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Chapter 10.

Reflections, discussion and summary

The intricacies and pitfalls involved in accounting for one’s own or other’s behavior with 
reference to culture are best summarized by means of two examples from my own research. 
The reader is invited to join me as a co-researcher and take note of possible motives for 
deploying culture and reflect on their implications for research and practice. 

10.1 Accounting for culture: Two illustrative stories

10.1.1 Story A: Teenagers playing the culture card
Earlier that day in December of 2016 I interviewed Grace, Bernadette and Charity 
(pseudonyms). They were young Maasai girls of 16, 16 and 17 years old respectively. They 
were classmates and friends. I had observed them hanging out at the school premises 
where the preparations for the alternative rite of passage ceremony took place. They were 
ordinary girls. Their behavior was similar to that of girls the same age hanging out at the 
premises of high schools in the Netherlands. The only obvious differences I noticed was 
that these girls – or any of the other girls and women present on the premises – were not 
smoking cigarettes and were not wearing headsets. One of the girls was conspicuously 
carrying around a Chinese-made smartphone though. She used it to play music through 
the speaker. The sound quality was not ideal, but the girls did not seem to care; music is 
music, no matter if it sounds like crackling noise. Another girl was conspicuously wearing 
a pair of big black sunglasses. The girls took turns to pose with it. It appeared to be more 
of a gimmick item. The three girls were dressed modern and colorful. Charity wore blue 
jeans. Grace wore a long wide skirt with a floral print. Bernadette wore a long wide black 
skirt. Bernadette and Grace had short hair. Charity had thick black braids with blue 
strains in them and some decorative shells.

The interview I conducted with the girls had taken place in an abandoned classroom on 
the school premises. Normally, I preferred one-on-one interviews, but given their age and 
the sensitivity of the topic under investigation, girl circumcision, I interviewed the three 
girls at the same time. And also, because they preferred it that way. I was accompanied by 
Abigail (pseudonym), a free-spirited Maasai women’s rights activist. I often went accom-
panied by Abigail, joining me as my interpreter. These three girls spoke perfect English. 
However, when interviewing girls this age or younger, I chose to never conduct the 
interview alone. Abigail’s presence possibly also reassured my younger female interviewees, 
so I thought. Abigail coached me in the unwritten rules of the Maasai; what to ask, how 
to phrase certain questions, on the right moment to ask something and on matters that 
are taboo. I had not encountered any taboos so far. The Maasai that I had met up until 
this point in time talked easily, eloquently and freely. All went according to plan and 
protocol. It seemed like I was easily going to make my target number of quality in-depth 
interviews. People’s openness on the subject was above my expectation. This particular 
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interview was much more difficult though. After going through all the formalities, I 
started with a few standard questions about family composition, which class they were in, 
whether they ever skipped school or missed classes because they had other obligations, 
and what they knew about girl circumcision. I started with Grace: “How old were you 
again?”. She did not look at me. In fact, all three girls avoided eye contact with me. Grace 
replied very gently: “Sixteen”. I could not hear what she was saying, so I asked again. 
“Sixteen”, she said, now even softer than before. I still did not hear the answer, neither did 
my interpreter Abigail. Her age was on the consent form that her guardian signed, so I 
could figure that out later while organizing my recordings. But with all three girls, I really 
had to pull the information out (the worst kind of metaphor indeed) and I soon realized 
that this was going to be a difficult conversation. In any case, this was not going to be the 
in-depth interview I had hoped for. I tried to reassure the girls by reminding them that 
participation is entirely voluntary, that they did not have to answer any questions if they 
did not feel like it and that they could also stop if they wanted to. Nothing would change 
for them if they stopped. There is no fee for participation. Abigail or I would not be disap-
pointed either. I said: “I am not a teacher or a police officer. There is no right or wrong to 
anything you say”. They said that they still wanted to continue with the interview, even 
though all their non-verbal behavior seemed to tell me the opposite; that they really 
preferred to do something else now than to participate in this interview. And to be honest, 
for me as a researcher this interview was not going to bring me much either. Just as I have 
little patience with my own adolescent children at home for the way they avoid directly 
answering to my requests, I now also felt that slightly irritated and hurried feeling. I want 
straightforward information for purposes I have laid out in the clearest possible terms and 
have little patience for ambivalent adolescent behavior. It is my pitfall entirely.

These girls are the most important research subjects. These are the girls at risk. These are 
the girls Amref Health Africa tries to save. And even I – however modestly with my 
research – try to contribute solutions to their predicament. It is about their rights and 
their future. I felt that if I did not get them to speak, my research would be incomplete 
and that I had failed somehow. Here they are in front of me after all the effort I put in to 
write protocols, to get ethical clearance, to get funding and to travel to Africa being away 
from my family; here they are, not speaking to me. The cultural elders, the midwives, the 
activists, the teachers and the young warriors I spoke to were of course also important, but 
these girls’ voices and their concerns needed to be heard first and foremost. Although I 
did not feel that I was able to remove the barriers that these girls – or I! – had built, I 
decided to appreciate and respect their willingness to participate by asking them a few 
more questions. What I got in return were socially desirable and rather predictable 
answers. They could sum up the negative consequences of female genital mutilation, 
staccato. I mean, they were participating in a preparatory ARP program and learned the 
negative consequences by rote learning; read and repeat aloud until you get it. 

These girls were acting normal and befitting their age, of course. My own children, about 
the same age, would not speak to a strange foreign researcher either, so I would hope, and 
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especially not about precarious subjects. So why would I expect these girls to do so? At 
home in my nuclear family, girl circumcision is not a subject we speak about in much 
detail. Especially my 13-year-old daughter finds it difficult to hear about the subject 
matter that I investigate. My children also give me the unsolicited feedback that they do 
not like my piercing blue-eyed gaze when I talk about serious subjects. So, I was quite 
aware of my own presence and how that might have appeared to these three girls. As a last 
resort I chose to deploy – which I rarely do – the interview meta-technique of asking them 
about the interview itself; why all three of them spoke so softly that I was barely able to 
hear them and why they kept looking away at the ceiling, the floor or the classroom door? 
Charity replied: “In our culture we respect the elderly. This is our tradition”. She spoke 
loud enough, well-articulated and even looked at me for a moment. And typical to a main 
theme of this dissertation, she was playing the culture card.

“Okay, my last question to you ...”, I said in an attempt to end the interview: “I appreciate 
your participation. I have asked questions to you, so it is only fair to ask if you have any 
questions for me. Just ask me whatever. It doesn’t matter what. I can always decide whether 
I can or want to give an answer”. The three girls remained silent. They laughed shily. I 
tried to joke a little, but deploying artificial humor as a kind of learned conversation 
technique did not work. They saw through that. I got no response. But then suddenly 
Bernadette, who had spoken the least during the interview, asked: “Are you married?”. 
Abigail, the interpreter, laughed and shook her head. I nodded affirmatively to Berna-
dette. Bernadette began to probe, backed by her besties. “Only one wife?”, “Do you have 
children?”, “How old are you?”, “How old are your children, boys or girls?”, “How old is 
your son?”. I answered all of their questions, but in such a way that I did not have to share 
the more personal details of my private life. I felt like a hypocrite. They turned the table 
and here I am avoiding speaking freely about my own life. It felt as if these three girls 
knew it. The three girls laughed a little amongst themselves. I offered them a present as a 
sign of appreciation for participating in my research. I only gave that to interviewees that 
were minors. Envelopes with colorful stickers. These three girls were actually too old for 
this. They were young women. They nonetheless seemed to appreciate my gesture.

Two hours later …

It was lunchtime and I walked on the school premises towards the kitchen. Suddenly the 
three girls that I had interviewed earlier approached me from the back and blocked my 
passage. They were standing around me. In a way, I was trapped. “We want you to sit with 
us,” Charity said loudly and boldly. She looked straight at me. I felt uncomfortable, put 
on the spot and looked for a way out of this situation. Bernadette followed up on Charity 
and said: “It’s boring here. There is no music. There is nothing to do for us here. This ARP 
is boring”. Grace went on: “I want to meet that son of yours. He is 18 years old right? 
Where is he? Did he come here with you to Kenya? Do you have a picture of him? You 
probably have his picture in your phone. Let me see”. The roles were reversed now. They 
were creating the setting, determining the questions to be asked and the structure of the 
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conversation. The three of them positioned themselves around me and I could not go 
anywhere without inappropriately pushing my way through. I did not know how to 
manage this situation. “We want to dance,” Charity said, “Can you dance a little?”. 
Teenagers test the limits and these girls were at it right now. And it had to stop. A bit of 
professional distance seemed appropriate, so I assertively said: “Excuse me, ladies, but I 
was on my way to the kitchen”. Charity took a step aside so that I could pass without 
having to push one of the girls out of the way. She laughed and said: “Enjoy your meal, 
you can go ... but you know ... we don’t meet someone from America often ...”. “The 
Netherlands, I am from the Netherlands”, I corrected her. Charity continued: “... I don’t 
know what is that. But we are just curious. We have so many questions. Please, sit down 
and let’s tell stories. Let’s make stories”.

Bernadette gestured me to sit on a wall. She swept the wall from dust and commanded 
me: “Sit down”. I obeyed. The girls had very ingeniously created a situation of equality. 
Something that I had tried previously in my artificial research setting but failed to accom-
plish. The setting these girls created indeed made for a good, but casual conversation. The 
three girls sat next to me in a row on my left. “Come on, show us a photo of your son. We 
want to see him”, said Grace. So, I showed them a photo of my eighteen-year-old son, that 
I had stored in my phone. “Oh wow, he’s handsome. He doesn’t look like you. He is 
African; I can see that. Perfect, I want to meet him”, said Grace. The girls laughed. “I 
think he looks like you,” Bernadette said reassuringly, or perhaps she was making a 
compliment. Grace poked her. They snatched my phone from my hands to study the 
picture of my son up close. One girl was even so bold to scroll through the photos in my 
phone without asking me: “Is that your wife? Is that your daughter? They look different 
from your son. So, you do have more than one wife. You lied to us”. It is indeed true that 
my son is from a previous relationship. And it is also true that some of his roots can be 
traced back to Africa, albeit via South America. These girls were keen observers. They 
would make great qualitative researchers for sure. They continued: “Why are you here 
anyway?”, “Why is it that you are interested in girl circumcision? And why here, so far 
from home?”, “Where you come from do you also cut your girls?”, “Do you love Kenya, 
do you like it here?”, “When are leaving this place? When are you leaving us? If you want 
to understand about FGM, you must stay longer”, “Do you have chewing gum?”, “What 
kind of music do you like?”. The girls made me laugh. The speed of thought, the open-mind-
edness and humor; so different from how they appeared just two hours earlier when they 
were playing the culture card.

10.1.2 Story B: An elderly woman transgressing culture
This is a story about a woman shaping her love-life and fulfilling her desire for intimacy 
within a traditional Maasai arrangement. In this arrangement, girls enjoyed some amount 
of autonomy in choosing their boyfriends. That is, until they got circumcised. When 
young morans – or warriors that go through rites of passage themselves – would come to 
the villages, the uncircumcised girls were encouraged by their parents to dance and play 
with these young men. They could even be intimate with them. Some of my older female 
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interviewees of Maasai origin talked with nostalgia about this phase in their lives. An 
elderly woman, let’s call her Mary, had three boyfriends before she was circumcised. They 
were all very sweet, protected her and brought her little gifts. They made her feel special. 
She was in love with all three, although she had a favorite. This all changed by the time 
her father deemed her ready for circumcision. Her father arranged for her circumcision 
ceremony and from then on forbade her to have any contact with her boyfriends. He had 
promised her for marriage to an older man in exchange for an agreed upon number of 
healthy cows. Her fiancé was a lot older than she was – about the same age as her own 
father – and was already married to two other women. This is not unusual. When a young 
man can accumulate enough cows and afford a bride price, he will negotiate with the 
father of his potential bride. A precondition for marriage is that the girl is to be circum-
cised. If this is his first wife, she is usually only a few years younger or of about the same 
age, but by the time he is wealthy enough to afford a second, third, fourth or fifth wife 
the age difference between him and his newer wives increases. He gets older, but the pool 
of potential wives of the age-set of just circumcised girls, remains very roughly between 
12 to 18 years old. An elderly man married to five women explained to me that his 
youngest wife was like a daughter to him, for instance. Mary recalled her newlywed-hood 
as being an extremely difficult phase in her life. She told me that she did not remember 
much about getting cut, but she did remember feeling extremely sad being cut off from 
her boyfriends with whom she enjoyed greatly. She was intimate with her husband, but it 
did not feel the same. These were not joyous experiences but felt more like fulfilling a 
marital duty. Her husband’s other wives had not been too welcoming towards her, 
although eventually they accepted her into their fold. He provided for her and her children, 
as he did for all his wives and their children. Mary referred to him as a good man. But she 
never forgot her boyfriend whom she loved so much. He would occasionally contact Mary 
when her husband was out minding his cattle for a few weeks. This was done in secrecy, 
of course. If she was found to be having an affair, she might have to endure a public 
beating. That is how it goes according to culture, so I was told. But does it really always 
go like that according to culture? At the end of our conversation she revealed something 
remarkable, and she did so quite casually and almost in a joking manner. Her older 
husband had been impotent for a long time. He, she and the other wives knew “he could 
not get the job done anymore”. Mary got pregnant nonetheless. Nobody talked about it, 
not even her husband.

10.2 Contributions to theory

10.2.1 Guiding theories and sources of inspiration
The aim of this research was to study the behavioral dynamics within a management 
board of a health care organization, a cardiac surgery department of a hospital and indi-
genous communities wherein girl circumcision is practiced. The initial impetuses for these 
endeavors were practical rather than theoretical: accurately describing persistent – or 
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‘cultural’ – patterns of behavior and working towards solution-oriented change. However, 
for these not to turn into haphazard enterprises, it was crucial to establish a firm theore-
tical grounding, and possibly refine that grounding as my research projects progressed.

Although the above-mentioned groups are different in many respects, the commonality is 
that they are tightly knit and exclusive – also in the sense that, membership to these 
groups entails continuous, hard work. Ferreting out the dynamics involved in member-
ship to these groups required a distinct approach; an approach quite different from those 
offered by mainstream psychology, or traditional empiricist approaches to social science 
more general. However, although it is not avoided, in writing this dissertation care is 
taken not to polemize quantitative with qualitative approaches too much or to get 
embroiled in elaborate debates on epistemology. The reductionism and atomism that is 
said to characterize mainstream – positivist or traditional empiricist – psychology (e.g., 
Clegg, 2009; Greenwood, 1994) simply do not fit the objectives of this research. Studying 
behavioral dynamics and the social patterning of behavior calls for approaches that are in 
themselves dynamic and deal with the flow of patterns. Nevertheless, this research, that 
applies to culture change management and public health issues, has psychology at its core; 
a psychology that is capable of gaining a thorough understanding of how humans coor-
dinate their behavior amongst one another, and how this in turn produces enduring 
patterns that are difficult to change. 

Frequently referenced to throughout my research, social psychologist John D. Greenwood 
(1994) in his book Realism, Identity and Emotion: Reclaiming Social Psychology argues that 
an intrinsically social group is constituted by its members being party to sets of agree-
ments, conventions and arrangements. Explaining the intrinsically social nature of 
emotions is best done, according to Greenwood, with reference to these agreements, 
conventions and arrangements (ACA). In his book, he proposes – but not extensively 
elaborates on – a conceptual and analytical distinction between these three notions. 
Cultural psychologists Paul Voestermans and Theo Verheggen (2013) further developed 
his ideas in their book Culture as Embodiment: The Social Tuning of Behavior. Their inno-
vations, such as incorporating the affective, embodied structuring of preferences, feelings 
and tastes within with the ACA frame, are inspired by the enactive theory originally put 
forward by biologists Humberto R. Maturana and Fransisco J. Varela (1998). It is argued 
that meaning has its origin in the second-order coordination of attention and behavior 
between similarly embodied beings, through cooperation and sequential play. To clarify 
the order, first-order coordination, basically, is the default mode of coordination with 
reference to one’s own body and the environment of which it is part. Hand-eye coordina-
tion when climbing and using tools for hunting are examples of practices within this first 
order. Coordination practices between two or more living entities without the use of 
explicit strategies or by means of symbols referring to these practices themselves are of the 
second order. As the second-order coordination of attention and behavior between 
embodied beings becomes more complex and refined, language may arise as a form of 
third-order coordination. Language, however, is not a prerequisite for meaningful atten-
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tional and behavioral coordination but being embodied within a viable community of 
similarly embodied beings is. The latter statement points out such a fundamental truth, 
that we often fail to see it. For it is also a fact that the way meanings become inscribed 
in the body through repeated practice and play remains largely ignored in psychology, or 
social science in general. Usually, it is either biology or culture, and in the latter case 
analyses of ‘the social’ often remain restricted to the linguistic (i.e., articulated) domain 
of the observer – who sees regularities in behavior, labels these patterns and then turns 
these labels into determinants of behavior. To solve the puzzle and break this loop, a 
social arrangement in particular is conceptualized as people’s cultivated environment to 
which their senses and affective systems become mutually attuned, and in which 
embodied practices are enacted. The most tenacious and enduring patterns of behavior 
are produced in this manner, and thus thinking in terms of ‘internalizing’ and ‘sharing’ 
norms, values, and the like, becomes superfluous. In my research an effort was made to 
account for enduring patterns of behavior in empirical settings, especially if they were 
singled-out for change.

In the beginning stages of my research, the choice was made to answer to management 
and leadership scholar Morton Huse’s (2005, 2007) call to investigate board dynamics by 
means of participant observation of interactions between the actors that make up boards. 
This, in turn, was the prelude to a second case study on change resistance amongst a 
group of medical professionals in an academic hospital. If particular professional practices 
appear resistant to change, even though these particulars might seem trivial from an 
outsider’s perspective, it could very well be that enacting these practices is done on the 
basis of experience-near social arrangements. With the objective to design more effective 
interventions against girl circumcision the call of experts on the issue of girl circumcision 
– all anthropologists (Boyden, 2012; Gruenbaum, 2005; Shell-Duncan, 2001) – for a 
more contextualized understanding of why this harmful practice is performed was 
answered upon. All these research objectives need more psychology, but a kind of 
psychology that does not reify some of the abstractions commonly used to describe, 
explain and even change behavior: mainly the notion of culture and increasingly the 
notion of social norms. To fit the objectives of my research, I customized an approach and 
methodology, based on three psychological streams of thought: a particular strand of 
cultural psychology (Baerveldt, 1998; Verheggen, 2005; Voestermans & Verheggen, 
2013), discursive psychology (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, 1995) and Foucauldian discourse 
analysis (Willig, 1998, 2008).

As my research projects progressed, as unforeseen challenges emerged and as my under-
standing evolved, I had to come up with ideas and solutions of my own. Two of these will be 
highlighted in the following paragraphs. These insights are not claimed to be radical theore-
tical breakthroughs but should rather be viewed as useful adaptations and applications.

10.2.2 An adaptation of the cultural psychological frame
The best way to get an idea of the implicit, but experience-near social arrangements on the 
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basis of which community members coordinate their behavior is to submerge oneself into 
that culture, so to speak, by means of extensive participant observation. However, certain 
confidential practices – often those targeted for change – are not easily observed directly. 
The researcher, then, has no other option than to rely on accounts. But also, with accounts, 
the problem is that when it comes to sexual health, for example, many issues are left 
unspoken, especially where it pertains to actual sexual experience. It could be argued that 
this is because of cultural taboos, that it is proper etiquette or that it is very private and 
therefore nobody’s business. It could all be true. But there is more to it.

Often, we lack the skill or even the proper words to talk about our sexual experiences. It 
is not that we never talk about sex. Actually, it seems to be a number one topic for many. 
But it is mostly done jokingly, in a bragging manner or explicitly pornographic, on the 
one hand, or in a sanitized, clinical manner – as in talking about cells, viruses, contracep-
tion, sexual transmitted diseases and Latin genitalia, on the other. There are exceptions of 
course, but usually we move on the extremes of the spectrum and are severely handi-
capped when we try to talk about sexual experience with our kids, our parents, our 
students, our teachers and even our peers. We can still try, but when we do it feels so 
cringy, shameful and laden with risks, that we immediately fall back again into the default 
mode of employing sterile, sanitized language or making jokes to laugh our nervousness 
away. We lack what may be termed ‘the missing discourse of desire’ (phrasing borrowed 
from: Fine, 1988; Fine & McClelland, 2006). And this lack posed a challenge during 
several stages of this research project, since a cultural psychological study on mutilations 
or modifications of the female genital organs cannot be uncoupled from the issue of 
sexual experience. Obviously, girl circumcision has everything to do with sexual experi-
ence, for women and men in tandem, so to speak. Since direct participant observation is 
not a practical, ethical or moral way to go, in my investigations I was left with discourse 
‘about’ sexual experience. Which is of course a major limitation. If in my own culture that 
discourse is lacking, how will it relate to that of another culture? How was I to find out 
and ever conclude something meaningful about it? That is, if my interviewees were even 
willing to talk to me at all.

To my surprise, some of my Maasai and Samburu interviewees were quite willing and 
able to talk about their sexual experiences, and even their sexual transgressions. And they 
were often even more open in the many informal talks I had, as highlighted at the end of 
Story B, §10.1.2. As with Mary, it was in the not-thought-through narratives, open-ended 
stories, questions-in-return and jokes-without-punch something about sexual experiences 
was revealed. The latter is important, because these particular experiences were usually 
not revealed by analyses on transcripts of the formal, recorded interviews, nor could the 
related confidential practices be directly observed. However, they could be inferred. This 
is the main reason why I propose an adaptation of the original analytical cultural psycho-
logical frame adopted in this research by separating the dimensions of involvement and 
articulation on two perpendicular axes, as presented in § 3.3.1 and Figure 10.1 below. An 
idea of underlying social arrangements could be discerned from artistic expressions, as 
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depicted by the brown arrow. Casually joking, for example, in this frame would also 
qualify as an artistic expression, as would sharing of anecdotes, dancing, performing 
plays, sports and feasting. 

Rules 
Agreements

Artistic expressions

Conventions

Death
Detachment

Enlightenment
Indifference

Arrangements

Low Involvement High

Figure 10.1 Articulation and involvement

Expanding a little more upon Mary’s account, she should not be negatively characterized 
as an adulteress, or be typified with words to the same effect. The word adultery has a 
negative connotation that does not at all capture the way Mary, for instance, was shaping 
her love-life. Her account does not stand in isolation, since I encountered similar stories 
during my field work. In an arrangement where men are encouraged to build dynasties 
and marry as many women as they can afford, it is to be expected that women have found 
ways to fulfil their own needs, either by transgressing the patriarchal order covertly or by 
striving for change in the open if they feel empowered to do so. Another point to be made 
with reference to Mary’s account, is that as a measure to curtail or dampen women’s 
sexual desire, girl circumcision is not very effective. Even if held in a cultural arrest, 
women are not passive recipients of oppression. Accounts as hers bust the local myth that 
“you need to circumcise your women, because otherwise they will run away at night like 
prostitutes looking for sex”. These accounts illustrate that it is not just about a biological 
urge for sex, that might be curtailed with a procedure on the microfunctional body, 
specifically on the clitoris, but instead is directly related to the way love relations are 
shaped. Paradoxically maybe to those that believe circumcision is effective as a control 
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measure, I contend, a greater amount of marital loyalty – if that should really be an 
objective – is expected if there would be a level playing field in ways that men and women 
are allowed to express their love and shape their relationships. Again, marital loyalty here 
better not be conceptualized as one on one corresponding to the idealistic (serial) mono-
gamous version most in the Western or modern world claim to adhere to; but often also 
covertly transgress. Currently our own myths of chastity and sexual morality are busted 
just the same. But even if there is no perfect template to work by, the key to a sustainable 
solution for girls and women – in tandem with boys and men – lies in the reshaping or 
recalibration of love relationships. And this is not just a mentalistic, cognitive affair of 
rethinking what is supposed to be proper conduct between the sexes, but first and foremost 
involves affective practice and experimentation with alternative shapes of behavior by the 
people themselves. This way – and only this way – change can become truly embedded. 
Taking Mary’s account as an example, she lives her love-life experientially, reiterating an 
earlier quotation from Chapter 2: “People do not experience their circumstances and 
other people’s part in it in a bodiless and abstract way” (Voestermans &Verheggen, 2013, 
p. 90). Mary’s behavior, or anyone else’s for that matter, is not produced on the basis of a 
shortlist of prioritized attitudes or norms.

10.2.3 Reconciling opposites in an integral manner

A conflict is always a mutual negation. It can never be solved in the domain 
where it takes place if the disputants are “certain”. A conflict can go away 
only if we move to another domain where coexistence takes place. (Maturana 
& Varela, 1998, p. 246)

It is just a word, and maybe it could ring just as hollow as the notion of culture does, at 
least in its colloquial usage. But what Maturana and Varela are inadvertently hinting at 
here is love. Later in their book, they indeed dare to write the word down, following up 
with the immediate disclaimer that they are not preaching love. Perhaps, this is because 
they want to remain to be seen as serious scientists, and not as far-out hippies. So, the 
more learned choice of words ‘domains of coexistence’ suffices, at least for now. 

For change to happen and become embedded, it is paramount that domains of coexis-
tence are sought after. In my research, I have embarked on such an endeavor by explicating 
the overlapping domains of discourses legitimizing girl circumcision, on the one hand, 
and counter-discourses challenging the practice, on the other, in an integral manner, as 
presented in the central illustration of Part Two and Figure 8.2 in § 8.4.1. Particularly but 
not exclusively, Foucauldian discourse analysis is employed to make inferences about 
tenacious underlying practices, about practices transgressing the formal order, to reveal 
implicit meanings, and to explore the dynamics of change at the overlapping areas between 
discourses and counter-discourses, and underlying counter-practices, as also represented 
in Figure 10.2. 
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Figure 10.2 Opportunities for change at overlapping areas of discourse and practices

To further illustrate my proposition, I had the opportunity to interview a cultural elder 
and a traditional birth attendant who were both considered staunch opponents of 
anti-FGM programs. From hearsay, they were both unshakable in their conviction that 
girl circumcision must be pursued at all cost. Health workers and several community 
members had tried to convince them of the opposite through argumentation, but to no 
avail. Indeed, at the beginning of the interviews, these interviewees eloquently and firmly 
articulated their position. Both these interviewees expressed similar health-related 
concerns: if an uncircumcised girl gives birth boys in the village will die, and a midwife 
who assists delivery runs the risk of getting blind. They could recall instances where these 
unfortunate events actually took place. However, they also agreed with my proposition 
that nowadays uncircumcised, teenage schoolgirls get pregnant and give birth too. Teenage 
pregnancies are quite common. Yet, boys are not dying and midwives are not getting 
blind. The cultural elder made sense of this by pointing out to me that these youngsters 
are served western style dishes at school. The traditional birth attendant, on the other 
hand, theorized that, since times are changing, fathers are aware they might not be able 
to have their daughters circumcised. So, they do not make that promise anymore. Since 
promises aren’t made, promises can’t be broken. As a consequence, curses are averted; 
boys don’t die and midwives don’t get blind. I asked if men were to blame then. She not 
only wholeheartedly affirmed but expressed that she thought this is probably a good 
development. The cultural elder turned things around by asking me if I had an explana-
tion. Both these interviewees were making sense in the domain where medical and magical 
discourses overlap, see central illustration Part One or Figure 8.2: ‘Awareness’. They were 
gradually moving in a new direction. Moving in this domain was a mutual affair, because 
I learned that their explanations made sense, even if they didn’t [make sense to me 
initially]. I changed a bit too.

It should be noted that, although my framework on different constructions of girl circum-
cision is inspired by Foucauldian discourse analysis, this form of analysis has some  
limitations. These will be reflected upon in the following paragraph. 
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10.3 Limitations 

For the sake of completeness, an obvious limitation of my research will be mentioned 
first. Although the underlying psychological dynamics – as described in Chapter 4 – 
might be similar across different management boards, each case needs to be approached 
within its own terms. Also, to the chagrin of medical professionals, many more expendi-
ture cuts are pending, yet my research does not provide a one-size-fits-all solution to the 
deadlock described in Chapter 5. Similarly, the framework presented in the central illus-
tration of Part Two and Figure 8.2 should not be treated as pertaining to all communities 
that practice girl circumcision. And even for the Maasai and Samburu communities 
visited in this study, as times passes and the practice takes on different shapes or di  s-
appears, the framework might become less relevant or redundant. Although the underlying 
psychological dynamics of being part of tightly knit and exclusive groups are similar, the 
specific outcomes of each study are not to be generalized to different settings. 

Another limitation of this research has to do with the risk of overly relying on the outcomes 
of discourse analyses conducted on formal interview transcripts. Certain practices and 
arrangements cannot genuinely be grasped by discourse analysis alone, because they are 
enacted beyond the linguistic domain of third-order behavioral coordination. Therefore, 
participant observation and informal conversations were always part of my research to 
account for practices that are embodied but not necessarily argumentatively structured, 
and that could easily be missed whilst relying on a purely discursive approach to the 
analysis of patterned behavior. The circles in Figure 10.2 and the central illustration of 
Part Two thus represent discourses and underlying practices, based on people’s life stories, 
accounts and experiences (some changes in terminology were made with regards to the 
framework depicted in Chapter 8). With the proviso of acknowledging the limitations of 
discourse analysis for revealing those embodied practices that are not discursively articu-
lated, these were linked to social arrangements. The concepts used stem from different 
paradigms; cultural psychology, discursive psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis. 
What all these approaches have in common, though, is that they do not presume ‘internal 
stable states’ or ‘universal minds’ extrapolated from statistical aggregates. 

My research was recently referred to in an article titled “Female Genital Cutting and 
Deinfibulation: Applying the Theory of Planned Behavior to Research and Practice” in 
the following manner:

While research has not yet examined attitudes, perceived norms, and 
perceptions of control in relation to deinfibulation, research has examined 
beliefs that may contribute to ending the practice of FGC. For example, 
Graamans et al. (2019) conducted research among Maasai and Samburu 
communities in Kenya and observed four rationales for challenging the 
practice of FGC: religious grounds (e.g., FGC is against the will of God); 
medical grounds (e.g., FGC poses a health risk); modernistic grounds (e.g., 

Chapter 10.



[ 245 ]

FGC is a violation of human rights); and love and intimacy (e.g., FGC 
impedes the ability to experience pleasure). These rationales may be used to 
inform questions designed to assess attitudes toward deinfibulation among 
women who have undergone Type III FGC. It is likely that focusing on a 
variety of attitudes would yield more useful information for the develop-
ment of intervention programs than focusing on health complications alone. 
(Brady, Connor, Chaisson, Mohamed & Robinson, 2019, p. 10)

It is good to see that my research is getting some attention, especially from researchers 
who similarly try to bring durable solutions to girls at risk. In that sense, we are absolutely 
on the same team. However, I take issue with my research being positioned as more of a 
prelude to attitude research within a ‘theory-of-planned-behavior’-like paradigm. 
Although, in our paper we used the word ‘rationale’ twice to refer to the economic reasons 
for girl circumcision provided in several accounts – which were underscored by under-
lying practices (pricing daughters, charging money for cutting, etcetera), what these 
authors are paraphrasing as ‘rationales’ are actually discursive constructions. A search for 
discursive constructions of girl circumcision is just the first step of our analysis, as 
explained in Chapter 2 and also in the paper referred to itself – included in Chapter 8. 
The aim of our research is to ferret out underlying practices and their experiential dimen-
sions. Turning these into shortlists of ‘rationales’ or ‘beliefs’ runs contrary to the whole 
idea of trying to peel away cognitive layers and bringing back an important experiential 
dimension to the analysis of tenacious cultural practices. I have to admit here that my 
choice of words and appropriation of discourse analytical jargon might have contributed 
to confusing some of my readers. Despite all the nuances made – and surely in this disser-
tation, the word ‘discourse’ might trigger readers to think solely in terms of argumentative 
structure and the conventional use of language, and consequently also to think in terms 
of ‘rationales’ or belief systems. Ruminating on this issue with other cultural psycholo-
gists made me reconsider the suitability of the term ‘discourse’ – particularly pertaining 
to the issue of shaping one’s love-life – as representing the experiential dimensions of 
underlying practices, i.e., social arrangements. The usefulness of adopting discourse 
analytical methodologies was not questioned, but appropriating discourse analytical 
jargon within this cultural psychological frame runs the risk of inheriting, or triggering 
in my audience, meanings contrary to what I intend to achieve. As touched upon in 
Chapter 2, discourses, as they are conceptualized in discursive psychology, can be oppor-
tunistically employed to justify, blame, conceal or excuse (e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987). 
Or discourses, as conceptualized in Foucauldian thought, can be manipulated top-down 
by some privileged elite with the aim of entangling or controlling others (e.g., Foucault, 
1978; Rose, 1999). However, my conceptualization is broader than both of these and is 
aimed at revealing embodied practices enacted within tangible social arrangements. 
Discourse analysis is employed to reveal underlying practices, albeit by approximation 
since inherent to discursive approaches is that these can only do so to the extent to which 
these practices are discursively articulated. What I am hinting at is neither to be employed 
nor to be manipulated and is better conceived as a repertoire of practices that can go with 
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or without accompanying discourse, but that involve people deeply into their community; 
affectively, authentically and automatically. Here, we must think of lovemaking, caressing, 
courting, maintaining secret affairs, recreating, child rearing and playing. It is also about 
continuous acts of transgression by those held in a cultural arrest to make the oppression 
by the privileged elite somewhat more bearable. Inherent to that conceptualization is that 
people do not always talk about it, at least not openly. These lifestyles are lived experien-
tially and again, as such, are not in need of ‘rationales’.

10.4 Implications for practice

10.4.1 Culture change management
The first two studies were conducted in a management board and a medical professional 
setting, but became the prelude to a research trajectory with implications beyond organi-
zations. I owe the members of the department of Change Management at the VU School 
of Business and Economics a debt of gratitude for kickstarting this research trajectory. 
Not only that, I hope that with my contribution I have stretched the relevance of this 
discipline beyond that of organizations to broader societal issues. I hope that I have 
convinced my readers that it is befitting to be careful and even a bit skeptical when the 
notion of culture is invoked. We teach our post-doctoral students not to bother about 
change if there is no clear rationale for change (ten Have, 2011). The adage is that: “Ideally, 
for any change initiative the null hypothesis that should be applied is that change is not 
necessary. This way the burden of proof lies with those that call for change. This automat-
ically warrants a thorough analysis of the rationale for change” (translated from Dutch, 
Van Witteloostuijn in: ten Have & ten Have, 2004, p. 3). This is especially true when an 
organizational or community leader either tries to block change or calls for change by 
deploying the notion of culture. It is recommended to start with a discursive psycholog-
ical investigation into how the notion itself is deployed before burdening employees with 
a culture audit or culture change interventions of sorts. On the other hand, by entering 
the public debate we have also addressed the unfairness of supervisory authorities holding 
executives accountable for the corporate culture (e.g., Monitoring Committee Corporate 
Governance Code, 2016). These authorities themselves seem to misconstrue culture  
as something that can be implemented or changed in a pick-and-choose way (Graamans, 
ten Have & ten Have, 2016a, 2016b). That notwithstanding, we are currently witnessing 
a paradigm-shift that, little by little, moves in our direction (Graamans, ten Have &  
ten Have, 2019).

One the one hand, organizational leaders could have less than praiseworthy reasons for 
keeping the realm of their administrative culture in the abstract, so to speak. They might 
want to be careful not to open a black box, that could turn out to be a Pandora’s box. On 
the other hand, they could also have an apprehension – and justifiably so – to all the 
gibberish out there on the organizational culture market. Working on concrete behavior 
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and organizational structure seems the safer and surely more rational thing to do; and 
definitely preferable over the spending of (public) money on ‘culture vultures’ (phrasing 
borrowed from: Scott-Morgan, 1994) who prey on guileless organizational leaders. But all 
the skepticism aside, the notion of culture is also employed to indicate some aspects of the 
behavior of people in groups that are still not understood in greater detail, but that are 
nonetheless known or felt to be of importance. In this dissertation, the explicit stance is 
taken from the beginning that people are first and foremost expressive beings. People are 
also embodied. The expressive body is the body we are and carries meaning above and 
beyond the biological body we have. As expressive beings, ways we interact, work together 
and go about our business just cannot be sufficiently understood by referring to a ficti-
tious homo economicus, a cognitive framework, a personality type, a social norm or an 
attitude. Our emotions, preferences and tastes are real, truly felt and contextual. These 
cannot be uncoupled from the way we make decisions; however rational and consistent 
we like to think we are. As I hope to have demonstrated, the good news is that there are 
ways to investigate how expressive, embodied beings interact within local arrangements, 
make substantiated inferences about experience and apply these to important issues. 

I do not offer an ‘eight-steps-for-successful-culture-change’ program or a standardized 
formula for success. Rather, I have refrained from making false promises. I have shown 
that culture change is often a messy affair and is always unique to context. What I do 
offer is a flowchart (central illustration Part One or Figure 3.2 in § 3.4) that can help 
guide practitioners’ thinking about change and the type of interventions that are possible 
when issues are raised in terms of culture. I contend that this is what most organizational 
leaders, that hope to find solace in culture, are looking for.

10.4.2 Never bypass the community
The United Nations Children’s Fund (2005, 2010, 2013) has adopted a social norms 
approach to change. As elaborated on in previous chapters, specifically § 6.3.2, this kind 
of thinking carries the risk of singling out one norm-related issue, often marriageability, 
whilst neglecting others (Cislaghi & Heise, 2018; Hughes, 2018). My research demon-
strates why one-sided approaches simply cannot and do not work. The central illustration 
of Part Two illustrates that a whole range of issues need to be accounted for simul taneously 
and radically. Right from the beginning monitoring and evaluation structures need to be 
firmly in place to signal the very likely to occur unwanted side-effects from the purposive 
change programs that governments and health organizations initiate, whether these are 
related to the passing of new laws, awareness campaigns on sexual and reproductive health 
and rights (SRHRs), alternative rites of passage (ARPs), financial incentives or calling 
upon religious institutions to assert their influence. There are consequences to be expected 
that need to be acted upon in a timely manner; preferably by anticipation, but otherwise 
by immediate damage control. One cannot appoint young girls as ‘change champions’ 
without protecting them from possible repercussions. One cannot ask traditional birth 
attendants to stop cutting if cutting is their main or only source of making a livelihood. 
One cannot expect alternative rites of passage to have any meaning if you do not involve 
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the girls’ first-degree relatives and also the young men, their future husbands. One cannot 
accomplish much in the community either if the concerns of the cultural elders are not 
addressed. They are in a privileged position and have a lot to lose if they give up on 
holding their women in a cultural arrest. They need convincing and some nudging, pref-
erably from their peers, that change and a move towards more gender equality eventually 
is for the good of the entire community. Bypassing or misleading the cultural elders can 
lead to the undoing of progress made. I heard of one staff member of a non-governmental 
health organization getting a hex put on him by cultural elders after what they perceived 
as an attempt to mislead them. Superstitious or not, being the recipient of a curse is never 
pleasant. Curses evoke real feelings and can become self-fulfilling prophecies. This par -
ticular staff member was acting in the interest of a group of women – so he thought – with 
all good intent. But the act of lying by this official was not taken lightly by the elders and 
carried huge risks for the project as well. Another reason to involve the cultural elders is 
that these elders possess the know-how of how to best effect change once they are convinced 
girl circumcision should be abandoned. One cultural elder – a community participant 
and anti-FGM/C activist – wanted to speak with me in private after I gave a presentation 
at Amref Health Africa’s Anti-FGM/C Champions Conference in Nairobi in July of 2018 
and remarked the following, which I immediately noted:

I agree with everything you said. But I do not agree with the way the ARPs 
are currently organized. The children are brought with busses to the terrain 
of some school. Sometimes 200 children or more. And many other people 
are there, too many. Also foreigners. But where are the parents? This is not 
our tradition. You see, if the girl comes home and she shows her parents this 
certificate [of participation]. Even if it was my daughter, I would not be 
happy. Who are these people to decide this without my consent? Usually 
this ceremony is done at the bhoma [house] and the girl’s mother will get 
some presents; a new dress and oil. Now she will not get this. The parents 
will be angry and might decide to cut her immediately. 

The annoyance this cultural elder is describing is not expressed in a void but is genuinely 
felt with reference to underlying social arrangements. Rites of passage – even if harmful 
as in the case of girl circumcision – are intimate affairs and evoke deep feelings of group 
belonging. The idea for alternative rites of passage can be innovative and noble, the actual 
effect may be just the opposite of what is intended if implemented mechanistically. And 
this is not meant as a reproach of the entire program. The fact that Amref Health Africa 
invites community members to their conferences and encourages them to speak out and 
share their experiences, alerts them to these issues. The next day this cultural elder raised 
his hand, stood up and addressed his concerns in public as he did to me in private the 
previous day. It is up to Amref Health Africa now to act upon the information that is 
shared by these key community members. The overarching point is that it truly takes a 
holistic perspective to account for these concerns and feelings in an integral manner. As 
stated before, changing tenacious cultural practices – because of their embeddedness and 
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the feelings they evoke – is not a pick-and-choose affair, as if replacing an old spark plug 
in the mechanics of a car.

10.4.3  Broadening the perspective on sexual and reproductive health  
and rights: The ‘unspoken’ stylization of love and intimacy
The experiences casually shared about the shaping of one’s love-life were so saliently 
connected to the issue of girl circumcision, I integrated these in the central illustration of 
Part Two. First, I referred to these experiences as ‘romantic discourse’. After members 
checks with several Maasai research participants and plenary feedback sessions in June 
2017, as depicted in Image 1.1 in § 1.2, I re-named it ‘discourse on love and intimacy’ as 
published in Culture, Health & Sexuality the year after and included in Chapter 8. This 
re-naming was done to more accurately highlight that girl circumcision is closely tied to 
love relations that reach beyond romantic, conjugal and adulterate love, to include 
parental, friendly and communal love. Adjectives as ‘sexual’ or ‘romantic’ precluded that 
broader conceptualization. 

So, I contend, that the reshaping of intimate relations should be a fundamental theme in 
any attempt to bring an end to the practice of girl circumcision. This is a communal issue. 
As such, it must involve boys and men, but just as importantly it must involve – the 
often-forgotten group of – circumcised women, who might feel marginalized by the focus 
of current anti-FGM programs on uncircumcised girls. However, an anonymous reviewer 
of Sexual and Reproductive Health Matters rightfully commented on a first version of my 
manuscript: “The statement “The shaping of intimate sexual relations needs to be 
addressed, carefully but radically” is rather astounding. Who will take on that, and with 
whose mandate?”. The reviewer’s comment forced me to emphasize that change of this 
kind cannot be enforced by outsiders and should also not be modeled according to some 
transplanted set of values – whether that entails monogamy or a ‘Western’ interpretation 
of gender equality. As mentioned earlier, there is no western template of how to do it and 
even if there was, these kinds of changes cannot be enforced. These changes require 
continuous experimentation, practice and training, just as – I am aware the analogy is not 
perfect – one learns to appreciate a good wine by drinking it in a community of wine 
lovers, to the point where your taste buds trick you into believing it is only you and the 
objective qualities of the wine that determine taste.

The main thing outsiders can do is to empower those girls and women who were being 
held in a cultural arrest by those in privileged subgroups. And even if many are quick 
to identify the cultural elders – older men – as the privileged oppressors, that should 
not blind us to the fact that there can be others who have a stake in maintaining the 
status quo. Be all this as it may, I and my co-researchers have witnessed that, if 
empowered girls and women make a concerted effort to involve their own boys and 
men, they can affect change dramatically. So, this is an urgent call for more male 
involvement in the cause of SRHRs.
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10.5 Suggestions for research

This research applies to tenacious practices, and to issues where the people involved seem 
to be stuck in a deadlock. Therefore, inspired by the same ideas about the production of 
‘cultural’ behavior and the intrinsically social nature of feelings and ideas, it is suggested 
to replicate this research in different settings; other boardrooms, organizations and 
communities; and on issues having to do with glass ceilings, discrimination and the 
indigenously Dutch tradition of Black Pete, to name a few. What I hope for is that direc-
tions for new ‘domains of coexistence’ will be revealed.

Since the centerpiece study is on the tenacious practice of girl circumcision, I would 
particularly like to see this type of research replicated in communities wherein other types 
of girl circumcision are practiced, such as those more common in Somalia, Northern 
Sudan and Djibouti (United Nations Population Fund [UNFPA], 2018). Political insta-
bility, language barriers and logistical and safety concerns will likely complicate such 
efforts. However, it is from these areas that extremely high prevalence rates are reported, 
and girls are most at risk (e.g., Feldman-Jacobs & Clifton, 2010; UNFPA, 2018). 

Pertaining to the methodological investigation into practices that involve people deeply 
into their group and evoke strong emotions, there is an important suggestion to be made. 
To capture the phenomena under investigation – behavioral dynamics and persistent 
patterns of behavior – some slack has to be built into the research design. With slack I 
mean, that researchers that embark on this endeavor must enable themselves to engage 
informally or casually with the research subjects and the natural environment in which 
these subjects operate. For example, when I participatively observed management board 
meetings, I arrived at the scene one hour ahead and left one hour after the meetings 
ended. It was in these moments that participants at the meeting shared their own reflec-
tive insights into what they thought was going to happen or what had happened. Similarly, 
when my interviews with management board members ended, I would stop recording 
and let the conversation run its course for another 15 to 30 minutes or so. It was always 
these off-the-record moments that gave me the most insights into what was going on, and 
how people themselves made sense of it. I also recommend talking with the tea lady, for 
instance, who has been preparing the boardroom for over 20 years and has seen manage-
ment board members come and go. Academic researchers, if they are working on a tight 
schedule, could easily overlook these key informants and miss out on their insights; 
insights that might prove to be valuable in fleshing out local social arrangements.

The built-in slack I hint at is not a non-committal recommendation, but a must for 
research of this type. If researchers choose not to follow-up, they might be misled by the 
research settings that they have created for themselves or are embedded in, as I was at 
times (Story A, § 10.1.1). Just as with research on boardroom dynamics, studying tenacious 
cultural practices within pastoral communities requires that the researcher reserves time 
to associate with the research subjects informally and casually; above and beyond the 
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planning of interviews and selecting sites for participant observation. I sometimes purpose-
fully undertook efforts to escape the embeddedness with the African-based organization 
I worked with, just to check if my research subjects were held back somehow in how they 
reacted to me and my inquisitiveness into some of their most confidential practices. It 
appeared to work both ways. On the one hand, I found that people were indeed somewhat 
more likely to give me a socially desirable response when Amref Health Africa was saliently 
present. Yet, on the other hand, without the embeddedness of this organization it was 
extremely awkward – and somewhat unbecoming – to inquire with any amount of depth 
into issues related to circumcision and sexuality. As with my research on boardroom 
dynamics, when alternative rites of passage (ARPs) were organized I tried to arrive a few 
days earlier to see how they were prepared. When the ARPs ended, I tried to hang around 
for an extra day or so to see how things were rounded up. In one such case, I observed that 
after Amref Health Africa left the scene, another health organization by the name of 
World Vision started organizing an ARP in the same village with some of the same girls 
attending. I witnessed some extremely inefficient coordination – if any – between two 
health organizations that share similar objectives. If I had stayed strictly embedded with 
Amref Health Africa, I might had never found out about this.

At a Maasai kraal that I visited and where I spent a few nights, some inhabitants of the 
kraal told me that I was not the first researcher that had visited them. I was the first 
though, that chose to spend a few nights in their midst. They told me about other 
researchers that had entered their kraal, rolled-out their research protocols and scored 
their surveys. They also told me that these researchers had refused to drink the goat-milk 
tea that was offered to them, as guests. As soon as all the forms were scored these researchers 
had left immediately to get back to their safari lodges before sunset. After their partici-
pation, these Maasai had never heard from these researchers, or about the research project 
itself, again. But it did not really matter to these Maasai, because they had not given the 
researchers anything of substance, purposively. These researchers had shown them that 
they found the African bush a dangerous place, where you cannot drink the milk otherwise 
you might catch diarrhea and where you have to get back to your lodge before dark 
otherwise you might get kidnapped. My point of sharing these anecdotes is that investi-
gations into confidential behavioral practices are always mutual exchanges. If anyone 
thinks it can ever be a one-way endeavor – as in academic scholars objectively researching 
the ‘other’, my straightforward, rhetorical question would be: Would you share anything 
meaningful about confidential, sexual practices with total strangers under these same 
circumstances in your own community back home? Of course, you would not. 

The Ethics and Scientific Review Committee requires researchers to have interviewees 
sign an informed consent form after they have read the research information sheet or have 
been read the research information sheet to them. The interviewees are required to give 
their name, age and signature. In case the interviewee is a minor (below the age of 18) a 
parent or legal guardian is required to give permission on behalf of the child. In my case 
all forms and sheets had the Amref Health Africa logo stamped in the upper left corner. 

Chapter 10.



[ 252 ]

Usually, it took up to 10 minutes or longer to go through all the required formalities. By 
the time the actual interview could finally start and I was ready to push the recording 
button of my Dictaphone, I had also unwillingly created the perfect setting for my inter-
viewees not to speak about the subject matter; not by what was written in the research 
information sheet, but by the social arrangement that I had created. In the research infor-
mation sheet – which I made sure was properly understood – it was emphasized that 
participation was voluntary and could be stopped at any time without consequences for 
the interviewee. I also stressed that I was interested in all viewpoints and opinions, even 
if or especially if these are opposing Amref Health Africa’s position on girl circumcision 
and alternative rites of passage. I would explain to my research subjects that I would never 
use their real names in consequent reporting or share the recordings with people that are 
not part of my research team. All these comforting words of course do not matter, if the 
concrete social arrangement of the research setting tells the interviewees something else. 
Their names and ages are noted, and they have given their signature on a form with the 
logo of Amref Health Africa stamped on it; an organization that provides them with a 
number of health-related services and that has close ties with the Kenyan government. 
The Kenyan government fines or even puts people in jail for cutting girls or for being an 
accomplice to this practice. So, after going through all the formalities, I had a lot of work 
to do to (re-)gain the trust of my interviewees to enable them to speak freely. And I did 
not always succeed, as my encounter with Grace, Bernadette and Charity (Story A,  
§ 10.1.1) exemplifies.

In 2005 one of my mentors Theo Verheggen finished his dissertation with the title Culture 
Alt Delete: On the Misperception of Culture in Psychology. Many of the misperceptions he 
points out appear to be prevalent in management science and management practice as 
well, and to a certain extent also in the field of public health. Culture is said to do things, 
to be shared and to be internalized. The same is said about values and norms. Yet, it 
remains unclear how culture does anything, how culture is shared and how it can be 
internalized (Verheggen & Baerveldt, 2007). But once you are ready to accept that much 
of what is said about culture is based upon an epistemological error and in actual practice 
the notion is not really helpful either, the problems just begin. Apart from some people 
not liking you for sawing the legs from under earnings models and hobbyhorses, the main 
problem is that there are still serious and urgent issues that in management and public 
health discourse go under the heading of culture, or social norms, that need solving. I am 
thankful for Verheggen’s contribution to psychology and for pointing out the flaws that 
appear to also permeate these disciplines of applied social science. I stand in full agreement. 
However, if I push as hard as he did for the abandonment of a notion that is firmly 
embedded in management and public health discourse, I might lose the opportunity for 
all the useful things I can do; working towards durable solutions beyond the idea of 
culture. For instance, one of the very helpful and respected reviewers of the Ethics and 
Scientific Review Committee recommended to adjust my research protocol – minor 
revisions required – in the following manner:
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Culture is a people’s way of life and their shared beliefs, values and behaviors 
so that they are able to cope with their word and one another. FGM/C is a 
way of life among the Maasai and one that is very sensitive when approached 
in the wrong manner. By dismissing the term culture, the protocol is imme-
diately approaching the subject from a negative perspective and this is one 
of the reasons why FGM/C has not been eradicated, because of the way it is 
approached especially by those who do not practice it. … It may be good to 
approach ARP form the culture/community’s perspective. Please address 
this in the revised protocol. (ESRC-P277/2016)

Although obviously, the reviewer and I disagree on a proper working definition of culture 
and its usefulness as a construct, we do agree about almost everything else; most impor-
tantly that girl circumcision needs to stop and that it is best to adopt a community 
perspective while attempting to bring about change. I make no objection to culture 
deployed to promote the idea that the people themselves should be placed front and center, 
or as a call for bottom-up or grass-roots change. However, as outlined in the opening para-
graphs of Chapter 1, if you are already convinced that people matter, the idea serves no 
further purpose. In this particular case, I decided that it is probably more constructive to 
work with what we have in common and leave the epistemological concerns for what they 
are – at least for now. However, to be able to do that – and not feel a hypocrite – I needed 
to explain and show what I was planning to do beyond the idea of culture. In the end, I do 
not need to dismiss a notion or an idea, if I am able to offer a viable alternative. The 
dismissal is already implied by showing that there are other ways – better, more accurate 
and more precise – to explain and change harmful practices, group-typical behaviors and 
enduring patterns. This is what I have attempted to do with my research and what I will 
continue to do in the future. And I hope others will join me in this endeavor.

10.6 Summary of main findings

Guiding principles

As set out in Chapters 1-3 this research is guided by specific ideas about the generation of 
meaning, the production of persistent patterns in behavior, and people as embodied 
beings. These ideas are substantiated by enactive theory (Baerveldt, 1998; Baerveldt & 
Verheggen, 1999; Maturana & Varela, 1998; Verheggen, 2005; Voestermans & Verheggen, 
2013). The main guiding principles are:
• People are first and foremost expressive beings, as opposed to just rational beings.
•  Feelings, preferences, tastes and beliefs are shaped by the continuous interaction between 

similarly embodied beings within a viable community.
• Positing culture and related notions as operational determinants of behavior is misleading.
•  Researchers and human research subjects are in a mutual exchange. These dynamics 

should not be concealed.
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For the application of these ideas in my empirical research settings, more specifically to 
make sense of people’s accounts, further guidance was sought after from the work of 
discursive and critical psychologists (Parker, 1992, 1997, 1999; Potter & Wetherell, 1987, 
1995; Willig, 1998, 2008). The main ideas that were built and reflected upon are:
• In their accounts people draw upon the discourses available to them.
• Discourse legitimizes or challenges the continuation of certain practices.
•  Discourse can reveal underlying practices and experiences to the extent people  

are entangled within discourse, i.e., operate within it, or …
•  Discourse and discursive constructions can be deployed by people to achieve their  

objectives.
• The notion of discourse should not become a replacement for the notion of culture. 

Empirical studies

Following the recommendation to conduct more studies on boardroom dynamics by 
qualitative means (Huse, 2005, 2007; Huse & Zattoni, 2008), the underlying psycho-
logical dynamics within the management team of a large health care organization were 
investigated by interviews and participant observation, and different methods of analysis 
were applied: unwritten-rules-analysis (Scott-Morgan, 1994) and Foucauldian discourse 
analysis (Willig, 2008). A summary of our findings is published in Tijdschrift voor 
Management en Organisatie – included in Chapter 4. All members of the management 
team subscribed to the newly formulated strategic direction of the organization and the 
need to improve client care. In their personal accounts they all expressed profound feelings 
of social engagement; feelings that had influenced their career paths throughout their 
lives. Although there was agreement on the organizational goals, some struggled to 
connect to their staff and ‘make a difference’ from their respective leadership positions.  
A similar theme arose in my next case study. In our article accepted for publication in the 
Journal of Organizational Change Management – included in Chapter 5 –  this study on 
the introduction of cheaper surgical suture following a tender is elaborated upon. Hospital 
management encountered resistance by pushing through with this – seemingly trivial and 
relatively small-scale – transition and failed to properly address the feelings and concerns 
of medical professionals, especially the cardiothoracic surgeons. Eventually, they reached 
an accommodation, but it took considerable emotional toll on both sides. 

Following the advice of key experts in the field of research on girl circumcision (Boyden, 
2012; Gruenbaum, 2005; Shell-Duncan, 2001), a case is made for more holistic approaches 
to change in relation to the cultural practice of girl circumcision. The importance of 
acknowledging how traditional practices structure the affective system is expounded in 
our article published in Sexual and Reproductive Health Matters – included in Chapter 7. 
In our article published in Culture, Health & Sexuality – included in Chapter 8 – it is 
demonstrated why and how one-sided approaches do not work. An integral framework is 
presented for understanding the different positions on girl circumcision people in and 
around Maasai and Samburu communities can take up beyond those related to legal 
prohibitions and health concerns. It is recommended to address all discourses and related, 
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underlying practices – economic, medical, martial-pastoralist, magical, religious, modern-
istic and those related to love and intimacy – at the areas where there is overlap, as 
represented in the central illustration of Part Two. At the same time, it is recommended 
to carefully monitor progress being made whilst scanning for possible unwanted side- 
effects of the implemented interventions. Reasons for non-adherence, areas of concern 
and aspects to enhance are addressed in more detail in our article published in The Pan 
African Medical Journal – included in Chapter 9.

Interventions

Working on the development of standardized and scalable interventions for behavior 
change based on valid and reliable measures of effect is an endeavor worth pursuing. This 
is not disputed. However, as set out throughout this dissertation and especially in Chapter 
3, if issues are raised in terms of culture the temptation to resort to fixed measures and 
one-size-fits-all culture change interventions should be resisted. One could say in this 
regard that: to measure is to know not. Unexpected events, unique concerns and vari-
ability in accounts need to be addressed in an integral manner. The particularities and 
peculiarities encountered in such an endeavor often do make sense in light of the agree-
ments, conventions and arrangements on the basis of which people coordinate their 
actions amongst one another. The latter I have attempted to demonstrate with my empirical 
investigations. This research was not purely descriptive, and does reveal opportunities for 
behavior change. Figure 3.2 presents a flowchart that can help practitioners’ thinking 
about the scale and depth of intervening in organizations along the lines of agreements, 
conventions and arrangements. Changing social arrangements essentially being so chal-
lenging, that, if not necessary, it is oftentimes better to reset ambitions or to accept the 
loss entirely. There are exceptions, of course, and not giving up on ways of discouraging 
people to perform girl circumcision is a good example. Intervening solely on the level of 
explicit agreements has proved insufficiently effective. Accounting for how people in these 
communities themselves want to shape their lives, facilitating them in the design and 
implementation of their own change initiatives and allowing for the experimentation 
with alternative shapes of behavior is extremely challenging. I will not be tempted to 
make false promises to sell my research. The fact is that such endeavors will always be 
challenging. With that being said, this research also shows that we may have reasons to 
be hopeful. With some effort people frequently do find new ‘domains of coexistence’. This 
process can be speeded up – or scaled-up, if you will – if we learn how to suspend our 
judgement and allow ourselves to see others as people that love and care, just as we do.
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