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ABSTRACT
EXCISING THE SPIRITUAL, PHYSICAL, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SELF:

AN ANALYSIS OF FEMALE CIRCUMCISION IN THE WORKS OF
FLORA NWAPA, NGUGI WA THIONGO, AND ALICE WALKER

By
Linda McNeely Strong-Leek

This work is a study of female circumcision in Flora Nwapa's

Efuru, Ngugi wa Thiongo's The River Between, and Alice Walker's

Possessing The Secret of Joy. First of all, in order to

contextualize the works, there is a lengthy section about female
circumcision in its three main forms, and an interpretation of the
events that have led to the maintenance of the ritual.

It is notable that the issue of female circumcision is
presented in vastly different manners by each author. Each of the
presentations of ritual will be analyzed. It is not, however, the
attempt of this study to assess the practice of female
circumcision, but it is to present the reader with the major
arguments for and against female circumcision, to assist one in
understanding the complexity of the issues surrounding its
maintenance, and allow for individual interpretations. Each work
will be analyzed specifically, and references will be made to the
other works throughout, particularly in the study of the final

novel, Alice Walker's Possessing The Secret of Joy.

The conclusion of this work will discuss, briefly, some of my
own queries and feelings of ambiguity about female circumcision

which developed as a result of this study.
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INTRODUCTION

The idea of the ritual of female circumcision may seem
almost totally incomprehensible and completely illogical for
most individuals reared in Western societies because even
though, for religious as well as medical reasons, male
circumcision is quite common and even "required" in Jewish
communities, the circumcision of women is almost never
discussed or practiced. But with the 1992 publication of

Alice Walker's, Possessing the Secret of Joy, the discussion

of this ritual has been brought to the forefront of literary,
political, and social conversations on women's rights and the
place of traditional ceremonies. The issue of female
circumcision is a difficult question filled with ambiguity,
and it is also a matter which raises much controversy not only
because of the physical, emotional, and psychological
consequences of the operations for women, but also because of
the ritual importance in communities that have been, literally
and ideologically, "stripped" down to their "black skins"
since the genesis of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and the
occupation of Africa by the colonials.

In many cultures which practice female circumcision, such
as the Gikuyu in Kenya, authors such as Jomo Kenyatta (who was

the first Kenyan to serve as President after colonization) has



2
stated that '"clitoridectomy, like Jewish circumcision, is a
mere bodily mutilation which, however, is regarded as the sine
qua non of the whole teaching of tribal laﬁ, religion, and

morality"” (Facing Mount Kenya, 133), and he maintains that its

"abolition" will "mean to the Gikuyu the abolition of the
whole institution" (134, Kenyatta's emphasis). He continues:
The abolition of irua (female circumcision) will
destroy the tribal symbol which identifies the age-
groups, and prevent the Gikuyu from perpetuating
that spirit of collectivism and national solidarity
which they have been able to maintain from time
immemorial. (134, Kenyatta's emphasis)
Thus, one may understand that to cultures such as this one
which have been physiologically, spiritually, and
psychologically stripped of such a vast number of their
traditions, the people may feel that there is a need to
preserve this custom in order to retain their ethnicity.
Walker, however, presents an indepth analysis of not only
the physiological consequences of this genital operation, but
also the psychological trauma experienced by one fictional
Olinkan woman, Tashi, who feels it is her tribal duty to
submit herself to the "tsungas" knife (Walker's word). And in
her analysis, she deconstructs the arguments presented by
those like Kenyatta based on the startling medical evidence
which articulates the pain suffered by women who undergo
ritual female circumcision. The circumcision will 'scar' Tashi

mentally, physically, spiritually, psychologically, and

sexually for the remainder of her life, until she can find no
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peace, no 'joy'. Only after the death of her circumcisor can
Tashi regain a sense of control and wholeness in her being.
It is quite apparent that though Walker is able to discuss the
complexity of some of the consequences of female circumcision,
she also refuses, to participate in any real discussion of the
social, political, and tribal significance of the ceremony
because the repercussions of the operations are simply too
devastating for women, in her view, to entertain any ideology
that would support the continuance of the ritual.

It is quite interesting that Walker addresses the idea of
female circumcision from a psychological and physiological
perspective, while other writers of fiction on this subject,
mainly African, including Nigerian writer Flora Nwapa and
Kenyan author Ngugi Wa Thiongo, have discussed the issue in a
considerably different manner than Walker. Notably, Ngugi has
confronted the ritual as not only a life-altering experience,
but more particularly as a rite which became emblematic of the
divisions in the community after colonization and the marked
influence of Christian missionaries. And in her discussion,
Nwapa describes the operation as an accepted (and expected)
part of woman's life, but it is also apparent from her work
that the operation will forever change the life of the main
character Efuru.

This Dissertation will discuss the works of each of these
writers, and their different interpretations and presentations

of the ritual of female circumcision. It is my hope that the
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reader of this work will be able, upon completion, to
understand the significance of the ritual from a cultural
context, while recognizing the very real issue of the loss of
the human rights of women in societies which continue to
practice the ceremony.

It is most important, I feel, to "read" the ritual from
an "African" perspective, while acknowledging that some of the
major issues of the ritual are discussed only by a writer with
a "Western" perspective and interpretation of the rite which,
although problematic, addresses the serious repercussions and
implications of the ritual, while the two African novels do
not confront these very difficult issues in any indepth
manner.

Chapter One of this work will focus on a discussion of
Flora Nwapa's novel Efuru. In Nwapa's novel, Efuru, the title
character undergoes this "bath" (the word Nwapa uses to denote
circumcision) shortly after her marriage. This is notably
different from Walker and Ngugi's presentation of the rite
because within their respective works, the ceremony is viewed
as a "rite of passage" from adolescence into adulthood. A
cursory reading of the novel would suggest that the rite is
presented in a 'matter of fact' manner, without a serious
discussion of the effects (except physical) on the young
woman. However, some interesting questions are presented. For
example, does Efuru use the goddess of the sea, Uhamiri, as an

escape from the physical and psychological consequences of her
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'‘bath' (circumcision)? 1Is it the actual surgery that causes
Efuru to have great difficulty in conceiving? Why is this
issue obscured in other critical evaluations, even evaluations
that seem to confront the novel from a "feminist" point of
view? Reading the novel under the guise of the constructed
female reader, I would like to investigate these and other
issues with the help of feminist critics Dorothy Dinnerstein,
Judith Fetterely, Patrocinio P. Schweickart, and others.

Upon this closer, 'female' reading of the novel, one may
note that the title character remains one of the only
'independent' and 'free' women in at the end of the work
because of her eventual escape into a spiritual world. I
would like to investigate this idea, and also the reasons why
Walker addresses the issue in such a disparate way from Nwapa.
For example, why does Tashi feel it necessary to kill her
operator? Is it simply be because of her introduction to
Western religious values, or are there other, more complex
reasons? Why does Efuru come not only to love, but also
respect the woman (her mother-in-law) who not only arranges
the ritual, but also demands that it be performed as soon as
possible. I have similar queries in reference to Ngugi's
presentation of female circumcision.

Chapter Two will focus on a discussion of Ngugi wa

Thiongo's novel, The River Between. In his novel, Ngugi Wa

Thiongo focuses on the social and political consequences faced

by a cbmmunity which, 1is divided by the issue of
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clitoridectomy, particularly after the arrival of Christian
missionaries, and the children who are caught in the
crossfire. Ngugi adds yet another interesting element to the
discussion--the Christian ethic--and how the idea of female
circumcision as "sin" factored into the lives of the people
living on opposite sides of the river--ideologically and
literally. Ngugi's character Muthoni, like Tashi, feels
tribally obligated to undergo this rite; however, she does not
physically survive the trauma, and a few weeks after the
ceremony she dies, but not before proclaiming herself to be a
true Gikuyu "woman." It is apparent that the Christian
missionaries came to Africa with preconceived notions about
the inferiority and barbarity of the African people and their
customs. This 'prejudice' will be a large focus of the
discussion. I will investigate this issue of prejudice
utilizing the critical lens of Hans-Georg Gadamer, and his

discussion of prejudice in the work, Truth and Method.

Chapter Three will focus on a discussion of Alice

Walker's novel, Possessing the Secret of Joy. Although the

novels of Nwapa and Ngugi are beautifully written, and both
present the reader with portraits of African life in conflict
and turmoil in the modern era, it seems that there are
interesting discussions omitted from their works. Only after
reading Walker's novel did I feel that I had found the
"complete" stories of Nwapa's Efuru and Ngugi's Muthoni.

Ngugi's and Nwapa's works explore different elements of the
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lives of women and girls who undergo the rite of circumcision
and how they survive (or do not survive) in their respective
communities, but Walker brings another important issue into
the conversation--the psychological anguish of one woman who
is never able to fully recover from her operation. After
reading Walker's novel, I could understand the pain, the joy,
the search for belonging and acceptance, and the pressures
women in these communities faced daily to undergo the ritual,
and most of all, the consequences of the individual actions
and "choices" faced by these women.

Walker seems also, in Possessing the Secret of Joy, to

remove herself from the world of the "womanist," who is
interested in the survival of the whole of people, into the
world of the "feminist" who is interested only in the survival
the of woman and self. This is a matter that merits discussion
in this work. Also, utilizing the work of Laurent Jenny, and
his discussion of "intertextuality," I will discuss the
"transformation" of the characters presented by Nwapa and
Ngugi into the Walker's Tashi. There is a definitive
connection between Walker's work and the works of her
predecessors, but she does not allow her analysis to become
merely a stifled re-presentation of the earlier novels. The
"Conclusion" of this work will attempt to analyze my own
position as a reader and my evolution of understanding of the

ritual and hose who participate in the ceremonies.
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It is not my purpose to present a judgmental approach to
this practice. However, I must admit that as a woman and the
mother of two small female children, I was fascinated and I
wanted to understand what would make a woman submit herself or
her child (or any other female) to what I consider a
terrifying experience. 1In order for myself and my readers to
gain a better understanding of this ritual, an historic

presentation is in order.



CHAPTER ONE
FEMALE CIRCUMCISION: AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

From the information gathered, I have found that there
are at least three different types of female circumcisions--
ranging from the "mild" to the very "extreme." Asma El Dareer

notes in her work, Woman, Why Do You Weep: Circumcision and

Its Consequences, that these three categories are referred to

as the Pharonic, the Sunna, and the Intermediate. The
Pharonic circumcision, also known as "Infibulation," is the
"oldest and most prevalent type" performed. She also notes
that there are two types of the Pharonic surgery,

the classical and the modernized. The
former consists of removal of the
clitoris, labia minora and labia majora
with the two sides of the wound being
brought together by different
methods...In Western Sudan sometimes
adhesives substances, sometimes thorns,
and sometimes strings are used. The
girls legs are bound together in three
places--at the ankle; above the knees;
and round the thighs--for a period
varying from 15 to 40 days, with the aim
of 1limiting movement to allow proper
healing. The main objective is to make
the opening as tight as possible.
Sometimes, to ensure tightness, a thorn
is inserted into the vagina so that when
the tissue heals, only this opening will
remain...The modern type consists of
removal of the clitoris, labia minora and
most of the anterior parts of the labia
majora; the two sides are then brought
together by stitching with cat gut or
silk. (1-2)

The second type, the Sunna, is considered the "mildest"
because it "consists of removing only the tip of the prepuce

of the clitoris" and is considered similar to the male
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circumcision. (Note: This operation is also referred to by
some as a clitoridectomy, see Olayinka Koso-Thomas, The

Circumcision of Women: A Strateqy For Eradication.) The third

type, the "Intermediate” form of circumcision, according to El
Dareer, was adopted after legislation outlawing the Pharonic
circumcision was passed in 1946 in The Sudan (although she
notes that Pharonic circumcisions continue in The Sudan).
This operation was "invented" by midwives; she notes that
"This operation entails removal of the clitoris, anterior
parts or whole of the labia minora, and slices, or more, of
labia minora. The two sides are then stitched together
leaving a variable opening which is sometimes the same as that
of Pharonic" (3-4). According to El Dareer's study, over 80%
of the women interviewed had undergone the most severe form of
circumcision--the Pharonic or Infibulation, while only 2.5% of
her participants had undergone the Sunna circumcision, the
mildest form of the operation.
HISTORY

I must, first of all, acknowledge the mental and
spiritual difficulty of reading material that describes and
defines, in graphic detail, the circumcision of women, as well
as the difficulty of viewing, for the first time, a
circumcised "vagina" (or what I could see was left of it). El
Dareer's study was not only insightful, but particularly
moving as she prefaced her work with these words:

I was circumcised in 1960, at the age of
11 years. I remember every detail of
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that operation, and that the worst part

was when the wound became infected and I

had to be given five injections of

penicillin by the operator, a qualified

nurse. From that time I began to think,

to wonder why girls are circumcised and

to learn more about it. (iii)
Not only as a woman reared in a Judeo-Christian home, but also
as a Western woman educated in the age of "womanism” and
"feminism," knowing that this ritual was (and still is) being
practiced on women who would be my contemporaries (and
possibly my daughters) is numbing, and I cannot imagine having
the operation performed on myself or my children. With that
in mind, however, I proceed. El Dareer notes from an
historical perspective that the "circumcision of women was
practiced in Ancient Egypt, as the evidence of female mummies
from 200 BC has demonstrated (iii). Also, in a recent study
of circumcision in the Sudan, Hanny Lightfoot-Klein, an
educator and family counselor who studied this topic over a
six-year period while traveling through The Sudan, Kenya, and
Egypt, writes that

Pharonic circumcision in the Nile Valley

is as old as recorded history. To this

date (August 1989), it distinguishes

'decent' and respectable women from

unprotected prostitutes and slaves, and

it carries with it the only honorable,

dignified, and protected status that is

possible for a woman there. (375)
Thus, it is evident not only from these sources, but also from
a newspaper article as recent as January 1993, when a Gambian
woman was jailed in Paris for having the operation performed

on her two small daughters, that this practice is a part of
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the oldest recorded history, and it remains a part of the most
modern of African and Islamic histories. (Although the article
notes that there is no 1law in France against female
circumcision, the author, Marlise Simon does state that case
was presented because the "prosecutors (were able to) argue
that the ritual violates a law against the mutilation of

children" (New York Times, January 17, 1993). But these facts

do not explain the purpose of the practice of female
circumcision. There are several reasons noted for the
practice and continuation of this custom.
TRADITION
One of the main rationales given for the continuation of

clitoridectomies is tradition. Many Africans felt (as is
voiced in the words of young Tashi and Muthoni) that in order
for Africa to retain any part of its cultural heritage, people
in countries like The Sudan and Kenyatta's Gikuyu in Kenya
feel that fhey must continue the ancient practices. As El
Dareer suggests,

tradition was the primary reason for

retention of the circumcision of women

offered by women themselves and the

secondary reason offered by men. In a

country such as the Sudan, where social

pressures are strong, traditional

practices are taken for granted; it does

not occur to any one to question them;

traditions are complied with because they

are firmly woven into the social fabric.
(67-69)
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Similarly, Olayinka Koso-Thomas, who is a doctor from

Freetown, Sierre Leone, notes in her work, The Circumcision of

Women: a Strateqy For Eradication, that

to belong to one's ethnic group and be
identified with that group <carries
certain obligations which one is expected
to meet before being accepted as a full
member of that group...In some
communities circumcision is the ritual

which confers the full social
acceptability and integration upon the
females. Without it, they Dbecome

estranged from their own kith and kin and
may lose their right to contribute to, or
participate in, the community life of
their homeland, to own property, to vote,
or be voted for. (8)
Thus, these young women face much social pressure from those
who wish to uphold the tribal and communal traditions, and
they feel obligated and honored, at times, to remain true to
the customs of their ancestors. One must realize that the
‘choice' (which has become the popular North American term in
the argument over abortion) to be circumcised is not merely an
option for these women, but it is a matter of survival because
one may become a social and familial outcast if she does not
submit willingly to this rite.
INITIATION
Elizabeth Williams-Moen's notes in her study, "Female
Genital Mutilation: Everywoman's Problem" that "Genital
mutilation is also associated with initiation rites,
especially in sub-Saharan Africa" (5). This initiation is

considered comparable to male initiation and circumcision, and

is usually performed on pubescent females. It is also used as
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an 'initiation' or ‘'preparation' for marriage, as Williams-
Moen further suggests that "excision and infibulation is
accompanied by instruction in marital duties and homemaking
skills." She also emphasizes that there seems to be
controversy concerning the use of the word "initiation" in
association with the rite of circumcision on a woman who is
about to be or already is married because "initiation," in
most forms, takes place when children are about to reach, or
are just beginning puberty.

Williams-Moen's states that those who wish to continue
this practice suggest that the females who undergo the rite
are not only willing but happy to participate:

in response to mounting criticism of
excision in that society, (Jomo Kenyatta
has) devoted an entire chapter to the
initiation rite. Like many defenders of
genital mutilation, he states that the
young girls look forward to the day and
want to undergo initiation...The girls
are brought up to look forward to this
event; they are told they will have

special food, clothes, and ornaments, and
will be the center of village attention.

(6)
However, upon reading Kenyatta's work, I have come to a
different conclusion than that of Williams-Moen. I did not
find in Kenyatta's argument that the girls "look forward" to
the ceremony, but instead he notes that they are taught, and
feel that it is a necessary part of their transformation from
childhood to womanhood. Kenyatta does note that the girls are
"put on a special diet" prior to the operation, but he also

states that this is to "prevent the loss of blood at the time
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of initiation (physical operation) and also to ensure
immediate healing of the wound, as well as a precaution
against blood poisoning" (136). In the Gikuyu society,
Kenyatta further notes that the young woman undergoes the
operation with other members of her "age-group," and it is the
beginning of her official entry and exposure to the adult side
of Gikuyu life. Kenyatta further states that

it is important to note that the moral

code of the tribe is bound up with this

custom and that it symbolises the

unification of the whole tribal

organisation. This is the principal

reason why irua (female circumcision)

plays such an important part in the life

of the Gikuyu people. (134, Kenyatta's

emphasis)
Thus Kenyatta's position is not merely based on the idea of
female circumcision as a way to oppress women, but it is a
traditional way to bring "women" into the adult world of the
Gikuyu.

Interestingly, I have found in my research (in the

literature and the writings of Awa Thiam, author of Speak Out,

Black Sisters and Asma El Dareer), that many women who have

undergone circumcision have done so in "secrecy" and it has
been, as Evelyne Acaad notes in her work on the Muslim

tradition, Veil of Shame: The Role of Women in the

Contemporary Fiction of North Africa and the Arab World, much

more an act of "degradation" for these young women, rather

than a celebratory instance. Recounting her own experience
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with circumcision, Nawal el Saadawi writes in her work, The

Hidden Faces of Eve,

I was six years old that night when I lay

in my bed, warm and peaceful...I felt

something move under the blankets,

something 1like a huge hand...Almost

simultaneously a rough hand was clapped

over my mouth, to prevent me from

screaming. They carried me to the

bathroom...At that very moment I realized

my thighs had been pulled wide apart, and

that each of my lower limbs was being

held as far away from the other as

possible...Then suddenly the sharp

metallic edge seemed to drop between my

thighs and they cut off a piece of my

flesh from my body. I screamed... (7-8)
Like Saadawi's own recount, El1 Dareer states that the
operation is often performed on girls too young to consent,
maybe even infants who do not nor cannot understand or
appreciate the history or the tradition behind the ceremony.
El Dareer and Thiam also note that many women, especially the
ones who have undergone Pharonic circumcision, will have to be
cut open or "deinfibulated" before they are able to have
sexual intercourse with their husbands, or before they are
able to give birth to a child.

RELIGION
There are also religious reasons given for the

continuation of this ceremony. Thiam notes that the Koran
does not sanction or require female circumcision stating that
"there is no allusion to this in the Koran...which can be
verified by referring to the Arabic text or to the

translations into different foreign 1languages; however,
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Belkis Wolde Giorgis notes in relation to Islam in the work,

Female Circumcision in Africa, that "circumcision is

(considered) a duty for both men and women; it is an ordinance
for men and ennobliqg for women" (11). El Dareer notes also
from her study that. religion is the "main" reason given by men
for the continuation of the practice, and the "secondary"”
reason given by the women. She writes, "This is mainly due to
the word 'sunna' which is inaccurately used for one type of
circumcision; to say that something is ‘'sunna' makes it
unquestionable for Muslims" (71). And although Christians are
adamantly opposed to the idea of female circumcision, it is
noted by Belkis that male circumcision was (and still is) a
"required" Jewish rite, as it was a sign of the covenant
between God and Abraham (Genesis, 17). There are no direct
references in the Bible to female circumcision, although there
are some that believe that when Sarah "dealt harshly" with
Hagar after she conceived a son for Abraham, the passage could
have been referring to Sarah circumcising Hagar (Genesis, 16),
noting that "A popular belief about the origin of the practice
can be found in the story of Sarah and Abraham. Sarah was
supposed to have had her husband's other wife excised after
the relationship between the co-wives had deteriorated”
(Giorgis, 11). Thiam also notes that from various interviews
of leaders in Muslim communities in Black Africa, it was their
belief that the practice was also a punitive measure from

Sarah against her husband's younger wife, Hagar (59). After
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reviewing the Biblical text, and talking to one Imam in a
Black Muslim church in Lansing, MI, (who also noted that this
rite is not practiced or even discussed in his church) I
cannot come to the same conclusion (aithough I must note that
though I am quite familiar with much of the text of the Bible,
I do not consider myself a Biblical scholar).

As earlier suggested, it is interesting to note that
although the circumcision of the male is a time for
celebration and feasting in the Jewish and Islamic worlds, it
is just the opposite for the female. Acaad writes:'"Unlike
male circumcision, which is an occasion of rejoicing and is
generally a beneficial operation, female circumcision is done
in secret and largely as an act of degradation'(20-21)." Ama
Ata Aidoo's discusses this "dirty" feeling when she became a
young woman in her work, "Ghana: To Be A Woman." Hence, the
woman learns quickly that anything associated with her body
and her sexuality must be cut off, covered up, or made
passive--even her ritual world is "dirty," secret, and sinful.

* Although most of the women who are circumcised are
Muslim, (El Dareer), as earlier noted, there is no evidence in
the Koran that this rite is a "required" Islamic religious
ceremony. Belkis writes:

There is nothing in the Koran that
justifies female circumcision, especially
its most severe form, infibulation. The

prophet Mohammed is said to have opposed
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the custom, since he considered it

harmful to women's sexual well-being..."

(12)
Despite the fact that 1Islam does not 'require' female
circumcision, the she continues that the "official position"
of Islam on the subject is as follows:

Female <circumcision is an Islamic

tradition mentioned in the tradition of

the prophet, and sanctioned by Imams and

Jurists... We support the practice and

sanction it in view of its effect on

attenuating the sexual desire of women

and directing it to desirable moderation.

(12)
This quote also presents another reason for female
circumcision: to control the sexual desire of women.

SEXUAL CONTROL
Koso-Thomas notes that the "intact clitoris" is thought

to be the <cause of ‘"oversexed” women who may put
"uncontrollable sexual demands on their husbands." She
further notes that it is believed that extramarital affairs
are the result of these oversexed women who cannot fulfill
their sexual appetites in the arms of their husbands. Giorgis
supports this idea in the following manner:

The belief that uncircumcised women are

apt to be promiscuous is prevalent in all

societies that practice female

circumcision. The Islamic tradition pays

particular attention to this aspect of

female sexuality. (17)
Not only in the Islamic tradition, but also the Christian, as

well as in many African societies, the sexual desires of women
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are extremely censured. In Biblical circumstances, Paul
writes, "It is good for a man not to touch a woman.
Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his own
wife, and let every woman have her own husband" (I
Corinthians, 7:1-2). Buchi Emecheta notes in her novels,

including The Bride Price and The Joys of Motherhood, that it

is considered a disgrace if a girl is found to be
"disvirgined" on her wedding night, and her family may
publicly disown her and her lineage (in the case of polygamous
marriages in some African societies). And one should note
that although men may indulge in intercourse without censure
before they marry (one can only imagine with whom as all
women are to remain virgins), it is only the woman who brings
shame upon her family if she is found without the intact
hymen.

Extremely important to this conversation on the sexual
control of women is the idea that the clitoris may represent,
to some societies, "maleness", and thus in order for one to
assert their "maleness," a woman must not have a clitoris.
For example, Williams-Moen writes that "In West Africa genital
mutilation is also important as a device to firmly establish
sexuality. The clitoris is thought to represent "maleness" in
the female and therefore it must be removed..." (5). Giorgis
also notes that the Dogon believe that human beings possess
"twin souls" when they are born, male and female, and because

the clitoris represents the male portion of the female soul,
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it must be excised in order for a woman to attain her full
status as female. Continuing in the realm of the "myth,"
Thiam writes that

The Bambara excise the clitoris on the

pretext that its dagger {sic} can wound

the man and even cause his death...The

Nandi, for their part, have observed that

girls in whom this harmful organ has not

been removed, waste away and die at

puberty. (74)
She continues by saying that these "myths" remain today in the
Bambara community, mainly with the insistence that a woman who
is not excised "resembles a boy." In the article, "Female
circumcision: fighting a cruel tradition," Sue Armstrong
writes that "Some believe female genitalia are unclean and
cutting them purifies a woman:...or that, unless they are cut,
the clitoris and the labia will grow until they hang down
between a woman's knees" (44). Thus, many of the "myths"
associated with the ritual are based on the "duality" of the
sexes, and the desire to make certain that gender is
biologically determined by the fact that a woman does not have
any "appendage'", however slight, that hangs from her body or
that could resemble a penis.

OTHER JUSTIFICATIONS
There are several other reasons given in the literature

on the subject for the continuation of female circumcisions by
Koso-Thomas such as cleanliness, improved male sexual

pleasure, increase of marriage opportunities, maintenance of

good health, preservation of virginity, enhancement of
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fertility, prevention of still-births, and some even note
"aesthetic" reasons. The majority of these causes, however,
are questioned in studies surrounding the physical
consequences of clitoridectomies, especially in its most
severe form, infibulation. El Dareer notes some short-term
problems including difficulty in urination, severe to mild
hemorrhaging, and infection. She also notes some of the long-
term problems as follows:

The results or effects of tight

circumcision include difficult or

impossible penetration and pain during

intercourse, and difficulty in passing

menstrual blood...Women in labor face

many difficulties due to

circumcision...Circumcision causes delay

in the progress of labor, especially in

the second stage. (38)
She further notes that all circumcised (infibulated) women
must be "cut" during labor, (and sometimes before any sexual
relationships may occur with their husbands) in order to
provide an opening for the baby during delivery. Lightfoot-
Klein also notes a 25% decrease in the fertility of women who

are circumcised in her work, Prisoners of Ritual: An Odyssey

into Female Genital Circumcision in Africa. It may seem

obvious that these operations will not only decrease
fertility, but also make sex unsatisfactory for the husband as
well as the wife in many instances; however, for those reared
in societies in which individuals feel that they must maintain
their identity, such as the Gikuyu, this information is viewed

as "suspect" and merely another means of destroying who and
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what one may feel is important to his/her, or the societies’
survival. Another important reason for the use of female
circumcision is highlighted in this section: it is that the

operation will insure female virginity prior to marriage.

VIRGINITY

Religion and tradition in many societies seem obsessed
with the retention of virginity in females. Not only Iélamic,
but also Christian traditional values demand that the female
(and the male, in Christian and Koranic doctrine) remain
"intact" or untouched until the wedding night. 1In the Islamic
world, circumcision is but one means of ensuring that the girl
arrives at the marriage bed with an intact hymen. But is the
argument really about virginity, or is it ultimately based on

man's desire to control woman? Acaad notes:

From early childhood, a girl is brought
up in constant fear of 1losing her
virginity. There are several psychosocial
explanations for this virginity mania.
There are, of course, Koranic and
Biblical injunctions regarding virginity,
but, in general, overrating of the hymen
seems to spring from more down-to-earth
concerns. In this culture a man is only
convinced that he has made a wise choice
if his bride brings an intact hymen to
the marriage bed: he considers it
evidence of exclusive possession, proof
that the merchandise 1is brand new.
Further, it means that the man is assured
that his wife has had no prior sexual
experience and thus will not be able to
compare his performance unfavorably to
that of another man. (22-23)
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Therefore, although the idea of retaining virginity does have
religious significance, as Acaad notes, this idea is also used
in the maintenance of the patriarchy by ensuring that women
will remain passive and submissive during sex and throughout
the marriage, because anything else could result in her
dishonoring the family and she could, in Islamic societies, be
put to death by a member of her own family. 1In any and all
cases, however, purity of mind and body remains the burden of
the woman.
WOMEN AND TRADITION

One of the most interesting facts that this author
encountered was that women, not men, have become the keepers
of this status quo. They are the most severe critics of the
young, uncircumcised women. One particularly disturbing case
involves the experience of a educated woman from Mali who,
after realizing the horror of her own circumcision, decided
not to have the operation performed on her daughters.
However, after leaving her daughters with her mother, she
returned to find that her mother had had the operation
performed on them in her absence (Williams-Moen). Why do
women who have experienced the pain of being circumcised
insist that other women, their daughters and granddaughters,
undergo the same operation? Acaad discusses this phenomena in
the Muslim world:

It would seem natural that having
suffered a long list of social

oppression--circumcision, enforced
ignorance, an arranged marriage,
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subservience to her husband and sons--she
would not be a staunch supporter of the
status quo when it comes to determining
the course of her daughters' lives, but
this is not so and could be explained in
terms of the phenomena described by
Simone de Beauvoir with respect to older
men in Western societies and their
attitudes toward compulsory military
service for their sons: It will do him
good...didn't I go through it?...why
shouldn't he?...it will make a man out of
him." In the same manner, most older
women in the cultures under consideration
curse the fate which caused them to be
born female...Thus older women are often
the firmest holders of traditional
customs. (30)

Hence, because they experienced the same thing, these women
feel that it will be "good" for their daughters, and they do
not expect them to question their assigned roles as the
"weaker" sex. Like the meh de Beauvoir discusses, the women
Acaad describes believe that these rituals and experiences
will improve the younger generations by making them stronger,
and particularly in the case of the women, better able to
function in a world that has assigned them a difficult and
precarious role in life. Also, noting the case of women in

The Sudan, Giorgis writes that

Where women are responsible for most of
the socialization process of early
childhood, they themselves perpetuate
sexual inequality. (25) In the case of
female circumcision, the preservation of
the lineage is important to women, who
are more vulnerable than men because they
derive their primary source of identity
and economic security from the
patriarchal unit. Hayes concludes that
because women have no institutionalized
power or authority, they have an equal if
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not greater interest in safequarding the

%igﬁage's position in the larger society.
Thus, the literature suggests that it is financially,
socially, and economically important for these women to remain
loyal to the patriarchy because they presently have little or
no social, political, or fiscal power. Hence, the need to
maintain this ritual is not merely based on one's of

traditional outlook, but it is also crucial to the actual

physical survival of the community.

CLITORIDECTOMY AND THE WEST

Although this discussion has focused on the act of female
circumcision in Africa and the Muslim world, it must be noted
that this practice has been documented outside Africa, even as
late as the 1930's in America, and Williams-Moen notes that
"the procedure is being taught to medical students in England"
(11) (this is in reference to a WIN--Women's International
News--network report in the early 1980's). There is also
evidence that suggests that these operations may have been
performed on female slaves in the beginnings of gynecological
surgeries. Deborah Kuhn McGregor notes in her work Sexual

Surgery and the Origins of Gynecology: J. Marion Sims, His

Hospital, and His Patients, that one particular disease,

vesico-vaginal fistulae, was prevalent among slave women. The

studies by El1 Dareer, Sanderson, and Koso-Thomas also note a
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high instance of fistulae among women they surveyed or
interviewed, who had undergone Pharonic circumcision. I will
discuss this matter in-depth to show the relationship between
these findings and my hypothesis about female slaves. However,
first I will comment on nineteenth-century Western ideology.

In the work, The Horrors of the Half-Known Life: Male

Attitudes Toward Women and Sexuality in Nineteenth Century

America, G.J. Barker-Benfield notes that circumcisions were
performed on American and British women as a means to prevent
masturbation in young girls, as well as a way to cure
nymphomania or other ‘'aliments' connected with female

sexuality. Barker-Benfield writes that:

Clitoridectomy was the first operation
performed to check woman's mental
disorder. '‘Invented' by an English
gynecologist in 1858, it began in America
in the late 1860's and was performed at
least until 1904 and perhaps until 1925.
After publishing his results in 1866, the
English inventor, Isaac Baker Brown, was
severely censured by his profession; he
died two years later ’ and the
performance of clitoridectomy in England
died with him (2). In the U.S., it
coexisted with, and then was superseded
by, the circumcision of females of all
ages up to menopause; circumcision
continued to be performed here until 1937
at least. Both clitoridectomy and
circumcision aimed to check what was
thought to be a growing incidence of
female masturbation... (120)

Although this 1976 study notes that the practice of female
circumcision "died" with its "inventor" in the 19th century,

as earlier indicated, the practice was performed in Ancient
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Egypt; thus, it was not 'invented' by Baker-Brown, and it
still occurs in and outside of Africa today, thus the practice
did not "die" with Baker-Brown, not even in England (as
earlier stated evidence suggests that the operation was still
being taught to medical students in the early 1980's). It is
not clear why Barker-Benfield states that Baker-Brown was the
"inventor" of clitoridectomy, or why he feels the operation
"died" with him, (at least in England). However, one possible
explanation could be that because his emphasis was only on
"nineteenth-century America," and because it was not a world
view of any particular ideology, he did not feel the need to
elaborate on the historical aspects of circumcision outside
the West. Importantly, Barker-Benfield writes that his title
came from a line in Herman Melville's Moby Dick, and he
continues:

Melville's work suggests

that...psychological bifurcation, and its

geographical expression, had a particular

significance for American men...and that

the relation between the sexes

corresponds to the same split. That view

of Melville was the starting point of

this book. 1Its subject is a conventional

one; it is WASP males;...my focus is the

nineteenth century. (xi-xii)
Therefore, if Barker-Benfield is concerned only with the WASP
male in the 19th century "America", an extensive or even
cursory view of clitoridectomy in other parts of the world may

be unnecessary for his discussion. (Note: The information

about Baker-Brown, does, notably, support an initial assertion
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that the practice was used, in Western societies, to reduce or
eliminate female interest in sex).
THE SLAVERY QUESTION

It is easily documented in the history of the Americas
that slave women (men, and even later free blacks) were used
as human "guinea pigs" for doctors experimenting with new
surgical and medical procedures (McGregor). (One such notable
instance has come to be known as the Tuskegee Experiment).
However, the literature does not explicitly state whether or
not clitoridectomies were performed on slave women. One could
assume, though, that due to the historical accounts which
document the use of this operation in Ancient Egypt and Africa
prior to colonization and the trans-Atlantic slave trade, that
many women brought to America on slave ships must have been
clitorized before their arrival. Barker-Benfield notes the
use of female slaves for experimentation in this manner: "Sims
-scoured the countryside for appropriate surgical subjects.
Significantly, given the need for their endurance, passivity,
and utter helpiessness, they were black female slaves, some of
whom Sims bought expressly for his experiments” (101).
McGregor writes that Sims documents only three
clitoridectomies in the history of his entire hospital in his
1877 records (239), and Barker-Benfield states that "Sims
shared with Meigs the contemporary belief that woman's entire
psychology was governed by her sex organs, and Sims would go

on in the 1870's to perform clitoridectomy and female
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castration" (96-7). Thus, the documented evidence shows that
Sims did, indeed perform clitoridectomies, but the evidence is
still not conclusive in reference to slave women. McGregor has
documented that Sims, who 1is called the "father of
gynecology," does, however, chronicle his use of the female
slave in experimental gynecological surgery, particularly in
reference to one operation that was to "aid" the slave woman
with an illness associated with childbirth, vesico-vaginal
fistula. She writes:

Sims' surgery was part and parcel, then,

of a fairly wide range of medical

practice which concerned slave women and

parturition. Slave women had a double

handicap which originated in their status

as medical subjects--first because they

were women and second because they were

slaves. Their bondage created both a

vulnerability to objectification by

medical men and a sometimes desperate

need for improvement in health. (79)
It is because of this malady, vesico-vaginal fistula, that I
would like to hypothesize that many slave women had either
been circumcised before arrival in the New World, or they were
victims of experimental clitoridectomies in the West. I have
come to this conclusion based on the data in various studies
that note that women who were Pharonically circumcised often
suffered from this affliction. For example, Sanderson writes
that "Some doctors have reported vesico-vaginal and recto-
vaginal fistulae resulting form obstructed 1labor", and

Lightfoot-Klein writes that "Various degrees and types of

urinary obstructions are a frequent result of infibulation"
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(378), while Koso-Thomas notes "post-natal complications" such
as "fistulae-urinary and rectal." She further states that
these "conditions are very disturbing to the patients who
suffer from them. Some are very upset as they constantly
smell of urine; others suffer frequent miscarriages as urine
seeps through the cervical os and poisons the growing foetus"
(27). Fran Hosken, a Harvard graduate who has worked as a
newspaper columnist, photographer, and urban counselor, and
who has traveled in at least fifteen African countries, states
in her work, "Genital Mutilation of Women in Africa," that the
"Retention of urine may be caused reflexly immediately after
infibulation because of the fear of scalding the fresh wound"
(14). El1 Dareer also discusses similar T"obstetrical
complications."” She suggests that

the continuous pressure of the baby's

head causes death of the tissue, leading

to fistula (abnormal passage), either

between the bladder and the vagina or the

vagina and the rectum. It is found that

circumcision, mainly the pharonic type is

the main predisposing factor in formation

of fistulae. It is very common among

Western Sudanese women, complicated

because the fistula causes incontinence

and an unpleasant smell...It is a very

difficult condition to treat and women

who suffer from it stay for long periods-

even years-in hospital. (my emphasis, 38)
What is most important in this passage is El1 Dareer's
assertion that "the pharonic type (of circumcision) is the
main predisposing factor" in the formulation of fistulae. All

the above noted studies have indicated some form of fistulae
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or blockage as a result of infibulation or Pharonic
circumcision. And, the earlier noted study by McGregor found
that many plantation owners called upon Sims to treat their
slaves who suffered from vesico-vaginal fistula, these
"vaginal tears which had resulted form childbirth" (37), and
although she does note that many women from all backgrounds
suffered from this illness, (which could suggest that other
women also experienced this operation) the number of cases of
slave women with the condition was quite alarming, especially
for those who used the black woman as "breeders' to increase
the slave population on their plantations and farms. McGregor
further states that the "availability of slave women as
specimens for surgical experimentation allowed Sims to take
the steps necessary to originate American gynecology, (79)
(one can only imagine what pain, suffering and degradation
this must have cost the slave woman). The study submits that,
particularly in the case of Irish immigrants suffering form
the illness, rickets was thought to be the main cause for the
suffering, but this cause cannot be exclusively documented in
the case of the female slave. From the modern studies of
female circumcisions and the medical consequences of the
operation, I would like to suggest that the high rate of
vesico-vaginal fistulae was the result, in some part, of these
types of genital operations.

In fairness to Dr. Sims, I must also acknowledge that he

did perform experimental surgery on Irish female Immigrants
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and some women who were desperate for medical attention that
would relieve their gynecological problems. Kuhn also
documents the continuance of these experimental surgeries on
slave women by Sims' followers, including Nathan Bozeman, J.P.
Mattauer, and Mortiz Schuppert. Slave cadavers were also used
to enhance programs of study in schools in the North, while
McGregor notes that "In the South, medical schools were
dependant upon the availability of these subjects to entice
medical students to enroll" (54). Although there is no direct
evidence that the practice of clitoridectomy as performed in
Africa prior to bondage in North America was continued by
slaves, many modern day examples of African women in other
countries (including Canada and Europe), who have continued
the practice in the face of great social and political

pressure to discontinue the ritual, (New York Times, January

17, 1993) one could deduct from this evidence that slave women
probably continued this custom while in captivity. Although I
could locate no documented evidence that experimental
clitoridectomies were performed on slave women, it is
interesting to note that although there was a tremendous cry
of rage in European communities because of the
clitoridectomies performed by Dr. Isaac Baker Brown on
Caucasian women, doctors in the United States were able to
continue experimental operations on slave bodies in the name
of scientific advancement without any moral outéry (79).

Hence, they could have, and did (McGregor) continue to use and
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abuse the bodies, minds, and spirits of these women who were
no more to them than human chattel.
CHINESE FOOTBINDING

As "foreign" as the rite of clitorizing women is to the
Western observer, other practices have occurred in diverse
communities which could be compared to the female
circumcision. One of the most unusual of these rites is
Chinese footbinding. The author of one particularly
interesting and developed study of this tradition, Howard S.
Levy, notes that the tradition probably began with the T'ang
dynasty and, by the 12th century, it was "widely practiced in

the palace". He writes:

From then on, its impact as a hallmark of
gentility and correct fashion was felt
increasingly by the upper class. It also
helped to ensure that a woman remain in
her proper place--at home. It was so
inconvenient for the bound-footed to get
about that . her chances for indulging
sexually as did the Chinese male were
greatly lessened. Footbinding proved to
be a significant and lasting development
in a nation whose outlook on feminine
morality became increasingly
stringent...That the tiny foot came to be
considered a mark of gentility was
equally significant. From the Yuan
dynasty onward, families which claimed
aristocratic lineage <came to feel
compelled to bind the feet of their
girls, with utmost severity and
diligence, as a visible sign of upper-
class distinction. (46)

Thus, the female feet are bound in the name of "gentility" and
sexual purity, and this practice also became a sign of an

"upper-class" lineage. Much like the female circumcision,



35

footbinding also became such a part of the Chinese (and
Oriental, as this was also practiced in Taiwan and Japan)
tradition that it continued without question until the
influence of the West and Christianity began to impact the
culture (Levy). Again, comparable to female circumcision,
Levy notes from his research that opposition to footbinding
came from Christian missionary community:

The natural-footed movement in the

eighteen-nineties was identified with

liberal reformers and champions of
women's rights. By the early twentieth

century, powerful officials and
influential statesmen were giving it
increasingly open support. A major

factor in bringing the |evils of

footbinding before a large audience was

the missionary community, which worked

devotedly for this cause and gradually

influenced public opinion against it.

(85)
According to Levy, by 1938 most of the practice of footbinding
had been eradicated from China and the provinces (Japan and
Taiwan). Before it ended, however, it was believed (and
probably was realistic because of the pain and deformation
that occurred due to foot-binding) that the women who were
bound-footed were not only more subject, but also more
graceful and beautiful (one may question the beauty of the
bound foot). Like clitoridectomies, footbinding was performed
on young girls; also similar to clitorized women, doctors
have noted that foot-bound women suffered many ailments,

including irregular and difficult menstrual cycles which could

be attributed to the "constricting of veins and slowing
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circulation." These women experienced other physical problems
including "constipation, dizziness, and vomiting, " yet men
still insisted that their women were more sensuous, more
attractive, and more poised than "natural-footed" or "large-
footed women."
BRIDE BURNING
Another unusual practice is unlike Chinese Footbinding

and some instances of female circumcision because it is viewed
as a punitive measure, but it is also similar in many ways
because the female body is still viewed as a commodity to be
bought, sold, bound, burned, or cut. This most recent and
controversiai phenomena in the Hindu world is the practice of
burning a bride because a husband's family is not satisfied
with the amount of the dowry (the property a woman brings with
her when she is married). This custom is related to the older
custom, called sati, which Wanda Teays describes in an article
entitled "The Burning Bride: The Dowry Problem in India."
Teays writes that "sati" is viewed as

the ultimate gift to her husband (in

which) the ideal wife goes up in smoke in

her husband's funeral pyre, (which is

seen as) a sacrifice of religious honor

and communal satisfaction; in dowry

burnings, (to the contrary) the bride is

set ablaze by her husband's family, a

figure of dishonor, sacrificed out of

consumer dissatisfaction. (29)
Teays states that because of the increasing demands for more

goods and money at the time of marriage, many families are

forced to take out loans to make certain that their daughter's
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have an appropriate dowry. But those unable to keep up with
this "modern" status quo find their daughters set on fire,

often by the mother-in-law's (Detroit Free Press, June, 1993).

Teays believes that it is the "modern" attitude of viewing
marriage as a financial transaction which may bring one
"upward mobility" that has led to the trend of bride burnings,
which were once called "suicides." The statistics are varied,
but Teays does note evidence which estimates that at least
twenty-two deaths per day in India are the result of bride
burnings. This issue, as Teays notes, is tied to concerns
about the position of women in society and their place as the
"property" of their husbands and/or fathers, and the way in
which the Hindu religion impacts upon the lives of its' women.
She writes that "Hindu women's 1lives revolve around men.
Their fathers exert great power over them as young children
and 'give' them to their husbands around puberty" (35).
Woman's body and soul continues to be an object of
manipulation in some form and for some purpose in these
instances.
"NONMAINSTREAM BODY MODIFICATION"

Even though these rites of passage and/or methods of
punishment may be difficult for many Westerners to understand,
one recent study of what James Myers refers to as
"Nonmainstream Body Modification," notes that people living in
present-day North America for reasons sexual, psychological,

and even masochistic, undergo rituals of genital piercing,
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cutting, branding, and burning for "aesthetic" and other

reasons. Myers writes,

Sexual enhancement proved to be one of
the most compelling reasons behind
people's desire to alter their bodies.
Even though sexual enhancement is
presented here as a discrete motive, it
cut across and joined with all eight
categories. Thus whatever the
motivational category, there was
typically a sexual interest lurking
behind the individuals' decisions to
alter their bodies. (288)

From this small section of the study, one finds a striking
fact--similar to female.circumcision and footbinding, one of
the main interests in this "body modification" is the
supposed increase in "sexual desire" or performance when a
decision is made to "alter" or mutilate a body. Although the
author of this work does not claim that forced circumcisions
or footbinding is in any way similar to a "modern" persons'
need to disfigure self, it is interesting that many people,
educated and otherwise, (Myers) continue to practice "rites of
passage" in order to "prove" something to themselves or others
in the societies in which they are a social part. Myers
continues,

Potential nonmainstream body modifiers

frequently decide to alter their bodies

because of a desire to identify

themselves with a group of people they

have deemed significantly

important...Through the acquisition of a

genital piercing or a brand for instance,

individuals obtain a badge of admission--

a visible record that affiliates them

with others of similar interests and
beliefs. (288)
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Notably, many African women surveyed by El Dareer have stated
similar reason for the continuation of the ritual because they
believe that they will only be able to find themselves in the
company of the ancestors after they are circumcised. They,
too feel compelled to "prove" something to others--mainly that
they are "real" women, willing to suffer the pain associated
with the ritual. In a society that puts such a major emphasis
on tradition, it is understandable that these African and
Muslim women feel compelled to submit to the operations.

One may also compare these operations to women's desire
to be beautiful in a society which defines beauty based on the
contours or shape and size of one's body. In a society like
the United States, women undergo various operations, including
liposuction and breast implantation, in order to conform to

societies standards of beauty. The New England Journal of

Medicine notes that breast implants have been linked to breast
cancer (June, 1992), yet women continue to have these
operations. It is also interesting to note that college
students in fraternities, particularly on historically Black
college campuses, as late as the 1980's have participated in
"branding" rituals to show their loyalty and love of their
organizations, while some members of sororities now wear
tattoos for the same reason. (This information comes from
personal experience as I attended an historically Black
college from 1982-1990, and I witnessed this instances of

"proven" loyalty).
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PSYCHOLOGICAL RAMIFICATIONS
I now return to the query presented at the outset of this

study: why clitorize women? One author, Bruno Bettelheim,
notes that the "female circumcision may be partly the result
of men's ambivalence about female sex functions and partly a
reaction to male circumcision (119)." He further suggests
that although he found one particularly interesting paper on
the subject written by M. Bonaparte, which stated that "man's
fear and dislike of the clitoris and his desire to force
vaginal sexuality on the woman in preference to clitoridean
sexuality" caused clitoridectomies, it is his belief that
these operations are performed due to "man's envy of woman's
procreative function, and his desire to acquire power of the
végina and the dangerous menstrual blood" (my emphasis, 120).
There are several examples of the "dangerousness" of menstrual
blood not only in African literature, but also in the Bible,
which refers to a menstruating woman as "unclean". In
Leviticus 15:17, the author writes:

And if a woman have an issue, and her

issue in her flesh be blood, she shall be

put apart seven days: and whoever

toucheth her shall be unclean until the

even.
As this passage continues, it notes further that all the
things this "unclean" woman sleeps on or sits on, also becomes
unclean and must be thoroughly washed, and that if any man

touches or sleeps with this woman while she is "unclean" he,

too, is unclean and must also be thoroughly cleansed. One
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could arque that these "laws" were instituted before the
modern era of easy, accessible, and clean feminine hygiene,
but there are still those who believe, even in the Christian
world, that a menstruating woman is an unclean being. For
example, a colleague noted attending services one Sunday
morning and hearing his Bishop defend the Church position on
preventing women from attaining the position of Bishop in the
Apostolic Church, he not only noted that there was a Biblical
injunction against it (Titus 1:6-7), but more importantly for
this study, he stated that women are "unclean" one part of the
month and, thus, they would be unable to hold that position
and serve the congregation while in that "unclean" state
(Hopkins). Similarly, a recent letter from the "Women's
Ordination Conference" of the Catholic Church presents a call
to those who would like to voice their opinions on the
ordination of women as bishops and priests in the church
because, as Ruth McDonough Fitzpatrick writes, "Pope John Paul
II has no plans to ordain women when he visits Denver in
August" (June 1993). Thus, women are still faced with what
she refers to as the "stained glass ceiling" in various
religious communities.

Further, Buchi Emecheta notes in one of her novels that
a menstruating woman cannot enter the hut of a man for fear
she will "pollute" him, nor can she bathe in the stream for

the same reason (The Bride Price). In her essay, "Ghana: To
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Be A Woman," Ama Ata Aidoo gives similar accounts of this

belief:
I had sensed as a child living among
adult females that everything which had
to do exclusively with being a woman was
regarded as dirty. At definite
'traditional’' landmarks in a woman's life
cycle, she was regarded as literally
untouchable...These landmarks included
the first menstruation and (for some)
all other menstruations;...A girl's first
menstrual flow was celebrated after a
whole week of confinement. (258)

Also, when women are "barren" or unable to conceive, they
are seen as the culprits of this affront to their husbands.
It is never the husband who is unable to produce--it is always
the woman who must present her body as a sacrifice to the
goddess of the river (or to the medicine men or women, or even
her "Chi" or personal 'god') to regain or recharge her
fertility. This is evident in the writings of not only
Emecheta, but there is also in an example of this in Chinua

Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart, and other African authors

like Nwapa. And if it is woman who holds the "key" to
reproduction, one could conclude that the male might envy this
power and, thus, control it by his only means--cutting off and
sewing up the woman to maintain authority over her sexuality
and her child bearing ability.

Furthermore, Williams-Moen states that she believes that
genital mutilation is "done everywhere for the same reason:
sexual politics, the control of females in order to control

fertility" (11). She continues:
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I have developed the argument that the
main reason societies dominate women is
that birth rates are vitally important to
every level of human social
organizations--from the global to the
family, and further that there |is
enormous power inherent in the control of
fertility. When only the aggregate birth
rate 1is important, women are allowed
flexibility in their sexual and
reproductive behavior. But in a highly
patriarchal society where maintenance of
the blood line and/or property through
legitimate children is extremely
important...then it is necessary to
control the sexual and reproductive
behavior of each woman. (Her emphasis,
11)

Thus, as earlier noted, the reproductive ability of woman must
be controlled, and woman's body must be mutilated, so that the
patriarchy may remain intact.
CAMPAIGNS TO END FEMALE CIRCUMCISION

There are presently several movements to "eradicate"
female circumcision in the African and Muslim worlds (and
abroad). Notably, all the studies I have noted, except for
the Kenyatta work, have a section calling for the
"eradication" or "abolition" of circumcision. Women 1like
Nawal El1 sadaawi and Awa Thiam are calling on African women to
join the fight against the oppression of women in their
respective countries, Egypt and Senegal, and all over Black

Africa. In her work, Speak Out, Black Sisters, Thiam bids her

"Black sisters" to join her and denounce the general

oppression, as well as the circumcision, of female bodies:

Every woman is, or ought to be, concerned
about sexual mutilation practised on the



44

body of another, whoever she may be. But
it remains for excised and infibulated
women themselves, being opposed to these
practices and aware of their harmful
consequences, to say publicly that they
want an end to these ancestral customs;
and to translate their word into action
in their daily lives. (85)

Thiam emphasizes here that although it is important that other
women throughout the world call for eradication of this
practice, it will only be when the voices of circumcised women
are heard that the nations and world communities will be able
to assemble together and eliminate the ritual. She also notes
the experience of one African woman, a 29 year old married
woman with a Bachelor of Arts Degree, who was not aware of her
infibulation and excision until she was about to be married,

who does allow her outraged voice to be heard:

I have no memory of being excised or
infibulated as the operation was
performed when I was very young. I only
became aware of my condition when I was
20 and about to be married...As soon as 1
was conscious of being excised and
infibulated, I felt a deep sense of
outrage. What was I to do, I wondered.
I had no intention of letting myself be
cut open with a knife on my wedding day,
as is the custom for all women who have
been both excised and infibulated...Day
by day I grew angrier and more
rebellious. I saw how strong social
pressure could be... Finally, on the
evening of my wedding I had to make the
best of a bad job and let myself be cut
open. (64-65)

This was the experience of many women interviewed by Thiam,
women like Sadaawi and others, who did not even understand or

realize that their rights and their bodies had been operated
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on, (partially because they were very small children) without
their knowledge or consent, and most likely at the urging or
insistence of their mothers. But it is not merely enough for
these women to say that the circumcision of women is '"cruel"
and "medically dangerous" for women and the children they will
bear. What Saadawi and Thiam note as most important in the
struggle to end female circumcision is the re-education and
re-interpretation of womanhood for the women (and men) who
have been socialized to believe that only women who have
undergone this ritual are "real" women. It is apparent in the
literature on the subject that many women are opposed to the
eradication of this ritual, as I have earlier indicated, for
various reasons. Thiam writes of one women's experience and
commentary on her own circumcision:

I was excised as a child. 1I'm talking

about my own personal experience. Today,

I'm glad I had the excision operation.

The reason why I maintain this point of

view is that it has fulfilled its

function as far as I'm concerned. I've

been divorced for four years and I've

never for one moment felt the desire to

run after a man...it allows a woman to be

in control of her own body. (66)
This woman felt that her operation gave her a control over
herself and her body that women who are not circumcised do not
have. In her work, Sanderson writes that people who are

taught to believe something, whatever the consequences, will

continue in that vein. She notes:
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People's beliefs must be challenged and
the implications of change by society at
large, accepted. As a Ugandan father
explained, if a boy believes that his
right hand must be cut off before he can
enter adult society then he will
willingly submit to the mutilation in
order to be accepted by his group (4) If
people believe that genital mutilation is
essential to full womanhood, they may
accept it whatever the medical hazards.
(112)

Thus, one cannot simply present documented evidence of
difficult penetration, high infant mortality, and high death
rates from "botched" or "unsterile" operations and think that
will be sufficient in the call to end the practice. Saadawi,
Sanderson, and Thiam maintain that until women and men are re-
socialized to understand that an intact clitoris will not
ultimately lead to promiscuity, and that the intact vagina
does not mean that a woman is not a woman, the ritual will
continue. And until the social structures that would exclude
uncircumcised women must be dramatically altered.

There are presently several organizations, including the
World Health Organization, that are working to terminate
circumcision all over the world (E1 Dareer, 96). These
associations are working to ensure that the women in the
various noted studies, and their daughters, will not feel
inclined to continue these practices. But until then,
fictional women like Walker's Tashi, Ngugi's Muthoni, and
Nwapa's Efuru present readers with a glimpse into the
societies, and the minds, bodies, and souls of women who are

dedicated, and often destroyed by societal traditions. Only
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