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A B S T R A C T

The effectiveness of education programmes, including comprehensive sexuality education (CSE), to address
gender-based violence in schools is under increasing scrutiny. Explanations for the persisting challenges with
these programmes have so far typically pointed towards ‘culture’. Drawing on a qualitative case study in
Ethiopia, this paper analyses the relations between gender-based violence and culture, as it is presented in CSE.
It reveals that uncritical conceptions of tradition and modernity, as well as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ cultures in CSE, fail
to address and discuss gender relations and patriarchy as the root causes of gender-based violence. This enhances
the vulnerability of young women and the reduces the effectiveness of CSE in addressing gender-based violence.

1. Introduction

Tensions that arise with promoting educational initiatives and
conducting research on sexuality in developing contexts are being in-
creasingly reported. On the one hand development and modernisation
are celebrated by young people as inspiring an ideal of free and liberal
sexual practices; yet at the same time they are viewed to be at odds with
a traditional cultural identity (Leclerc-Madlala, 2004; Parkes et al.,
2016; Lalor, 2004; Spronk, 2009). For instance, Lalor (2004) argues
that in Sub-Saharan Africa, there is a widespread (though contested)
belief that modernisation has led to a dramatic increase in child sexual
abuse; and Leclerc-Madlala (2004) reveals how ideals of modernity and
cosmopolitanism are believed to lead to transactional sex in South
Africa. Spronk (2009) also describes that sexuality is centrally placed in
the positioning of young urban professionals in Nairobi, as modern
subjects. However, for these young professionals, ‘proper morality’ re-
mains important to their modern sexual identities and is strongly con-
nected to cultural heritage and notions of ‘Africanness’. It is without
doubt that development efforts, including educational programmes for
the promotion of sexual health, affect notions of culture, modernity,
and tradition, as well as what is considered to be ‘proper’ (see e.g.
Bhana, 2015; Chilisa, 2005; Heslop et al., 2015).

Over the past two decades, research has paid increasing attention to
‘culture’ in relation to education programmes on sexuality and gender-
based violence. Some of this research has been inspired by concerns
that cultural barriers, mostly referring to tradition, negatively affect the
promotion of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) (see e.g.

Chandra-Mouli et al., 2015; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2016). At the same
time, post-colonial and feminist theorists have pointed out that con-
ceptualising culture as a barrier to sexual health offers a narrow and
simplified view of postcolonial and developing contexts (Chilisa, 2005;
Khau, 2012; Mohanty, 1991; Tamale, 2011). Sexual health research has
largely not considered contextual interpretations of what sexual health
means (Chilisa, 2005), and lacks a socio-historical approach to gender
and sexuality issues in Sub-Saharan African societies (Tamale, 2011).
These theorists argue that the ‘modern’ seems to be indicative of the
types of knowledge, understanding and information that has been de-
veloped in the West, which dominate interpretations of what ‘aware-
ness’ or ‘sexual knowledge’ should entail. In similar vein, several studies
have highlighted how ‘culture’ is often looked at to explain high pre-
valence rates of gender-based violence (Bhana, 2015; Kedir and
Admasachew, 2010; Meyer, 2008). However, little is known about how
teachers and students in schools, who are directly involved with
gender-based violence view the relationship between culture and
gender-based violence, and what an educational response to gender-
based violence should look like.

Against this backdrop, the study examines how students and tea-
chers interpret the relationship between culture and gender-based
violence, and how comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) should
discuss culture in relation to gender-based violence in schools in
Ethiopia. A limited number of studies examine how educational pro-
grammes, such as CSE, include discussions of culture (see e.g. Browes,
2015; Geary, 2007; Mukoro, 2017), however this discussion is not in
relation to gender-based violence. This study addresses this gap in
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research by drawing on data from interviews and focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) conducted in schools with CSE programmes running in
two separate fieldwork trips to Ethiopia. On both occasions, it was
striking that participants often referred to ‘culture’ as explanatory factor
for gender-based violence. The research reveals that notions of culture
and desired cultural change are highly gendered and influenced by
ideas of what is ‘modern’. This affects the vulnerability of young women
and limits the effectiveness of CSE to address gender-based violence.
The paper specifically addresses the implications for sexuality educa-
tion programmes in successfully addressing gender-based violence by
paying attention to culture.

1.1. Culture and gender-based violence

In light of growing attention for SRHR, gender-based violence is
receiving increased international attention. Aiming to explain high
prevalence of gender-based violence, Kedir and Admasachew (2010)
reveal how their sample of gender experts typically ‘blame’ culture for
persisting intimate partner violence in Ethiopia. The authors highlight
culture is often used as an excuse not to intervene or to remain silent
about violent behaviour, even if respondents think this is not a legit-
imate excuse (see also Bhana, 2015; Meyer, 2008). Arguably, ‘culture-
blaming’ reflects a narrative adopted by the general population in-
cluding young people, parents and teachers, although these groups in-
terpret differently the legitimacy of its explanation for violence. Tea-
chers in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa, for instance, use culture for
legitimising gender-based violence; referring to the dominant position
of men according to Zulu culture and expressing discontent about in-
creased attention to women’s rights that may threaten this superior
male position (Bhana et al., 2009). For some teachers, their attachment
to traditional culture is a form of nostalgia that is threatened by more
modern values of, in this case, gender equality and women’s rights
(DePalma and Francis, 2014).

The conceptual distinction between traditional and modern values
has become a common in debates about the relationship between cul-
ture, cultural change, and gender-based violence, as will be further
demonstrated in this paper. However, research has shown that this
perceived dichotomy is more nuanced. For instance, young girls posi-
tion themselves between notions of tradition and modernity in relation
to their sexual relationships, rather than on the one side or the other,
and their positioning may vary on context and time (Parkes et al.,
2016). Furthermore, the common belief that modernity leads to a de-
crease in gender-based violence has been contested (see Parkes et al.,
2016). Much of the literature agrees that the structural factors that
affect gender-based violence, such as social, political and economic
inequalities, are typically overlooked or simplified when static notions
of culture, modernity, or tradition are employed in research and/or
programme development (Bhana et al., 2009; Kedir and Admasachew,
2010; Shih et al., 2017).

Patriarchy is central in understanding linkages between culture and
gender-based violence (Winter et al., 2002). A discussion of the im-
balance of power in gendered relations ought to be central to ex-
planations of gender based violence (Leach and Humphreys, 2007).
Such power imbalances are often supported by patriarchal structures in
societies that favour male dominance and male sexual entitlement. In-
deed, since men have mostly held and controlled the powerful positions
in patriarchal societies, cultures have been shaped and influenced more
dominantly by men than by women. However, the fact that cultures
have been shaped in social and historical processes, also means that
they can be re-imagined and re-defined (Connell, 2002, 2012). In line
with concerns that static representations of culture may disregard the
complexities of contemporary communities (Parkes et al., 2016; Shih
et al., 2017; Spronk, 2009), this study engages with culture as a fluid,
socially constructed notion, that may vary dependent on context and
time, and that interacts with and changes in interactions and relations
with people and other cultures. Likewise, ‘modernity’ or ‘tradition’ do

not refer to uniform entities but to socially constructed concepts that
interact with each other and their wider social, economic and political
contexts. Within the thematic scope of this study, modernity is under-
stood as economic and social development achieved by means of formal
education and economic activity, reflected in individuals’ lifestyles,
beliefs and practices. Tradition refers to long-established customs or
beliefs that have been passed on from the one generation to the next,
often based on religious beliefs, indigenous knowledge, or customary
law and practice.

Gender relations and their implications for SRHR interact with these
notions of culture. For instance, ideals of female purity and decency are
part of the belief systems supporting the practice of female genital
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) amongst African migrants in Europe
(Alhassan et al., 2016), where the practice served as an act of affirming
a particular (African) cultural identity. In another study in South Africa,
virginity was shown to be associated with the decency and morally
good behaviour of women, which was not expected for men (Harrison,
2008). A focus on virginity testing seemed to revive with ‘neo-tradi-
tionalist and cultural’ approaches to HIV prevention (Harrison, 2008),
indicating the close interlinkages between culture, sexual health, and
gender relations. Such gendered ideals of decency are reinforced in
schools. A study in Kenya, Ghana, and Mozambique, for example, re-
veals that discourses in schools, families and religious institutions
which emphasise female chastity may lead to sexual coercion (Heslop
et al., 2015). Likewise, Dunne (2007) highlights that schools are gen-
dered institutions where young men and women are socialised through
gendered violence. In light of the interactions between gender and
culture, this paper analyses how notions of decency underpin (cultural)
values and practices that are the root causes of gender-based violence.
Decency here refers to practices that show morality and respectability,
most typically by emphasising the importance of female virginity and
sexual abstinence and innocence. It will be argued that addressing and
questioning ideals of ‘decency’ in CSE could be an important entry point
to addressing gender-based violence.

1.2. The role of culture in comprehensive sexuality education

CSE has been one of the many types of programmes implemented in
developing contexts in order to improve young people’s knowledge of
SRHR. CSE is premised on ideals of young peoples’ agency, self-de-
termination and right to make informed decisions (Hague, Miedema,
and Le Mat, 2017). Among the positive health outcomes reportedly
resulting from CSE are delayed age of first sexual experience and in-
crease in condom use (Kirby, 2008). It is also been argued that CSE
takes a comprehensive stance on wider societal issues such as ‘harmful
traditional practices’, gender-based violence, and addresses issues of
gender and sexual diversity (Braeken and Cardinal, 2008). As such, CSE
has the potential to shape attitudes and values towards these issues, and
to develop skills that go beyond maintaining one’s health. Non-health
outcomes that may result from CSE include better academic learning
outcomes, less violence, greater respect and understanding towards
others, and improved gender relations (UNESCO, 2018b).

While some of these positive outcomes have clearly been shown in
research, the contested nature of CSE in relation to culture has largely
not been scrutinised. In sexual health programmes, ‘culture’ often tends
to be understood as a threat to successfully implementing comprehen-
sive programmes (Chandra-Mouli et al., 2015; Vanwesenbeeck et al.,
2016). This barrier is mostly associated with persisting forms of gender
inequality and the prevalence of ‘harmful traditional practices’ that are
considered to be a part of ‘culture’. Research has shown that a focus on
culture in SRHR educational programmes wrongly assume a narrow
causal relationship between culture and behaviour (Geary, 2007; Shih
et al., 2017). Indeed, re-instilling ‘good’ cultural practices does not
address the root causes of problems leading to HIV, which are more
deeply embedded in social and economic structures (Shih et al., 2017).
In line with post-colonial critiques, education programmes that
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conceptualise culture merely as barrier or cause for certain behaviours
are thus at risk of adopting a ‘developmentalist’ approach (Lewis, 2002)
to sexuality education where the ‘modern’ is indicative of the types of
knowledges of what SRHR should entail.

It has also been argued that educational programmes could use
culture as an entry point to nurture responsible, ethical, and healthy
behaviour (Geary, 2007). In this way, education can play a pivotal role
in establishing a critical relationship between individuals and their
cultural, social, and economic context (Geary, 2007; Parkes et al.,
2016), and, we argue, in examining gender relations within that cul-
tural, social and economic context. In the same vein, Mukoro (2017)
proposes that a ‘culturally sensitive sexuality education’ should not try
to ‘resolve’ issues of cultural diversity in sexuality education, but in-
stead such education should sensitize and expose students to conflicting
(cultural) values. A mono-cultural sexuality education in which con-
tents, approach and expected outcomes are defined by a single sexual
culture risks obscuring cultural differences and alienating students who
identify with different sexual cultures or ideals (Mukoro, 2017). In what
follows, this paper will bring further nuance to debates about the lin-
kages between culture, CSE, and gender-based violence by unpacking
how teachers and students interpret culture as a cause for gender-based
violence, and analysing how CSE can include discussions on this.

2. Research context

Education is considered an important means of addressing gender
inequalities in Ethiopia. According to UNESCO statistics, Ethiopian
primary and secondary schools have nearly achieved gender parity
(Gender Parity Index (GPI) being 0,91 and 0,96 respectively), yet
gender parity in tertiary education is lagging behind (GPI 0,48) ac-
cording to the latest statistics of 2015 (UNESCOa, 2018). Many girls
face child marriage (41% marry under 18 according to UNFPA, 2012),
FGM/C (74% according to UNICEF, 2013), domestic violence, and
fewer work opportunities than men (UN-HABITAT, 2008). Teenage
pregnancies are a growing concern, with an average of 10% of
15–19 year olds falling pregnant (CSA and ICF, 2016). Gender in-
equality and highly patriarchal structures in Ethiopian society are
among the root causes of unmet SRHR needs (Pankhurst, 2014). Pros-
titution was among the major problems facing young women in the
geographical context of study (as came forward through the data as
well). This often resulted from migration, job seeking, economic chal-
lenges, and family pressure (Hoot et al., 2006; Van Blerk, 2008).

Reliable statistical data on the prevalence of gender-based violence
in schools is difficult to retrieve, and Ethiopia is no exception. Numbers
that do give an indication about the scope of the problem are not always
consistent. For instance, Ethiopia’s prevalence rate of intimate partner
violence is one of the highest among countries included in the World
Health Organisation (WHO) Multi Country Study of Violence Against
Women, and 71% of ever-partnered women (15+ years old) reported
to have experienced physical or sexual violence (WHO, 2005). Simi-
larly, a doctoral study on sexual violence in secondary schools in the
East of Ethiopia, reports that 70% of the young men and 68% of the
young women had respectively offended or become a victim of sexual
violence (Bekele, 2012). A more recent study on violence against chil-
dren, however, reports that in Ethiopia, 26.3% of women older than 15
and 12.9% of adolescent girls (aged 15–19) have experienced intimate
partner violence (the latter statistic relying on national survey data)
(Know Violence in Childhood, 2017). What should be noted is that the
percentages of adolescent girls who have experienced sexual violence in
Ethiopia is in the top 20 of the 168 countries included in this overview.
Therefore, even if these percentages suggest a dramatic decrease of
violence over time, they remain high compared to other countries. At
the same time, these statistics indicate the need to triangulate several
data sets for reliable statistical information on the prevalence of sexual
violence.

Sexual and reproductive health (SRH) for young people is a policy

priority for Ethiopia, with many actors involved in the issue as part of a
development agenda. CSE is one of the many types of programmes that
are implemented in Ethiopia to improve young people’s knowledge and
awareness of their SRH. CSE programmes are widely supported in the
country by UN-agencies, European governments and numerous
Ethiopian NGOs, CSOs and Charities Organisations. Ethiopia’s 2009
Charities Proclamation, however, has restricted organisations sup-
ported by foreign funds in working on rights and advocacy. SRH edu-
cation and programmes in Ethiopia are therefore primarily focused on
promoting health, with rights remaining implicit and the final ‘R’ of
SRHR being omitted.

The CSE programme in this study is a computer-based programme
developed in the Netherlands and adapted in Ethiopia to make the
programme context-specific (for example a lesson on ‘harmful tradi-
tional practices’ was added and language on rights was revised). The
programme aims to empower young people to make their own decisions
by giving factual information about sexuality. Its roots are in gender
and rights- based approaches, in line with international guidance
documents, such as the ‘It’s All One’ curriculum (International Sexuality
and HIV Curriculum Working Group, 2009) and the International
Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (ITGSE) (UNESCO, 2018b).
It is an extra-curricular programme that consists of 16 lessons, with one
lesson focusing on gender-based violence. The sessions take place in
mixed-sex classes, and in each school a small sub-selection of students
participate in the programme depending on their interest, availability,
and in some schools overall performance. In the schools of study, the
programme is offered to students between grade seven and ten (age
14–18).

The CSE programme was selected as a case study when it was in the
first phase of piloting and implementation in Ethiopian schools. Within
this context, the CSE programme was seen as a promising initiative that
could address gender-based violence and broader gender and sexual
health concerns, and was among the first CSE programmes to be im-
plemented in the country. However at the national level there was no
discussion of integrating the programme into the formal curriculum.
Teachers struggled with implementing the programme within the al-
located time framework, and expressed need for additional training.
Furthermore, young people at times felt the programme communicated
gender-biased messages and was not always inclusive of the diversity of
young peoples’ needs and realties (Le Mat, 2017). Despite these chal-
lenges, young people and the teachers who had participated in/fa-
cilitated the CSE programme, were overall positive about its approach;
it not only led to better knowledge about gender equality and SRH, but
was also considered to decrease gendered bullying, improve social skills
such as empathy, and enhance academic learning outcomes thanks to
improved self-esteem and English language skills. As such, many tea-
chers, students, and NGO stakeholders recommended the programme
expands in reach, if not be fully integrated into the national curriculum.

3. Methods

This paper draws on data from two consecutive fieldwork trips to
Ethiopia, which investigated how CSE can address school-related
gender-based violence. The fieldwork engaged with teachers and stu-
dents in one school in Addis Ababa (April-May 2013) and five schools
and one out of school youth centre1 in the Oromia region (April-May
2014). All of the education centres included in the research provided
the same extra-curricular CSE programme, which was implemented by
an Ethiopian NGO in collaboration with Dutch expert organisations on
SRHR. The school in Addis Ababa was located in the merchant centre of
the city, where many migrants from rural areas of the country reside.
The schools in Oromia were located in the Southwest Shewa Zone, in

1 The out of school youth centre is referred to as ‘school’ in the results section,
for anonymity reasons
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towns with between 10.000 and 40.000 inhabitants. The schools hosted
students from the town as well as surrounding villages as the schools
were close to main roads. This location made the schools accessible to
NGOs, facilitating collaboration for education programmes such as CSE.
In all school contexts, poverty is one of the major concerns for students’
families.

In total, 57 interviews and nine focus group discussions (FGDs) were
held with 68 students and 37 teachers, who were directly concerned
with the CSE programme and addressing gender-based violence in
schools (see Table 1 for an overview). Students were between 14 and 20
years old, and were in grades seven to ten (with the exception of stu-
dents in the out-of-school youth centre). All teachers in Oromia region
were CSE teachers, and in Addis Ababa a broader selection of teachers
was included, in addition to all CSE teachers in the school. When pos-
sible, interviews were held in English but sometimes an interpreter was
used to translate the interviews or FGDs. Interviews were held mostly
individually, but when students preferred they were conducted as duo-
or group-interviews with their close friends. Interviews took between
30–40min. FGDs lasted one to one and a half hour and consisted of
between three to six participants. FGDs were conducted according to
age group and students and teachers were not mixed. Seven FGDs with
students were held in six of the seven education centres. One of the
students’ FGDs were mixed-sex, and six single-sex. The two FGDs with
teachers were held in the school in Addis Ababa.

Schools and the out-of-school-youth centre were purposively se-
lected in collaboration with the partner NGO. Selection was based on
the presence of the CSE programme in the school and availability and
interest to participate from the school (or youth centre) management
and CSE teachers. All participants were approached in person for par-
ticipation. Student participants were first approached by their CSE
teacher who is usually known to be a trusted teacher in the school. As
such, although the CSE teacher was informed about the aim of in-
cluding a sample of students with diverse background, there may be
bias in the responses due to the teachers’ selection, as well as student
self-selection. Interviews and FGDs with students and teachers were
held in the CSE classroom, which was considered to be the space were
students and teachers would feel most comfortable to speak freely and
in privacy. In addition to FGDs and interviews, ethnographic notes were
taken and conversations were held with Ethiopian SRH experts and
Dutch nationals working on SRH in Ethiopia to further contextualise the
emerging findings.

The interviews and FGDs were designed and conducted by the first
author of this paper and further validated in collaboration with the
Ethiopian partner NGO and after a first round of interviews. Topics
during interviews and FGDs included the causes of gender-based vio-
lence, how CSE should address these causes, its relevance in doing so,
and the challenges. Before starting the interview or FGD, anonymity
and confidentiality was assured and participants’ verbal consent was

asked for their participation in this research. The participants’ permis-
sion was asked to record the conversations and they were free to switch
off the recorder in case they felt uncomfortable, or withdraw from the
study. All data were stored anonymously in a protected off-line drive.
Ethical procedure was approved by the authors’ University ethics
board.

Recordings of the interviews and FGDs were transcribed and coded
in two analytical phases. A pre-defined code list was developed based
on a literature review and used for the first coding phase. The list in-
cluded codes such as causes of GBV, addressing GBV, challenges in ad-
dressing GBV, and relevance of CSE. Initial analysis found that ‘culture’
was often mentioned in all of these code categories. The second step in
the analysis therefore involved an unpacking of how culture was con-
ceptualised in relation to gender-based violence and CSE. All excerpts
that were coded as culture were listed, further coded and organised
manually to unravel recurring categories of analysis and linkages be-
tween concepts. The analysis process was geared towards identifying
common interpretations of culture as a cause for gender-based violence
and how this is addressed in CSE. Hence, the paper presents commonly
shared interpretations, but highlights when relevant differences be-
tween categories of respondents appeared.

4. Results

4.1. Interpretations of culture as a cause for gender-based violence

4.1.1. Modernity, tradition, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ culture
Students and teachers typically referred to culture as one of the

main causes of gender-based violence. In what follows, our analysis
highlights how elements of both traditional aand modern cultures are
associated with these causes. For instance, modern culture was thought
of as a result of globalisation and influences from abroad, which inspire
young people to follow the overly sexualised ideals that are portrayed
in popular media. Participants stated this could lead to sexual coercion
and other forms of gender-based violence. Traditional culture, on the
other-hand, was thought to lead to gender-based violence and gender
inequality more broadly by valuing men more than women:

[Gender inequality] is there because of, first it’s a traditional cul-
ture. This is the main cause, of all traditional cultures. Because of in
the past, there is a misunderstanding that is the inferiority and su-
periority of males and females. That way is the females only working
in house and [giving birth to] the babies. That is the only works of
the girls. That is the traditional culture. [Addis Ababa, school1,
student4, male]

Participants discussed that such traditional culture leads to in-
equalities in gender roles, limited opportunities for women, misogynist
language, and sexual coercion.

Table 1
Number of participants in interviews and FGDs.

Addis Ababa Oromia region (combined)a Total (N=105)

Interviews FGDs Interviews FGDs

Young women 9 5 (1 FGD) 8 11 (2 FGDs) 5 (1 FGD, Mixed: 1 female, 4 male) 34
Young men 6 5 (1 FGD) 7 12 (2 FGDs) 34
Female teachers 6 3 (1 FGD) 10 / 19
Male teachers 6 5 (1 FGD) 9 / 18b

Total 27 18 34 28 105c

a While the issues at stake in each school and each town may differ contextually, for clarity of data presentation, interviews in all towns in Oromia region outside
Addis Ababa are combined in this Table.

b The total is not be the cumulative of all numbers in the row, because two participants participated in both an interview and a FGD. They are not counted twice in
this cell.

c The total is not be the cumulative of all numbers in the column, because two participants participated in both an interview and a FGD. They are not counted twice
in this cell.
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In order to better understand the linkages between culture and
gender-based violence, it is first important to analyse more closely what
participants meant by ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ cultures. Modern cul-
ture typically referred to economic and social development, exposure to
and interaction with the ‘globalised’ world (i.e. films, foods, and people
from other (developed) countries), wealth, being educated, liberal va-
lues about women’s roles in society, and gender equality. Traditional
culture on the other hand referred to Ethiopian dancing and music
based on folklore, traditional (Ethiopian) clothing, eating together,
respecting parents and elders, taboos around sexuality, practicing re-
ligion, ‘harmful traditional practices’ (such as FGM/C, abduction, and
child marriage) and gender inequality more broadly.

Interestingly, students and teachers typically divided their culture
into a ‘bad’ and ‘good’ binary. They considered education essential to
become knowledgeable about this:

Now, I understand more about my culture, that there are bad cul-
tures that bring bad influence, and good ones that need to be ap-
preciated. I protect myself from bad cultures. [Town1, School1,
FGD, student4, female].

Some students, mostly in the school in Addis Ababa, added that the
‘bad’ culture was changing as Ethiopia is moving on towards a devel-
oped country, but that the embeddedness of this ‘bad’ culture remained
visible in gender discrimination or harassments in school, sports classes,
as well as poor academic performance of girls. They thought these
forms of inequalities to be more prevalent in the (less-developed) rural
areas than in urban Addis Ababa, even though young women in the
school in Addis Ababa experienced gender discrimination and violence
(Le Mat, 2016).

In the context of sexual and gender relations, both traditional and
modern cultures were thought to have ‘bad’ and ‘good’ sides (for an
analytical summary, see Fig. 1). The ‘good’ sides of modernity related to
exposure to international interactions, new (scientific) knowledge, ac-
cess to education and increased attention for women’s rights. ‘Bad’ sides
of modernity were associated with overly liberal standards about sexual
activity, pre-marital sex, young women’s clothing, divorce, prostitution,
and sexually explicit media. For traditional culture, ‘good’ sides were
folkloric Ethiopian dancing and music, eating together, and practicing
religion. In participants’ views, religion was separated from ‘bad’ tra-
ditions such as FGM/C. This reflects that FGM/C in Ethiopia is mostly
seen as a traditional rather than a religious practice, despite the fact
that in some regions of the country religious leaders strongly support
the practice (Pankhurst, 2014; Østebø and Østebø, 2014). ‘Bad’

traditional culture referred to such ‘harmful traditional practices’, also
including abduction and child marriage, being ashamed to speak about
sexuality, girls being disadvantaged in society, including in education,
and gender inequality more broadly.

It should be noted that, contrary to an understanding of culture as
fluid and socially constructed in a particular context and time, parti-
cipants often expressed fixed ideas about what is ‘traditional’ or
‘modern’, and ‘good’ or ‘bad’. This would suggest there is very little
interaction between ‘traditional’ and’ modern’ values for instance, and
that these are static notions. In fact, as will be revealed throughout the
remainder of this paper, such categorical understandings of culture
were predominant in ideas about how gender-based violence should be
addressed, including in the CSE programme.

4.1.2. Gender equality as a reflection of modernity?
Gender equality was at the core of teachers and young people’s

understandings as to the role of culture in addressing gender-based
violence and promoting social and economic development more
broadly. The majority of the participants agreed to the idea of pro-
moting gender equality in their society. Some teachers and students
held the opinion that promoting gender equality is not necessary any-
more as Ethiopia has already developed the adequate non-dis-
criminatory legal frameworks. However, the fact that participants agree
with the idea of gender equality, did not always mean they behaved in
accordance with the ideals of gender equality, as revealed in other
studies in the same schools (Kosar-Altinyelken and Le Mat, 2018; Le
Mat, 2016, 2017).

FGD analysis reveals that there is agreement amongst participants in
the definition of gender equality; that is girls and boys being able to do
the same things, walking, talking and dressing freely without having to
worry about other peoples’ comments, sharing burdens in household
tasks, and getting the same opportunities to and within education and
the labour market. Interestingly, gender equality was often immediately
related to notions of culture, tradition and modernity. For instance, in
an FGD, female teachers mentioned how symbolic meanings in their
society, such as elilta (a form of ululation to express happiness), illu-
strated how girls and boys were treated and valued differently right
from their day of birth:

Teacher7: For instance, during the birth time, in the culture, (…) the
backward society thinks that whenever a man is born, [one has to]
do elilta more than six times. When it is a woman (…)
Teacher8: (…) When a woman [gives birth to] a baby boy, the time
of elilta is seven times. But when [she gives birth to a] girl, the elilta

‘Bad’ Culture ‘Good’ Culture

Modernity

Overly liberal standards about e.g. sexual 
ac vity and young women’s clothing;
Pre-marital sex;
Divorce;
Pros tu on;
Sexually explicit media.

Economic and social development;
Exposure to and interac on with the outside 
world;
Access to scien c knowledge;
Openness to speak about sexuality;
Being educated;
Women’s rights;
Women’s par cipa on in labour market;
Gender equality.

Tradi on

Male superiority;
Few educa on/employment opportuni es 
for women; 
‘Harmful tradi onal prac ces’, e.g. female 
circumcision and child marriage; 
Shame around sexuality;
Gender inequality.

Folkloric Ethiopian dancing and music;
Tradi onal (Ethiopian) clothing;
Ea ng together;
Respec ng parents and elders;
Prac cing religion (Chris anity, Islam).

Fig. 1. Analytical summary of participants’ common conceptualisations of 'good' and 'bad' modern and traditional culture in Ethiopia.
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is only five times. [Addis Ababa, school1, FGD, teachers7,8, female]

Clearly, not only the notion of (traditional) culture is relevant here,
but by referring to ‘backward society’, these teachers demonstrated, in
line with other interviews (see section 4.2.2), that gender inequality is
associated with the uneducated segments of society and lack of devel-
opment, as opposed to the urban ‘modern’.

As much as modernity seemed to be conflated with development
and ‘good’ cultures that provide the same opportunities to girls as to
boys, modernity was equally associated with threats. These threats
mainly concerned Ethiopian culture and identity, but interestingly were
also considered to pose limitations to addressing gender-based violence.
One teacher observed:

[Young people] see different kinds of films, different kinds of pro-
grammes from outside [our country], they know more about dif-
ferent kinds of things. (…) But, sometimes globalisation it has own
negative impact. First, it pushes our culture sometimes, in some
ways. So that culture, that’s why they do different kinds of sexual
violence. They get these things from globalisation. [Addis Ababa,
School1, FGD, teacher8, female]

Globalisation, in this case referring to exposure to foreign (sexually
explicit) films and music, was seen as a factor that influences and in-
spires young people to become sexually active at a younger age, for
boys to have many girlfriends at the same time, and for girls to make
use of their sexuality to live a more ‘cosmopolitan’ lifestyle in the form
of transactional sex. This is reflective of tensions highlighted in other
studies, where modernisation is, on the one hand, celebrated by young
people as inspiring an ideal of free and liberal sexual practices, yet at
the same time viewed to be at odds with a traditional cultural identity
(Leclerc-Madlala, 2004; Parkes et al., 2016; Lalor, 2004; Spronk, 2009).
The following findings further reveal that interpretations of the link
between modernity and sexuality are highly gendered, where girls in
particular are more vulnerable to negative prejudices.

While these issues came up in all schools, sex as a ‘pursuit of
modernity’ (Leclerc-Madlala, 2004) emerged in particular in the urban
school setting in Addis Ababa, where notions of modernity and globa-
lisation were associated with attracting girls to sex work and transac-
tional sex. For instance, when discussing the meaning of gender
equality and the causes of gender-based violence during interviews and
FGDs with teachers, many immediately emphasised that in the vicinity
of the school (sabategna, piaza, and the regional bus station autobistera)
prostitution was highly prevalent. According to teachers, this affected
the behaviour of their students, in particular female students:

Our students are the neighbour of those prostitutes, so they can
observe a lot of different things while those prostitutes are acting
towards individuals to get money. So they keep this in mind, they
come to school, they act like those prostitutes. [Addis Ababa,
School1, teacher17, male]
I don’t think that money is the only thing to get them into. They take
it as a modernisation. When they are participating in such activities,
they feel they are modern, they are trendy, [like] their peers, their
friends, and they behave in a wrong way. Naturally, they are not like
that. But they are exposed to the time, the time is automatically
changing. They are exposed to pornography, they are exposed to
foreign films, movies. [Addis Ababa, School1, FGD, teacher2, male]

Interpretations of why their students would ‘act like prostitutes’ was
diverse among teachers. In an FGD with female teachers, the issue was
approached with a lot of emotion and sympathy, and explanations in-
cluded poverty, sex for survival (see also Leclerc-Madlala, 2004; Heslop
et al., 2015), family background, vulnerability to peer pressure, and
being forced into (abusive) sexual relationships. For many SRH experts
and male teachers, however, prostitution was clearly motivated by
ideals of modernity, yet, they added, this was not the students’ ‘natural’
behaviour (see also Kosar-Altinyelken and Le Mat, 2018).

It is striking to see how the ‘bad’ influence of modernity affected
understandings of girls’ freedoms and sexual relationships more than
boys’. This extended to ideas of girls’ dress and style, where teachers
and students observed that some girls in the school had changed their
looks. They typically associated girls showing more skin in the ways
they dress, wearing jewellery, artificial (‘European’) hair, and make-up,
with the desire to be modern. Some argued that the clothing, hair style
or make-up of some female students was ‘too inviting’, meaning they
must be held responsible for any sexualised acts they ‘call upon them-
selves’. These sexualised acts extended to teacher-student relationships.
Many students and teachers shared how they knew of cases, or were
personally approached by either a teacher or a student, for sex in ex-
change for books, money, or good grades (see also Le Mat, 2016). In
some cases this led to female students dropping out of school if they
were approached by a teacher who expected them to be interested in
grades or books in exchange for sex against the girl’s will. It is ironic
that modernity, associated with gender equality and completing edu-
cation, was equally considered to lead girls to dropping out of their
education or severely limiting their engagement with learning, in this
case through very sexualised encounters and expectations.

4.2. Promoting ‘good modernity’ in CSE

Participants saw education, and especially CSE, as an opportunity to
change understandings of gender roles and relations that pose limita-
tions to girls, and as such as a means to achieve development. It was
considered essential for students to get ‘the right knowledge’ about
gender and sexual health. This notion of ‘right’ information generally
referred to modern, scientific, factual information, as opposed to the
traditional ‘myths’ present in Ethiopian society. In the CSE programme,
‘myths’ refer to beliefs that preserve practices such as FGM/C, child
marriage and virginity-testing. These practices or beliefs are rooted in
patriarchal traditions that are considered essential to instilling good
moral behaviour and obedience in girls. By providing factual informa-
tion, the CSE programme aimed to discourage these traditional prac-
tices, or contest the ‘myths’ surrounding them, by emphasising the
dangers they pose to young women’s health and futures. Teachers and
students expected that providing scientific information would lead
young people and communities to make right decisions (i.e. abstinence-
until-marriage; supporting female participation in education and the
labour market), which in turn would lead to future family wealth or
broader country development. The following sections present illustra-
tions of how educating young people about ‘facts’ and ‘myths’ were
thought to address the cultural causes of gender-based violence, re-
flecting on the limitations of this approach, and highlighting the un-
derpinning ideals of decency that were prominent in conceptualisations
of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ cultures, yet prescribe certain restrictive behaviours
to girls that were reinforced through CSE lessons. It will reveal how the
root causes of gender-based violence cannot be addressed by contesting
culture alone, and underlying assumptions about gender relations and
decency need to be better dealt with.

4.2.1. Myths, facts, and going ‘the right way’
Opposing traditional ‘myths’ with the right information was con-

sidered especially important in the towns in Oromia region, where
teachers and students expressed discrepancy between the messages and
beliefs that are present in the community and what is learned in the CSE
classroom. For instance, one belief held is that girls who have devel-
oped big breasts have had sexual intercourse, which is considered
shameful outside marriage and is often a trigger for bullying. By op-
posing this ‘myth’ with scientific ‘facts’, students learned to see this
from another perspective; in this case decreasing gendered bullying.
This aspect of the programme was appreciated especially by girls, as it
relieved them from certain speculative prejudices, such as this relation
between breast-size and virginity. At the same time, however, values
underlying female virginity and sexual innocence were not questioned,
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supporting ideals of female chastity.
Changing ‘traditional’ notions and providing new perspectives to

cultural beliefs also led to increased confusion and tensions. This was
particularly the case with teaching about virginity. CSE teaches the
‘fact’ that both girls and boys can be virgins, as it means not having had
sexual intercourse, and that virginity cannot be tested. Teachers felt
challenged in fully explaining this:

Virginity is confusion for them, they know a different thing pre-
viously. The information [that virginity cannot be tested] is con-
fusing and a surprise to them. (…) our culture… it takes time to
change their minds. Because they believe that virginity is for only
for girls. So it takes time to convince, for teachers it’s difficult.
[Town4, School2, teacher2, female]

Because of these conflicting messages, teachers expressed a need for
more evidence and information on virginity. However, this ‘factual’
information was not discussed in reference to the underlying values in
society, where virginity is associated with virtues of decency, moral
behaviour, and being respectful towards elders. This discrepancy be-
tween the ‘factual’ information and the generally accepted underlying
implications in society led to increased confusion for students. Students
reported not understanding the definition of virginity and male students
reported an overemphasis on girls’ virginity, lack of guidance and
clarity on what virginity means for boys and how boys can lose their
virginity. This therefore indicates that the ‘scientific’ information in the
CSE programme was not sufficient; students wanted to discuss the im-
plications and meanings of virginity in relation to their identity as
young women or young men embedded within their society.
Furthermore, a purely scientific discussion of the definition of virginity
did not necessarily disrupt ideals of decency and female sexual in-
nocence, reinforcing restrictive notions of ‘proper’ female behaviour.

In the school in Addis Ababa, teachers and students felt that edu-
cation, including CSE, should be better tailored towards the specific
realities and experiences of young people in their school environments
– particularly issues that were associated with globalisation and cul-
tural change. This included discussing the influence of pornography,
Western media, the prevalence of prostitution, and symbolic meanings
of how to dress and when/what kind of sexual relationships are ap-
propriate (it should be noted that these questions were also relevant in
Oromia region, yet les emphasised). In an FGD, teachers concluded that
their lessons should include more emphasis on nurturing individual
responsibility and consciousness:

Teacher5: We cannot stop the effect of globalisation. Nobody can
stop it. We cannot stop [students] watch these unnecessary things.
(…) We can, for example, in our school we block the pornographic
parts, we block Facebook and some, we have internet connection
here. We only have Google for some useful information. But, we
cannot stop it completely. The very thing is, the very serious thing
is, to limit them, to block them. Not to go to these areas. Or, we have
to allow them to watch, but consciously.
Teacher2: We have to do that side by side. We need to teach them
not to do that, and also we need to avoid the accessibility of these
bad things. For example pornography is accessible in every small
shop.
Teacher1: We may block Facebook or pornographies but they may
get at the website using different links. We can’t stop by this matter.
We [should] teach them to go in the right way. The option is up to
them. This is the responsibility what they are expected to grow.
[Addis Ababa, School1, FGD, teachers1,2,5, male]

As becomes evident from the above quotes, teachers did not always
feel clear or well prepared with regards to their roles in addressing ‘bad’
influences. Much of their attention was focussed on instilling ideals of
responsibility and decency and therefore contributing to students going
in ‘the right way’ and becoming ‘good’ Ethiopian citizens. This dis-
course was reflected in all schools in the study. However, teaching

about cultural change remained pragmatic, meaning instructing stu-
dents to replace ‘bad’ with ‘good’ cultures, and ‘myths’ with ‘facts’. Such
pragmatism contained little reflection about expressions and positions
of power underlying inequalities and vulnerabilities, which would help
in re-imagining gender and power orders in a society (Connell, 2002,
2012).

4.2.2. Beyond science: shame, silence, and decency
In addition to the ways in which the CSE programme aimed to

promote ‘good’ cultures by providing scientific information and instil-
ling good moral behaviour, the programme encouraged openness to
speak about sexuality, which was also viewed as an indicator of a po-
sitive, modern culture. Interestingly, teachers and students constructed
ideals of openness and self-confidence in speaking about personal
matters as markers of socio-economic class and development, which, in
their understanding, reflected values of modern European societies. The
fact that the CSE programme was developed in Western Europe may
have strengthened this perception (see also Tamale, 2011). In contrast,
students and teachers reflected on shame and silence as signs of ‘un-
derdevelopment’, ‘bad’ traditional culture or for ‘those of the country-
side’. For example, when two students talked about their female peers
who come from remote villages in the countryside, they hinted that
lower classes in particular view sexuality-related issues as shameful, yet
education has taught the girls in the interviews who participated in CSE
the ‘right’ knowledge and skills to openly discuss sexuality-related
matters:

Student3: It’s very difficult, because, if [girls from the countryside
go] to their mother, the parents think the menstruation [is] sha-
meful, so I don’t think they discuss.
Student2: Yeah, they don’t [talk about it], even your best friend does
not want to share [her questions with] you, because she thinks it’s
very shameful. (…) They will hate themselves about this. Some, as I
say, from hundred girls, maybe one can tell you about her life-ex-
perience, about menstruation and also about another thing, but they
don’t feel free as it is, they don’t have the confidence to talk about it.
[Town3, School2, students 2,3, female]

This quote illustrates that on the one hand, structural factors such as
social and economic status, in addition to culture and gender relations,
influence understandings of sexuality and means to maintain sexual
health, in line with other studies (Bhana et al., 2009; Parkes et al.,
2013; Shih et al., 2017), On the other hand, these girls highlighted a
general tendency of attributing causes for inequalities to uneducated
segments of society, most typically from the countryside. Interestingly,
analysis also showed that students and teachers from the school in
Addis Ababa perceived those outside of Addis Ababa to be less educated
and less knowledgeable about gender equality, similar to how partici-
pants in the rural towns perceived their peers from the more remote
areas or lower classes. As such, ‘openness’ to speak about sexuality,
became a marker of modernity and development, instead of a reflection
on values in society related to silence and decency, which particularly
affected young women.

Nevertheless, shame to speak about sexuality affected girls in both
rural and urban areas, albeit in different ways. Teachers in towns in
Oromia articulated that students need to be educated with scientific
facts, because of their assumed innocence, lack of knowledge and
shame to learn about sexuality. In contrast, teachers in Addis Ababa
held the opinion that students ‘already know everything’ about sexu-
ality, due to the high prevalence of prostitution around the school (even
though shame was also seen to affect women’s abilities to speak out
about gender-based violence). Young women in Addis Ababa were also
thought to have higher levels of responsibility because they had access
to information and education about gender equality. In relation to
teacher-student sexual relationships, one teacher commented:

And even the characteristic of the females themselves, from the
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culture also: they are too shy and they are too afraid to defend
themselves if they are asked in such a way. They don’t have the
intention to report the issue to the concerned body also. (…) Also
there are co-curricular activities [such as CSE that works on gender
issues], but not all girls are participating. Most of the girls are not
interested to act here. So, that also brought misunderstanding or it
affected them not to defend themselves when they are [faced with]
such kind of silly [advances from male teachers]. [Addis Ababa,
School1, FGD, teacher3, male]

Interpreting these notions of shame, silence, and decency in relation
to gender-based violence, it seems that young women have to find a
careful balance between ‘modern’ identities, including speaking openly
about sexuality, reporting harassment, being self-confident and parti-
cipating in CSE, and, at the same time, keeping up ideals of decency
that mean they do not speak about, ‘invite’ or pursue sexual relation-
ships. Our data reveals, therefore, that not only do ideals of decency
underpin the causes of gender-based violence (Alhassan et al., 2016;
Heslop et al., 2015), but that girls also are required to simultaneously
maintain and challenge such ideals, particularly those of female chas-
tity, in a context of cultural change.

These notions of shame and decency should be interpreted within a
context where CSE often discouraged and dismissed pre-marital sex as
immoral and ‘rude’ behaviour, particularly for girls (see Le Mat, 2017).
Consequently, being a ‘good student’ implied avoiding impressions of
sexual desire, especially for young women due to the articulation of
discourses on female chastity and the dismissal of discourses on female
sexual desire (see also Heslop et al., 2015). As a result young women
were not always able to share their concerns or questions in CSE due to
a fear of bullying and the community judging them as immoral or ‘rude’
(see also Kebede et al., 2014; Le Mat, 2017). This extended to girls
choosing not to report cases of gender-based violence, which students
in both urban Addis Ababa and towns in Oromia region said would be
shameful. Hence, promotion of gender equality in CSE would need to go
beyond categorical understandings of tradition/modernity in order to
address the deeper underlying causes of gender-based violence and
disrupt ideals of decency. Unavoidably, this must entail discussions of
the role of patriarchy and power relations in society that have shaped
and uphold ideals of female chastity.

Finally, while much of the controversial nature of CSE was justified
by claiming the scientific nature of the knowledge in the programme
and the focus on instilling values of decency and responsibility, it is
particularly the social, emotional, and non-scientific elements that are
less emphasised but create tensions that cannot be ignored. This in-
cludes the implications of newly taught definitions of virginity on being
a ‘good’ man or woman in society. In other words, in the program
‘modern’ or ‘scientific’ knowledge takes the form of static truths that
will open up the road to modernity and development, as opposed to the
traditional ‘myths’ that need to be tackled. However, these messages
tend to bypass the social and cultural meanings behind traditional and
modern knowledges and behaviours. Furthermore, while messages of
gender equality are integrated in, and underpin the programme, they
conflict with social conceptions of female chastity that inform tradi-
tional’, but prevalent values related to virginity, pre-marital sex, and
speaking about sexuality. Such conflicts are not always addressed or re-
negotiated in CSE programmes due to the heavy focus on ‘scientific’
knowledge which fails to create a dialogue on cultural meanings,
changes, and gender relations. Hence, in recognising the fluid nature of
culture, it is important for CSE to encourage this dialogue between
multiple (scientific, traditional, and gendered) meanings of sexuality
and relationships, moving away from a mono-cultural sexuality edu-
cation (see Mukoro, 2017).

5. Conclusion

This paper engaged with the views of students and teachers on the

relationship between gender-based violence and culture, and the role of
CSE in addressing culture as a cause for gender-based violence. Our
analysis has found that teachers and students conceive of the re-
lationship between culture and gender-based violence along two axes:
modernity and tradition, and ‘good’ and ‘bad’ culture. Participants
viewed both modernity and tradition to have elements of ‘good’ and
‘bad’ culture, and typically believed that gender-based violence could
be addressed by replacing ‘bad’ traditions with ‘good’ modern cultures.
In contrast to literature that discusses tradition to be a form of nostalgia
among teachers (DePalma and Francis, 2014), in our sample expres-
sions of unequal gender relations considered traditional were dismissed
as backward, harmful towards girls, and limiting the social and eco-
nomic development of the country.

Pragmatism of instructing students to replace ‘bad’ traditions with
‘good’ modern culture was clearly reflected in the CSE programme that
opposed traditional community ‘myths’ and substituted them with
modern scientific ‘facts’. As such, CSE depicts culture as binaries of
modernity/tradition and ‘good’/’bad’ culture, treating culture as a static
entity and viewing ‘good’ modernity as a neutral developmental goal.
This not only misrepresents the complexity of contemporary commu-
nities (Parkes et al., 2016), but also perpetuates inequalities. For in-
stance, those who are educated position themselves as such by labelling
those in society who are uneducated, living in rural areas or of lower
socio-economic status as ‘backward’. Hence, the association of ‘modern’
culture with development and being educated, can act as dividing
mechanism to distance the urban from the rural, or the poor from the
middle-class, despite the fact that gender-based violence exists within
and beyond these socio-economic structures. Furthermore, the extra-
curricular programme strengthens imperialist notions that ‘bad’ tradi-
tions can be addressed with development (Chilisa, 2005; Tamale,
2011). At the same time, participants typically regarded the causes of
gender-based violence as something ‘outside’ of themselves or ‘other’,
such as the less educated, the ‘bad’ other person, culture, or country.
Projections of the causes of gender-based violence included practices
considered ‘bad’ modernity, such as transactional sex, revealing the
tension between CSE’s promotion of modern culture as a neutral de-
velopmental goal, and elements of this same culture that are understood
as causes of gender-based violence.

Within these categorical understandings of ‘good, ‘bad’ and
‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ culture, the notion that female decency is
rooted in patriarchy was rarely discussed. Ideals of female decency
were re-emphasised as promoting ‘good’ modernity, yet they posed
limitations to young women’s emancipation and to addressing gender-
based violence. For instance, bullying, fear of judgement and a lack of
discussion around different meanings of virginity, pre-marital sex, and
female sexual freedoms more generally, limit girls in their expressions
of desire (or discontent) and force them into a framework of decency.
Those girls who do express themselves are perceived as wanting to take
modernity and cosmopolitanism too far, or as ‘acting like prostitutes’.
This demonstrates that, attempting to replace the ‘bad’ with the ‘good’
in educational programmes does not encourage the critical thinking
skills, levels of self-reflection, and ethical responsibilities that are ne-
cessary to address the root causes of violence and inequalities (see also
Geary, 2007; Parkes et al., 2016). Moreover, static representations of
culture and backwardness risk essentialising gender inequalities as
(traditional) culture and, as such, CSE risks perpetuating ‘devel-
opmentalist’ approaches to education that assume modern knowledge is
a neutral means to address SRHR and gender inequalities. CSE, there-
fore, must urgently improve engagement with socio-cultural, economic
and gendered discourses, for instance meanings behind virginity, pre-
marital sex, transactional sexual relationships and sex work, ensuring
that binary understandings of ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ are avoided.
CSE should include discussions of gender relations and patriarchy; an
entry point here could be questioning the ideals of decency which un-
derpin the practices that perpetuate gender-based violence.

Culture is thus not so much a ‘factor’ that can hamper or strengthen

M.L.J. Le Mat et al. International Journal of Educational Development 65 (2019) 207–215

214



the delivery of CSE, but rather a changing reality that needs to be in-
tegrated and addressed in teachings of sexuality and gender relations.
This goes beyond the CSE curriculum and CSE teacher training alone;
extending to the wider education system. At a national level, this means
there are important gains to be made in addressing gender-based vio-
lence in schools, including in the formal curriculum, broader school
management, and national teacher training. Education policies should
encourage an integration of discussions of cultural change and gender
relations into training and education management. At the international
level, critical efforts are needed to re-think how ‘culture’ can be dis-
cussed in educational programmes and trainings that address gender-
based violence. The findings of this study suggest categorical under-
standings and instructions of ‘bad’ and ‘good’ culture may only scratch
the surface and not be effective in addressing the root causes of gender-
based violence. More critical discussions of culture, including its gen-
dered and socio-economic dynamics, and one’s own relationship to
culture could be important starting points for such a dialogue. To
support this, global guidance documents such as International
Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (UNESCO, 2018b) should
include directions on how to facilitate such dialogues in more reflexive
and less pragmatic ways. At the same time, it is evident from this study
that the relationship between ‘culture’ and gender-based violence is not
universal. Thus, while similar issues may be at stake in other countries
in Sub-Sahara Africa (e.g. Bhana, 2015; Parkes et al., 2016), a con-
textualised analysis of cultural, gender, and socio-economic relations
could better inform the particular dynamics that need to be included in
future educational dialogues that concern gender-based violence.

References

Alhassan, Nagumse, Yussif, Barrett, Hazel, Brown, Katherine E., Kwah, Kayleigh, 2016.
Belief systems enforcing female genital mutilation in Europe. Int. J. Hum. Rights
Healthc. 9 (1), 29–40. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJHRH-05-2015-0015.

Bekele, AlemayehuB., 2012. Determinants of Sexual Violence Among Eastern Ethiopian
Secondary School Students. PhD Dissertation. University of Utrecht.

Bhana, Deevia., 2015. When caring is not enough: the limits of teachers’ support for South
African primary school-girls in the context of sexual violence. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 41,
262–270. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2014.08.003.

Bhana, Deevia, de Lange, Naydene, Mitchell, Claudia, 2009. Male teachers talk about
gender violence: “Zulu men demand respect”. Educ. Rev. 61 (1), 49–62. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00131910802684771.

Braeken, Doortje, Cardinal, Melissa, 2008. Comprehensive sexuality education as a means
of promoting sexual health. Int. J. Sex. Health 20 (1-2), 50–62.

Browes, Natalie C., 2015. Comprehensive sexuality education, culture and gender: the
effect of the cultural setting on a sexuality education programme in Ethiopia. Sex
Educ. 15 (6), 655–670.

Chandra-Mouli, Venkatraman, Lane, Catherine, Wong, Sylvia, 2015. What does not work
in adolescent sexual and reproductive health: a review of evidence on interventions
commonly accepted as best practices. Glob. Health Sci. Pract. 3 (3), 333–340. https://
doi.org/10.9745/GHSP-D-15-00126.

Chilisa, Bagele, 2005. Educational research within postcolonial Africa: a critique of HIV/
AIDS research in Botswana. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Educ. 18 (6), 659–684.

Connell, R., 2002. Gender. Polity, Cambridge.
Connell, R., 2012. Gender, health and theory: conceptualizing the issue, in local and

world perspective. Soc. Sci. Med. 74 (11), 1675–1683.
Central Statistical Agency (CSA) [Ethiopia], ICF, 2016. Ethiopia Demographic and Health

Survey 2016. CSA and ICF, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, and Rockville, Maryland, USA.
DePalma, Renée, Francis, Dennis, 2014. Silence, nostalgia, violence, poverty …: What

does ‘culture’ mean for South African sexuality educators? Cult. Health Sex. 16 (5),
547–561. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.891050.

Dunne, Máiréad, 2007. Gender, sexuality, and schooling: everyday life in junior sec-
ondary schools in Botswana and Ghana. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 27, 499–511.

Geary, Adam M., 2007. Culture as an object of ethical governance in AIDS prevention.
Cult. Stud. 21 (4-5), 672–694.

Harrison, Abigail, 2008. Hidden love: sexual ideologies and relationship ideals among
rural South African adolescents in the context of HIV/AIDS. Cult. Health Sex. 10 (2),
175–189.

Hague, F., Miedema Esther, A.J., Le Mat, Marielle L.J., 2017. What is ‘Comprehensive’
about comprehensive sexuality education. a review of the literature. University of
Amsterdam.

Heslop, Jo, Parkes, Jenny, Januario, Francisco, Sabaa, Susan, Oando, Samwel, Hess, Tim,
2015. Sexuality, sexual norms and schooling. In: Parkes, Jenny (Ed.), Gender
Violence in Poverty Contexts: The Educational Challenge. Routledge, London, pp.

135–150.
Hoot, James, Tadesse, Selamawit, Abdella, Rahmet, 2006. Voices seldom heard: child

prostitutes in Ethiopia. J. Child. Poverty 12 (2), 129–139. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10796120600879558.

International Sexuality and HIV Curriculum Working Group, 2009. In: Haberland, N.,
Rogow, D. (Eds.), It’s All One Curriculum: Guidelines and Activities for a Unified
Approach to Sexuality, Gender, HIV, and Human Rights Education. Population
Council, New York.

Kebede, Taye, Meselu, Hilden, Per Kristian, Middelthon, Anne-Lise, 2014. Negotiated
silence: the management of the self as a moral subject in young Ethiopian women’s
discourse about sexuality. Sex Educ. 14 (6), 666–678.

Kedir, Abbi, Admasachew, Lul, 2010. Violence against women in Ethiopia. Gender Place
Cult. 17 (4), 437–452.

Khau, Mathabo, 2012. Our culture does not allow that”: exploring the challenges of
sexuality education in rural communities. Perspect. Educ. 30 (1), 61–69.

Kirby, Douglas B., 2008. The impact of abstinence and comprehensive sex and STD/HIV
education programs on adolescent sexual behaviour. Sex. Res. Soc. Policy J. NSRC 5
(3), 18–27.

Know Violence in Childhood, 2017. Ending Violence in Childhood. Global Report 2017.
Know Violence in Childhood, New Delhi, India.

Kosar-Altinyelken, Hülya, Le Mat, Marielle L.J., 2018. Sexual violence, schooling and
silence: teacher narratives from a secondary school in Ethiopia. J. Comp.
International Edu. 1 (17). https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2017.1332517.

Lalor, Kevin, 2004. Child sexual abuse in sub-Saharan Africa: a literature review. Child
Abuse Negl. 28 (4), 439–460.

Leach, Fiona, Humphreys, Sara, 2007. Gender violence in schools: taking the ‘girls-as-
victims’ discourse forward. Gend. Dev. 15 (1), 51–65.

Leclerc-Madlala, Suzanne, 2004. Transactional Sex and the Pursuit of Modernity.
University of Cape Town.

Le Mat, M.L.J., 2016. ‘Sexual violence is not good for our country's development’.
Students’ interpretations of sexual violence in a secondary school in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia. Gender Edu. 28 (4), 562–580.

Le Mat, M.L.J., 2017. (S)exclusion in the sexuality education classroom. Sex Edu. 17 (4),
413–424.

Lewis, Desiree, 2002. African feminist studies: 1980-2002. Review Essay for the African
Gender Institute’s "Strengthening Gender and Women’s Studies for Africa’s Social
Transformation" Project. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.21537.71523.

Meyer, Elizabeth J., 2008. Gendered harassment in secondary schools: understanding
teachers’ (non) interventions. Gend. Educ. 20 (6), 555–570.

Mohanty, Chandra T., 1991. Under western eyes: feminist scholarship and colonial dis-
courses. Postcolonial Lit. 259–263.

Mukoro, Jude, 2017. The need for culturally sensitive sexuality education in a pluralised
Nigeria: but which kind? Sex Educ. 17 (5), 498–511.

Østebø, MaritTolo, Østebø, Terje, 2014. Are religious leaders a magic bullet for social/
societal change?: A critical look at anti-FGM interventions in Ethiopia. Afr. Today 60
(3), 82–101.

Pankhurst, Alula., 2014. Child Marriage and Female Circumcision (FGM/C): Evidence
From Ethiopia. Young Lives Policy Brief: Young Lives UK.

Parkes, Jenny, Heslop, Jo, Oando, Samwel, Sabaa, Susan, Januario, Francisco, Figue,
Asmara, 2013. Conceptualising gender and violence in research: Insights from studies
in schools and communities in Kenya, Ghana and Mozambique. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 33,
546–556. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2013.01.001.

Parkes, Jenny, Heslop, Jo, Januario, Francisco, Oando, Samwel, Sabaa, Susan, 2016.
Between tradition and modernity: girls’ talk about sexual relationships and violence
in Kenya, Ghana and Mozambique. Comp. Educ. 52 (2), 157–176. https://doi.org/10.
1080/03050068.2016.1142741.

Shih, Patti, Worth, Heather, Travaglia, Joanne, Kelly-Hanku, Angela, 2017. “Good cul-
ture, bad culture”: polygyny, cultural change and structural drivers of HIV in Papua
New Guinea. Cult. Health Sex. 19 (9), 1024–1037. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13691058.2017.1287957.

Spronk, Rachel., 2009. “Sex, sexuality and negotiating Africanness in Nairobi.” Africa. J.
Int. Afr. Inst. 79 (4), 500–519.

Tamale, Sylvia, 2011. Fahamu/pambazuka. African Sexualities: a Reader.
UNESCO, 2018a. Gross Enrolment Ratio by Level of Education. Retrieved online via.

UNESCO, Paris. http://data.uis.unesco.org/#.
UNESCO, 2018b. International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education, revised edi-

tion. UNESCO, Paris.
UNFPA, 2012. Marrying Too Young: End Child Marriage. UFNPA, New York.
UN-HABITAT 2008 Ethiopia: Addis Ababa, Urban Profile Nairobi, Kenya: UNON.
UNICEF, 2013. Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: a Statistical Overview and Exploration

of the Dynamics of Change. UNICEF, New York.
Van Blerk, Lorraine, 2008. Poverty, migration and sex work: youth transitions in Ethiopia.

Area 40 (2), 245–253.
Vanwesenbeeck, Ine, et al., 2016. Lessons learned from a decade implementing

Comprehensive Sexuality Education in resource poor settings: The World Starts With
Me. Sex Educ. 16 (5), 471–486.

WHO, 2005. WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence
Against Women: Summary Report of Initial Results on Prevalence, Health Outcomes
and Women’s Responses. World Health Organization, Geneva.

Winter, B., Thompson, D., Jeffreys, S., 2002. The UN approach to harmful traditional
practices. Int. Fem. J. Politics 4 (1), 72–94.

M.L.J. Le Mat et al. International Journal of Educational Development 65 (2019) 207–215

215

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJHRH-05-2015-0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2014.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131910802684771
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131910802684771
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0030
https://doi.org/10.9745/GHSP-D-15-00126
https://doi.org/10.9745/GHSP-D-15-00126
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0055
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.891050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0085
https://doi.org/10.1080/10796120600879558
https://doi.org/10.1080/10796120600879558
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0120
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2017.1332517
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0130
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0130
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0150
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.21537.71523
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0180
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2013.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2016.1142741
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2016.1142741
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2017.1287957
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2017.1287957
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0205
http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0235
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0235
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0250
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0738-0593(18)30239-6/sbref0250

	Discussing culture and gender-based violence in comprehensive sexuality education in Ethiopia
	Introduction
	Culture and gender-based violence
	The role of culture in comprehensive sexuality education

	Research context
	Methods
	Results
	Interpretations of culture as a cause for gender-based violence
	Modernity, tradition, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ culture
	Gender equality as a reflection of modernity?

	Promoting ‘good modernity’ in CSE
	Myths, facts, and going ‘the right way’
	Beyond science: shame, silence, and decency


	Conclusion
	References


