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Foreword

Gender inequality, and Violence Against Women and 

Girls (VAWGs) are systemic problems in Ugandan 

society and are widespread in Karamoja in the North-

Eastern part of Uganda. Among the Jie of Kotido 

district, gender inequality is perpetuated by harmful 

cultural practices and norms, alongside other post-

conflict societal issues such as poverty, alcoholism 

and the reintegration of formerly abducted women 

into society. The Jie continue to rely strongly on their 

cultural practices and norms in order to guide the 

functioning of their communities. However, many of 

these traditional practices and norms are rooted in 

patriarchy and perpetuates unequal power relations 

and violence against women. 

FIDA Uganda, through our work in promoting the 

rights of women and providing legal aid services in 

Kotido district, have witnessed the important role that 

the Jie Elders play in the administration of justice. 

The community respects the authority of the Council of 

Elders and complies with their rulings. In recognition 

of this vital role that the Council of the Elders plays in 

establishing avenues for the resolution of conflict and 

the administration of justice, FIDA Uganda has worked 

with the Elders in order to develop a compendium of 

customary norms practiced by the Jie as well as a 

case management handbook to standardize the way in 

which cases are decided before the Council. 
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FIDA Uganda is furthermore aware of the power of the 

Elders to either entrench the existing cultural norms, 

or to spearhead transformation of these norms in 

order to reflect the basic standards for the protection 

of women’s rights that have been adopted by the 

formal justice system. FIDA Uganda has worked with 

Elders from the Jie in order to reconsider cultural 

practices and norms in light of their effect on women 

and girls and the duty on the Elders to protect women 

and girls from violence. Through our consultations and 

interactions, a set of agreed Kotido Gender Principles 

have been developed. 

This publication sets out the agreed Kotido Gender 

Principles. Additional recommendations are also 

made about how the cultural norms can further be 

transformed in order to provide a greater measure of 

protection to women and girls. These Principles and 

recommendations create a blueprint for the creation 

of safer and non-discriminatory environments for 

women and girls within the Jie community. 

Liliane Byarugaba Adriko      

Chief Executive Officer  

FIDA Uganda 
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1. Introduction and methodology

FIDA Uganda held various meetings with Elders in Kotido 

District in order to create an inventory of the current cultural 

norms practiced by the Jie. On 16th and 17th November 2020, a 

meeting was held with Jie Elders from various sub-counties at the 

Discovery Hotel in Kotido District. The purpose of the meeting 

was to share and validate the inventory of norms. A further 

purpose was to discuss the ways in which these norms have a 

negative impact on the rights of women and to consider with the 

Elders how these norms can be adapted and transformed. At the 

end of the meeting, the Elders had made resolutions in respect 

of a number of cultural norms which they were committed to 

change in order to better protect and advance the rights of women 

in their communities. This document reflects their resolutions as 

the ‘Kotido Gender Principles’. Additional recommendations for 

transformation of the cultural norms are also made, although 

these were not agreed upon by the Elders.  
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2. The Kotido Gender Principles

Principle 1: Courtship at night (Akilom Nyapethur))

Courtship at night should be abolished since it leads to rape, unwanted 

pregnancies and the spread of diseases among girls who stay in 

communal sleeping houses.

Principle 2: Payment of dowry (Ekutan, Akimuomor)

The payment of a dowry to the woman’s family should be continued and 

encouraged. Once the dowry is fully paid, the woman is fully married 

and a ritual should be performed.

Principle 3: Return of dowry upon divorce

If a fully married woman - for whom the dowry has been fully paid - 

divorces her husband, the dowry must be returned. Where the man is 

the one who initiates the divorce, return of the dowry can be negotiated.  

Refunding cows reduces divorce rates and helps the man to be able to 

remarry.

Principle 4: Communal houses for girls (Akayi angapethur)

The practice of groups of unmarried girls of the same age sleeping 

in communal huts should be discouraged since this renders girls 

vulnerable to sexual abuse and sexually transmitted infections. Parents 

should take the responsibility of providing safe sleeping quarters for 

their daughters.

Principle 5: Education of girls

The burden of household chores on girl children should be reduced to 

allow them to attend school. Mothers should be sensitized to allow their 

girl children relief from chores on school days.

Principle 6: Child birth

Women should be encouraged and sensitized to give birth in health 

facilities, to seek out medical attention after giving birth and to ensure 

that their babies are vaccinated shortly after birth.
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The traditional practice of giving birth at home and for women to stay 

in isolation for a period of two to five days until the naming ceremony 

of the child should be discouraged.

Principle 7: Disciplinary measures (Ameeto)

The practice of disciplining repeat offenders of community norms 

by beating them with sticks in public should be upheld since it is an 

effective way of dealing with transgressors.

Principle 8: Land disputes (Akiro anyalup)

Since each family is apportioned a piece of land by the Elders, land 

disputes should be referred to the Council of Elders, rather than to the 

Police or Courts.

Principle 9: Public bathing (Akilonga anataparin)

The practice of men bathing openly in broad daylight in ponds should 

be abolished by local ordinances in order to protect the community 

from diseases and shame.

Principle 10: Dress code for men / Public nudity (Akiler)

Men should be encouraged to wear shorts or trousers at all times, even 

though the traditional dress code for men is a shirt and nakatukok 

(local sheet) only.

Principle 11: Detoothing (Akilok)

The practice of removing two teeth from the lower jaw for the purpose 

of clan identification should be discouraged. Awareness should be 

raised about the negative effects and health risks of removing teeth 

with shared equipment.

Principle 12: Tatooing (Akiger)

The traditional practice of tattooing a person’s body from their face to 

their stomach should be discouraged. Community sensitization should 

be done about the risks of contracting HIV in the tattooing process.



3. Recommendations for further                   
          transformation of Jie cultural norms in     
          order to protect and promote the rights    
          of women

a)    Marriage

i. Where a couple has eloped, the woman should not be 

subjected to an HIV test in order to determine how the 

matter should be handled. The matter should be decided 

without taking into consideration whether the woman 

could have contracted HIV due to the elopement. The 

woman has a right to keep her HIV status private.

ii. Marriage without the payment of dowry should be 

encouraged.

iii. A child under the age of 18 should not be permitted to 

enter into marriage.

iv. Matrimonial property should be owned jointly. 

Matrimonial property includes: the matrimonial home, 

household property, livestock, granaries, property 

acquired during the marriage which both parties 

recognize as matrimonial property and property which 

was owned separately by one spouse and to which the 

other spouse made contributions.
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b)     Divorce

i. Upon divorce or separation, bride price should not be 

returned and the husband’s family should not be allowed 

to demand for its return.

ii. The divorced or separated spouses should have equal 

rights to access and custody to the children that they 

have together and should cater for their welfare and 

maintenance.

iii. If there is a dispute over the custody and maintenance of 

the children, the matter should be referred to the courts 

of law. 

iv. A spouse should not be rendered destitute by divorce.

v. Upon divorce or separation, matrimonial property should 

be divided equitably according to the laws of Uganda. 

c)      Succession

i. Men and women should have equal rights to inherit 

property left behind by their spouses or parents and 

to keep it in trust for the children. Where there are 

no children, the surviving spouse should be allowed to 

dispose of the property as they please.

ii. Men and women both have the right to be appointed as 

heirs.
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d)     Rights of widows

i. A widow may choose to marry a relative of the deceased, 

but this must be out of her own free will.

ii. A widow who chooses not to marry a relative of the 

deceased should be the head of the household and should 

be protected by the clan head or a person delegated by 

him, without conjugal rights.

iii. The protector of the widow should have no right over the 

land or property of the widow and her children, and no 

entitlement to sexual favours from the widow.

iv. Widows have the right to remain on the family land which 

they lived on while married to the deceased, whether or 

not they have children. 

e)     Prohibition of violence

i. Men and women should not be subjected to physical, 

sexual, emotional or psychological violence in their 

homes. 
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Annex A: 

Compendium of customary laws, practices and 
norms of the Jie tribe in Kotido district in the 
Karamoja sub-region of Uganda

Glossary

Term Meaning

Akimasa angalup a traditional mode of conflict resolution 
which involves creating a mixture of 
herbs and soil

Akimomwor a ceremony to seal a customary marriage

Akinyony aberu a ceremony where the newly married 
woman is smeared with boiled ghee as a 
way to show that she has completed all 
the marriage rites

Akipudun ikoku 
kinga

presenting the mother and her newborn 
baby outside their hut for the first time

Akiriira/akisak 
ngibaren ekuutan

dowry mobilization

Akiram ngatuk payment of dowry

Akiwok apese kidnapping of a girl

Akiwor apese 
etachio ngatuk

he who elopes or kidnaps a girl has to pay 
cows
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Term Meaning

Alimokin ikoku 
ekiro

naming a child

Ameeto a disciplinary proceeding administered by 
the elders on the youth

Apudor a boy identifying the girl he wishes to 
marry

Apoka act of elders moving from one home to 
another during the harvest season

Asapan male initiation ceremony

Atap millet bread

Atukokin/ebilani a meeting of the parents of the girl and 
the boy who intend to marry to discuss the 
dowry to be paid

Edonga courtship dances

Ekichul a fine paid for children produced before 
marriage

Ekirumani widow inheritance

Ebutia local brew

Ekinokakin akim 
ai ikoku

starting a fire for a newborn baby
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Term Meaning

Ekuwutan marriage

Etinganu courtship

Alomonakin 
ngapesur nakware

courtship at night

Lokijom a tradition of handing over the deceased’s 
property to the person that the elders 
have selected as administrator

Lokuuwar last funeral rites

Ngatukito the day selected for elders to meet to 
reorganize the affairs of a deceased 
person’s family

Ngijie the Council of Elders

Ngikosowa buffalos

Ngilobaie antelope

Ngikori honey badger
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1. Introduction

The Karamojong are an ethnic group occupying the North-Eastern 

part of Uganda. They are composed of the Jie in Kotido District, 

the Upe in Nakapiripirit District, the Pian in Nabilatuk District, 

the Bokora in Napak District, the Matheniko and the Tepeth in 

Moroto District, the Dodoth and the Ik in Kaabong District and 

Karenga District and the the Pokot in Amudat District. Each of 

the groups manifest a different cultural orientation though some 

cultural practices cut across.1

This compendium focuses on the Jie of Kotido district. The Jie 

are composed of seven clans namely Ngislanga, Ngikotyang, 

Ngikianay, Ngikumukunyo, Ngikotido, Ngipanyangara and 

Ngikapelimoru. It is from these seven clans that the Council of 

Elders is constituted, which is called the ‘Ngijie’. Each of the 

seven clans also have a Council of Elders at the clan level and it 

is from those Councils of Elders that the Ngijie Council of Elders 

is formed.2 The Council of Elders is the parliament and court of 

law of the Jie. The laws enforced by the Council of Elders are 

not written down. The Council of Elders holds meetings from a 

‘holy place’ or shrine called ‘Akiriket’ from where its decisions 

are made.3 The Council of Elders also advocates for sensitization 

of the young generation on their cultural norms and practices so 

that the culture is not adulterated with outside influence.

1 Elders during the meeting to compile the compendium of customary norms 
held on 29th January 2021.

2 The Council of Elders formed a Community Based Organization known as 
Kotido Cultural Elders Council which was legally registered in the year 2018.

3  See n 1 above.
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2. Background and justification

Despite the various laws and policies in place in Uganda which 

protect the rights of women, including the Domestic Violence Act 

(2010), the Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation Act (2010), 

and the National Policy on the Elimination of Gender Based 

Violence (2016), women and girls remain vulnerable to gender-

based violence. According to the Uganda Demographic and 

Health Survey undertaken in 2016, 1 in 5 women have experienced 

physical violence in the 12 months preceding the survey.4 Much of 

this violence takes place within intimate partner relationships, as 

56% of ever-married women have experienced spousal violence.5  

In Kotido district, between March 2019 and February 2020, GBV 

cases rose from 130 to over 500; 70% of these cases constituted 

physical violence.6

Gender inequality and gender-based violence are particularly 

widespread in Karamoja and are perpetuated by harmful cultural 

practices and norms, alongside other societal issues such as 

poverty and alcoholism. Karamojong traditional cultural practices 

remain relevant in modern day communities, and therefore some 

traditional elements, if not eliminated, will continue to impair the 

realisation of women’s rights in the region.  The highly patriarchal 

structure of the society creates the unequal power relations that 

breed violence against women. 

In Karamoja, including Kotido district, the elders play a crucial 

role in decision-making in the community. They are held in high 

esteem and decisions of elders are considered law. The elders 

4 Uganda Bureau of Statistics Uganda Demographic and Health Survey 2016 
(2018) 60.

5 As above at 62.

6 The Kotido District Gender Based Violence Database.
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emphasize that some customary norms have gradually taken on 

the force of law, while others are mere social practices that are 

perceived as norms. The Elders are hard at work to eliminate 

such social practices which they view as harmful and which do 

not share the longevity, acceptability and wide scope of practice 

of customary norms. 

Uganda’s legal system recognises statutory law, common law 

and customary law. Customary law is effective only when it is 

consistent with the written laws.  The customary laws, norms and 

practices among the Jie derive their legality from the practices of 

the Jie. This compendium documents some of the customs, norms 

and practices among the Jie: even those in conflict with statutory 

laws.  The Constitution states that laws, cultures, customs and 

traditions which are against the dignity, welfare or interest of 

women or which undermine their status, are prohibited by the 

Constitution.7 This means that any inconsistent laws, practices 

and norms of the Jie in conflict with the Constitution are invalid.

This compendium is intended to document the customary norms 

as practiced by the Jie community in Kotido district. The 

compendium also describes how customary norms have been 

transformed over time and contrast the traditional practice 

with the current practice. The documentation of these norms is 

envisioned as a decisive step toward the further transformation of 

these customary laws, norms and practices in order to bring them 

in alignment with the constitutional standard of equality between 

men and women. 

7  Art 32(2) of Constitution of the Republic of Uganda, 1995 as amended. 
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3. Methodology

This compendium was developed on the basis of information 

collected from the Elders in Kotido district. Data collection 

was undertaken during a series of six meetings with groups of 

Elders. Some input was also gathered from district officials and 

Community-Based Organisations. 

A detailed discussion guide was used to collect the information 

on customary laws, norms and practices from the Elders. A total 

of 60 Elders of Kotido district participated in the development of 

this compendium. The table below shows details of engagements 

held with elders who participated in compiling this compendium:
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Activity Date when 
conducted

Participants Men Women Total

Inception 
meeting 

7th August 2020 Mixed 
participants: 
15 Elders
1o local 
government 
representatives
4 CSO 
representatives
1 Media 
representative

18 12 30

2 Meetings 
at the Sub 
County
 

13th August 
in the Central 
Division
14th August 
2020 in Kotido 
sub-county 

Elders 25 15 40

Meeting to 
discuss gender 
sensitive 
customary 
norms

16th November 
2020

Elders 18 12 30

Compile the 
inventory of 
customary 
norms

17th November 
2020

Elders 17 13 30

Meeting to 
compile the 
compendium

29th January 
2021

Elders 08 03 11
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4. Customary laws, norms and practices of the 
Jie 

a)  Marriage (‘Ekuwutan’) 

Marriage among the Jie is governed by some customary laws, 

norms and practices. Marriage among the Jie can be through 

courtship (marriage with consent of the parties) or force (in this 

case there is no consent but the girl may later accept to marry the 

boy who forcibly carried her to his home).8

There is a traditional practice among men who are rich and have 

many cows to marry more than one woman. However, since the 

herds of the Jie have become smaller over the years, polygamy is 

not common anymore. Most men co-habit with women and pay a 

fine for every child born out of wedlock. 

b) Courtship (‘Etinganu’)

The process of courtship may range from one month to a year or 

two years. The boy identifies the girl he wishes to marry (‘apudor’) 

during the courtship dances (‘Edonga’). The boy may take time 

to study the character of his wife to be. The girl or boy intending 

to marry must disclose to his/ her parents the particulars of the 

person he/she intends to court so that the parents do investigations 

as to their relationship, character, work ethic and engagement 

wizardry. The consent of parents for parties to marry is very 

important.9 

8  According to Participant E1as expressed during a meeting to compile the 
compendium of customary norms on 29th January 2021.

9  As above.
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According to the Jie, before a marriage can be conducted there 

must be a meeting of the parents of the girl and the boy to make 

an assessment of bride price to be given to the family, to identify 

the beneficiaries and agree on the timeline for payment.10 This 

meeting is called ‘atukokin’ or ‘ebilani’.

Customary marriage among the Jie is a communal activity. The 

clan members of the boy are supposed to help their kinsmen get 

married by contributing to the bride price. This gives the clan the 

pride of having participated in the marriage of their kinsman. 

This resource mobilization is called ‘akiriira’ or ‘akisak ngibaren 

ekuutan’.

A day for payment of dowry is fixed by the parents of the girl. 

Traditionally, a large number of animals were paid by the family 

of the boy to the family of the girl in form of dowry. The family 

of the girl would stop her from getting married to a boy from a 

poor background and the yardstick for wealth was the number 

of animals offered. The payment of dowry is traditionally called 

‘Akiram ngatuk’. However, in recent years, the Jie generally 

have fewer cattle and there has been a level of modernization 

of practices in that it has been recognized that limited resources 

unfairly prevents couples who wish to marry from doing so. Due 

to this, a boy who intends to marry a girl is free to bring only as 

many animals as he can afford. 

Another courtship practice which could potentially be the beginning 

of a marriage is ‘akiwok apese’.11 According to this practice, a 

boy or man organizes with his friends to forcibly kidnap a girl 

he wants to marry and bring her to his home. According to the 

Elders, if the man or boy can pay a fine of eight cows and the girl 

10  As above.

11  Stated by Elder Rose Moding during a meeting to compile the compendium of 
customary norms on 29th January 2021.
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accepts to stay, the parties will eventually undergo the formal 

marriage rites and they will be recognized as husband and wife. 

If the girl does not like the man she will go back to her parents’ 

home. The Elders stated that this mode of courtship is no longer 

supported and is now considered kidnap and rape since it impairs 

the rights of the woman and subjects her to HIV infection.

In case of elopement (‘akiwor apese etachio ngatuk’), the girl’s 

family is given eight cows as a fine and one bull to pay for her 

medical checkup. The girl will be subjected to an HIV test so 

as to ascertain whether she was infected after the elopement. 

If it is found that the girl has been infected by the person who 

eloped with her, the 8 cows are returned to the boy and the family 

shall forward the matter to police for the boy to be prosecuted in 

the courts of law. Traditionally, in case the man is interested in 

marrying the girl who has been infected with HIV, he will continue 

with the marriage ceremony. According to the elders the practice 

has now changed: if the girl is below 18 years it is now considered 

as defilement and the matter is always referred to police. 

There is also a cultural practice called ‘alomonakin ngapesur 

nakware’ meaning ‘courtship at night’. According to this practice, 

the boys organize to go to the girl’s hut at night. It may involve a 

number of visits before the boy starts having intercourse with the 

girl. The disadvantage with this practice is that girls share the 

small hut with other girls who will then be exposed to witnessing 

sexual intercourse. According to the elders, communal sleeping 

houses was originally used as a means of girls protecting each 

other and teaching each other basic etiquettes such as how to stay 

a virgin until marriage. The elders are alarmed that nowadays 

these houses have exposed young girls to sexual abuse and sexually 

transmitted diseases. Parents are now constructing houses for 

their children, especially girls, and the practice of courtship at 

night is fading away. 
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c)  Traditional weddings (Akimomwor)

There is a customary ceremony undertaken by the couple to seal 

their customary marriage. It is equated to a wedding in church 

and after the ceremony, the couple is considered to be officially 

married. The family of the woman and man getting married 

undertake a binding customary ritual using food that is atap 

(millet bread) and curdled milk. The two families will make their 

separate mixtures of atap and curdled milk and serve each other.12

Following an official customary wedding ceremony, a husband 

cannot divorce his wife without approval of both families or clans 

and it has to be for very serious reasons such witchcraft, laziness 

or adultery. In case of domestic violence, the clan members 

will come to the wife’s defense and at times the husband can be 

subjected to a disciplinary action by the council of elders called 

‘ameeto’. Ameeto involved corporal punishment and traditionally 

it was executed arbitrarily in a ruthless and inhuman manner. It 

should be noted that ameeto is fading away because the Council 

of Elders has embraced the procedure of summoning the offender 

and according to him a hearing where he can defend himself.13 

Traditional marriage or ‘akimomwor’ is still entered into in some 

cases, but the Jie have also embraced other types of marriages. 

Marriage under the Marriage Act14 and marriage under the 

Marriage and Divorce of the Mohammedans Act15 are becoming 

more popular. Marriage under the Marriage Act is a monogamous 

marriage which is either celebrated in church or before the 

Registrar of marriages while under the Mohammedans Act 

Islamic marriage is entered which can be potentially polygamous.

12   According to Elder Anna during a meeting to compile the compendium of 
customary norms on 29th January 2021.

13   According to Elder Apachumbi during a meeting to compile the compendium 
of customary norms on 29th January 2021.

14   Chapter 251, Laws of Uganda.

15   Chapter 252, Laws of Uganda.
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d)  Divorce

Divorce was traditionally rare, but in cases where it occurred, 

it was due to domestic physical violence, drunkenness, where a 

husband fails to fulfill his conjugal duties, witchcraft, laziness 

and adultery especially on the side of the woman. Traditionally, in 

cases where the couple was not married and the biological father 

did not pay bulls for the children, a woman’s new spouse could pay 

bulls for the children and the children would be considered his.16 

In modern times the children remain with their biological father 

and they are still considered as his children after the divorce.

Traditionally, the families of both parties would meet; listen 

to both the husband and the wife and then resolve the conflict 

between the two. In case there are irreconcilable differences then 

the couple would go ahead and divorce. While this practice is still 

in existence, according to the Elders the Jie have embraced courts 

of law to seek divorce especially where property is involved.

e)   Adultery (Akilom aberu etachio ngatuk) 

The person who commits adultery with a married woman will be 

charged 60 cows. The Elders are advocates for this fine because 

to them the clan mobilizes a lot of cows to marry a woman for 

their son so the person who gets into a relationship with such a 

woman is a trespasser who deserves to be punished. A married 

woman whose husband committed adultery has no way out except 

reporting the issue to the in-laws and Elders who would call the 

husband and caution him yet this would result in automatic divorce 

for the married woman had she been the culprit. According to the 

Elders, the fine I still charged in some cases though parties also 

tend to resort to courts of law in case of adultery.

16   Stated by Elder Dodoi Maritina during a meeting to compile the 
compendium of customary norms on 29th January 2021.
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f)  Sexual and reproductive health

i)  Menstruation

Traditionally, husbands and wives would not engage in sex 

for three days while the woman is menstruating. In recent 

times, this is not a strict practice anymore and decisions 

about marital intercourse are made by agreement between 

parties.

ii)  Family planning

The only family planning method traditionally used was 

that the husband and wife would live separately for a period 

of one year and above after the woman has given birth. The 

husband would spend over a year at a kraal to graze and 

take care of animals and by the time he returns home the 

baby would have grown. According to the elders, women are 

embracing modern family planning. Also due to the increase 

in alcohol intake, the natural family planning method is 

slowly fading away.

g)  Pregnancy and delivery

Traditionally, the grandmothers of the wife’s husband would go to 

the woman’s parents’ family to educate the newly married woman 

on the rituals that are supposed to be observed during the woman’s 

pregnancy period so that she is fully incorporated into the clan 

and can take part in some of the rituals as and when it may be 

necessary. According to the elders this tradition has changed as 

the Jie are starting to live in less rural settings. Young women are 

now educated and know what to do during pregnancy to take care 

of themselves when they go to health facilities for antenatal care. 

The traditional practice only remains in rural villages.17

17  According to the Elder Moding Rose at a meeting of elders to discuss the 
inventory held on 17th November 2020.
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When a baby boy is delivered, traditionally the child’s umbilical 

cord will be cut using an arrow that symbolizes drawing blood from 

cows for protection against enemies or wild life. Traditionally, 

a baby girl’s umbilical cord will be cut with a knife, implying 

that she will use a knife for harvesting sorghum, cutting meat, 

vegetables, fruit and carrying out domestic work: it signifies 

that a girl is the source of food for the family.18 According to the 

elders, with the modern technology some expectant mothers go to 

health facilities for delivery where the umbilical cord is cut by the 

medical officers using medical equipment.

Traditionally, on the day of delivery, the mother and the child 

are put in a hut for at least three to five days to rest without 

movement or bathing. The birth attendant makes a new fire to 

keep the baby warm. The idea was that the fire should not be put 

out until the day the child is given a name. If the fire dies, it is 

considered a bad omen: that the child will die early in life. The 

traditional birth attendant will fetch water and firewood, grind 

sorghum and make porridge for the mother. 

There is a ceremony called ‘akipudun ikoku kinga’, where the 

mother and child will go outside the hut for the first time.19 

This ceremony is performed by the grandmothers of the child. 

Traditionally, this would be the day the mother and the child would 

bathe for the first time. Due to modernization and the Jie moving 

away from very rural settings, women are embracing delivery 

from health facilities and parents tend to choose the name of 

the child themselves. Health facilities teach expectant and new 

mothers how to care for themselves and the newborn baby.

18  As above.

19  As above.
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h)  Naming a child and breastfeeding (Alimokin ikoku Ekiro)

Traditionally, where parents have undergone full marriage 

ceremony rights, their child is named by his or her grandmothers. 

They suggest a name for the baby and the mother is instructed to 

breastfeed. If the child accepts to breastfeed, then it means he/

she has accepted that name, if not they will continue suggesting 

names until the child suckles. The mother is then taught basics on 

how to breastfeed and care for the newborn baby.20 

g)  Children born outside of wedlock

The customary practice is that the father has to pay three bulls 

to the parents of the mother for each child produced before 

marriage. This practice is called ‘ekichul’. It is the custom that 

the girl can continue producing with her boyfriend while staying 

with her parents in an enclosure within the homestead (‘akiluket’) 

until the boyfriend is able to pay the full dowry. If the boyfriend 

continues paying ekichul but fails to marry the girl/ woman, 

traditionally the family can get her a man who will marry her. 

Upon such marriage the new husband takes both the wife and the 

children as his own.

In circumstances where a woman has a child with an unknown 

person or the child is denied by their father and so ekichul cannot 

be paid, the family of the girl will organize a ceremony where 

three red stones will be given to the paternal uncles of the girl to 

signify the three bulls they would have received had the father of 

the child paid ekichul. Further still where the biological father of 

the child fails to pay ekichul and the mother does not get married, 

the child belongs to the family of the mother. The family of the 

child’s mother names the child.

20   According to Elder GB during the meeting to discuss the inventory of 
customary norms held on 17th November 2020.
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According to the Elders, the modern practice is to consider 

ekichul as part of dowry. Children born outside marriage are all 

considered to be the legitimate children of their biological father.

h)  Education

Traditionally, not much focus was placed on educating girl 

children, because it was believed that educated girls go to 

Kampala and become sex workers and the family would miss out 

on the dowry if they decide not to get married. The boy child was 

given priority. However, this tradition has faded away as both the 

girl child and boy child are accorded equal opportunities when it 

comes to education.21

i)  Initiation

There is a traditional initiation ceremony applicable only to boys/

men. It is a graduation process from being a boy to becoming 

a man. The ceremony involves giving the boy to be initiated a 

name of an animal for example Ngitomei (elephants), Ngikosowa 

(buffalos), Ngilobaie (antelopes), Ngikori (honey badgers). 

Traditionally, before a boy would be initiated, it had to be ensured 

that the mother of the boy intending to undergo the initiation 

ceremony is fully married. The boy intending to undergo an 

initiation ceremony may have to help his father to marry his 

mother by contributing cows to her dowry. It was believed that the 

mother will die if her son is initiated before she is married. This 

ceremony, though performed by men, recognizes and respects the 

position of the mothers in the Karamojong culture. 

Due to the hardships associated with securing cows for marriage, 

the elders have relaxed the requirement that a boy’s mother must 

21   According to Elder Loiki Paul, Chairman of Council of Elders during a 
meeting to compile the compendium of customary norms on 29th January 2021.
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be officially married before he can be initiated. The maternal 

uncles of the boy intending to be initiated can bring their herd of 

animals and the boy moves around his father’s house with them 

signifying the marriage ceremony. The uncle will take their cows 

back but the boy will be allowed to participate in the initiation 

ceremony. This is a significant change because the prior position 

excluded boys from certain families: only the rich and married 

could have their children initiated.

j)  Dress

The traditional dress code for women among the Jie is an animal 

skin with beads. This has been maintained during traditional 

ceremonies like marriage ceremonies and other celebrations. 

According to the Elders, the young generation has changed the 

dress code with women modernizing the traditional sheet to suit 

their needs. Some often wear skirts with slits exposing their body 

parts.22

According to the traditional practice of ‘akepakin ngikoku amuk’,23  

a child will get their first pair of shoes when they are five years 

old. The practice requires of the father of the child to make the 

shoes from cow skins. The shoes will protect the child’s feet from 

sharp objects and symbolizes that if a child is a boy that he will 

graze animals, and if it is a girl, she will help the mother to fetch 

water firewood and gather wild fruits and vegetables.

22  Elders during the meeting to discuss customary norms held on 17th 
November 2020.

23   Elder Nyagaye during a meeting to compile the compendium of customary 
norms on 29th January 2021.
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k) Administration of deceased’s affairs

Upon death the following ceremonies are done:24

Ngatukito: The day selected for the Elders to meet to organize the 

family meeting so as to re-organize the affairs of the deceased 

person’s family.

Lokuuwar (last funeral rites): the last funeral rites of the deceased 

person are conducted by the Elders. The widow is given a chance 

to discuss with the Elders various aspects of her family. 

Lokijom refers to the day of handing over the deceased’s property 

to the person the Elders have agreed will take care of it. This 

meeting is an independent meeting where the Elders agree on the 

administrator to administer the estate of the deceased person. This 

can be the son of the deceased or another clan member. The estate 

is often inclusive of the deceased’s wife (or wives).  According to 

the Elders, in modern times, the Jie have embraced processing 

letters of administration and also making of wills. In most cases 

now after death it is the immediate family of the deceased that 

manage his or her properties. The deceased’s family takes most 

of the decisions regarding the deceased’s affairs. The widow is 

given priority to manage the deceased’s estate. 

There is also a traditional practice of widow inheritance 

(‘ekirumani’) among the Jie. When a man dies leaving behind 

a widow, the family must meet and decide on who should marry 

the widow, especially when there are children in that family. The 

purpose is to ensure continuity of the deceased’s family, keeping 

the property for the benefit of the children, and producing other 

children in the name of the deceased person. The persons eligible 

24   Elders during the meeting to discuss customary norms held on 17th 
November 2020.
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to inherit the widow are the brothers and clansmen of the deceased 

person. At times the clan can force the elder son to inherit 

his father’s wife who is not his mother. If a woman remarries 

someone outside her deceased husbands’ clan, dowry is paid to 

the deceased husband’s family. A widow who decides not to be 

inherited can keep living on the property of her deceased husband 

with or without the guidance of the clan members. Upon death of 

a wife, the widower is not obliged to choose another woman from 

the relatives of the deceased wife.

According to the Elders, the practice of widow inheritance is still 

encouraged with the precaution that the widow and the person 

chosen to marry her must undergo an HIV test. Further still, a 

widow can manage the affairs of her deceased husband legally and 

since many are embracing succession through legal procedures 

and they are able to retain their inheritance whether or not they 

are inherited themselves. Further still, the Elders unanimously 

agree that in the past, wives were the property of their husbands 

and could be inherited like any other property. Wives are no longer 

considered as property that can be inherited.25

l) Harvest (Apoka)

It is believed that the Elders have to bless the food after the 

harvest before the community is allowed to eat the new harvest. 

This customary norm involves the Elders moving from household 

to household, and receiving meat and ebutia. They then bless the 

household to have more food. Failure or refusal to host elders 

may attract a disciplinary action before the Council of Elders. 

However, according to the Elders this tradition has changed. 

People work hard to sell their crops and make a profit and the 

practice is considered wasteful.  

25   According to Elder AM during the meeting to discuss gender 
sensitive norms held on 16th November 2021.
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m)  Land

Customary land among the Jie is divided into two territories 

according to their ancestors namely Korwakol and Lodiny. Land 

ownership is according to clans, family and grazing lands. When 

a woman is married, she is always given land to cultivate by her 

mother-in-law.

In case a woman decides to co-habit with a man who is not able to 

pay a dowry to marry her immediately, her family shall demarcate 

one garden for her which she will be entitled to use whether she 

gets married to her husband or not and all the family members 

and clan are warned against trespassing on such a woman’s land. 

There was no selling, mortgaging or dealing in land during the 

old days before the custom was revised. However according to 

the Elders, in modern times married women consult the relevant 

authorities in case they want to sell or mortgage land to cater for 

their needs. A married woman may be given land by her mother in 

law and the married couple can now own land that they purchase 

on their own and register in their own names.

For the case of a married woman, the customary virtue of being 

married gives her a right to consent to give or sell the family land 

in case there is need. 

A woman presumed to be a sex worker does not have the right to 

own land and is often not considered when the family is dividing 

land. However, this has changed according to the Elders as these 

days the Jie have embraced seeking guidance from courts of 

law for the division of a deceased’s property, especially where 

someone has died without a will. 
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n)  Conflict resolution

There is a traditional practice for correcting errant members of 

the community, particularly youth, called ameeto. According to 

this practice, a person who is believed to have done wrong in 

the community, is ambushed, beaten and then taken before the 

Akiriket. The errant person has to kill a ram and provide ebutia 

for the Elders. The Elders then take this as an opportunity to instill 

discipline and talk to the perpetrator about basic expectations in 

the community. According to the Elders, the modern practice of 

ameeto is no longer violent and ruthless like it used to be. The 

person complained about is summoned and is accorded a fair 

hearing as required under the law.26

i)  Conflict relating to land

Conflict resolution in relation to land matters is handled 

through amicable resolution where both parties are called by 

the Elders and a mediation is conducted. If parties agree, they 

will move through the land boundaries, identifying points of 

conflicts and agreeing how to resolve this. Both parties will 

buy ebutia (local brew) for the Elders and at times bring a 

ram as a sign of reconciliation. 

If the parties do not agree, they may use the traditional mode 

of resolution (akimasa angalup) which involves creating a 

mixture of herbs and soil scooped from the disputed land. 

Each party will get a handful of the mixture and throw it at 

the other. It is presumed that the person who is not the owner 

will die immediately. However, according to the Elders, the 

other option of late is to involve the area land committee and 

Local Councilors who may still involve the Council of Elders 

26  As above.
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to mediate the matter. If the mediation fails, a last resort is to 

refer the matter to the police and courts.

ii)  Murder or manslaughter27

In the case of murder or where someone kills another 

unintentionally, the Elders perform customary reconciliation 

norms which involve drinking herbs from one calabash, each 

person will drink and spit on the other and they may agree on 

compensation. 

The following scenarios of one person causing the death of 

another are considered:

i. Unintentional killing where the offender is remorseful: The 

Council of Elders and the deceased’s family may decide to 

forgive the offender and there will be no sanction.

ii. Intentional killing where the offender is remorseful: the 

deceased’s family may seek compensation from the 

offender. In these two cases the offender goes through a 

cleaning ceremony by washing his hands.

iii. Intentional killing where the offender is not remorseful: 

the offender would be killed. Sometimes a person who was 

convicted in the courts of law and returned back to the 

society after serving his or sentence could be lynched by 

the community.

However, this has changed according to the Elders as the Jie 

have mostly embraced courts of law to sort handle murder or 

manslaughter cases. 

27   As above.
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iii) Rape or defilement (akinyony aberu)

A customary rite was/is performed on girls and women who 

have been defiled and forced into marriage. The girl will sit 

at the front door of her mothers’ house and a baby is put to sit 

on her lap and then climbing grass is tied on her and the child. 

The woman/girl is smeared with butter oil. The purpose of the 

rite is to cleanse the girl or woman from the bad omen of rape 

or defilement so that she may get another husband to marry.

If the person who was raped was a married woman, a ram 

would be slaughtered for the family. A cleansing ceremony is 

performed during which elderly women bring the victim, her 

children and husband together and smear their bodies with the 

dung of a ram. After this ceremony, the victim is once again 

allowed to move in public places.

According to the Elders, these practices have been outlawed. 

The Elders have embraced the need to take the victim of rape 

or defilement to seek medical advice and often refer cases of 

defilement or rape to courts of law. The customary rites are no 

longer performed on such victims.28

28   Elders during a meeting to compile the compendium of customary norms on 
29th January 2021.
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5. Social practices not considered to be     
          customary norms

Some community members have adopted social practices to suit 

their specific desires. The Elders insist that these practices are not 

considered cultural norms due to the fact they that lack longevity, 

acceptance and wide-spread application, and moreover, tend to 

be harmful to the society.29 

a. Bathing in the open: There is a traditional practice that when 
men go on long treks and come across a water body, they 
would rest and bath out in the open.  Bathing in the open is 
still performed in rural areas. 

b. Detoothing: the practice of removing some teeth out of the 
mouth as a means of enhancing beauty was traditionally 
practiced in Kotido. Some members of the community who 
have the skill would extract the front teeth of the boy or girl 
using an extraction tool that is like a screw driver known as 
‘ngemutu’. The problem with this extraction process is that 
people share extraction tools, exposing them to infections, 
and it is a very painful procedure since no anesthetic is used. 
The Elders are encouraging the community to abandon this 
practice and it is fading away.

c. Body marking/tattooing: a traditional method of expressing 
identity and enhancing beauty. This is discouraged because 
using the same blade and other piercing instruments exposes 
people to HIV/AIDS.

d. Raids: According to the elders, raids are not a custom. 
They call it theft. Though for years the Karamojong have 
been raiding their neighbors and internally, today there are 
a number of organizations and peace meetings organized by 
elders to advocate against raids. They emphasize that raiders 
are thieves who deserve to die.

29   Elders during the meeting to discuss customary norms held on 17th 
November 2020, position re-enforced in meeting to compile the compendium of 
customary norms on 29th January 2021.
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6. Conclusion

The Elders of the Jie of Kotido district play an important role 

in both the transformation and perpetuation of cultural norms 

and practices. As illustrated in this compendium, there have been 

gradual changes in the way that cultural norms are practiced 

in order to accommodate changing circumstances or to prevent 

individuals from exploiting the culture to justify harmful or 

even criminal acts. The Elders are commended for their role in 

enforcing and encouraging acceptance of traditional norms that 

have been transformed in order to protect the rights of women. For 

example, the fact that the Elders no longer support the practice 

of akiwok apese (marriage by force) means that a person who 

kidnaps and rapes a woman under the guise of this practice would 

be subjected to the formal criminal justice system. Likewise, the 

fact that the Elders are no longer willing to mediate cases of 

rape or defilement or to shield perpetrators from formal criminal 

justice proceedings means that the rights of women and girls are 

protected.

Elders of Kotido are encouraged to use this compendium in further 

transforming customary laws, norms and practices of the Jie in 

order to bring them in alignment with the constitutional standard 

of equality between men and women.
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