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ENDING 
HARMFUL 

cultural 
practices
Female genital 

mutilation or (FGM) 
is something most 
of us typically 

associate with other parts 
of the world. Countries 
and communities that we 
think are notorious for 
subjugating women and 
their denying them equal 
rights and their own bodily 
autonomy. FGM however 
is not something we would 
expect to find in our own 
backyard, but reality is that 
women in our Namibia have 
been suffering in silence, 
in the  name of preserving 
a ‘culture’ that often 
dehumanises them.

The Women’s Leader-
ship Centre in partnership 
with the British High Com-
mission Windhoek held a 
National Dialogue in Katima 
Mulilo in February to help 
break the silence.

 The National Dia-
logue on the Prevention 
of Harmful Cultural Prac-
tices in Zambezi region 
was the first of its kind and 
brought  together traditional 
authorities, civil society 

organisations,local gov-
ernment and the girls and 
women who are affected 
by these harmful cultureal 
practice.

Coming up one by 
women, the girls and young 
women shared their testimo-
nies ,and opened a dialogue 
about things that would 
typically embarrass most 
people or be considered ta-
boo to talk about with ones 
elders and leaders, but they 
persisted all the same and 
bravely faced naysayers 
and deniers who despite the 
evidence and testimonies 
showed before them, they 
insisted ‘it does not happen 
here’.

Some of the men who 
were part of the dialogue 
insisted that the incidents 
were ‘unique, rare occur-
rences. Some  saw this dia-
logue as a way to ‘destroy 
their culture’ and talking 
about these harmful cultural 
practices  would give the 
Zambezi region a ‘bad 
name’, but to the women 
and men who understood 
that this was not an at-

tack on culture, but instead 
an attack on the harmful 
aspects of it, the conversa-
tions were able to move 
forward and provide the 
necessary sensitivity and 
support for the women who 
had so bravely come up to 
share the ordeals that they 
have experienced.

AS DEFINED BY MERRIAN 
-WEBSTER
Culture 
�noun��cul·ture�\ˈkəl-chər\
the beliefs, customs, arts, 
etc., of a particular society, 
group, place, or time

Culture is an innate part 
of any society, and it usually 
at the helm of our communi-
ties and provides guidelines 
and rules for every aspect 
of life, from the food we 
eat, the way we live, and in 
some cases even the way 
we are buried. While culture 
richly adds to our herit-
age and history, a cultural 
practices that hurt, stigma-
tize and degrade the people 
who it is meant to protect 
and embraced is a practice 

that needs to be scrutinized, 
discussed, and ultimately 
changed if we have any real 
intention of upholding the 
human rights and dignity of 
all the people who live in a 
community.

THE PRICE OF 
WOMANHOOD
In a lot of cultures around 
the world, womanhood is 
marked by a girls menarche 
or first period. 

Across cultures we have 
different ways of celebrating 
this milestone, in some parts 
of the Zambezi region girls 
through a right of passage 
or initiation called sikenge.

Sikenge teaches the 
girls how to be ‘good’ obedi-
ant and submissive wives 
to their future husbands.
It is usually performed by 
the female elders of the 
girl’s community like her 
grandmother, if the girl isn’t 
seen as obedient or learning 
quick enough, she is often 
beaten and humiliated into 
submission.

Kutamunwa is a part of 
the sikenge where girls is 
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taught to ‘dance’ for their 
future husbands, and taught 
how to please him sexually, 
which is often embarassing 
and humiliating for the girls 
to show their elders that they 
know how to please a man.

In some cases,  after 
being taught how to dance 
for and submit to their future 
husbands they go through 
sexual readiness testing by 
older male relatives like an 
uncle to see what they have 
learned. Often coercing and 
raping them into unprotected 
intercourse, where they are 
vulnerable to falling preg-
nant or catching sexually 
transmitted infections.

Kupaza   is a form of 
cutting and body scraifica-
tion meant to signify beauty 
in some communities. Made 
by cuttinng small incissions 
onto a girls back and arms 
which is meant to keep her 
husbands interest and keep 
hom from straying, girls are 
usually prone to infections 
and are at risk of catching 
HIV/ Aids because it is per-
formed with an unsterilised 

blade.
Kuomisa busali  is when 

herbs are inserted into the 
vagina, to dry it out, be-
cause dry sex is perceived 
to be more pleasurable for 
men, despite being extreme-
ly painful and uncomfortable 
for the woman, leaving her 
vulnerable to vaginal tearing 
and infections.

Malebe  is the prac-
tice of pulling on the labia 
minora in order to elongate 
them ,which is believed 
to again make sex more 
pleasurable for men, but no 
consideration for the pain it 
causes women.

Sijabana - When a 
woman’s infant is ill, some 
people believe that it is 
caused by ‘growths’ or 
sijabana on a mother’s 
genitalia. The growths need 
to be cut out for child to be 
healthy again. The proce-
dures are often performed 
without anesthetic and clean 
instruments.

Kufwamena - When a 
woman is widowed, her hus-
band’s spirit is said to linger 

, the only way to cleanse 
that spirit is by isolating the 
widow for a period of time, 
washing her in special herbs 
and coercing her into having 
sexual intercourse with a 
new man to wade of bad 
luck and misfortune to the 
family.

Forced marriages is 
something that women still 
experience, usually includ-
ing malobolo or a bride 
price.  Because men pay 
high bride prices, some 
of them tend to view their 
wives as property, and 
women are often subjected 
to physical amd emotional 
violence at the hands of 
their husbands and in laws.

Polygamy or libali is also 
practiced where there is a 
double standard of men beig 
able go have more than one 
wife, but a woman can only 
have one husband. Which 
leaves women susceptible 
to property grabbing and 
losing property in divorce 
or when they become 
widowed. Some women 
are even forced into a new 

marriage with her deceased 
husbands brother or male 
relative to keep the de-
ceased husbands children in 
the village and community.

WHY ALL OF THIS 
MATTERS

On top of denying these 
girls and women their 
rights and humam dignity, 
the Zambezi regions HIV 
prevalence rate is double 
or the national average, 
and these cultura practices 
can be linked to these high 
numbers. It is the same 
case with teenage pregnan-
cies, a problem that we as a 
country are trying to tackle.

The only way to uphold 
the dignity of these girls 
and women is to change 
these harmful practices 
by continuing to engage 
in dialogues with those af-
fected and those who have 
the power to change it, and 
national dialogues like these 
are the first step into work-
ing on that.   

Daphine Siyunda, WLC Community Facilitator of Libula village, 
speaking out against harmful cultural practices in Zambezi Region

Traditional leaders from the Mafwe, Masubia, Mashi and Mayeyi traditional authorities pledged to 

educate their communities on the need to protect women and girls from harmful cultural practices


