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Sexual cleansing is part of the social transition process for widows to become

eligible to remarry after the death of her husband. This ritual is conducted to

cleanse the widow of evil spirits resulting from the death of her husband. This

qualitative study explored the sexual cleansing ritual in the Luo community in

southwest Kenya. This paper aims to examine the widows’ perceptions of the

social constructs surrounding the practice of the sexual cleansing ritual that

maintains its continued existence in this community. Twenty-seven face-to-

face in-depth interviews were conducted with widows who had undergone

sexually cleansing. Data was analyzed using conventional content analysis.

Threemain themes emerged in the exploration of the social construction of the

sexual cleansing ritual of widows. The findings therein highlight the precarious

situation of widows and the need for social support services for women who

have been sexually cleansed.
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Introduction

Widowhood not only symbolizes the loss of a partner through death but also the

departure of a breadwinner and a shift in the woman’s lifestyle and social status in

the community (1). In many societies in Africa and Asia, widowhood is considered a

bad omen, leading to the social alienation and stigmatization of widows and can be

remedied through various rituals (2, 3). The widow, and rarely the widower, bears the

responsibility to carry out the purification rituals upon the death of the spouse (2, 4).

Widows are required to undergo widowhood rituals to eliminate the impurity of their

status and sexual cleansing is one of such cultural rituals (5). Available literature provides

documentation of the negative emotional and psychological consequences associated

with widowhood due to the ill-treatment they receive from their communities (6, 7).
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According to Ayikukwei et al. (8), sexual cleansing is a

cultural practice of social transition and is characterized by three

stages identified as separation, transition, and incorporation.

The purpose of sexual cleansing is to reintegrate the widow

back into the community, and to mark the transition from

being removed from social life to the acceptance into communal

life (8, 9). The practice of sexual cleansing indicates that the

widow is eligible for remarriage through wife inheritance (1,

8, 9). This cultural practice is considered a rite of passage

to wife inheritance which allows for the continuation of the

family as these new unions can produce children to carry

the family name from observing sexual cleansing (8). The

widow is then “owned” by a male relative of the deceased who

provides her companionship and assistance after the death of

her husband (10–12). Variations in the sexual cleansing ritual

are observed in several communities in Eastern and Southern

African countries such as the Luo in Kenya (13), Nkore ethnic

group in Uganda (14), Aushi in Zambia (15), Zimbabwe, eastern

and southern regions of Malawi (16), and central and southern

parts of Mozambique (4). In Kenya, sexual cleansing, known

as tero chi liel in Dholuo, is practiced within the Luo ethnic

community (10–13). The practice involves unprotected sexual

activity between the widow and amale relative of the deceased or

a hired cleanser (4, 9, 11, 12). The effectiveness of the cleansing

is determined by the strict compliance to the rituals such as

the number of days, time of day, and location of the sexual

intercourse to change the widow’s social status (4).

These rituals often stem from how various societies

understand and make meaning of death (1, 17). In some

societies, the meaning and traditions that encompass death are

opportunities to express grief and show respect to the deceased

(1, 17, 18). Among the Luo, one of the myths is the existence of

supernatural spirits of the deceased i.e., that the spirit remains

among the living and plays an active role among the living day-

to-day lives (8). It is believed that the death of the husband is

evil and thus makes the widow impure. Her state of impurity is

considered a source of misfortune for her and her children as

well as other members of the community (4, 8, 10, 11, 13). To be

liberated from this evil, widows are subjected to sexual cleansing,

a purification ritual that requires unprotected intercourse as

semen is perceived to be the cleansing agent (8). Additionally,

undergoing this ritual protects members of the homestead from

further misfortune such as illness, locally known as chira in

Dholuo (19).

Sexual cleansing is often carried out by amale in-law relative,

usually the brother-in-law. Hired cleansers and non-relatives are

at times sought for this purpose because of the unwillingness of

the in-laws to economically support the widow (8–12). A hired

cleanser is a non-relative who is paid for the act of sexually

cleansing the widow (9). In cases where a hired cleanser is

used, it is for the purposes of cleansing from evil spirits and is

not connected to financial or parenting obligations. The ritual

has been commercialized to give monetary incentives due to

the HIV epidemic in Western Kenya, and this has created a

demand for hired cleansers (9). Available research shows that the

disproportionate burden of HIV among women within the Luo

community is strongly associated to sexual cleansing (4, 9, 11,

12, 20). An HIV-positive hired cleanser engages in concurrent

sexual partnerships, transmitting HIV to other widows in the

community (11, 12). Further, according Kenya HIV estimates

report 2018, Siaya County (study area) had anHIV prevalence of

21%, approximately four times the national prevalence of 5.9%

(National AIDS Control Council, 2018).

The social construction and perpetuation
of sexual cleansing

Sexual cleansing is a social norm of widowhood in

some cultures. Social norms are created, understood, and

exchanged through social interactions among members of

a family, community, and society. Social norms govern the

behavior of people of the same reference group through social

interactions (21). Through social interactions, social knowledge

is understood and exchanged to create a sense of reality that

becomes embedded into the institutions of society, and it is

enacted based on the reciprocal interactions of people’s roles in

relation to each other. The social realities are created to lead

to the understanding of the intersubjective set of beliefs and

behaviors that are considered true and appropriate to define the

individual’s concept of reality (22).

Cultural practices such as child marriages, Female Genital

Cutting/Mutilation (FGC/M), breast ironing, foot binding, and

female infanticide and/or son preference are among several

cultural practices that perpetuate violence against women

and girls. These cultural practices persist even though most

practicing communities are aware of the psychological and

health consequences. For instance, FGC/M is internationally

recognized as a violation of human rights (United Nations,

2013), but often justified as a protective factor to uphold and

maintain family and community values of honor, marital fidelity,

spiritual cleanliness, and premarital virginity (23, 24). The

associated meanings and values are how cultural practices are

socially constructed and reinforced through social pressure and

social obligation within the community. Sexual cleansing is a

social construct because its meaning is created through social

interactions guiding people’s behavior and actions in accordance

with widely agreed-upon norms. Widows are compelled to

engage in sexual cleansing to conform to societal norms of

behavior. Research shows that informal social sanctions are

usually placed on the widow by family and community members

if she refuses to undergo the cleansing ritual because it is

the accepted pre-requisite to reintegrate her back into the

community (4, 8, 11, 12). Also, those who refuse to undergo

sexual cleansing are ostracized, taunted, and humiliated (8).

These social sanctions are in place because of the traditional

perceptions in the Luo community that a widow possesses evil
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spirits as a result of the death of her husband (4, 8, 9). To say

that sexual cleansing is socially constructed is to emphasize that

the meaning, idea, and understanding of the cultural practice

are shaped by social forces of human interactions for the

practice to exist and evolve over time and be maintained in

the community. The meanings and interpretations of this ritual

remain a powerful driving force for the widows as well as the

members of the communities they are a part of.

This paper aims to examine the widows’ perceptions

of the social constructs surrounding the practice of sexual

cleansing ritual that maintains its continued existence in the

Luo community.

Methods

Study location

The study was carried out in Siaya County, one of the 47

Counties in Kenya. It is amostly rural County with a land surface

area of ∼2,530 km², bordering Lake Victoria in Western Kenya.

It comprises of six sub- counties namely: Alego Usonga, Bondo,

Ugenya, Ugunja, Gem, and Rarieda (25). The participants for

this study hailed from Ugenya Sub County. The main economic

activities in Siaya County are fishing, small scale trading and

subsistence farming.

Study participants

Participants were selected through criterion sampling in

which the researchers purposefully identified and recruited the

widows. To be eligible to participate in the study, participants

had to be a widow, 18 years or older, reside in Siaya County, be

from the Luo ethnic group, and had undergone sexual cleansing.

In total, 27 face-to-face in-depth interviews were completed in

Dholuo and Swahili with widows aged 29–90 years old, who had

undergone sexual cleansing. All participants resided in Ugenya

sub- county in Siaya County, the predominant location of the

cultural practice of sexual cleansing.

Data collection

This study used a qualitative research study design. The

protocol utilized a semi-structured interview format with 10

main questions with probes and demographic information that

was collected at the conclusion of the interview. Questions for

the interview protocol were generated based on a review of the

literature on sexual cleansing and wife inheritance practices. The

questions focused on the experience of widowhood, challenges

faced, community treatment, reasons for sexual cleansing, and

perceptions of sexual cleansing. The interviews were conducted

by three members of the research team, two of whom were

from the Luo ethnic community and fluent in both Dholuo and

Swahili. Ethical approval to conduct this study was obtained

from University institutional review board (IRB) and Amref

Health Africa Ethics and Scientific Review Committee (ESRC).

Participants signed an informed consent that explained the

purpose of the research, procedures, and confidentiality of

the information shared prior to starting the audio recording.

The interviewer verbally shared the purpose of the research,

procedures, and confidentiality of the information that will be

shared prior to the start of the interview. Participants were

also given the opportunity to ask any questions before starting

the interview. All interviews were digitally recorded with the

permission of the study participants and transcribed verbatim

by two Dholuo members of the research team.

Data analysis

The conventional content analysis technique was applied

for data analysis. Conventional content analysis is considered

ideal for the analysis of data to gain a richer understanding

of a phenomenon being studied and is considered appropriate

for this study because current literature on sexual cleansing

is limited (26). Additionally, this qualitative approach to

analysis was most appropriate because the interview protocol

questionnaire and probes were open-ended to allow researchers

to gain direct information without imposing preconceived

categories (26). As most of the interviews occurred in

Dholuo and not all investigators were native speakers, the

co-investigator conducted quality checks in transcripts where

further clarification was needed to confirm that the perspectives

of the participants were reflected in the data. The initial

analysis included three of the five authors reading three to five

transcripts at a time to note patterns, themes, outliers, and

interesting aspects of the interviews. This process allowed for

codes to emerge from the data through an iterative process

of reading and re-reading the transcripts. The coding scheme

was developed by the aforementioned research team who met

weekly for 3 months to share impressions and brainstorm

themes and patterns to develop a coding scheme. The coding

scheme included codes organized into categories based on

similarities and differences of each parent and child code.

The team also defined each code which was then transferred

to Dedoose software, to run coding reports for each code.

The reports were analyzed for trends, patterns, occurrences

of codes, and emerging themes. The creation of memos for

each report to further explore and summarize the findings

for each code across the transcripts was completed. The

memos were then utilized to further review and analyze the

themes, how themes fit together and then relate to the larger

sociocultural context.
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Results

A total of 27 widows participated in this study. The three

main themes connected to the social construction of sexual

cleansing were: (a) Reasons for the practice: to remove impurity,

to protect the children, to protect the homestead, and to uphold

tradition; (b) Widows attitudes of the practice: community

treatment, to be eligible to remarry and; (c) enforcement of

the practice: role of the widow’s family, the role of in-laws,

and role of the children. The demographic characteristics of the

participants are displayed in Table 1.

Reasons for the practice

All of the participants described sexual cleansing as a widely

known practice within the community. The reasons for the

practice was defined as participants explaining the ritual and

the purpose of sexual cleansing. A majority of the participants

mentioned sexual cleansing removes impurity ascribed to her,

protects the children, and homestead, and upholds tradition.

To remove impurity

Sexually cleansed widows reported their knowledge of the

practice when asked “what are some of the reasons why a widow

is sexually cleansed in this community?” A majority of the

participants mentioned sexual cleansing removes impurity or

evil to protect the children, extended family, community, and

homestead. Every widow mentioned that she was perceived in

the community as having a bad omen because of the death of

her husband. A widow must be sexually cleansed to remove

bad omen, and sex must be part of sexual cleansing. Only one

participant mentioned that cleansing should be done publicly so

that community members know that the widow has been rid of

a bad omen. If the widow is not cleansed, she cannot visit other

people’s homes, mingle freely with others, collect water from the

river, and eat with her children as illustrated in the quote below:

“It would be said a widow has bad omen - you cannot

visit other homes, collect water from the river, go to someone’s

farm because the crops will wither. So, they need to be

cleansed.” (Participant 3)

“In those days I could not even be hired to work on

somebody’s farm. If I went, I would be asked why I had gone

to someone’s farm before I was cleansed from a bad omen.”

(Participant 20)

To protect the children

All widows mentioned that they were sexually cleansed to

protect their children. Widows were sexually cleansed to protect

the children from death and illness. Most of the widows believed

that the cause of diseases like Malaria and other misfortune

that result in death is caused by a mother who is not sexually

cleansed. Sexual cleansing protected the children from illness

and death as illustrated below:

“Among the Luo’s, a widow is cleansed to remove bad

omen[impurity] in the home. Also, to prevent death in the

home. I was cleansed and fulfilled all the requirements and

yet my daughter still died. They told me to be cleansed to

protect my daughter and yet she died in a road accident.”

(Participant 7)

“But if she refuses and she is left and her child suffers

from illness like Malaria, it is said it is because she was not

cleansed.” (Participant 27)

Participants described protecting the children, especially

sons because they are valued more than daughters, and it was an

obligation that must be fulfilled. Before the widows were sexually

cleansed, they were told by community members including

extended familymembers that protecting the childrenmeant not

cooking, eating, feeding, living in the same house, touching or

caring for them. If the widow is not cleansed, she cannot enter

other people’s homes, mingle freely with others and eat with

her children.

“It would be said a widow has bad omen [impure] - you

cannot visit other homes, collect water from the river, go to

someone’s farm because the crops will wither. So, they need to

be cleansed.” (Participant 1)

All of the participants explained that sexual cleansing must

occur so that the widow can be with her children.

“That it [sexual cleansing] would help the children.

If you are not cleansed and you eat with the children

after your husband dies, they will be affected negatively.”

(Participant 14)

To protect the homestead

One of the key findings was that sexual cleansing protects

the homestead, and more than half of widows were cleansed

because they needed a new house structure built. The homestead

included children, in-laws, and other extended family members.

Sexual cleansing protects the homestead and is performed in a

grass-thatched house. A grass-thatched house was described as

a temporary structure where the widow lived for a short time

and then transitioned to a permanent structure. The temporary

structure was built to abandon the main house to rebuild

again, this was referred to as changing the house. According to

traditions, a widow was prohibited by in-laws to move from

a grass-thatched house to a permanent structure unless she

was sexually cleansed. The transition to a grass-thatched house

was initiated when the widow was denied access to the main
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TABLE 1 Demographic description of the study participants.

Participant no. Age Education level No. of children Sex of children Occupation

1 58 Standard 4 7 3 Male, 4 Female Unemployed

2 53 Standard 7 7 5 Male, 2 Female Unemployed

3 62 Standard 6 1 1 Male Farming

4 48 Completed primary school 5 3 Male, 2 Female Unemployed

5 66 Some primary school 6 1 Male, 2 Female Unemployed

6 71 No formal education 4 1 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

7 29 Some secondary school 2 1 Male, 1 Female Domestic maid

8 46 No formal education 6 4 Male, 2 Female Unemployed

9 69 No formal education 9 3 Male, 6 Female Unemployed

10 40 Some primary school 4 1 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

11 48 Standard 7 7 2 Male, 5 Female Unemployed

12 62 No formal education 7 4 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

13 48 Some primary school 5 2 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

14 46 Standard 8 6 4 Male, 2 Female Farming

15 60 No formal education 4 1 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

16 66 Standard 6 8 2 Male, 6 Female Unemployed

17 39 Standard 8 4 1 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

18 73 No formal education 9 2 Male, 7 Female Unemployed

19 65 Standard 4 6 2 Male, 4 Female Charcoal trader

20 70 No formal education 5 2 Male, 3 Female Unemployed

21 38 Some primary school 3 3 Male Unemployed

22 35 Standard 6 3 3 Female Street hawker

23 37 Some secondary school 3 1 Male, 2 Female Teacher

24 90 No formal education 2 2 Female Unemployed

25 32 Standard 7 5 2 Male, 3 Female Street hawker

26 37 Some primary school 6 6 Female Unemployed

27 32 Some primary school 2 1 Male, 1 Female Unemployed

house, where she lived with her husband. To build a permanent

structure, the widow needed the help of a brother-in-law or paid

a mason, and those who paid reported financial challenges. The

man cleansing the widow must build her a new house.

“You are told that if your house is not in a good condition,

you cannot build another house on your own. You can only

build a new one with a brother in law.” (Participant 23)

“So, the problem of not having a house made me look

for a brother-in-law because my husband’s relatives were not

willing to help me build a house because I was a widow. So,

you have to look for a brother in-law to cleanse you to build

you a house.” (Participant 6)

“The change that has been there – after my husband died

I had a small grass thatched house like that one. Then the man

who cleansed me built me a better house – a grass thatched

one.” (Participant 5)

An uncleansed widow cannot stay in the same

home with her children because she is blocked from

accessing her house. A few widows described living in

poor housing conditions where the house was too small

and/or the roof had holes and would get rained on

with her children. The grass-thatched house cannot be

repaired and the widow cannot move out if she is not

sexually cleansed.

To uphold tradition

Eighteen of the widows mentioned that they were sexually

cleansed to fulfill Luo traditional requirements. The demands

prescribed to the widow to uphold tradition is one of the main

reasons why sexual cleansing occurs.

“The main reason why a widow is cleansed is because

of Luo traditions. Sometimes when a daughter wants to get

married, there should be a man living in the widow’s house. If

a son wants to marry or build a house, his widowed mother

should be living with a man in her house. A widow also needs
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a man to set up a home. I think those are some of the reasons

why widows get cleansed. If it was not for these demands, there

would be no need for cleansing to be done” (Participant 23)

Some participants explained that following traditions was

dependent on if the widow was married into a family that

practiced sexual cleansing where other women from the

husband’s lineage were also cleansed. If the family believes in

sexual cleansing, the widow must be cleansed. Four participants

noted that they were sexually cleansed because other women in

the family were sexually cleansed.

The tradition is considered complete when the cleanser

has sexual intercourse with the widow for 4 days in a grass-

thatched house. If the cleansing is not considered complete and

the cleanser has spent the night in the grass thatched house, a

new grass-thatched house must be built for another cleanser to

complete the ritual. Sexual intercourse is a required component

to fulfill this tradition, the cleanser cannot just sleep next to

the widow. The following excerpt describes the required sexual

component of the practice:

“There is no other way. For the Luo’s sex is attached to so

many traditions. If there is no sex, the activity is considered

null and void. For example, if a man is helping you set up a

home and there is no sex, the home has not been set up in

the required way. Sex is an integral part of Luo traditions.”

(Participant 19)

The sexual activity must occur at night, not during the

day and the cleanser must ejaculate for the tradition to be

complete. If the deceased had multiple wives, the cleanser

alternates between the different houses to cleanse all the wives

on the same night. To some, the hair of the widow, either

the pubic area or head must be shaved by an elderly woman

or sister-in-law to show that she has followed tradition. The

shaving of the hair presumably takes the ghost/spirit of the

deceased away.

“You have sexual intercourse with the man cleansing you.

The following morning you take your clothes to throw them

away near the river. An old lady who cooked for you when

your husband died comes to shave your hair. After she has

shaved your hair, you go with her to your parents’ home to

take the ‘shadow.’ A goat is slaughtered for you and you carry

the meat back to your husband’s home.” (Participant 15)

Similarly, another widow narrated that after she has been

cleansed, she had to go to her parent’s home and return

with a hen to prepare and serve for the cleanser to eat with

her children.

“The family had a meeting to discuss my cleansing. After

I cleansed according to Luo traditions I was told to go back

to my parents’ home, spend a night and come back with a

hen which is given to the man who cleanses you. I did that

and came back with a hen. That is how I was cleansed.”

(Participant 17)

A fewwomen noted the financial challenges to pay a cleanser

to uphold the tradition because cleansers are expected to be paid

for their service. Men who demanded and received monetary

value were not related to the widow or the deceased family,

but rather community members whose profession was solely

to cleanse widows in the community. Below are excerpts to

illustrate the financial burden placed on the widow to fulfill the

traditional requirements:

“I paid him, so that he could help me meet the traditional

requirements to enable me go back to my house. Before that I

had not found the money and my mother also died. When I

went to our home where I was born I was not allowed to enter

the home because I had a bad omen.” (Participant 11)

“The practice of cleansing is difficult. It is not a good

thing. It is a bad thing. Although we were forced because

it is a Luo custom that requires it to be done. It is not an

easy thing. It is costly because if you do not have money you

cannot do it. The men who cleanse want to be paid. It is not

an easy thing. It is tough. It brings a lot of problems in the

home.”(Participant 18)

Widow’s attitudes of the practice

The widow’s own attitudes about sexual cleansing was

influenced by community members. Even though all the widows

perceived sexual cleansing as outdated, they participated in the

practice because of community treatment and the eligibility

to remarry.

Community treatment

All participants described being treated differently because

their husband had died. Multiple participants mentioned that

community members regard the woman as a useless person once

widowed. The term ‘useless person’ was used to refer to being

perceived as a ‘nobody’ by community members after the death

of her husband. She is only respected if she is somebody’s wife.

“When my husband was there, they respected me. People

could not talk to me carelessly. After my husband died, people

talk to me carelessly. They despise me because I do not have

someone to support me. If you have a problem, you cannot

share. You can cry because you have been told something that

hurts you. So that caused me a lot of pain after my husband

died.” (Participant 13)
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Participants reported that other forms of treatment include

being physically beaten by in-laws and other community

members, and her children can also receive the beating. Some

explained that widows are abused, despised, and disrespected

because she is a widow. The treatment also applies to her

children as quoted below:

“No one can come and abuse a married woman, no

one can come and tell her “I want to take your tree” no

one can come and cane her child and tell her that “I found

your child had teased my child” A widow’s child can be

beaten because their father died. A married woman is not

disrespected. Because it is said, will you harass her and her

husband is there? Will her husband let you harass her? But a

widow is like trash. Anyone can say whatever they want to say

about her.” (Participant 4)

“The community shun her. You are not wanted. You are

considered stubborn, strong headed. Someone who does not

respect traditions.” (Participant 6)

The main difference between the treatment of a married

woman compared to a widow is that people had no respect

for widows, they insult her, make false accusations, as well as

take her household belongings, and destroy her cultivated land.

One participant gave an example that community members

will intentionally destroy her crops by letting cows loose on

her farm.

“Challenges are many – you are despised because you are

a widow. People provoke you. Someone will let cows loose into

your farm to destroy your crops and you cannot protest. They

will not even apologize. Even if you protest, there is nothing

you can do to the person.” (Participant 6)

Three participants described that her in-laws persistently

avoided her in person and/or over the phone because they think

that she is asking for money as they know that she is alone and

had nobody for support.

“Yes, there is a difference. There is a difference because

when your husband dies, the family members shun you. They

say that when you go to see them or your brother in law or

son who comes to visit that you are going to beg them for

money especially in these times when people are very selfish.

So, people avoid you.” (Participant 18)

Only one participant mentioned that because of her status

as a widow, she has the freedom to do things that she has

planned because she doesn’t have to explain her intentions to

a husband like a married woman. The same participant did

not think there was a difference in treatment and status of

a widow compared to a married woman because regardless,

they have the same problems. The majority of the participants

mentioned that a married woman receives support and has

somebody to share and resolve problems, unlike a woman whose

status is a widow. The difference in the treatment between

how a married woman and a widow is evident by how they

are treated by men and other women in the community,

specifically married women, sisters-in-law, and mothers-in-

law.

Some participants explained that sources of conflict

and negative treatment from other women in the

community is because men who cleanse have wives,

some of whom do not agree with the practice. Two

participants stated that married women consider widows

a threat to their marriage because they believe that the

widow will snatch their husbands away from them.

If seen talking to men, the widow is falsely accused

of having an affair and is a source of tension between

community members.

One participant also stressed the fact that men in the

community do not want their wives interacting with the

widow because she is viewed as having ‘loose morals.’ All 27

participants described their experiences about how they are

perceived by community members as having a restricted life in

their interacting with other people.

Types of restrictions placed on an uncleansed widow

include not fetching water from the same stream, eating

with others, sitting on designated chairs, and not entering

other people’s homes thus limiting her interactions with other

community members. Several participants mentioned that a

widow cannot enter other people’s homes unless she is cleansed.

A widow who is not cleansed cannot come near other people

because it is believed that she has impurity and the spirit

of death.

‘The things the community does that force a widow to

be cleansed are they cannot come near you. They cannot

interact with you because they are fearful. You have a bad

omen[impurity] because your husband died. They avoid you

and keep their distance.’ (Participant 7)

The children are not allowed to see you. You cannot

eat with them. You cannot greet your grandchildren. I went

through a very difficult experience (Participant 19)

Eight widows detailed being restricted from entering other

people’s homes or fetching water because sexual cleansing had

not yet occurred.

‘They force you that you must be cleansed so that you can

interact with people. They do not want you to go near people

– interact with them. Like in my case when my husband died

and a father-in-law died, they did not want me to meet with

his wife, and yet we live in the same compound. We could

not go and fetch water from the same river. We cannot fetch

water from the same stream before I am cleansed, and she is

cleansed. So, restrictions were forced on us.’ (Participant 26)
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To be eligible to remarry

Widows reported living with the man who cleansed them,

and this was referred to as widow inheritance. Although widow

inheritance and sexual cleansing were terms not clearly defined

and used interchangeably, many of the widows did not live

with their cleansers after the ritual was complete. A widow is

cleansed to become a wife in the home as described in the

following excerpt:

A widow is cleansed because it is a tradition that was

set a long time ago. They [community members] believe that

if you are cleansed then you are a wife in the home. After

your husband dies you are cleansed to make you a wife in the

home. If you are not cleansed they know you will leave and go

and live elsewhere. If you are cleansed you become their wife.

(Participant 24)

The eligibility to re-marry was contingent on the age of the

children and the participant’s age when widowed. Widows who

had young children upon the death of their husband, and were

considered by in-laws and community members as young and

therefore having the ability to have more children, described an

obligation per tradition to go through sexual cleansing. This is

in contrast to the older widows with adult children that were

perceived to be beyond the child bearing age. Sexual cleansing

and widow inheritance prohibited the widow from having sexual

relationships. Young widows were sexually desirable and sexual

cleansing was prescribed to them by in-laws and community

members because the widow could have additional children as

illustrated in the excerpt below:

A widow is cleansed because of the myths the Luos have –

the family can say their brother has left a young wife who may

still want to get children. The Luos do not think that you can

be satisfied with 2 or 3 children like long time ago, it would be

said that our brother has left a wife so she is given somebody or

forced to be with somebody. There are families who will force

you to live with somebody. (Participant 25)

Also, financial support for the widow and her children was

a justification for sexual cleansing and widow inheritance as

depicted in the quote below:

During that time, I had to be cleansed because I was

young...I had four children. People felt regretful that I was left

with a very young family and wondered how I would manage.

(Participant 10)

Enforcement of sexual cleansing

The individuals within the community, especially the

widow’s family, in-laws, and children enforced sexual cleansing.

Sexual cleansing was enforced by inciting the children, treating

the widow with hostility, and restricting an uncleansed widow

from interacting with other community members and building

a homestead. The enforcement was in-place to uphold tradition

and prevent the death of the children.

Role of the widow’s family

Four participants discussed the role of their immediate

family in sexual cleansing. Examples included sending the

widow who has refused to be sexually cleansed back to her

matrimonial home because the father-in-law talked to the

widow’s family that sexual cleansing must occur to honor

tradition. Other examples include the sister hosting the widow

for a period of time if she has received a lot of pressure from

in-laws to be sexually cleansed but does not want to go through

the ritual.

“Widow cleansing is a community’s tradition. The

community and brother in-law forces widows to be inherited

especially if you have children, even if you’ve refused.”

(Participant 2)

Role of in-laws

The role of in-laws in the sexual cleansing ritual was

observed in the selection of cleansers either by performing sexual

cleansing themselves, introducing the cleanser, or paying for

a hired cleanser. They also incited the widow’s children and

treated her with hostility if she resisted being sexually cleansed. If

the brother-in-law is not performing the sexual cleansing ritual,

the cleanser is brought by the brother-in-law as a guest to the

widow’s household. Three of the participants mentioned that

they were unaware that the guest introduced by the brother-

in-law was the one to sexually cleanse her because they came

unannounced. Two other participants mentioned that a cleanser

was forcefully brought to the widow by her husband’s relatives

so that the cleanser could take the place of her late husband.

The widow is coerced by her in-laws into sexual cleansing

when they incite the children against her and tell her she cannot

visit the households of other relatives and/or build a new house

in the father-in-law’s compound. Only one participant described

that the widow has the power to choose not to be sexually

cleansed if she has supportive relatives who honor her decision.

‘It depends on the home where she’s married, if it’s a home

where inheritance is a must, she will be chased away but if it’s

a home where she’s left free, she will just do what she wants.’

(Participant 9)

More than half of the participants used the term force to

describe the demands communicated by in-laws to enforce

sexual cleansing. All of the widows had children and according
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to tradition, they were cleansed because of the children. Both

male and female children are incited to believe that their

uncleansed mother will kill them. The in-laws insisted that she

had to be cleansed because she is impure, and the widow was

not permitted to mingle freely, eat, and live with the children

in the home. The male children, especially, were most persuaded

because if their mother was uncleansed because they were unable

to build a home and consummate their marriages as described in

the following excerpt:

It was difficult for me but I have sons, so my brother-

in-law said my sons cannot build the homestead if I am not

cleansed. I was forced into it and I accepted it because of my

sons could be able to build and consummate their marriages

if I was cleansed. (Participant 2)

The collusion could lead to children abandoning their

mother who is not cleansed. Children abandoning their mother

was mentioned as withholding financial support if she is

not cleansed.

‘They tell them that if your mother is not cleansed,

you will die. Your mother wants to kill you or your

mother is eating with you. They incite them, even the

daughters are incited that your mother will bring them death.’

(Participant 25)

Several widows alluded to the fear of HIV in the community

as it relates to sexual cleansing when brothers-in-law refused to

cleanse because they are uncertain of the cause of death of the

widow’s husband. Instead, the brother-in-law brought another

brother-in-law from the clan or an outsider known to the family

or he will instruct the widow to look for a cleanser. Some widows

described the challenges of searching for a cleanser as instructed

by in-laws because if unable, she cannot return and/or stay in

the home.

Role of children

The role of the widow’s children was one of themain findings

as to why sexual cleansing occurred. Participants explained that

the uncleansed widow is blamed for the death of the children in

the family and community. Children had a role in influencing

their mothers to go through sexual cleansing. The children

were the widow’s children, but also her grandchildren and other

children in the community. A few widowsmentioned that if they

were not cleansed of impurity or evil spirits, the children would

be unhappy, hold grudges, and express worry that they would

die as demonstrated in the following quote:

She was not cleansed and she is touching your children

with a bad omen [evil spirit]. She is the one who has caused

your child’s death. So, the children have a grudge against you

that you have caused their child’s death. (Participant 8)

They tell them that if yourmother is not cleansed, you will

die. Your mother wants to kill you or your mother is eating

with you. They incite them, even the daughters are incited that

your mother will bring them death. (Participant 21)

Discussion

The current study adds to the limited existing literature

examining the social and cultural components, and significance

of sexual cleansing (8, 9). Study findings provide insight into

how the practice is socially constructed and reinforced in

practicing communities. The practice is a social construct

because its meaning is created through social interactions

based on the understanding and beliefs about death. According

to study findings, family especially in-laws and community

members enforce sexual cleansing because of the belief that

the widow is impure with evil spirits. Current studies have

illustrated that the sexual cleansing ritual removes impurity and

evil spirits tied to the dead, and its purpose is to protect the

family and community members (4, 8, 9, 11, 12). Impurity is

removed through sexual intercourse, a mandatory component

of the sexual cleansing process, which also protects them from

further harm such as illness (19). Individuals who do not

act accordingly based on the belief system are shunned and

ostracized (8).

The perceptions toward sexual cleansing are maintained

and reinforced through traditions. One of the key findings is

that widows were sexually cleansed because of the demands

that are placed on her by in-laws, immediate family members,

and community members. These demands are in place to

fulfill the Luo traditions and to protect the children, extended

families, and the community from evil spirits. Norms and

traditional customs of sexual cleansing are prescribed and are

non-negotiable because the widow is married into patrilocal

and patriarchal family structures (13). Study findings show that

the social pressure to honor tradition based on the cultural

expectations that a widow must be sexually cleansed reinforces

the practice by restricting the widow’s ability to interact with her

children, enter other people’s homes, complete daily activities

such as fetching water, and build/or repair a grass-thatched

house. These social pressures and restrictions are forms of social

control to create a normative compliance to abide by the norms

within the community. The Luo are organized by patrilineal and

patrilocal societies (27), where the woman is the wife of the

clan because she relocates and marries into the family. Common

features of systems of masculine hegemony, or patriarch, are the

social construction of men as superior to women, as women’s

providers and protectors, responsible for ensuring their welfare

and guarding their sexuality, and of intimate partner violence

as an aspect of masculinity and a legitimate means for men to

control and instruct women (28).Male children are highly prized

and a family without a male child holds low status in community
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(20). For men in patrilineal societies, the primary practices

associated with the attainment of manhood and adulthood were

provision of land to a wife or wives for subsistence farming,

establishing a household, and siring children, in addition to

gaining authority over one or more women through bride

wealth-based marriage (29). This is exemplified in the practice

of sexual cleansing and inheritance, as it is only widows that are

subjected to sexual cleansing. Due to this, the bereaved woman

is required to fulfill the rituals of sexual cleansing (13). This

demonstrates further that the practice of sexual cleansing is a

social construct because it is the product of the interactions

between the widow and others in the community (30).

Results of this study show that sexually cleansed widows

were forced into the cultural practice. Based on the perception

and compliance to the ritual as tradition, widows were excluded

in the decision making of whether or not to be cleansed because

brother in-laws brought cleansers unannounced and introduced

them as guests to the widow. Some participants reported that

they were locked in the house with the cleanser by the brother

in-law to ensure that the cleansing occurred. Further, findings

from this study suggest that sexually cleansed widows were

forced into the cultural practice. These findings suggest that

sexually cleansed widows were opposed to the practice which

is consistent with the findings of Cruz et al. (4). The study

by Cruz et al. (4) found that the majority of their participants

(189 women and 170 men) had unfavorable perspectives to

sexual cleansing and viewed it as outdated practice in present

society which undermined women’s rights and did not represent

equality of treatment between men and women. These findings

illustrate unequal gender power relations and the subservient

position of women to men. The practice can be attributed to

the oppression and subordination of women to men because

cultural demands to remove impurity in most African societies

are often placed on the widow and not the bereaved man (1, 4).

The social constructionism theory poses that the taken-for-

granted assumptions, referred to as the aspects of social life that

are unquestioned and widely accepted are in fact connected to

the interest of those in power, and are therefore reinforced in the

interest of the dominant social group (30, 31). Thus, the cultural

practice of sexual cleansing is a justification of oppression that is

labeled as tradition.

Sexual cleansing is institutionalized and reinforced in the

Luo community through restrictions placed on widows. Among

the Luos, it is customary that the woman relocates to where

her husband’s family is located because it is a patrilineal

culture (Philip et al., 20159). A widow is forced into wife

inheritance and consequently sexual cleansing to remain on her

late husband’s property. Thus, to remain on the property, the

widow must move from a stable structure to a grass-thatched

house, a temporary structure where the sexual cleansing will be

observed. These structures are poorly built, unstable, and bound

to destruction over time due to pests and weather conditions,

the widow must reside her until she is cleansed. Furthermore,

social restrictions were placed on the widow that she cannot

build a house without the assistance of a brother-in-law. These

restrictions were also applicable to her children especially sons

as they cannot construct a house without their mother being

sexually cleansed.

The means by which sexual cleansing is socially constructed

can be observed in the manner in which widow is treated

compared to a married woman. Widows reported being treated

negatively because her husband is deceased which is very

different from how a married woman would be treated. This

mal-treatment in form of abuse and ostracization is what

eventually leads the widow to accept sexual cleansing against her

wishes (8, 10). Also, widows are sexually cleansed because her

status is tied to her proximity to males to improve her status,

value, and treatment in the community. In some patrilineal

societies, the status, identity, and worth of women is tied to

her husband and his family (18). This conclusion is supported

by the findings of this study where the widows reported that

they were regarded and treated as “a nobody” because they had

no husband. Overall, the findings of this study are consistent

with current literature on wife inheritance and sexual cleansing

(4, 8–12).

The findings from this study demonstrate that the continued

perpetuation of sexual cleansing reinforces the patriarchal

system which subjugates women in society and this has several

implications for the health and wellbeing of widows in the

Luo community and women globally. Widowhood represents

not only the spousal loss and personal grief but the loss of

social status, financial strain and social isolation. For many

women in low-income countries in Africa and Asia, cultural

beliefs surrounding death and the ill-treatment of widows is

associated with dire negative emotional and psychological effects

(6; (7)). Sexual cleansing presents additional physical health

consequences such as an increased risk of HIV/AIDS and other

sexually transmitted diseases, as well as trauma from physical

abuse. Also, the fact that women are forced to fulfill these rituals

highlight the subversion of these women’s human rights and

autonomy. Women who may be opposed to this practice are

compelled via societal pressure to undergo cleansing. Further,

sexual cleansing threatens widows’ economic independence as

social restrictions prevent them from re-building their lives after

the loss of their spouse without the consent and support of a

brother-in-law. Also, there is the concern of the socialization of

young girls on women subordination with the practice of sexual

cleansing. In communities that uphold this practice, family

members and the society at large act as agents of socialization

as an uncleansed widow is considered a disgrace to herself and

to her family (8). The social construction of sexual cleansing

relies on this socialization process ensuring that these norms and

traditions are reproduced across generations.

The negative physical, mental, and social health implications

of widow sexual cleansing highlight the need for a multi-

level integrated interventions to eliminate the practice of
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sexual cleansing. These interventions should focus on increasing

and strengthening widows’ knowledge of the harms of the

practice and human rights at the individual level as well as

a community level educational intervention. Cultural norms

and practices are not static and can be transformed and re-

invented, evolving with changing times (32). Research shows

the increasing adoption of alternative rituals to widow sexual

cleansing with the advent of the HIV/AIDS epidemic (33).

These symbolic cleansing are performed without any actual

sexual intercourse and considered viable options to completing

cultural customs (34). The modification of the ritual in the Luo

community is imperative. However, as Banda and Kunkeyani

(35) have pointed out, it is important that changes to cultural

practices be socially transformative, as they touch on the

restructuring of belief systems and the re-negotiation of socio-

cultural contexts associated with sex and power relations. Efforts

geared toward increasing awareness of alternative rituals should

be accompanied with socio-economic empowerment initiatives

aimed at fostering self-reliance among widows (36).

This study is not without limitations. As this study focused

on the perspectives of widows that have undergone sexual

cleansing, the analysis was limited to their experiences. The

perspectives of widows who may have been able to resist the

practice were not included in this study. Future research may

build on the findings of this study by investigating strategies

employed to evade the ritual. Available research suggests that

a woman’s educational and economic status, to some extent,

grants the privilege to accept or reject which widowhood rites

to perform (37). Future research can also assess the role of

poverty in the continued practice of sexual cleansing of women

in the Luo community. It is possible that educated non-poor

women are not subjected to fulfilling the ritual and are therefore

able to resist the pressure for cleansing. Additionally, this

analysis lacks the perspective of the male in-laws as well as the

hired cleansers. Engaging men is imperative to understand the

continued perpetuation of the practice and can be instrumental

to eliminating it (38). Male perspectives of this cultural practice

can be assessed in future research studies.

Conclusion

This analysis is one step into an important area of research

that examines the viewpoints of widows. The results of this study

point to a further need to detail the social, emotional, financial,

and health implications aside from HIV that are common to

widows who are sexually cleansed. Such studies would bring

attention to the impact of sexual cleansing on widows that will

inform the community to ultimately decide whether or not

the practice ought to continue, as well as identify prominent

individuals and community-based organizations in mobilizing

the eradication of the practice.
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