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Abstract 

 

This dissertation presents research findings on child protection mechanisms in the 

Somali culture. Findings are analysed in relation to theories of childhood, rights and 

culture, and in light of current debate within the international humanitarian sector on 

strengthening national child protection systems. Conclusions are drawn regarding 

the implications of the findings for strengthening the child protection system in semi-

autonomous Somaliland and in Somalia once the country stabilizes. Consideration is 

made of the benefits and challenges of incorporating cultural mechanisms into formal 

systems of child protection.  

 

While some practices in the Somali culture are inherently harmful, particularly female 

genital mutilation, the clan system, religious education and traditional dispute 

resolution methods can constitute effective mechanisms for child protection in the 

absence of a functioning national system. If approached sensitively these 

mechanisms could be modified to respect universal standards of child rights and 

comprise part of a functioning and accepted national child protection system.   
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Glossary 
 
ACRWC 
 

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 

Aqiqah 
 

Ceremony following the birth of both boys and girls. 

Dadaab 
 

A complex of refugee camps in North Eastern Kenya.  

Dia 
 

Blood compensation. 

Duksi 
 

Somali term for religious school or schooling provided by Sheikhs. 
Differs from Madrassa as it is only teaches the Qur’an. 
 

FGM Female Genital Mutilation 

Gumeey 
 
 

Term used to refer to girls who remain unmarried for a long time, 
similar to the term ‘spinster’ in English.   

Hadiths 
 

Sayings and actions attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. 

Heer 
 
 
Islamist 
 

Treaty / contract; according to Griffiths (2002) the term is used to 
describe the Somali mechanism for the resolution of disputes. 
 
A controversial term used variously to describe the political ideology of 
Islam. Some prefer the terms ‘militant Islam’ or ‘political Islam’.  
 

Maslaha 
 
 

Welfare; used to describe the Somali mechanism for the resolution of 
disputes (in the empirical research and in my experience in Dadaab). 

Qur’an 
 

The central religious text of Islam.  

Sheikh 
 
 

Term used variously throughout the Muslim world. In Somali society 

used as a term of respect for senior Muslim religious leaders. 

Shir 
 

Group council of elders 

UNCRC United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 

Zakat Obligation upon Muslims to donate one-fortieth of their assets each 

year to eligible groups of people. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Rationale and Context 

 

Since 2009, International organisations working on humanitarian child protection1 

have been purposefully implementing child protection system strengthening 

initiatives. The need to understand and strengthen the interaction between ‘informal’ 

(traditional or cultural) mechanisms for child protection and ‘formal’ (government-led) 

systems for child protection has been highlighted (Child Protection Working Group, 

2010). In this dissertation, I deliberate the extent to which a better understanding of 

informal mechanisms of child protection, existing in a culture or community, could 

increase the appropriateness and impact of emerging formal child protection 

systems in developing countries.  

 

I do this through consideration of case studies from the Somali culture. For the 

purpose of this dissertation I do not define culture, as culture as a concept is far from 

straightforward. Furthermore, as Griffiths (2002) expounds, cultures are not static. 

Indeed, the complexity of culture is illuminated by my findings which provide case 

studies from Somalis in Somalia, in a refugee setting and in the UK diaspora; and 

which expose convergences and divergences in cultural practices over time and 

across locations. 

 

Although Somaliland has a degree of stability in recent years, one could describe 

Somalia as a tabula rasa, or blank slate, for all forms of governance. In terms of child 

protection systems the situation is no different, as there is a complete absence of 

child-focussed legislation. Somalia is one of only two countries in the world that has 

not signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 

However, despite Somalia’s lack of a formal child protection system, its context is 

particularly pertinent for studying informal mechanisms of child protection and their 

potential interaction with formal mechanisms.  

                                                           
1
 Child protection is defined by the Child Protection Working Group (2010), as ‘the prevention and 

response to abuse, neglect, exploitation of and violence against children’ and includes provisions for 
children’s care where required. 
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Due to its position between Africa and the Arab world, Somalia has developed 

cultural and religious practices unique from other African or Arab countries (Lewis, 

1998, cited in Harper, 2012). Furthermore, Somalia’s chronic insecurity has caused it 

to be isolated. This has encouraged Somalia’s unique culture to become distilled. 

 

Kupermintz and Salomon (2005, citing Kruglanski, 2004) note that strongly held 

beliefs regarding identity, culture and politics can intensify in times of intractable 

conflict, resulting in epistemic rigidity, which they define as: strong adherence to 

one's narrative and position, and rejection of information that threatens collectively 

held beliefs (p.296). Epistemic rigidity could be the cause of what Somalia analysts 

have described as an ‘ethnocentricity which borders on arrogance’ (Lewis, 2008, 

p.24), and which in turn can result in suspicion of non-Somalis (Lewis, 2008).  

 

Similarly, in the absence of formal governance systems cultural mechanisms for 

child protection have increased in importance to fill the gap. However, this does not 

explain a dynamic identified in this research: that cultural mechanisms for child 

protection have travelled with Somali populations as they have migrated or been 

resettled for their safety.  

 

Mirza (2010) and Gold (1992, cited in Griffiths, 2002) have noted that culture is 

prone to distillation and reification in times of displacement; another form of 

epistemic rigidity. This and other dynamics of identity formation in the refugee 

diaspora (explored by Griffiths, 2002) could explain the continued adherence of the 

Somali diaspora to cultural practices for child protection despite the presence of a 

formal child protection system.   

 

It is in recognition of the finding from my research that Somali cultural practices for 

child protection have travelled, the focus of this dissertation is on cultural practices, 

used by a particular culture of people, rather than on informal practices more broadly 

(Child Protection Working Group, 2010) used in a particular context. A challenge for 

considering the Somali culture’s role in child protection is that the overwhelming 

perception is that it is more harmful than it is protective. Practices such as forced 
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marriage and female genital mutilation2 are widely publicised and dominate 

impressions of the culture.  

 

Furthermore, increasing Islamic extremism and piracy have led to renewed 

international focus on Somalia since 2007 (Harper, 2012). It is true that the long-

running civil war has resulted in grave violations of children’s rights (Human Rights 

Watch, 2012). However, the plethora of negative accounts of the Somali context and 

culture for child protection constitute a reductionist representation of the situation.  

 

As a result of my experience in Dadaab3 (see Chapter 3), I believe that this 

representation can cause misunderstanding amongst outsiders providing 

humanitarian services. It can even create a fear of engaging with Somali culture due 

to concerns that this would constitute a sanctioning of a radical version of Islam, or 

an extreme form of cultural relativism (Cowan, Dembour and Wilson, 2001) through 

allowing harmful cultural practices. This fear can in turn result in marginalisation of 

positive measures being taken by the community to protect children.  

 

This research shows that; through recognising the central position of tradition and 

culture to Somali society, understanding and engaging with it, there is the potential 

for outside perspectives including international human rights standards to be better 

received and positively changed. Taking the example of Somali governance, Harper 

(2012) argues that the way forward is to identify locally appropriate forms of 

governance rather than relying on imported structures that have been tried before 

and failed. Harper (2012, back cover) notes that the “‘failed state’ [of Somalia] is far 

from being a failed society, as alternative forms of business, justice and local politics 

still flourish.” 

 

                                                           
2
 The practice is often referred to as female genital cutting or female circumcision. However, in the 

two locations of this research (Dadaab and the UK) and in the literature reviewed the practice was 
referred to as female genital mutilation, perhaps due to legal frameworks preventing it in the UK and 
Kenya describing it as FGM. This is therefore the term that will be used throughout. 
3
 Dadaab is the name of a complex of refugee camps in North Eastern Kenya. While I was in Dadaab 

there were three camps. The complex has now expanded to include more camps (McSweeney, 
2012). 
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For this dissertation I have researched the cultural mechanisms for child protection 

that are in use amongst Somali communities in Somalia, Kenya and the UK 

including: the clan system for foster care and family tracing; the moral education, 

community cohesion and charitable impetus provided by religion; and forms of 

dispute resolution grounded in culture and used in the absence of or in preference to 

formal government structures. Where possible I have provided examples of the 

interaction of these mechanisms with formal systems of child protection both in 

Somalia, Kenya and the UK. In the conclusion, I consider the strengths and 

challenges of these informal mechanisms of protection for the development of a 

formal child protection system that reaches all and functions in accordance with 

international child rights standards and principles.  

 

I hope that this research will support current discussions surrounding the 

development of a national child protection system for Somalia once the country 

stabilises; and for the semi-autonomous region of Somaliland, the government of 

which is already considering ways of strengthening the child protection system 

(UNICEF, 2012a). Additionally, it is my hope that this research will aid consideration 

of the benefits and challenges of incorporating cultural mechanisms into formal 

systems of child protection. 

 

 

Dissertation Overview 

 

Chapter two details the methodological framework and ethical considerations of this 

research. Chapter three provides the context in which the dissertation research has 

been designed and is analysed. It presents an overview of the field of international 

child protection and social work, including the background to the current focus on 

child protection system strengthening. It provides the theoretical framework with 

which I will analyse the research findings. Finally it gives an overview of the child 

protection programme that I worked on and from which I have generated data for the 

reflective practitioner case study. The programme applied a social work case 

management model and was implemented with Somali refugees in Dadaab between 

2009 and 2011. As a result, my conclusions regarding the implications of using 
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cultural mechanisms of child protection in the development of a formal, national child 

protection system for Somalia, are grounded in reflection on the ways in which those 

mechanisms interacted with the formal child protection system established by the UN 

and NGOs in Dadaab and the national child protection system of Kenya. Chapter 

four presents the research findings. Chapter five ends the dissertation with a 

discussion of the implications for the research findings for efforts to strengthen child 

protection systems in Somalia and the Conclusion.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Ethics 

 

Methodology 

 

Methodological Approach  

Three methods were employed in this research: Literature review, reflections from 

my own practice in the form of ‘reflective practitioner case study’ (Drake and Heath, 

2011) and empirical research. This choice of mixed method approach and 

triangulation of data arises from the post-positivist research paradigm (Corby, 2006) 

as I intend that it will enable a more accurate approximation of the realities of the 

Somali people, unbiased by my own epistemology.  

 

Literature review was used to gather information on the Somali people and culture. 

Although the only texts explicitly focussing on child protection were on the subject of 

FGM, more information than expected was found on the Somali culture (religion and 

community functioning and tradition), which was pertinent to child protection.   

 

As minimal information specific to child protection was expected to be found through 

literature review, I augmented the literature review findings with reflective practitioner 

case study. Consequently, the focus of the findings in relation to individual situations 

of child protection and protection violations is based largely on the situation for 

refugees in Dadaab between 2009 and 2011; although some examples from Somalia 

and the UK did arise from empirical research.  

 

A retrospective practitioner case study (as opposed to one that is planned) has 

limitations: Potential inaccuracies of memory, incapacity to check anecdotal 

information, and limited case histories that have prior approval and consent for 

external use. Recognising these limitations, I triangulated the literature review and 

reflective practitioner case study data with empirical research, which enabled further 

exploration of key themes arising.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis Methods 
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To ensure the literature review was conducted systematically and the data generated 

was manageable I applied inclusion and exclusion criteria (see appendix 1). To 

generate reflective practitioner case study data I worked from memory and 

documentation collected during practice. I considered the data in relation to 

subsequent academic study. 

 

For the empirical research, I used individual interviews to collect data as I felt that 

group interviews and focus group discussions would not allow me to explore issues 

in depth with each participant and would generate too much data to analyse. I used 

semi-structured interview questions to enable some structure to the enquiry. 

However, I allowed participants choice over which questions they wanted to focus 

the interview time on. Some participants chose to focus on just one or two questions, 

but most answered all. Research questions were on four main areas:  

1) Childhood experiences;  

2) The role of religion in childhood and child protection;  

3) Conceptions of children’s vulnerability to harm;  

4) Cultural mechanisms for child protection.  

 

The nine participants were identified through snowball sampling, with first contact 

through Somali individuals or organisations I know or who I was introduced to by 

people I know. Seven interviews were face to face and the remaining two were 

telephone interviews. I took detailed notes in all interviews. I opted not to fully 

transcribe interviews; as the use of a translator, or pauses to clarify meaning where a 

translator was not used, minimised opportunities for quoting participants directly. I 

recorded all apart from two interviews; one participant did not feel comfortable being 

recorded and the other interview had to be undertaken over email due to poor phone 

reception and resultant language barriers.  

 

The data set from the three methods was small and qualitative. For analysis I 

structured it under key themes arising, such as gender, family, age and violence; and 

used manual organisation on paper notes and compared responses during drafting. 

 

Participant Demographics (for Empirical Research) 
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I aimed to interview adults who had spent all their childhood in Somalia, so that their 

accounts were not mixed with experiences from elsewhere. All but one participant 

met this criterion.  

 

Figure 1: Reason for Leaving Somalia 

 

I achieved a gender balance, which helped to ensure broad representation of 

gendered experiences.  

 

Figure 2: Gender 

 

I achieved a broad age range, which was intentional so that data could be elicited on 

how childcare and protection practices have changed over time.  

  

Figure 3: Age Range 
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I targeted participants in South Central Somalia and East London as these were the 

Somali populations I had access to through gatekeepers. However, as a result my 

participants were from only two of the six Somali clans: Hawiye, Isaq, Darod, Digil, 

Dir and Rahanweyn (Griffiths, 2002) and two of the three major Somali regions 

(Somaliland. Puntland and South Central).  

  

Figure 4: Region of Somali Origin   Figure 5: Major Clan. 

 

The East London Somali community is one of London’s oldest. Consequently, most 

participants had spent many years in the UK. If I had known gatekeepers from other 

communities I might have been able to access people who had arrived more recently 

from Somalia.  

 

Figure 6: Time Spent in UK 

 

I targeted parents and Somali professionals working with communities, preferably in 

social work or care. Several participants offered to help me mobilise a Sheikh 

(religious leader), but recommended I speak to ‘modern Sheikhs’ who were all too 

busy with community work to participate.  
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Figure 7: Role in Community 

 

Limitations 

The reflective practitioner case study relied on memory and minimal documentation. 

As a result of my insider perspective there are potential limitations to my objectivity 

(Drake and Heath). As a result I made efforts to be open to conflicting evidence 

arising from literature review and empirical research when analysing the findings 

from all three methods. 

 

All the following sub-headings relate to limitations of the empirical research:  

 

Mobilisation 

All participants were identified through organisations or community groups who 

agreed for their employees to participate if they too were willing. All participants and 

potential participants received an Information Sheet detailing the research. This was 

available and often shared in Somali translation as well as in English.  

 

In the Information Sheet and any phone calls I was explicit that while the research 

was covering wider aspects of childhood and Somali culture it would also focus on 

child protection, including ways of responding to sexual abuse and other sensitive 

issues. This may account for the low response rate to the emailed Information Sheet: 

Where I was not able to make a follow-up phone call only one person responded to 

me. Several organisations said they would prefer not to be explicitly mentioned as 

having facilitated the research, which led me to decide not to mention any 

organisation, to prevent them being singled out. However, all participants who had 

experienced child protection violations either personally, in their family, or in their 

work, felt that the research would be very valuable and was greatly needed.  
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Organisations and community groups in East London who supported me were under 

staffed. Managers were initially concerned that I wanted to interview service users as 

they had been over saturated with requests to research vulnerable Somali groups in 

London. As a result I spent more time mobilising as I did interviewing.  

 

It is highly likely that mobilisation was made more challenging as a result of the 

subject of enquiry being child protection. Child protection is a sensitive subject in any 

culture. However, as previously noted, Somali communities can be particularly 

closed to outside enquiry. Furthermore, due to current international scrutiny of the 

Somali context, people may have been concerned that the research would further 

present the culture in a negative light.  

 

Translation  

Two face to face interviews used a translator. I briefed the translator beforehand on 

confidentiality and the nature of the research. The translator usually provided 

services to the UK Social Workers and as a result was experienced in translating 

child protection related interviews. The two phone interviews I had with participants 

in Somalia were without translator but the participants’ English was not fluent. One 

interview had to stop and continue over email, with written responses to set 

questions. Although points of clarification were many, interviews in English provided 

greater richness of expression and level of detail than when a translator was used. 

 

Privacy and Memory 

Participants who were interviewed in a private space were more open to talking 

about sensitive issues, than those who were interviewed in a public space. Four 

participants were interviewed in a public space, due to lack of other options. Most 

participants from the diaspora were relying on distant memory to recount their 

childhood experiences, as the average length of time spent in the UK was twenty 

years. This may have led to inaccurate and anecdotal accounts.  

 

Sensitive Subjects 

Sensitive subjects, particularly gender issues, generated complicated and 

contradictory research findings. Older people, particularly men, gave contradictory 
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accounts to younger people, particularly women, on these issues. As a result, this 

data was challenging to analyse. Other than a general discomfort when talking about 

sensitive subjects, there are several possible reasons for this dynamic.  

 

During research into Somali culture and childhood, Dybdahl and Hundeide (1998) 

noted participants’ ‘presentation of self’: “expressing what they believe to be most 

acceptable in the interview situation” (p.11) rather than the real situation. This could 

have been the case in some of my interviews. Additionally, my age, gender, overt 

prior knowledge about the Somali culture, and the sensitive nature of the enquiry, 

could have influenced respondents’ openness to my questions.  Many researchers 

have noted the closed nature of the Somali community (Lewis, 2008; Harper, 2012; 

Griffiths, 2006). In general I found participants to be open where gatekeepers were 

committed to the purpose of the research and had likely expressed this during 

mobilisation of the participants.   

 

 

Ethics 

 

The small sample size of my empirical research and the particular context of my first 

hand experience, in a refugee setting where the situation for child protection was 

heightened, results in data that is not necessarily representative. However, the use 

of mixed methods and data triangulation should enable a variety of Somali voices 

and situations to be represented. Furthermore, from a perspective of the ‘tribal child’ 

model in childhood studies (see Chapter 3), in depth qualitative accounts that do not 

purport to be representative can potentially provide a more useful insight into 

children’s lived experience in a particular context and situation than shallow or 

impersonal accounts from numerous respondents.  

 

I received ethical approval from the University of Sussex for my empirical research 

(see appendix 2). All participants should have had access to an Information Sheet in 

a language they could understand ahead of the interview, as these were given to 

gatekeepers. The Information Sheet was paraphrased at the start of each interview 
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prior to consent being sought. Summary findings of the research will be shared in 

English and Somali with all participants. 

 

Literature review was conducted using the University of Sussex and British libraries, 

and using academic databases, peer-reviewed journals, and the internet; documents 

published by or publicly accessible on websites of the UK government or 

international organisations that are members of the global interagency Child 

Protection Working Group. I have gained the required approval from Save the 

Children to use the data generated from reflective practitioner case study.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework and Context 

 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

 

Child Protection in Emergencies 

Recognition of the need for specific services for children’s protection in humanitarian 

responses is relatively new. Challenges such as: the un-co-ordinated evacuation of 

children in the Balkans crisis (Machel, 1996); the need for major interim care and 

family tracing and reunion programmes for children following the Rwanda genocide 

(UNICEF, 2009); the high proportion of children amongst fighting forces in recent 

conflicts (UNICEF, 2009); and the observed challenges to children’s psychosocial 

recovery following conflict and disasters (The International Save the Children 

Alliance, 2007), have exposed the need for specialist programmes for children’s care 

and protection. These dedicated programmes combine to constitute a specific sector 

of humanitarian programming: Child protection in emergencies (ibid).  

 

The recognition of child protection as an independent sector under the UN Cluster 

system has led to the generation of increased technical quality and expertise 

(UNHCR, 2012a). However, analysts have noted challenges with the sector’s focus 

on specific ‘issues’ affecting children, such as ‘orphaned children’, ‘child soldiers’ or 

‘street children’ rather than programming to meet the protection needs of the variety 

of vulnerable groups in a particular community, or considering an individual child’s 

situation in full, regardless of their label (Wulczyn et al, 2010; Barnett and Wedge, 

2010). Furthermore, stand-alone issue-based interventions have been shown to 

have weak sustainability after the initial post-war context, and did not consider the 

root causes of the violations (ibid).  
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Child Protection Systems 

As a result of this identified challenge a paradigm shift has occurred within the child 

protection in emergencies sector. The focus has shifted from ‘issue-based’ policy 

and programming, targeting particular categories of children, to ‘systems-based’ 

policies and programming which strive for “issue-based approaches [to] address the 

specific needs of individual vulnerable groups while [...] [addressing] key issues in 

the vitally important ‘infrastructure’ of child protection” (Bell, 2008, p.3).  

 

While there is so far no agreed definition of a child protection system some useful 

explanations have been provided. UNICEF’s 2008 child protection strategy offered: 

“‘a set of laws, policies, regulations and services, capacities, monitoring and 

oversight needed across all social sectors – especially social welfare, education, 

health, security, and justice – to prevent and respond to protection-related risks’” 

(Child Protection Working Group, 2010, p.4). While Save the Children suggested that 

child protection systems have several components (ibid), which have now been 

adapted by the UN Refugee Agency in its Framework for the Protection of Children 

(2012): Legal and policy framework; co-ordination; prevention and response 

activities; knowledge and data; human and financial capacities; advocacy and 

awareness-raising. Children’s participation was also included by Save the Children 

along with regulation and oversight of the system, which could arguably both be 

grouped under the legal and policy framework.  

 

Benefits of systems-based policies and programmes are that: the needs of more 

children could be met and addressed in a more holistic manner; interventions would 

be less likely to undermine existing protection mechanisms, whether traditional, 

community, or state-led; impacts could be strengthened and sustained for longer; 

duplication of services could be minimised; and structural impediments could be 

addressed (Barnett and Wedge, 2010). Studies have shown that systems-based 

programming can be implemented at a very local level through establishing and 

supporting village committees in disaster or conflict affected areas and linking them 

with regional social workers and police forces, as well as preventative and 

therapeutic services (Save the Children UK, 2010). Alternatively, programming can 

take place at a national or regional level with programmes to map out the child 
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protection systems and plan interventions to strengthen them (Maestral International, 

2011; Child Frontiers, 2010). Current studies are focussing on the formal as well as 

the ‘informal’, cultural or traditional child protection systems and mechanisms 

(forthcoming, Plan International), and include action research to understand and 

build linkages between the formal and informal child protection systems (The 

Colombia Group for Children in Adversity, 2011).  

 

International Social Work  

Of relevance to the child protection system strengthening debate are concerns that 

arose, following efforts to support the development of social work systems in middle 

income countries. Critics argued that, rather than expecting western models of social 

work to travel, culturally relevant social work systems need to be developed through 

a process termed ‘indigenisation’ (Tsang and Yan, 2001; Rankopo and Osei-Hwedie, 

2011). The debate is somewhat redundant now as others have argued that social 

work theory and values can in fact accommodate “personal difference, and social 

and cultural diversity” (Rankopo and Osei-Hwedie, 2011, p.138).  

 

In support of this argument, there are examples of child protection mechanisms 

which have been used successfully in markedly different contexts. Shardlow (2007, 

p.93) notes that the family group conference is “one of the best known [positive] 

examples of [...] transcultural influence in social work”. The mechanism was 

developed to incorporate the views and wishes of the Maori extended family into 

New Zealand social work system and is based on traditional decision making 

practices within the Maori community. The mechanism has since been used in over 

twenty countries (Scottish Executive Education Department, 2007), including with 

Somali communities in the UK.  

 

In whichever manner a child protection system evolves, social work has been shown 

to be a culture (Lorenz, 1994) and context (Tsang and Yan, 2001) bound activity. 

The helping processes that are successful in a particular culture and context will 

depend on the way in which that community and society functions (Lymbery and 

Postle, 2007). Additionally, the way that a person thinks and communicates will 
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depend on their culture and social position.4 Advocates of relationship based social 

work would take this viewpoint still further in their belief that each individual is unique 

and needs to be fully understood before the helping process can commence (Howe, 

2009).  

 

Cultural Politics of Childhood  

Reinforcing the importance of understanding children’s individual experiences and 

differences, James and James (2004, p.13) note that while childhood is, 

 

common to all children and characterised by basic physical and 

developmental patterns [...] the ways in which this is interpreted, 

understood and socially institutionalised for children by adults varies 

considerably across and between cultures and generations. 

 

Throughout history various discourses surrounding childhood have developed that 

construct children severally. In the puritan discourse the child is originally evil and in 

need of purification. In the romantic discourse the child is innocent and vulnerable to 

corruption, which gives rise to protectionist discourses (James and James, 2004; 

Boyden, 1990). The discourses and analysis of them are numerous (James and 

James, 2004; James, et al., 1998).  

 

While some things that are said about childhood that on the surface seem 

throwaway many writers have shown the extent to which such discourses have 

shaped and continue to influence policies, practices and children’s lived experiences 

to this day (Wyness, 2000; Boyden, 1990). James and James (2004) describe this 

as the cultural politics of childhood, which they note comprises, 

 

[T]he many and different cultural determinants of childhood and children’s 

behaviour, and the political mechanisms and processes by which these 

are put into practice at any given time (ibid, p.4).  

 

                                                           
4
 See Volosinov’s theory of ‘language creation from below’ described in Temple and Moran pp.58-9.  
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Thus, the ways in which childhood is viewed and interacted with by adults, parents 

and policy makers in a particular context is not necessarily consistent.  

 

Theorising Childhood 

To help us navigate the schisms within which children are constructed in the cultural 

politics of childhood in any one place in time, James, et al. (1998) defined four 

models of childhood that can be used to theorise childhood and inform childhood 

research and policy: the developing child, socially constructed child, tribal child, 

minority group child. The models are useful in support of the analysis of research 

findings on childhood and child protection and so are considered here.  

 

The tribal child model emphasises children as social actors who inhabit their own 

social realm, which is a separate generational space and separate reality of 

individual experience: commonalities are downplayed. Similarly, the minority group 

child constructs children as “active learners and socialisers” (James and James, 

2004, p.59) but constructs them as a group, different from adults, and considers 

children in light of the social category ‘child’” (ibid, p.59).  

 

The other two models consider “how childhood is structured as a social space for 

children” (ibid, p.60). The social structural child model “explores the ways in which 

the social space of childhood is marked out for children in society, seeing this as a 

constant and recognisable component of all social structures” (ibid, p.60). Whilst the 

socially constructed child model takes a radically cultural relativist model by asking 

for the child and childhood to be considered in the local context and for conditions 

affecting the child to be considered in relation to that context (James, Jenks and 

Prout, 1998). Conditions within any one society would therefore be plural while in the 

social structural model they would be expected to converge.  

 

Within the four models there are therefore contradictions as well as convergences, 

which both elucidate and complicate their relevance to furthering our understanding 

of the relationship of culture to child protection. Culture will be important to study so 

that we can understand why children are perceived in a particular way in the Somali 

culture and why things are working as they are (social structural child). While in order 
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to modify cultural practices that are harmful we will need to show that childhood is 

socially constructed. In developing frameworks and systems for child protection 

culture will need to be sensitively considered (minority group child). However, this 

should not lead us to overlook the individual differences and experiences of children 

and families living within that culture (tribal child) which will play a huge role in their 

protection and needs for redress.  

 

Culture and Child Abuse 

Korbin (1981) developed another useful framework for considering the relationship 

between culture and children’s protection. She defined three levels at which culture 

needs to be considered when identifying child abuse and neglect. The first can be 

referred to as ‘idiosyncratic’ child abuse, such as sexual abuse and severe physical 

abuse; “behaviours that are outside the realm of acceptable child training” (ibid, p.5) 

and are therefore considered abusive in almost all cultures around the world. The 

second is the level at which cultural relativism most needs to be employed and can 

be referred to as ‘culturally sanctioned’ child abuse: practices “viewed as acceptable 

by one culture but abusive or neglectful by another” (ibid, p.4). The third level is 

“societal abuse and neglect of children […] [through] conditions such as poverty, 

inadequate housing, poor health care, inadequate nutrition, and unemployment” (ibid 

p.5), which has been referred to as ‘structural violence’ (Scheper-Hughes and 

Sargent, 1998).  

 

Idiosyncratic child abuse is seen as requiring a response in almost all cultures, and 

is often requested by communities where services are not in place. For example I 

was asked by a local politician in Kenya to visit his community in order to assess the 

potential for developing a programme after a child died after being raped. Services to 

respond to idiosyncratic child abuse provide the foundation or core of most 

developed child protection systems, while it has been noted that they are 

dangerously lacking in developing countries (McIntyre, S. (2005) cited in Lyons et al., 

2006). Structural violence is the driver of abuse that broader governance, 

development, welfare and social protection interventions seek to ameliorate. 

Culturally sanctioned child abuse is probably the most challenging level for an 

outside organisation or government to approach and it is perhaps the level for which 
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an understanding and ‘competence’ (Korbin, 1981) with culture is required to prevent 

‘non-interventionism’ (Mirza in Robb and Thomas, 2010) or the intervention being 

rejected by the community.  

 

International Child Rights  

International child rights frameworks are in place to promote equitable standards of 

life, survival and development. Such frameworks were developed in recognition of 

the fact that cultures, contexts and rogue individuals can harm children. Significantly 

for this research, one of the two remaining countries to sign the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989) is Somalia. This is widely 

stated to be a result of the country not having a functioning government through 

which to enforce it. However, as the findings of this dissertation research shows, a 

different form of law is still being used in Somalia to mediate issues of child 

protection. To enable an appraisal of the alternative system that is functioning in 

Somalia, it is important to review the criticisms and defences of the UNCRC and 

international human rights law in general.   

 

A long-standing criticism of international human rights law is its universal focus which 

does not take into account cultural specificities. Cowan, Dembour and Wilson (2001) 

note that “[t]he rights of an individual to ‘belong to’ and ‘enjoy’ a culture are 

enshrined in several international instruments” (p.8). However, the protection of the 

rights of minority groups, or the assertion of group rights, was not included in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) following concerns 

about the dangers of group action following the regime of Nazi Germany (Cowan, 

Dembour and Wilson, 2001). Following the passing of the UNCRC, concern arose 

amongst African states that it did not outline the responsibilities that children have, to 

the family and community, within collective societies. In response to these concerns 

the African Union put into force the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 

Child (ACRWC), which has been widely adopted alongside the UNCRC in Africa.  

 

Child Protection and Law 

Child protection is firmly grounded in law both explicitly, in terms of the interactions 

of social workers with courts and the statutory powers that enable them to do so 
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(Wilson et al., 2008), and implicitly in terms of the place of the law in the very fabric 

of society and social relations. James and James (2004) explain the latter through 

examples of laws that are not enforced and thus become redundant, and examples 

of laws that are enforced intensely for a period of time to effect change. Furthermore, 

they note the role of the rule of law in maintaining social order by acting as a 

dynamic mechanism mediating social relationships and processes of change (ibid).  

 

As a result of this dual function, the law is particularly important to consider in 

relation to child protection in the developing world. Weak governance systems in 

developing countries limit the law’s function at statutory level in comparison with 

developed countries, therefore heightening the importance of law operating at the 

level of relationship-based social change. Somalia’s lack of government results in it 

being employed almost entirely at the informal level. James and James (2004) argue 

that the law is a key mechanism through which “cultural determinants and discourses 

[of childhood] are put into practice at any given time, in any given culture, to 

construct ‘childhood in society” (ibid, p.7) Therefore, even if Somalia were to sign 

and ratify the UNCRC, until the child protection system is strengthened Sharia law 

will continue to be the preferred legal framework for use within the family and 

community.  

 

 

Context 

 

This section provides an overview of Somali history, politics and the reflective 

practitioner case study context of Dadaab. Somali culture is covered in Chapter 4. 

 

Somali History and Politics 

Somalia is a unique, independent and divided country. Prior to Somalia’s brief 

colonisation by the Italians and British, Arab merchant communities settled in 

Somalia for centuries resulting in intermarriage (Harper, 2012).  Fiercely 

independent, the Somalis defended themselves from colonisation, as they had from 

previous invasion by Christian Ethiopia and would later from American and UN 

peacekeepers (Lewis, 2008; Harper, 2012).  
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Following colonisation, the Somali region was divided into five colonial units in 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Djibouti, Somaliland and Puntland, and ‘south-central’ Somalia 

(Harper, 2012). To an extent the borders dividing the five Somali regions are 

academic. Somalia’s population is fifty to sixty per cent nomadic pastoralist 

(UNICEF, 2007) and Somalis regularly cross these borders for pasture, trade and to 

visit relatives.  

 

The majority of Somalis are religiously and ethnically homogenous (Harper, 2012). 

However the further division of the Somali people through an incredibly complex and 

fluid clan system can cause insecurity where competition for resources and clan 

divisions meet. The clan system was corrupted and manipulated to a degree during 

the colonial era (Griffiths, 2002), and then by the Siad Barre government, who took 

power by military coup in 1969 and overtly outlawed the clan system (Harper, 2012) 

while covertly favouring their own (Griffiths, 2002).  

 

Current Situation 

The Somali system has maintained a high degree of internal rule (Harper, 2012), 

despite of or perhaps as a result of chronic instability. Customary law that developed 

around the clan system and nomadic way of life has combined with aspects of 

Sharia law to enable dispute resolution. By 2006 the Islamic court system was 

working so effectively that clan based groups formed a union for self-governance 

called the Union of Islamic Courts (Harper, 2012). However, due to US fears that the 

group was radicalised it was quickly shut down by a “US-backed Ethiopian invasion” 

(Harper, 2012, p.66). Somalia’s protracted civil war has led to more than 1.5 million 

people being displaced within Somalia and 1 million refugees fleeing to Kenya, the 

wider Horn of Africa and Yemen (IDMC, 2011).5  

 

Situation in Dadaab  

The Dadaab refugee complex was established in 1991 to host 90,000 refugees who 

fled from the civil war. Following chronic fighting, cyclical drought and floods, the 

                                                           
5
 Additionally, there are large Somali diaspora in America, Canada, the UK and Scandinavia.  
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Ethiopian invasion in 2007 and famine in 2011 Dadaab’s population is now around 

half a million,6 making it the largest refugee camp complex in the world. Due to its 

proximity to the Kenya-Somali border (Human Rights Watch, 2010) the camps’ 

security situation is precarious. Protection for the refugees is further challenged by 

complex relationships with the communities surrounding the camps and the Kenyan 

government who have hosted the large refugee population for over twenty years 

(Horst, 2006).  

 

The child protection system in the Dadaab operated at three levels: cultural 

mechanisms for child protection; the Kenyan government system; and mechanisms 

established by the UN and NGOs. Cultural mechanisms included the presence of a 

strong obligation to foster separated children and mechanism for family tracing 

through the clan system, as well as a preference for using traditional dispute 

resolution mechanisms following incidents of violence, including sexual violence. 

These mechanisms are discussed further in Chapter 4.  

 

The Kenyan legal framework was strong but not well respected by the Somalis who 

had come from a country with no formal government. However, awareness-raising 

from the UN, NGOs and government officials was reasonably effective in promoting 

observance. The government stationed a police force in each camp. However, due 

to language barriers and reported human rights abuses (Human Rights Watch, 2010) 

there was little trust in the police among refugees. Additionally, many abuses went 

unreported as a result of threats of violence from the perpetrator’s family towards the 

survivor’s family (Horst, 2006). Twice each month a mobile court and government 

social workers visited the camps to handle cases prepared by the Somali and 

Kenyan staff of the UN and NGOs and this proved fairly effective.  

 

Mechanisms established by the UN and NGOs included: the provision of pro-bono 

social workers for management of cases concerning protection and care and 

including support in accessing shelter, other items for the home and education; 

community committees for both basic child protection and general security; specialist 

                                                           
6
 465,334 refugees were registered with UNHCR by May 2012 (UNHCRb, 2012) with thousands more 

unregistered as the Kenyan government halted registration of refugees in 2012 (IRIN, 2012).  
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counselling services staffed by degree-level qualified counsellors; a functioning 

health care system; a safe haven for women and children experiencing extreme 

security risks; ‘child friendly spaces’ where children could access play and recreation 

activities; and awareness-raising through training and events targeting the 

community, teachers, police, foster parents and other community groups. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings 

 

This chapter presents findings from literature review, empirical research and 

reflective practitioner case study. Where there is no reference I am using reflective 

practitioner case study. Participant names have been changed to maintain 

confidentiality and are italicised to differentiate from names used in references.  The 

chapter is in two sections: Mechanisms for child protection and challenges for child 

protection.  

 

Mechanisms for Child Protection in the Somali Culture 

 

The camel, clan and religion are essential elements of the Somali culture. All three 

elements link closely to children’s protection and so form the basis of this section.  

 

Camel and Pastoralism 

The pastoral way of life is still followed by fifty to sixty per cent of Somalis (UNICEF, 

2007). A Somali proverb describes the intimate relationship between the pastoralist 

way of life and protection:  “He who does not own a camel lives under the protection 

of others” (Movement for an Independent Somaliland, 2012). The camel protects 

through providing for one’s livelihood, one’s mobility and one’s capacity to form 

alliances and protect through the payment of marriage dowries and blood wealth. 

Dirie (1998) describes how the Somalis’ dependence on animals for their survival 

creates respect for the animals; this dependence in turn reinforces their respect for 

God, thereby shaping another essential element of the Somali culture: religion.  

 

Clan System 

The clan system is central to the Somali culture as it provides one’s identity (noted 

by Bishar). It has been described as similar to a passport (Harper, 2012; Griffiths, 

2006). It operates through naming: A child’s middle name is taken from the father 

and last name from the grandfather (Lewis, 2008) and clan elders are responsible for 

knowing the names of up to thirty grandfathers before them. In my experience, 

children arriving at Dadaab alone could spend the day at the market sharing their 
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clan and last three grandfathers’ names until their nearest relative was found. The 

clan system imposes an obligation to foster separated children and so this relative 

would take the child in. An obligation to provide care also comes from Islam, which 

was recounted by Zeinab, Abdirashid, Mahad and Bishar. “The Prophet Muhammad 

was an orphan” (Humanitarian Policy Group, 2003, p.3) and as a result “almost all 

Islamic charities run projects to support orphans” (ibid).  

 

The mechanism of clan fostering as a form of kinship care was particularly strong in 

Dadaab. The majority of separated children who our programme supported had 

already identified their nearest relative by the time they came to our attention. Our 

assessments would therefore generally focus on the nature and stability of the care 

being provided. Fostered children were never without shelter and were mostly 

provided for in the same way as if they were members of the nuclear family.  

 

However, fostered children often moved around within their extended family. Safiyo 

noted that this, in itself, is a mechanism for preventing neglect: Children, who are not 

well provided for, even within their nuclear family, are welcomed by other relatives. In 

my experience, and that of Dirie (1998), this care will continue until such a time as 

the relatives are unable to provide for the child and the child will move on.  

 

This lack of stability was a cause of concern for many children in Dadaab. As a 

result, we established an ‘income-generating activity’ scheme, for foster parents that 

had been screened and found to be eligible to provide care. It was intended that the 

scheme would enable foster parents to access resources needed to provide 

consistent care to fostered children, and therefore maximise the chances of the child 

staying in a stable care arrangement.  

 

The use of the clan to trace children’s relatives if separated was recounted by 

Abdirashid as being used widely by pastoralists. He described how lost children 

would find the nearest camel watering point and the people there would assist in 

tracing the child’s relatives, providing care in the meantime. He described how the 

strong Somali oral culture, aside from producing a wealth of poetry and generating a 

love of debate and argument (Harper, 2012), supports the clan tracing mechanism. 
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Harper (2012) notes that even those Somalis living deep in the ‘bush’ will have 

access to a mobile phone and often internet through that phone. Abdirashid 

described how this enables a lost child’s relative to be alerted quickly as to his or her 

whereabouts and wellbeing.  

 

Aside from its role in family tracing, Griffiths (2002) describes how the Somali clan 

links back down to one’s extended family and therefore provides for one’s care and 

protection:  

 

Each clan divides into “sub clan, primary lineage group, and below this the 

dia-paying group whose function is to pay the ‘blood wealth’ involved in 

the settlement of feuds. Individual membership is at the level of primary 

lineage group according to Lewis, while the dia-paying group 

[approximately one hundred adult males] ‘is the basic political and judicial 

unit’” of society. 

 

Griffiths (2002, p.33) writes that, “the heer, or political contract, [...] is a mechanism 

for the resolution of disputes at the level of the dia-paying group” and the heer 

comprises a shir, or group council of elders (ibid).  

 

Griffiths goes on to note (ibid) that the old system of heer has been eroded. In order 

to know whether this is the case we need to understand how the heer traditionally 

works. Lewis (2008) explains that the clan system creates loyalties and that in the 

face of wrongdoing, compensation needs to be paid or the duty to pursue vengeance 

falls to the dia-paying group. During my work in Dadaab there were many examples 

of such a mechanism of dispute resolution and compensation in operation. The 

mechanism was usually used before formal child protection mechanisms were 

sought and was referred to as maslaha.  

 

A case example from Dadaab is helpful to understand how the mechanism works in 

relation to child protection:  
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A child had been injured by another child, damaging his teeth. The families 

had met nine times and not reached a decision regarding compensation, 

as the family of the culpable boy could not afford to pay. The family of the 

injured boy threatened to kick the teeth of the other boy out if they could 

not pay, which resulted in our child protection workers being called to 

mediate. The family threatening to kick the boy’s teeth out were advised 

that this would constitute a crime. They were told that if they wanted to 

follow the maslaha system they would have to find means to pay, which in 

the end they did.  

 

As this example shows the mechanism provides for compensation which can support 

a person’s wellbeing after an incident, whether used to pay for dentistry, as it was in 

this case, or as compensation to the widow and children of a man who has been 

killed. As a result of my experience I do not think that the heer has been completely 

eroded. It seems that in the absence of a functioning governance system the heer 

has not been dismissed but re-validated through the application of the principle of 

maslaha, which has its grounding in Islamic law.  

 

 

Religion  

 

Maslaha 

Due to the widespread use of maslaha as an informal mechanism for child 

protection, I asked participants if they were aware of it being used. Participants from 

Somalia, the UK diaspora and those who had lived in a refugee setting all confirmed 

that maslaha is used in their community, showing that its use is widespread and 

common to all Somali communities.  

 

Liban explained how it works: a complaint is either heard by a clan elder, or a 

Shiekh, depending on the nature of the situation. He clarified that, it is most common 

that issues arise between rather than within clans. In which case, the clan then 

appoints a committee. Mahad explained that, if Sheikhs are involved then it is ideal 

to have at least two present. He went on to explain that after the Sheikhs have 
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investigated the situation, both parties would be asked to step outside while the 

Sheikhs consider the situation. They consult the Qur’an (the central religious text of 

Islam) for the associated ruling, or compensation, detailed under Sharia law.  

 

Mahad noted that women do not participate in maslaha. He said that they observe its 

rulings and are usually aware that their husband or male relative is involved in it. 

Liban noted that women and girls might be consulted by the elders or Sheikhs as 

they research the case. However, in the case of the participant who had experienced 

rape this was not the case.  

 

As the system of heer has clearly been adapted to comprise maslaha it is necessary 

to know more about the principle. Rather than a source of Islamic law, maslaha is a 

principle and “[l]iterally, maslahah means 'benefit' or `interest'” (Kamali, 1991, p.235). 

However, the term “is not mentioned in the Qur’ān” (Opwis, 2010, p.2). It could be for 

this reason that there are some varied interpretations and uses of it. As part of this 

research, in conversation with Professor Mashood Baderin of the London School of 

Oriental and African Studies, he noted that most countries with legal systems based 

on Islamic law use the principle to enable welfare to be considered in relation to 

judicial decisions.   

 

To the less legally versed reader this can be further explained by Opwis (2010, p.1): 

  

One question which has been posed throughout the existence of Islamic 

law - and which it shares with many legal systems - is how to apply the 

finite body of the authoritative legal texts to the infinite number of possible 

legal incidents. [...] The jurists’ task is to develop legal principles and 

methodologies that, when applied in law finding, faithfully reflect God’s will 

as manifested in the revealed law and that do not lead the believers to 

stray from God’s path. 

 

She notes that one such principle is maslaha (ibid).  
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Maslaha is therefore a means of ‘law finding’ (Abbas and Griffel, 2007); a principle 

which enables welfare to be considered in judgements and which may therefore 

create new case law. Professor Mashood Baderin explained that some schools of 

Sharia law state that the object and purpose of the Qur’an is to promote maslaha. 

Therefore, the Qur’an cannot be interpreted in a way that hinders welfare, and this 

interpretation can be done on a case by case basis. However, he noted that in 

Somalia and Sudan the principle is being used differently and less formally than in 

other Islamic states. It is being used as a form of dispute resolution to maintain good 

relations when an incident has occurred and to prevent a case from going to court.  

 

It seems therefore that maslaha’s use in Somalia is more aligned to the traditional 

heer method of dispute resolution, but is perhaps being overseen more regularly by 

Sheikhs than clan elders due to the inter-clan fighting that has dominated the 

country’s security situation for over two decades. Referring to it as maslaha rather 

than heer may therefore help to legitimise a mechanism previously tarnished by the 

challenges of clan divisions.  

 

Indeed, the mechanism’s use can lead to cycles of violence if compensation is not 

paid and, as shown by my previous case study, has the potential to impact very 

negatively on children. Others have noted that it can lead to cycles of violence. The 

use of violence by adults, or other older children, was mentioned by children as quite 

widespread in Save the Children’s 2009 survey in Dadaab and “[s]ome respondents 

linked this to the long war in Somalia and the clan rivalries created as a result” 

(pp.17-18). This dynamic is further illustrated by Dirie’s (1998) account of when she 

was a small child and stabbed her younger brother in the leg during a fight over food, 

which he retaliated with a stab in her leg. 

 

The use of the mechanism as it currently stands does not incorporate welfare in the 

same way that the maslaha principle should do, and does in other Muslim countries 

where the law is better established. Its potential as an informal mechanism for child 

protection that could be strengthened to become part of the formal system therefore 

remains questionable. However, the existing widespread use of the mechanism is 

striking. The acceptance of it by the community as a mechanism sanctioned under 
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Sharia law could therefore provide an entry point for its adaptation to better respect 

women and children’s participation and formal systems of justice, rather than 

importing an outside mechanism that could be rejected.  

 

Religious education 

Abdirashid and Liban described the intimate role religion plays with child rearing and 

protection. Most values and behaviours instilled in children come directly from the 

Qur’an’s hadiths (“sayings and actions attributed to the Prophet Muhammad” [HPG 

Briefing, 2003, p.3]), which are taught to children at duksi – religious school.  

 

Examples of hadiths given by participants were to look after your parents (Mahad), to 

obey your parents and elders (Mahad and Safiyo), to have a good attitude and good 

behaviour (Mahad), to be respectful (Safiyo) not steal, beat, and be safe (Safiyo), not 

to lie (Fardowsa), not to show your body or to swear (Safiyo). The most vivid hadith 

recounted was that “Heaven is at the end of your mother’s hem” (Zeinab) which 

stressed the importance of helping your mother and staying close to her. The 

emphasis on the responsibilities of the child mirrors the emphasis provided in the 

ACRWC in comparison with the UNCRC, thereby underscoring the collective nature 

of Somali society and children’s resultant role within it.  

 

Children begin duksi at around five years old and it is almost always a full time 

engagement. Parents rarely send their children to formal school until the child has 

finished learning all the verses of the Qur’an by memory, as this is valued as the 

most important education a child can get and therefore the priority. However, this 

clearly has a negative impact on formal education opportunities. Furthermore, some 

children may not fully understand what they are learning due to teaching usually 

being in Arabic, and without a broader education the teachings may have less 

significance.  

 

Only two participants did not go to or mention going to duksi or to school. Ayan was 

more than fifty years old and said that at that time girls did not go to duksi or to 

school as it was not allowed. Naima said she was a nomadic pastoralist did not 

mention duksi but said she never went to school. Ayan was very happy to now have 



MA Childhood and Youth Studies  Candidate Number: 93682 
Dissertation 

 

 

37 

 

the opportunity to learn the Qur’an. This change in gender boundaries implies that 

the Somali culture is open to change in areas that are valued, including religion.  

 

Fardowsa mentioned the responsibility that comes from learning the Qur’an at duksi. 

She said that after finishing learning a chapter of the Qur’an a child is expected to 

know the difference from right and wrong and before that is therefore not culpable or 

punished to a significant degree. This account shows the construction of the child in 

the puritan discourse as born a base creature in need of civilising through the 

learning of moral and religious codes. Capacity for punishment is therefore linked 

with the child’s increasing awareness. This understanding could provide an entry 

point for protection practitioners to discuss methods of discipline with parents and 

religious leaders.  

 

Religious leaders 

Lewis (2008) notes that Somali religious leaders, or Sheikhs, are not political figures. 

In fact Sheikhs perform a variety of community functions: They lead Friday prayers; 

teach duksi; visit the ill; and advocate for and to the community on rights and welfare 

issues. In Dadaab, Sheikhs used to raise awareness about early marriage in Friday 

prayers, saying that girls should not be married until they are fifteen: the age of 

majority in the Qur’an.  

 

It was indeed rare to see girls under fifteen married in Dadaab, which is a higher age 

than in many Muslim countries. To an extent, this shows the level of respect the 

community had for the word of a Sheikh. However, the general attitude in the 

community was that girls could be married once they reached puberty. This usually 

happened to coincide with the age of around fifteen years. However, if the girl 

reached maturity earlier than fifteen this would be seen as a factor overriding the age 

of majority in Islam. Therefore, raising-awareness in the community on the negative 

impact of early pregnancy and marriage on a girls health and education amongst 

other things is still needed.  

 

In Dadaab, Sheikhs might also help with tracing the family of lost children; by 

providing overnight care if needed, and using the opportunity of people gathering for 
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prayer in the morning to share information about the lost child until the child’s family 

were traced. Additionally, I was told that Sheikhs play a vital role in ensuring 

unaccompanied children can cross the border into Kenya safely. At the border 

crossing there are dual threats of the Kenyan police who extort money from refugees 

trying to cross the officially closed border (Human Rights Watch, 2010), and of militia 

groups attempting to recruit young boys seen as deserting their country. The 

Sheikhs assist safe passage through helping to raise money to give to asylum 

seekers to enable relatively safe passage to the camps.  

 

Some participants referred to ‘good Sheikhs’ (Mahad and Bishar), who are friendly 

and kind to the children they teach. While clarifying that this did not mean there were 

‘bad’ Sheikhs, Mahad and Fardowsa (participants from the diaspora) noted that there 

are strict Sheikhs who expect higher levels of attention and progression from their 

students, which did not always make duksi an enjoyable experience. Indeed, in 

Dadaab, children reported widespread corporal punishment from duksi teachers, as 

well as other adults and older siblings. Zeinab said that she would not report a 

concern to a Sheikh, as they are more of an authority figure than a confidante. 

However, from my work I am aware of some children who found the words of their 

Sheikh very comforting after going to him for explanation after their parents had died.  

 

The important role of religious leaders in Somali life and in issues affecting 

vulnerable families was something that was initially overlooked in our programme in 

Dadaab. There was significant reticence, amongst non-Somali staff who had worked 

in the camps for some time, to engage with religious leaders due to the possibility of 

them being radicalised. Such concerns cannot be dismissed. They were echoed in 

my literature review (Human Rights Watch, 2012), empirical research (Bishar 

described how parents are cautious to get a good Sheikh and check that their 

children are learning the right things at duksi) and in my own experience in Dadaab:  

I met a Sheikh in Dadaab to who, children from all over Somalia were sent to study 

their duksi under, due to his trustworthiness to teach the Qur’an properly. However, 

this reticence, good caution and, to a degree, fear should not eliminate engagement 

with Sheikhs as this research provides clear evidence of the more positive than 

negative role of Sheikhs in the community, and therefore children’s protection.  
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Zakat 

Another mechanism for child protection described in the last example is zakat which 

refugees and the displaced are eligible for (HPG Briefing, 2003). One of the five 

pillars of Islam, zakat “signifies the obligation to donate one-fortieth of one’s assets 

every year” to eligible groups of people (ibid, p.3). Mahad explained that zakat can 

be given in a number of ways, including through the mosque, and could even be 

given to a homeless person in the street. He noted that it should only be given to the 

neediest people in society and not those who already have their own means.   

 

Zakat given at the mosque enables Sheikhs to support the community. In Dadaab, 

during the mass influx of refugees following the Somalia famine in 2011, a group of 

Sheikhs approached the officials running the registration point and asked if they 

could bring clothes to distribute to refugees who were newly arriving with barely any 

possessions. The next day the Sheikhs arrived with a lorry full of clothes and shoes 

paid for through collections at the mosque. I heard many similar accounts of 

generosity while in Dadaab, including the many families who took additional families 

into their homesteads during this time, and for the previous three years since land in 

the camps had run out (ibid).  

 

 

Challenges for Child Protection in the Somali Culture 

 

Childhood 

Somali society is collectivist in nature with socially structured aspects of society 

widely respected and followed. This was apparent in many of the accounts provided 

by research participants. Abdirashid described the aqiqah ceremony, which follows 

the birth of both boys and girls. It includes a naming ceremony, prayers, the 

slaughtering of an animal and the child’s introduction to the community by a man 

who is perceived to be a community role model, or a man of good faith, in the hope 

that the child will go on to acquire the same personality as that man.  
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The importance of child rearing practices conforming to community expectations was 

further emphasised in descriptions of female genital cutting, which took place at the 

strenuous encouragement of other women in the community (described by Fardowsa 

and Dirie, 1998), and the extreme treatment of children who transgress moral 

boundaries such as becoming pregnant before marriage, as described by Mahad 

and Safiyo and as I experienced in Dadaab. Such descriptions of child rearing 

practices demonstrate the child’s position as part of a greater collective. The 

implication of this is that decisions about children’s welfare are made in relation to 

the overall good of the family, rather than consideration of the individual child’s 

welfare being of central importance.  

 

Age 

Research showed that the child’s responsibilities in the Somali household, whether 

in the UK or Somalia, increase with age. Zeinab, Abdirashid and Dirie (1998) 

described the responsibility pastoralist children take for different animals at different 

ages, starting with baby lambs and eventually herding young camels. Similarly, 

Zeinab and Ayan described children in the urban setting taking gradual responsibility 

for different household tasks and sibling care. All accounts described the guidance 

provided to children by parents or older siblings when performing these tasks.  

 

Participants were prompted to talk about when childhood ends for boys and girls. 

Their answers were varied but revealing. Mahad said fifteen is the age children can 

do their own work and finish secondary school. Sheikhs in Dadaab used to advocate 

against marriage under the age of fifteen in their sermons. The suggested age of 

fifteen can be explained by the fact that the age of responsibility in Islam is fifteen 

(Harper, 2012). Zeinab said that boys get more freedom than girls and childhood for 

them therefore ends later at around sixteen. While women (Safiyo, Ayan and Zeinab) 

described puberty as marking out the end of their childhood, with Zeinab (who grew 

up in the UK) saying that this is after puberty that girls have less time for play, have 

to stay at home more to help with chores, and start wearing the headscarf. In 

contrast, Fardowsa said that her responsibility for chores came when she was eight 

or nine, but she noted the challenging relationship she had with her stepmother who 

did not allow her to regularly attend school.  
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It is clear that the westernised concept of childhood ending at the age of eighteen as 

described in the UNCRC does not fit easily onto the system in Somalia. Participant’s 

accounts confirm that childhood generally ends earlier with freedoms gradually 

decreasing and responsibilities increasing with age, as well as puberty marking a 

major change for girls who did not continue their education.  

 

A further age-related challenge for child protection in the Somali culture is that 

people generally do not know precisely how old they are. Child protection 

frameworks and guidelines are usually grounded in age boundaries, although some 

do require the social worker to make an assessment of maturity in addition to age. 

Dirie (1998, p.27) explains the concept of time for nomads:  

 

Like the rest of my family, I have no idea how old I am; I can only guess. A 

baby who is born in my country has little guarantee of being alive one year 

later, so the concept of tracking birthdays does not retain the same 

importance. 

 

She goes on to explain that the nomad’s concept of time is very different from a 

westerner’s as life is lived not by a watch but by the span of daylight (ibid). This lack 

of interest in knowing one’s age could explain the low rates of birth registration in 

Somalia, which in 2011 was only three per cent (UNICEF, 2012b). Lack of birth 

registration can lead to further protection concerns such as trafficking and challenges 

means of redress due to incapacity to prove the age of the exploited person.  

 

When participants described their own childhoods they tended to emphasise the 

tribal child model; noting their agency, competence and freedom. While when they 

described the lives of their own children, which were characterised by a sense of 

vulnerability and the need for adult direction, echoing the romantic and protectionist 

discourses. This highlights the need for children to participate in research on 

childhood, to enable an accurate representation of their own situation.  
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Gender 

Another challenge for Somali children is gender, of which there are multiple 

dimensions and challenges. Fardowsa expressed frustration that the community 

does not emphasise the rights of women contained in the Qur’an and that women 

have to seek them out themselves. Lewis notes that in Somali culture “male 

superiority is still taken for granted” (2008, p.13). He notes that male heirs “add 

strength and honour to a father’s lineage and enhance his reputation and status” 

(ibid, p.12). Bishar said he feels it is wrong that girls are not perceived by the family 

as valuable, as they will go to another family when married. This can be exacerbated 

by the practice of marrying daughters outside the sub-clan, or the dia-paying group 

(Lewis, 2008), as a political act to promote peace and unity although this has 

reduced since the civil war (ibid).  

 

As a result of the inequity between the sexes, Somali girls can be painfully shy in 

comparison to the confidence of boys. As a result, extra attention is required when 

designing participatory mechanisms. However, this does not seem to impact on 

women’s roles as much as one might think. As I have observed and Dirie (1998), 

Abdi (2006) and Lewis (2008) note, “women tend to be forceful characters who often 

exercise more influence than appears on the surface” (ibid, p.13).  

 

Furthermore, Safiyo noted the solidarity that exists between Somali women. 

Similarly, Zeinab, Safiyo and Ayan noted examples of girls reporting concerns 

around puberty and protection to their mothers before anyone else. This suggests 

that the provision of centres for women and girls in Somalia could be helpful to 

strengthen the prevention and reporting of gender-based violence, particularly for 

girls without a female caregiver or a strong bond to their female caregiver.  

 

Marriage 

One participant said she was conscious of her parents trying to arrange her marriage 

from the age of twelve years and one other said that she had an arranged marriage. 

However, several others said that marriages are not arranged in the Somali culture 

(Zeinab, Abdirashid and Ayan) and Ayan and Abdirashid described marriages taking 
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place in adulthood. The findings from the empirical research data on age of and 

consent to marriage were therefore very mixed.  

 

My experience from Dadaab which is that if girls were not married by fifteen they 

would be called gumeeys, which was translated to me as ‘spinster’ or ‘old maid’. My 

translator confirmed that this is also the case in the UK. This shows the strength of 

the Somali culture as practices and attitudes clearly travel easily between Somali 

communities in different countries. This could be interpreted as indicating a trend of 

decreasing age of marriage, which could be linked to increasing poverty-levels or 

increasingly conservative religious attitudes. However, considering this is such a 

sensitive topic, without better statistics for Somalia it will be hard to know what the 

trends are in terms of age of marriage. 

 

The situation for girls resisting early marriage can be very negative. Dirie (1998) 

recounted that her older sister was “banned from the family” (p.68) by her father after 

she ran away from an arranged marriage. While Fardowsa recounted her older sister 

being referred to as a prostitute by her father after she ran away, although she did 

not give the reason for her leaving. However, this shows potential for positive change 

with the necessary safeguards of a formal child protection system. In 2010 in 

Dadaab, we handled a case of forced early marriage which motivated change in 

practices towards early marriage:  

 

Amina7, a 16 year old girl, came to our office after running away from 

school. Her parents had informed her that she was to be married the next 

day to a forty year old man. She did not want to be married but they did 

not listen. Amina was very upset and did not know what to do. Our staff 

discussed the options with Amina at length and it was agreed that she 

would make a report to the police. The report was made and the husband-

to-be and father arrested. Amina was taken to the Safe Haven for 

overnight shelter as she would not be safe in the camps. The next day her 

father and husband-to-be presented themselves before the magistrate at 

the mobile court. Our officers briefed the Government Children’s Officer 

                                                           
7
 Not her real name 
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who represented the case on the child’s behalf. The husband-to-be was 

sentenced in court and the father released with a fine, as he showed 

remorse and was needed at home to support his family, including Amina, 

as she settled back into family life. (Save the Children, 2011, locally 

distributed case study).  

 

Our team was later thanked by the community leaders for their work on the case. 

Following this case reports of early marriage rose by one third and the majority of the 

cases did not even have to go to the police before they were resolved, showing the 

impact that implementation of the law can have on changing community practices 

(James and James, 2004).   

 

Female Genital Mutilation 

Perhaps the most publicised gender issue in Somali culture is female genital 

mutilation (FGM).8 FGM has been performed on ninety five per cent of women 

(UNICEF, 2012b). However, only two participants mentioned it (Zeinab and 

Fardowsa), both on whom were working in social work and care. Fardowsa said the 

procedure was traumatic and described its impact on urination, menstruation, and 

childbirth in later years, all issues described in detailed by Dirie (1998). Lewis (2008) 

describes serious infections and even infertility that are not uncommon as a result. It 

is performed on girls between the ages of six and ten. Some girls even die during the 

procedure (Dirie, 1998). Zeinab spoke of its resultant damage to the body and 

“depression, anxiety [and] self-hate” that can result from having “lost something that 

[...] [you] can’t get back”. Zeinab also mentioned its impact on divorce rates: “FGM 

affects relations between parents. Women say that there are no physical benefits to 

being married so if it’s not working out they don’t need to be together.”  

 

The practice is justified through social structural constructions of childhood and 

gender roles. Girls who have not been circumcised are described as “dirty” (Dirie, 

1998, p.43) and “disgusting” (ibid). This harks back to the puritan construction of 

children as born evil and in need of purification.  

 

                                                           
8
 See reference 2. 
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Fardowsa explained that women experience great pressure to perform the ritual on 

their daughters from almost as soon as they are born. In discussions my colleagues 

had with communities in Dadaab they were told that people would only be able to 

give up the practice if the whole clan gave it up. The practice is linked with the 

preservation of virginity (Lewis, 2008) and therefore marriageability. Therefore, if one 

member of a clan decides not to circumcise his children then she may be unable to 

find a marriage partner within her clan. Marriage provides a family with income 

through the dowry (Dirie, 1998). Poverty is therefore a key factor that perpetuates 

the practice of FGM.  

 

Despite lack of religious justification for FGM in the Qur’an (Abdi and Askew, 2009) 

and disapproval that has been expressed by religious leaders (Temple and Moran, 

2006), the practice continues. Yet recent statistics imply that support for it is 

diminishing (UNICEF, 2012b). This implies that while the Somali culture is strong, it 

is open to adaptation if the community is in support of change.  

 

Sexual Violence 

Abdirashid described the complex dynamics of power that can protect from, or 

perpetuate rape. He described how these have changed over the years in relation to 

the justice system weakening. Both points are outlined in the below quote: 

 

Abdirashid: 1970s up to 90s, it’s very rare this was happening and that 

they are doing that, because people had been punished like for he’s going 

the jail or something like that. But in traditional, like rural areas, this is 

what’s happening. So that they are given compensation for that lady, 

about, 50 camels [...]. So that after giving 50, then he is forced to marry 

that girl because he’s harmed, ah, that girl. So, he must marry and also he 

must pay.  

[...] 

Me: So does that work well? I mean...you...if she has to marry him? Is that, 

that a good marriage?  

Abdirashid: Yes she’s married him and then he’s taking care for her.  

Me: Ok... So is he really punished?   



MA Childhood and Youth Studies  Candidate Number: 93682 
Dissertation 

 

 

46 

 

Abdirashid: He’s punished. He’s punished because when he’s bringing 50 

camels it’s very difficult for him because he doesn’t get 50 camels easily 

and he goes his tribe to collect and to ah, contribute money and payment. 

So, 50 camels is a lot of money so that ...haha...another one can’t do like 

that! [...] But then [before] this is [was] very rare in Somalia. But today you 

see there is no rule and order so that these days these things happen. 

People just do it. Because there is militia who come and doing the rape [...] 

Because there’s no government. There’s no rule and order. [...] So that 

family can’t go to the police station or some court like that. There’s no 

government in the country.  

Me: So there’s no compensation because you wouldn’t know who had... 

Abdirashid: There’s no! 

 

This conversation brings out numerous considerations relating to sexual violence in 

Somalia and affecting the Somali people. There is a description of the justice system 

working for prevention and response to sexual abuse as well as a description of the 

traditional methods with which to respond to and prevent it.  

 

Upon first reading it may be shocking to think of the solution to rape being monetary 

compensation, which makes a woman a commodity and seems approximate to 

paying for sex, and to think of a raped woman having to marry the perpetrator. The 

social structural construction of rape is further shown by Abdi (2006) who explains 

that in 2006 rape in Dadaab had,   

 

become such a common occurrence that husbands are no longer 

abandoning their wives once they are raped, which was traditionally the 

case in Somalia. Rape brings shame both to the family and to the husband 

of the raped victim (p.240). 

 

However, Abdirashid’s description shows that without an alternative, functioning, 

justice system the mechanism of compensation did in fact prevent rape, as the 

compensation money was very difficult for the rapist to gather from his clan and no 

doubt also shameful. 
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As well as shame rape can also carry stigma. Human Rights Watch (2012) notes 

that in Somalia “[b]ecause perpetrators of rape and other violence in Somalia enjoy 

almost total impunity [...] Victims of rape and their families rarely have anywhere to 

turn to for support” (p.53). Additionally, if rape becomes public knowledge in the 

community it can lead to the survivor and family being “stigmatized and ostracized 

within their own communities” (ibid). However, Safiyo and Mahad expressed strongly 

that if their daughter was raped they would not cast her out, which was the case in 

the majority of cases I handled in Dadaab.  

 

In Dadaab and Somalia (Liban) the major challenge for the girl’s protection after the 

rape in fact came from the family of the rapist, who would threaten violence if a 

report was made to the police, or demand compensation if the perpetrator went to 

jail. This is why some people prefer to use maslaha instead of the police, as then 

compensation is paid and security more likely. Abdirashid said it is preferred 

because it is quicker than police processes, while Fardowsa said it helps to keep 

issues private. However, Zeinab and Safiyo (UK citizens) said that Somalis living in 

the UK would certainly report a case of rape to the police.  

 

One participant recounted a personal experience of being raped twice as a child; 

first by her step-father’s brother and later by a Sheikh. She described only the first 

incident which was interrupted by her stepfather, and then witnessed by her siblings 

who were in the same room. It was striking that she felt partly culpable for the 

situation, as she had been wearing westernised clothing before the incident. She 

remembers a lot of family meetings taking place after the incident, which she agreed 

were probably maslaha, and a dispute breaking out between the two sides of her 

family, who were from different clans and a dispute over whether she should go to 

live with her father. However, the event seems to have been kept private within the 

family, after medical care was sought, and she managed to continue a relatively 

happy childhood as a result.  

 

Taking about rape again, Abdirashid discussed the challenges for members of 

‘minority’ clans, which constitute around six per cent of the population (appendix 3):   



MA Childhood and Youth Studies  Candidate Number: 93682 
Dissertation 

 

 

48 

 

 

[for] vulnerable people who don’t have a big family or clan it is easy to do 

like that. [rape]. [...] The last twenty [years] in Somali[a] there’s clan 

fighting or some militia come, those [...] very small clans that don’t have 

power to defend themselves. [...] they have no one to ask for 

compensation or no one they can also call because there’s no police 

station and there’s no court, there’s no...but the family very big have ah 

powers [...].  

 

This account shows that being from a minority clan results in vulnerability to rape, 

because the clan members are not sufficient to defend themselves against a larger 

clan. They cannot therefore demand the compensation that would prevent such 

abuse happening again, as described earlier and as also noted by Abdi (2006). Abdi 

(2006) notes that this can also be the case for members of the larger clans if 

displaced from their husbands or fathers and wider clan and the protection this 

offers. Lewis (2008) and Abdi (2006) note a further challenge for minority clans: The 

Somali Bantus often work as domestic servants for other Somalis and abuse and 

exploitation can take place during this work; something I observed in Dadaab. 



MA Childhood and Youth Studies  Candidate Number: 93682 
Dissertation 

 

 

49 

 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This section summarises the pertinent findings from the research in relation to key 

aspects of child protection systems: Prevention and response services, legal and 

policy framework, advocacy and awareness-raising, co-ordination, knowledge and 

data, and human and financial capacities (UNHCR, 2012).    

 

 

Discussion 

 

Prevention and Response Services 

Recognition of the welfare provided for through zakat, and the benevolence provided 

by Sheikhs, shows that Somalia has the basis of a nascent, informal child protection 

system. The system seems to be evolving in a similar way to those in developed 

countries; through religious institutions and charitable giving (Howe, 2009).  

 

Furthermore, the clan system enables a level of protection, care and family unity for 

the majority of Somali children affected by conflict and displacement. In most 

contexts affected by widespread family separation, as a result of conflict or natural 

disaster, sophisticated systems for family tracing and reunification are required. 

These systems can take months or even years to trace a child’s relatives and are 

often very costly.  

 

The Somali clan system is politically loaded (Fardowsa; Bishar, Harper, 2012; 

Griffiths, 2006), and as a result is not always easy to understand. In Dadaab these 

limitations impeded our use of the clan for formal family tracing. However, the 

system still provided far greater success rates for family tracing than in we could 

provide, or than are provided in most humanitarian contexts.  

 

Despite the conflict, a form of education through religious teaching is provided at 

duksi. This can help to promote social cohesion and a sense of order for children 

whose lives are otherwise often disrupted by war or encampment. However, the 
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priority that is given to duksi can adversely affect children’s prompt enrolment in 

further education.  

 

Finally, a degree of security and additional welfare is enabled through maslaha. 

While formal mechanisms provide access to justice they do not provide 

compensation to the survivor. In contexts with limited social services compensation 

can be considered as more important than justice.  

 

These informal mechanisms for child protection have been shown to travel with 

Somali communities whether displaced in Dadaab or UK citizens. They are therefore 

mechanisms specific to the Somali culture. They have been shown to interact with 

formal mechanisms for child protection; whether it is the UK’s use of the Family 

Group Conference to enable the mechanism of clan based foster care to be 

supported, or the support to and oversight of clan based family tracing, fostering and 

dispute resolution provided by international organisations in Dadaab.  

 

The degree of functionality of these informal mechanisms is somewhat surprising in 

view of the overwhelmingly negative picture of Somalia presented in the media and 

human rights literature. However, we must be cautious of cultural exoticism (Said, 

1994). If a holistic system that protects all children is to be developed, we must 

consider the limitations of these mechanisms and aspects of them requiring change. 

 

The research shows that Somalis largely prefer to use the cultural mechanisms of 

child protection before formal mechanisms, except in the UK diaspora for serious 

child protection issues such as rape. As a result, a sensitive approach to advocating 

for change will be required. We must consider the extent to which strengthening 

informal mechanisms could provide better outcomes for children than waiting for 

Somalia to stabilise to such a degree that formal mechanisms for child protection can 

operate. Furthermore, we need to be clear on the aspects of formal child protection 

systems that are the priority. For example, therapeutic services, such as counselling 

and specialised medical care, may have a greater impact on a child survivor’s well-

being than access to justice.  
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The research shows that the informal system is currently quite arbitrary, relying on 

the good will of relatives, the benevolence of Sheikhs, and pockets of security and 

stability. Limitations to the rights of women and children remain strong. Ostracism of 

those who have transgressed moral codes, particularly survivors of gender-based 

violence, as well as people from minority clans, or who have a disability, denies them 

the protection of the community and clan. The current informal system does not 

appear to provide sufficient mechanisms to protect children who fall outside the 

protection of the visible and accepted community structures. This is partly why the 

programmes in Dadaab were so necessary, as they helped those in the community 

that nobody else would.  

 

Through consideration of Somali cultural politics of childhood, it is clear that the 

religion and the collectivist society place certain expectations on children: that girls 

will be circumcised, and that once they have learned the Qur’an they are conscious 

of right and wrong, and therefore responsible for their actions. This leads to child 

protection violations, but also guides the community’s responses to a child who 

transgresses social expectations; the widespread rejection of girls who become 

pregnant outside of marriage.  

 

The research showed that adults give contradictory accounts of childhood: Using 

protectionist discourses to depict the experiences of their own children while 

characterising their own childhoods in the tribal discourse, as innocent and safe. This 

highlights the need to consult children as we further explore and understand the 

situation for child protection in Somalia, and determine the most appropriate systems 

that need to be established to protect them.   

 

It should be noted that, there was significant resistance to children’s participation in 

Dadaab. Alston (1990) argues that in communal societies the “individual child’s 

preferences” (p.5) will always be ‘sublimated’ to the “interests of the family or even 

the extended family” (ibid). With this in mind engaging children in their own 

protection needs to be conducted with sensitivity.  
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Furthermore, regular and effective engagement with children will be necessary to 

prevent the influence of radicalisation. As Harper notes (2012) it is the younger 

generation largely that is being radicalised, through their wider use of the internet 

which makes them more aware of the outside world. In this case, the influence of the 

good Sheikh, and his hadiths of respect and not doing harm, will have minimal 

influence.  

 

Co-ordination, Knowledge and Data 

The informal cultural system is further arbitrary, in that the maslaha mechanism 

depends upon the individual decisions of elders and Sheikhs. Decisions are guided 

by the Qur’an which provides some regulation. However, there is no system for 

appeal if the decision is not felt to be justly given or interpreted, other than through 

vengeance.  

 

Moreover, there is no system of information management regarding cases and 

decisions, simply the powers of memory of elders and Sheikhs. While Lewis notes 

that the Somali powers of memory are “prodigious” (2008, p.23) they are not 

sufficient to ensure accountable and professional practice.  

 

Data on child’s protection issues will continue to be restricted until a system of birth 

registration is in place to enable statistics to be gathered. However, making this work 

would be challenging, as it would require outreach systems, or a significant referral 

mechanism, to enable nomadic pastoralists and those living in remote areas to 

access the system.  

 

Advocacy and Awareness-Raising 

Despite the positive nature of the clan system for alternative care and tracing, there 

is an inverse challenge created by the trust placed in kin networks: People trust their 

neighbours and relatives, and therefore rarely suspect abuse or harm will come from 

them. However, Zeinab, Abdirashid and Fardowsa mentioned this and two 

participants had experienced abuse within the family, both sexual abuse and 

exploitative labour. This also occurred in Dadaab and was recounted by Dirie (1998). 
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Furthermore, with the support of the extended family it is easy to presume that a 

child is being cared for by someone else. This perception can enable protection 

violations to occur. Therefore, greater awareness of how idiosyncratic forms of 

abuse happen (for example through awareness of grooming) is required to reduce 

the level of idiosyncratic abuse occurring. 

 

Many participants were reticent to discuss taboo subjects during research. Zeinab, 

Ayan and Fardowsa mentioned a lack of discussion about puberty and sex in the 

home. Likewise, participants were somewhat reserved when discussing divorce 

rates, which are high in Somalia but impact on children’s protection due to domestic 

violence and custody disputes, which can lead to clan violence.   

 

This reticence to talk about such issues is not surprising. Most societies find 

discussion of incest and rape taboo. Indeed, dealing with incest in the UK remains 

difficult and a key intervention for responding to incest, ChildLine, only came into 

existence in the late 1980s. However, advocacy and awareness-raising could 

contribute to a greater acceptance of these realities, which could in turn contribute to 

better prevention and response to abuse.  

 

Child protection must not be perceived as an imported concept, but something that is 

important from the perspective of the community as well. In Dadaab, due to initial 

reluctance of staff to engage with religious leaders, confusion was created regarding 

the purpose of our children’s centres. Some Sheikhs thought they were churches 

where we were teaching Christianity to children. However, once this 

misunderstanding was recognised, and the purpose of the centres clarified, the 

relationship improved considerably. This enabled continued positive collaboration 

with religious leaders during our awareness-raising and advocacy work. Recent 

success of the Turkish Red Cross in delivering humanitarian aid in Somalia (Harding, 

2012) emphasises the degree to which Somalis feel more comfortable with Islamic 

organisations working with them. Evidence therefore suggests that, non-Islamic 

organisations that work with Muslim communities need to make extra effort to gain 

acceptance from the community before their approaches will be adopted.  
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Human Capacities 

Somali colleagues in Dadaab told me that, when they participated in maslaha they 

were able to influence the decisions made, with their knowledge of child rights and 

protection issues. Through this involvement they were able to combine their cultural 

competence (Korbin, 2002) and child protection knowledge. It would not be possible 

for every male member of Somali society to be fully aware of child rights and 

protection issues, and be confident to advocate for them. However, training could be 

provided to elders and Sheikhs, and advocacy for trained social workers to be 

included in maslaha could be made, which might result in decisions that are more 

respectful of children’s rights including children’s participation rights.  

 

Financial Capacities 

While advocating for a welfare system in Somalia may be premature, the research 

shows that structural factors need to be addressed in order to prevent some of the 

most severe child protection violations. For instance, the recruitment of children into 

fighting forces can be driven by economic hardship. FGM also has structural drivers: 

One refugee leader in Dadaab said that the practice will only end if the whole clan 

agrees to abandon it. This refers to the fact that FGM is linked to the community 

economy, as it is seen to preserve virginity, which is seen as necessary for marriage 

and consequently provides wealth in the form of dowry (Dirie, 1998).  

 

Furthermore, structural factors can impact on the systems of child protection that 

might be adopted. There were few child protection services available in Dadaab due 

to limited funding, which made decision making and intervention planning incredibly 

challenging as there was little that could be done to alleviate or improve a situation.  

It is clear that, without peace and a degree of economic prosperity in Somalia 

structural violence in Somalia and Dadaab will continue to impede children’s rights, 

and limit the effectiveness of the child protection system that can be developed.  

 

 

Legal and Policy Framework 
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A stronger legal and policy framework for Somalia would have a clear impact on 

children’s protection particularly if it enabled regulation, strengthening and support to 

informal mechanisms in place.  

 

The Kenyan law, in combination with the security provided by the Kenyan police, and 

perhaps more importantly the community policing teams, enabled the case 

management system in Dadaab to work. The early marriage case referred to earlier 

was successful because the mobile court was in Dadaab that week. Several other 

cases were successful in Dadaab, including cases of removal of children from 

harmful caregivers, simply because we had access to a court, police and a 

government social worker with statutory powers.  

 

However, other cases did not work so well when the court was not immediately 

available to exact a swift and safe resolution to a case; in which case the threats and 

harassment described by Liban would then begin, and the family would often 

withdraw their case for their own safety. The law is therefore essential for achieving 

impact in sensitive child protection cases, but security is essential for enabling 

operations.  
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Conclusion 

 

This research shows the importance of understanding the cultural politics of 

childhood in relation to community governance mechanisms.  With this in mind, we 

can better understand how this dynamic constitutes an informal mechanism of child 

protection. This in turn can enable us to identify ways in which child protection 

systems can be strengthened, at both the formal and informal level, and increase the 

appropriateness and impact of the child protection system in place.  

 

 

In their article on the indigenisation debate’s relevance for Africa, Rankopo and Osei-

Hwedie (2011, p.145) note that: 

 

[I]ncreasing social work’s effectiveness means constantly improving 

professional expertise in relation to local needs, establishing greater 

legitimacy and enhancing societal understanding of social work’s capacity, 

contributions and acceptability. 

 

The research shows that lack of cultural and contextual understanding can lead ‘non-

interventionism’ or, conversely, culturally insensitive, over-zealous approaches.  

Whichever it is, the result is the same: ineffective mechanisms for children’s 

protection. Furthermore, poorly planned, misinformed, approaches can undermine 

existing informal mechanisms of child protection, or alienate the community so that 

potentially appropriate social work interventions are rejected.   

 

An-Na’im (in Alston, 1994) suggests that the “most effective strategy” (p.69) for 

achieving the rights outlined in the UNCRC is to “promote change through the 

transformation of existing folk models rather than seeking to challenge and replace 

them immediately” (ibid). Indeed, he believes that ‘Islamist’ groups are seeking to 

achieve this in the guise of their “rhetoric of ‘continuity of tradition’ and ‘return to the 

Golden Past’” (ibid). However, he acknowledges that “one must admit the possibility 



MA Childhood and Youth Studies  Candidate Number: 93682 
Dissertation 

 

 

57 

 

of irreconcilable differences between folk models and standards set” (p.70) by the 

UNCRC and proposes a “dynamic interaction between the two” (p.71) with 

international standards providing the “inspiring, elevating and informative influence” 

(p.71) with ‘folk models’ being seen as “a source of the values and institutions which 

legitimize the international standards [...] [both of which should] be mediated through 

process of discourse and dialogue” (p.71).  

 

The Somali community is clearly committed to responding to idiosyncratic forms of 

child abuse, such as sexual violence. However, Somalis living outside the UK prefer 

that the mechanism through which this response takes place is maslaha. By using 

An-Na’im’s model in the Somali context, it might be possible to influence maslaha to 

incorporate a more holistic understanding of child rights and protection, particularly 

children’s participation, and possibly eventually adopt the system of family group 

conferencing, to enable the regulation of maslaha by trained social workers and the 

court.  

 

The research shows that the Somali culture has the potential to change on issues 

that they value, such as the education of girls. Furthermore, it shows that effective 

engagement with key opinion leaders, such as Sheikhs and elders, will be essential 

if harmful cultural practices are to be effectively approached and cultural 

mechanisms are to be adapted to better observe international rights standards.  

 

Whilst it is important to be aware of radicalisation, fearing it should not erode efforts 

to engage with and support the community. Understanding a culture and working 

with it in its positive forms is clearly paramount in order to question it in its negative 

forms.  

 

It is clear that a significant reduction in child protection violations in Somalia will only 

be achieved once insecurity and structural violence have significantly decreased. 

Child protection violations linked to cultural practices may also reduce as structural 

violence reduces. However, even if the situation stabilises to enable formal systems 

to strengthen, the country’s long-term instability makes it likely that informal 
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mechanisms will always be required, as system failures could result in responsibility 

for protection falling back to individuals and cultural mechanisms. 

 

The cultural mechanisms identified in this research may be more effective if paired 

with ‘formal’ mechanisms for child protection, such as safe houses, social workers 

with statutory powers, a police force trained in child protection and courts. However, 

as the research has shown, these formal mechanisms need to operate in a relatively 

secure environment with access to therapeutic services in order for the community to 

choose them over and above the informal mechanisms available.  

 

Therefore, due to the current slow pace of stabilisation in Somalia, it is 

recommended that the focus of attention for system strengthening be on enhancing 

and supporting the informal mechanisms in place and developing Somali-specific 

therapeutic and welfare services. Therefore, as a functioning judiciary and other key 

governance structures are put in place, formal child protection mechanisms can be 

designed that link to and reinforce the ‘informal’ mechanisms.  
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For all documents:  

• Global in focus or with focus on Africa;  

• English language; 

• Maximum 25 years old.  

 

For Journal articles (in addition to the above): 

• Peer Reviewed; 

• Full articles; 

• Not book reviews; 

 

For documents from international organisations (not Journal Articles or published 

books): 

• Taking the form of a review, evaluation, or a case study presentation;  

• Produced or commissioned by the Child Protection Working Group or 

members / organisations that are members of the CPWG. 

 


