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Abstract- Traditional male circumcision is a deeply
rooted practice in various African cultures, serving
as a pivotal rite of passage from childhood to
adulthood. This paper explores the vital role that
traditional male circumcision plays in transmitting
moral values and preparing initiates for adulthood in
African communities, with a particular focus on the
Bukusu ethnic group of western Kenya. The study
employs a qualitative approach, primarily relying on
secondary sources such as ethnographic accounts,
anthropological studies, and scholarly articles. The
analysis examines the general pattern and stages of
traditional male circumcision rites in Africa, the
moral and educational aspects embedded in the
separation, transition, and reintegration phases, and
the specific moral values and lessons imparted to
Bukusu initiates during the circumcision ritual. The
paper also investigates how modernization has
impacted the moral transmission role of Bukusu
circumcision. The findings suggest that traditional
male circumcision serves a crucial function in
passing on moral values and transforming boys into
responsible adults in African communities. The
Bukusu case illustrates how the rite cultivates virtues
such as courage, discipline, and respect. However,
modernizing influences have undermined but not
eliminated the moral significance of the practice.
The paper concludes by offering recommendations
for preserving and documenting the moral education
dimensions of traditional circumcision, adapting the
ritual to changing times while maintaining its core
character-building elements, and conducting further
research on the effects of modernization on
circumcision’s moral transmission role.
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l. INTRODUCTION

Traditional male circumcision is a practice deeply
rooted in various African cultures, serving as a pivotal
rite of passage from childhood to adulthood. This
ritual, which involves the surgical removal of the
foreskin of the penis, is performed on adolescent boys
and is often accompanied by a period of seclusion,
during which the initiates receive important teachings
and undergo rigorous training (Doyle, 2005). Beyond
its physical and medical aspects, traditional male
circumcision holds profound cultural, social, and
moral significance for the communities that observe it.
Across the African continent, from the Xhosa of South
Africa to the Gikuyu of Kenya and the Nso of
Cameroon, circumcision marks a critical juncture in a
young man's life, symbolizing his readiness to assume
the responsibilities and privileges of manhood
(Vincent, 2008; Wanyonyi, 2019). The ritual is not
merely a surgical procedure but a transformative
experience that tests the initiate's bravery, resilience,
and adherence to communal values. Through the
ordeal of circumcision and the subsequent period of
healing and learning, boys are expected to internalize
the moral codes, social norms, and cultural knowledge
that will guide them as adult members of their society
(Makwa, 2012).

This paper aims to explore the vital role that traditional
male circumcision plays in transmitting moral values
and preparing initiates for adulthood in African
communities, with a particular focus on the Bukusu
ethnic group of western Kenya. The Bukusu, like
many other African societies, place great emphasis on
circumcision as a means of inculcating essential
virtues, such as courage, discipline, respect for elders,
and commitment to the well-being of the community
(Kibebe & Mutua, 2012). By examining the specific
rites, teachings, and symbolism associated with
Bukusu circumcision, this paper seeks to illuminate
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the enduring moral and educational significance of this
ancient practice in the face of modernizing influences.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Existing research on traditional male circumcision in
Africa has extensively documented the practice as a
rite of passage and explored its cultural, social, and
medical dimensions. Scholars have emphasized the
significance of circumcision in marking the transition
from boyhood to manhood and its role in fostering a
sense of identity, belonging, and social cohesion
within  communities (Wanyonyi, 2019; Niang &
Boiro, 2007). Anthropological studies have shed light
on the diverse forms and meanings of circumcision
rituals across different African ethnic groups,
highlighting the common themes of bravery,
endurance, and the acquisition of masculine traits
(Doyle, 2005; Vincent, 2008).

The significance of traditional male circumcision as a
rite of passage has been a central focus of scholarly
inquiry. Niang and Boiro (2007) argue that
circumcision is not merely a physical act but a
symbolic process that transforms the initiate's social
status and identity. Through the ritual, boys are
separated from their mothers and the world of women,
undergo a period of seclusion and learning, and are
finally reintegrated into society as adult men with new
rights and responsibilities. This three-stage process, as
described by Van Gennep (1909), is a common feature
of rites of passage across cultures and serves to mark
important transitions in an individual's life course.

Research has also explored how traditional male
circumcision enables moral education and character
development among initiates. Ntombana (2011)
asserts that the ritual is a crucial means of transmitting
cultural values, social norms, and ethical principles to
the younger generation. During the period of
seclusion, initiates are taught about their duties and
obligations as men, the importance of respecting
elders, and the consequences of deviant behavior. The
physical pain and psychological challenges of
circumcision are believed to test and strengthen the
initiate's character, instilling qualities such as courage,
perseverance, and self-discipline (Mavundla et al.,
2009).
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While there is a substantial body of literature on
traditional male circumcision in Africa, there remains
a gap in research specifically focused on the moral
transmission role of Bukusu circumcision. Recent
studies have examined various aspects of Bukusu
circumcision, such as its socio-cultural significance
(Simiyu, 2015), its relationship to masculinity and
gender identity (Morell et al., 2011), and the impact of
modernization on the practice (Egesah, 2015).
However, there is a need for more in-depth exploration
of how Bukusu circumcision rites and teachings
contribute to the moral formation of initiates and the
perpetuation of cultural values across generations.

This paper aims to address this gap by providing a
detailed analysis of the moral education dimensions of
Bukusu circumcision, drawing on the insights of
recent ethnographic accounts and theoretical
discussions. By examining the specific rituals, songs,
and oral traditions associated with Bukusu
circumcision, this study seeks to illuminate the
complex ways in which the practice shapes the ethical
worldview and behavior of young men in the
community. Furthermore, by situating Bukusu
circumcision within the broader context of African
rites of passage and moral education, this paper
contributes to a deeper understanding of the enduring
cultural and psychological significance of such
practices in contemporary African societies.

I.  METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative approach to
investigate the role of traditional male circumcision in
moral transmission among African communities, with
a specific focus on the Bukusu ethnic group of Kenya.
The research primarily relies on secondary sources,
including ethnographic accounts, anthropological
studies, and scholarly articles that provide detailed
descriptions and analyses of circumcision rites and
their cultural significance.

The methodology involves a comprehensive review
and synthesis of relevant literature on traditional male
circumcision in Africa, with an emphasis on works
published since 2014 to ensure the inclusion of the
most recent research findings and theoretical
perspectives. The selected sources are critically
examined to identify key themes, patterns, and insights
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related to the moral and educational dimensions of
circumcision rituals.

Ethnographic accounts and anthropological studies
form the core of the data analyzed in this paper. These
sources offer rich, contextualized descriptions of
circumcision ceremonies, the symbolic meanings
attached to various ritual elements, and the social and
cultural dynamics surrounding the practice. By
engaging with the works of anthropologists and
cultural scholars who have conducted fieldwork
among the Bukusu and other African ethnic groups,
this study aims to develop a nuanced understanding of
how circumcision rites contribute to the transmission
of moral values and the socialization of initiates into
adult roles and responsibilities.

The analysis focuses on examining the specific
features and stages of Bukusu circumcision rites, as
well as the oral traditions, songs, and teachings that
accompany the ritual process. Attention is given to the
ways in which these cultural elements convey moral
messages, shape character traits, and reinforce social
norms and expectations. Comparative insights are also
drawn from studies of circumcision practices among
other African communities to highlight common
themes and variations in the moral significance of the
ritual across different cultural contexts.

Furthermore, the methodology involves a critical
assessment of the impact of modernization on
traditional male circumcision and its moral
transmission function. Recent studies that explore the
changing nature of circumcision rites in response to
factors such as urbanization, formal education, and the
spread of Christianity are examined to understand how
these transformations affect the cultural meaning and
efficacy of the practice in contemporary Bukusu
society.

By utilizing a qualitative approach that synthesizes
insights ~ from  ethnographic  accounts  and
anthropological studies, this paper aims to provide a
comprehensive and nuanced analysis of the role of
traditional male circumcision in moral education and
character formation among the Bukusu and other
African communities. The methodology allows for a
deep engagement with the cultural context and
symbolic dimensions of circumcision rites while also
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situating the practice within the broader landscape of
African rites of passage and the challenges posed by
modernization.

IV.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Traditional male circumcision rites in Africa typically
follow a general pattern that consists of three main
stages: separation, transition (liminal phase), and
reintegration (post-liminal phase) (Wanyonyi, 2019).
During the separation stage, the initiate is removed
from his familiar surroundings and separated from his
mother and the world of women. This symbolic
detachment marks the beginning of his journey
towards manhood and the acquisition of new
knowledge and responsibilities (Niang & Boiro,
2007).

The transition or liminal phase is the most critical
stage of the circumcision ritual, as it is during this
period that the initiate undergoes the physical
operation and participates in various ceremonial
activities and teachings (Mavundla et al., 2009). The
act of circumcision itself is often performed in a
secluded location, such as a forest or a specially
constructed shelter, and is accompanied by songs,
dances, and other ritual elements that imbue the
procedure with cultural meaning and spiritual
significance (Simiyu, 2015).

Throughout the transition phase, initiates are exposed
to a range of moral and educational teachings that aim
to shape their character and prepare them for adult life.
These teachings may include lessons on sexual
responsibility, respect for elders, the importance of
hard work and self-discipline, and the values of
courage, endurance, and loyalty to the community
(Ntombana, 2011). Initiates are also taught practical
skills, such as hunting, farming, and conflict
resolution, which are essential for their future roles as
men and leaders in their societies (Egesah, 2015).

In the specific case of Bukusu circumcision, the ritual
process is rich in moral and educational content that is
transmitted through various songs, oral traditions, and
ceremonial practices. For example, the sioyayo song,
which is sung during the procession to the
circumcision site, emphasizes the importance of
bravery and the consequences of cowardice, urging the

ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 486



© MAY 2024 | IRE Journals | Volume 7 Issue 11 | ISSN: 2456-8880

initiate to face the knife with courage and resolve
(Simiyu, 2015). Similarly, the khuminya songs
performed on the eve of the circumcision day contain
messages about sexual propriety, respect for elders,
and the virtues of hard work and self-reliance
(Wanyonyi, 2019).

During the seclusion period that follows the
circumcision operation, Bukusu initiates receive
further moral instruction from their male elders and
mentors. This phase, known as lubito, involves lessons
on the responsibilities of manhood, the proper conduct
of social relationships, and the consequences of
violating cultural norms and taboos (Kibebe & Mutua,
2012). Through these teachings, initiates are expected
to internalize the core values and ethical principles that
will guide their behavior as adult members of Bukusu
society.

However, the impact of modernization on traditional
male circumcision and its moral transmission role has
been a subject of growing concern among scholars and
community members alike. Studies have shown that
factors such as urbanization, formal education, and the
spread of Christianity have led to significant changes
in the way circumcision is practiced and perceived
among the Bukusu and other African communities
(Egesah, 2015; Morell et al., 2011).

One notable trend is the increasing medicalization of
circumcision, with more parents opting for hospital-
based procedures performed by trained healthcare
professionals rather than traditional circumcisers
(Egesah, 2015). While this shift may have positive
implications for the health and safety of initiates, it
also risks eroding the cultural meaning and moral
significance of the ritual, as the teachings and
symbolic elements associated with traditional
circumcision are often omitted or greatly reduced in
clinical settings (Kibebe & Mutua, 2012).

Moreover, the impact of formal education and
exposure to Western values and lifestyles has led some
young Bukusu men to question the relevance and
legitimacy of traditional circumcision practices
(Morell et al., 2011). As a result, the moral authority
of elders and the efficacy of the ritual as a means of
character formation and social control have been
challenged, leading to a perceived decline in the

IRE 1705850

transmission of cultural values and the erosion of
traditional gender roles and expectations (Wanyonyi,
2019).

Despite these challenges, many Bukusu community
members and scholars argue that traditional male
circumcision remains a vital and resilient institution
that continues to play a significant role in the moral
and social development of young men (Simiyu, 2015).
While adaptations and modifications to the ritual may
be necessary to address the changing realities of
contemporary society, the core values and teachings
embedded in Bukusu circumcision are seen as timeless
and essential for the preservation of cultural identity
and the promotion of responsible adulthood (Kibebe &
Mutua, 2012).

In conclusion, traditional male circumcision rites in
Africa, and specifically among the Bukusu of Kenya,
serve as important vehicles for the transmission of
moral values, practical knowledge, and social norms
from one generation to the next. Through the symbolic
acts, teachings, and rituals associated with
circumcision, initiates are transformed from boys into
men, equipped with the skills, values, and sense of
responsibility necessary for their adult roles in society.
While modernization poses significant challenges to
the practice and its moral significance, the resilience
and adaptability of Bukusu circumcision suggest that
it will continue to evolve and serve as a vital source of
cultural identity and moral education for generations
to come.

CONCLUSION

Traditional male circumcision rites in African
communities serve a vital function in the transmission
of moral values and the transformation of boys into
responsible adults. As a rite of passage, circumcision
marks a critical juncture in the lives of young men,
signifying their readiness to assume the roles and
responsibilities of adulthood. Through the various
rituals, teachings, and challenges associated with the
practice, initiates are exposed to a rich body of cultural
knowledge and moral instruction that shapes their
character and guides their behavior as members of
their societies.
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The case of Bukusu circumcision in Kenya provides a
compelling illustration of how traditional male
initiation rites can cultivate essential virtues and
values, such as courage, discipline, respect for elders,
and a strong sense of social responsibility. The songs,
oral traditions, and ceremonial elements that
accompany the Bukusu circumcision process are
imbued with deep moral significance, conveying
important lessons about sexual propriety, hard work,
self-reliance, and loyalty to the community. Through
the physical ordeal of circumcision and the subsequent
period of seclusion and instruction, Bukusu initiates
are challenged to demonstrate their bravery, resilience,
and commitment to the values and norms of their
culture.

However, the impact of modernizing influences, such
as urbanization, formal education, and the spread of
Christianity, has posed significant challenges to the
practice of traditional male circumcision and its role in
moral transmission. The increasing medicalization of
circumcision, the erosion of traditional authority
structures, and the exposure of young men to
alternative value systems have all contributed to a
perceived decline in the cultural significance and
efficacy of the ritual. As a result, some Bukusu
community members and scholars have expressed
concern about the potential loss of important moral
teachings and the weakening of social cohesion and
cultural identity.

Despite these challenges, the resilience and
adaptability of Bukusu circumcision suggest that the
practice will continue to evolve and serve as a vital
source of moral education and character formation for
future generations. While modifications and
adaptations to the ritual may be necessary to address
the changing realities of contemporary society, the
core values and teachings embedded in Bukusu
circumcision remain relevant and essential for the
promotion of responsible adulthood and the
preservation of cultural heritage.

In conclusion, traditional male circumcision rites in
African communities, as exemplified by the Bukusu
case, play a crucial role in the transmission of moral
values and the socialization of young men into the
roles and responsibilities of adulthood. While
modernizing influences have undoubtedly posed
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challenges to the practice and its moral significance,
the enduring importance of circumcision as a rite of
passage and a means of character formation suggests
that it will continue to adapt and serve as a vital pillar
of cultural identity and moral education in the face of
social change.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this study, the following
recommendations are proposed to address the
challenges faced by traditional male circumcision and
its role in moral education among African
communities, particularly the Bukusu of Kenya:

1. Preserving and documenting the moral education
dimensions of traditional circumcision: Given the
importance of traditional male circumcision in
transmitting moral values and cultural knowledge,
it is essential to undertake efforts to preserve and
document the teachings, songs, oral traditions, and
ceremonial elements associated with the practice.
This can be achieved through collaborative
initiatives involving community elders, cultural
scholars, and anthropologists, aimed at recording,
transcribing, and analyzing the rich body of
cultural material embedded in circumcision rites.
Such efforts will not only help to safeguard this
valuable cultural heritage but also provide a
foundation for future generations to understand
and appreciate the moral significance of the
practice.

2. Adapting the ritual to changing times while
maintaining its core character-building elements:
To ensure the continued relevance and vitality of
traditional male circumcision in the face of
modernizing influences, it is necessary to explore
ways of adapting the ritual to the changing realities
of contemporary society while maintaining its core
character-building elements. This may involve the
development of culturally sensitive interventions
that seek to integrate traditional teachings and
values with modern educational and health
practices. For example, collaborations between
traditional circumcisers, healthcare professionals,
and community leaders could help to ensure that
the physical and moral aspects of the ritual are
conducted in a safe, hygienic, and culturally
appropriate manner.
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3. Further research on the effects of modernization on
circumcision's moral transmission role: To better
understand the complex ways in which
modernization is impacting traditional male
circumcision and its role in moral education, it is
recommended that further research be conducted
on this topic. This may involve qualitative studies
that explore the experiences, perceptions, and
attitudes of Bukusu community members,
particularly young men and elders, regarding the
changing nature of circumcision practices and their
implications for cultural identity and moral
development. Additionally, comparative studies
that examine the effects of modernization on
circumcision rites across different African
communities could provide valuable insights into
the broader dynamics of cultural change and the
adaptive strategies employed by traditional
societies.

In conclusion, by implementing these
recommendations, it is hoped that the vital role of
traditional male circumcision in moral education and
character formation among African communities,
particularly the Bukusu, can be preserved,
strengthened, and adapted to the challenges of the
modern world. Through a combination of cultural
preservation, ritual adaptation, and further research,
the enduring significance of this ancient practice can
be ensured, allowing it to continue serving as a source
of cultural pride, social cohesion, and moral guidance
for generations to come
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