28 TooMany 2013; Tuyizere 2007; Bond 2005; Akintunde et al. 2002).
For this reason, the Children’s Dignity Forum (2008) report concludes that it is
within the economic interest of parents for their gitls to marry early.

In recent years, it is believed that this traditional practice is no longer very
common among the ethnic groups that practice it. According to Africanus (2012),
female genital cutting is a socio-cultural practice with different meanings and beliefs
to different practising people. Quoting Rahlenbeck and Mekonnen (2009: 445),
Africanus explains that among the Amhara people of Ethiopia, the practice carries a
religious meaning analogous to male circumcision. In this religious context, the
Ambhara people are obligated by their faith belief to undergo circumcision. In some
practising communities in Tanzania, for example, the practice has no religious
connotation whatsoever: to them, it is cultural just as in societies not circumcising a
female is cultural (Akumadu 1998). According to Koso-Thomas (1987), FGC
practice may be performed on girls during infancy, during adolescence or even
during a woman’s first pregnancy. Generally, with most ethnic groups on the African
continent who practice FGC, the procedure is usually carried out on girls between
the ages of four and twelve (Dorkenoo 1995; Koso-Thomas 1987). In case of the
latter age, FGC is typically part of a ritual initiation into womanhood and marriage
that includes a period of seclusion and education about rights and duties of a wife
(WHO 2001, Althaus 1997). Research has shown that circumcision for both men

and women is obligatory in the rural areas among practising communities in
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Tanzania and in Africa as a whole. Uncircumcised men and women atre not permitted
to participate in important clan meetings (Akintunde et al. 2002).

The procedure is the rite that introduces youth adulthood and transforms them
into respected members of society (Nandutu 2004; Talle 1998). Uncircumcised
women and men are not considered to be ‘full’ women and ‘grown’ men. Hence,
refusal to comply could be very costly in terms of social sanction, disgrace and
ridicule that may be meted out to a non-conforming mother or uncircumcised girls
themselves. In such communities, the chances are that the uncut woman or man will
lose her/his opportunity to be matried (Africanus 2012; Talle 1993). In Somalian
culture for example, men regularly stress the value of being ‘the first’ to open a girl.
To leave a gitl ‘uncut’ is held to be disgusting and ‘unnatural’ (Talle 1993). A woman
without these specific qualities is an anomaly and a phenomenon, which simply does
not exist among those who practice FGC (Abdi 2010; Talle 1993). An elderly woman
trained for the job does the surgery on what it takes to be a ‘woman’ usually in a
sacred place after the girl child has been fattened and well groomed. Traditionally,
the operation is carried out without any extensive forms of anesthetics or antiseptic
precautions (Africanus 2012; Kisaaye 2002; Boyle 2002; Talle 1993). In order to
prevent excessive bleeding and infection, a mixture of herbs and special oils believed
to have homeostatic effect is applied to the wound after the operation (Akintunde
et al. 2002).

Researchers on FGC have documented that clitoridectomy or excision is the
most common type, which involves the cutting off the clitoris and most of the
external genitalia (Tuyizere 2007; Adjetey 1995; Koso-Thomas 1987). Researchers in
this field of study have stated that the most extreme form of FGC procedure is
known as ‘infibulation or pharaonic circumcision.” This is a form of mutilation where
the clitoris, the labia minora and inner parts of labia majora are wholly or partly
excised thereupon the sides of the vulva are stitched together (Tuyizere 2007;
Adjetey 1995; Talle 1993). “For this kind of practice, the girl’s legs are tied together
for weeks to ensure that the vaginal opening is completely closed off” (Kisaakye
2002: 270). According to Talle, a tiny orifice, so small that ‘nothing larger than the
end of a needle can pass’, is left open serving as an outlet for urine and menstrual
blood. The surgery transforms the natural genitals of a woman into a flattened,
smoothed vulva with an oblong scar and a tiny hole at the lower end. In appearance
the mutilated vulva is radically different from that of natural pudenda, the operation

accentuates and dramatises the difference between female and male organs (Talle

1993: 83-84).
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Based on the above description that portrayed the intensity of the procedure of
the practice, an all-embracing definition was adopted by WHO, UNICEF4, and
UNFPAS5 in 1997. Referring 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 as female genital mutilation (FGM) (Boyle 2002; Kissaye 2002;
Dorkenoo 1995). Researchers such as Tuyizere (2007) and Kisaakye (2002) hold that
there are two types of FGM (clitoridectomy or excision and infibulation or pharaonic
circumcision), while Adjetey (1995) and many other researchers categorise FGM
practice into three types. These researchers contend that clitoridectomy is the
removal of the clitoral prepuce or tip of the clitoris and the excision is the removal
of the clitoris and the inner lips of the female external genitalia or labia minora, hence
could not consider these two types as one.

The WHO recognises four main types FGM, the fourth type as the ‘other’ being:
All other harmful and non-medical procedures to the female genitalia, these involve
the pricking, piercing, incising, cauterizing and scraping of the genitalia (WHO 2007).
WHO?’s classification is explained in Table 1.

Table 1.  The WHO Classifies FGC into Four Types®

Type | Partial or total removal of the clitoris and/or the prepuce (clitoridectomy).
Partial or total removal of the clitoris and the labia minora, with or without excision of the labia
Type Il majora (excision). Note also that the term ‘excision’ is sometimes used as a general term

covering all types of FGM.

Narrowing of the vaginal orifice with creation of a covering seal by cutting and appositioning
the labia minora and/or the labia majora, with or without excision of the clitoris (infibulation).
All other harmful procedures to the female genitalia for non-medical purposes, for example:
pricking, piercing, incising, scraping and cauterisation (WHO 2008).

Type lll

Type IV

In performing the rituals of the cut, there are different types of instruments used
such as special knives, razor blades, pieces of glass or scissors. Research has revealed
that on some rare occasions sharp stones have been reported to be used in some
parts of Eastern Sudan (Dorkenoo 1995; Talle 1993). A traditional birth attendant
called the daya in Egypt and the Sudan (Dorkenoo 1995) does the operation of the
cut. In Somalia for example, the operators of excisions are from the #zidgan clan (Talle
1993). Among the Kuria ethnic group in Tanzania, the operator is called Ngariba in
Swahili and in the Kuria dialect Omosari. 1t is believed that she could originate from

4 United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund
5 United Nations Fund for Population Activities

¢ http:/ /www.un.otg/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw52/statements_missions/Interagency_Statement_
on_FEliminating FGM.pdf
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any of the Kuria sub-tribes. These excisions look on their profession as an integral
part of their culture and ethnic identity, and some perceive it as a religious obligation
(Althaus 1997; Talle 1993).

In most African communities, the practice of FGC is linked to circumcision. In
the Tanzanian context for example, the Swahili word for circumcision is Zahiri, which
is the collective name used to describe the variety of practices involving the cutting
of the female genitalia. Tahiri often refers to operations that fall under FGC type I
and 11, as shown in Table 1. This term ‘circumcision’ is considered to be confusing
by some since it seems to associate male circumcision with FGC (Dorkenoo 1995).
However, according to WHO, the only form that anatomically is comparable to male
circumcision is that form in which the clitoral prepuce is cut away, which medical
experts attest seldom occurs in the practising communities. These medical experts
sometimes argued that the term circumcision obscures the serious physical and
psychological effects of genital cutting on women (WHO 2010; Dorkenoo 1995;
Koso-Thomas 1987). Over the years, there has been misconceptions about the
naming of the practice. Female circumcision was considered the favorite term used
to describe the alteration of the female genitalia (Walley 1997, in Abdi 2012).
Nevertheless, it was believed to portray a false image of the practice, meaning that
‘the removal of the foreskin in males is equivalent to the removal of the clitoris in
the females (Abdi 2012; Boyle 2001; Dorkenoo 1995).

According to Dorkenoo (1995: 4), it has taken many years from people to start
using the terminology female genital mutilation FGM as opposed to the euphemistic
term female circumcision. The term FGM has been popularly used to refer to “a
name given to several traditional practices which involve the cutting and removal of
female sexual organs” (Adjetey 1995: 279). FGM is also a collective name used to
describe other injury to female genital organs whether for cultural or other non-
medical reasons (WHO 2010; Dorkenoo 1995). The term FGM used by a wide range
of women's health and human rights organisations and activists was not just to
describe the various forms of the cut, but also to indicate that the practice is
considered a mutilation of the female genitalia as a violation of women's basic human
rights (Kisaaye 2002; Adjetey 1995). Since 1994, the term FGM has been used in
several United Nations conference documents, and has served as a policy and
advocacy tool. According to Abdi (2012),the renaming of the practice as ‘Female
Genital Mutilation” by the WHO in 1996 was considered by some as ‘clearly
disapproving and highly evocative’ (see, also WHO 2010). A 2008 statement on FGC
adopted by ten prominent UN agencies clearly states that:
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... the guiding principles for considering genital practices as FGC should be those of
human rights, including the right to health, the rights of children and the right to
nondisctrimination on basis of sex (UNICEF 2009).

The terms ‘female genital operations’ by Walley in (1997) and ‘female genital cutting’
by James and Robertson (2002) are used to provide a more precise and sensitive term
to describe the practice. In Tanzania, ‘Keketa’ a Swahili word meaning ‘cut’ and
‘Ukeketaji’ the one who does the cutting of the genitalia is the accepted term used
among those who have the practice.

For this reasons, some organisations have opted to use the more neutral term
'female genital cutting'. This stems from the fact that communities that practice FGC
often find the use of the term 'mutilation' demeaning, since it seems to indicate
malice on the part of parents or circumcisers (WHO 2010). The use of judgmental
terminology bears the risk of creating a backlash, thus possibly causing an alienation
of communities that practice FGM/FGC or even causing an actual increase in the
number of gitls being subjected to FGM/FGC (Abdi 2012; WHO 2010). Therefore,
in this study, I have decided to use the term female genital cutting (FGC).

2.1.1 Historical and Geographical Background of FGC

According to UNICEF (2013), FGC is concentrated in a swathe of countries from
the Atlantic Coast to the Horn of Africa. The report estimated that 125 million
women and girls in Africa and the Middle East have undergone the procedure. In
Africa alone, it is believed that 101 million girls over the age of ten have undergone
FGC. Boyle (2002) and Tuyizere (2007) claim that FGC is widely practised in at least
28 African countries. The country with the highest number of cut gitls is Egypt, with
approximately 27.2 million girls and women having undergone FGM/C in the
country (UNICEF 2013; Africanus 2012; Boyle 2001). This is closely followed by
Ethiopia with 23.8 million women and Nigeria with 19.9 million (UNICEF 2013;
Atere 2001). In Africa as a whole, there are the possibilities of over or more than
three million girls at risk for FGC annually. The age of girls when they are forced to
undergo the procedure varies from weeks after birth to puberty; in half the countries
for which figures were available for 2013, most girls were cut before the age of five
(UNICEF 2013).

Africanus (2012) holds that the origin of female genital cutting is unknown in
Tanzania. While Dorkenoo (1995) has urged that it is difficult to trace the origin of

FGC practice on the African continent because there are no written documents and
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that the practice has been part of the African history. On the other hand, Koso-
Thomas (1992: 15), attests that female circumcision has evolved from early times in
primitive communities desirous of establishing control over the sexual behaviour of
women. In another study, Slack (1988) affirms this claim and explains that FGC has
been practiced for over 2000 years among powerful nations in ancient times.
Although it has obscure origins, there has been anthropological and historical
research on how FGC came about (Koso-Thomas 1992; Slack 1988).

Some researchers claim that FGC practice is found in traditional group or
community cultures that have patriarchal structures (28 TooMany 2013; Dorkenoo
1995; Koso-Thomas 1992). According to Africanus (2012), the practice predates
Christianity and Islam in today’s practicing communities.

In Africa, clitoridectomy and excision are practiced among some ethnic groups
in the following countries: Burkina Faso, Benin, Ethiopia, Cameroon, Central Africa
Republic, Chad, Ghana, Gambia, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mauritania, Niger, Togo,
Nigeria, Egypt, Kenya, and Tanzania. A few, scattered occurrences of the practice
have been reported in Botswana, Lesotho, and Mozambique (UNICEF 2009; Boyle
2009; Tuyizere 2007; Dorkenoo 1995). According to these researchers, in Africa,
infibulation is practiced in countries such as Mali, Malawi, Sudan, Somali, and some
part of Ethiopia and Northern Nigeria (UNICEF 2009; Boyle 2009; Kisaaye 2002;
Dotkenoo 1995).

Studies have revealed that apart from Africa, some communities in Asia, Europe
and Latin America also have practiced female circumcision. According to Dorkenoo
(1995), in Asia, the practice is common among Muslims groups in the Philippines,
Malaysia, Pakistan and Indonesia (ibid 1995). In her study, Koso-Thomas (1987)
discloses that the practice of FGC that existed in ancient times in parts of Europe
had become a practice of the past. However, she explains that the practice has
resurfaced in certain parts of Europe in countries such as France and Germany
where large numbers of immigrants from Africa and Asia have settled. Thus, the
immigrants have transferred their circumcision culture from their countries of origin
to the adopted homelands (Koso-Thomas 1987: 17). Dorkenoo (1995) holds that in
Latin America, for example, female circumcision is practiced among some
indigenous groups in countries such as Brazil, Eastern Mexico, and Peru.

Like many African countries that practice FGC, there are significant regional and
ethnic variations in prevalence (28 TooMany 2013; Boyle 2007; Dorkenoo 1995).
According to the Tanzania Demographic Health Survey (TDHS) report, Arusha,
Dodoma, Kilimanjaro, Manyara, Mara and Singida are regions that have rates of
FGC prevalence between 20-70% (TDHS 2010). The UNICEF (2013) report
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estimated that 7.9 million women and girls in Tanzania have undergone FGC. The
TDHS estimated the prevalence of FGC in girls and women aged between (15-49)
was 14% in 2010, which indicated that the rate has not changed from the 2004-05
DHS but has decreased by 3.3% from 17.9% in 1996 TDHS (28 TooMany 2013).

On the one hand, the TDHS recorded that of the nine regions in Tanzania with
the highest prevalence of FGC, five have seen a decline in the practice and the
remaining four regions an increase between 2004-05 and 2010. On the other hand,
there are indications in the 2010 report showing that the percentages of cut women
have increased in Arusha and Mara regions, with the largest increase occurring in
Singida from 43.2% in 2004-05 to 51% in 2010. According to 28 Too Many (2013)
report, the prevalence rates may vary widely between different ethnic groups within
the same region. For example, in the Mara region where this study is conducted,
FGC s as high as 75% among the Kuria ethnic group, but much lower among other
ethnic groups in the region (28 TooMany 2013; TDHS 2010).

212  The Symbolic Meaning of the FGC Practice

There is ample information among the practising communities concerning the
symbolic meaning and the carving identity through the physical cutting of flesh (Abdi
2012; Talle 1993). Ironically, in the Somali context, “the act — eutting ount part of female
genitalia — is the same act that carves in the female gender” (Abid 2012: 134). In the
communities in Africa where FGC is prevalent, the practice is perceived as any other
cultural rituals, which are associated with establishing or strengthening identity, and
derives some of its power and tenacity from its symbolic value in identity formation
(Abdi 2012; Gruenbaum 2001; Tella 1993). According to Gruenbaum, “male
circumcision for example, (and other body-altering practices such as sub-incision
and ordeals of scarring) has carried the symbolism of a variety of meanings-
maleness, age status such as incipient adulthood or adult manhood, membership in
an ethnic or religious community” (Gruenbaum 2001: 67). In the context of those
who practice it, female genital cutting conveys a similar meaning (Gruenbaum 2001;
Talle 1993). In their studies on ancient Egypt, both Dorkenoo (1995) and Koso-
Thomas (1987) explain that the removal of the male-like parts from women and
female-like parts from men have the interpretation as reflective of gender definition.

Gender identity issues are evident in many cultures in Africa, where the removal
of masculine parts from a female body is often given as one of the reasons for
excision of the protruding clitoris and other tissues (Gruenbaum 2001). In Boddy’s
(1989) study in Sudan, an interpretation was made that the removal of the parts
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considered masculine and the construction of smooth scar tissue is seen as
feminizing, and producing enclosure. Among the Somali, for example, Talle (1993)
contended that the parts of the vagina being carved away are the “hard” parts of
female pudenda. In the same way, in Tanzania, in the Kuria culture as with most
cultures in the country that have the practice, “hardness” is associated with maleness
(Africanus 2012). Thus the male element of the female genitals, the clitoris, is
irrevocably removed by the operation. The clitoris, as it were, must be excised in
order to give clarity to the female-male distinction and propagate ‘gender-identity’
(Talle 1993: 84). By removing the clitoris, the Gikuyu in Kenya also believe that they
are removing the ambiguity of gender; in that way, “status and gender became
crystalised” (Gruenbaum 2001: 67).

The beliefs and symbolic meanings the practising communities attach to FGC
ritual is that the bodily substances are used as metaphors for social relations. As
explicated by Talle (1993) when she studied the FGC among the Somali, the bones
(hard) that symbolise maleness represent and include the testicles, the penis, the teeth
and reason (intelligence). These male features are believed to be inherited
patrilaterally through the semen of the father. While those which are soft symbolise
femaleness represents and includes features like the blood, veins, muscles, skin and
tissue, flesh, the hair, nails and the cartilage derive from the mother through the
female blood, with blood being the chief element that a woman contributes at
conception (Talle 1993: 84). Additionally, Gruenbaum (2001) and Talle (1993)
highlighted in their studies that in the practising communities, it is considered that a
child being an outcome of interaction preceding birth is a person formed of both
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ relations.

Many patriarchal societies in Tanzania particularly among the Kuria and the
Maasai, the culture of FGC is regarded as gender metaphoric vehicle that provides
telling images of how to think about the ritual and value other relations and
distinctions associated to the practice (Africanus 2012). The scheme of gender
classification proposes a hierarchical relationship between the sexes, as well as
between ‘things’ female and male, giving precedence to the male image (Helander
1988 in Talle 1993: 84). Talle explains that the efficacy of gender as a metaphor may
be related partly to the practice of infibulation and to male circumcision. She
emphasis that genital cutting manipulates and strikes at the very part of the body
where the anatomical difference between women and men is apparently most
prominent (Talle 1993). Therefore, for the societies who practice FGC, the surgery
reinforces a primordial genetic dichotomy (Gruenbaum 2001; Talle 1993). Those
who practice FGC believe that the prominent gender images do not spring out of
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biological sex as understood in the ordinary sense. Among the Somalis for example,
the newborn is composed of both male and female parts; in gender terms, the infant
is ‘androgynous’ (Abdi 2010; Talle 1993).

Bearing in mind this multiple-gendered state of the African understanding of
personhood, women and men in the practising communities are considered impure
beings, hence ambiguous and incapable of reproducing themselves until they have
become ‘women’ and ‘men’ (Abdi 2010; Gruenbaum 2001; Talle 1993). In their
studies among the Sudanese and the Somalis, both Gruenbaum (2001) and Talle
(1993) state that the gendering of the person in practising communities begins right
after birth. Their emphasis was on the fact that when the women assisting in delivery
announce the sex of the child to the people around, in the case of a boy being born,
enthusiastic clapping and cheering (a local jubilant sound, known in Tanzania as
vigelegele) could be heard from inside the delivery room. On the other hand, the birth
of a girl is met by a conspicuous silence and restrained emotion (Gruenbaum 2001;
Talle 1993). Talle (1993) explains that the bodily ‘opening up’ of the women through
silence, introduce us to the metaphor of ‘opening’/‘tying” which, suggest a key
symbolic theme that work with and rework in the process of gender-making (Ibid).

Traditionally, to rework the process of gender making involves skillful trade of
senior women who are believed to have learnt the trade from female relatives, mostly
their grandmothers (Atere 2001; Kisaakye 2002). These female experts make their
livelihood and depend on their job as circumcisers. In principle, any woman who has
the right talent or sufficient courage may take up work as a circumciser (Africanus
2012). One important ability that is required is that she should not be ‘afraid of
blood’ (Talle 1993: 85). Even though they are women who have themselves
undergone the operation, when performing the operation they act as men, chiefly
because they draw blood by handling the knife (Gruenbaum 2001; Talle 1993).

In Tanzania, the Kuria are known to be warriors and aggressive in the drawing of
human blood, mainly in fighting, which is strictly a male preoccupation. According
to Africanus (2012), the job of a woman circumciser in the Kuria community is
somehow surrounded with ambiguous feelings and in a sense, is regarded as
degrading. In some societies such as the Somali where FGC is practiced, the
circumciser is seen as a mysterious being who appears like a spirit to do her job,
collects her ransom and disappears again (Gruenbaum 2001; Dorkenoo 1995; Koso-
Thomas 1987).

African feminist anthropologists and activists such as Dorkenoo (1995), and
Koso-Thomas (1987) continue to hold that the practice of FGC remains in the
female space: women are largely the excisors and direct perpetuators of the practice.
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However, in the patriarchal societies it must be understood that certain women have
ended up performing FGC because of the relative powerlessness of women in
traditional male dominated societies. It is widely believed that women practice FGC
to please men (Boyle 2009; Tuyizere 2007; Bond 2005 Gruenbaum 2001).

2.2 What is Nyumba Ntobhu (Woman-to-woman) Marriage?

Marriage is a key institution in many, if not all, societies (Nyanungo 2013: 61).
Moreover, when we think of marriage, the image that often comes into mind is of a
union between one man and one or more women (ibid). In this study, however,
woman-to-woman marriage, known as Nyzumba Ntobhu’ marriage in Tanzania among
the Kuria, refers to the institution whereby an older woman pays dowry to marry
another woman (very often a young woman) and assumes control over her and her
offspring (Starace 2009; Cadigan 1998; Krige 1974). Ethnographic studies reveal that
many African societies have practiced woman-to-woman marriage and some still do
(Cadigan 1998; Oboler 1980; Krige 1974).

For instance, in some societies, such as among the Nandi people of Western
Kenya, women who are beyond child-bearing age, or never married and have no
children are most likely to engage in woman-to-woman marriage and thus become
female husbands (Nyanungo 2013). A marriage contracted between women normally
involves an older one (a widow or one who is still married to a man) and a young
one, but sometimes three or more women are involved. According to Starace (2009)
and Chacha (2004), woman-to-woman marriage is beneficial mostly to the female
husband more than any other persons involved in the marriage. Moreover, Cadigan
(1998) specifies that cross-culturally, women in the practising communities take
wives under three citcumstances, all of which increase the status of the female
husband. She gave her explanation thus: 1). Barren women and widows take wives
to obtain rights over children produced. 2). Rich women accumulate wives to gain
prestige and wealth in the same way men do through polygamy. 3). Women without
sons can exercise their rights to a daughter-in-law by marrying a woman and giving
her to an unborn son (Cadigan 1998).

This is because these older women will want an heir to inherit their name, wealth
and property (Nyanungo 2013). Hence, some researchers describe this type of
marriage as ‘woman marriage’ or marriage involving a ‘female husband’. Osiki and

7'The study participants will give a detailed description of Nywmba Ntobbu marriage institution among
the Kuria in Chapter Seven.
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Nwoko (2014) illustrated a modification of female husband in the woman marriage
institution amongst two ethnic groups (llorin and Asaba respectively) in Nigeria.
They demonstrate firstly that the driving force behind the practice of female
husbands in Horin were, in a sense, economic rather than social considerations. They
explain that in olden days, Ilorin wealthy woman demonstrated in the use of labour
a maximisation of female slaves considered as her ‘wives’ through the exploitation
of their sexuality and their ‘reproductiveness’, as well as the labour of the affected
young men who were employed to serve as the biological fathers of the children
born to the female husband. Secondly, Osiki and Nwoko (2014) revealed that
colonial records point to the occurrence of female domination or control among the
Asaba Division. According to these researchers, in a Confidential Report of No. C.
195/1915 of December 2, 1915, addressed to the Colonial Secretary’s Office in
Lagos, the Commissioner of Benin Province agreed that “the custom of women
marriage was formerly prevalent in many parts of the Asaba Division.” Osiki and
Nwoko (2014: 28) quoting from the Benin Province File/461/1915 report stated
that:

There used to be in Asaba Division a practice of marrying woman-to-woman. A
barren woman would pay dowry for a girl who should bear children for her or a
woman of position would pay dowry for young gitls in order that they might bear
children and strengthen her house. These gitls did not marry and their children
belonged to their mistress. This practice has been to a great extent suppressed through
the medium of the Native Coutts.

In an earlier study, Nwoko (2012) tells about a different form of woman marriage
among the Igbos of Nigeria and explains that when a man was unable to have a male
child, he appoints one of his daughters (in most cases the first daughter) to stay back
in the family and procreate. In such practising communities, a man who did not have
a son could pass land and trees to his daughters if the daughters were recognised.
According to Amadiume (1987), this passage from womanhood to manhood and
the rights of ‘sons’ could only be acknowledged and accomplished through rituals.
Nwoko (2012) gave another example among the Mbaise Igbo of Nigeria. In this
case, the female children of a family collectively pay the bride price of a younger
woman after the death of their father in the name of their eldest sister so that the
new bride can procreate and raise male children to preserve the family lineage
(Nwoko 2012: 76). Quoting Emefiene (2000), this researcher highlighted that the
young bride is expected by her female husband to identify a well-behaved young man
from amongst the kinfolk as the bedmate. This was done for vatious reasons, such
as the preservation of the blood tie of that particular family, to ensure that the
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children born from that relationship are not fathered by miscreants, thieves or
persons with illnesses, and to prevent the introduction of unwholesome and
undesirable traits into the family (Nwoko 2012: 76).

In the literature of this field of studies, it is clear that in African patrilineal
societies, most older women involved in woman-to-woman marriage wanted sons
to secure their inheritance. According to Lugard (1965) cited in Kjerland (1997), sons
are the primary motive for woman-marriage, but he pointed out that the elder
woman could marry a younger woman because she wanted someone to tend to her
in her old age. Kjerland held that women also took wives in communities where
political power and motherhood were mutually exclusive. He also maintained that
some women used the gitls to earn money, as the young girls were hired out to men,
and fees were claimed for their sexual services (Kjerland (1997). In his study, Nwoko
contended that many researchers have highlighted that the reason why some
influential African women became female husbands was to help traditional
heterosexual couples find a way out of barrenness. While some see woman-to-
woman marriage as an asset in order to have an heir, others believed that the practice
was a customary way for pre-colonial single but wealthy women who could not have
their own children to procreate (Nwoko 2012).

Scholars such as Nyanungo (2013); Nkowo (2012); Starace (2009); Cadigan (1998)
and Krige (1974) who researched woman-to-woman marriage among the different
ethnic groups involved in the practice in Africa explained that to portray the essence
of the woman marriage, the female husband remained the social father of all
offspring resulting in the marriage. This means that the children from the woman
marriage belonged to the lineage of the female husband, not to their biological father
(Starace 2009; Cadigan 1998). Consequently, the female husband played the role of
the father, provider, protector and indeed all the functions and responsibilities
enshrined in the patriarchal concept, which included physical protection of the
family and its territory, the male economic sphere, the spiritual sphere, the social
sphere (Nwoko 2012; Starace 2009; Cadigan 1998). Nyanungo (2013) notes that in
the traditional African context, woman marriage has served as an avenue through
which women exercise social influence and patronage in societies where inheritance
and succession pass through the male line. Accordingly, scholars hold that in some
societies, the woman marriage makes it possible for women to gain social status as
the head of the household (Nyanungo 2013; Nwoko 2012; Kjerland 1997). Many
more examples of these ethnic groups and their motives for being involved in this
form of marriage will unfold in the following sub-chapter as well as in subsequent
chapters.
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2.2.1 The Historical and Geographical Background of Woman-to-Woman
Marriage

Since the beginning of this century, woman-marriage has been recorded among more
than thirty different ethnic groups living in four regions of Sub-Saharan Africa. They
are in the Transvaald, near Nigeria, in the Southern part of the Sudan, and in East
Africa (O’Brien 1976). Kjerland (1998: 4) argues that the first time that woman-
marriage was recorded from the Southern Sudan was when H. O’Sullivan’s article
“Dinka Law and Customs” appeared in 1910. As explained earlier, a number of terms
have been used to describe marriage between two women in Sub-Saharan Africa.
According to Kjerland (1998), Evans-Pritchard (1951) described the marriage as
“Kinship and Marriage” among the Nuer in 1951 and Kirige used in her article
“Woman-Marriage with special reference to the Lovedu” as its significance for the
“Definition of Marriage” in 1974.

Legend has it that in Tanzania, the Kuria patrilineal Bantu groups occupying the
country extending across the Kenyan-Tanzania border to the East of Lake Nyanza
have the practice of woman-marriage. In his study, Kjerland (1998) shows that Kuria
land is between the Migori River in Kenya and Mara River in Tanzania. Tarime is
the district headquarters on the Tanzanian side of the border and Kehancha holds
the same position in the Kenya side in the Kuria district (Starace 2009; Chacha 2004).
In their studies on the Tanzanian region, researchers such as Starace (2009); Chacha
(2004); and Kjerland (1998) have called the marriage between two Kuria women as
“daughter-in-law-marriage or mokanmiina” and claimed to have used the right term
to describe the marriage. Studies also disclose that when researchers first discovered
this form of marriage, it was confusing as well as provocative. Marriage between
women was unheard of in Europe at this time (Kjerland 1998; O’Brien 1977).
Researchers such as Cadigan and Chacha hold that woman-to-woman marriage is a
predominantly African institutional form of marriage, which is unfamiliar to most
people outside Africa and even many Africans themselves (Chacha 2004; Cadigan
1998).

According to Njambi and O’Brien (1998 in Chacha 2004: 129), historians and
social scientists only vaguely understand this specific form of woman-to-woman
marriage. The concept remains relatively obscure, and in family studies discourse,

the topic is pushed to the extreme margins by an historical fixation on western

8 A province of north-eastern South Africa originally inhabited by Africans who spoke Bantu, which
was colonised by the Boers. This province existed from 1910-1994, it is no longer called Transvaal. It
was restructured into different provinces post —apattheid.

47



nuclear families as a universal ideal (ibid). Questions about biological fatherhood,
sexual rights and duties dominated the discussion in Lord Lugard's study (1965). In
his eatlier work, “The Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa” (1922), he stated that he did
not regard woman-marriage in Nigeria as “normal”. In that study, he recorded the
marriage under the title “Slavery in British Africa” simply because he did not believe
that young girls entered into such unions willingly (cited in Kjerland 1997: 2-3). A
follow up study by Outwaite (1981) regarded the primary purpose of woman-
marriage to be the regulation of sexual activity. Researchers such as Oboler (1980)
and Krige (1974) concluded that a marriage between two women in which the
younger gave birth to children implied repulsive sex.

Similarly, some early studies show that as the Christian churches banned
polygamists (male and female) in the African communities from taking communion
during colonial times. With Western influence emphasising that girls have the right
to choose their own husbands, woman-to-woman marriage may be dying out (Krige
1974, Cadigan 1998). An example has been given in a recent study of the Western
Igbo, which shows that women are becoming less tolerant of woman-to-woman
marriage (Ugbabe 2013; Cadigan 1998). However, this institution of woman-to-
woman marriage, which has existed from at least as eatly as the eighteenth century
(O’Brien 1977: 109 in Cadigan 1998: 2), is still practiced among the Kuria ethnic

group of Tanzania where this research was conducted.

2.2.2  The Symbolic Meaning of the African Woman-to-Woman Marriage

In Tanzania and on the African continent as a whole, marriage is a cultural and social
construct (Otiso 2013). According to Nyanungo (2013: 61) cultural norms, beliefs
and values set the rules for various aspects of marriage, which include who we marry,
when we marry, how we marry and what is expected of us in the marriage. Defining
the symbolic representation of the African woman in married life, Idumwonyi (2002:
100) had this to say: “...the woman’s importance is derived from her role as mother.
Motherhood is the focus of her economic activity and her life. It is as the bearer of
children, especially males, that a woman defines her status especially in the
polygamous family and forges lasting ties to her husband, home and kin. She earns
more respect with a secure status compared to the woman with a female as her eldest
child”. Because of this, a woman with a female child may despise the child although
she can console herself because she is not barren (Mere 1973: 19 in Idumwonyi 2002:
101). Most studies reveal that African society has no place for barren women
(Ugbabe 2013; Nwoko 2012; Starace 2009; Chacha 2004). Hence, researchers have
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highlighted the choice of woman-marriage for those in this category. However, the
implications for women’s lives in specific traditional African marriage and customs
practiced across the continent may either support and or challenge systems of
patriarchy as the women struggle for gender equality and recognition in society
(Nyanungo 2013).

Among the Igbos of Nigeria for example, the female husband in theory enjoyed
equal status with her male kin, though this was not the general practice in Igbo land
(Osiki & Nwoko 2014). Among her female mates, the female husband was regarded
as a man and equals to her male counterparts. She was treated like a man and her
opinion was sought in gathering of opinions. In any ceremony, she enjoyed equal
privilege with her male counterparts and in some Igbo communities, she could break
kola nuts, but only among her female folks. She combined both secular and spiritual
functions and obligations. She participated in secret rituals and sometimes associated
with the male elders in the communal rituals (Nwoko 2012: 76).

According to Nyanungo (2013: 62) an anthropological study conducted by
Oboler (1980) found that the Nandi female husband is considered culturally male
and thus allowed to take on male roles. For instance, a female husband may be
allowed to take on political roles that women are typically not allowed adopt. A
female husband is also unlikely to carry things on her head” and so on. Oboler
interviewed a female husband who described the typical male role she played when
entertaining visitors:

When a visitor comes, I sit with him outside and converse with him. My wife brings
out maize porridge, vegetables and milk. When we have finished eating I say, “wife,
come and take the dishes.” Then, I go for a walk with the visitor (Oboler 1980: 77).

Another area of symbolic importance is the fact that the children born in a woman-
to-woman marriage belong to the dead husbands, which according to Oboler (1980)
and O’Sullivan (1910), was peculiar to the Dinka tradition. In his studies, O’Sullivan
(1910) explains that if a Dinka man died and the widow was inherited by his brother
any child born to the widow was considered the offspring of her dead husband. This
was similarly the case if the widow married a young girl. Bride wealth had provided
for the dead husband’s wealth, and therefore the child belonged to the deceased
(O’Sullivan 1910). In another study among the Dahomey (or Fon) in West Africa,
Herskovits (1937) wrote, “the women who took wives were independently wealthy.
They paid the bride wealth themselves for their ‘wives’ and the ‘children’ were their
property (O’Sullivan 1910: 181 cited in Kjerland 1997: 5). Evans-Pritchard (1951)

2 A symbolic gesture to show she is a ‘male’. Traditionally, the females catry things on their head.

49



observed that woman-to-woman marriage occurs among the Nuer ethnic group of
Sudan if a female is barren. The barren woman will take a wife, and in the Nuer
context, she becomes a ‘cultural man’.

Researching among the ethnic groups in Southern Africa, both N. ] van Wermelo
and W. N. D. Phophi (Venda Law 1948) found that wealthy females provided the
bride wealth themselves and were considered ‘fathers’ to the children born. Some
female husbands among the Venda had inherited wives from their fathers, others
from their mothers. In such case, the children ‘belonged’ to the deceased parent who
had provided the initial bride wealth. Kjerland (1998) maintained that when
O’Brien’s (1976) article “Female Husbands in Southern Bantu Societies” appeared,
he argued that it was common practice that a woman who provides bride wealth,
with no reference to male kin is considered an autonomous female husband. She
may be a political leader, a trader or a female in a community where women have a
large say over property. This woman will always be a patriarch for the children —
given birth by her wife/wives. O’Brien emphasise that if a widow or wife marries
another woman in order to give her dead or living husband children and her husband
or his family provides the bride wealth, she is a surrogate female husband (a stand-
in husband). Such a woman may function as the patriarch for the children, or may
be merely a stand-in for a deceased or fictitious male (O’Brien 1970).

While woman-marriage occurred in different forms in Africa, debates have
emerged on whether the marrying woman attains a transformed status or not.
Furthermore, the idea of a same-sex relationship has spurred discussion of the
sexuality of women in these marriages (Chacha 2004). In some African societies,
researchers found young girls who preferred to marry other women, and married
women/widows who had given birth to sons and yet took wives. Last but not the
least, most of the important authors have been anthropologists such as Svensson
(1991) and Kjerland (1997) who have called for more studies because they claimed
this field is biased. They further expressed that the source of the practice is still
problematic and it is complex to fully grasp the meaning of woman-marriage practice
in Africa. These scholars requested that it would be good for researchers especially
historians to study woman-marriage in the African context before it is too late.

2.3 What is Widow Cleansing Ritual?

Widow cleansing ritual is a rite some Tanzanian and African widows undergo after
the death of their spouse. Adefemi (2015), quoting one of her interviewees, said that
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death is always shocking to those close to the dead person, whether it is sudden or
the result of a long illness. However, for women in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa
countries, “the death of a husband represents not only the loss of a partner,
protector, provider, and breadwinner, but also her relegation to the margins of the
society and her subjugation to discriminatory, oppressive, and humiliating
widowhood rituals imposed on widows” (Adefemi 2015: 10). The rites the widow
has to observe vary from place to place among the different ethnic groups in
Tanzania. Generally, the practice requires the widow to have sex with a village
cleanser or her late husband’s close relative in order to be cleansed, inherited, and
accepted in the community (Tuyizere 2007; Bond 2005). According to Adefemi
(2015), the sexual encounter for the cleansing ritual can either occur for a short term
period or just once (see also Otiochar 2011).

In Tanzania, this traditional practice is known as kwuosha kifo/ kusafisha knondoa
mkosi wa kifo locally referred to Kusomboka meaning — (death cleansing/ removing
death jinx). The cleaning takes place through unprotected sexual intercourse
(Mwanga et al. 2011: 5). In some ethnic groups, widows are cleansed by a village
cleanser or a close relative of the deceased husband of the widow. The cleansing
ritual is sanctioned by clan elders and the man who is involved in this ‘ritual purity’
is paid a cow, a goat or money’ (ibid). Members of the different ethnic groups in
Tanzania determine what is ‘pure’ or ‘impure’ (dirty) and the consequences of ‘purity’
and ‘dirtiness” may be viewed differently from other cultures. Among the African
ethnic groups which practice widow cleansing ritual, there is a belief that death rituals
are performed to re-establish lost purity (Mwanga et al. 2011; Tuyizere 2007).

Tungaraza (2005) maintains that in some Tanzanian ethnic groups, a widow is
cleansed twice. First, a widower cleanses the widow sexually four days after her
husband’s burial. Two to three months later, the widow has to be cleansed by having
sexual intercourse with a stranger. Additionally, a widow in these communities must
be cleansed not only by a stranger, but also in a village where she is not known and
her identity cannot be traced (Adefemi 2015: 64). Bergenholtz (2013), also discloses
that in Tanzania, traditional beliefs hold that a widow who has not been cleansed
can cause the entire community or her deceased spouse’s ‘inheritor’ to be haunted
by the dead man’s spirit. The explanation given by researchers on the subject of the
cleansing is that widows in the practising communities have the obligation to
undergo the ritual to receive inheritance. It is also believed that omitting the
cleansing ritual angers the spirit of the dead, which may make sexual intercourse with

any other man dangerous in the future.
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In her study on “Ritual Cleansing/Widow Cleansing under the Customary Law
in Uganda and Nigeria,” Adefemi (2015), described the practice of cleansing as
closely related to inheritance rights or levirate marriage as widow cleansing, also
known as ‘ritual or sexual cleansing,” which she claimed is a practice followed in parts
of Uganda and Nigeria. She contended that the act of widow cleansing called ‘isiku’
by the Igbos permits a man from the widow’s village or her husband’s family (usually
a brother or close male relative of her late husband) who is regarded as a widow
cleanser to force the widow to have sex with him. The ostensible objective of the
ritual is to allow her husband’s spirit to roam free in the afterlife (Adefemi 2015: 63).

An NGO research group known as “Broken Bodies — Broken Dreams” (2009),
reported that traditional beliefs in Africa hold that a widow who has not been
cleansed can cause the whole community to be haunted. Their research highlighted
that the widow cleansing practice is also rooted in the belief that spirits haunt a
woman after her husband dies or that she is thought to be ‘unholy’ and ‘disturbed’

if she remains unmarried and abstains from sex.

2.3.1 The Historical and Geographical Background of Widow Cleansing Ritual

Literature in the studies on the traditional practice of widow cleansing in Tanzania
has shown that its origin is unknown. Researchers such as Mwanga et al. (2011);
Tuyizere (2007) and Tungaraza (2005) attest that women widow cleansing dates back
centuries and is practiced in many countries in Africa, such as Angola, Congo, Ivory
Coast, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, Senegal, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia.

In a United Nations publication by the Division for the Advancement of Women
(2001), (hereafter will be addressed as Women2000), the authors underscore that
substantial information exists on the ages and numbers of widows in developed
countries. However, the data available on the subject of widowhood for developing
countries such as Africa and Asia are extremely limited (Women2000 2001). The
report highlighted that in many developing countries, the exact number of widows,
their ages and other social and economic aspects of their lives are unknown (ibid
2001: 2). Just as other African researchers on the subject have explored, the report
in the article Women2000 (2001) explained that widows in Sub-Saharan Africa
countries are subjected to patriarchal customary and religious laws and confront
discrimination in inheritance rights. The document noted that an uncountable

number of widows suffer exploitation and abuse often in the context of property
disputes at the hands of family members (Women2000 2001).
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Mwanga et al. (2011) contend that the rites a widow has to observe varies from
place to place on the African continent. They claimed that in Tanzania, the
inheritance of widows on the death of a husband used to be a common practice
among many ethnic groups. A woman whose husband died is to get married to
another man from the family of the deceased to provide security for the widow and
her surviving children as well as to preserve the lineage of the clan (Mwanga et al.
2011). Some research in recent years seems to claim that this traditional practice has
undergone some modification through the influence of Christianity in parts of Africa
(ibid). Therefore, the practice appears to be diminishing.

2.3.2  The Symbolic Meaning of the Widow Cleansing Ritual

Just as every ritual of traditional practice has a symbolic meaning and implication, so
too has the widow cleansing ritual. In the context of this study, a ‘cleansing ritual’
literally means the process of making clean what was considered dirtied and/or
defiled (Dilger 2006). This implies that the death of her husband makes the widow
dirty. The widow therefore needs purification to be fully accepted as a woman in
society until she is ‘cleansed” (White et al. 2002). To the villagers, the widow is
‘unclean’ by virtue of the death of her husband, which portrays a sign of ill-luck or a
bad omen, and therefore she is expected not to touch herself, her children, or anyone
else to avoid defiling them (Adefemi 2015; Tungaraza 2005). In describing the
symbolic meaning of the procedure of the rituals among the Igbos, Adefemi (2015)
holds that during the period, the widow observes the mourning rites, she is stripped
naked, her hair, pubic hair, eyebrows, and armpits shaved. This researcher explains
that symbolically, the shaving represents the removal of all links between the widow
and her deceased spouse.

According to Onyekuru (2011), the isolation of the widow during the period and
the expectation from her in-laws to wail loudly every morning is taken as a sign of
agony and deep pain at the demise of her dead spouse. The widow is confined during
the period of grief and is not allowed to perform any household chores. She is served
and fed from an old broken pot, and denied the right to sleep. Among some ethnic
groups in Nigeria, Onyekuru (2011) and Adefemi (2015) state that the widow is made
to put ‘bitter kola nuts’ in her mouth as a symbolic reminder for her to know and
feel the bitterness of her husband’s death. Again, in that society, the widow is dressed
in black attire and denied every form of hygiene. According to Adefemi (2015: 22),
the mourning attire of the widow is deliberately designed to make her appear
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distasteful and repulsive to the spirit of her deceased husband who, it is believed,
would still want to perform his marital and conjugal duties with her.

Scholars such as Mwanga et al. (2011), Atere (2002) and Labeoden (2002) claim
that the symbolic meaning of the practice is lost, and widows are subjected to serious
health hazards and other dehumanizing conditions. These scholars point out that in
some African patrilineal societies, the mourning ritual can sometimes be very abusive
and degrading, which could affect widows' health. They give the example of how in
some African communities, a widow has to crawl all the way to the graveyard, no
matter how far. In their studies, White et al. (2002) revealed similar dehumanizing
rituals they observed in Botswana. These researchers reported that a widow is not
allowed to enter the house and had to sleep on the veranda after the burial of her
husband. The next day, she was stripped naked and was made to lie down. Other
widows proceeded to rub ointment provided by a witch doctor all over her body in
the presence of everyone. She is later taken into the house but is made to walk while
tacing backwards, and wearing only one shoe. As she walks, she is made to chant: “I
am walking backwards because I am a child; I am wearing one shoe because I am a
child. Then she is made to hit the walls of the house with a pestle while shouting ‘I
am pounding the walls because I am child...” (White et al. 2002: 62).

According to Dow and Kidd (1994), the rationale behind this ritual is that a child
or a lesser human being could not be entrusted with property in the absence of a
man. Besides, in her situation, the widow is under the total control of her-in-laws
and has to comply with ‘custom’. According to White et al. (2002) on such an
occasion, the widow is only told what will be done, how and by whom. The
instructors of such rituals in most African societies are a group of women considered
‘experts’ (Atere 2001). White et al. (2002: 62) hold that the widow doing as instructed
must exhibit “a manifestation of ‘obedience’, to which the widow committed herself
at the time she was getting married.” These researchers argue on the other hand that
“..men do not practice this ritual. This raises the presumption that due to male
status, unlike women, men are regarded as clean by nature. The male folk possibly
recognise the ritual as a form of punishment and being the major perpetrators of the
ill practice, men therefore cannot punish themselves” (ibid).

Magoke-Mhoja  (2005) stressed that historically, the justification for
discriminating against women in inheritance, namely that male clan members are
caring for widows and daughters, is no longer viable in Tanzania. As such, it is unjust
to put the widow through a dehumanizing situation and then deny widows their right
to inherit property using the Customary Rules when the reciprocal systems of care
no longer exist (Magoke-Mhoja 2005: 256). Very often, a mystery is built around
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certain traditional practices and not fulfilling their requirements is a taboo in the
practicing communities, which leads to death or ostracism (Akintan 2002). The fear
of taboos created in the minds of women subject widowed women to dehumanizing
widowhood rituals (ibid). Due to such experiences, most female members in
Tanzania and some African traditional patrilineal communities view the mourning
ritual as a punishment (Tuyizere 2007; Akintinde et al. 2002; White et al. 2002).

24 Traditions and Cultural Demand behind the Practices

According to Hall (1989), some factors help people understand the rules in traditions
and cultures, however, as a result, these factors, are taken for granted. Looking at
culture with a rational critical mind is not wrong in itself (Labeodan 2002). According
to White et al. (2002), what is wrong in culture and traditional practices are the way
human beings (especially women folks), have decided to imprison themselves under
the name of cultural practices. Atere (2001) hold that it is not enough for the African
women to communicate to the world what they are experiencing in their various
communities and what they do not like about their cultural practices without looking
at their role in the different practices. It is for this reason that it is necessary to
examine some cultural practices that are an obstacle to women’s rights and what the
law is doing to ensure that these harmful cultural practices are eliminated (LLabeodan
2002: 69).

Eldén (2011) argues that one function of cultural demands on women to show
loyalty to men and disloyalty to each other is to avoid acknowledging men’s
responsibility for their violent acts. She stresses that the culture and traditional
demands function in a way that takes away men’s responsibility for violence against
women (Eldén 2011). I would argue therefore that the roles of elderly women in
Tanzania are perceived as the torchbearers and preservers of customs, norms, and
traditions. According to Malinowski (1961), to ensure the survival of customs society
expects conformity to its defined systems of behavioural patterns, beliefs, values,
and attitudes. In Tanzanian societies, the system of compliance to the customs is
normally in the form of both rewards and sanctions. For example, with the practice
of FGC in this study, to endure pain demonstrates bravery when initiates are being
‘cut’ in order to get rewards, honour and praise in their communities. To this effect,
those members whose behaviour adhere to what is expected by society are usually
rewarded with material gains and status ceremonies. The renegades are subjected to
sanctions including reprimand, humiliation, exclusion, isolation, and other forms of
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punishment. Various levels of regulatory bodies and legal systems are in place to
effect the sanctions (Malinowski 1961) and there are rules for punishment set for
members who defile or refuse to comply with customs. Culture and tradition
demand the use of tools to ensure the smooth running of the community setting
(ibid).

The term ‘cultural tool” according to Adefemi (2015: 1) “refers to the use of
women in the Sub-Saharan African countries as embodiments of cultural identity,
especially in many parts of the rural areas”. Adefemi gave an example that “widows
are used as tools to perpetuate traditional cultural beliefs and customs, such as
widowhood rituals, levirate marriages, disinheritance, widow cleansing and other
practices” (ibid: 1). Atere (2001) observed that in most African societies, the culture
and tradition demanding loyalty towards men appear to be confirmed when one
interprets women’s experiences of cultural violence.

Part of women’s responsibilities is to function as cultural agents in the sense that
they use culturally meaningful statements when interpreting their own experiences
(Brantsater 2001). The normative demands of disloyalty between women and
women’s loyalty to men can be interpreted within a framework of honour-cultural
demands, in which women are expected to act according to the interests of the male
collective in order to uphold the honour of the family (Eldén 2011). These could
also be interpreted as a confirmation of the cultural demands that dominate the
society in which they live (ibid) and it is upholding patriarchy too.
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3 GENDERED VIOLENCE AND HUMAN RIGHTS:
CULTURAL OVERVIEW, POLICIES AND SOCIAL
WORK FROM TANZANIA

This chapter provides a conceptual overview of violence against women in terms of
gender and power relations, which is the chief investigative concern of the thesis.
The concept of human rights is central to examining the traditional values of the
cultural practices of female genital cutting, Nyu#mba Ntobbu marriage, and widow
cleansing ritual in the Tanzanian and African context. Moreover, international
human rights laws as well as traditional African understandings of what human rights
mean, are considered in this chapter. The progress the Tanzanian government has
made in protecting women’s rights and the limitations of the state legislation, as well

as the social policies and practices, are discussed.

3.1 Gendered Violence and Power

The term gendered violence in Tanzania is quite new and is often misunderstood
when it comes to gender-based violence (Otiso 2013). In recent years, people in
Tanzania have become aware that violence is not limited to physical violence as
understood by many, but may take many forms. According to Labeodan (2002),
violence can be verbal where one is being insulted or it can be economic where one
is denied the right to fully enjoy one's finances. It can also be sexual where one is
forced into a sexual relationship or forced to have sexual intercourse against one's
will (Atere 2001). Lastly, violence can be psychological, which has been defined by
White and colleagues (2002) as a spiritual injury, referring to the psychological,
spiritual and cultural effects of the multiple assaults on women on the basis of their
gender. White and colleagues (2002) explained further that spirit injury leads to the
slow psychological death of the soul and identity of the individual. Atere (2001)
pointed out that the impact of psychological violence against women encourages the
African women to believe in their own inferiority, and that there is a justification for
the violence perpetrated against them. However, Labeodan is of the opinion that

cultural practices such as female genital cutting, the psychological and emotional
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abuses that exist in woman-to-woman marriage, and widowhood rites infringe
women’s rights and violate womenfolk. She stresses that there is the need for women
in sub-Saharan Africa to be silent no more. Accordingly, Labeodan (2002: iii) states
that culture is not beyond critique; she suggests that by speaking out, offensive
practices will be eradicated. The widespread nature of violence against women is a
global issue, and is the most pervasive violation of human rights, occurring every
day, in every country and region, regardless of income or level of development
(White et al. 2002). In 2005, the United Nations Development Fund decreed the
elimination of all forms of violence against women. Studies in this context
acknowledged that no society on earth is free of violence against women, which has
been perpetuated through social and cultural norms, and which enforce male-
dominated power structures. The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against
Women encompasses, but it is not limited to physical, sexual and psychological
violence occurring in the family. The UN Elimination Act on Violence against

Women includes:

...battering, sexual abuse of (female) children in the household, dowry related
violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional practices
harmful to women. This includes non-spousal violence and violence related to
exploitation, physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general
community. As well as rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation at work,
in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women and forced
prostitution, and any forms of sexual and psychological violence act perpetuated or
condoned by the state, wherever it occurs (United Nations, 23 February 1994
Resolution No. A/RES/48/104).

An increasing amount of research highlights the health burdens, intergenerational
effects, and demographic consequences of such violence (United Nations 1997;
Campbell 2002; Kishor & Johnson 2004; 2006; Ertlrk 2011).

As highlighted in the introduction chapter, the concept of gender-based violence
in this study includes harmful traditional practices such as female genital cutting,
woman-to-woman marriage, and widowhood rites and cleansing some Kuria and
Ukerewe women undergo. I have also argued that the power relationship directed at
women and girls by fellow women exists through the promotion of these cultural
practices in the studied communities. Researchers on human rights issues in Africa
such as Tuyizere (2007) and Bond (2005) hold that generally, the power relations
between the African elderly women and the vulnerable African young gitls or women
are unhealthy, and have negative consequences for the development of the human
body, which violate human rights. The 1993 Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and General Recommendation
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19 on Violence Against Women (VAW) view gender-based violence as a form of
discrimination that constitutes a serious obstacle in the enjoyment of human rights
and fundamental freedoms by women. It also addresses the intersections of gender-
based violence with the different substantive areas covered by the articles of
CEDAW.

Violence against women according to Hunnicutt (2009: 557) is a product of a
gendered arrangement, that is, when women are targeted in patterned ways because
of their gender. The principal characteristic of gender-based violence is that it occurs
against women precisely because of their gender. Researchers such as Hearn (2004)
as well as Hester and colleagues (2002) have argued that gender-based violence
involves power imbalances where, most often, men are the perpetrators and women
the victims. In most societies, men still hold top positions (Africanus 2012). For
example, the power of husbands over wives and fathers over daughters is still
common in many societies (Connell 2009: 76). Power and violence, according to
Arendt (1969), are distinct phenomena, which appear together. She contended that
whether they are combined, power has been found as the primary and predominant
factor. She further argues that power needs no justification being inherent in the very
existence of political communities, what it does need is legitimacy (ibid) among the
subjects in the communities. Unfortunately, vulnerable women subjected to certain
community rituals are those who bear the brunt of power differentials.

Hunnicutt (2009) maintains that men in most clans and cultures victimise women
more than the reverse. Gendered power relations characterised by a few people
having the capacity to influence decision-making in a society may have the function
of constraining social practices and giving opportunities to some individuals to act
as well as to behave in desired ways (Africanus 2012). Ajayi-Soyinka (2005: 68), for
example, argues that a patriarchal mentality permits government and international
bodies to discuss the world’s problems without noticing that those who suffer most
from the world’s problems are women, who in addition, are not consulted about
possible solutions. In their studies on “women’s non-spousal multiple victimisation,”
Rodgers and Roberts (1995) attested that the one sentiment that echoes throughout
the literature on violence against women is that theories need to be situated within a
broader social context. In this study, I join other feminist scholars such as Dobash
and colleagues (1992) and Mooney (1992) in maintaining that explanations of
violence against women should centre on gendered social arrangements and power.

In the socio-cultural context on gender and power relations, Lundgren (2004) and
Hearn (1998) have contended that societal conditions that produce and sustain men’s

violence to women and children need to be challenged and changed at all levels and
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in all fields. Thus, societal change is a fundamental part of prevention of men’s
violence. According to Edwards and Hearn (2004), societal conditions include broad
questions of gendered power relations, men’s social power, privileges and
dominations, and societal constructions of masculinity, as well as the impact of
poverty, economic inequalities and other inequalities upon men’s violence (Edwards
& Hearn 2004: 51). At the institutional level, because of the unequal relationship of
power, women tend to depend on their male partners as men usually control more
resources and have a higher status in the relationship (ibid). Abuse of power,
violence, and control in relationships are viewed in this context as social mechanisms
that maintain the sexual division of power (Wingood & DiClemente 2000).

Despite the modernism in social and economic changes of many kinds, these
violations of power have continued to be maintained through gendered processes
across generations (Edwards & Hearn 2004: 51). In recent years, change has
occurred in the way researchers and activists see violence against women, following
major events such as the (1993) World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, and
the 1994 World Conference on Population in Development. At the Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijjing in (1995), scholars and activists, especially those
working in developing nations, increasingly came to see violence against women as
a human rights issue rather than merely a criminal justice or a public health issue
(Labeodan 2002). In addition to recognising the debilitating effects of physical and
sexual violence perpetrated against women by partners or family members in their
homes, some private actors such as acquaintances and strangers in the community
also violate women’s rights. Human rights activists and scholars assert that this
violation paradigm focuses attention on violence perpetrated against women in
broader terms (Bond 2005; Hester et al. 2002).

Reports by Human Rights Watch (1999 and 2013) stated that violence has been
perpetuated by soldiers for example, during times of war and internal conflicts,
sexual assaults have also been perpetrated against women in state custody by law
enforcement personnel. Studies by Arendt (1969) and Tuyizere (2007) emphasise
many other examples such as rapes perpetrated against women in refugee camps by
other refugees, local police, and/or military personnel. Above all, the trafficking of
women for sexual exploitation or for unskilled labour, and harmful traditional
practices such as forced marriages, genital cutting, widowhood rites, and widow
sexual cleansing rituals, as well as honour crimes such as honour killing (ibid), and
suttee/satl are the many other forms of violation that women encounter (Human
Rights Watch 2013) in the community and the state.
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According to Human Rights Watch (1999), a discussion of these different
paradigms used historically to frame the issue of violence against women begs the
question: How should violence against women be defined for purposes of
establishing research protocols to assess violence against women on an international
basis. Elden (2011) researching on this subject matter argues that in defining violence
against women, consideration of the type of crime or act needs to be assessed as
violence-related beliefs that influence behavioural patterns. This issue becomes
critical because scholars such as Elden (2011) and DeKeseredy (2000) have pointed
out that how we define violence against women determines what types of acts are
assessed. DeKeseredy (2000) maintains that if violence against women were defined
narrowly to include just violent acts proscribed by criminal sanctions, and acts
perpetrated by intimate partners, then the rates of violence produced by assessment
strategies would be much lower. However, if we use a broader definition, such as
one that includes violent and non-violent acts perpetrated by all types of offenders
(ibid) the definition of violence would be more perceptible.

Bufacchi (2005) discussed in his article two ways of thinking about violence,
violence in terms of an act of force, or in terms of a violation. With the latter, he
means that violence can also be conceptualised in terms of the verb ‘to violate’,
meaning to infringe, or transgress, or to exceed some limit or norm. In another
context, Garver (1973) also suggests that the idea of violence is much more closely
connected with the idea of violation than it is with the idea of force. Following
Garver’s view on violence, Bufacchi (2005) explains that many contemporary
theorists of violence have converged on the idea of defining violence in terms of
violation. However, according to Waldenfels (2005), there seems to be some
disagreement about what exactly is being violated when an act of violence takes
place.

The whole question of gendered violence becomes more complicated when it
comes to finding a definition of what constitutes cultural violence. Generally, in the
Tanzanian and the African context, it is difficult to identify and determine what
violence is and who defines that violence in a socio-cultural setting. On the one hand,
the question of whether or not the elderly African women as ‘torchbearers’ of
cultural practices use force to promote the customary rites harmful to young women
is debatable. On the other hand, the notion that promoting the harmful traditional
practices in this study by elderly African women infringe on the rights of less
powerful women and gitls violate their basic human rights is also debatable. A
question could be asked: ‘violation of what?” of promoting or practicing a traditional

belief in a cultural context? The most common answer for outsiders to the question
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‘violation of what?’ could be ‘violation of women’s rights’ in this study context.
However, according to Bufacchi (2005), the immediate appeal to this answer is
misleading. He argues that if violence is the violation of rights then obviously one
ought to say something about the nature of rights that has been violated. Kelly and
Radford (2002) affirm this fact and added that in order to be able to talk about
something, one must first be able to identify and describe it, and most importantly
to find words, which reflect and record the experience. Bufacchi (2005) further
stresses that individuals have rights, and there are things no person or group may do
to them without violating their rights. We could be talking about the violation of
human rights, which is widely defined to include any obstruction or hindrance to the
tulfillment of the individuals’ basic needs (ibid).

The violation of women’s rights through cultural practices will be determined
through the narratives of the interviewees in the empirical chapters, which present a
detailed description of the rituals the women have undergone and how these cultural
practices are promoted in their societies. In the same vein, Garver (1973) suggested
that rights are of two kinds of violations, referring to either the body or the dignity
of the person. Garver held that in the socio-cultural context, the woman’s body or
dignity is reflected in the concept of her sexual power, which touches on two aspects,
namely her fertility and sexuality (ibid). In her study, Vuorela (1987: 19) referred to
these as the distinction between sexual relations for the purpose of ‘procreation’ (i.e.
human reproduction measured in terms of fertility) and for the purpose of
‘recreation’ (i.e. sexual pleasure) manifested in sexually contented individuals and
satisfactory human relations. Garver (1973) believed sexual power is a concept,
which is comparable both to the concept of human energy as well as the concept of
labour power. However, Vuorela (1987) argues that there is tension between the use
of sexual power and the labour power of the same body. She concludes that in the
African patriarchal context, the tension could be resolved through various customs,
practices, and ideologies regarding the time necessary for a woman to engage in
solely procreative activities (ibid). The explanation that the concepts ‘sex/gendet’
and ‘power’ like the theories about them is incredibly complex and multifaceted
(Lundgren 1995). Studies by Bond (2011); White et al. (2002); and Atere (2002) have
shown that the nature of women’s sexual power is different from that of men firstly
because of the fundamental biological difference between women and men.
Affirming their facts, these researchers and activists (ibid) have argued that the use
of power over the women undergoing the studied cultural practices violated their
rights and left them in a more vulnerable position because of their gender in a
patriarchal setting.
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3.2 Gendered Violence in African Patriarchal Societies

Accounts of patriarchy in African societies tend to be characterised by a lack of
attention to what patriarchal relations really are or how they operate (Vuorela 1987).
This is because in most African countries, it is believed that a variety of norms and
beliefs are particularly powerful in the perpetuation of violence against women.
These include the belief that men are inherently superior to women (Orebiyi 2002:
108). According to Vuorela (1987: 4), patriarchy could refer to a wide variety of
things, such as the general rules of the father, to male control of female labour-
power, to male control of women’s sexuality and fertility, to a male dominated sexual
division of labour, to exploitation of women by men, and so on. Opinions differ
about whether patriarchy is to be seen as a universal characteristic of human society
or whether it is a phenomenon with history and context (ibid). The concept of
patriarchy holds promise for theorising violence against women because it keeps the
theoretical focus on dominance, gender, and power. It also anchors the problem of
violence against women in social conditions, rather than individual attributes
(Hunnicutt 2009). The literature available in this context is driven primarily by social
action and research that contains very little theory (Yllo 1993 cited in Hunnicutt
2009: 553). There are claims that the core concept of patriarchy—systems of male
domination and female subordination—continue to appear in the literature in a
disguised language. A better understanding of violence against women depends on
further development of feminist theory. Although feminist political action is
essential, according to Hunnicutt we have not yet fully developed a gender-centred
theory of violence against women (Hunnicutt 2009: 553). Yllo’s (1993) radical
feminist literature on violence against women evoked patriarchy as a theoretical
concept. Yet the term patriarchy quickly became heavily contested; it was criticised
for being ‘under theorised’ (Kandiyoti 1988), and the effort to construct a theory of
patriarchy to explain violence against women was derailed (Hunnicutt 2009).
Following this widespread critique, scholars such as Hunnicutt (2009) and
Kandiyoti (1988) argue that although the term patriarchy was largely abandoned, its
meaning were largely imported into terms such as wmale-dominated society, sexual
inequality theory, and the nebulous feminist perspectives. However, feminists critique on
violence is that the ‘gendered lens’ is narrowly focused on issues of patriarchy and
control to the exclusion of more general social factors. It is quite common that
research on violence against women focuses on individual-level characteristics and
family dynamics in isolation from broader social forces (ibid). It is also clear that

gender-specific violence is connected to general social contexts, and therefore, a
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theory of the varieties of patriarchy and violence against women should be situated
within a larger social setting (Greenberg 1993 cited in Hunnicutt 2009: 563). This is
because the concept of patriarchy is especially useful for theory building as a term
that evokes images of gender hierarchies, dominance, and power arrangements. A
theory of varieties of patriarchy would retain gender as a central organising feature,
maintaining a hzerarchical emphasis and focusing on social systems and social arrangements
that reinforce domination (ibid). The concept of patriarchy is also useful in that it
keeps the gaze directed toward social contexts rather than toward individual men
who are motivated to dominate (Hunnicutt 2009; Chepyator-Thomson 2005).

Dobash and Dobash (1979) and Sewpaul (2013) analyse patriarchy as the
structural and ideological character as a hierarchical organisation of social institutions
and social relations. They present the example that women are located in
subordinated positions by both structural discrimination and ideologies that
legitimate and rationalise that situation. This applies both in the family and in the
public institutions of society. In the societal context, Tuyizere (2007) and Hearn
(1998) explain that violence is a means of control for men over women and children.
Violence and its threat attempt to diminish the power and resistance of women to
men. Societal institution has often sanctioned this acceptance of men’s control of
and violence to women (Hearn 1998).

Hunnicutt (2009) holds that the concept of patriarchy has been as problematic as
it has been promising. She describes this concept as carrying a freight of historical
‘baggage.” Indeed, the limits and usefulness of this concept has been the subject of
extensive debate. Hunnicutt (2009: 554) explains further that prior attempts at
theorising the link between patriarchy and violence against women have been
criticised for at least five reasons: (a) The concept simplifies power relations; (b) the
term patriarchy implies a ‘false universalism’; (c) the ways in which the concept of
patriarchy has been employed have ignored differences among men, casting men
instead as a singular group; (d) a theory of patriarchy cannot account for violence by
women or men against men; and finally, (e) this concept cannot help us understand
why only a few men use violence against women in societies characterised as
patriarchal.

I present an alternative way of gendered violence to understand violence against
women by employing patriarchal violence as a core theoretical concept. Adopting
what Blumberg (1984) suggests as the concept of stretching and reshaping
patriarchal violence brings this gender ideology in line with the fact that favour
gender inequality, which can diminish the strength of women’s structural gains. In
her study, hooks (2000) proposes the term ‘patriarchal violence’, rather than
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domestic violence, as a label for the type of abuse that happens in the home as the
result of patriarchal structures, beliefs, and values based on power differentials.
Domestic violence in this research explores ways in which family members, in
particular some female kin such as mothers-in-law, sisters-in-law and older women
in families, contribute to the violence accepted by men-folk and culture at large
against wives and girl children. These patterns vary from the typical scenario of the
lone man battering the lone woman. hooks (2000) prefers the term ‘patriarchal
violence’ because it maintains the connection between the violence that happens in
the home with sexism and male domination. Atere (2001) argues that sexism is
commonly used against women. However, either men or women may commit the
subtle abuse, which aims at breaking the will of the individual and sense of God-
given dignity (Atere 2001; Fitzgerald 1999).

In Tanzania, there are prevalence of domestic violence against women, which
emerges from the deeper cultural assumptions about women and their worth within
relationships, families, and communities (Jodie et al. 2009). The family, although
regarded as the ideal basic unit of society where there is support, love, understanding
and care, very often becomes the most oppressive unit including serious violence
(Tanzania Gender Networking Program & Macro International 2007). There are
certain beliefs, norms, and social institutions in Africa that justify cultural practices
which perpetuate violence against women (Centre for Health and Gender Equity
1999). In the context of the violence that arises from cultural practices, studies
highlight that the same acts that would be punished if directed at an employer, a
neighbour, or an acquaintance often go unchallenged when a man (and most
especially a woman) directs them at fellow woman usually within the family. The
same argument goes for an act of violation that is directed to less powerful and
vulnerable women or girls in most of the developing countries in Africa (Otiso 2013;
Tuyizere 2007; Ajayi-Soyinka 2005).

In the East African context, a typical example that illustrates the kinship
hierarchies within the system of women and power is what Aguilar describes as the
most salient female relationships. For example, among sisters and between mother
and daughter, mother and daughter-in-law, and co-wives, where age hierarchy is ever
present, and grandmothers and granddaughters, where hierarchy is muted (Aguilar
2007: 108). The descriptions of these key relationships include both the norms of
behaviour and the ways subordinates resist the power of the dominant (ibid). When
women who feel victimised by traditional practices such as FGC, Nywmba Ntobhu
marriage, and the widow cleansing ritual discover within themselves the yearning to
fight for their rights, this may pose a dilemma and place them in a difficult position.
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The question that could be reflected on is: How do vulnerable girls and women
perceive that their yearning for social justice and rights could transform their plight
into a positive reality, especially as the violent act is directed to them by fellow elderly

women known to them?

3.2.1 Women'’s Position in the African Patriarchal Communities

The patriarchal system, which prevails in Tanzania, undoubtedly contributes to the
marginalisation of women in the home and society (Tuyizere 2007). As discussed
earlier, patriarchy exposes women to discrimination through harmful traditions,
practices and ideologies (Jodie et al. 2009). The gender network researchers in
Tanzania such as TAMWA, LHRC, and TAWLA argue that stereotypes also
reinforce the conviction that men are leaders of the family and have the right to
control women. As a result, women in most communities in Tanzania conventionally
hold subordinate positions within the family and unequal power relations commonly
exist between males and females. These Tanzanian gender network researchers
maintain that the myth that women should be subordinate to men is one of the
underlying causes of patriarchal violence against women and has led many to view
violence as a normal part of an intimate relationship (Tanzania Gender Networking
Program & Macro International 2007). Dwelling on their study outcome,
MacPherson and colleagues emphasise that the widespread gender inequality in
African societies and women’s low status in communities means they are vulnerable
to patriarchal violence which creates a vulnerability to a host of negative health and
life outcomes (MacPherson et al. 2009).

According to Otiso (2013: 1406), as most Tanzanian communities are patriarchal,
lineage is usually traced along the male line, that is, from son to father to grandfather,
until it terminates at the apical male ancestor who is the real or mythical founder of
the clan, which is a large extended-family unit. Rop (2014: 46) holds that older
members of a community act as disseminators of knowledge to the young,
indoctrinating them in the beliefs and values of the community. In some
communities, this learning includes an aspect of formal learning when the youth
undergo for example the circumcision ceremony, which is viewed as the climax of
the learning process (ibid). Gender in this study refers to what Hearn (2004)
suggested as socially created and acquired notions of masculinity and femininity. In
Tanzania, families, communities, and schools teach these notions of the genders.
According to Otiso (2013: 158), traditionally, the training of sexes was gender
specific as boys and gitls were segregated from an early age and trained informally
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by fathers and mothers respectively. The gendered division of labour refers to the
allocation of roles and responsibilities to men and women, the nature of the work
done by each category and the value that is attached to it (T'wikirize 2014). Reflecting
on the intersection of race and gender, and their socio-cultural and political
constructions, Sewpaul (2013: 116) attested that: “Androcentric and patriarchal
thinking enjoy such hegemony that gender and racial discrimination seem to be, to
use the metaphor inscribed in our blood — inscriptions that are from biology and are
all too often consolidated through sociocultural norms.”

Aguilar (2007: 107) considers that the females have important duties in their natal
lineages throughout their lives and are valued for their hard work, for bringing bride
wealth to their families, and as potential sources of support for elderly parents: ‘a
duty formerly considered to be primarily that of sons.” Nevertheless, females are
peripheral in paternal lines, and wives are depersonalised in husbands’ genealogies
through use of clan rather personal names (ibid). Yet, some African researchers argue
that while the girl children are valued in communities, they are subordinate to almost
everyone during their early years. As the women move up the kinship ladder by age,
they acquire prestige and power (Otiso 2013; Aguilar 2007). Aguilar (2007) puts the
patriarchal system in a nutshell pointing out that “one important way in which girls
and women experience power and powerlessness is through their roles in women’s
age hierarchies within the kinship system of power. Women’s opportunities for
autonomy and control of resources improve with age and advanced kinship or
generational status, theoretically and in practice” (Aguilar 2007: 108).

In her research on “The Emancipation of Women: An African Perspective”
Dolphyne (1995) explains that elderly women gain much status and power within
the family and have an interest in preserving the linage in order to preserve the
stability of the family. In her book “Cutting the Rose” Dorkenoo (1995) argues that
the main point to stress is that the practice of FGC for example, is not presented to
women in a straightforward manner; it has been shrouded in mystery, magic and
fear. She concludes that the concept of becoming a “woman” and being elevated to
higher status after undergoing genital circumcision is a theme, which runs through
all the communities practicing FGC. Omari (1997) gives an example in his book,
“Gender, Family and Household in Tanzania” of women marrying women as a type
of practice which is regulated by customary laws of the community. He explains that
a childless adult woman who wishes to have an heir for her property and wealth
looks for a girl and pays a bride price after the necessary transaction with the girl’s
parents. The structure of the household in this form of marriage gives authority to
the older woman in the relationship. Omari (1997) argues that the younger woman’s
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freedom in such relationship is limited. He concludes by pointing out that in such
relationship the domination of one woman by another could take place within an
overall ideology of hierarchy.

Despite the prestigious status of the elderly African woman in the patriarchal
communities, feminists and scholars such as Cattell (2007), Tuyizere (2007), and
White et al. (2002) have often questioned and debated the African woman’s role and
position in relation to gender equality in their studies. These scholars, for instance,
question the notion whether the African woman could traditionally inherit property
such as land in the same way as the adult male does. According to Swantz (1986: 96),
there is evidence that the African elderly woman could hold property under the
traditional system, but she held it in trust for her children, and not to alienate it.
Swantz stresses that an elderly woman could defend her own rights herself, and be
recognised as one of the heirs together with her brothers. However, she claims that
in case the woman gets a full share, she could be liable to lose some of it through
the manipulation of the male members of the extended families.

Structurally and culturally, women in most African families are subjected to the
authority of men, whereas men delegate the supervision, for example, of the younger
daughter-in-law to older women. Older women's position as generational superiors
can conflict with their loyalties to younger women in the gender hierarchy. However,
when faced with patriarchy, African women develop their strategies within a set of
concrete constraints, which Kandiyoti (1988) identify as patriarchal bargains.
Different forms of patriarchy present women with distinct “rules of the game” and
call for different strategies to maximise security and optimise life options with
varying potential for active or passive resistance in the face of oppression (ibid).
Caldwell (1978) identifies this patriarchal belt as the more corporate male-headed
entities that are prevalent in African societies. She analyses the breakdown and
transformation of patriarchal bargains as their relationship to women’s
consciousness and struggles. Tuyizere (2007: 63) quoting Mugenyi (1991), describes
two myths that exist in most African patriarchal cultures as the myth of female
weakness and the myth of female strength. Mugenyi alleges that the same culture
that assumes women to be weaker is threatened by and suspicious of women’s
potentials. The second myth that Mugenyi (1991) describes is that of female strength
in the patriarchal community, which she claims is deep-rooted in African culture. If
women obtain political power, the fear is that the world will fall into chaos and
women themselves would suffer.

Discussing some complexities of power among the Abaluyia women of Kenya,
Cattell (2007) explains why subordinate groups or classes accept and even actively
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participate in their own oppression as one interesting puzzle. She clarifies the way
dominant classes or groups maintain their dominance without constant coercion.
Building arguments on such claims, Tuyizere (2007) contends that culture always
reminds the African women that they are delicate and do not possess the courage
and determination of men. Moreover, Swantz (19806) argues that there is a belief in
the African patriarchal communities that women are not generally considered
capable of handling their own affairs. She explains that those women who are
confident and successfully stand up for their own rights may bear a grudge against
those who violate them and feel that they have suffered an injustice. According to
White et al. (2002), a woman who feels endangered by clinging to her rights may
easily give up her rights. In their studies on Tanzanian women, both Vuorela (1987)
and Swantz (1986) concluded that in the Tanzanian patriarchal setting, matters of
inheritance in the society are a constant point of conflict. In their view, women get
entangled in these conflicts. Tuyizere (2007) however, maintains that the African
culture always reminds women not to set their goals too high. Cattell (2007) discusses
that gender relations among the Ha (Hutu) women in colonial western Tanzania
makes a case that Ha women acquiesced to their own domination because they
understood their lack of options. Cattell suggests that women, realising their
powerlessness are reluctant to overly challenge those who are more powerful, that
is, their fathers, brothers and husbands (ibid).

In trying to make meaning of African women’s powetlessness in the patriarchal
communities, White and her colleagues (2002) suggest that unlike women in
matrilineal societies who attempt to resist, for example, unfavourable labour
relations in the household, women in patrilineal societies have more restrictions in
their patriarchal system. They often adhere as far and long as they possibly can to
rules that result in the unfailing devaluation of their labour (White et al. 2002). The
cyclical fluctuations of their power position, combined with status considerations,
result in their active collusion in the reproduction of their own subordination
(Kandiyoti 1988). However, although individual power tactics do little to alter the
structurally unfavourable terms of the overall patriarchal script, some women
become experts in maximizing their own life chance. With regards to instruction of
males, a greater emphasis is placed on gender difference (Rop 2014: 406).
Traditionally, patrilineal communities assigh women a subordinate role African
women in such position feel unable to oppose community dictates, even when these
affect them adversely (Starace 2009, Koso-Thomas, 1987).

The gender role assigned to women in the community to be subservient to men

and other women encourages gender inequality and promotes gender violence.
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Gender as an analytical variable refers to the social construction of male and female
roles and relations (White et al. 2002: 13). It entails on the one hand, the male and
female active roles in society and, on the other hand, ingrained social ideas about
what men and women should do and how they ought to behave and interact in their
communities (Ajayi-Soyinka 2005; White et al. 2002). These assigned gender roles
are understood as systematically linked to the organisation of social inequality
(Lauretis 1989; Sewpaul 2013). In Tanzania, cultural beliefs are instilled in the girl
child before she reaches womanhood through agents of socialisation (Otiso 2013;
Vuorela 1987). In this study, socialisation refers to pressures of reward, punishment,
ignoring, and anticipating values that push the gitl child towards an acceptable
response (Tuyizere 2007: 62). The major agents of socialisation in the study include
the family, the community, and the peer group. Through the culture of socialisation,
girl children and women acquire characteristics that make them successful in a given
culture (ibid). In her study, Labeodan (2002) claims that the African women are
ignorant and brainwashed by customs. She highlights that African women believe
that failure to abide by the culture will land them in rejection from the society (ibid).
Itis a common belief in African communities that women experience life differently
from men due to socialisation patterns that impact on gender differently (Ajayi-
Soyinka 2005). In the family, it is assumed that an African woman/wife has to remain
submissive and subordinate to her male counterpart. In this study, it is worth noting
that the term ‘submission’ as used in this context does not reflect the understanding
of mutual submission. Rather a literal translation denotes a woman’s subordination
and inferiority before her male counterpart (Rop 2014: 47).

According to Rop (2014), in societies that have been influenced by
misinterpretation, few women find themselves holding key positions either in
political, societal, or religious realms. The patriarchal and extended family ideology
in Tanzania that give most senior men authority over everyone else is bound up in
the incorporation and control of the family, and in the transition from kin-based to
tributary modes of surplus control (Otiso 2013; Hunnicutt 2009). However, in this
social system, the implications of the patrilineal-patrilocal complex for women not
only are remarkably uniform but also entail forms of control and subordination that
cut across cultural and religious belief boundaries (Ajayi-Soyinka 2005).

It is a common historical belief in Tanzania that culture has put a double burden
on women because they are the carriers of tradition and are the center of the family.
Yet, according to Otiso (2013) and Tuyizere (2007), during the periods of rapid social
change, women’s actions and appearance change less rapidly than that of men, or do

not seem to change at all. Demands for family stability and unchanged roles for
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women may be tough when the processes of change are perceived, as coming from
outside the group (Tuyizere 2007, Akintan 2002). These demands require a high level
of female submission and acceptance of male control and in turn, provide men with
a sense of superiority over events that seem to be out of control (Mlama 2002).
According to Otiso (2013), in Tanzania, female children are taught from a very
early age that the man is the head of the household, and are advised by their mothers
to remain in complete subjugation to their husbands. On the other hand, there are
no such corresponding values imposed on male children, who therefore grow up
believing that they are free to behave as they please, and that women have to shape
their behavour to suit their desires and whims (Akitunde & Labeodan 2002; White
et al. 2002). Nigerian novelist, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie put it simply in a speech
she delivered in London on April 12t 2013, TEDxEuston!® Telling the African

story:

The African girl children have been raised to think so little of themselves that they
feel men and boys are supetior in society. We police our girls but we do not police
our boys. We praise girls for their virginity but we do not praise boys for their
virginity. We teach girls shame, for example, how to sit with closed legs, and teach
them to cover themselves well etc. We make them feel like ‘bad girls’ as if they are
already guilty of something. They grow up to be women who have been silenced by
societal taboos. Gender role in this sense is prescribed for the African woman to
portray how the woman should be rather than recognising who she is. There is too
much ‘weight’ on gender expectation in the African sense.

Adichie (2013) explained further in her speech that the African women have been
raised to think or feel guilty when they do not meet community demands. She
stresses that women are often apologetic for their femaleness whereas the male folk
do nothing about their gender. Atere (2001) had similar thoughts, attesting that
African women are trained to endure different forms of pain, braveness and to
reframe from certain taboo behaviours for the communal good of the society.
Adejoke Awe (2002) for example, holds that African women have been exposed
from eatly childhood to strenuous work such as carrying heavy loads. Some of these
criticisms uncover the explanatory strengths, and lay some foundations for a more
fully developed theory of violence against women. Yet, elderly African women
believe that such a traditional upbringing is not meant to violate the rights of the girl
child.

Adichie (2013) emphasise that socialisation exaggerates the difference between
boys and girls, which becomes a self-fulfilling exercise process. In this study, I used

10 http://bitly/1FAg8hB http:/ /www.tedxeuston.com
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the description of socialisation according to Tuyizere (2007), which refers to
pressures of rewards, punishment, ignoring and anticipating values that push the
woman towards an acceptable response. Tuyizere gave an example that women over
the years have been taught to see cooking as their role. And maintains that today,
there are opportunities for women more than there were 50 years ago because of
changes in policies on gender. Both Adichie (2013) and Tuyizere (2007) are of the
opinion that the attitudes and mind-sets of what is believed to be valued as gendered
roles still remain questionable and debatable in the study arena. The question I would

ask is who teaches gitls and boys their gender roles.

3.22  The Traditional Roles of Elderly Women in a Patriarchal Society

Historically, in the African context there are distinct gender roles with women mostly
being responsible for domestic chores such as cleaning, food production and
preparation, taking care of smaller livestock, fetching water and firewood, caring for
the sick, and rearing children (Otiso 2013; Tuyizere 2007). Even in the area of
trading, women are usually engaged in petty trades that are related to their domestic
chores, including food vending. On the other hand, Tanzanian men play smaller
domestic roles, though they are usually the main breadwinners and shelter providers.
It is quite common in African communities that men generally own most of the
country’s productive assets (e.g., land, livestock, and tools) and make most of their
family’s important socio-economic decisions, and carry out chores like building,
fishing and hunting. Generally, men are responsible for clearing, preparing and
ploughing the farm and crop fields. Yet, in these areas, there is a gendered division
of labour. Women do most of the milking and fish preparation, and marketing (Otiso
2013; Akintunde 2002, Kisaakye 2002). As mothers, women are the traditional
guardians of family health and the teachers of sanitation, hygiene and disease
prevention (Oderinde 2002).

Gender inequality in the division of labour, access to and control over resources
and income, circumstances and position in society, decision-making as well as
exclusion from economic and political spheres are some of the factors to be taken
into account for gender-sensitive social development programming (Twikirize 2014).
According to Otiso (2013), Tanzanian women dominate the agriculture sector,
providing up to 80 percent of the sectot’s labour as well as producing 60 percent of
the country’s food. Specifying the female role in Tanzania’s agriculture sector, Otiso
holds that women overwhelmingly play a central role in sowing, weeding, applying
fertilisers, and pesticides and do most of the production. However, the existing social
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conditions do not allow the women to control their cash-crop produce. Observing
the predicament of women, the first president of Tanzania Julius Nyerere, once said:
“Women in Tanzania and elsewhere in African toil on the land they do not own, to
produce what they do not control and at the end of the marriage, through divorce
or death, they can be sent away empty handed” (cited in Otiso 2013: 159).

It has been stressed over and over in this study that while males are encouraged
from childhood to think of themselves as invulnerable, females are both subtly and
overly taught to think of themselves as entirely vulnerable and in need of the
protection of a male figure (Rop 2014; Akintunde & Labeodan 2002). This kind of
education has been internalised, so that most women find it difficult to express their
views publicly, especially before men (Rop 2014; Nussbaum & Glover 2007; White
et al. 2002). Since moral formation takes place in a community, and people construct
their social world, some researchers such as Nussbaum and Glover (2007) hold that
the African women have been taught and socialised into thinking of themselves as
incapable of making any serious decision. However, they are also the chief guardians
for the upbringing of both the boy and the girl children, and are held responsible
should the girl fail to withstand the restrains of societal demands (Cattell 2007; White
et al. 2002). A general normative system of customs and traditions in the African
context reveal that the education of traditional practices is a process that starts at
birth and ends at death. Boke (2012: 235-243) holds that to be maintained effectively,
society needs rules and regulations. She explains that these rules are instilled within
society and implemented on a day to day basis (Boke 2012: 235). She concluded by
pointing out that traditional social control embedded in its customary culture relies
on the socialisation of its members to establish social order (ibid). That is to say,
every member of society has a social position or status that goes with a specific role.
In her study, Tuyizere (2007) maintains that women keep these patriarchal structures
intact. According to Bourdon (2013) and Koso-Thomas (1987), those women who
champion these practices adopted by their communities do not realise that some of
the practices they promote are designed to subjugate them.

As predicted by Cattell (2007) and Kandiyoti (1988), a woman’s life cycle in a
patriarchal extended family in several African societies are such that the deprivation
and hardship she experiences as a young bride from her mother-in-law is eventually
superseded by the control and authority she will have over her own subservient
daughters-in-law. The cyclical nature of women’s power and control relation
(Kandiyoti 1988) in the household and their anticipation of inheriting the authority
of senior women encouraged a thorough internalisation of this form of patriarchy
by women themselves (White et al. 2002). Dorkenoo (1994) holds that in many
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African societies the older women achieve status more closely to resemble that of
men. She held that it is not surprising elderly women are most often the initiators of
infibulation ceremonies for their grand-daughters. Dorkenoo suggested that the
elderly women must be considered perpetrators of the harmful traditional cultural
practices. Additionally, she emphases that women, having been denied wider societal
power, will hang on to the little power they have and exercise it in the area over
which they have most control (Dorkenoo 1994). Other researchers such as Cattell
(2007), Tuyizere (2007), and Koso-Thomas (1987) have suggested that very often in
patriarchal systems, subordination to men is offset by the control older women attain
over younger women. Based on this realisation, Atere (2002) and White et al. (2002)
highlighted in their research that by trying to preserve the traditional belief, the
African elderly woman could be seen as a perpetuator of offensive cultural practices

as well as a victim of these practices as demonstrated in the figure below.

Women perserve cultural
—___ practices and keep it going
in societies.

Women are Victims of the
——  cultural practices in the
societes

By preserving the cultural
- heritage and passing it on,

Women become
/ Perpetuators

Figure 1. The visual cycle of the African elderly woman as a victim and a perpetuator in a patriarchal
community setting.

As shown in Figure 1 above, this illustration is the core of the research — it
demonstrates ‘the woman’ in the dual positions of the cultural practices in the study.
Firstly, the woman is a victim of these cultural practices as a young woman when she
endures and sustains the rituals. Secondly, as she grows older she preserves and

promotes the rituals onto the younger women in order to ensure the continuity of
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the traditional practices. For example, the eldetly women are expected to build and
inculcate the societal value systems into their children, thus, preparing them to
perpetuate the system as adults (Oderinde 2002).

The relevance of gendered violence, for instance, as a strategy that elderly women
use to further their social and economic positions in society is yet to be determined
in the study. The anticipation is that the strategy and practice used by the African
elderly women may exhibit power and control in the relationship and violate the
rights of the younger woman in that relationship (Bond 2005; White et al. 2002). Yet,
Vuorela (1987) points out that in Tanzania, women are both united and divided in
their concerns over the use of power by elderly and influential women. The believe
that some elderly women in communities have hidden knowledge or ‘social capital’ that
is used to communicate with the ancestral spirits and so use this power over
vulnerable widows for example, to perform the cleansing ritual (Otiso 2013; Vuorela
1987). Similar divisions and commonalities emerged in Tanzanian debates and
research as in other African countries. Vuorela (1987) holds that Tanzanian research
found out that women were divided along class lines. She explains that within classes
they are divided by ideological barriers and in their relationships to the male folks.
With age and experience females become more adept at resisting the domination of
the males and asserting themselves (Oderinde 2002). As has been highlighted earlier,
Tuyizere (2007), and Dorkenoo (1995) hold the elderly women used of power over
less powerful women and girls in order to promote and maintain tradition and
culture also promote violence and continue to violate vulnerable women and gitls’
human rights.

According to Hearn (2005), as well as Stanko and Raymond (2003), the calling of
violence into view and its naming are essential parts of the process of the analysis of
violence in the society. The claim here is that violence is interrelated with social
practices and its deployment and regulation are embedded in and constituted by
social institutions, and are significant for the making and reproduction of regimes of
inequality (Hearn 2005). Violence is not merely an instrument or tool of already
constituted power; it is itself constitutive of power (ibid). Stanko and Raymond
(2003: 1) state that “debate about violence inevitably begin by deploring standard
ways of measuring the impact of violence on different populations.” They stressed
that too much violence is hidden and that findings based on ‘seen’ violence will, it is
assumed, neccessatlily be distorted or biased (ibid). Stanko andRaymond asked: How
can something so pervasive remain so elusive to research? Walker (1990) suggests
that the process of making the experience of oppression in our homes visible to

ourselves and getting it accepted as a matter of public concern involves defining it
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as an issue or problem in our terms. She continues to describe the conceptualisation
process as one occurring over time and dictated by activities and events (ibid). The
study of tradition and culture in the African and the Tanzanian context may lead us

to assess and understand what constitutes cultural violence.

3.2.3 Tradition and Culture

Culture is a universal concept yet its meaning depends on the context in which it is
used (Akintan 2002). Tuyizere (2007: 45) quoting Nida (1983) defines cultures as
learned behaviour, which is socially acquired, namely the material and non-material
traits, which are passed from one generation to another. In this study, the concepts
of culture and gender are understood as the processes by which persons learn gender
roles that a culture defines as appropriate for them without questioning their
underlying assumptions (Bourdon 2013). Culture is both transmissible and
cumulative and the traits are cultural in the sense that they are transmitted by society,
not by genes (ibid). This makes the transmission of culture different from the
biological heritage of human beings or animals. Bourdon’s studies show that culture
is a way of behaving, thinking, and reacting to situation. Hall (2004) believes the
notions of identity, race, and ethnicity has been widely discussed and perceived as
conceptions that are never ending production. For Hall, culture and its values are
not something to simply appreciate, or study, but a dominant position of social
events and involvement, where power relations are both traditional and potentially
changeable.

Hofstede (2009), however, defines the principles of culture as the collective
programming of mind that distinguishes the members of one group of people from
others. He says cultural values in society are the term commonly used for tribes or
ethnic groups. In an earlier study, Hofstede (2004) emphasises that societal culture
of race, and gender cultures, which children learn from their earliest childhood
onwards, are much deeper in the human mind than the professional cultures
acquired at school or the organisational cultures they acquired on a job. Societal
cultures reside in the unconscious values, in the benefit of immense tendencies, to
prefer certain states of affairs over others (ibid). Labeodan (2002) and White et al.
(2002) believe that unlike some biological traits, culture changes with time. As
pointed out by Mercy Oduyoye (2001) culture is not static. She made this statement at
a conference held in Lagos by African women theologians on “Some Cultural
Practices Infringing on the Rights of Women.” Oduyoye encouraged and challenged
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her fellow African women scholars to speak up against cultural practices infringing
on the rights of African women (cited in Labeodan 2002: 69).

In most rural communities in Africa, including the Kuria and the Kerewe, the
ethnic groups of Tanzania, culture seems to be static for some vulnerable women
and girls. When researching on some East African traditions and cultures, Otiso
(2013), Tuyizere (2007), and Bond (2005) explain that culture could be referred to as
the accepted norms and practices. They give the example of women accepting certain
societal norms, such as the practices of the FGC ritual and the payment of bride
price, as well as the inheritance of widows which potentially turns them into
commodities. In some West African communities, there are similar subtle cultural
practices. For instance, among the Anlo-Ewes in Ghana, girls are used to appease
vengeful spirits in the form of sacrifice. Other examples of the practice of polygamy
exist within many African communities. Among the Msoga of Tanzania, the
replacement of the dead married daughters with their younger sisters persists today
(Vuorela 1987). In all of these practices, whether the act is promoted by the men or
women, it is the men who benefit and remain the head of the family (Tuyizere 2007).
Women, however, bear the negative impact of the practices in most cases (ibid).

In her studies, Dolphyne (1991: 1) argues, “every human society has a body of
beliefs that regulate the way people behave and relate to each other in society. Over
the years, these beliefs and modes of behaviour are modified to suit the changing
circumstances of the society concerned. African societies are no exception.”
However, in spite of the contact with Western civilisation and the uneven influence
that this civilisation has had on African societies, there are traces of traditional rural
society in many African cultures (Bolye 2002; White et al. 2002, Dolphyne 1991).
African feminists and scholars such as Labeodan (2002), Dorkenoo (1995), Koso-
Thomas (1987) and Dolphyne (1991) consider aspects of the African traditions and
beliefs, which over the years have held or kept women under subjugation, and which
make them feel generally inferior to men and incapable of operating at the same level
as men in society. According to Orebiyi (2002), in African societies a number of
norms and beliefs are particularly powerful in the perpetuation of violence against
women. These include a belief that the men are inherently superior to women (Rop
2014; Chepyator-Thomson 2005; Kisaakye 2002), which creates and reinforces
female oppression. In her study, Orebiyi (2002) points out that in many spheres of
life, African women’s needs and issues are neglected. She explains further that
women have suffered from the life threatening impact of practices that continue

under the guise of cultural and social conformism and religious beliefs (ibid).
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Some historians believe that the history of violence against women is tied to the
history of women being viewed as property (Atere 2001; Kisaakye 2002). Women in
many ways have been hidden in history and culture and are still invisible in many
areas in society. It remains a task of high priority in feminist learning to do research
about women and to construct an understanding of gender relations and gender and
power, which interrelate culturally, historically, and societally (Lundgren 1995). For
example, in the African context, the life cycle of a person is wrapped up in culture
from birth to death (Akintan 2002; Gyereke 1998 Mbiti 1994). In this view, the
individual is defined only in reference to his community, not by any of his physical
and psychological characteristics (Gyereke 1998). The individual is born out of and
into the African community and will always be part of the community (Venter 2004).

In this sense, whatever happens to the individual happens to the whole group,
and whatever happens to the whole group happens to the individual (Mbiti 1970). It
is in this rootedness in an ongoing human community that the individual may come
to be known as a person: through language and the social rules that bind him/her
with other community members and the ancestors (Menkiti 1984). In African
culture, the community always comes first (Venter 2004). This understanding is
summed up in John Mbiti’s statement: “I am because we are, and since we are,
therefore I am” (Mbiti 1970 cited in Menkiti 1984: 171). This reflects Ubuntu’s
philosophy ‘people are people through other people’ implying that the African
believes ‘I am human because I belong to the human community and I view, respect
and treat others accordingly’ (Chaplin 2014).

Based on this ideology, most African communities including the communities of
Kuria and Kerewe ethnic groups in Tanzania define women’s roles religiously,
culturally, and socially. As a result, the traditional practices do not give the ethnic
groups under study much room to decide the course of their lives. For example,
Akintan (2002) argues that in most African communities, various traditional
practices are dished out to people in the name of culture. Studies in this field have
shown that among most African ethnic groups culture and religion are not distinct
from each other: they embrace all areas of the community. The discussion is around
an understanding of “culture as ‘a people’s way of life’ the perception and manner
of doing things that not only identify a people but also sets a particular framework
and standard of behaviour and self-esteem for a decent socioeconomic survival of a
soclety” (Mlama 2002: 19).

It is the societies’ own vision of what constitutes an ideally decent socioeconomic
structure for survival as a concept of a frame around the core evolutionary drives
that foster life order to maintain stability and regularity in the community (ibid).
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These visions of frames include food, sheltet, safety, and procreation/reproduction
(Otsio 2013). The framework of the vision is also influenced by other factors such
as geographical location, climate, and innovations. Secondly, it is the system of
behavioural patterns ideas, beliefs, values, and attitudes that enshrine the vision to
keep the tradition in place (Mlama 2002). These concepts give guidelines for
members of the society who relate to each other and their environment. With the
Kerewe and the Kuria of Tanzania, as with many other African societies, deserving
to belong to society means abiding by systems. These systems regulate social
behaviour, including individual behaviour driven by self-interest versus communal
behaviour (ibid).

In African societies as in societies worldwide, these patterns of behaviours are
cherished and do not leave the cultural moldings of their people to chance or change.
According to Otiso (2013), specific institutions are strategically set up to inculcate,
reinforce, and foster the accepted behaviour, beliefs, values, and attitudes. Some of
these institutions include religion, att, communication, and education (Oy&wilrmi
2005). Oyéwlrmi holds that from childhood, a person’s perception of life in terms
of what is good or bad, acceptable, desirable or undesirable is directly formed and
influenced by the educational curricula of the community (ibid). The religion
practiced, the images and messages of art and the communication skills are taught
ot passed on to young members of the community (Otiso 2013; Oyéwirmi 2005).

Without incorporation into a particular community, individuals are considered
mere risks to whom the description of ‘person’ does not fully apply (Menkiti 1984).
In order to ensure its survival, a society expects conformity to its defined systems of
behavioural patterns, beliefs, values, and attitudes. For example, in the communities
those women who undergo societal rituals often try to endure their pain and
demonstrate courage so as to get rewards, honour and praise in their communities.
Those whose behaviour adheres to what is expected by society are normally
rewarded through material gains and status (Dorkenoo 1995; Talle 1993; Malinowski
1961). The renegades are subjected to sanctions including reprimand, humiliation,
exclusion, isolation, and other forms of punishment (Malinowski 1961). Various
levels of regulatory bodies and legal systems are put in place to effect the sanctions
(ibid). Christopher Ejizu holds that for most African groups, ostracising an
individual or group that has often disobeyed the community is thought to be the
most severe punishment that could be meted out to anybody. It feels like death for
anyone so punished since such a person becomes an outcast/outsider who is not
allowed to share the life of the community (Ejizu 2007). The punishment of being
ostracised is so strong that every member of the community dreads it, and will do
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anything possible to avoid it (ibid). As observed by African feminists and researchers
such as Tuyizere (2007); Bond (2005) and Labeodan (2002) the immense power of
the community in traditional African communities explains why the African women
have to undergo some of the harmful rituals at the expense of their health. In
addition, most African women in a senior or elder position even pass these rituals
on to the next generation despite the physical and psychological harm to the human
body (White et al. 2002).

Following the ideology of community ostracisation, Eldén (2011) explains that
when discussing violence committed in the name of honour it is often
conceptualised as male violence against women. She continues to say that in order
to be understood, concrete acts of violence must be located in the context in which
they take place and be related to the control of and the discrimination against
women. In her earlier study, Eldén (2001) underscores that in a cultural context of
honour, men’s honour is related to what female relatives show to others: ‘as #heir good
or bad reputation’. Eldén (2011: 6) holds that the crucial meaning of women’s
reputation may be interpreted in light of a divided femininity as understood in the
ancient tradition of Abraham that is in cultural contexts rooted in the common
tradition of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. This statement is factual and
underscores the reality for believers in the African tradition where a woman’s
reputation is seen as appropriate when she observes cultural norms and practices
desired by the society (ibid).

Reflecting on cultures of honour in the different contexts of Africa, Sirman
(2011) raises questions as to whether FGC as a rite of passage for a girl child from
“childhood to ‘womanhood is a ‘culture of honour.” She asks: does the girl child become
a ‘citizen’ or a ‘native’ only after going through the rituals? Widowhood rites and
cleansing rituals, which some women undergo after the death of their husband, could
also be seen as cultural honour (ibid). Traditionally, girls and women who are not
able to undergo rituals and rites in societies are stigmatised and their reputation is
soiled/tarnished (White et al. 2002). White and colleagues explain that a woman’s
inability to withstand culture and traditional demands is seen as a reason to punish
her because she has stained the honour of the family, which could be seen as direct
threat to her female relatives. In other words, the violent acts directed towards a
woman are interpreted as the woman’s own fault (Eldén 2011). Getting a bad
reputation communicates a message to other women: If you behave in the same way
— or if people say you do — you may meet the same fate (Eldén & Westerstrand 2004).
Thus, women are not only made responsible for their own behaviour, but for other
women’s behaviour as well (Eldén 2011). The visibility of a woman’s reputation is

80



of vital importance and in most instances women choose to remain loyal to their
male folks.

Eldén (2011) maintains that in some cases when women have been exposed to
violence by close male relatives, they interpret their experiences by using concepts
which can be placed in cultural context of honour. Fernandez (2009) argues that
these factors along with the economic dependence of daughters-in-law set the
context in which domestic violence, when it occurs, can include not only the
husband and wife but female kin as well. Eldén (2011) emphasises that the focus on
women as co-perpetrators of men’s honour violence against women may in many
instances be a blind alley. She concludes that this focus redirects the questions and
actions, and removes men’s individual responsibility for their violence acts, while
making the gender-cultural context in which the violence takes place invisible.
However, this does not mean that it is irrelevant to talk about women’s activity in,
and responsibility for, violence directed towards other women (Eldén 2011). This
raises issues on gendered violence that oppress the vulnerable and marginalised
women in many Tanzanian communities, which could be tackled with professional

approaches.

3.3 Policies and Practices to Tackle Gendered Violence Issues

The social work profession holds hope for millions of marginalised groups such as
the women and gitls in the study and other places in the world (Mwansa & Kreitzer
2013). Hence, this study draws on the social work profession to obtain the strategies
“to engage with individuals, families, groups and communities, working alongside
people to assess and intervene” violated issues of the cultural and traditional
practices under study (Foote et al. 2013: 133). According to Spitzer and Twikirize
(2014), issues of gender equality, gender mainstreaming and the empowerment of
women and girls should primarily be central in the curriculum of practice. Scholars
in the arena emphasise that social workers should be vested with skills and have
essential knowledge about the origin and social constructions of gender roles and
relations. Moreover, they should have the capacity to apply gender as a key and cross-
cutting category in analyzing social, political, institutional, organisational and cultural
context (Spitzer & Twikirize 2014: 364). This idea is supported by Dominelli (2012)
who holds that the social work profession has a strong commitment to enabling
gender equality so as to tackle the multiple forms of women’s oppression and to
empower them at local, national and international levels.
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In an earlier study, Popple and Leighninger (2004) describe the social work
profession as the core technology in the social welfare institution, which they claimed
without the use of a gender lens interventions would be futile because they could
ignore the key aspect of social life. In this study, problems in society are dealt with
and perceived as dependency, similar to what Spitzer and Twikirize (2014) suggested
in their study as the institution of society (like the home (family) and the community.
The literature discussing the societal institution implies that every member of society
has some social positions or status that go with specified roles. However, if a
member fails to perform his/her roles adequately, or social institutions fail to extend
help to them, then social stability is threatened, and social work has to intervene.
Popple and Leighninger (2004) point out that the social work profession has two
targets: The first target is that of helping individuals who have difficulty meeting
their expectations. This is referred to as micro practice or clinical social work (social
casework). The second target of social work concerns those aspects of social
institutions that fail to support individuals in their efforts to fulfill role expectations.
Popple and Leighninger referred to this as macro practice. Empowerment and
consciousness raising must take place across all system levels. With other multi-
model interventions to deal with the complex issues of cultural hegemony,
patriarchy, power and violence. Sewpaul and Larsen (2014: 244) argued that
“development cannot occur through macro level interventions alone. A critical
reflection on one’s own thinking and on one’s social and political realities and the
capacity to develop action strategies consequent upon these reflections is central to
development.” Such an approach is particularly salient to issues discussed in this
thesis, where social workers deal with individuals and communities that have
naturalised and normalized dominant, harmful cultural beliefs and practices. In
reaching out to the vulnerable and the marginalised women’s groups in this study,
macro social work practice such as engaging in policy formation and legislation could

assist in underlining 