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Abstract: This study, "Cultures at Crossroads: Culturally Induced Body Marks in the Regime of Universal
Human Rights in Eastern Uganda,” explores the role of traditional body markings in the social and cultural
identities of the Bamasaba, Sabiny, and Pokot communities in Eastern Uganda. These groups, each with distinct
body marking practices such as male and female circumcision, use these rites to signal important cultural
transitions and maintain communal cohesion. Drawing on two studies conducted in 2019 and 2024, the
research examines how these practices are perceived in light of global human rights discourses, which often
challenge traditional cultural practices in favor of universal rights standards. The study highlights the tension
between traditional cultural practices and the universal human rights framework, especially in relation to
gender and bodily integrity. In particular, female circumcision practices among the Sabiny and Pokot face
significant opposition from human rights advocates, while male circumcision, often viewed through a medical
lens as a means to prevent HIV, continues to be practiced as a rite of passage among the Bamasaba. This
research further considers how body markings are intertwined with gender roles, social status, and the
negotiation of identity within both local and global contexts. By examining the intersection of body, society,
and cultural traditions, the study argues that these practices serve not only as cultural markers but also as sites
for resistance and negotiation, where traditional communities strive to balance cultural preservation with the
demands of modernity and human rights. The research concludes by calling for a more nuanced understanding
of cultural practices within the human rights discourse, emphasizing the need for cultural sensitivity and the
recognition of the meanings that these practices hold within the communities that continue to uphold them.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Human beings are inherently social, connected not only as individuals but also as members of various
groups within a structured social life (Durkheim, 1912). In traditional cultures, people seek shared
bonds through language, symbols, religion, and physical markings (Geertz, 1973). These cultural
practices and symbols create meaningful and sustainable relationships. Individuals often affiliate with
national, ethnic, religious, political, or professional groups, which help define their identities and
provide a sense of belonging (Tonnies, 1887).

Social institutions play a significant role in shaping personal identity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In
today's world, the push for "global cities" and the globalization of cultural flows often creates tension
between the intimate connections rooted in local identities and broader affiliations that span national,
regional, or global contexts (Sassen, 2001). This dynamic highlights the contrast between proximity
(those close to us) and distance (members of larger associations), as well as connection and separation
in human interaction (Appadurai, 1996).

Among the Bamasaba, Sabiny, and Pokot of Eastern Uganda, traditional identity has long been
reinforced by body markings (Nabudere, 2002). As these communities seek to understand their
historical differences in a globalized world, they face the challenge of fostering unity amidst cultural
diversity (Mamdani, 2001). This search for roots often creates an “us” versus “them” mentality, framing
the central focus of this study.
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This research examines perceptions within three cultural groups that utilize body marks in Eastern
Uganda: the Bamasaba (who practice male circumcision), the Sabiny (who practice both male and
female circumcision), and the Pokot (who also practice circumcision alongside other body markings for
beauty and identity). Drawing on two studies—one conducted in 2019 and another in 2024—this work
explores the cultural significance of these practices and their implications in a contemporary human
rights context, which often criminalizes traditions that have historically united societies (UNESCO,
2003).

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Research Design

The study adopted a qualitative, interpretive research design to explore meanings, experiences, and
social interpretations of body marking practices. The design was suitable for capturing cultural
narratives and negotiations surrounding circumcision and bodily integrity. The research draws on two
complementary field studies conducted in 2019 and 2024.

2.2. Study Area

The research was conducted in Eastern Uganda among the Bamasaba (Bugisu sub-region), Sabiny
(Sebei region), and Pokot communities (Karamoja and border areas). These areas were purposively
selected because they actively practice culturally induced body modifications and experience direct
interaction with legal and human rights institutions.

2.3. Population and Sampling

Participants included cultural elders, traditional circumcisers, initiates, parents, health workers, local
leaders, and human rights advocates. Purposive sampling was used to identify knowledgeable
informants, while snowball sampling helped access culturally embedded actors. Selection emphasized
experience, gender balance, and institutional representation.

2.4. Data Collection Methods

Data were generated through: - Semi-structured in-depth interviews. - Focus group discussions. -
Participant observation during initiation seasons and ceremonies. - Review of policy documents, NGO
reports, and legal frameworks.

2.5. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Transcripts and field notes were coded and organized into
themes such as cultural identity, gender roles, social status, resistance, health discourse, and human
rights negotiation. Interpretation was guided by sociological and anthropological theory.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

Participation was voluntary with informed consent. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured.
Cultural protocols were respected, and special care was taken when engaging women and youth. The
study avoided intrusive documentation of restricted rituals.

2.7. Limitations

Cultural secrecy limited access to some practices, especially female circumcision contexts. Qualitative
findings are interpretive rather than statistically generalizable, though triangulation enhanced
credibility.

3. ORIGIN AND HISTORY OF BODY MARKS

Cultures use the body as a canvas for expressing meaning, akin to clothing and adornments (Turner,
1980). These markings serve as vital communicative tools, conveying personal and social identity,
religious and secular values, and social status (Van Gennep, 1960). Archaeological evidence suggests
that body marking practices date back to the Upper Paleolithic Era, with early humans employing stone
tools for various modifications (Rosen, 2007). Oral traditions indicate that these practices have
persisted, transmitting key aspects across generations (Viveiros de Castro, 2004).
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In Africa, the history of body marking can be traced back to 8000-5000 BC, with images found in the
Tassili caves of the Sahara (Gautier, 1999). Historical accounts, such as those by Herodotus, describe
early practices of ethnic marking for identification (Herodotus, 450 BC). Over time, diverse cultures
have developed their own methods of marking bodies for various purposes, reflecting social hierarchies
and communal identities (Elliott, 2005).

Today, the Bamasaba of the Bugisu sub-region believe that the practice of male circumcision occurs
every even year. The Bugisu sub-region consists of six districts in Uganda and five cultural districts in
the western part of Kenya. The Ugandan districts include Bududa, Bulambuli, Manafwa, Mbale,
Namisindwa, and Sironko, while the Kenyan districts culturally linked to Bugisu are Bungoma,
Kakamega, Lugari, Trans Nzoia, and Uasin Gishu (Nalianya, 2014). Circumcision in the region is an
ancient practice, with the Bamasaba unsure of its exact origins. Two theories exist: one suggests
adoption from the Kalengin of Western Kenya, while another posits it was introduced as punishment
for adultery. Nevertheless, the practice is viewed today as a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood,
serving as a permanent mark that distinguishes young boys from men and elevates men within the social
hierarchy.

In the globalized human rights discourse, male circumcision is often promoted as a means to combat
HIV, yet many elites view the tradition and its associated practices as barbaric, preferring medical
practitioners over traditional circumcisers.

4. BODY AND SOCIETY

The concept of "Body and Society" among the Bagisu, Sabiny, and Pokot communities reflects the
intricate relationship between physical bodies and social structures, emphasizing how cultural practices
shape identities, gender roles, and social cohesion.

Body markings can be categorized into two types: permanent and temporary (Fowler, 2004). Permanent
markings involve surgical modifications that signify irreversible changes in status or cultural identity,
while temporary markings are easily removed and often carry significant ritualistic meaning. Cultural
and religious contexts heavily influence these practices, aligning body marking with rites of passage
and significant life events (Harrison, 2008).

In many societies, body marks delineate boundaries of belonging and trust, serving as markers for
collective mobilization (Goffman, 1963). In East Africa, traditional rites of passage leave indelible
marks, defining individuals' social and political lives (Karp, 1996). Acceptance and condemnation of
these practices vary, influenced by modern human rights perspectives that often clash with traditional
customs (Zucker, 2012).

Among the Bagisu, male circumcision is a pivotal rite of passage that signifies the transition from
boyhood to manhood. This event is celebrated with communal festivities, reinforcing social bonds and
collective identity (Kinsley, 2008). The act of circumcision symbolizes not just biological change but
also the individual's new status and responsibilities within the community. The Sabiny similarly view
male circumcision as crucial for marking the transition to adulthood, linking personal identity to cultural
norms and expectations (Mason, 2011). The Pokot have their own circumcision ceremonies, which vary
significantly in cultural meanings and practices. For them, initiation often emphasizes bravery and
resilience, with the body being a site of valor and community recognition.

5. GENDER ROLES AND EXPECTATIONS

Among the Pokot and Sabiny, female circumcision is associated with cultural ideals of purity and
marriageability. This practice reflects gender norms that dictate women's roles and statuses within
society. While it has faced significant criticism and resistance, it still resonates with certain community
members as a marker of identity (Hernlund & Shell-Duncan, 2007).

For both men and women, the physical body becomes a medium through which social values are
expressed. The expectations surrounding these practices shape individual identities and collective
norms, reinforcing gender hierarchies and cultural continuity.

The body serves as a site of cultural memory and communal identity. In the Bagisu, for instance, the
act of circumcision is not merely individual but a communal event celebrating heritage and belonging
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(Obeng, 2009). For the Sabiny and Pokot, these practices connect individuals to their ancestors, history,
and the community's collective narrative. The body embodies cultural heritage, making it a powerful
symbol of identity.

6. RESISTANCE AND CHANGE

In recent years, there has been growing resistance to female circumcision, influenced by international
human rights discourse and local advocacy for women's rights. This has led to a decline in the practice
among some communities, although it remains entrenched in others (Leye et al., 2015). The ongoing
dialogue surrounding these practices highlights the complexities of navigating tradition and modernity
in a rapidly changing world.

7. FAMILY, ADULTHOOD, POLITICS, AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Body modification encompasses a range of practices, from genital piercing to face painting, each
interpreted differently across cultures (Sullivan, 2001). While Western societies may view certain
practices, like female circumcision, as mutilation, those who undergo them may see them as culturally
significant rites (Mahmood, 2005).

Historically, major religions have held ambivalent views on body marking. For instance, the Judeo-
Christian tradition often condemned such practices, associating them with sin and societal outcasts
(Bynum, 1990). Nevertheless, variations persist as individuals from these faiths engage in body marking
for decorative or therapeutic reasons (Fischer, 2009).

As Western culture spreads, many societies have abandoned traditional surgical practices. However,
resistance persists, particularly in communities where these customs hold deep cultural significance
(Lutz & Collins, 1993). This tension underscores the complex relationship between human rights,
cultural identity, and the struggle for belonging in a rapidly changing world (Chatterjee, 2011).
Contemporary movements against female circumcision further illustrate the dynamic nature of the
relationship between body and society. As communities grapple with modern influences, there is
growing recognition of individual rights and health concerns. This has sparked debates about tradition
versus change, with some advocating for the re-evaluation of cultural practices (Leye et al., 2015).

8. CONCLUSION

In summary, the meaning of "Body and Society" among the Bagisu, Sabiny, and Pokot encapsulates
how bodily practices are intertwined with social identities, cultural values, and community structures.
These practices serve not only as rites of passage but also as reflections of gender roles and societal
expectations, highlighting the ongoing dialogue between tradition and modernity. In the regime of
rights, society must re-evaluate the meanings of the practices, and focus on the messages and meanings
that society benefited from, then foster the cultural values that society gained.
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