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Deaths Abuses Rife at Ritual Schools

by Anthony Stoppard

JOHANNESBURG-It is a rite of passage that should lead to man-

hood, but for many young South African men, initiation rituals

have led to death.

In several African communities
in South Africa, youths go to initia-
tion schools to learn about their cul-
ture and traditions, and to be circum-
cised. When they return, they are con-
sidered adult members of the commu-

nity.

Circumcision is also considered
necessary for health reasons.

Most of the initiates are teenag-
ers. Where the schools are well run
and managed by legitimate traditional
leaders, they are considered a vital
part of preserving the customs and
traditions of communities. But, every
year, many youths are beaten, muti-
lated and killed in initiation camps
run by selfstyled traditional surgeons
and teachers for money.

There are also reports of the kid-
nap and forced circumcision of
youths who do not want to go to ini-
tiation camps.

In late March, one of the coldest
months of the year in the South Afri-
can province of Gauteng, five initiates
at a camp died, while others were
found with pneumonia and septic
wounds caused by beatings and badly
performed circumcisions. Thirty
other initiates were hospitalized.

Five teachers from the school

were arrested on charges of murder.
They are also facing a charge of as-
sault with intent to do grievous bod-
ily harm. They allegedly beat the ini-
tiates, mainly because they were not
singing in unison.

The Gauteng provincial govern-
ment has ordered the closing of a
number of camps where initiates were
allegedly abused. Bur others, includ-
ing 40 where the provincial health de-
partment has checked living condi-
tions and provided water and sanita-
tion, continue to operate.

Since the incident in Gauteng,
there has been a spate of reports of
abuses at the initiation schools in
other provinces in South Africa.

While the closure of initiation
camps where abuses are happening
may seem like an obvious solution,
this is not as simple as it appears. The
Sunday Times journalist Mondli
Makhanya explains: “One of the by-
products of our open society is that
we have become afraid to be open lest
we offend sensitivities. So we tread
carefully, reluctant to call a crime a
crime. In those parts of the country
where the ritual is practised, it is an
inviolable part of tradition. And the
issue is complicated by the fact that
the boys who take part do so volun-
tarily and enthusiastically. Because of
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this, discussion about the terrible
malpractice that goes on is invariably
conducted in hushed tones and
couched in guarded language. But it
should not have to be like this. The
issue is not about culture. It is about
lawbreaking and should be seen as
such.”

Some traditional leaders who
generally insist the custom cannot be
done away with have instead called
on the government to introduce leg-
islation to govern initiation schools.

The leader of the Naticnal
House of Traditional Leaders, Chief
Mpiyezintombi Mzimela, says tradi-
tional leaders have already drawn up
a discussion document that will be
submitted to the relevant government
departments for discussion.

Supporting the call for legisla-
tion, the Youth League of South Afri-
ca’s ruling African National Congress
said in a statement: “We have ob-
served many young men dying in the
hands of those who are supposed to
help them grow. We fully understand
the importance of initiation schools
in the lives of those that believe in
them...but... There is no culture that
is above human life.”

The League points out that as
things stand, anybody who wants to
open an initiation school is free to do
so. It called on the national govern-
ment to register the schools with the
departments of health and culture, to

continued on page 7...Deaths Abuses




him “the right feeling.” “If I earned
more than my husband, [ would prob-
ably hurt his ego,” the woman said.

Showing ignorance is one thing,
but advertising and enhancing the
stercotypical social order is disturbing.
For more than a century, many
women and men have been working
together to achieve gender equality to
push for further social, political and

economic development.

The media have a responsibility
to help change traditional stereotypes,
advocate gender equality and promote
progress. “Media have the power to
set the agenda,” writes Maria Victoria
Cabrera-Balleza, Programme Manager

of Media,

Communication Services of Isis

Information and
[nternational-Manila. “People tend to
think that what they see in print and
what gets to be broadcast are the more
significant opinions of the day. Media
practitioners should take advantage
of this agenda-setting power (or
potential) to give space to challenge
the status quo.”

In fact, the media worldwide
have been criticised time and again.
A number of United Nations
documents, for instance, reproach
media for their portrayal of women
from the perspective of traditional
male-chauvinist culture.

Feng Yuan, one of the founding
members of the national media watch
network, points out that the media,
in their search for things “newsy,” in-
voluntarily become the spokespersons

of old and outdated values.
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The media reports of this current
survey attempt to “put a ‘status quo’
spin on their interpretation of the sta-
tistics,” said Sylvia Spring, a TV pro-
ducer from Canada.

Even the researchers concede in
their study that their findings indicate
that society, as well as many women
themselves, is not ready to challenge
the privileged status of men.

In fact, the 2-to-1 income dispar-
ity, regarded as the “balance point”
that the researchers refer to in their
research, “is evidence of an imbalance
between the roles of women and men
and their contributions to society,”
Cabrera-Balleza points out.

“Couples who are changing the
status quo will experience some
stresses on their traditional roles and
expectations,” said Spring. “That’s
what comes with the struggle for eq-
uity in patriarchal societies.”

It is understandable that some
people do not want to rock the boat
by challenging the accepted values.
But the media and journalists are
duty-bound to promote social change
and equality.

The media were asked by the Plat-
form of Action passed during the UN
Fourth World Conference on
Women held in Beijing in 1995 to
provide portrayals of women who “ex-
ist as independent individuals and
with independent values, rather than
dependents of men.” They should
trumpet those women who “should
and actually develop into diversified
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social roles,” and who are becoming
“locomotives, creators and important
operators of the process of advance-
ment.”

“For the journalist to not see that
or comment on it [ think is a shame,”

Spring said.

Source: China Daily, 18 July 2002

continued from page 5, Deaths Abuses...

ensure they comply with health stand-
ards and prevent criminals posing as
teachers from conning the public.

[t also demanded that existing
schools suspend their activities and
be subjected to health inspection be-
fore being granted licences to oper-

ate again.

Nurses, social workers and psy-
chologists must be granted free access
in these schools to assist in prevent
ing more deaths. “To say nurses must
not be allowed in these schools be-
cause they are predominantly women
and that they have never undergone
the initiation process is utter hog-
wash, which we reject with the con-
tempt it deserves,” the statement said.

[n some provinces and commu-
nities, the local government has
trained legitimate traditional leaders
how to perform circumcisions. As a
result, the number of deaths and
botched circumcisions—which leave
young men scarred for life—has

dropped.

Source: Inter Press Service, http://

www.ipsnews.net, 4 July 2002




