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A B S T R A C T

Since the late 1990s, so-called ‘alternative rites of passage’ (ARP) have gained popularity in Kenya as a strategy to
end female genital mutilation (FGM). ARPs promise to end FGM while respecting indigenous cultures by
mimicking the ‘traditional’ initiation ritual but with the omission of the physical cut. The limited number of
studies on ARPs largely point out the approach's weaknesses and challenges. This article explores the case study of
the Loita Rite of Passage, an ARP implemented among the Loita Maasai of southern Kenya and associated with
NGO SAFE Maa. It analyses how the Loita Rite of Passage differs from the ARPs of other NGOs in Kenya and
identifies factors for success.
1. Introduction

Kenya is one of the leaders in the movement to end what is now
widely called ‘female genital mutilation’ (FGM). The country has seen a
steady decrease in FGM prevalence from 32 per cent in 2003 to 21 per
cent in 2014 (KDHS 2014). The Children's Act of 2001 criminalised FGM
on minors and, since 2011, all forms of FGM regardless of age became
illegal under the Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation Act. Besides
comprehensive legislation, Kenya has an extensive civil society working
to end FGM. International and national nongovernmental organisations
(NGOs) have primarily used health and human rights education in their
attempts to change people's attitudes and behaviour related to FGM.
Since the late 1990s, so-called ‘alternative rites of passage’ (ARP) have
gained popularity in anti-FGM interventions that target ethnic groups for
whom FGM is part of an initiation ritual into adulthood. NGOs present
ARPs as an effective strategy to end FGM by mimicking the ‘traditional’
initiation ritual but with the omission of the physical cut. ARPs' promise
of respecting ‘culture’ is particularly attractive to donors and NGOs
because anti-FGM actors have historically been accused of cultural
imperialism (Van Bavel 2020b). Despite ARPs' growing popularity over
the last decades, empirical evidence on the design, implementation, and
effects of ARPs is lacking, except for a handful of internal evaluations
carried out or commissioned by NGOs (Graamans et al., 2019, p. 2). The
limited scholarship that does exist on the matter challenges the positive
picture that NGOs paint of ARPs as the solution to the problem of FGM.

This article responds to the call for more empirical evidence on ARPs
(Droy et al., 2018; Hughes 2018; Graamans et al., 2019). Drawing from
ntioned in this article are mostly
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ethnographic fieldwork among the Loita Maasai of southern Kenya, this
article explores the so-called ‘Loita Rite of Passage’ (LRP), an ARP that
was developed through a partnership between community members and
SAFE Maa, the Maasai team of the Kenyan-British NGO S.A.F.E. (which
stands for Sponsored Arts For Education). The article starts with a short
historical overview of ARPs in Kenya, together with a discussion of the
limited scholarship on ARPs in Kenya. It then moves on to narrate how
the Loita Rite of Passage or LRP came into being. Finally, it analyses
similarities and differences between the LRP and other ARPs in Kenya (as
implemented by NGOsMaendeleo yaWanawake and PATH, World Vision,
and Amref) and articulates ‘lessons learned’ from SAFE Maa's LRP. The
aim of this article is not to ascertain the effects or ‘effectiveness’ of the
LRP; this would require a different kind of research. The aim of the article
is to contribute to the limited scholarship on ARPs by introducing an
‘alternative’ ARP format which addresses many of the weaknesses of
previous ARP models.1 The focus of this article is the way in which the
LRP differs from other ARPs and the new possibilities this offers. Future
research and evaluation will focus on potential weaknesses and chal-
lenges this new approach will face.

1.1. Alternative rites of passage in Kenya

The first ARP in Kenya was organised in Tharaka in 1996 by the
country's leading women's development organisation Maendeleo Ya
Wanawake (MYWO) in collaboration with the Programme for Alternative
Technology in Health (PATH) (Chege, Askew, and Liku 2001, p. 7;
Muteshi and Sass 2005, p. 27). MYWO and PATH started organising
aware of the weaknesses of their past ARP models and are actively seeking to
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2 I place ‘traditional’ between inverted commas to reflect that tradition should
not be understood as essentialist, static, and unchanging. Rather, in my expe-
rience with Maasai interlocutors, ‘tradition’ is used to refer to female genital
cutting and its surrounding ritual as they were done before NGO intervention.
This does not mean that, before NGO interventions, female genital cutting and
its surrounding rituals did not change. By ‘surrounding’ rituals, I mean that the
cut is only one element of a wider ritual that entails other elements, such as
shaving the initiate's hair, collecting locusts, feasting, and more (see p. 15).
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educational activities discouraging FGM in several Kenyan districts in
1994. Initially, the goal of the organisations was simply to sensitise
families into not cutting their daughters, but while some parents were
open to the idea of abandoning the cut, they feared that girls would not
be recognised as adult women and therefore not find husbands. A
Tharaka woman leader and MYWO Meru District Coordinator worked
together to develop an alternative rite of passage that would omit the cut
but still allow families to publicly initiate their daughters into woman-
hood. Despite initial suspicion, they succeeded in convincing a sufficient
number of families to support the initiative and, in 1996, the first ARP
took place in Tharaka. Following the ARP's pilot phase in Tharaka, the
same approach was implemented in Gucha and Narok districts.

Chege and colleagues (2001, 4) described the MYWO and PATH ARP
as ‘a structured programme of activities with community-level sensiti-
sation to first gain support and to recruit the girls who will participate,
which is followed by a public ritual that includes training for the girls in
family life education (FLE), and a public ceremony similar to that in
traditional rites of passage.’ During seclusion in a hotel, school, or
community hall, girls were taught a curriculum developed byMYWO and
PATH that covered ‘interpersonal communication, understanding
harmful traditions, Female Genital Mutilation, human anatomy, decision
making, pregnancy and conception, STIs and HIV/AIDS, courtship,
dating and marriage, and empowerment of men and women’ (17).
Beyond ending the physical cut, the ARP thus aimed to increase girls'
knowledge on sexual and reproductive health and encourage gender
equality. Chege and colleagues (2001, 23) found that girls who partici-
pated in the ARP had a higher knowledge of reproductive health issues
than the control group, and that their families were more likely to believe
that FGM has no benefits and should be abandoned.

MYWO staff faced challenges implementing the ARP approach in
Narok county. Narok is predominantly inhabited by Maasai people who
are arguably more resistant to abandoning FGM than other ethnic groups
in Kenya. Additionally, the ARP as it had been implemented in Tharaka
was less appropriate in Narok. Among several Maasai sections, the
initiation ritual does not end in a public community-wide ceremony.
Instead, parents organise a feast at home with relatives, friends, and
neighbours. That the public ceremony had little meaning to the Maasai
communities in Narok was reflected in the fact that community members,
unlike in Tharaka and Gucha, did not contribute to the public ceremony
(ibid, 21). Furthermore, Chege and colleagues (2001, 21) found that
MYWO staff in Narok relied on schools and community leaders to identify
eligible girls for the ARP, and that parents were often barely informed or
did not understand the objectives of the programme. The authors
concluded that the ARP would be less likely to be adopted by commu-
nities where the surrounding ceremony is a family affair rather than a
public ceremony.

Importantly, Chege and colleagues (2001, 41) found that ARP fam-
ilies were more likely to be already not cutting their daughters before
participating in the ARP. The authors emphasised that the ARP took place
within a context in which attitudes and behaviour related to FGM were
already changing under the influence of formal education, religion, and
the efforts of NGOs. They concluded that it was not possible to disag-
gregate from their study ‘whether the sensitisation activities have sped
up a process of attitude and behaviour change that had already started, or
whether they have served to trigger a change through encouraging
families and individuals to “contemplate” changing their behaviour
when they were not previously considering this possibility’ (43).

Since MYWO and PATH first pioneered them, ARPs have gained
popularity among international and local NGOs who have started to
include ARPs in their anti-FGM programmes across the country. Their
popularity among NGOs and donors lies in their promise to abandon FGM
while ‘respecting/protecting the culture’. The importance of respecting
culture must be understood within a broader historical context in which
anti-FGM crusaders have been accused of imposing Western values onto
African communities (e.g. Nnaemeka 2005). Under the influence of these
critiques of ethnocentrism and cultural imperialism, the anti-FGM
2

campaign changed its rhetoric and started emphasising the need for
‘culturally sensitive’ and ‘community-led’ programmes (Van Bavel
2020b, p. 120).

NGOs such as Amref, World Vision, the Education Centre for the
Advancement of Women (ECAW), the German Agency for Technical
Cooperation (GTZ), Action Aid, and the Kuria Development Forum (KDF)
have implemented ARPs in different districts across Kenya. The handful
of studies carried out on ARPs across Kenya have studied ARPs among the
Meru (Chege, Askew, and Liku 2001), Kuria (Prazak 2007; Oloo, Wan-
jiru, and Newell-Jones 2011), Abagusii (Oloo, Wanjiru, and
Newell-Jones 2011), Samburu (Mepukori 2016; Graamans et al., 2019),
Pokot (Hughes 2018), and Maasai (Chege, Askew, and Liku 2001;
Graamans et al., 2019; Hughes 2018). These studies describe a number of
characteristics that these ARPs have in common.

First, while the NGOs present ARPs as ‘a straightforward alternative
to “the cut”, whilst everything else stays the same’ (Graamans et al.,
2019, p. 2), in practice, both the structure and aims of ARPs are quite
different from the ‘traditional’ rituals.2 Most NGOs using an ARP
approach developed a programme that consists of community sensitisa-
tion and a period of seclusion for the girls followed by a public ceremony
reintroducing the ‘initiates’ into society. Rather than simply mimicking
the ‘traditional’ ritual, Lotte Hughes (2018, 286) describes the World
Vision and Amref ARPs she witnessed as including newly-invented ele-
ments such as ‘candlelit ceremonies, customised initiates’ headbands,
customised songs, self-styled cultural entrepreneurs, and so on.’ Simi-
larly, Graamans and colleagues (2019, 5) describe the Amref public
graduation ceremony as a ‘spectacle of non-Maasai or non-Samburu
VIP's, foreign journalists, camera crews and researchers.’ Mepukori
(2016, 65) confirms this sentiment by suggesting that ‘the grand gradu-
ation ceremonies [by Amref], although attended by many community
members and prominent political figures (such as Kenya's first lady Mrs.
Margaret Kenyatta), are more a sensational affair than truly meaningful
ceremonies.’

The ARPs observed by Oloo, Wanjiru and Newell-Jones (2011)
differed even more strongly from ‘traditional’ rituals. In Kisii and Kuria
districts, local NGOs organise ‘rescue camps’ during the ‘circumcision
season’ culminating in an ARP ceremony at the end of the camp, which
coincides with the end of the circumcision season. Despite being called
ARP, these graduation ceremonies more strongly resemble graduating
from school (including certificate), rather than the ‘traditional’ rituals
that initiates girls into womanhood. The authors found that community
members indeed perceive these interventions as rescue camps rather than
plausible alternatives to the ‘traditional’ ritual.

Besides the different structure, these ARPs' aims also go well beyond
merely omitting the cut while ‘preserving the culture’. Girls participating
in ARPs usually receive lessons that are said to replicate the ‘traditional’
teaching initiates would receive during seclusion. Mepukori (2016, 18)
describes the teaching at Amref's ARP in Samburu county as a three-day
workshop on sexual and reproductive rights, FGM, and women empow-
erment. She remarks that the emphasis on female empowerment and
women's rights runs ‘contrary to traditional teaching provided during
seclusion where girls were encouraged to know and respect their inferior
place in society’ (19). Prazak (2007) and Graamans et al. (2019) similarly
remark that ‘traditional’ teachings are replaced by a curriculum based on
the rhetoric of human rights, biomedical health, and women's empow-
erment. Indeed, Graamans and colleagues (2019, 2) conclude that



Table 1
Respondents by gender, age, and educational level.

Women Men

AGE
<20 3 5
20-30 6 3
30-40 3 3
40-60 2 2
>60 5 3
TOTAL 19 16

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
No formal education 9 7
Primary incomplete 2 2
Primary complete 3 2
Secondary 4 4
Higher 1 1
TOTAL 19 16
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Amref's ARPs are supposed to end not only FGM but also child marriage
and to reduce school drop-out among girls. They conclude that the adage
to promote ARPs should be ‘stop the cut and some of its outdated cultural
implications too’ (ibid). Furthermore, Hughes shows how ARPs organ-
ised by World Vision were strongly influenced by Christian symbolism.
World Vision is a Christian NGO, which translates in its ARPs having a
strong Christian flavour. Hughes argues that the World Vision ARPs show
resemblance with Pentecostal salvation in the distinction that is made
between ‘good’ and ‘bad culture’ and the promise that ‘virtue/good
culture/good morals' will result in future rewards, including education,
‘marriage to high-status partners; the opportunity to study at universities
overseas; good jobs; high salaries; nice clothes; good houses and cars; and
prosperity in general’ (280). She suggests that, beyond ending the cut,
the goal of ARPs is a more comprehensive change in attitudes and
behaviour directed at particular models of ‘modernity’ and ‘progress’.

In addition to demonstrating the different structures and aims of these
ARPs, researchers have argued that ARPs are not as successful in ending
FGM as NGOs claim (Droy et al., 2018). Abagusii interlocutors inter-
viewed by Oloo and colleagues (2011, 27) mentioned that some girls had
already been circumcised before they attended the camp and ARP.
Similarly, interlocutors in Kuria said that the circumcision season is often
extended by a couple of days to ensure that girls returning from the
rescue camp are circumcised (ibid, 22). The same observation was made
by Prazak (2007, 25), who found that Kuria girls were circumcised upon
returning home from the ARP. Graamans and colleagues (2019, 11)
found that Maasai girls who went through the Amref ARP ‘did not feel
themselves to be women, nor were they considered to be women by
others.’ Similar observations in Samburu county ledMepukori (2016, 24)
to conclude that ‘a few days of training and a public ceremony to
denounce female circumcision are chronically insufficient to challenge
set beliefs' and that there is ‘no guarantee that ARP initiates will remain
uncircumcised in the long-run, especially when their parents and the
larger community remain untrained and unconvinced that girls can
become women without the cut’ (65).

The authors also expressed several concerns about ARPs. Hughes
(2018, 286) suggests that the teaching and training that is part of the
newly-invented World Vision and Amref ARPs, in fact, reinforces
outdated gender expectations. She also remarks that ARPs might not be
sustainable as NGOs cannot afford to fund ARPs indefinitely, a sentiment
that other scholars and NGO staff shared (Chege, Askew, and Liku 2001;
Oloo, Wanjiru, and Newell-Jones 2011; Graamans et al., 2019). Graa-
mans and colleagues (2019, 5) found that community members experi-
enced Amref's ARP as profoundly different from their traditional
ceremony, which fuelled suspicion of ‘outsider’ interference. Several
authors argue that, rather than a one size fits all model, ARPs need to
reflect the different meanings and forms of the genital practices and
surrounding ceremonies of the communities they target (Chege, Askew,
and Liku 2001; Oloo, Wanjiru, and Newell-Jones 2011). Hughes (2018)
further suggests that ARPs do not sufficiently acknowledge the broader
meaning of initiation rituals for girls and their extended family and
community. For that reason, Prazak's (2007) argues that change must
come from within the community to be effective.

By studying the Loita Rite of Passage as developed by SAFE Maa and
other community members, this article contributes to scholarship on the
highly under-researched subject of ARPs (Droy et al., 2018, p. 1). The
article suggests that SAFE Maa's LRP is a different form of ARP, which
more faithfully replicates the initiation ritual as Loita Maasai practised it
before it changed under the influence of the anti-FGM efforts by legis-
lators, churches, and NGOs of the last decade.

2. Methodology

This study used an ethnographic approach that combines participant
observation and semi-structured in-depth interviews. Interviews and
informal conversations were done with girls, boys, women, men, and
elders of the community; church leaders; cultural leaders; government
3

officials; health care professionals; (ex-)circumcisers; teachers and a
school principal; and staff of SAFE Maa and its partner and donor orga-
nisations. 35 in-depth interviews carried out with community members
in Loita were recorded and transcribed (Table 1). Among the in-
terlocutors were one girl who went through the LRP, and one mother
whose daughter went through the LRP. SAFEMaa staff and TBAs, cultural
leaders, and government officials working closely with them were asked
about the organisation's history of dealing with ‘female circumcision’.
Their narratives were corroborated by the data from interviews with
community members who were asked about changes in ‘female circum-
cision’ in Loita and the activities of SAFE Maa and other actors (such as
Churches, government, and other NGOs). Questions were asked in En-
glish and translated to Maa by a trained female research assistant. All
interviews were subject to verbal informed consent and participants
received an information sheet including my contact details. In cases of
participant observation, I worked to ensure that all people involved were
aware of my identity and interests as a researcher. Because the anthro-
pologist's presence at an ARP ceremony is likely to influence people's
behaviour, I did not attend ARP ceremonies and relied on the triangu-
lation of data from participant observation in the community, interviews,
and informal conversations.

3. Findings

3.1. SAFE Maa

SAFE Maa is one of the teams under S.A.F.E. (Sponsored Arts for
Education), a Kenyan-British NGO founded by Nick Reding, a British
actor residing in Kenya for over twenty years. S.A.F.E. started in Kenya's
coastal town Mombasa and uses the performing arts as a tool for com-
munity sensitisation on HIV/AIDS. In 2001, Nick met Amos Leuka, a
Maasai teacher with a dream of educating his community on HIV/AIDS.
Together, Nick and Amos started SAFE Maa, a branch of S.A.F.E. that
would focus on HIV/AIDS education among the Maasai inhabiting the
Loita Hills of southern Kenya. Instead of the theatre performances used
by their colleagues in Mombasa, SAFE Maa uses Maasai songs because
songs are the traditional way of passing information among Maasai
people. They recruited women and men from the community and, after
months of planning and rehearsing, performed their first song at the
market in the village of Olmesutie. It was hard to keep a crowd during the
first months: people felt insulted that SAFE Maa would bring up such a
taboo topic in a public space. But with time, people warmed to their
message, and after eighteen months, SAFE Maa had to set up a condom
distribution centre to keep up with the high demand for condoms.

One of the womenwho joined the teamwas Sarah Tenoi. At the age of
13, Sarah haemorrhaged and almost lost her life after a botched
circumcision. Circumcision of Maasai boys and girls happens at the onset
of puberty and functions as a rite of passage from childhood into
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adulthood (Van Bavel, Coene, and Leye 2017). Circumcision is a pre-
requisite for marriage and parenthood. It raises the status of the initiated
man or woman and that of their extended families. Circumcision is thus
not an isolated event but part of a number of generational rites that are
central to the gender- and age-based organisation of Maasai society
(Koomen 2014, p. 253).

Sarah and Amos became the project managers of SAFEMaa. Sarah is a
firm believer in the importance of gender equality and women in leader's
positions. Upon witnessing the transformation SAFE Maa had brought to
the community in relation to HIV and AIDS, Sarah proposed to use the
same approach to tackle FGM in the community. SAFE Maa was
conscious that, before starting their performances on ‘female genital
cutting’ (FGC),3 they needed the approval of the Council of Elders, a
group of male cultural leaders with authority on community and cultural
matters. It took two years and lots of lobby work before the Council of
Elders permitted SAFE Maa to perform their songs on FGC in the
community.

The performance consists of two groups facing each other, taking
turns to sing their reasons for respectively supporting and opposing FGC.
The ‘traditionalists’ sing that an uncut woman is not clean, not a true
Maasai, and cannot lead the community. The ‘progressives’ retort that
uncut girls are clean, have more chance to be educated, and therefore
make excellent leaders. As the song proceeds, covering different per-
spectives on FGC that exist among the Loitai, some of the FGC supporters
cross over to the group promoting an end to the practice. At the end of the
performance, the group promoting change is larger than the group
defending FGC, and the two groups agree to keep discussing the matter.
At this point, the audience is invited to join in on the discussion and
comment on what they just witnessed. ‘With something so culturally
significant as this tradition, you can't go in telling people what to do,’
Amos explained to me, ‘by representing both the pro- and anti-arguments
on stage, we wanted to start the conversations: “We all know that there
are different opinions on our tradition. We are not telling anyone to
change their mind or to stop, but let's just talk about it.”’

As had happened with HIV, over time SAFE Maa succeeded in
breaching the taboo and, gradually, more Loitai became willing to
discuss the matter. Besides the song performances in the markets and at
people's homesteads, SAFE Maa also organised workshops with school
children, warriors, men and women, circumcisers – sometimes mixing
different ages and genders, sometimes keeping them separate, depending
on the needs and sensitivity of the topics. Interlocutors who participated
in these workshops described them to me as participatory conversations
facilitated by SAFE Maa staff, rather than one-way lectures. SAFE Maa
staff explained that they would suggest conversation topics, but also
invite community members to broach themes to ensure that people
would feel heard. Interlocutors remembered that they discussed topics
such as the health risks of FGC, other challenges that girls and women
face, women's rights, the role of FGC within Maasai culture, Kenyan law,
cultural change, the role of boys and men in achieving gender equality,
and more.

In these workshops, several participants expressed the concern that
giving up FGC would contribute to the erosion of Maasai culture which
would mean the end of the Maasai people. Because FGC is one aspect of a
wider web of interconnected socio-cultural practices, its abandonment
was experienced as threatening the community's social fabric. This fear of
cultural erosion needs to be understood within a long colonial and post-
independence history of political and cultural marginalisation of the
Maasai and alienation of their lands (Hodgson 2001; Hughes 2006).

In response to this fear of cultural erosion, SAFE Maa proposed to
3 SAFE Maa chose to use the term ‘female genital cutting’ (FGC), because they
believe it to be less judgemental than ‘mutilation’ while still avoiding the term
‘circumcision’ which would imply similarities between male and female
circumcision. In my writing, I try to remain faithful to the terms that different
actors use.

4

develop an alternative ceremony that would continue to fulfil the socio-
cultural roles of FGC, but without cutting (Van Bavel 2020a). Given the
increased popularity of ARPs in Kenya in the 2000–10s, it seems likely
that SAFE Maa drew inspiration from ARPs organised by other NGOs in
neighbouring communities. However, as the following section will
illustrate, the ARP developed by SAFE Maa is very different from the
ARPs of Amref, World Vision and other NGOs in Kenya.
3.2. The Loita Rite of Passage and its differences with other ARPs in Kenya

The first difference with ARPs by other NGOs is that SAFEMaa left the
design of the ARP over to the ex-circumcisers (who are also lay midwives
and referred to as ‘traditional birth attendants’ or TBAs by S.A.F.E. and in
wider development speak). From 2012 onwards, the TBAs in SAFE Maa's
workshops started discussing the pros and cons of an ARP as a tool to
bring change in Loita and how such an ARP in Loita would look. The
TBAs agreed among themselves that the ARP would revive the ‘tradi-
tional’ (olkuak) ceremony but without the cut. Mothers and grand-
mothers who experienced the ‘traditional’ ceremony when they were
teenagers described the events to me as follows:

In preparation for the three-day ceremony in which a girl becomes a
woman, four women bought sugar and fetched water to brew alcohol.
On the first day of the ceremony, an ox (or later ram, olker kiteng) was
slaughtered and eaten by the women and girls (the women ate the
enaikuti, which is special meat for the mother, while the girls were
given one leg, special roast, and two ribs). In the evening, the women
looked for pieces of eggshell to make bracelets for the children, me-
dicinal plants to tend to the wound, a small nut that would become
part of the necklace for the circumcised girl, and a sacred oreteti tree
which would be placed against the house of the mother whose
daughter would be circumcised. The heads of the initiate and her
mother were shaved. Together with one chosen woman and girl, the
girl who would be circumcised went hunting locusts as a way of
blessing the girl to have as many descendants as the population of
locusts. The second day of the ceremony started with the initiate
giving her uncle a female sheep. The girl was then given a chain and a
blue shuka by the women, and the elders were served liquor. The third
day was the circumcision day. In the morning, cold water was poured
over the girl before she was made to sit on a sheepskin in the entrance
of her mother's house. She was held down by three women – one on
each leg and one holding her upper body – while the circumciser cut
away the protruding part of her clitoris and part of her labia minora.
After the surgery, the initiate was carried onto her mother's bed
where she would stay to heal. She was given a mixture of blood and
fresh milk to gain strength. The women prepared enaikuti (special
meat for the mother) again, but this time smeared its fat on their
heads to signify unity. Meanwhile, the elders were served liquor again
and the ilmurran celebrated the initiate with songs and dances, while
the parents of the girl received blessings from those attending the
festivities.

The TBAs participating in the SAFE Maa workshops agreed that a girl
is, in fact, already considered a woman when she puts on the emonyorit
(chains) and enanka pus (blue shuka), which happen on the second day of
the ceremony. They agreed that, on the third day, the girl would still be
held down by three women on the sheepskin. However, instead of cutting
her clitoris, in an ARP ceremony, the traditional birth attendant would
pour fresh milk – a substance associated with the Maasai deity Eng'ai,
adulthood, and fertility (Hodgson 2005, p. 24) – over her thighs, sym-
bolising the cleansing that traditionally happened through the cut.

As a result, the second difference is that SAFE Maa ensured that the
authority of initiating girls into womanhoodwould remain with the (now
ex-) circumcisers or TBAs. The ex-circumcisers thus designed the ARP
and remained responsible for carrying out the ritual of pouring the milk
on the second day. In this way, the TBAs did not lose the status and
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revenue that comes with initiating girls into womanhood – two concerns
that have often proved a challenge for organisations trying to convince
circumcisers to give up FGM, whether by replacing the ‘traditional’ ritual
by NGO-led public graduation ceremonies or as part of ‘drop the knife’
ceremonies (Muteshi and Sass 2005, p. 26; Ingdal, Umbima, and Tysse
2008, ii; Droy et al., 2018, p. 4). Similarly, the teaching a girl receives in
the run-up to the ARP remains in the hands of the women of her family
and is thus not tailored by SAFE Maa.

Thirdly, whereas other ARPs consist of newly-invented or ‘socially
engineered’ elements such as branded posters and candlelit ceremonies
(Hughes 2018), the ARP in Loita faithfully replicates the ceremony as it
was carried out before recent changes, with only the cut being replaced
by the pouring of milk over the initiate's thighs. SAFE Maa thus remains
more faithful to the definition of ARPs as ‘retain[ing] the cultural cele-
bration of a girl's transition into womanhood without the “cut”’
(e.g.Amref 2020).

Fourthly, in contrast to the Amref and World Vision ARPs described
by Hughes (2018), SAFE Maa's ARP does not have any Christian sym-
bolism. The use of milk and the oreteti fig tree reflects Maasai spiritual
beliefs connected to the deity Eng'ai. Moreover, as I argue elsewhere (Van
Bavel forthcoming), the church plays a somewhat contradictory role in
the abandonment of FGC in Loita. An increasing group of Loita Maasai
are converting to Christianity, including Evangelical and Pentecostal
Christianity. Evangelical and Pentecostal Loitai generally object FGC, but
many also reject other Maasai cultural practices, including the ARP,
because they believe them to be ‘heathen’ and ‘impure’. Evangelical and
Pentecostal Christianity and SAFE Maa's ARP, therefore, do not sit well
together. The Catholic church, on the other hand, has a more tolerant
attitude towards Maasai cultural practices.

Fifth, in contrast to the public graduation ceremonies organised by
Amref andWorld Vision, the organisation of the ARP in Loita remains the
responsibility of the family. SAFE Maa organises song performances and
workshops (with girls, boys, men, and women) in the community, but it
does not organise public graduation ceremonies. Faithful to Maasai
‘tradition’ (olkuak), the ceremony to initiate a girl into womanhood is a
family affair that is celebrated with relatives, friends, and neighbours.
There are no non-Maasai VIPs, politicians, journalists, or NGO staff. SAFE
Maa staff only attend if the initiate's family happens to be their family,
friends, or neighbours – in which case they attend as friends, relatives or
neighbours and not as NGO staff. The importance of remaining faithful to
ways in which different ethnic groups celebrate initiation rituals was
remarked upon by Chege and colleagues (2001, i), who believed that
Amref's public graduation ceremonies were not appropriate for the sec-
tions of the Maasai community where the ritual is more of a private
family affair (see also Oloo, Wanjiru, and Newell-Jones 2011, p. 5;
Hughes 2018, p. 277). SAFE Maa's project manager Sarah remarked that
the ARPs of other NGOs take away from families the fun and pride of
organising the ceremony.

Sixth, and again closely related to the previous point, ensuring that
the implementation of the ARP remains with the families seems to
resolve the challenge of the unsustainability of expensive public gradu-
ation ceremonies organised and funded by NGOs. Indeed, NGOs and
scholars have pointed out that NGOs cannot commit to funding these
rather grandiose public graduation ceremonies indefinitely (Oloo, Wan-
jiru, and Newell-Jones 2011, p. 21; Hughes 2018, p. 285). In faithfully
replicating the ‘traditional’ ceremony, the organisational costs remain
low and are shared by the family and their guests who contribute to the
festivities through gifts, such as milk, tea, and sugar.

Finally, in her study of an Amref ARP in Samburu, Mepukori (2016,
55) mentions that the ‘teachers in charge of the [ARP programme]
complained that they were not receiving enough “motivation”’ in the
form of allowances and trips to Tanzania.’ The project manager of an
NGO operating in Kuria shared with me his concern that the same girls
would often participate repeatedly in the ARPs to enjoy good food and
receive goodie bags with NGO-branded t-shirts and gadgets. Because the
organisation of the ARP remains in the hands of the families and ex-
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circumcisers, there are no such financial incentives to participate, be it
as a teacher or initiate.
3.3. More than an alternative ceremony: the importance of dynamically
adapting to unpredictable events

From 2012 onwards, SAFE Maa introduced the ARP in all its work-
shops as a solution developed by (ex-)circumcisers and TBAs and thus a
valid replacement for the ‘traditional’ ceremony. Perhaps one of the most
important observations to make is that the ARP is only one element in
SAFE Maa's approach. As I already described in the previous section,
SAFE Maa started with community sensitisation and dialogue through
song performances and workshops. Later, they introduced the ARP in
response to people's fear that abandoning FGC would further erode
Maasai culture. While introducing an alternative rite that would preserve
most of the cultural rite surrounding FGC redressed this fear to some
extent, SAFE Maa did not believe it to be the magic bullet that would end
FGC in Loita. Instead, the team continued to listen and respond to the
experiences, perspectives, and aspirations of different Loitai. I suggest
that SAFEMaa's strength lies in dynamically adapting to the complex and
shifting interplay of different concerns and developments that affect
people's attitudes and behaviour related to FGC.

For example, many families were open to the idea of initiating their
girls through an ARP ceremony, but they feared that other families would
not acknowledge their daughter's adult status and therefore refuse to
marry their sons to them. Instead of fully embracing the ARP, these
families transitioned to ‘kisasa’ (the term used in Loita to describe a less
severe form of FGC, thought to be similar to type 1 FGC as classified by
the WHO), which they believed to be an acceptable alternative because it
is still a form of circumcision but with lesser health risks. In the SAFEMaa
workshops, parents said that they could only transition from kisasa to the
ARP ritual without cutting if there were some guarantee that young men
and their families would accept to marry women that went through an
ARP. Christine, a female SAFE Maa outreach officer, explained:

People said to us in the workshops: Okay, we now agree that it is
better to stop cutting our daughters. But if we let our girls go through
the ARP, who will marry them? The parents said that it was not
enough for them to do the ARP. It was also necessary that the young
men accept the ARP.

Together with the worried parents, SAFEMaa's team concluded that it
would be important to have young men publicly oppose the cut and
commit to marrying uncut women to make parents feel safe to leave their
daughters uncut. SAFE Maa figured that the most important group to get
on board would be the ilmurran or warriors who are perceived as
‘guardians of the culture’. Amos told me:

The ilmurran are very popular in our society, especially among
women. They are seen as strong and brave, and as the guardians of
our culture. With them, we can say: ‘Look, these are the people who
really love the culture and who really follow the culture until today.
But they agree to marry uncut girls.'

The SAFE Maa team thus decided to create another team consisting of
warriors which would be called SAFE Moran.4 In the workshops with
warriors, they identified the most active participants and offered them a
position on the SAFE Moran team, first voluntary and later as employ-
ment. In their performance, the SAFE Moran sing about the dangers of
FGC and proclaim that they will marry an uncut bride when their time to
marry comes. The SAFE Maa team told me that SAFE Moran's perfor-
mance was an immediate hit. ‘Our people love the warriors, and even
more when they sing’, Christine explained, ‘and they could not believe
that the warriors were saying they want to marry uncut girls.'
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During in-depth interviews and informal conversations, several par-
ents mentioned that they had been surprised to hear the warriors express
support for the abandonment of FGC and to proclaim that they would
marry uncut women. To some, it provided the final push to accept the
ARP. A mother of four daughters, the oldest at the age of being initiated,
said:

We accepted what SAFE Maa said [to do an ARP instead of cutting
their daughter], but we feared that [our daughter] would not find a
husband. You see, in the past, the young men would refuse to marry
an uncut girl. They would say: she is still a child. And his parents
would say the same. But now the warriors have said they will marry
uncut women, now I accept [to do the ARP]. […] I believe them
because they have said it in front of everyone, even in front of the
cultural leaders.

In 2017, SAFE Maa adapted its approach again to unexpected de-
velopments. In August 2017, local government authorities embarked on a
series of 'crackdowns' on FGM in Narok County. The crackdowns came in
response to the death of a girl following her circumcision. The news of
the girl, her parents' and the circumcisers' imprisonment, and the
crackdowns that followed reached Loita. ‘Since then, I have not heard of
any girl being circumcised in Olmesutie,’ my research assistant told me.
The events significantly impacted female circumcision in Olmesutie and
its surroundings, and thus also SAFE Maa's work. SAFE Maa's progress
report of the period August 2017 to January 2018 stated:

The FGM/C programme entered a new phase during late 2017, due to
an increase in activity from the authorities to enforce the law around
FGM/C. This has resulted in, for the first time in Loita, indications that
the practice could be driven underground. The outreach team report that
people are suddenly being cagey with them, and are not speaking freely
about their decisions. In other areas where the law has been enforced
girls have been cut in secret, without any of the cultural celebration that
is so important in the rite of passage, and resistance to abandonment has
increased. (S.A.F.E. 2018, 1).

In response to the crackdowns and the consequent secrecy, SAFE Maa
decided that it was time for the cultural leaders to take a stance on the
matter publicly. In 2018, SAFE Maa organised a meeting with all Loita
cultural leaders from Kenya and Tanzania, including clan leaders and
age-set leaders. Clan leaders (laigwanak loorgilat, sg. olaigwenani lolgilata)
are endorsed by all generations of a clan to settle disputes on all levels
within that clan. Within each clan, five men per age-set are chosen to be
age-set leaders (ilaigwenak, sg. olaigwenani) based on their trustworthi-
ness and leadership positions. Together, these men of different genera-
tions mediate conflicts and organise important events, such as the Eunoto
and other graduation ceremonies. As Goldman and colleagues (2014,
156) write, ‘ilaigwenak have historically been trusted to be honest and
sincere, respected for their communication and mediation skills, and
feared for their ability to curse the entire age-set or clan in question.’ The
involvement of Tanzanian leaders was important because some families
were taking their girls across the border to be cut in Tanzania, where the
risk of prosecution is perceived as lower than in Kenya. In the more
inland areas of Ilmartin and Antisekera more families were doing the
alternative rite of passage, but in Olmesutie, on the border with
Tanzania, families found it harder to give up the cut because they
intermarry with families in Tanzania where female circumcision has
changed less and is thus still a decisive prerequisite for marriage.

Ilaigwenak are all men, and the fact that an all-male leadership would
decide on the 'women's issue’ of female genital cutting did not sit well
with the team, especially Sarah. SAFE Maa also invited women who have
influence in the community and who had been supportive of SAFE Maa's
work. By involving influential women, SAFE Maa wanted to ensure
gender equality in the leadership, lift the status of these women leaders in
the community, and acknowledge their contribution to the work of SAFE
Maa and the ongoing changes related to female genital cutting. The team
also believed that women leaders would help mobilise more women and
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help SAFE Maa make sure that the concerns and aspirations of women
were being heard.

It was the first time since 1992 that all Loita cultural leaders came
together, making the gathering into a meeting of historical importance.
The meeting participants discussed the trend that was taking place in
Kenya and Tanzania: police crackdowns were sending FGC underground,
and, as a result, the ceremonial elements were getting lost. SAFE Maa
appealed to the cultural leaders' responsibility to ‘protect the culture’ and
asked them to support the alternative rite of passage that SAFE Maa had
developed together with ex-circumcisers and traditional birth attendants.
Amos told me what he had said to the cultural leaders:

You are the cultural leaders, and your task is to protect the commu-
nity and to preserve Maasai culture. This secrecy, cutting in secret, is
threatening our culture. When people cut secretly, they are not
continuing the culture, because they don't slaughter the sheep, they
don't brew liquor, they don't go hunting for locusts. So how is this still
culture? So then I told them about the ARP. I asked the women elders
when exactly a girl is considered a woman – is it the cut or something
else? And they said ‘it is when she gets the blue shuka and the chain’.
We discussed a lot, and in the end, everyone agreed that the real
culture is those things, the shuka, slaughtering of a sheep and all – not
the cut.

The cultural leaders’ response was more than what the team had
hoped for: they decided that, since they were all gathered for the first
time in almost three decades, they would use the opportunity to bless the
ARP. And so they did, making the ARP the culturally sanctioned way to
go from childhood to womanhood and making it unacceptable to
discriminate against an uncircumcised womanwho had gone through the
ARP.

Whereas some cultural leaders had already been convinced of ending
FGC, others only became convinced by SAFE Maa's argument that the
ARP could stop the further erosion of the initiation ritual. A cultural
leader in his 70s told me he had remained reluctant to abandon female
circumcision until 2017. When I asked what had made him change his
mind, he said:

As cultural leaders, our task is to look after our community, to resolve
conflicts, to see to justice, to make difficult decisions in times of
drought, and to protect the culture. When the police started impris-
oning families for cutting their daughters, our people started hiding
the circumcision of girls. They no longer did the ceremonial elements,
like the slaughtering of the cow and inviting their relatives and
neighbours to come feast with them. You have seen our ceremonies in
Tanzania, so you knowwhat they are like. But all of this is getting lost.
[…] I must agree with what SAFEMaa is telling us: we better keep the
ceremony and leave out the cut than keep the cut and lose all the rest.

In his narrative, the pressure to end FGC appeared as a drought, an
omnipresent and unescapable power to be reckoned with, and within this
context, the ARPs became the best alternative.

In the following years, SAFE Maa worked to inform the community of
the cultural leaders' blessing of the ARP as the new, culturally accepted
way of initiating girls into womanhood. The ARP became rebranded the
‘Loita Rite of Passage’ (LRP). Christine explained the rationale behind
this name change to me as follows:

We want to emphasise that it is no longer an alternative culture; it is
the culture. Loita girls will now graduate through the Loita Rite of
Passage. The cultural leaders no longer accept the old way.

In February 2019, SAFE Maa organised a public declaration in which
the cultural leaders publicly reaffirmed their blessing of the Loita Rite of
Passage and declared that, from then on, the LRP would be the only
accepted way of initiating girls into womanhood. This public declaration
was thus different from the public graduation ceremonies used in the
ARP approaches of Amref andWorld Vision. The LRP ceremonies remain a
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family affair without any SAFE Maa interference or presence. SAFE Maa's
public declaration, on the other hand, was a one-off event to reinforce and
disseminate the cultural leaders' blessing of the LRP and the attendees'
commitment to transitioning to a ritual without the cut. In this sense,
SAFE Maa's public declaration resembles the public declaration organ-
ised by Tostan in West Africa, during with communities come together at
the end of a three-year community-based non-formal education pro-
gramme to declare an end to harmful practices such as FGC and child
marriage (Diop and Askew 2009).

4. Discussion

The Loita Rite of Passage offers an alternative model for ‘alternative
rites of passage’ in Kenya. In contrast to the ARPs of other NGOs con-
sisting of several newly invented elements, the LRP faithfully replicates
the ‘traditional’ ceremony and only replaces the cut with the pouring of
milk over the initiate's thighs. Because ex-circumcisers designed and
implement the LRP, the authority to initiate girls into womanhood and
the revenue from it remain with the same women. Similarly, the orga-
nisation of the LRP remains a family affair, and there is no public grad-
uation ceremony with NGO presence. Keeping the organisation of the
LRP in the hands of the family also resolves the concern of the sustain-
ability of funding public graduation ceremonies, and it reduces the
chances that people only participate in ARPs for financial reasons.

Notably, the LRP is only one of the elements of SAFE Maa's approach.
A key strength of SAFE Maa is its capacity to dynamically adapt to new
concerns that arise in the community (e.g. the fear that men will refuse to
marry LRP women) and unpredictable developments (e.g. the police
crackdowns that led to secrecy around FGC). Furthermore, SAFE Maa
continues to engage all subgroups of the Loita community through song
performances and workshops, working to ensure that women who went
through the LRP are indeed perceived and accepted as adult women,
ready for marriage and childbearing. The team is conscious that their
work does not end with families implementing the LRP. As Mepukori
(2016, 65) notes for Amref's ARP in Samburu, there is ‘no guarantee that
ARP initiates will remain uncircumcised in the long-run, especially when
their parents and the larger community remain untrained and uncon-
vinced that girls can become women without the cut.’ Similarly, a SAFE
Maa team member mentioned a cultural ceremony where women who
underwent the LRP were not allowed to prepare meat for the men, a task
which only ‘adult’ women can perform. He explained that it is crucial to
know of such instances to identify where more sensitisation and dialogue
are needed. Therefore, SAFE Maa's approach is a long-term commitment
to patiently accompanying and supporting the community as it embarks
on changing a practice that holds socio-cultural meaning. Part of this
commitment is acknowledging that change takes time, cannot be rushed,
and will involve setbacks that require innovative responses. Whereas
NGOs such as Amref and World Vision might be concerned about the
sustainability of public graduation ceremonies, SAFE Maa faces the
challenge of attracting donors willing to invest in such a time-consuming
approach that does not promise 'impacts' easily measured through
standardised ‘indicators'.

This article aimed not to assess the 'effectiveness' of SAFE Maa's
approach but to contribute to our understanding of ARPs by exploring an
alternative form of ARP that remains true to the adage ‘ritual without
cutting’. Time and further research will tell to what extent the commu-
nity is willing to embrace the LRP as a replacement for the cut.

More research is also needed on other emerging ARP formats. For
example, Amref Health Africa has started to involve Ilmurran, support
female leadership in yearly gatherings of cultural elders, and weave the
ARPs into local arrangements. The NGO has now coined the term
community-led ARP or CL-ARP to indicate a move to a more bottom-up
approach to their ARP programme (Amref 2020a). A number of ques-
tions remain: Are girls who went through an ARP ceremony perceived,
and perceive themselves, as adults? Do families who embrace ARP differ
from other families in terms of demographics such as educational
7

background, socio-economic status, and religious affiliation? How can
ARPs be gender-transformative? More research on new and adjusted ARP
formats is needed to identify factors for success and answer remaining
questions.
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