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1 Discourse versus
discourse

1.1 Introduction

Somali women are often referred to as one of the most powerless groups in the
Swedish society. They are described as stigmatised in several ways: practically all
are out of work, they usually have many children, they are Muslims, they are black,
and they are genitally mutilated. The irony is that despite massmedial attention,
high level political engagement and general interest in the issue, Somalis in Swedish
exile are seldom heard.

The aim of this thesis is to study and present the views of Swedish Somalis on
female circumcision and to contrast it to the Swedish discourse on the issue. The
thesis investigates the values attached to female circumcision among Somalis, and
how these values are discussed and reassessed in the Swedish exile situation. It
highlights the importance of a processual theory of cultural practices in contrast to
the prevalent essentialist perspective.

The issue is important, because despite the Swedish moral panic about female
circumcision, encapsulated in the term Ófemale genital mutilationÓ, there is weak or
non-existent evidence to show that this practice actually exists in Sweden. This is all
the more reason to understand the processes by which the discourse about female
circumcision among Somalis in Sweden, a discourse of a declining and changing
cultural practice, contrasts with the Swedish discourse of an alarmist panic about
thousands of Somali girls who are said to risk being subjected to female genital
mutilation.

At a seminar about female circumcision in September 1999, a Somali man held a
speech about the cultural aspects of female circumcision. Following the talk, a
Swedish woman in the audience asked if he had ever discussed the matter with his
wife Ð whether or not their own daughters were to be circumcised Ð a questioned he
answered with an honest ÓNoÓ. This response aroused strong reactions among many
people in the audience, some of them speaking at the same time, intimating that his
daughters risked being ÔmutilatedÕ any day. An other Somali man, sitting by my
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side at the panel, tried to show how prejudiced this attitude was, by asking ÓHave
you asked Sara if she has discussed circumcision of her daughters with her husband?Ó
pointing at me. The negative reactions in the audience grew stronger. Afterwards I
talked to the first man, who only now comprehended what the fuss was all about, as
the reasoning among the critical listeners was so strange to him. He just shook his
head: ÓI have never discussed it with my wife as it is so obvious to us where we
stand. We are both familiar with her suffering through the yearsÉ There is simply
no reason to even bring the issue up as regards our own daughters.Ó

This incident shows a clash of perspectives: in the Swedish discourse about female
circumcision the practice is seen as an unequivocally abhorrent cultural practice about
which there is no compromise or understanding. The practice is also seen as
persistent, which gives rise to firm expectations that Somalis in Sweden uphold the
practice. On the other hand, many Somali immigrants in Sweden also condemn this
practice, but without ascribing aspects of compulsive evilness to the issue. The
Swedish discourse has developed wholly outside internal discussions about female
circumcision within the Somali exile community in Sweden. The Swedes have the
hegemony in public discourse on the matter, and Somalis (and other Africans) who
want to participate in the work to abolish the practice are more or less forced to
adapt to the Swedish (western) perspective.

When one of my Somali female friends read my rendering of the general
description of the Somali women in Sweden (Òpractically all are out of work, they
usually have many children, they are Muslims, they are black, and they are genitally
mutilatedÓ, Johnsdotter 1999:22), she said: ÓI can see why you mention all those
other things, but why circumcision? What has this to do with the rest?Ó I was as
puzzled by her question as she was by the fact that I had mentioned their state of
being circumcised in this way. I tried to explain to her that I understood that the
fact that most Somali women are Ógenitally mutilatedÓ is an essential part of the
stereotype of the Somali woman in Sweden. She was shocked Ð and embarrassed.
ÓDo you think, when I talk to Swedes, that they think about my sexual organs? I feel
like walking genitals.Ó At its most extreme, this Swedish perspective holds that a
Somali womanÕs whole existence revolves around her physical state of being
ÓmutilatedÓ; she is Ówalking genitalsÓ. In sum, the Swedish discourse on female
circumcision is deeply morally charged with the Somali women oscillating
between being victims of brutal male domination, and being voluntary participants
in a violent cultural practice on their own daughters.

In fact, there is another discourse going on within the hidden sphere of Somali life
in which circumcision is also criticised. A critique of female circumcision blends
with a renewed commitment to Islam as a weapon to fight a Somali tradition.
However, the critique takes place under quite different circumstances and leads to
quite different results: while the Swedish discourse designates all forms of female
circumcision ÓmutilationÓ, most Swedish Somalis highlight a distinction between
more extensive forms and a mild form of so called symbolic sunnah circumcision
(pricking of clitoris to induce a minor bleeding, but no removal of any tissue).
While considered illegal in Sweden, such a procedure would be far less harmful than
the uncondemned circumcision practised among Muslim and Jewish boys.

This thesis investigates the key themes in the discourse about female circumcision
among Somalis in Sweden, and shows that female circumcision is a practice which
is negotiated and reassessed by Somalis in Swedish exile. While some traditional
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values are maintained, even when in conflict with mainstream mentality of the
Swedish society, other values and attitudes are debated, reassessed, and abandoned.
The prohibition of premarital sex prevails, while the strategy of female
circumci sion as a means to prevent unmarried young woman from having sex is
abandoned. The most important reason for this is the conviction that Islam bans any
form of harm inflicted on GodÕs creation, a view elaborated mainly in exile. Other
concomitant motives for female circumcision in Somalia are reassessed as well, due
to changing life circumstances in exile.

The reassessment of the religious imperative both for and against circumcision
can not be underestimated. An overwhelming majority of Somalis circumcising
their daughters in Somalia do it out of a conviction that the procedure is a religious
duty. In exile, however, Somalis are confronted with other Muslims, who do not
circumcise their daughters. The internal exile debate on an Islamic view on this
practice has led Somalis to reassess their understanding of Somali circumcision
traditions as non-Islamic: it is a religious duty not to harm GodÕs creation. On
reaching this conclusion, there is an indisputable motive to dissociate oneself from
what was earlier regarded ÓnormalÓ and necessary.

1.2 Female circumcision as a strategy

A key to a more profound understanding of the practice of female circumcision Ð
and also of its abandonment Ð has been offered by the British political scientist
Gerry Mackie (1996, 1998, and 2000). His starting point is that parents all over the
world love their children and want to do what is best for them. Female circumcision
is to be understood as a strategy, and mothers choosing female circumcision for their
daughters in a specific situation are doing this to optimise their daughtersÕ future
prospects. This means that mothers choosing female circumcision do so when this
option has a better outcome for their daughters than if they (the mothers) decide not
to have their daughters circumcised. And this also means that mothers will refrain
from having their daughters circumcised, when the option to give it up will lead to a
better life, all aspects regarded, for their daughters. MackieÕs model is instructive
in trying to understand both the persistence of circumcision in Somalia and its
abandonment among Somalis in Sweden.

Another aspect inherent in MackieÕs model is ambivalence; it includes both
negative and positive feelings towards a phenomenon. Thus, this model can account
for the ambivalence surrounding female circumcision both in Somalia and in
Sweden. A critical question I often encounter at presentations of my empirical data
is: ÓWhy would Somalis in Sweden so suddenly have changed their minds and
become antagonists of a practice they not long ago advocated?Ó This simplistic
view implies that practising female circumcision in Somalia means favouring all
aspects of it, and that refraining from practising female circumcision in Swedish
exile means disliking all aspects of it. In reality, peopleÕs views are much more
complex and ambivalent, as emphasised in MackieÕs model. A more balanced
understanding can account for the feelings of relief experienced by Somalis at the
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possibility of not having to expose oneÕs daughter to female circumcision, and also
for feelings of fear about the negative aspects of raising an uncircumcised daughter.

In this thesis, I show that the specific exile situation makes most Somali mothers
in Sweden choose strategies other than female circumcision to optimise their
daughtersÕ future prospects, as their life circumstances Ð for instance the role of the
clan system and the relation between the sexes Ð have changed so drastically in exile.
There is not a single documented case of illegal female circumcision in Sweden.
This fact, could Ð if we use MackieÕs model Ð be understood as a result of that a
tipping point (ibid.) has taken place in Swedish exile: a moment where the
advantages of abandoning this practice have become overwhelming, especially
regarding the fact that so many other Swedish Somalis have taken the same decision
at the same time. The one who intends to have her daughter circumcised is now the
outsider. She is forced to defend her view in discussions with her kinsmen and is
subject to social pressure to abandon this practice.

Once one has realised that circumcision is a strategy (and not an end in itself;
something people do only because it is their ÔcultureÕ to do so), and that strategies
may change when life conditions change, the idea that this practice is abandoned in
exile is not so hard to grasp. However, since the procedure is constantly presented to
the public as a meaningless and cruel cultural archaic trait, there are firm
expectations, put forward by authorities, activists and journalists, that this practice
is upheld on a large scale among Somalis in Sweden. Sweden has had legislation
against female circumcision since 1982. Again, not a single case of female
circumcision has been authenticated and brought to court. The Somalis in Sweden
number about 20,000, and many of them have lived here for ten years or more. I f
female circumci sion were so widely practised as alleged, it would probably have
been possible to take at least a few cases to court.

1.3 The absence of a Somali public sphere

Practically all Somalis I have talked to about female circumcision claim that it is
important to strengthen internal discussions for a total abolition of the practice (at
least all types more extensive than a symbolic sunnah circumcision).

An important aspect of this study is the fact that even if every informant knows a
lot about this issue, nobody has all-embracing knowledge of the opinions of Swedish
Somalis in general. Somalis talk about female circumcision, but only with their
closest friends and kin. There are occasions of larger meetings where this issue has
been discussed, but these are extremely few and generally do not include both sexes.

Hence, what I refer to as Ôan internal debateÕ in the Somali community should not
be confused with the kind of debate conducted in a Swedish or European Ôpublic
sphereÕ of media, experts, politicians, and the public. It is not a debate mainly
characterised by open meetings or public writing; rather, the Somali debate is the
sum of all the private discussions at the micro-level, involving an individual and her
or his closest circle of kin and friends. This lack of a genuine Somali public sphere
can explain the curious misperception of the Somalis themselves regarding
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circumcision, whereby they insist that while they themselves, their spouse and close
friends are opposed to female circumcision, there may be many other Swedish
Somalis who are in favour. It still remains an open question how many of these
Somalis are in fact supporters of pharaonic circumcision, and how they can be found.
Information received about people who allegedly could be in favour of female
circumcision, was seldom reliable (the few exceptions are included in this study) Ð
or they were opposed to pharaonic circumcision, but found a symbolic sunnah
circumcision to be acceptable. I leave these more quantitative aspects aside, as I am
more interested in the logic of the practice of female circumcision, and how it
applies in Sweden.

My data indicate that an overwhelming majority of the Somalis in Sweden are
truly opposed to pharaonic circumcision, but that many of them themselves are
unaware of this. They have taken a stand against the practice as individuals, and they
have seen their kin and friends take a similar stand, but many of them believe that
there are others who still cling to old traditions. These assertions of Somalis about
their own community have been based on speculation. This was especially obvious
regarding Somali womenÕs ideas about menÕs opinions and preferences; and many of
the menÕs assertions that the whole issue is dependent on womenÕs opinions. I f
Swedes have limited knowledge about Swedish SomalisÕ opinions regarding
female circumcision, so have the Somalis.

1.4 Swedish moral panic

The themes of the public discourse on female circumcision in Sweden include a
culturalist view (Óthey keep mutilating their daughters because it is their culture to
do soÓ), and a strong moral discourse where certain views and statements are
accepted even if factually wrong, while other views must not be raised in public even
if correct. This moral discourse makes open debate about female circumcision
hazardous, as its logic divides people not only into informed or uninformed about
the issue, but into categories of ÔgoodÕ or ÔbadÕ. One is either in favour of a total ban
of all forms of the practice, regardless of the cost or the means, or one supports the
mutilation of women and has a deviant moral standard.

In this particular field the usual logic of political correctness is turned upside
down. Generally, in a society characterised by a strong multiculturalist view, any
attack on immigrant groups as collectives is harshly criticised in the public
discussion. Concerning the issue of female circumcision in Sweden, however, any
odd characteristics can be attributed to the African immigrant groups Ð and the
arguments will still be regarded as perfectly Ôpolitically correctÕ. In this specific
case, one is actually regarded politically incorrect, if one asks for a more balanced
depiction of the issue of female circumcision and the groups under attack. ÔBalanceÕ
in this case is regarded as a defence of undesirable or oppressive practices for which
there must be zero tolerance.

Most Swedes regard female circumcision as so cruel, so barbaric, that there is no
room for any kind of understanding or extenuating circumstances. The victims are
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female children, the daughters of the perpetrators. This fact is in itself an obstacle to
an understanding of the practice: how can mothers let their daughters go through a
procedure, which is so inhumane and void of sense? The Swedish (western) mass
media is not of much help in the process of trying to grasp this reality: the
presentations of this practice most often belong to a certain genre, mixing curiosity,
thrill and moral indignation, including as many aggravating circumstances as
possible.

As this is the prevalent depiction of the custom of female circumcision, or genital
mutilation, it is self-evident that any form of objection to the description, or any
attempt to describe varieties of female circumcision, much less describe why some
varieties may be more acceptable than others, is deemed to be regarded as not only
politically incorrect, but almost malicious.

A documentary (ÔThe Forgotten GirlsÕ) broadcast by the Swedish national
television (SVT) in September 2001, and repeated on Danish television in April
2002, will be used as a case in the description of the politics in the field of female
circumcision. The themes elaborated in the program included all themes from years
of public discourse on female circumcision in Sweden, even if in a somewhat
exaggerated form. The program was also very instructive in showing the techniques
of how to generate controversy around an already morally charged and politically
delicate topic. After the broadcast of this program, the assumption that Swedish
African girls are circumcised at a large scale, some of them even in Sweden, seems
to be regarded as an established fact by politicians and journalists. Thus, the basis
for these allegations needs to be scrutinised. What has emerged is what social
theorists term a Ômoral panicÕ (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1995), a concept which I use
to describe this phenomenon.

 We need to scrutinise the implicit theoretical presumptions underpinning this
widely held view. For future preventive work, and for the sake of the Swedish
African girls who really do risk being subjected to circumcision, i.e., by those
parents who have not abandoned the practice, we need to analyse our own societyÕs
understanding of the issue. The Swedish public discourse on female circumcision is
crucial for the internal process in the Somali exile community: as Somalis lack a
public sphere of their own, the ÔtruthsÕ emanating from the Swedish mass media may
complicate a process toward a complete abandonment of the practice among exile
Swedish Somalis.

We also need to understand the internal debate on female circumcision in the
various immigrant groups. The issue here is not simply female circumcision, but a
whole range of undesirable social and cultural practices, practised by immigrants
and by Swedish subcultures: honour killing and arranged and forced marriage among
certain groups of immigrants; drug taking or crime among immigrant and ethnic
Swedish youth. In this sense, the female circumcision debate, what is now called
Ôfemale genital mutilationÕ (FGM), is therefore just one example of a general case
with which anthropologists must come to grips. It is a case of cultural practices
becoming objects of public controversy, of private considerations and public
condemnations, of local anxieties and moral panics.
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1.5 Female circumcision as a field of expertise

Female circumcision as a field of study may roughly be divided into four different
categories: 1) academic writing; 2) activist writing; 3) information and policies for
professionals. Besides these categories of literature, the general public is informed
through 4) newspaper articles and reports in TV and radio, i.e. the mass media.

Much of the international activist writing takes its point of departure in radical
feminism, a fact that seems to have influenced information and policies directed
toward professionals Ð sometimes these categories (2 and 3) even have blurred
boundaries. The source of information for the Swedish public (category 4) is, as
well, grounded on radical feminism. The last three categories also involve a
culturalist view, which is of crucial importance when it comes to how campaigns
against female circumcision among immigrant populations are worked out.

The category of academic writing displays a map of more varying positions.
Before the 1980s, few articles on female circumcision were published in the field of
social science; most of them concerned medical issues. The American radical
feminist Fran Hosken raised the question of so called Ófemale genital mutilationÓ in
wider circles in the West when she in 1978 published the first edition of her book
The Hosken Report: Genital and Sexual Mutilation of Females. As her book became
such a success, practically all subsequent publications in the field of female
circumcision have been forced to take a stand in relation to HoskenÕs view on this
issue: either by following in her footsteps or to criticise her for either scientific or
ideological reasons. The academic writing in this field offers a great variety in
other aspects as well: geographical areas investigated (mostly African local
settings), scope of the studies, theoretical models used, etc.

Positioning this thesis in the field of female circumcision, I hope to be able to
make the national discussion on female circumcision wider. In Sweden, there is an
urgent necessity to include other perspectives on female circumcision than the
prevalent; whether it is a question of activism, information directed toward
professionals or supply of material for articles and reports in mass media and for
students. It is also a matter of fairness in relation to Somalis living in Sweden.
Now they are under constant suspicion from the host society: it is more a question of
when, where and how they are ÔmutilatingÕ their daughters than the open question if
they are.

In the academic field, I hope that this thesis can be informative in a growing
corpus on this subject. To the best of my knowledge, no extensive studies but one in
Great Britain (Morison et al. 1998, n.d.) and one in Norway (Johansen, in press) have
been carried out with the aim to understand changes in the practice of female
circumcision in a context of exile. This case, focusing on Somalis in Sweden, can
hopefully provide a contribution to this discussion.

In a wider perspective, I hope that the thesis can call some unreflected culturalist
presumptions into question; presumptions which underlie much of the public
discussion of practices of i mmigrants in Sweden. The multiculturalist ideology,
which permeates the Swedish societyÕs integration policies, cherishes ideas about
immigrants settling down in the Swedish society with a backpack of good and bad
practices that the immigrants are supposed to maintain at any cost. We need to
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avoid models which predefine what people do; and we need to look into what
people actually do before we set the agenda and formulate the policies.

1.6 Organisation of the thesis

Chapter Two describes the methods used in this study, while Chapter Three
describes the situation of Somalis in Swedish exile. The background of the situation
in Somalia is described, and also the issue of exile and repatriation. The clan
structure, which is upheld in Sweden even if somewhat transformed, is discussed.
The last section of the chapter deals with the challenged gender roles within Somali
families in Swedish exile.

Chapter Four is an overview of the practices of female circumcision offered by
international academic literature. It includes definitions and classifications, the
physical and psychic consequences of the various practices of female circumcision as
discussed in the literature. The following section deals with sexuality in association
with female circumcision. Conclusions in studies in this field vary to a high degree,
which shows that descriptions of sexuality in circumcised women are very
susceptible to politically tinted bias.

The following sections deal with the historical background of female
circumci sion, a field that to a high degree is based on speculations, and with Islam
in relation to female circumcision. As Somalis in Sweden generally claim that
specific Koranic verses and some hadiths are the most important basis of their
opposition to pharaonic circumcision, the discussion will focus on these religious
sources.

Female circumcision, as it is practised in Somalia, will be described in the next
section, followed by a summary of the motives for circumcising girls in Somalia,
from an insidersÕ perspective. ResearchersÕ analyses including various explanatory
models will be discussed thereafter. Analyses on symbolism will be related,
focusing on the concepts ÔvirginityÕ, ÔinfibulationÕ, and ÔdefibulationÕ. Approaches
regarding ethnic, socio-economic and psychological aspects will be accounted for,
before a section on feminist perspectives is offered. The hegemonic radical feminist
view will be contrasted to counter views, some of them criticising the prevalent
radical feminist standpoint with arguments based upon feminism as well. The final
section of this chapter discusses Gerry MackieÕs model of the maintenance of female
circumcision as a convention, and also the abandonment of such practices as
convention shifts. This is the model used to understand the empirical data of the
thesis.

The following chapters provide a presentation of the empirical data regarding
attitudes to female circumcision among the Swedish Somalis in this study. Chapter
Five discusses Somali attitudes about pharaonic and sunnah circumcision, its relation
to control over young girls, and the factors behind the abandonment of the practice,
including the resurgence of Islam in the context of exile.

The sixth chapter highlights the role of the men in the field of female
circumci sion. First there is a review of how Somali women in this study talk about
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men and the demand of virginity in women. This is followed by a discussion about
how some women believe that men expect and want women to be pharaonically
circumcised for the sake of menÕs sexual pleasure. This view is contradicted, as will
be shown in the last section of this chapter, by the womenÕs experiences of their own
fathers and husbands, a rendering in harmony with how the men in the study
described their own attitudes.

Chapter Seven includes how Somalis talk about the future, seeing a decline of the
practice of (pharaonic) circumcision both in Somalia and among exiled Somalis,
and conveying a depiction of a future where the practice is completely abandoned.
The following sections describe what strategies are used in Sweden, where Somalis
face a deviant moral system, for the purpose of making sure that young Somali
women do not have premarital sex: dialogue, social control, education and trust.
The last section deals with how chaste conduct can work as a proof of virginity in a
situation where pharaonic circumcision has been abandoned.

Chapter Eight is a discussion about culturalism and changing cultural patterns. It
is argued that the culturalist perspective, which permeates the Swedish public
discourse on female circumcision, is challenged by available empirical data in this
field.

Chapter Nine presents a discussion about moral panic in the field of female
circumcision in Sweden, created by the televised documentary, ÔThe Forgotten
GirlsÕ. While the arguments offered and techniques used in the documentary are
analysed in the appendix, the more general public discussion Ð as it emerged in the
mass media Ð is discussed in this chapter.

Chapter Ten focuses on the tenacity of the belief that thousands of young girls risk
being subjected to circumcision in Sweden. In these chapters, the ingredients of the
public discourse in Sweden will be analysed (beside the prevalent culturalist
perspective discussed in Chapter Eight): its exploitation of Swedish Somalis, who
lack means of clearing themselves of suspicion; its moral discourse forcing each and
all to talk about the topic in a certain politically correct way; and its voyeuristic
bent, where the themes of an exotic evil and of exotic mutilated genitals work as
chilling components in public discussion of female circumcision. It will be argued
that all these aspects of the public discourse concur to uphold the idea that female
circumcision is a practice maintained among Somalis in Swedish exile.

The last chapter provides a concluding discussion of the findings, together with a
plea for more enlightened immigrant policies referring to cultural practices, and a
more active role for anthropologists in dealing with the culturalism debate.
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2 Fieldwork among
Somalis

2.1 Fieldwork in RosengŒrd

The fieldwork began in August 1995, when my family moved to RosengŒrd, Rose
Garden. In this neighbourhood in Malmš in the southern part of Sweden, well-known
for having a large immigrant population, my husband and colleague Aje Carlbom
and I lived for three years. Our then three-year-old son went to kindergarten, which
gave further contacts with residents in the area, and we began to practice participant
observation, got to know our neighbours and conducted interviews among the
inhabitants in the neighbourhood.

RosengŒrd is a place where the different parts and yards have idyllic names Ð The
Apple Garden, The Garden of Eden and The Garden of Sunrise for instance Ð but a
place generally associated with unemployment, marginalisation and criminality.
The area was developed in the 1960s and 1970s as part of the realisation of a state
project called "the million programme" Ð one million new modern apartments
within a short time Ð now looked down upon as just another ugly concrete suburban
area. Some 23,000 people inhabit RosengŒrd, more than half of whom are of foreign
origin. The area's most notorious block (HerrgŒrden, The Mansion) is almost
exclusively inhabited by people of foreign background (93% out of 3,816
inhabi tants i n 1996, 97% out of 4,462 in 1999). Here, the unemployment rate is
extremely high: in 1996, 8% aged 20-64 had an employment in the labour market
(7% in 1997).1

The largest groups of immigrant residents are people from former Yugoslavia
and Arab Muslims. The Somalis amount to less than 300, but still it is the area
where the largest group of Somalis in Malmš lives. The mall, the heart of the area,
is almost completely arabised Ð even the Swedish hot-dog stand sells hot-dogs
made out of halal slaughtered chicken. RosengŒrd contains a multitude of different
voluntary associations, most of them ethnically based, often found in small cellars in
the basement of the buildings. The area is also characterised by being a target for
public concern: as it is defined as an area of serious problems, innumerable state and
municipal projects are carried out Ð actually most of the activities in the area seem
to be part of one project or another.

In the beginning, I was most interested in the relation between the relatively few
Swedes living in the most immigrant-dense parts of RosengŒrd and the immigrant
population. Later I took a special interest in Muslim women in the area, particularly

                                                
1Statistics from Malmš Stad (1996) and (1999).
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Arab, Somali and Swedish (converted) women. During 1996, I conducted ten taped
interviews (with an interpreter) with Arab women, followed by more scattered
interviews with Swedish and Somali Muslims. For more than a year I frequently
participated in the activities of a group in the neighbourhood, International
Association of Muslim Women. Among many other things I took part in Koran
studies, Ramadan festivities, and went swimming every Sunday evening in an indoor
swimming bath reserved for Muslim women only. This more general approach gave
me my first contacts in the Somali group in Malmš.

One of the Somali organisations, located in one of these dark basements next
door to us, Foundation for Peace and Arbitration in Somalia, was particularly
wel coming Aje Carlbom and me. We were invited there to listen to debates Ð and
were given interpreters to be able to follow the discussions Ð and to partake in any of
their activities. In return for this warm and open attitude we volunteered to give
classes in Swedish for a period. These classes gave me an opportunity to have focus
group interviews. With their knowledge about my role as a researcher and their
permission, we used to turn the second hour into a combined exercise in
Óconversation in SwedishÓ and a directed discussion where I took notes.

In 1997, collaboration was initiated with a gynaecologist, Dr. Birgitta EssŽn, who
conducted a study on perinatal outcome in Sweden among women from AfricaÕs
Horn. We carried out a study of in depth interviews with fifteen Somali women in
August to December 1998 (EssŽn et al. 2000), focusing on the womenÕs experiences
of pregnancy and childbirth. The subsequent year I was asked to arrange a seminar on
female circumcision, directed toward different professionals in Malmš, by the
Board of Public Health in RosengŒrd.

2.2 A seminar, a course on female circumcision Ð and a
conflict

This one-day-seminar, in September 1999, gave rise to a host of activity in the field
of female circumcision, both among Somalis in Malmš and among the
professionals. A municipal Õreference groupÕ on female circumcision was formed in
Malmš and the officials allocated funds for a ten-week-course on female
circumcision directed toward Somali women. I was given the opportunity to be the
administrator of this course, to which Somali and Swedish experts were invited to
lecture on medical, social, religious and legal aspects of female circumcision.

The course was preceded by a major conflict though. A Somali woman and good
friend of mine, Asha Omar, had formed a womenÕs organisation to combat female
circumcision and strive for integration of Somali women into Swedish society. The
organisation was called Wadajir, ÕtogetherÕ in Somali, the name alluding to the fact
that these problems can only be solved if all groups work together Ð accordingly
there were at least one woman from each large clan family in the board. I was
fascinated by the clan all-embracing approach, and volunteered to be their secretary.
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To understand what this meant to the balance of power in the Somali group in
Malmš Ð the fact that one of the Somali organisations had a Swedish-speaking and -
writing secretary Ð one has to be familiar with the tremendous importance these
organisations have in immigrant groups where very few have a paid work. While the
Swedish state has failed to offer good opportunities for immigrants in the labour
market, the state is quite generous regarding financial appropriation to immigrant
voluntary associations. These associations then turn into alternative spheres for
building individual careers. The competition for financial support from the state
and the municipality is enormous, so having a secretary who speaks fluent Swedish
gives an association quite an advantage.

This was the background of the conflict arising before the start of the course.
Some opponents claimed that I was no longer ÔneutralÕ, but in a position where I
would favour my ÔownÕ and hand down benefits to women of Wadajir alone. The
officials in charge tried to solve the conflict in several meetings, explaining that I,
in my function as a course administrator, would have no such resources to distribute.
When more and more clan fractions became involved in the conflict, as well as local
journalists and politicians, the officials took the decision to announce the course and
let those women who were interested enough sign up. They realised that with so
many fractions in conflict they would never find an administrator who would be
supported by all groups. More than twenty women, much more than expected, from
different clan families signed up and almost all of them took the course, spanning
from March to May 2000. The course participants came to constitute a joint group
at the end of the course and they decided to work together in the future, calling
themselves the Astur group.

2.3 Transethnic research group

In May 2000, a study on female circumcision among the Somalis in Malmš was
initiated by me, my colleague and husband Aje Carlbom, and with Asha Omar and
Ali Elmi as co-workers and interpreters (Johnsdotter et al. 2000a, 2000b; Omar et
al. 2001). It was financed by Socialstyrelsen, the Swedish national board of health
and welfare, and a local program called Sexuell hŠlsa (Sexual Health).

The purpose of the study was twofold: firstly, to find out the logic behind
different standpoints regarding female circumcision among Somali men and
women in Malmš. Secondly, we wanted to try to map possible alternative
strategies among Somali families who have taken a final decision to never infibulate
their daughters.

Aware of the fact that this issue was a delicate matter, we designed the study in a
way we thought would enable us to manage these topics in the most sensitive way
possible. Asha Omar (the initiator of Wadajir), who has a degree in Psychology,
worked with me, interviewing and talking to the Somali female informants. A l i
Elmi, who is at MasterÕs level in Social Anthropology, worked among the men with
Aje Carlbom. Some interviews were conducted by Omar and Elmi in Somali,
some by Carlbom and me in Swedish, and some by Carlbom and Elmi in a mix of
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Swedish, Somali and English with men and by Omar and me with women.
Approximately thirty interviews were conducted, most of them taped and
transcribed. The four of us regularly met for continuos discussion on the themes of
the interviews. As few studies in the field of female circumcision include the views
of men, the cross-gender approach was especially fruitful.

We found it enormously stimulating to work two by two with men respectively
women: a special dynamics originated from the fact that we could confront one
group of informants with the result from the other group.

Further, having a ÕtransethnicÕ research group had numerous benefits. Asha Omar
and Ali Elmi contributed with all their ÕinsiderÕs knowledgeÕ about this tradition
and Somali society in general Ð i.e. all the background information that was needed
to really understand the different themes that emerged in the interview material.
Moreover, as sexuality is a taboo topic in Somali society, many of the informants
felt more comfortable talking sex in the interviews with the Swedish interviewers.
Somalis have a firmly rooted conviction that Swedes are tremendously open about
sex and accordingly they feared no stigmatisation talking about it with us.

Before and after this study including the four of us, I have conducted many
interviews with Somali women with Asha Omar as an interpreter and co-worker.
This was a necessary measure, as I wanted to include Somali women with little or
no skill in Swedish or English. At the same time as Omar translated the linguistic
content during the interviews, she has also been my key informant in clarifying
incomprehensibilities in the empirical data. To counteract the risk for bias, her
statements about ÔSomali waysÕ have been checked with several other Somalis.
Sometimes her views have been confirmed, while other times the result has been a
more complex and contradictory view on a certain phenomenon.

2.4 The empirical data

To sum up, the empirical data has been collected in several ways in different
contexts, and this has enabled a deeper understanding of the issue. Living for three
years in RosengŒrd, I got at least an idea of every day life in segregation and how it
can be to live at a distance from ordinary life in Sweden (access to the labour
market, schools were most children speak the language of the majority, etc) Ð even if
I never fully could share the conditions neither of the other Swedes nor the
immigrants living in the area. Spending time, participating in activities and
conducting interviews with Muslim women from different ethnic groups enabled me
to get some insights into what life in Sweden means to a Muslim woman.
Conducting the medical anthropological study on pregnancy and delivery among
Somali women, planning the one-day-seminar, administrating the course on female
circumcision, participating as a secretary in Wadajir and working in our research
group gave new contacts and offered a great number of situations for gathering
empirical data.

Different techniques have been used during these years: the quotations in this text
usually are taken from traditional taped interviews, both within the framework of
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clearly defined studies and within my own more open-ended research. When a
quotation is marked with a letter Ð e.g. Òwomen LÓ Ð the quotation is from a person
participating in the study conducted by the transethnic research group. However, a
few of the women have been interviewed by me on several occasions, both before and
after the study conducted by the four of us.

The informants in this study do not constitute a representative sample in a
statistical sense. However, it has been a more general objective of the study to
include a variety of women and men regarding background factors: age, years spent
in Sweden and level of integration (fluency in Swedish and position in relation to
the labour market), marital status, educational level, religiousness, clan affiliation,
etc.

Much of my knowledge about Somali social structure, gender relations, clan
system, life in exile etc, beyond what I have acquired from literature, originates
from informal focus group interviews during classes teaching Swedish in RosengŒrd,
but also from discussions during the course on female circumcision and meetings as
a secretary in the association Wadajir. Above all, I have learned a lot from merely
spending time with people, in friendship, in relations of conflict and hostility, and
situations characterised by co-operation in planning different projects. In everyday
interaction with people all the aspects otherwise talked about (or described in the
literature) are practised: all kinds of variations of gender relations, clan politics,
social strategies etc., become tangible in social interaction.

2.5 Reliability

Out of necessity, the key phenomenon discussed in this thesis Ð the practice, or non-
existent practice, of female circumcision Ð has not been studied through participant
observation. Cultural practices change, some new ones emerge, while others die out.
In this thesis, I argue that female circumcision is a practice which an overwhelming
majority of the Somalis in Sweden has abandoned. Hence, there is no other way to
study this phenomenon than through an analysis of how people talk about it.
Nevertheless, participant observation has been an important part of the study. Data
has been gathered in a multitude of settings Ð Somalis in above all Malmš have been
my neighbours, friends, informants, co-workers etc Ð and the results of the study are
based upon this multifaceted research approach.

With few exceptions, the literature about female circumcision lacks the raw
empirical data of the informantsÕ own views. This leaves the reader in a position of
having to trust (or distrust) the researchersÕ analyses according to whether they share
the same views on the issue. Here I have chosen to allow the informants more space
for expressing their views in their own words (even if the quotations have been
subjectively selected by me). This enables the readers to draw their own conclusions.

A question that I have been repeatedly confronted with at presentations of the
views of the Somali i nformants in this study is: ÓHow can you be so sure that they
havenÕt lied to you? How do you know for sure that they donÕt pretend that they have
abandoned the practice of female circumcision while talking to a Swede, and then
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they keep the custom alive secretly?Ó The question is naturally based on the
assumption that the practice is upheld among many Somalis in Sweden, but the
framing of the question is certainly relevant for anyone doing social research on a
phenomenon which is stigmatised, or in this case, illegal. I see several reasons to
give credence to the SomalisÕ testimonies. One is that many of them have been very
open also with their confidences concerning other aspects, which are not flattering to
the general depiction of Somalis as a group: for instance the use of the illegal drug
khat (qaat) by some of the men, the general repugnance toward giving social, moral
and financial support to an unmarried Somali girl who has become pregnant, or
negative aspects of social life in relation to a clan structure often denied in public.

Another reason to give credence to SomalisÕ own views is the inherent dynamics
of our interaction. A few times I have talked to (or formally interviewed) people
who have been evasive, inconsistent or too eager to please. I have therefore treated
their statements with some scepticism. The others I have classified as sincere and
trustworthy. While it could be possible for an informant to dupe another person for a
while in a single interview situation, the interviewer can keep inquiring until an entire
composite view of the interviewee has been achieved, and can compare the deceptive
informantsÕ responses and behaviour with othersÕ. Besides that, none of the
informants who found a symbolic sunnah circumcision of girls acceptable were
afraid to talk about it, even if this procedure is also considered to be illegal in
Sweden. The few informants who could be found to be in favour of more extensive
forms of female circumcision did not hesitate in any way to speak out. In a
surprisingly open way, they, too, were willing to explain the motives of their
opinions. Hence, after extensive interviewing with a wide variety of informants, I
am confident of the sincerity of their views.

Yet another reason for believing the statements of the i nformants is the content of
their arguments, as will be seen in the extensive quotations. My conviction about a
widespread opposition to pharaonic circumcision among Somalis in Sweden Ð and a
general abandonment of the practice altogether Ð is not only based on my
informantsÕ testimonials about their standpoints. It is above all a conclusion based
on the logic of their arguments. Forgetting about Swedish ethical views about the
circumcision of young girls, we can more pointedly ask: ÓWhy should the Somalis
maintain this practice, when they cite so many good reasons to abandon it?Ó

The process that the two Somali co-workers went through during the study further
contributed to my conviction about a general abandonment of female circumcision
among Swedish Somalis. When we planned the study, both Asha Omar and Ali
Elmi were convinced that we would easily find people in favour of the practice.
During the study, however, they realised that their speculations about a broad
support for the practice were unfounded. Especially Asha Omar had, at first, a hard
time believing that Somali men in Sweden would be opponents of pharaonic
circumcision (the most extensive form of female circumcision, traditionally
practised by a majority in Somalia). Eventually, reading the interviews with both
the men and the women, she came to the conclusion that her own conviction about a
widespread support among the men was based upon unreflected ideas from her circle
of female friends. Both the Somali co-workers ended up making conclusions about
the general trend among Swedish Somalis that contradicted the expectations they
had had beforehand.
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3 Somalis in exile

3.1 The background of the situation in Somalia

Somalia, situated on the tip of AfricaÕs Horn, had prior to the civil war about six
million inhabitants. Nomadic pastorialism has long been crucial for subsistence and
today about half of the population live as nomads. About 25 % are settled farmers.2
All are Sunni Muslims and have Somali as their native language.

Somalia has, like other African countries, a history of colonialism. At the end of
the 19th century the Somali region was divided between England, Ethiopia, France
and Italy. In 1960, the independent state of Somalia was founded, uniting British and
Italian Somaliland. French Somaliland became independent in 1977, as Djibouti.

In the state of Somalia, Siad Barre carried out a coup d'Žtat in 1969. He governed
the country for the subsequent 21 years, the ruling being based on socialism and with
support from the Soviet Union. The Somali flag has a pentangle, a star with five
prongs, representing five parts of the nation of Somalia: present Djibouti (former
French colony), the former British colony in north Somalia (a part which in 1991
was proclaimed independent as Somaliland), the former Italian colony in the south,
including the capital Mogadishu. The last two prongs represent Ogaden in Ethiopia
and parts of east Kenya, areas where many ethnic Somalis live and which many
Somalis consider to be Somali territory.3

In 1978, the Somali Salvation Democratic Front, SSDF, was formed. During the
1980s, the opposition against the Barre regime increased. Somalis in exile formed
Somalian National Movement in 1981, a movement gaining growing support during
the subsequent years. In 1988, a civil war broke out between the oppositional groups
and BarreÕs military forces in the north of Somalia, where the capital of the north
region Hargeysa was bombed. The armed conflict was intensified and spread to
other parts of Somalia. In January 1991, Siad Barre fled from Mogadishu.

                                                
2Omar (1994:4f). See also Ntiri (1991).
3In 1977, Somalia invaded the province of Ogaden. The Soviet Union, up to now supporting the

Barre regime, chose to support Ethiopia in this war. In 1978, the Somali units were forced to
retreat from Ethiopia, even if the US supported them at this point.
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In 1992, Somalia faced chaos with civil war and a growing part of the population
in starvation. The UN decided to intervene, flying in provisions to relieve the worst
situation of a famine aggravated by severe drought in AfricaÕs Horn. At this point, it
was no longer two parts battling for power in Somalia, but four or five clan based
fractions in constantly altering alliances.

In September 1992, American soldiers in vanguard initiated the relief action
directed by the UN in Operation Hope. The idea was to defend the provisions
militarily. Quite soon it became obvious that what the US had planned to be a
prompt effort turned into a chaotic military operation where the American soldiers
in the UN army were involved as an armed party in the conflict. When the first
American victims were a fact and pictures of desecrate corpses reached the US, the
public opinion turned around and demanded a withdrawal of American soldiers
from Somalia. All the UN-directed efforts in peace negotiations failed. The US
decided to retire step by step.

At the beginning of 1994, about 35,000 UN soldiers were stationed in Somalia
to calm the conflicts. About 5,000 of them were Americans, but the US had started
to withdraw units. In March 1994, the last American soldiers left Somalia. A peace
treaty was signed by the leaders of the most important combatant parties, and
violated within a few days. During the spring of 1994, the UN-troops were reduced
to about 16,000 soldiers, most of them from India, Pakistan and Egypt. The UN
peace effort in Somalia was now generally referred to as a fiasco. Certainly the
worst famine had been relieved, but the country was as chaotic as at the point of the
UN intervention.

Somalia was characterised by civil war during the whole decade, even if the
situation got a little better in the late 1990s. Even if the number of victims is not as
high as in the beginning of the civil war, todayÕs Somalia is a country without
infrastructure. There is no government or other official authorities, public
institutions like schools and hospitals do not function, or function imperfectly at
local levels. The northern part of Somalia, the independent republic Somaliland
(even though not officially recognised internationally), seems to be calmer than
other regions of Somalia. There the reconstruction of the infrastructure has reached
further than in other parts of the country.

Besides the civil war the Somali people have had to deal with other disasters.
Vast areas near the rivers Jubba and Shabeele in south Somalia were flooded in
1997, thanks to the weather phenomenon El Nino. Entire villages were covered in
water and thousands of people drowned or died from diseases. About two hundred
thousand persons fled from the area. In the autumn of 1998, the Juba region once
again was struck by a series of floods destroying the crop, resulting in starvation.
The subsequent year the whole of AfricaÕs Horn met with drought. Today many
Somalis live in refugee camps, both within Somalia and in the neighbouring
countries. Somalis in exile hesitate to return to their home country, as the non-
existent infrastructure neither can offer their children an education, nor themselves
work opportunities. Besides, the situation is still tense in many parts of Somalia. I f
everything else lacks in Somalia, weapons make the exception. At any moment
armed conflicts may burst out.
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3.2 Exile Ð and repatriation?

Before 1990, few Somalis lived in Sweden. After the outburst of the civil war,
Somalis became asylum-seekers in Sweden as one of many other countries of the
world. During the subsequent years thousands of Somalis arrived to Sweden and got
permanent residence permits. Many of them have Swedish citizenship today.

Today some 19,000 Somalis live in Sweden.4 If some people from Djibouti,
Kenya and Ethiopia, classifying themselves as Somalis, are added to these figures,
an estimation is that Somalis in Sweden amount to well more than 20,000. The
largest groups live in Stockholm and Gothenburg, while a little more than one
thousand live in Malmš, the third biggest city in Sweden.

The matter of repatriation is a delicate topic among Somalis. As an immigrant
group, they are often referred to as one of the hardest to integrate into Swedish
society.5 In newspaper articles many Somalis express feelings of being unwanted as
citizens in this country.6

This became obvious in 1998, when repatriation subsidies were offered, directed
specifically toward Bosnians and Somalis. A special program was launched by the
state, with the aim at promoting Óvoluntary repatriationÓ. In 1999, the state
department of Integration, Integrationsverket, published a report on Somalis in
Sweden, observing that Óin the Somali group a strong opposition and suspiciousness
toward the repatriation program existsÓ (Integrationsverket 1999:39, my translation
from Swedish). The report was presented by staff from the department at several
seminars in different parts of Sweden, and in September 1999, a seminar was
arranged in Malmš. The question of the repatriation program was raised and the
atmosphere became fierce. The officials were harshly criticised and a woman
representing the department admitted that the department had handled the whole
matter in a clumsy way: they should not have initiated the program without hints
from the Somalis themselves, but awaited a request from the target group.

Such a request was made from a local Somali group to the City of Malmš in the
spring of 2000. This group was tied to Somaliland in the north of Somalia, where
the rebuilding of the i nfrastructure has had some success. Their idea was to establish
a local office, with the double purpose of facilitating for Somalis who wanted to
return to Somalia, and for Somalis who wanted to be integrated into Swedish
society.

The municipal officials were inspired with enthusiasm and involved the state
department of Integration. Financing was approved of quickly, but only if Óthe
whole group of SomalisÓ in Malmš participated in the process. In a couple of mass
meetings the issue was discussed by Somalis: how to arrange the activities and,
above all, who to employ in the office. The whole discussion got off the track and
ended in one of the largest conflicts for many years among the Somalis in Malmš.

                                                
431 December 1999: 18 801 persons living in Sweden were either born in Somalia (12 692) or

born in Sweden with at least one of the parents born in Somalia (6 109). Figures from SCB
[Statistics Sweden], 22 November 2000.

5See e.g. Coulter (1997) and Holm et al. (1999).
6See also Coulter (1997), BjŠrbo (1997) and SIV (1998).
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A Somali friend described the situation from his point of view by telling an old
joke about how to get twenty Somalis into a Volkswagen, concluding: ÓIt was the
officials who threw the crumbs into the car.Ó According to him there can be nothing
but conflict when different fractions are supposed to agree on who will get access to
the resources. He was also critical to the fact that one office alone should try to both
integrate Somalis and push them away. The plans of establishing an office for
integration and repatriation were finally realised, when the municipal officials
decided to be in charge of who to employ.

My impression is that many of the Somalis would return to Somalia, if it were
not for the children. The infrastructure is devastated in Somalia, with few areas
where children can attend school and have access to good health care. In Sweden, on
the other hand, the children grow up within a good health care system and have all
possibilities to get an education for a future career anywhere in the world. What
many consider problematic with raising a family in Sweden though, is the fear of
losing control over their teenagers here in Sweden. Especially male teenagers tend to
soak in to a completely foreign world (from the parentsÕ point of view), and as
parents in a strange society with unfamiliar ways of living, they do not know with
what means they can recapture control over their young sons (Johnsdotter 2000b).
There is a general increased risk for conflict between different generations in exile,
according to Aden et al. (1999, see also Merametdijan 1995).

3.3 Clan community: security and control

Clan affiliation, and loyalties associated with it, is well known among Somalis, but
often unarticulated. Many Somalis avoid any conversation about their genealogy or
clan-affiliation with others, partly because clan orientation was banned after the coup
dÕŽtat in 1969 and giving information about clan matters could be risky (Helander
1991:18). These issues remain sensitive and are especially delicate in relation to the
Swedish society, as many Somalis have the feeling that WesternersÕ image of the
clan system includes associations to war and backwardness.

My own interest in the clan system awakened when someone presented me to a
man with the words: ÓHe is a closer cousin of mine than X, who you have metÓ. After
this meeting the woman and I outlined her kinship background. Soon I could
establish the fact that the cousin of hers who I knew quite well was genetically close
to her about ten generations back, while she and her Ócloser cousinÓ had a common
ancestor about seven generations ago. I realised that the use of the denomination
cousin always depends on the context, i.e. who is present in a certain situation. A may
present B as her cousin in a group where all the others are members of the same clan,
if A and B are closer (counting generations back with a common ancestor) to each
other than any other in the group. In another situation A may present C as her cousin,
sufficing they are members of the same clan family Ð if it is the case that all the
others gathered represent other clan families. Cousinship is a way to express that
someone in a group is the person closest to you in a kin sense, closer than any of the
others.
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The Somali clan system consists of a number of quite large clan families, the
most important being Darood, Issaq, Hawiye, Dir , Digil and Rahanwiin. People from
different clan families are scattered all over Somalia, but still the different branches
dominate in different parts: Darood in central and parts of north Somalia; Hawiye
mostly in the south; Isaaq is the most numerous clan family in the north, especially
in Somaliland; Digil and Rahanwiin in the area of the southern rivers Jubba and
Shabeele (see e.g. Helander 1991, Lewis 1993, 1998). In Malmš, there are also a
few Somalis belonging to a group said to have Arab descent: the Reer Xamar.

The Somali kinship system is based on patrilinearity, which means that affinity
runs through the paternal side of the family. A person is related to his motherÕs
family at an everyday level, but the ties of blood exist in oneÕs fatherÕs kin. Every
child, consequently, inherits his fatherÕs clan affiliation.7

A Somali woman who is about to marry is expected to marry a man being as
close to her own clan as possible. The reasons are self-evident: If a conflict arises,
where clan loyalties are challenged, the strains on the woman may be extensive as she
is torn between the clan of her own birth family and her husbandÕs clan (and
consequently her own childrenÕs clan). 8 However, this situation seems to have
developed quite lately, with the start of the civil war. Traditionally, marriages with
distant clan fractions or even other clans were desirable in some parts of Somalia, as
such unions were expected to keep peaceful relations and political stability. Such a
strategy was, however, generally only within well-situated familiesÕ reach. Poor
families had to arrange marriages with closer kin.9 According to Helander (1991),
there is a regional difference in marriage patterns. In the north it has been seen as
preferable to marry someone from an other clan; while in the south, a close relative
have been seen as the best choice.

In everyday life a woman has to balance expectations from her own husband with
expectations from people of her own clan, especially the elders. One of the young
women IÕve met in Malmš explained it in this way:

- Coming from my clanÉ I am expected to marry someone from this clan. But I donÕt believe in such
thingsÉ
- Would you consider marrying someone from another clan?
- Yes. If I found that man. If I found the right man in another clanÉ yesÉ actually, I would marry
him.
- Would it cause problems if you did?
- YesÉ it would. It would be problems and conflicts. [É] And it is trueÉ when I was nineteen,
twentyÉ I never thought about it the way I do now. I thought the whole thing was silly, why should
they interfere? But you do get into trouble. If I marry someone outside my own clan, problems will
come. My family would not visit me, or if they did, they would feel uncomfortable. They can not talk
the way they are used to, not say what they want to say. If I marry someone from [my clan X], they can

                                                
7The Somali clan system is well described in Lewis (1961, 1998), Mansur (1995a, 1995b) and

Hicks (1993). A short account in Swedish is given in Ehlers & Witzke (1992:12ff). For a more
anthropological description of how it works in everyday life, see Barnes Lee & Boddy (1994).

8For a discussion on this, from a Somali womanÕs perspective, see e.g. Ahmed (1995:171f). For
further discussion on traditional marriage patterns, see also Lewis (1993:14ff) and Helander
(1991:23f).

9Thanks to Ali Elmi for explaining this situation.
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come and talk about [X] and everything we do and our tradition and everything. They would feel
relaxed.

I know of a few women who have married someone from another clan family. They
seem to manage well, even if they find themselves in a tricky situation if there is a
conflict involving both their own and their husbandsÕ clan. In the literature the
traditional nomadic relations are described:

Lewis notes that in  Somalia, for example, the strength of the patrilineal affiliation Óbinds a
woman more strongly to her own kin than marriage binds her to her husbandÕs kinÓ (Lewis
1962:1). Although a woman goes to live with her husband after marriage, she never completely
identifies with his kin [Hicks 1993:91].

The western model of the nuclear family, in analyses of non-western societies often
transformed into extended family models, is not applicable if one wants to
understand a Somali womenÕs relation to their own lineage, Ahmed (1995) points
out. This relationship is often a source of great support.

Clan affiliation is of central importance in Somali identity.10 When one meets or
hears of someone the question ÓWho is this person?Ó is important to ascertain where
in the clan structure he or she is placed. The same moment one has established that,
one knows what relation one has to him or her and what reciprocal expectations there
can be. The closer one is in a kin sense Ð even if one has never met before Ð the more
one can expect from him or her, but also have to be ready to give in return. It is a
matter of economic resources, but also more abstract support like loyalty in
conflicts or favours of different sorts: ÓThe far-reaching ties of kinship and descent
provide a latent resource that can be mobilised when the need arisesÓ, Helander
(1991:27) describes the traditional ways of clanship in Somalia.

In this way, the clan system works as a social network, also in exile. A woman
told me she gave birth to one of her children while living in a refugee camp in
Sweden, her husband and family remaining in Somalia. In this camp there was a
man she had never heard of, but they belonged to the same subclan. When the baby
was born he collected money among their common clan members for her to buy the
baby kit. If none of her clan members had been present, Somalis from other clans
would have arranged for her and her newborn. I have seen other situations where a
problem has emerged and the solution is found in clanbased teamwork: someone has
to rush to Somalia headlong because of serious family problems and her ticket is
paid within twenty-four hours after subscription among clan members. However,
even if support mainly follows clan relations, there have also been incidents of
women from other clans being helped, at points when these women have had
problems with their own kin.

At the same time as the clan system works as a social security network, it also
functions as a controlling and confining instance. In Sweden, many Somalis want to
tone down the importance of the clan affiliations, but in reality the system persists,

                                                
10See e.g. Helander (1991), Mansur (1995a, 1995b) and Barnes Lee & Boddy (1994).
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even if somewhat weakened and partly with new functions.11 Eastmond & ThorŽn
(1996) describe it as an oasis in exile: even though the environment is completely
unfamiliar, the clan affiliation gives a person a feeling of identity and a belonging
without reservations.

In the Somali group in Malmš, there are constant negotiations and internal
debates about different peopleÕs doings. The social control exists in relation to the
ever-present clan structure. The attempts to control and influence others may show in
trying to talk sense into someone or, in some cases, plant rumours or start intrigues.
It is obvious, however, that Somalis who have lived for a long time in Sweden and
are more or less integrated into Swedish society keep themselves at distance from
clan business. They see friends and relatives, but seem to try to keep their social life
dissociated from clan loyalties.12

One of the most important functions of the clan system in Sweden seems to be
that oneÕs clan is a potential source of opportunities. According to Helander (1991),
the social ties around a Somali family can Óbe mobilised and used for a variety of
purposesÓ (ibid.:18). Somalis, more than any other immigrant group, are
distinguished for having an almost unbelievable number of voluntary associations Ð
in Stockholm alone there are more than hundred Somali associations.13 In Malmš,
there are some ten associations, most of them based in a particular clan. One of the
reasons for organising according to clan affiliation is that it is in harmony with
traditional ways of distributing resources: handing down benefits to your own kin.
Co-operation between different groups always opens up for a misgiving of how
resources are distributed.14 This is the background of the conflict arising when I was
asked to be the administrator of the course on female circumcision in 2000 (see
section 2.2 and Johnsdotter 2000a).

In sum, Swedish Somalis in general are more oriented toward family than is the
norm among Westerners. When an individual Somali violates widely accepted
intra-group social norms, his or her entire family will pay the price in terms of lost
status. Reputation and respect from others depend to a high degree on the general
impression of the whole family: families are categorised as either ÔgoodÕ or ÔbadÕ.
In the social control of young unmarried girls, this aspect is central. The values
preserved in Swedish exile Ð the importance of chastity for instance Ð involve entire

                                                
11See e.g. Eastmond & ThorŽn (1996) and Coulter (1997). Broms (1998) states that Ó[knowing

oneÕs lineage is] equivalent of our personal numbers or ID tags and the first thing any Somali
child must learn, even in diasporaÓ.

12The same variation is seen among Somalis in Denmark, according to Kallehave (2001:25f).
13Integrationsverket (1999:25). In Gothenburg, SwedenÕs second city, there are about forty

Somali associations (OmsŠter 1996:10), many are based according to the clan structure (BjŠrbo
1997:25). In Denmark, the Somali associations are not organised according to clan to the same
extent as in Sweden, according to Somali informants in a Swedish study (Broms 1998). It is
however unclear why this is so.

14In situations when people experience fear of extinction, this kind of conflicts over resources
can have fatal consequences. The Swedish newspaper Svenska Dagbladet (18 November 1998)
reported violent clan conflicts at a Swedish missionary station in Somalia, owing to
disagreement about terms of employment at the station: two groups fought about who to be
employed and the result, besides a great number of wounded people, was more than twenty
casualties.
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families in terms of honour and reputation. This will be further discussed in sections
5.3 and 5.4.

3.4 Marriage and family: challenged gender roles

In her article ÓFinely etched chattel: The invention of a Somali womanÓ, Christine
Choi Ahmed (1995) examines how Somali gender relations and Somali women
have been described in ethnographic writing. On one hand, she states, anthropologists
Óhave created a myth of the Somali woman as chattel, commodity, and a creature of
little powerÓ (ibid.:159). On the other hand, the supposed degraded position of
Somali women is contradicted by the same authors, as they admit that in reality
this ranking is challenged every day: Ó[F]ew Somali women will readily admit that
men are their superiors. Women constantly question the authority of menÓ as the
Swedish anthropologist Bernhard Helander (1987:7) points out, adding: ÓThe fact
that real women deviate from the way they should be, is a fact of great concern to
many a Somali manÓ (ibid.).15 Ahmed then wonders, with some irony, if menÕs
superiority can be a tenet of society, given that more than half of its population
questions this ideology? (1995:166).

Helander offers a symbolic analysis of a folk model of gender and gender
characteristics. There seems to be a discrepancy between the gender ideology and
everyday life experiences: Óreal women deviate from the idealÓ (1987:8).
According to Somali traditional gender ideology, women are supposed to behave
in a chaste, decent, shy and submissive way (ibid.). This is, naturally, often
challenged in reality. An almost hundred years old reflection is offered by a British
author:

É a clever woman will frequently rule the roost, and her husband will seldom dare to scold
her. I have more than once heard a Somali woman severely reprimand her husband, who has
slunk away in the most shameful way to escape her bitter remarks [Drake-Brockman 1912, in
Helander 1987:7].

Not much has been written about gender roles in Somali society, and Ahmed
(1995) observes that women as informants are almost completely absent in
ethnography. While she does not deny that Somali society is characterised by a
patriarchal structure, the general position of women has to be understood in the
Somali context (1995:184). Abdalla (1982), a Somali sociologist with clear
feminist starting points, describes their situation:

                                                
15See also e.g. Lewis (1993:14): ÓSomali women are often forceful characters who perhaps exercise

more influence than appears on the surfaceÓ, and Lewis (1998:112ff) for a description of
tradi tional gender roles in the Somali pastoral society.
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The traditional women take all these beliefs and customs [seemingly oppressive in a western
perspective] for granted and exhibit a curious mixture of humility and dignity and in no way
consider themselves to be oppressed [Abdalla 1982:48].

According to Abdalla, the socialist regime established in Somalia in 1969 further
elaborated concepts introduced by the womenÕs liberation struggle in the 1950s, as
it was seen as a basic factor for social progress and for the foundation of a socialist
society (1982:57f). The Amendments to the family law passed in 1975 gave
Somali women legal rights in many ways resembling those in most western societies
(ibid.:59). However, to most people in Somalia it is still regarded an ideal for men
to be able to keep their wives at home, even if middle class women to an increasing
degree see it as natural to have a paid work, often as teachers, nurses, or secretaries
(ibid.:58f).

A debate about the general nature of the Somali women took place in SwedenÕs
most important daily papers, Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet, after the
publication of a column where a journalist claimed that the civil war in Somalia
partly was due to the fact that the women were circumcised: ÓIn this manner broken,
both physically and mentally, the Somali women simply do not have the strength to
work as omnipresent critical links in social cohesionÓ (Jšnsson 1993, my translation
from Swedish). The Swedish anthropologist Helander replied, leaning upon
extensive fieldwork in Somalia:

It seems as if Per Jšnsson has never met a Somali woman. He has no idea of the unquestioned
authority she has in managing her husband and family. [É] Few Somali women I have met
would agree that they are inferior to the men in any way. Certainly, they serve the men food
first, apparently obliging, but not until they have helped themselves with the most delicious
pieces in the kitchen. And which Somali man would dare to not listen to what his wife can tell
him about what other women in the neighbourhood have said about their husbands? Neither as
individuals, nor in the roles as defined by their society, do Somali women have anything in
common with the oppressed, remote role that Jšnsson wants to ascribe them [Helander 1993a,
my translation from Swedish].

At one of my first visits in a Somali association in RosengŒrd, a debate between
women and men took place. The theme of the event was the divorce rate among
Somalis in Sweden, including families in Malmš: what happened to Somali
couples in exile?16 The discussion was fierce, but with undertones of humour. With
an interpreter beside me I could follow the argumentation of both sides, which Ð in
a summary account Ð revealed that the women experienced a change in menÕs
attitudes in exile, letting go of taking responsibility for their families here in

                                                
16Divorcing is not exclusively a characteristic of Somali matrimonies in exile. Many of the Somalis

I have talked to state that it is not very stigmatising to be divorced in Somalia: many women
remarry several times during their lifetime. Ahmed describes Somali marriage as Óoften brittle
and easily brokenÓ (1995:172), to a large extent owing to the strong bonds between a woman
and her own birth family. Helander (1991) states that every third marriage ends by divorce
(ibid.:24). In a survey from a village in South Somalia in the late 1980s, Omar (1994) reports
that 30% of the women, at the time of the interview, had divorced at least once in their lives
and that half of these women had remarried more than once (ibid.:18). See also Talle
(1993:95), Omar (1994:8), Ntiri (1991), Balk (2000:61) and Hicks (1993:82, 91ff).
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Sweden (traditionally, a manÕs first responsibility is to be the breadwinner of the
family). The women are left with all duties at home, while the men Ð those out of
school and job Ð spend hours having coffee and playing cards in cafŽs. Many women
stressed the fact that they would not complain if their husbands had worked to
support the family, but when they donÕt, they have to give their wives a helping hand
at home. Today, being married meant having an extra child to take care of Ð and
this without the help from female kin, as women in Somalia traditionally have. The
men answered that they had not changed in exile, but Somali women had indeed.
Women, they claimed, had begun to look after their own interests. It has always
been the case that women take care of the children, the cleaning and cooking; and
someone uttered that men were neither created nor raised for such work. What will
happen in those families when returning to Somalia: is a husband supposed to work
at home at the same time as he has his paid work? And even if Somali women in
Sweden do not get help from their (female) relatives or neighbours in exile, their
work ought to be much easier: here all the houses have taps with hot water and they
can buy ready-cooked food from the frozen-food counters in the stores. Many men
seemed to experience a loss of authority and a fear of loosing their wives and
children, as many women economically can manage quite well in Sweden without
their husbands, often owing to social welfare.

According to Helander (1991), there are no Ódirect cultural barriers preventing a
Somali man from cooking or other household choresÓ, but spending too much time
at home makes men feel uncomfortable (ibid.:21). HelanderÕs and CoulterÕs (1997)
statements about Swedish Somali men in general, that even those who are out of job
prefer to leave the home during daytime (even if only to spend the time at cafŽs),
correspond to my impressions.17 Giving a similar description of the challenged
gender roles and increased rate of divorces among Somalis in Denmark, the Danish
ethnologist Tina Kallehave remarks:

Somalis often explain their family problems by stating that spouses have difficulty recognizing
each other in their lives in Denmark. A frequent sign of this problem is that one spouse has
certain expectations that the other spouse no longer fulfills. In return, this spouse makes new
demands that the former does not understand and therefore does not fulfill. For instance,
spouses often disagree about the division of labor that they can expect among husband and wife
[Kallehave 2001:26].

When I have discussed the division of domestic work with Somali women in
Malmš, many say that things actually have changed in Sweden: most men do give a
helping hand at home, if not for other reasons, for fear of divorce. One woman
described what had happened in her home in these words:

- It takes time. For meÉ I came to Sweden before my husband, he came later. When he arrived, he
didnÕt even know how to make a cup of tea. SoÉ in the beginning it was difficult, for me too. I wasnÕt
used to ask a man to cook for me or to take care of the children. At that time both of us had a job. In

                                                
17Kallehave (2001) refers to interviews about Somalis in Denmark with social workers, who make

remarks about Somali men letting their families down: ÓEven if the men are unemployed,
they seem to spend most of their time outside the home and do not support their wives with
childcare and housekeepingÓ (ibid.:25).
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the morning I got up before him, made breakfast, helped the children and left with themÉ After
work I came home, cooked, took care of the children and the laundry. After some time I couldnÕt do it
anymore, I told him: ÕWhat do you think I am? You have to help me, you are not disabled! If you had
been, things would be different, but you can help me! LetÕs share the duties.Õ If he canÕt cook, I can do
that, but he can help the children to wash themselves, he can do the laundry and stuff like that. SoÉ
things changed, slowly. Now itÕs better. If women donÕt demand it, it will take a long time. And you
know, to some women itÕs unthinkable that they should ask a man to cook for them. They canÕt do
thatÉ [laughs]É it will take a long timeÉ But today [in Sweden] many Somali husbands help their
wives at home. Some have become pretty good at cooking for example.

Many women talk in a longing voice about their social network at home. Whether
they had a paid work or not, women used to help each other. Some of the women
could afford to pay domestic help.18 In Sweden, many claim, they feel lonely and
isolated, and even if they look after each otherÕs children now and then, networks as
in Somalia seem to be harder to manage in exile. It seems as if some women have
better networks than others, at the same time as some women get more help from
their husbands than others. Many Somali men leave their wives during the day, the
women being left alone with children, cleaning and cooking. A woman explained to
me why she had cancelled some of our appointments: every time she had plans with
me her husband had promised to take care of their children for a few hours, but he
never turned up. ÓCanÕt you do the same thing to him, to make him understand?Ó, I
suggested. ÓHow could I?Ó, she wondered, ÓIÕm the one in charge of everything.
There is no way to pay back.Ó She did not believe in going on love strike, like
Lysistrate, in fear of him taking a second wife.19 Divorce was no alternative to her,
as she considered having a father sometimes a better option for her children than
having no father at all.

It is hard to make sweeping statements about the gender roles or the sexual
division of labour among Somalis in exile. Several women I know of, married and
divorced, are in the middle of successful careers in the Swedish society, while many
others, hardly speaking any Swedish, may be working at home taking care of their
children or may cultivate an alternative career in the sphere of local Somali
associations. But a general trend seems to be that marriages have been affected by
life in exile. A married woman makes a summary:

In Somalia we live another kind of life. The man works, the woman has her friendsÉ We live in two
different worlds, the world of men and world of womenÉ[laughs]. You have your mother and your
sisters and girlfriends andÉ whoever can help you and give advice. But hereÉ you take care of the
children and go to school and maybe a job. ItÕs a new situation. The discussionsÉ and the way the

                                                
18A fact described as Óexploiting other womenÓ by the Somali feminist author Abdalla (1982:45).
19According to Bjelfvenstam (1982:97) the Somali law against polygamy is unnecessary, as

polygamy also among the nomads is a declining tradition. Ntiri (1991) shows, in a survey in
the Lower Juba region in South Somalia in the 80s, that 40% of the 859 women in the survey
were involved in polygamous marriages (ibid.:76ff). It was also a matter of fact that many of
the divorces were a result of the husbandÕs decision to marry another woman. See also Omar
(1994:27), stating that the practice of polygamy weighs heavily on Somali women. I have heard
of a few cases where Somali women living in Sweden have had to face the fact that their
husbands have married other women while visiting Somalia, but this seems to be rare and are
met with opposition from first wives and families.
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men listen to us nowÉ itÕs different to Somalia. Here a man has to listen to his wife. The woman
needs her husband more here, and the man also needs his wife. We talk to each other here, because
there is no other to talk to.

It is a well-established fact that Somali families in general have many children.
ÓWhy are children important?Ó was one question asked in the series of interviews in
the study on pregnancy and childbirth among Somali women (EssŽn et al. 2000).
One common answer was existential, children constituting the meaning of life.
Another frequent answer was socio-economic, children as a social insurance: ÓWe
donÕt have pension insurance funds like you in Sweden, I take care of my children
now and they will take care of me in the futureÓ.20 Talking about this, quite a few
women expressed that they many times had felt offended by attitudes from
different people in Swedish society, how they sometimes got comments about how
they multiply to get more child benefits and social assistance.

Many of the Somali women in Malmš seem to be ambivalent about their future
in two aspects: firstly, it is not at all clear whether they are going back to Somalia
or not. Almost everyone seems to cherish the dream about returning home, but many
of them also see their children growing up in this country, with its opportunities of
good education for example. Secondly, many have ambitions to get a job in
Sweden (some already have positions in the Swedish labour market). To have a
good chance of that, they need some fluency in Swedish, which they hopefully will
get at sfi-courses (Swedish for immigrants). Many Somali women in Sweden have
problems completing these courses, as they give birth to their children quite
frequently (see also Coulter 1997, and Wingborg 1998):

- We learn Swedish, attend the sfi-courses and all thatÉ We may learn some Swedish, but soon youÕre
back sitting at home. Without a job, itÕs worthless! If you get a job, you can practice [Swedish]. [É]
Those who donÕt have that many children, they may get a job. But those who never get a job, what are
they supposed to do? And their friends keep telling them to have more childrenÉ Those who never
can expect a job in Sweden, who will they listen to? They will listen to those friends and relatives
persuading them to have more children.

In an economic situation in Sweden where many Ð especially immigrants Ð are
unemployed, many Somali women will continue to consider begetting of children
the best way to make life in exile meaningful. This is not a strategy invented in
Sweden, as noted, but a continuation of a strategy traditionally prevalent among
Somalis.21 Having many children is desirable and an attitude questioned by few
women, even in exile.

Another field where the gender roles have changed drastically is the field of
giving birth. Contrary to established gender roles, Somali husbands are present when
their wives give birth in Sweden. In an article about a study on Somalis giving birth
in Sweden, including both men and women, Wiklund et al. (2000) summarise:

                                                
20Omar (1994) states, reporting her survey in a rural village in South Somalia: ÓÉthe more

children one has, the greater the guarantee is that someone can take care of you when you are
getting oldÓ (1994:25). Another reason for having many children (especially sons) is that it
strengthens the lineage (Lewis 1993:13).

21Thanks to Ali Elmi for pointing this out to me.
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All the participants pointed out that, according to Somali culture, they had gone through
something unique and unfamiliar. They had become pioneers in finding adequate role
divisions in a new gender structure, going beyond their traditional limits for expected gender
behaviour [Wiklund et al. 2000:111]. For some couples, the dual vulnerability caused tensions
and weariness i n the relationship. But in most cases childbirth implied a prospect of increased
unity and dependency on each other [ibid.:113].

Wiklund et al. describe it in terms of that childbirth in Sweden forces both men and
women into unknown gender structure (ibid.:114, see also Chapter Eight). As in the
sphere of daily housekeeping, the challenged gender roles in the sphere of giving
birth cause more stress in some relationships than in others. Some marriages end in
divorce due to strain in the unfamiliar exile context, while others seem to
consoli date.

Many Somali women become more oriented toward religion in Sweden.22 There
is a superficial sign of islamisation: several women have exchanged their traditional
headcloth covering the hair and knotted in the back of the head (shaash among
women from the south of Somalia and malgabad among women from the north), for
the traditionally Arab headscarf (xijaab) pinned under the chin, sometimes
combined with an Arab jilbaab reaching to the feet. A small number of Somali
women in Sweden who are oriented toward the Islamistic salafi-movement use dark
flowing clothing, where only the eyes are visible to strangers (niqaab).

That this arabised dress code is unfamiliar to traditional Somali ways is
confirmed by Helander (1991), in discussing the fact that practising Muslims in
Somalia tend to eschew religious excesses, while observing the pillars of faith and
generally avoiding things prohibited by religion (such as alcohol and pork):
ÓWomen do not wear veils and the fundamentalist groups that now exist in some
urban settings are viewed with suspicionÓ (ibid.:27). Broms (1998) depicts the
traditional Somali attitude to religion as Ópragmatic and relaxedÓ.

Some women may have changed their looks in Sweden out of social pressure, for
fear of deviating too much from their circle of acquaintances.23 But there seems to
be some correspondence to inner individual processes as well. In CoulterÕs (1997)
study among Somali women in Rinkeby, a Stockholm suburb with a large
immigrant population, some of the religiously devoted women claimed that Ósince
they now live in a non-Muslim country they have to change and become ÔrealÕ
MuslimsÓ (ibid.:16). Eastmond & ThorŽn (1996) note that Swedish Somalis in
their study Óconvey that there is a tendency among the religious [exile Somalis] to
cultivate IslamÓ (ibid.:10, my translation from Swedish). They have conceived this
as an approach to an Arabic Islam and, so, a dissociation of some Somali traits.

                                                
22Broms (1998) defines a strengthened religious identity (orientation towards an Islamic

discourse) as one of the strategies among Somalis for coping with the exile situation it
Sweden. The other two main strategies, Broms suggests, are forming an identity through the
clan system (a traditional discourse), and towards integration into the Swedish society (a
modernist, individualistic discourse).

23This is suggested as part of the explanation to the changed dress code by Coulter (1997). Also
Broms (1998) discusses the changed dress code among Somali women in Sweden: ÓWhat
some [Somali] informants describe and condemn as fundamentalist attempts to redefine the
position of women, is by those in favour explained in terms of increased knowledge of IslamÓ
(Broms 1998, unpaginated).
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Many women I have discussed the matter with state that they have become more
religious in exile. Situations and practices which were unreflected in Somalia Ð the
everyday public calls for prayer, the sending of the children to Koranic schools, by
way of example Ð rely on reflected and motivated decisions in Sweden. They claim
that they read and reflect upon the Koran and other religious sources in Sweden in a
way they never used to do in Somalia, and that they argue with their husbands for not
being good enough Muslims. Also women who do not carry visible marks of
religiousness (like a headscarf) classify themselves as Muslims, and claim that they
live in accordance with Muslim precepts.

3.5 Concluding commentary

Many of the Somalis I encountered in Malmš give me the impression that they live
in a limbo, not knowing when, or even if, they will return to Somalia. Even if life in
Sweden offers many advantages Ð education, a high level health care system, a
currency which makes it possible to support the family in Somalia to a greater or
lesser extent, etc. Ð many Somalis express feelings of loss and cherish the dream of
returning at some point in the future. Over and above that, there are extensive
sentiments that Somalis are unwanted as citizens in Sweden.

The Somali community in Malmš is in many ways characterised by a clan
orientation, characteristic of social life in Somalia, however adapted to the Swedish
context. Demands from the Swedish society Ð that Somali women are expected to
study or be on the lookout for work, by way of example Ð and the welfare system
with social assistance have had, generally speaking, a crucial impact on the gender
roles within the Somali exile community. Most Somali men are out of work and,
thus, unable to support their families. The women have become economically
independent of their husbands, either by employment or thanks to social welfare.

Many Somali women are more oriented toward religion in Sweden than they
used to be in Somalia. These womenÕs inclinations for an identity based on Islam
seems to be of great importance for changed attitudes to different forms of female
circumcision, as will be discussed in Chapter Five. As conditions of living have
changed so drastically, attitudes and strategies have changed as well. Cultural
practices, like the tradition of female circumcision, are affected by the new social
and cultural context in exile. People do not settle down in a completely unfamiliar
environment with an unchangeable Ócultural baggageÓ which remains intact, as the
culturalist perspective would suggest (see Chapter Eight). Social strategies are
worked out in relation to the wider context: what kind of decisions Somali mothers
in Sweden make regarding female circumcision, depends to a large extent on
experiences and new forms of identification during exile.
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4 Female circumcision as
a field of study

Chapter Four intends to offer an overview of the international literature on female
circumcision, and occasionally my own reflections when my own empirical findings
are out of accordance with a widely established view.

This chapter aims at giving an overview of different aspects of practices of female
circumcision, the main point of the discussion based on the literature available in the
field. The chapter starts out with definitions and classifications of female
circumci sion (4.1), followed by a review of what is known about physical and
psychic consequences of different forms of the practice (4.2). The reports on
sexuality in association with female circumcision show a great variety, probably
because the elusive character of sexual experience makes it very susceptible to biased
descriptions on the part of the researchers. The western discourse, and studies in the
field of sexuality, including both clitoridectomised and infibulated women, will
be discussed in section 4.3.

A short account of what we know, or rather do not know, about the historical
background of practices of female circumcision is given in the following section
(4.4). Then follows a discussion on Islam and female circumcision (4.5), intended
to provide a background to my informantsÕ views of religious aspects of female
circumcision presented above all in section 5.6.

Occurrences of female circumcision, or, rather, the general lack of occurrences of
female circumcision in the Western world, are discussed i n section 4.6. Section 4.7
deals with female circumcision as it is practised in Somalia. The motives for
circumcising girls are accounted for (4.8), before a more general review of
researchersÕ explanatory models are dealt with in the section 4.9. This section
includes analyses on symbolism, approaches focusing on ethnic, socio-economic and
psychological aspects, as well as studies taking their point of departure in feminist
perspectives. The chapter ends with a section (4.9.4) about Gerry MackieÕs model of
convention, showing how the abrupt abandonment of footbinding in China can teach
us something about similar processes in the field of female circumcision.
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4.1 Definitions and classifications

Female circumcision is today, western-world-wide, in most cases designated female
genital mutilation (FGM). The American radical feminist Fran Hosken coined the
phrase and has propagated for it since the end of the 1970s. In 1990, WHO changed
their official terminology (WHO 1998:60), and most western countries followed
(including Sweden).

The WHO definition of female genital mutilation is:

Female genital mutilation comprises all procedures that involve partial or total removal of the female
external genitalia and/or injury to the female genital organs for cultural or any other non-
therapeutic reasons.

The various forms of circumcision can be categorised in different ways, and often a
popular categorisation and an official classification exist side by side.24 The
following list is the official classification of WHO (1998:6):

I. Excision of the prepuce, with or without excision of part or all of the clitoris.

II. Excision of the clitoris with partial or total excision of the labia minora.

III. Excision of part or all of the external genitalia and stitching/narrowing of the vaginal opening
(infibulation).

IV. Unclassified: includes pricking, piercing or incising of the clitoris and/or labia; cauterization by
burning of the clitoris and surrounding tissue; scraping of tissue surrounding the vaginal orifice
(angurya cuts) or cutting of the vagina (gishiri cuts); introduction of corrosive substances or herbs
into the vagina to cause bleeding or for the purpose of tightening or narrowing it; and any other
procedure that falls under the definition of female genital mutilation given above.

In many studies figures are given from specific areas, how many women have been
circumcised according to formal classification. But such estimations are a little
tricky, as the boundaries between the categories are not clear-cut at all, neither to the
scientists nor to the lay people practising female circumcision. The British
anthropologist Melissa Parker (1995) points out how unreliable such studies are,
considering the differences in scientific and folk classification, besides the fact that
women who have undergone circumcision may have only a vague idea about what was
actually done on them. Criticising El DareerÕs (1982) study in Sudan among others,
Parker continues:

It is reasonable to suppose that many females in El DareerÕs study transgress the three types of
circumcision identified in her study, as a substantial number of operations were performed,

                                                
24For a description of different forms of categorisation, see e.g. WHO (1998).
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without an anaesthetic, by midwives who had never received any formal biomedical training. It
is also worth noting that it is difficult to cut with surgical precision when a girl is kicking and
screaming and blood is flowing freely [Parker 1995:514-515].

ParkerÕs reasoning seems to fit in well with my impressions from Somali women.
In Somalia the folk classification of female circumcisions consists of pharaonic
circumcision and sunnah circumcision. Pharaonic circumcision clearly is equivalent to
type III, infibulation. Sunnah is a more vague category, most easily defined as
Ôeverything that is not ended by an infibulationÕ. As we shall see in section 5.2, the
sunnah concept is a fuzzy one. A few of the women I have come to know have
changed their opinion on what has been done to them (a change of classification), as
they in Sweden have got the opportunity to see photos of uncircumcised female
genitals. In sum, accounts of how many women in a specific area that are
circumcised according to one type or another should be regarded as very rough
estimations.

4.2 Physical and psychic consequences

The medical consequences, not least when it comes to infibulation, are well
documented.25 Short-term complications are related to the operation itself. The
most frequently mentioned are pain, injury to adjacent tissue, haemorrhage, septic or
hypovolemic shock, acute urine retention, infection. Most of these appear, or are
aggravated, when infibulations are performed.

Long-term complications, like the short-term complications particularly
associated to infibulation, that may occur are difficulty in passing urine, difficulty in
menstruation, recurrent urinary tract infections, dyspareunia (painful sexual
intercourse). The risks for some complications are common to other operations as
well: keloid scares, abscesses and cysts.

Some complications are often listed, even if scientific evidence is scarce or other
factors may confound: e.g. infertility due to genital infection due to infibulation and
obstructed labour resulting in fistulas. Infertility is said to be a result of pelvic
infections in infibulated women.26 But nobody has, so far, been able to prove the
connection between infibulation and pelvic infections.27 That fistulas should be a
result of obstructed labour is also a questionable statement. ÓNo studies have been

                                                
25See e.g. WHO (1995, 1998), Abdalla (1982), Dirie & Lindmark (1992), Dirie (1985, 1991), De

Silva (1989), Aziz (1980), Muhammed (1986), Elchalal et al. (1997), and Toubia (1994a,
1994b). For a general description of womenÕs health in rural Somalia, see Omar (1994). For a
description of medical complications among infibulated Somali girls in Sweden, see Ismail
(1999).

26See e.g. WHO (1995:7) and McFalls & McFalls (1984:460f), Dirie (1991:14), Koso-Thomas
(1987:26), Sanderson (1981:40), Hicks (1993:11, 102f), Abdalla (1982:38), Arbesman et al.
(1993) and McLean & Graham (1985:5).

27Personal communication with Dr. Birgitta EssŽn, 12 November 2001.
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undertaken on the precise impact of infibulation on perinatal outcomeÓ, WHO
admits in their report from 1998 (page 30), and continues calling attention to the
fact that fistulas rather are due to the fact that many girls in these countries are
married and get pregnant when they are very young, before their pelvis is fully
grown. Concomitant cause is the suboptimal obstetric care common in developing
countries. Fistulae problems are, as a matter of this fact, common in many countries
where no female circumcision is practised. WHO establishes that there should be no
reason for obstructed labour as a result of female circumcision. Even in infibulated
women, the scar tissue will not, if uterine contraction is normal, render delivery
more difficult or prolong second stage of labour (WHO 1998:42). This statement is
supported by a study conducted in Sweden, including eighty-three women
originating from AfricaÕs Horn compared to a group of 2770 non-circumcised
women (women in both groups were giving birth to their first child and no twin
births were included). A scrutiny of case records showed that the second stage of
labour among circumcised women was actually shorter on average than among non-
circumcised women: 34 versus 53 minutes (EssŽn 2001).28

Some authors have reacted against the western focus on health hazards, arguing that
it gives a distorted picture of how the actors themselves perceive the practice.
According to Obiora (1997a), the United Nations found that in a sample of persons
who opposed female circumcision, only 12.72% cited Óillness and accidentsÓ as a
reason for such opposition:

Some people construe this as reflective of a cult of ignorance that enshrouds the practice. It is
somewhat counter-intuitive to claim that the effected groups are unaware of the medical
consequences of their actions. If they are as pervasively diabolic and devastating as claimed, the
affected societies would not be able to survive with it at its base. The practice must be sustained
for some over-bearing reasons other than ignorance of the seemingly obvious health hazards
[Obiora 1997a, unpaginated].

Obiora summarises the situation by stating that reports from gynaecologists may
overstate the prevalence of complications, as their views reflect their experiences in
treating complicated cases. On the other hand, many complications are never
reported, as the victims have no access to the formal health care system (Obiora
1997a).

The psychological consequences of female circumcision are just as difficult to
establish, not least because of how different the circumstances are in different places:
e.g. the age of the girls or women, the motives for circumcising, and the severity of
the cutting. It goes without saying that there must be a fundamental difference in

                                                
28 In other settings, where the health care systems lack the resources of a modern industrialised

country, the outcome may be other. Using data from the Somali Family Health Survey, Omar
(1991) claims that the effect of intermediate and pharaonic circumcision was strong in
neonatal, infant and early childhood mortality, and then declined after the first year of life. It
was also found that female child mortality increased in the ages where female child
circumcision is performed. These figures are statistical; the connection to female
circumcision remains a hypothesis (Omar discusses for instance the possibility that a higher
rate of mortality in female children may be due to that in some rural settings sons are given
more food than daughters when resources are scarce, but refute this explanation, as this
practice is non-existent in urban settings).
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going through voluntary clitoridectomy (removal of part of the clitoris) as a
fourteen-year-old girl among Kikuyu in Kenya, and being subjected to an
infibulation as a five-year-old Somali girl.29 One may note, however, that an
overwhelming majority of the girls who go through female circumcision in the
world do not have a choice of their own.

Dr. Mahdi Ali Dirie from Somalia is convinced that infibulated women bear the
trauma of the operation during the rest of their lives, a condition that Ópredispose
infibulated women to psychiatric illnessÓ (1985:77). He seems to be sure that most
infibulated women suffer from false consciousness, presenting a discussion under the
headline Repressed maturity:

At present, many cases manifesting psychiatric disturbance are not recognized because medical
services existing in these countries are not equipped to do it. Many other women are potentially
sick but since the situation of women in these countries is still so subordinate, they lack any
consciously guided orientation of self and therefore cannot reflect the real magnitude of the
damage done to them. This, let us say dormant state, will  remain only so long as women are not
emancipated. Once knowledge unveils the realities and women stand up for their rights, the
consequences of female circumcision, including the psychiatric ones, will emerge [Dirie
1985:77].

In one of the most well-informed discussions on psychological consequences in a
WHO publication from 1982, Baasher suggests that from the girlÕs perspective,
there are several aspects to consider when trying to grasp the psychological side of
female circumcision:

In evaluating the overall psychological effects there is no doubt that the child as a result of the
operative interference of female circumcision is overwhelmed, subjected to excruciating pain
and real suffering. Some of the physical and psychological reactions are mitigated by social
support and the special family care given the child. However, the outcome of the operation and
its effect on the mental state and the well-being of the child in general depend on her
psychological defenses, personality formation, past experience, the prepatory phase, the way in
which the operation has been performed and the ensuing complications that may take place
[Baasher 1982, in Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:61].

A study from Cairo (in Egypt, clitoridectomy is the most common procedure)
compared circumcised and non-circumcised women. There it was found that 10%
of the circumcised reported feelings of inferiority, physically and psychosexually,
5% reporting depression due to experiences in their marital and sexual life; the
divorce rate was 6 % in this group. The other group had a divorce rate of less than
1% and only a fractional part of physical and psychosexual problems reported in the
group of circumcised women (Maher 1981, in Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:76).

To my knowledge only one study has tried to look into the psychological
consequences for infibulated girls. Gallo & Boscolo (1985) asked 196 girls (aged 8-
16) at a primary school in Somalia to do some drawings. Besides, they gathered

                                                
29See e.g. Robertson (1996:621f). See also a general discussion on psychological aspects of

infibulation in Lightfoot-Klein (1989a:60ff).
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data on type of circumcision and age at the time of the operation. The girls were
also asked to write comments on their drawings. They conclude:

In the written comments, the small number of explicit recordings of protest, of fear and of
psychological suffering contrast with the characterizations of anxiety and aggressiveness found
in the graphic illustrations. Many girls affirm with satisfaction that they did not experience pain
thanks to the circumcisorÕs ability. [É] The anxieties and tensions present on the deep level are
controlled and/or rationalised while on the verbal level the event is experienced as a festive
occasion or a moment of self-assertion because of its cultural and social connotations [Gallo &
Boscolo 1985:187].

Observing the enclosed drawings, it is not obvious how to interpret them. It is
possible to see what Gallo & Boscolo evidently see: circumcisers depicted with
Óangry face, pronounced teeth, accentuated eyes, long arms and hook-like hands. [É]
an overall Õterrifying appearanceÕ, a threatening stance towards the victimÓ
(1985:175) Ð but the drawings attached are extremely difficult to interpret. The
appearance of the Òhook-like handsÓ, for instance, may have more to do with
imperfect drawing ability than with unconscious emotions.

4.3 Female circumcision and sexuality

4.3.1 Western discourse

When it comes to sexuality in circumcised women, the issue seems to be highly
ideological. One may assume that ability to enjoy sex is a matter of anatomical
facts and individual differences, but when it comes to the sexuality of circumcised
women, statements are often more political than empirically based. The radical
feminist Tobe Levin, for instance, states that Ó[f]or the victims of genital
mutilation, sexuality is associated with tortureÓ (1980:200). In Sweden, the debate
on female circumcision was introduced by a series of articles in the daily press and
in a weekly magazine, Vi, in 1979. The first article in Vi begins:

Suddenly our eyes are opened to one of the most cruel traditions of humanity. Suddenly we
start talking about the atrocious fact that millions of girls Ð above all in Africa Ð are still
circumcised, have their genitals mutilated, are deprived of all lust and joy of their coming
sexual life [Lundgren 1979:10]. There will be an opening [after infibulation] with which the
girl can urinate, but which will not give her any sexual satisfaction. After cutting away the
clitoris, she is practically frigid. Often she must be ripped up a bit for the man to be able to
penetrate her [ibid.:11].30

                                                
30Ugeskrift for l¾ger (2002:1843).
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This is not an unusual description of the sexuality of circumcised women, nor in
scientific texts.31 WesternersÕ obsession with clitoris, and how this excessive interest
in clitoris cause many well intentioned observers to draw prejudiced conclusions
about circumcised womenÕs sexuality, has been discussed by Parker (1995).32 Hinge
(1995) suggests that notions about an eliminated ability to enjoy sex for
circumcised women reflect exclusively western ideas about sexuality: ÓWesterners
have a problem imagining a sexuality which does not have its basis in the Hite
ReportÓ (1995:31, my translation from Danish).

According to Parker (ibid.), the reconquest of the clitoris Ð after the time when
Freud had deemed the clitoris to be an immature womanÕs tool for sexual
enjoyment (a mature woman fulfilled herself sexually by vaginal orgasms) Ð the
clitoris became a powerful symbol of womenÕs liberation and rights.33 The western
perception of clitoridectomy is, according to this reasoning, about more than
cutting away a part of the body. It comes to comprise the whole patriarchal
systemÕs attack on women and their rights, sexual and other. Here the Sudanese
physician Nahid Toubia, today working at Rainbo in London, summarises the
sexual consequences along the same line:

Removal of the clitoris takes away the primary specialized female sexual organ, dense with nerve
endings and dedicated only to pleasure. The vagina is an organ of reproduction with minimal
sensory capacity for sexual response. In other words, FGM removes the womanÕs sexual organ
and leaves her reproductive organs intact. [É] [With infibulation] her reproductive capacity is
locked up with a chastity belt made of her own flesh. [É] Women who are sexually frustrated
may no longer seek sexual contact with their partners and ultimately become sexual objects and
reproductive vehicles for men [Toubia 1995:12].

This section about sexuality deals with the field in a superficial way, focusing
mostly on the physical aspects of sexuality in relation to female circumcision,
leaving cultural context aside. ÒCulture structures sexual response in fundamental
waysÓ, as pointed out by Gruenbaum (2001:139, referring to Suggs & Miracle

                                                
31The article, written by a male journalist, has a clear radical feminist perspective. The same

conclusions and attitudes are to be found in a folder from SIDA (Swedish International
Development Agency) the same year: Most infibulated women become frigid, the author
states, consequently they do not derive any benefit from the sexual act (HalldŽn 1979:30). See
also Bjelfvenstam (1982:93f).

32See e.g. McFalls & McFalls (1984:460), Thiam (1986, 1998:382-383), and Gunning
(1997:353). al-Hadidi argues against female circumcision: Óa circumcised wife who has had
her organ of sexual sensitivity removed in its entirety is unable to experience any sexual
feelingÓ (quoted in AbduÕr-Razzaq, 1998:39). See also Abdalla (1982:24ff): ÓIt is now believed
by many medical authorities that the majority of mutilated women are frigid, especially those
with Ôtotal clitoridectomyÕ and with other complex mutilations such as ÔPharaonic
circumcisionÕÓ (ibid.:26), and Dorkenoo & Elworthy (1992:9f).

33For a summary on the historical politics of female genitals, see also Dellenborg (2001). For a
commentary on the ideological aspects of the western discussion on sexuality of circumcised
women, see Ogbu (1997), Obermeyer (1999), Johnson (2000), and Ahmadu (2000).
According to Toubia (1985:154), who is of Sudanese origin but had her medical training in
Egypt, the clitoris as a functional organ is never mentioned in teaching there. She sees this as a
result of Freudian influence in British and American gynaecology, which, in turn, has
influenced medicine in other parts of the world.
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1993). According to Caplan (1987), among others, an analysis of sexuality must
take so many other fields into consideration:

Is it the case that in kinship-based societies sexuality is embedded in other institutions, and
cannot be isolated, whereas in modern societies, sex has not only become a form of
consumerism, but also a Ôthing in itselfÕ? [Caplan 1987:24]. If, then, we look to anthropology for
answers to questions about sexuality, it can indeed show us that sexuality, at least in kinship-
based societies, is not a Ôthing in itselfÕ; but while it can give us a picture of a cultural specific
form of sexuality, the lack of historical specificity makes cross-cultural comparison difficult
[Caplan 1987:17].

There are few studies focusing on sexuality in association with female circumcision,
most of these are based upon questionnaires. Other findings are based upon scattered
impressions during fieldwork of a more general nature. These studies will be
discussed in a section about sexuality and clitoridectomy, followed by a section
about sexuality and infibulation. The aim is to show that western notions about an
erased opportunity to enjoy sex of circumcised women is a simplified assumption.
The framing of the section is, in this respect, ethnocentric.

4.3.2 Studies including clitoridectomised women

When it comes to clitoridectomies, it is worth pointing out that clitoris is a far-
reaching organ, with nerves stretching into the female body. Consequently, it is
practically impossible to remove the entire organ. If healing proceeds well, a
clitoridectomised woman may very well have a sensitive area in this spot (even i f
the sensitivity has been reduced).34 In an early study on the ability to experience
sexual fulfilment among a dozen clitoridectomised women in the West (they were
classified as hermaphrodites, having excessively big clitorises), Money (1955) could
find no evidence of an eradication of the ability to enjoy sex. He reported cases of
phantom orgasms in individuals who suffer from paralysis and in cases of penile
amputations (Money 1955, cited in Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:91). This seems to be
confirmed by a later study about clitoridectomies due to clitoral pathology (like
tumours); in the cases reported, there seemed to be no impairment to sexual
functioning (Verkauf 1975, in Lightfoot-Klein, ibid.).

The importance of emotional cognitive processes seems to be the clue to an
understanding of such phenomena: sexuality i s situated in the brain as well as in the
various erogenous zones of the body. Lowry (1976) highlights the variation between

                                                
34See e.g. Anees (1989:108ff) and Gruenbaum (2001:135f) on FreudÕs notions about the clitoris.

See also Geza R—heim (1932) combining his training in Anthropology and Psycho-Analysis in
his writings about Óprimitive cultural typesÓ, including the section ÓThe National Character
of the SomaliÓ. There he states: ÓWomen have to give up their original erotogenicity based on
the clitoris and advance to the vaginal type. [---] We might therefore suppose that it
[infibulation] fosters the right attitude of women in sexual lifeÓ (1932:202). See also e.g. Lane
& Rubinstein (1996, unpaginated), and Ahmadu (2000:304), about clitoris as a powerful
symbol in the West.



45

individual women when it comes to sensitivity of different parts of the sexual
organs:

In summary, the clitoris contains, in most women, a large number of receptor nerve endings; in
some women, other areas may contain more. In almost all women, the labia minora are also
highly sensitive [Lowry 1976; quoted in WHO 1998:24].

Along the same line, Megafu (1983) claims that circumcised women get higher
sensitivity in other erogenous zones of the body, so compensating for removed
genitalia.35

But sexual experiences are also tainted by socially constructed ideas and
expectations (Leavitt 1991): ÓThe orgasm is a result of physiological,
psychological, and sociological determinantsÓ, Lightfoot-Klein argues (1989a:92).
Dorkenoo (1994:17ff) and Toubia (1993:17) reach similar conclusions, at a review
of the studies dealing with female circumcision and sexuality.

In Ghana, many women go through clitoridectomy. Knudsen (1994:187f) reports,
from conversations with some 500 clitoridectomised Ghanese women, that about 70
% said that they experienced sexual feelings, while the remaining 30% said their
feelings were ÓweakÓ.

In a study from Egypt in 1985, including 133 circumcised women and 26
uncircumcised, it was found that seven to eight times as many uncircumcised women
experienced sexual excitement on stimulation of the clitoral area than those who
were circumcised (Badawi 1989, quoted in Dorkenoo 1994:21f). But Badawi also
found that only 50% of the uncircumcised women experienced orgasm with manual
stimulation of the clitoral area, compared to as many as 25% of the circumcised
women (ibid.).

A study, based on 500 questionnaires, was conducted among Ibo women in
Nigeria. There, many girls have lost their virginity before marriage, which is also
the time when the women are circumcised by clitoridectomy Ð this seems to be one
of the groups in the world where women in general have the opportunity to compare
sexual experiences before and after clitoridectomy.36 Megafu (1983) concludes:

[T]he experience of orgasm during sexual activity does not depend on presence or not of the
clitoris, although slightly more uncircumcised females admit experiencing orgasm than
circumcised ones [Megafu 1983:799].37

Contradictory results were obtained by the Nigerian physician Koso-Thomas
(1987), in a study including 50 urban women in Sierra-Leone, who had had sexual
experience before clitoridectomy: ÓI found that none had been able to reach the level

                                                
35Personal communication with Dr. Birgitta EssŽn, gynaecologist and obstetrician at MAS

Uni versity Hospital in Malmš, 12 November 2001. See Ahmadu (2000:305) for a similar
conclusion. For a thorough description of the clitoral system, see Dorkenoo (1994:17ff).

36See also the Danish Somali physician Fatuma Ali, cited in Sundhedsstyrelsen (1999:13f). She
argues that circumcised womenÕs sexuality is oriented towards the vagina, that the experience
of orgasm depends on vaginal stimulation, and that other erogenous zones of the body
become more sensitive.

37Another group is the Masai, as described by Talle (1994) after fieldwork in northern Tanzania.
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of satisfaction they knew before circumcisionÓ (ibid.: 11). Both Megafu and Koso-
Thomas have, however, clear political agendas in their writings, both striving for an
elimination of the practice of female circumcision. Koso-Thomas reflects upon
information about women who have become promiscuous in their efforts to find an
ideal partner with the words: ÓIt seems ironical, therefore, that the operation
intended to eliminate promiscuity in fact could have the opposite effectÓ (ibid.).
Megafu uses his results, showing only a slight difference between circumcised and
uncircumcised women in their experience of sexual enjoyment, arguing that attempts
to curb the excessive female sexuality through clitoridectomy are made in vain. I f
the differences in results are due to the authorsÕ bias or due to local differences, I am
not able to conclude.

Nelson (1987) offers a complex description of female circumcision among
Kikuyu women in Kenya. Women are well aware of their right to sex for their
general well-being, but seem to associate their own sexuality more with procreation
than with pleasure. The women the researcher talked to Óagreed that circumcision,
even the most moderate form practised in Kenya, would limit womenÕs sexual
feelingsÓ (Nelson 1987:221). Among the Rendille of northern Kenya, sexual
activities prior to marriage are acceptable, as long as they do not result in
pregnancy. There girls are clitoridectomised at their weddings. When asked about
the ability to enjoy sex before and after circumcision, a spectrum of answers was
given, ranging from the loss of all enjoyment, sexual fulfilment also after marriage,
to insistences that sex was actually better after being circumcised (Shell-Duncan et
al. 2000:118).

Fuambi Ahmadu, born and educated in Washington, D.C., went to Sierra Leone
during a Christmas leave in her final year at the university. She had spent several
years in the capital of Sierra Leone as a child. Now, as an adult, she decided to go
through the Kono initiation rite, which included excision (removal of the clitoris
and the labia minora):

I asked them [her female cousins/assistants] about the pain and whether I would ever enjoy sex
again, and they laughed. One very pretty twenty-one year old said to me, smiling: ÓWhen a man
really loves you, he will take his time to do it, and it will be very sweet.Ó [Ahmadu 2000:290f].
[É] [M]y research and experience contradict received knowledge regarding the supposedly
negative impact of removing the clitoris on womenÕs sexuality. Much of this taken-for-granted
information may come from popular misconceptions about the biological significance of the
clitoris as the source of female orgasms [ibid.:304].

According to Ahmadu, her informants stress vaginal stimulation for sexual pleasure
and see the clitoris more or less as ÓredundantÓ (2000:304). She argues that the
remaining deeper parts of the clitoris may explain the fact that Ómany women who
had sexual experiences prior to excision, the author included, perceive either no
difference or increased sexual satisfaction following their operationÓ (ibid.:305).
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4.3.3 Studies including infibulated women

Hanny Lightfoot-Klein has, in her qualitative study presented in the book Prisoners of
Ritual (1989a), put some effort into trying to understand Sudanese (infibulated)
womenÕs experience of their sexuality. She relates that she had some problems at the
beginning: the women asked Óusually professed a total absence of sexual desire and
sexual enjoymentÓ (1989b, unpaginated). Her translators gave her the advice to ask
the women if they employed the Õsmoke ceremonyÕ Ð a Sudanese womanÕs way to
give her husband a hint that she wants him to make advances Ð and when a woman had
admitted using that trick, communication was no longer a problem. A general
tendency in her material was that the more severe the circumcision, the weaker were
the feelings of pleasure and ability to achieve orgasm (1989a:87). Nevertheless,
nearly 90% of some 300 women she talked to said they experienced orgasm
(ranging from always to rarely).38 The women talking about intense and prolonged
orgasms confirmed their statements with Óhappy and highly animated demeanorÓ,
according to Lightfoot-Klein. Other women stated they had weak orgasms, or
difficult to achieve.

Furthermore, some of the anorgasmic women were educated upper-class women,
familiar with the western discourse on female circumcision, full of rage with what
had been done to them (Lightfoot-Klein 1989b, unpaginated). This is consistent
with findings in a study from Egypt, quoted by Dirie (1985). There it is claimed
that Egyptian clitoridectomised women suffer more from psychosexual disorders
than Somali infibulated women:

[T]he Egyptian women live in a society where half of the women are not circumcised, therefore
they lack the pressures leading to social conformity and acceptance of the practice that Somali
women have in their society. This will make them conscious of their mutilation and they will
feel that they are deprived of important parts of their sex organs, which reinforces these psycho-
sexual problems [Dirie 1985:73].

Lightfoot-KleinÕs findings are contradicted by studies done by El Dareer (1982)
and Shandall (1967, quoted in WHO 1998:34 and Sanderson 1981:62). Quoting
may be risky though: Dorkenoo & Elworthy (1992), stating that ÓDr. A. A .
Shandall found that some of the women he interviewed in the Sudan had no idea at
all of the existence of orgasmÓ (1992:9, italics mine), are quoted in Elchalal et al.:
ÓWomen interviewed in Sudan who had undergone female genital mutilation had no
idea of the existence of orgasmÓ (1997:649), a rendering giving the impression that
all women in the study were ignorant. Abusharaf (2000), herself originating from
Sudan, reports that a number of circumcised women she interviewed in a town near
Khartoum conveyed a positive depiction of their sexual experiences (ibid.:161).
Also Gruenbaum (2001) reports her findings from fieldwork in Sudan: trying to
find out if orgasm was within infibulated womenÕs reach, she asked questions about
whether also women ÔfinishÕ. A midwife once took her hand, squeezed her fingers,
and said: ÒÔLook, Ellen, some of us do ÔfinishÕ. It feels like electricity, like thisÉÕ
                                                
3869% of the uncircumcised women in the study admitted experiencing orgasm during coitus as

compared with 59% in the circumcised group (Megafu 1983:795, 797). It is, however,
diff icult to determine the reliability of the study for several reasons.
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and she flicked her finger sharply and rhythmically against my constricted fingers. I
was convinced we were talking about the same thingÓ (Gruenbaum 2001:141).

The general depiction of sexuality described by the authors quoted above does
not deviate much from the situation among western (uncircumcised) women. How
can this be? Regarding infibulation, the picture is complicated by the fact that there
is evidence that clitoris, entirely or partly, often is left intact.39 One of my
informants, who used to work as a nurse with a well established circumcising
physician in Mogadishu, told me the story of how the doctor once was confronted
with the terrible situation that one of his patients, a small girl, started bleeding
excessively from the clitoris artery during the infibulation operation. After this
almost fatal incident, in subsequent operations on other girls, he began to cover or
hide the clitoris rather than cutting it. The nurse told me confidentially:

- The parents believe everything is gone, but itÕs still there. They say ÕNow our girl is [pharaonically]
circumcisedÕ, but itÕs almost sunnah. He [the physician] found this one out for himself, and it really
looked good. But in some families the girls were observed during the operation, then he had to do
what he was told.

This doctor is obviously not the only one ÔcheatingÕ when infibulating. The British
gynaecological surgeon Harry Gordon has worked for several years with
reconstructive surgery in infibulated Somali women in Great Britain. He has found
that about 95 % of the women have had clitoris left intact beneath the infibulated
labia majora (Shell-Duncan & Hernlund 2000:17). Several other researchers report
that traditional circumcisers often refrain from cutting the clitoris, and instead hide
it beneath tissue, to avoid excessive haemorrhage.40 Thus, it seems as if most
infibulated women still have their clitoris intact or almost intact, even if covered by
tissue. This fact may have some significance when trying to understand how it is
possible that many Somali and Sudanese infibulated women state that they have
gratifying sexual relations with their husbands Ð contrary of western assumptions
about an eradicated ability to enjoy sex.
 One has to be aware that there often exists a cultural taboo for women to show that
they enjoy sex (see e.g. Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:80ff and above, and Atoki
1995:231). Johnson (2000) describes how loud noises among Mandinga in Guinea-
Bissau are associated with wild animals, witches, spirits, etc., and thus experienced
as negative and dangerous: ÓScreaming during sex Ð associated with sexual pleasure
Ð is a highly inappropriate mixture of these human/nonhuman realms and thus
considered to be dangerousÓ (ibid.:228).

A similar taboo seems to exist in Sudan and Somalia. According to Lightfoot-
Klein, Sudanese women are bound to hide any delight in sexuality: ÓCustom puts

                                                
39Lightfoot-Klein admits the possibility that anorgasmic women tended to exclude themselves

from the interviews, and that the statistics therefore may be skewed. However, she finds it
more likely that many women excluded themselves for other reasons, maybe even the fact that
they strongly enjoyed having sex, a fact that in Sudan is an improper trait in women
(1989a:80f).

40Gruenbaum (2001) suggests that the so called G-spot (GrŠfenberg spot), sometimes called the
Ôfemale prostateÕ may be a clue to a wider understanding of many infibulated womenÕs ability
to reach sexual enjoyment and satisfaction (ibid.:151f).
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severe penalties on a womanÕs initiation of sexual intercourseÓ (1989a:87) and if she
finds the sexual act pleasurable, she is expected to hide these emotions from her
husband. ÓShe is not required to be sexually active, Ôlike an animalÕ [---] If the
woman has an orgasm, she tries not to show it, and if she is unable to control her
reaction, she denies it was brought on by sexual ecstasyÓ (1989:89).

When Lightfoot-Klein asked women if they ever asked their husbands to have sex,
most often an emphatic ÓNo!Ó was given with an explanation that this would be very
shameful for a woman. However, she often perceived the answer to have a false ring
to it, or it was delivered with a suppressed amusement. Not until the significance of
the smoke ceremony had been explained to her, she was able to grasp the relation
between demands of a chaste attitude and sexual desire for most Sudanese women:
ÓThis is what we all do when we want intercourse with our husbands. When he smells
that odour, he knows exactly what it meansÓ (Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:23). The
women denying the use of the smoke ceremony verified this through a total absence
of laughter and smiles (ibid.:24).

Asha Omar (co-author of the reports, Johnsdotter et al. 2000a; Omar et al. 2001),
at a recent visit to Somalia, participated in a radio talk show about female
circumcision. A Somali man called the radio station and expressed his displeasure
with the practice, as Ówomen are deprived of their ability to enjoy sexÓ. Omar
responded that the caller ought not jump to conclusions: many Somali circumcised
women may very well enjoy sex, but they are reserved in their expressions in the
sexual act, as it is generally considered shameful for a woman to show openly that
sexual activity is delightful. She received many reactions from women telephoning
the radio station, thanking her for bringing this subject out into the open. One
woman said: ÓFor the first time in our lives I and my husband talked openly about
this. Our sexual relation will probably change drastically.Ó

Among those Somali women to whom I have talked about this, most of them
express a positive attitude toward sex. As it is a delicate issue of a private nature, I
have often brought it up in a more general manner: either asked about how women
joke about sex (and asked them to explain why a certain joke is considered to be
funny), or I have asked how they perceive that Somali women in general feel about
sex. Most of them think Somali women in general enjoy sex, even if there are
exceptions: ÓSomeone may say, ÔI wait until very late before I go to bed, and then I
hope he wonÕt get any ideasÕÉ But most seem to like it, those who donÕt are fewÉÓ
There is a cultural norm stating that it is shameful for a Somali woman to show her
husband that she wants to have sex (but she can give him hints through the use of
perfume, incense, etc.), but some of my Somali informants claim that they do not
care, that they know their husbands well enough to be open about such things.
Tradi tionally though, it seems to be regarded as shameful to talk about sexual
matters with oneÕs husband. Among women, it is acceptable to talk about sex in a
general manner, but most people avoid talking about own private experiences, with
few exceptions. The Somali home society lacks a mass medial exploitation of
sexual matters and a woman showing a too obvious interest in these matters run the
risk of being stigmatised. Among Somalis in Malmš everyone conveyed the idea
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that this topic is taboo, but at the same time most of them were willing to talk
about sex quite frankly:41

[I ask:] - Views of sexuality in Sweden and SomaliaÉ do you see any differences?
[Omar interpreting:] - She says she sees sex in Somalia as something we canÕt talk about.
[I say:] - I think many women IÕve met talk quite openly about sex. [É] 42

[Omar interpreting after discussion in Somali:] - When we say we donÕt talk about sex, itÕs among
us. There is a difference between for example asking a doctor about advice in sexual matters and
discuss with someone how you feel when youÕre having sexÉ [É] She says between man and woman
we donÕt talk about sex directly, but we show that we love and we show that we need sexÉ
[Discussion in Somali, and Omar sums up:] - You never talk about your private lifeÉ I mean
sexual lifeÉ with a friend. And when it comes to your husbandÉ we donÕt speak directly, we
showÉ

A WHO report concludes the chapter on sexuality by stating:

[I]t is clear that all types of female genital mutilation interfere to some degree with womenÕs
sexual response but do not necessarily abolish the possibility of sexual pleasure and climax. [É]
Even women with infibulation often have parts of the sensitive tissue of the clitoris and labia
left intact. Some studies suggest that, apart from the external genitals, other erogenous zones in
the body may become more sensitized in women with genital mutilation, particularly when the
overall sexual experience is pleasurable with a caring partner [WHO 1998:35].

The importance of reciprocity in the sexual act can probably not be overestimated.
Dellenborg sums up, discussing discourses on sexuality and clitoridectomy among
the Joola in Casamance, Senegal: ÓFrom talking to women, I got the impression that
their sexual response, or lack of it, had more to do with menÕs sexual behaviour than
with the clitoridectomyÓ (2001:197). Men interviewed, who had experienced sex
with both excised and non-excised women, could generally not tell if it made a
difference (ibid.).

Toubia (1999:39) reaches a similar conclusion regarding sexuality of circumcised
women: that in many cases, the sensitivity of the husband and the relationship per se
makes the difference Ð in the very same way as among western couples Ð when it
comes to feelings of sexual fulfilment. Lightfoot-Klein was thrown headlong into
this insight as an infibulated woman started laughing hilariously at her question ÓAre
you able to enjoy sexual intercourse?Ó, the three women present ending up wallowing
with laughter on the floor:

ÓShe says [the interpreter explained] that you must be completely mad to ask her a question like
that! She says ÔA body is a body, and no circumcision can change that! No matter what they cut
away from you Ð they cannot change that!ÕÓ

It was a sobering experience in that it reminded me to remain aware at all times that I was

                                                
41See e.g. Austveg et al. (1998), in Shell-Duncan & Hernlund (2000:39, n8) and Gruenbaum

(1996:462, 469).
42A fact which, naturally, can be a result of my ethnic background: as I am Swedish, and thus

supposed to be tremendously open about and interested in sex, nobody feared any
stigmatisation talking to me about it.
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interacting with real human beings with real lives and real relationships with a multitude of
dimensions, not simply with female genitalia in various states of mutilation [Lightfoot-Klein
1989a:25-26, italics in original].

In sum, sexuality seems to be affected in one way or another through the removal of
parts of the external genitalia.43 However, there is no way to establish beforehand to
what extent individual womenÕs sexual lust, enjoyment and fulfilment are affected
by the various procedures. In MooreÕs words: ÓSexual intercourse and human
reproduction are not just physiological processes, they are also social activitiesÓ
(1994a:816). Sexual gratification is obviously about so much more than what has
been taken away and what has been left of the female genital organs. The relation to
the partner, psychological expectations, cultural specific norms, etc. seem to play a
salient role when it comes to the quality of circumcised womenÕs sexual experiences.

4.4 Historical background

When and where female circumcision in Africa has its origin remains unclear. It is
claimed that it existed in the Nile Valley in Ancient Egypt, and according to the
historian Herodotus, whose work is dated to the 5t h  century BC, Romans,
Phoeni cians and Ethiopians practised it as well.44 There is some evidence of female
circumcision in girls as early as five thousand years ago in Egypt.45 Many writers
point out that Egyptian mummies show traces of infibulation, while others claim
that this is a questionable statement. It seems to be clear, though, that
clitoridectomy can be found in some mummies.46 A conventional idea is that the
tradition spread from the Nile Valley, along trade routes. When the Nile Valley
was Islamised in the 7th century the tradition became incorporated into an Islamic
worldview.47

It is not perfectly clear what type of circumcision Egyptians practised. One does
know, though, that slave girls, imported from areas south of Egypt and bought by
rich Egyptians, were infibulated. There are speculations about the motives for this
                                                
43Here I told them about when I during the course on female circumcision visited a

gynaecological clinic with a group of some twenty Somali women. Caesarean section, among
other things, was discussed and some of the women were rather outspoken when asking
questions in the presence of the whole group. The nurse told me afterwards that for her their
attitude was a pleasant surprise, and that she during study visits involving Swedes never had
been bluntly asked: ÓAnd how soon can you have sex after a Caesarean section?Ó

44Ivan (1997) points out that Ò[t]he pituitary gland that regulates sexual drive is certainly left
intact in the brainÓ (ibid.:75).

45See e.g. Anees (1989:102f). The ancient Egyptian myths describe bisexuality in the gods.
Circumcision of females may have been a way to bring out the femininity in girls. See also
Knudsen (1994:26ff), Abusharaf (1998), Kassamali (1998:41), Abdalla (1982:76f) and
Ahmadu (2000:295, 307f).

46Gallo & Abdisamed (1985:312), and Ntiri (1993).
47See e.g. Anees (1989:103), Sanderson (1981:26ff), and Cloudsley (1983:110).
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infibulation: it may have been considered a way to confine the girlÕs sexuality and
avoid unwanted pregnancies. A traveller from the beginning of the 19th century
stated that infibulated girls (ÓvirginsÓ) commanded a higher price at the slave
market (Warsame et al. 1985:2-3, Mackie 1996:103). The first indisputable account
of infibulation was given by Pietro Bembo, a historian whose work was published in
the 16th century. In countries at the Red Sea, Óinhabited by blacks, [É] private parts
are sewn together after birth, but in a way not to hinder the urinary waysÓ (in
Cloudsley 1983:111). Another account was given by Dos Santos in 1609: inland
from Mogadishu in Somalia a group had Òa custome to sew up their Females,
specially their slaves being young to make them unable for conception, which makes
these Slaves sell dearer, both for their chastitie, and for better confidence which their
Masters put in themÓ (cited in Mackie 1996:1003).

Fran Hosken (1993:71) admits that the origin of female genital operations is
unknown. In the chapter about the historical background, she discusses a number of
historic sources where female circumcision is mentioned, and begins by stating that
Ó[t]he extirpation of sexual satisfaction of women Ð indeed, the sexual castration of
women Ð is the purpose of the operations, as stated throughout the historic literatureÓ
(1993:73), and concludes later:

What is most striking, perhaps, about these accounts is how little has changed. The descriptions
given, the male attitudes revealed from the past are much the same today [Hosken 1993:84].

She goes on to talk about the patriarchal attitudes about virginity, chastity and
seclusion, connecting it to sexual assault and rape in the Western world. ÓRegardless
of the diversity of context and meaningÓ, comments Obiora (1997a, unpaginated),
Ósome feminists campaigning against female circumcision explain the origin of the
practice monolithically in terms of sexual politics and patriarchal controlÓ. She
continues by refuting a series of feminist arguments said to support the hypothesis of
patriarchal origin, e. g. the idea of female circumcision as a way of controlling
female sexuality in a polygyneous society, where the man allegedly would have
problems satisfying numerous wives sexually.

A related idea is that in patrilineal societies female circumcision is a way to
ensure that the husband is the biological father of his children. Gerry Mackie (1996,
2000) argues along this line, claiming that the origin of infibulation is to be sought
in the imperial structure of the ancient societies in the north-east part of Africa. (His
theory of the origin will be further discussed in section 4.9.4) Obiora (1997a) points
out, to counter such views, that female circumcision exists in some polyandrous and
matrilineal societies as well. At the same time there are patrilineal and polygyneous
groups where no female circumcision is practised. Thus, these criteria are neither
sufficient nor necessary conditions for understanding the historical background of the
tradition.

Pia Grassivaro Gallo (1992) has an elaborated theory on the origin of infibulation
completely void of making accusations against the male species.48 In a cultural
materialist spirit, Gallo speculates about how infibulation once started as an
evolutionary response to a climatic change in Somalia, causing an exposed existence
to women living by mixed herd pastoralism. To defend themselves from predators
                                                
48Kassamali (1998:41), and Knudsen (1994:27-28).
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(while their men were out herding the camels) they introduced the tradition of
infibulation to avoid attracting the animals through their sexually linked female
odours.

A more widespread theory claims that infibulation historically was a means to
protect young girls from rape when they were out on their own herding animals.49

Brotmacher claims that the practice of infibulation Óis justified by the need to
protect young women when they are sent to fetch water, or are away from their
menfolk whilst pasturing livestockÓ (1955:220).

Female circumcision has historically also occurred in the West, but never as a
traditional ceremony. The knowledge of Greek gynaecologists was picked up by
western gynaecologists in the 17th century, some of whom used clitoridectomy
trying to cure hysteria or other forms of neuroses, masturbation, promiscuity,
epilepsy and other disorders imagined to be associated with the female genitalia.50

In America chemical clitoridectomy, by a silver nitrate solution, was
recommended in gynaecological textbooks as a means to treat disorders in females
(Anees 1989:107f, Dorkenoo 1994:30). The last clitoridectomy intended to cure an
emotional disorder known to have been performed in the US took place in the 1940s
on a five-year-old girl (Sheehan 1997:333).

The only non-medical occurrence of female circumcision in the West is based on
reports about a Christian sect in Russia, the Skoptzy, which was said to practice
clitoridectomy and infibulation on some of their women in the 19th century. The
verse of St Matthew (19:12) provided the foundation of the idea: ÓThere are
Eunuchs, which made themselves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of HeavenÕs sakeÓ
(Sanderson 1981:28, 45, Anees 1989:105, and Knudsen 1994:36).

4.5 Islam and female circumcision

Even if female circumcision is practised in societies with Muslims, Christians, Jews
and groups with non-scriptural religions, in western societies there is a tendency to
associate female circumcision with Islam.51 This section will briefly discuss some
of the possible positions from a Muslim perspective. As my Somali informants
refer to the Koran and the hadiths when they explain their dissociation of any harsher
forms of female circumcision (see section 5.6), the discussion here will focus on
these sources. This is interesting considering that the Somalis belong to the ShafiÕi
law school, which is one of the two Islamic law schools (out of five) regarding

                                                
49There are also the psychoanalytic speculations by the anthropologist Geza R—heim in ÓThe

National Character of the SomaliÓ (1932): He sees a connection between infibulation and
male castration-anxiety. For a thorough discussion on historical sources regarding the spread
of infibulation, see Hicks (1993).

50Widstrand (1964:122), Cloudsley (1983:118), and Gallo & Viviani (1988:174).
51For a thorough passage on clitoridectomy in ancient Medicine, see Brooten (1996). For a

discussion on clitoridectomy in the West, see Sheehan (1997), Duffy (n.d.) and Lightfoot-
Klein (1989a:179ff).
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female circumcision as required. The form recommended is a mild type. It is a
paradox, however, that in many parts of the Muslim world where the ShafiÕi law
school dominates, the practice is non-existent (Roald 2001:243f).

Islamic law involves five categories according to which all human actions can be
classified: 1) required, commanded; 2) recommended; 3) permitted; 4) disapproved;
5) forbidden (e.g. Lewis 1994:5). The second category, including acts that are
deemed to be recommended, is called sunnah in Arabic, thereby having the same
superficial denomination as sunnah circumcision. This is the main reason behind the
fact that some Somali informants in this study merge the two concepts of sunnah-
classified acts and sunnah circumcision, thereby concluding that sunnah circumcision
of girls is a religiously recommended act (further discussion in sections 5.2 and
5.6).

Muslim researchers and activists have engaged in the debate of whether female
circumcision is an Islamic phenomenon or not. There is no way to state a ÓtrueÓ
Islamic position, as all of the involved argue from their own interpretations of the
written sources. This section will work as a background to the statements made by
many of the Somalis in this study, who claim that reflection upon Islam made them
reassess the practice of female circumcision.

Female circumcision is not practised in an overwhelming majority of Muslim
societies in the world, nor in Saudi Arabia, where Islam had its origin in the 7th

century. In 80% of the Islamic world, the practice is unknown (Lightfoot-Klein
1989a:41).52 As pointed out in the section above, about the historical background of
female circumcision, it is established that these practices were firmly rooted in
parts of Arabia and Africa thousands of years before these areas were Islamised or
Christianised. When so happened, the customs were integrated into these religious
belief systems. Some writers argue that the view on women inherent in Islam is very
much in tune with the attitude to women expressed in the traditions of circumcising
women:

[A]lthough Islam does not openly favor female circumcision and the operation is not
performed in most non-African Muslim countries, Islam may have provided the ideal that
reinforced the ongoing process of increasing subjugation of women [Toubia 1985:151].53

Other authors question this conclusion (e.g. Ivan 1997:19ff), some arguing for the
direct opposite standpoint (see e.g. Anees 1989:112). What can be said for sure, in
any case, is that female circumcision is not mentioned in the Koran. The religious

                                                
52See e.g. Jordan (1994), who opens an article in British Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology with

the words: ÓFemale genital mutilation [É] is a barbaric, abhorrent and widely criticised
custom, although sadly this age-old Muslim ritual is still common in some parts of the worldÓ
(ibid.:94). For a listing of different religious groups practising female circumcision, see e.g.
Toubia (1995:13); Cohen-Almagor (1996) on Bedouins in Israel; Ghadially (1991) on Bohra
Muslims in India; Andersson (1997) on Falasha Jews in Ethiopia and attitudes among the
Ethiopian Christians; Abdalla (1982:81f) on Roman Catholic converts in Ethiopia in the 16th

century; Johnson (2000) on Madinga in Guinea-Bissau. Abdalla (1982:21) reports on
Christians in Sudan practising infibulation.

53In spite of this, it is not unusual with very generalising statements about female circumcision
and Islam in the literature, for example: ÓMuslim men hold uncircumcised women in
contempt as immoral freaksÓ (James 1994:8).
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sources at hand, then, are the hadiths. Hadiths are testimonies about the sayings and
doings of the Prophet Mohammed. Hadiths can be either strong or weak, according
to how scholars evaluate the given chain of transmission back to the Prophet, or they
can gain authenticity and strength through ranking by classical scholarship, i.e. the
extent of agreement among religious scholars.54 The most frequently quoted hadith,
both in the literature and among Somalis I talk to, is the one about how the Prophet
talks to a circumciser on her way to perform the procedure. The Prophet then says, in
one of many possible translations into English:

Do not overdo it, because it [the clitoris] is a good fortune for the spouse and a delight to her.55

There is a weakness in the chain of transmission of this hadith, which bring about that
some scholars claim that there is no sunnah to comply with in the matter of female
circumcision (Al Naggar 1997:7, and Winkel 1995:5). 56

Strong or weak, it is still not clear how to interpret it. Some Muslims claim that
the Prophet propagates for a mild type of female circumcision, a symbolic
operation where nothing at all or only a tiny part of the clitoris is removed.57 Most
Muslim scholars believe that the Prophet would have condemned what is today
known as infibulation. ÓCircumcision not carried out according to the sunnah [of the
Prophet] is forbidden by all religious circlesÓ, says e.g. Abu-Sahlieh (1994,
unpagi nated).

Yet other scholars understand the hadith as a way for the Prophet to condemn the
whole tradition of female circumcision altogether, and claim that his utterances
show that he, in time, had the purpose of being more outspoken about his
opposi tion.58 In the same way as the Prophet step by step dissociated himself from
the use of alcohol, Muslim intellectuals in RoaldÕs (2001) study argue that it is
possible to believe that he had the intention to counteract the harmful practice of
                                                
54See also Hicks (1993:25).
55See e.g. Winkel (1995), and Al Naggar (1997:9).
56Quoted in Winkel (1995:4, insertion in original). Later he quotes another version: ÓDo not

overdo it, because that [the clitoris] is lucky for the woman and dear to the husbandÓ (1995:5).
ÓReduce but do not destroy, this is enjoyable to the woman and is preferable to the manÓ
(Kassamali 1998:44) is yet another version, like ÓJust touch the surface lightly and do not cut
deep; her face will grow beautiful and her husband will rejoiceÓ (Anees 1989:111). See also
Roald (2001:243), Giladi (1997:264), Abu-Sahlieh (1994) and AbduÕr-Razzaq (1998). The
differences in versions are due to translations from Arabic, but also to the fact that hadith
col lections show variations in rendering the hadiths.

57According to the islamologist Jonas Svensson, it is doubtful if the hadith is reliable at all; most
Muslim jurists are sceptical to it. Personal communication (2 April 2002). See also Roald
(2001:245).

In the research group conducting the study among Somalis in Malmš in 2000, we soon
realised that we had to analyse the use of the word sunnah among our interviewees. We came
to the conclusion that the informants operated with four different concepts, as described in
section 5.2. Sunnah, as used in the sentence above, refers a normative religious term; to the
classification of some acts as commanded or rewarding in a religious perspective.

58See e.g. Winkel (1995) for this interpretation. For an int erpretation stating that the tip of the
clitoris should be removed, see e.g. al-Ghawabi, in AbduÕr-Razzaq (1998:31). For examples of
fatwas [fatwas: opinions of Muslim religious scholars] on the matter, see Abu-Sahlieh (1994),
and Roald (2001).
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female circumcision (ibid.:249f). There is no evidence that the Prophet had his own
daughters circumcised; a fact that has been used as an argument against female
circumcision by those opposing the practice (Anees 1989:111, AbduÕr-Razzaq
1998:76, and Roald 2001:241).

Another hadith, among the few mentioning female circumcision, includes this
instruction:

If the two circumcised parts have been in touch with each other, ritual purification [ghusl] is
necessary [Anees 1989:111].59

Ritual purification of the whole body, ghusl, should be undertaken when a man and a
woman have had sexual intercourse. Are these words to be understood as if the
Prophet supported circumcision of women? Some choose to understand it this way,
whereas e.g. Roald (2001:247) discusses whether the utterance can be regarded as a
historical fact rather than a recommendation concerning female circumcision. The
statement may be seen as a comment upon the fact that there were circumcised
women in the area where the Prophet lived at this point in history, and does not have
to be interpreted as an approval of the tradition per se.

Finally, another weak hadith, awakening controversy among scholars:

Circumcision is a way for men, but is merely ennobling for women [Anees 1989:111].60

The most frequent interpretation of this hadith seems to be that circumcision is a
religious duty for men, while it is an honourable act for a woman Ð Óthere is no harm
if a woman is circumcised whereas for a man circumcision is unavoidableÓ, as a
scholar from the 10th century put it (Ibn Babawayh, quoted in Giladi 1997:263).
Many scholars, though, seem to ignore this hadith, as it is considered weak. Some
scholars are of the opinion that if female circumcision is to be performed Ð Óthere is
no harm in not doing it, and there is some reward in doing itÓ (Winkel 1995:4) Ð
then only a mild operation, either a pricking or a removal of prepuce, is to take
place. Removal of the whole clitoris in a woman can be compared to removing the
penis of a man, according to Winkel (ibid.).

Muslim scholars propagating for an eradication of female circumcision find some
support in the Koran. The passages ÓVerily, we create man in the best conformationÓ
(95:4 in the Koran),ÓLet there be no alteration in AllahÕs creationÓ (30:30) and ÓHe
perfected everything he createdÓ (32:7) are often adduced to lay down the fact that
genital operations in women strongly conflict with fundamental values in Islam.61

                                                
59See e.g. Kassamali (1998:43), Al Naggar (1997:8), and Toubia (1995:19f, n4). Also the Egyptian

physician and feminist El Saadawi claims this, according to Mekuria (1999:494).
60See also Abu-Sahlieh (1994). For a discussion on the hadith including Arabic expressions, see

Giladi (1997:262) and Roald (2001:247).
61For an extensive account of the position of the four different schools of Islamic law on this

hadith, see Roald (2001:242ff). See also Abu-Sahlieh (1994) and al-Hadidi, in AbduÕr-Razzaq
(1998:42). See al-Hadidi for an interpretation that the verse shows Óthe obligation of female
circumcision in some rare cases in which the clitoris or labia are abnormal in size or thicknessÓ
(in AbduÕr-Razzaq 1998:41). For a discussion covering all the hadiths involving female
circumcision, see various contributors in the volume edited by AbduÕr-Razzaq (1998) and
Roald (2001:242ff).
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These Muslims scholarsÕ attitude is paradoxical, as they at the same time accept
male circumcision Ð such a procedure also changes GodÕs creation.62 But none of my
informants, who claim that they are opposed to (harsher forms of) female
circumci sion with the argument that Islam forbids any harm to GodÕs creation, have
mentioned that they have a problem accepting male circumcision.

The t radition of female circumcision has met with opposition among Muslim
scholars also in historical times, e.g. in imam an-Numan ibn Thabit ibn Zuta Abu
Hanifah in the 8th century, according to Anees (1989:111). Abusharaf (2000:164f)
reports a later example: Noted Muslim leaders in Sudan launched successful anti-
circumcision efforts as early as in the middle of the 19th century.

One of the fundamental Islamic values often mentioned in discussions about
female circumcision is the Islamic principle of womenÕs right to sexual satisfaction
in marriage (see e.g. Winkel 1995, Anees 1989). A well-known and often quoted
opponent of female circumcision is the Egyptian physician and feminist debater
Nawal El Saadawi, who has argued against female circumcision on the basis of
womenÕs rights to sexual fulfilment and within an Islamic discourse:

If religion comes from God, how can it order man to cut off an organ created by Him as long as
that organ is not deceased or deformed? God does not create the organs of the body
haphazardly without a plan. It is not possible that He should have created the clitoris in a
womanÕs body only in order that it be cut off at an early stage of life. This is a contradiction into
which neither true religion nor the Creator could possibly fall. If God has created the clitoris as
a sexually sensitive organ, whose sole function seems to be the procurement of sexual pleasure
for women, it follows that He also considers such pleasure for women as normal and legitime,
and therefore as an integral part of mental health [El Saadawi 1980:42].

Bullough, specialised in historical attitudes to sexuality in different religions,
points out that Islam, compared to some basic traits in traditional Christianity,
stands out as a very Ósex positiveÓ religion (1995). Among those who have influenced
the view on sexuality in the history of Christianity, Augustine (who died in the
middle of the 5th century) may be one of the most prominent. He commented with
precision on intercourse and propagated that sex should be practised only Óbetween a
married couple with the woman on the bottom and the man on the top and only in
the orifice (vagina) with the instrument (penis) that God had given humansÓ.63 A l l
forms of sexual activity, except for the coitus practised for the purpose of
procreation, were considered sinful. Saint Thomas Aquinas renewed some of the
Christian doctrines in the 13th century, but retained AugustineÕs attitudes to
sexuality. Celibacy was the highest virtue, even in marriage. Among those
challenging this view were Martin Luther and John Calvin in the 16th century. Some
of the more traditional ideas about sexuality were kept alive in their teachings, but
they gave prominence to marriage and to the pleasure of intercourse more than to
celibacy (Bullough 1995:446ff).

According to Bullough, Islam was more influenced by Judaism than by
Christianity when it comes to views on sexuality. The Prophet considered sexual
                                                
62In for instance Sudan, Muslim scholars have based their opposition to female circumcision in

the Koranic passages (Roald 2001:238f).
63Thanks to the i slamologist Jonas Svensson, who pointed out this paradox to me.
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intercourse to be one of lifeÕs true sources of rejoicement. Many researchers describe
the Muslim view on women in general as erotic beings, but like men they have the
right to sexual fulfilment within marriage and to sexuality not associated with
procreation:

Muslim jurists [É] believed that women had two distinct rights, one to children and another
to sexual fulfilment, so that the very concept that Muslims held of sexual fulfilment was alien
to the idea that sex within marriage was legitimate only for the purpose of procreation
[Musallam, Sex and Society in Islam (1983), quoted in Giladi 1997:261-262].

Actually, according to Islamic law, impotence in men and sex too seldom are
legally valid reasons of divorce for women. Comparing the view on sexuality in
Islam and Christianity, intercourse in Islam does not carry the touch of sin
traditionally prevalent in Christianity (Kassamali 1998:43f, and Abu-Sahlieh
1994). Intercourse, always within marriage, is even regarded as a rewarding act in
the eyes of God as it keeps one away from committing adultery.

The clitoris, in Islamic tradition, is looked upon as the source of female passion
(see e.g. Bullough 1995:448f, and Anees 1989). This fact, in combination with the
Koranic ban on damage of what God created, gives rise to conclusions like the
statement below:

The pre-Islamic pagan rituals of clitoridectomy and infibulation must come to a halt in
Mu slim countries. The dignity, honour and right to sexual fulfilment that Islam guarantees to
all women must be by a total ban on all reinforced non-medical surgical manipulations of
female genitalia [Anees 1989:113-114].64

Yet others claim that a sunnah circumcision is beneficial as it curbs an otherwise
excessive and therefore harmful sexuality in women (see e.g. Salim, in AbduÕr-
Razzaq 1998: 51, and al-Ghawabi, ibid.:31). Hicks (1993), among others, has a
discussion about this image of women as erotic creatures.65 There are ideas among
some practisers of female circumcision that women by nature are oversexualised. In
this perspective female circumcision can be seen as instrumental to subdue this sexual
drive. But the contrary idea also exists: that a removal of the prepuce of clitoris may
increase sensitivity in this area and accordingly be a mean of heightening the sexual
response (in Roald 2001:252, and in Gruenbaum 1996:470).

The stand taken by most Muslim scholars on the tradition of female circumcision
seems to support mild or symbolic sunnah circumcisions or no circumcision of girls.
Roald claims that Egyptian Islamists have an indifferent attitude to the practice or
favour it, living in a society where it is widely practised, whereas ÓIslamists from
other Arabic-speaking countries tend to have a strong emotional reaction against itÓ
(2001:252), the strongest being an opposition to female circumcision (ibid.:253).

                                                
64Bullough (1995:446) refers the ideas of Augustine.
65Anees 1989:113-114. See also e.g. Giladi (1997:264-265): ÓThe consciousness of the inter-

dependence of male and female in the context of sexual pleasure and particularly of the
womanÕs right to sexual satisfaction even within a patrilineal-patriarchal family structure may
be seen as one of the important factors in shaping the Islamic attitude towards female
circumcision.Ó
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According to Giladi (1997:266) and Abu-Sahlieh (1994), the position of the ulama
(the Islamic scholars) today urges the faithful practising female circumcision to
adopt the most moderate form of circumcision. Despite this fact, many lay
Muslims understand clitoridectomy and infibulation to be religious duties.66 This
makes sense, if one considers the fact that to the great majority of people practising
female circumcision religious texts are out of reach. Reflection upon Islamic sources
is an activity restricted to the religious elite, and the discussion does not reach
ordinary people. Religious texts do not necessarily guide peopleÕs practices in
everyday life. However, there is reason to believe that legitimating infibulation by
means of religious arguments would be trickier if people had access to the religious
sources.

This state of things was obvious in a minor fieldstudy conducted by a Swedish
theologian, Helena Andersson (1997), in a part of Ethiopia where primarily
clitoridectomies and excisions were practised. She interviewed some Muslims
adhering to the Islamic precepts at different levels in society on the topic of female
circumcision and Islam: a few intellectual leaders at the Ethiopian Supreme
Council, an imam in a small mosque and a couple of poor and illiterate women.
The intellectuals were f irmly opposed to the tradition of female circumcision,
classifying it as haram (forbidden according to Islam), basing their standpoint on
the Koranic ban on destruction of GodÕs creation. The imam pointed out that
female circumcision in no way should be understood as a religious duty, but
personally he approved of it, as it was good for marriage: female circumcision
subdued the oversexuality in women and, thus, decreased the risks of adultery.
Finally, the illiterate women were convinced that female circumcision is a religious
duty for Muslims, as an uncircumcised woman is ritually impure. Andersson
concludes that the religious texts have no bearing at all upon the attitude of these
women, as they have no access to them. The tradition in itself is a crucial sign of
their piety:

The women cannot read, and therefore, concrete rituals like FGM are given an important role
in passing on their social and religious identity to the next generation [Andersson 1997:21].

Lacking the possibility to read and interpret the Islamic sources, female
circumci sion to lay people can be comprehended as an authentic way to be religious;
it can have a significant meaning as a practice of devotion. In Somalia, Ôto be
circumcisedÕ is metaphorically interchangeable with Ôto become MuslimÕ among
ordinary people, according to Gallo & Viviani (1988:173).

In sum, the Muslim religious scholarship includes various positions in the field of
female circumcision. The literature shows no evidence that there are Muslim
scholars who are in favour of infibulation (pharaonic circumcision). Some condemn
the practice of female circumcision in all its forms. Some are advocates of a
procedure which involves the removal of the tip of the clitoris, others claim that it
must only involve the prepuce of the clitoris. Yet other favour a symbolic procedure,
i.e. a pricking or a minor cut but no removal of any tissue. Some highlights that

                                                
66See also e.g. Giladi (1997), Kassamali (1998), Sanderson (1981), Toubia (1985), and Anees

(1989).
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female circumcision is an honourable act (and ought to be carried out), while others
stress the voluntariness and the possibility to leave the practice altogether.

It seems that refraining from practising female circumcision generally is
considered consistent with Islamic principles, based on interpretations of the hadiths
quoted above. However, it is practically impossible for a scholar to state that all
forms of female circumcision are forbidden (haram) according to the Islamic
sources and the position of the law schools (they can, however, say that it is not
recommended). This will be further discussed in section 10.3.4, as this has
consequences in the Swedish context. Swedish activists aim at forcing religious
spokesmen to make the statement that Islam forbids all forms of female
circumcision.67 The difficulty in making such a generalised statement makes the
position of the I slamic scholars in Sweden vulnerable to accusations implying that
they are in fact advocates of Ógenital mutilationÓ of girls.68

4.6 Occurrences of female circumcision among Somalis
in exile

Sweden has had legislation against female circumcision since 1982. In 1999, the law
was reformulated to include future cases of circumcision of Swedish girls taken
abroad for the procedure (even in countries where the act is not criminalised). Until
today, no such case has been authenticated in Sweden. A review of the situation in
western countries where exiled Somalis live shows that in no country the authorities
managed to take any case to court (except in France, where West African parents and
circumcisers have been sentenced). According to Dorkenoo (1994:127), no
systematic studies on the incidence of female circumcision have been carried out in
western countries. Estimations of how many girls in western countries risk being
subjected to circumcision are based upon immigrant figures and estimates of the
extent of the practice in Africa (ibid.). To the best of my knowledge, her statement
is still valid, with the exception of the study conducted by Morison et al. (1998,
n.d.) in England.

All countries mentioned below have either a criminal code, which explicitly
prohibits female circumcision, or have possibilities to take proceedings against

                                                
67For an example of female circumcision (clitoridectomy) as an integral part of Muslim identity,

see Johnson (2000) about the Mandinga of Guinea-Bissau The practice involves Óa cleansing
rite that defines a woman as a Muslim and enables her to pray in the proper fashionÓ
(ibid.:219). The practice is universally favoured by the women in this group. See also
Dellenborg (2000) on female circumcision as a religious (Muslim) act among the Joola in
Casamance, Senegal.

68ÓIt turned out [É] that the contacts with the religious leaders did not give the result we had
expected. That is, a clear declaration that all types of female circumcision lack any kind of
religious supportÓ says Jamila Said Musse, one of the officials in the Gothenburg Project (in
OmsŠter 1996:10, my translation from Swedish. See also OmsŠter 1996:22f).
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perpetrators according to more general sections of the penal code, involving crimes
of violence, mutilation, etc (like France).

About 16,000 persons with Somali citizenship live in Denmark.69 There has not
been any report to the police about illegal female circumcision, nor any
investigation initiated by the social authorities concerning female circumcision,
according the Danish national board of health and welfare. Denmark has not
removed the legal principle of double criminality, which means that no cases of
female circumcision carried out in a country where it is legal can be taken to Danish
court. There are constant rumours in the groups concerned about young Danish
African girls being circumcised. Yet there is no substantiated evidence in the form
of court cases or social service documentation. This does not mean that the rumours
are false, only that they remain unverified. According to the Danish Ugeskrift for
L¾ger [Weekly journal for physicians] (2002), the Danish national campaign against
female circumcision has been a success. The Danish Somalis affirm that the
campaign has led to a striking decrease of the illegal and harming circumcision
(ibid.:1842). The situation in Denmark seems to resemble the one in Sweden:
Danish African imams are comfortable to speak out about the unnecessity to
circumcise girls, while they are reluctant to state that all forms are to be considered
religiously forbidden. The general picture of the Somali exile group is that there
seems to be a widespread opposition to pharaonic circumcision, while the attitudes
to sunnah circumcision remain unclear or ambivalent.70

In Norway, the law on female circumcision was formulated in 1995, and came
into force in 1996. From the very beginning it included a prohibition against female
circumcision of Norwegian girls abroad, even in countries where the practice is not
criminalised. There has been one report to the police concerning female
circumci sion, when a Gambian woman reported her husband. This report was, for
unclear reasons, withdrawn. A Norwegian Somali girl who went to court to escape
from forced marriage stated that she had been circumcised, but was not willing to
report it formally. Rumours are frequent and a list with anonymous examples of
Norwegian African girls said to have been circumcised has been edited by an
organisation working to support immigrants in Norway.71 No case has been taken
to court.

                                                
69Personally I have met one Somali imam who have claimed all forms of female circumcision to

be haram Ð in Sweden. Imam Bashir in Stockholm (personal communication, 19 February
2002) has argued for several years that the specific conditions of the exile situation makes it
religiously unlawful to let the girls go through any form of circumcision. As the possible
outcome may be a disaster for the girl and her entire family Ð the mother risks penalty and the
family risks losing the custody of the girl etc. Ð it must be considered a bad option from an
I slamic point of view and, thus, haram.

70All information about Denmark supplied by Tove Pietersen at the state project ÓForebyggelse af
omsk¾ring af pigerÓ (Prevention of circumcision of girls), Sundhedsstyrelsen (National board of
health and welfare), 8 April 2002.

71All information about Norway supplied by R. Elise B. Johansen at the state project against
female circumcision ÓOmsorg og KunnskapÓ, 5 and 8 April 2002. Johansen states that she has
personal knowledge of two girls who were circumcised abroad two years ago. In January 2001,
the Somalis in Norway numbered a little more than 10,000 (almost 8,000 were born in
Somalia and, therefore, first generation immigrants). Figures from Statistics Norway,
www.ssb.no, accessed 30 July 2002.
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In Germany, there is no authenticated case so far. According to Rahman &
Toubia (2000), Óthe German police have generally been reluctant to investigate
reports of FC/FGM. Police tend to see FC/FGM as a matter of religious exercise
rather than a criminal matterÓ (ibid.: 160-161). However, there is no indication of
the number of reports to the police. 6,000 girls are said to risk being subjected to
circumcision. A press release edited by the German police was published on the
internet in 2000, where Ócases in Nordrhein-Westfahlen and BerlinÓ were mentioned.
However, no case has been taken to court. In the Berlin case the physician said to be
involved in female circumcision was acquitted on account of lack of evidence. The
alleged cases in Nordrhein-Westfalen were refused by the public prosecutor, said to
have referred to freedom of religion.72

In New Zealand, there are some 3,000 women and girls from countries where
female circumcision is practised, the majority of whom come from Somalia
(figures from 1997; Rahman & Toubia 2000:190). In 1998, there had not been any
case of criminal investigation concerning female circumcision (ibid.:192). In
Canada, where the population of Somali origin number about 50,000, there are no
known instances of arrest for female circumcision (in 1998, Rahman & Toubia
2000:121).73 In the United States, there are at least a million immigrants from
Africa. In 1995, there was an inflow of 42, 500 permanent settlers from Africa
(Rahman & Toubia 2000:236). To date, there have been no criminal prosecutions at
federal or state level (ibid.:237).

In England there is still not a single documented case of unlawful female
circumcision, even if the study conducted by Morison et al. (1998, n.d.) suggests
that there have been, and maybe still are, instances of girls being circumcised abroad
or at British clinics.74 Dorkenoo (1994) states that she has come into contact with
cases of pending circumcision of girls in the UK, and with second-generation girls
who had already undergone the procedure. No figures are given though (ibid.:27).

France is the only western country, to the best of my knowledge, where cases of
illegal female circumcision have been documented and brought to court. Since
1978, at least 25 prosecutions of circumcisers and of parents have taken place
(Rahman & Toubia 2000:152). Some Somalis from Djibouti (a former French
colony) reside in France, but the overwhelming majority of French Africans have
their origin in West Africa. As far as I know, prosecutions for female circumcisions
in France have concerned only West Africans.75

                                                
72Information from an activist lawyer in Berlin who co-operates with the organisation ÓTerre des

FemmesÓ in TŸbingen. Her information forwarded by Klaus Jansen at the German police
force in Berlin in a telephone conversation (29 April 2002) and by his colleague Ernestine
Gohr in an e-mail (3 May 2002). Thanks to Monika Engqvist for helping me to navigate the
German websites.

73It has been brought forward by Dirie (1985:76ff) that Somali women, due to the trauma of
circumcision in early childhood, are predisposed to psychiatric illness (see section 4.2).

74The figure of Somalis in Canada is a surmise based upon information from Somalis in Malmš,
who have asked their relatives in Canada to estimate the number of Somalis there. After the
last census (in 1996), the number of Somalis in Canada was estimated to 30,200 (personal
communication in an e-mail from Michelle E. SauvŽ at Statistics Canada, 2 August 2002).

75 See also Dorkenoo (1994). The information about the absence of cases taken to court; personal
communication with Nahid Toubia, London, head of the international organisation Rainbo
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From the lack of evidence about female circumcision, several conclusions are
possible. First, the authorities could be simply ignorant or uninterested in such a
cultural practice. Second, the Somalis could be so skilful at concealing this activity
that even authorities that actively sought to find such cases could not find them.
Finally, it is possible that the lack of evidence reflects a genuine disappearance or
abandonment of this practice, i.e., changed attitudes to female circumcision due to
migration and exile. In the absence of concrete research on the topic, we are limited
to informed speculation in comparing the situation of Somalis and their cultural
practices in various countries of exile. The study conducted by Morison et al. (1998,
n.d.) indicates that there are some similarities in attitudes of the Somali exile
groups in Sweden and Britain, but also differences. These differences may be due to
selection of informants (the British study concentrating on young Somalis), but they
may also be due to substantial differences between the exile contexts in Sweden and
Britain (see Chapter Eight). It is obvious that more research Ð research aimed at
reaching insidersÕ perspectives of the issue Ð is needed to reveal what happens to the
practice of female circumci sion among Somalis in exile in western countries.

4.7 Female circumcision in Somalia

Today female circumcision is practised above all in Africa, between the tropic of
Cancer and the equator: from Mauritania, Senegal and Sierra Leone in the west to
Egypt and AfricaÕs Horn in the east, and in Yemen in the Arabic peninsula (WHO
1998). In Asia milder forms are performed among some Muslim groups in
Indonesia, Malaysia and India, and there is evidence that female circumcision has
been practised among a native group in the Amazonas of South America.76 The
variations are enormous concerning type of operation, age of the girls and, not least
of all, the motives for performing the act differ immensely.77

In Somalia, as mentioned earlier, the folk classification includes pharaonic
circumcision and sunnah (see sections 4.1, 5.1 and 5.2). About 80% of the Somali
girls are infibulated, one or a few percent have no operation at all, while the rest go
through sunnah circumcision.78 These figures stem from studies conducted before the

                                                                                                                      
(April 2002). See Dyer (1993) for a summary of the case of the British physician set up by the
Sunday Times, arranging for an operation of female circumcision.

76These cases will not be further discussed here, as the issue falls outside the scope of this thesis.
For accounts of the cases of female circumcision in France, see Gallard (1995), Winter (1994),
and Bloul (1996).

77WHO (1998) on Asia, Gebhart-Sayer (1987) on South America.
78For brief overviews, see e.g. WHO (1998), McFalls & McFalls (1984:456-457), Lightfoot-Klein

(1989a:38-41), Dorkenoo (1994:34ff) and Sanderson (1981:19ff). For a description of female
circumcision among Okiek in Kenya, see Kratz (1994); in Kenya in general, see NgÕangÕa
(1995); among Kikuyu or Gikuyu in Kenya, see Kenyatta (1959), Natsoulas (1998), and
Davison (1995); among the Rendille of Northern Kenya, see Shell-Duncan et al. (2000); in
Ghana, see Knudsen (1994) and Odoi et al. (1996); in Nigeria, see Ebomoyi (1987), Mandara
(2000), Orubuloye et al. (2000), and Caldwell et al. (1997); in Upper Egypt, see Sayed et al.
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outburst of the civil war. The figures may be different today, as suggested by
Helander (1993b, see Chapter Eight).

Sunnah operations are usually performed some time during the first two years of
the girlÕs life. Pharaonic circumcision, or infibulation, usually takes place when the
girls are about seven or eight years old.79 Infibulation in Somalia is usually not
followed by any ceremonies or festivities, as in many other groups that perform
female circumcision. It seems, however, as if the operation often is an occasion for
having some delicious food the same day and often mentioned is that the girl gets
sweets and maybe a gift.

B relates her own circumcision:

I was circumcised when I was seven years old. I went to first grade in school. I was sorry, because
everyone in my class had been circumcised. I nagged at my parents about that I wanted to be
circumcised too. I asked all the time: ÕWhy donÕt you do it to me?Õ When a girl has been circumcised,
her girlfriends come to her, they visit her and bring her candy and stuff. I wanted so dearlyÉ Finally
my mother said, ÕWell, yes, I shall see to it that you are circumcised too.Õ So finally it was my turn, I
was really happy about it, I was very pleasedÉ�[laughs].

We were newcomers to the district, so mum didnÕt know who to turn to in this area. She asked a
neighbour who told her where she could find a man who was good at circumcising. Mum and I went
together to his place to make an appointment, for me and for the girl next door who was about to be
circumcised at the same time. He worked at the hospital, he was a nurse.

It was a Friday. I remember the day so wellÉ We were two girls. She had to go firstÉ because I was
scared when we got there. I saw everything he had, knives and stuff, I realised how serious the
situation was, so I said, ÕNo, no, I donÕt want to be the first oneÉ let her begin!Õ So she entered the
room. Her mother was with her. My mother and I waited outside, mum didnÕt want me to listen to
the other girl crying and become scared. We sat outside.

Mum went with me when it was my turn. I had to lie down and then I got an injection with
analgesic.80 I was a little scared, but mum said there was no reason to be, that I wouldnÕt feel

                                                                                                                      
(1996); in Sierra Leone, see Koso-Thomas (1987) and Ahmadu (2000); in Gambia, see
Hernlund (2000); in Chad, see Leonard (2000a, 2000b); in Sudan, see Williams & Sobieszczyk
(1997), Almroth-Berggren (1998), and Almroth-Berggren et al. (2001); in Mali, see Gosselin
(2000).

79See Gallo & Abdisamed (1985): A survey of 2092 Somali women was done in 1981. 99,3% had
been circumcised; 75,7 % by infibulation and 23,6 % had an attenuated circumcision. Dirie
& LindmarkÕs (1991) study on 300 women in M ogadishu: infibulated women in their study
amount to 88%. According to the Ministry of Health in Somalia, a survey published in 1983
showed significant differences between different parts of Somalia: in Hargeysa (a city in the
north), 21% had pharaonic circumcision, while 78% had intermediate; in Mogadishu (in the
south, the capital), 70% had pharaonic and 21% had intermediate; in Burco (a village in the
north), 99% had pharaonic circumcision (in Obermeyer 1999:99n15). See also Omar (1991).

80For descriptions of the traditional operation, see e.g. Ntiri (1993), Sanderson (1981:14ff), and
Brotmacher (1955:220). Gallo & AbdisamedÕs study (1985) shows that infibulation was
carried out between the age of 2 and 15, and the mode was 7,5 years. Most girls were
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anything. She told me that she, when she was a little girl, had the operation without analgesic and that
they had joined the cuts with thorns. But I wouldnÕt feel anything, she said. The man also calmed me
by saying that everything would be fine. And I didnÕt feel anything at all when he cut. Afterwards he
stitched the wound and said that I had only a tiny opening. He told my mother that it was well done,
that there was no need for her to tie my legs, that he had performed it so well that I could soon walk or
play football or do whatever without any problems. As an adult I asked another girl from the same
area if she knew of him, and it turned out he had circumcised her too. I shall never forget his name.

There is a genre in narratives of female circumcision, especially when it comes to
infibulation in AfricaÕs Horn, which may be called Õlittle horror storiesÕ. They are
often related in activist texts and share some common features according to the
principle that everything is as devilish as one can possibly imagine: the circumciser
is a half-blind smiling sadist, the razor (if it is not a sharp stone or splinter of
broken glass) is old and rusty, nobody in the world seems to care about the suffering
little girl (see e.g. Levin 1980:197f). Such narratives, belonging to Òthe genre of
works that have engendered chills and provoked western indignation about female
circumcision in AfricaÓ (Obiora 1997a, unpaginated), often open reports in the mass
media.81

 Often, in popular articles and lectures, all the different forms of circumcision are
confused into a single lump and then solely represented by the harshest form in its
most insanitary form, even though only about 15% of the procedures in the world are
infibulations (Levi 1996, Obiora 1997a, Toubia 1993). In its typical form, the
anecdote of female circumcision only captures the worst case scenarios (Obiora
1997b:53).82

A quite different description is offered by e.g. Lightfoot-Klein in her study
mainly on pharaonic circumcision in Sudan:

Loving relatives, some of whom have travelled great instances in her honor, are with the girl
constantly, supporting her, encouraging her, focusing her attention away from the anticipated
ordeal, and in the direction of acceptance, love, empathy, and good will that is radiating toward
her from all sides. [É] At the circumcision itself (I am told) she is surrounded by loved and
loving faces that weep for her pain and offer sympathy and encouragement. Whether the child
is able to perceive this at the time is a moot point, but I have been in anterooms while
circumcisions were taking place, and I have seen the personal torment the women were
undergoing, the frantic weeping and wailing that took place as shrieks of terror and pain issued
from the other room [Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:73].

In reality the experiences of circumcision vary infinitely. The pharaonic
circumci sion in rural areas is generally performed in the girlÕs home, without any
analgesic or antiseptic, by a traditional female circumciser, often also working as a
traditional birth attendant (ummulisoyin). Families in urban areas may have the

                                                                                                                      
infibulated some time between age 5 and 10. In the bush areas the girls seem to be somewhat
older.

81Pain relieving substance.
82One such account opened the interview with the model and UN ambassador Waris Dirie in the

national news program Aktuellt, 20 September 1999. Leonard (2000a, unpaginated) calls this
kind of account Óstandard taleÓ. Further discussion in section 10.4.1.
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operation done in clinics or at home, by trained medical staff. In such cases
analgesic and antiseptic are used, and the cut is closed with surgical stitches.83

Regardless of how the operation has been performed Ð in a traditional way or in a
medicalised manner Ð it seems as if most girls share the experience of a first week
of immense pain.84 B continues:

Back at home [after the operation at the clinic] I still didnÕt feel any pain, but laterÉ it was terrible.
After an hour or so it began hurting. I couldnÕt wee, I didnÕt want to wee. For two days I didnÕt wee, I
had this sensation that my belly was growing and growing. Then our neighbour came to visit and she
said that her daughter had been a good girl, she had weed. She said it was only the first time weeing
that it hurts, then it will be normal again. She urged me to wee. I thought, ÕWhy is her daughter a
better girl than me?Õ So I weedÉ after two daysÉ The pain was terrible! Every time I weed during
the first week the pain was immense. I used alcohol to relieve the pain. I donÕt remember who taught
me, or how I came across this alcohol, but I remember using it. First I bathed down there so I got
numb, then it was easier to wee.

During this week I asked my mother why people do this. Before I wanted it myself, but now I was in
such pain. I cried and asked. Mum said, ÕWe have to do it, itÕs our religion. Everyone does it,
everyone has to do it.Õ That calmed meÉ Õhave toÕÉ What else was there to do then? We have toÉ

After a week things went back to normal again. I weed as I used to. I never had problems, not even
during my periods.

Why are girls circumcised in Somalia? In the discussion below a distinction will be
made between how the actors themselves explain their motives and various
explanatory models developed by researchers.

4.8 Motives for circumcising girls in Somalia

In a survey from Somalia conducted in 1978, where 290 women were asked about
their motives for having their daughters circumcised, 69.5 % stated that religion was
the main reason for doing it. 20 % declared that female circumcision as a way to
remain virgin in order to get married was their main motive; 9,5 % pointed out
tradition and 1% hygiene (Dirie & Lindmark 1991). In a study conducted by
Abdalla in Somalia in 1980, including 70 women and 40 men, protection of
virginity and control of sexual desire seemed to be more important reasons than

                                                
83For critical comments on such lumping together of the different types of circumcision and the

various local motives for the practice, see also e.g. Hicks (1993:12), Obiora (1997a), Shell-
Duncan & Hernlund (2000), and Ahmadu (2000:284).

84See e.g. Warsame et al. (1985), and Kwaak (1992).
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religion to those who were in favour of an upholding of the practice (Abdalla
1982:96).

Gallo (1986) carried out a study in Somalia in 1981, including 2 497
questionnaires. Tradition and/or religion seemed to be stated as the most positive
aspect of female circumcision, while fewer stated Ôbeauty of the sutureÕ, Ôremoval of
the impure partÕ and Ôpreservation of virginityÕ as the most important factor
(1996:136).

The religious aspects of female circumcision have been developed in section 4.5.
Practically every Somali is a Muslim, either in an ethnic or a religious perspective.
In Somalia, like in many other countries, there is an internal debate on the relation
of Islam and female circumcision among Muslims.

The concept of virginity is of utmost importance in Somali society. Virginity is
not an issue of hymen preserved or not Ð even if a few of the Somalis I know in
Malmš have heard of the existence of a hymen and many of them talk about a
Õnatural virginityÕ. Virginity to most Somalis is the artificial maidenhood created
by infibulation. The concept of virginity will be further discussed in section 4.9.1,
and in Chapters Five and Six.

Hygiene as a motive for female circumcision is a vague concept. Dirie (1991)
interprets ÔhygieneÕ, when stated as a reason for circumcision, as that the region of the
vulva should be without secretions of any kind and that Òthe real meaningÓ of hygiene
in this context is that the clitoris is seen as unclean and necessary to remove for the
girl to be classified as purified (ibid.:13). As the literature lacks definitions and the
descriptions are fuzzy, I once asked a group of about fifteen Somali women during
the course on female circumcision in Malmš: ÔHygieneÕ as referred to in many
studies Ð does the concept refer to 1) hygiene (clean/dirty); 2) aesthetics
(beauti ful/ugly); 3) religion (pure/unpure)? The question caused an intense discussion
in Somali, ending up in statements that all the aspects are intrinsically bound
together, maybe aesthetics being the most important trait. A smooth female organ,
with the opening as small as possible, is the most beautiful appearance. Aman, as she
tells her life story to two anthropologists, describes her impression when she, for the
first time, gets to see an uninfibulated woman in a delivery room:

It reminded me of when our cows used to have babies, itÕs similar. Since we got a small one and
sewn, when I saw this, I thought, theyÕve got a lot of cow pussy. ThatÕs what it looked like to
me.
That part of a Somali woman is covered and closed Ð it looks better. I have brothers, cousins,
and friends who have dated European women, or women who have a clitoris, and they say we
have the best one Ð they say itÕs smaller, hard, itÕs clean and itÕs less wet. I know myself we smell
better and are less dirty than women who are uncircumcised [Barnes Lee & Boddy 1994:279-
280].

It may be surprising that infibulated women Ð often categorised as victims of
mutilation Ð can find this state of their genitals aesthetically pleasing. Some writers
ascribe the male species the ultimate responsibility for this:

Since women want to please men or at least make an advantageous marriage, perhaps some
women can find a mutilated vulva more aesthetically satisfying than impaired genitalia
[Sanderson 1981:48-49].
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It is my impression, however, that many Somali women sincerely find a
pharaonically circumcised vulva preferable to an uncircumcised when it comes to the
appearance. Many consider intact genitals to look fleshy and smeary, in contrast to
the smooth and ÔcleanÕ appearance of a well healed infibulated vulva.85

Another motive sometimes mentioned is female circumcision as a response to
fear of clitorihypertrophi (an excessive growth of clitoris).86 The Norwegian social
anthropologist Aud Talle points out that she doubts that many Somalis really
believe that clitoris can grow to resemble a penis, but that the concept anyway can be
used as an instrumental argument for circumcision (1993:91). This is similar to my
experience among Somalis in Malmš. A Somali woman was interviewed about
female circumcision, resulting in an article in a newspaper, where she among other
things admitted that she never had been infibulated, but only undergone sunnah
circumcision. Some other Somalis, provoked by the fact that she so openly talked
about female circumcision to Swedes, declared that as she was not properly
circumcised, her clitoris was soon going to grow down to her knees. This statement
should not be understood literally, but probably as a jocular way to be insolent, with
the purpose of reprimanding the woman for speaking so openly about a sensitive
issue.

4.9 Explanatory models

Social scientists have tried to explain the tradition of female circumcision from a
range of angles. A functionalist approach was presented by Rose Oldfield Hayes in
1975, in an article where she claimed that the latent key function of infibulation in
Sudan is its effect on population growth, as she believed it reduces fertility.

Other writers have stressed other aspects, presented below. The section starts with
a discussion about analyses on symbolism, focusing on concepts involving sex,
gender and virginity, ending up with a closer look at symbolic analyses of the
specific practices of infibulation and defibulation.

Thereafter comes a discussion on approaches focusing on ethnic, socio-economic
and psychological aspects. The chapter is concluded with a section about divergent

                                                
85In a study in London, including 200 Somali women, 61% had been infibulated by people with

no medical training (Cameron & Rawlings Anderson 1998:50). See also Arbesman et al.
(1993) for a case study on 12 Somali women in Buffalo, N. Y.

86During the training course for Somali women in Malmš in 2000, the course participants were
to attend a gynaecological examination of an uninfibulated woman for purposes of study. I
had expected them to express the same disgust (mixed with scattered embarrassed laughs) as
when they were exposed to photographs, but they reacted with surprise and reflection facing
ÔliveÕ uncircumcised genitals. Above all the size of the clitoris was news, and they agreed that
the clitoris was surprisingly Ósmall and neatÓ. They were also fascinated by the fact that the
labia minora had a closing function, so that the genitals could be ÔopenedÕ as the labia were
separated. As the course participants found the female sexual organ in an uninfibulated
woman to be protected behind the closed labia in a very aesthetical way, they agreed on
naming their group ÔAsturÕ, meaning Ôbeautifully concealedÕ.
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positions within the field of feminist studies; and a section presenting Gerry
MackieÕs (1996, 1998, and 2000) model on convention and convention shift, the
theoretical model used to understand the empirical data of this thesis.

4.9.1 Analyses on symbolism

Sex and gender

There are some obvious physical differences between women and men. But the
cultural concepts associated to these differences differ enormously in the world.
These cultural specific notions about men and women are usually referred to as
gender, to separate them from the more biologically based category sex.

All societies in the world deal with the categories ÔmenÕ and ÔwomenÕ, as well as
ÔmaleÕ and ÔfemaleÕ, but the exact relationship between the four categories are highly
cultural specific:

It is not true to say that Woman is to Female as Man is to Male. Nor is the relationship Female to
Male the same as Woman to Man. We are dealing with four categories, none of which duplicates
or is a mirror image of another. Further, the asymmetry of any pair of these categories must be
recognised. Yet clearly the sets are to some extent related: for instance, every woman is a female,
and every man is a male. Some of the defining properties of one category may be among the
defining properties of another. But the exact relationship between these categories has yet to be
teased out. And the relationship is likely to be different in each society [Ardener 1993:20,
italics in original].

Next step has been to admit the local variety, as emphasised by e.g. Broch-Due &
Rudie (1993) and Moore (1994b): there is not one single gender system within a
ÔcultureÕ Ð complex conflicting views and individual life histories give rise to a
multiplicity of possible gender constructions in each society. They also highlight
the question of where to find the line between ÔcultureÕ (the socially constructed) and
ÔnatureÕ (the anatomically given):

[E]ven those who have let themselves be persuaded that most of our practice is culturally
determined, often cannot help thinking that there must be a core of ÔnatureÕ somewhere
[Broch-Due & Rudie 1993:27].

They argue that most feminists choose to leave the analysis at this point, at Óthe
anatomical border of the bodyÓ, as if they fear that their case would be countered i f
they involved the biological aspects in their analyses. In that way they can escape
essentialism and be able to maintain the constructionist view. If we are to leave the
current stand-off between essentialists (women and men are essentially different
from each other for biological reasons) and constructionists (the perceived
differences between what it is to be a man or a woman are social constructs), we have
to consider the multiple ways the bodyÕs materiality shapes and are shaped by
cultural perceptions and practices, Broch-Due & Rudie argue (ibid.:33).
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The feminist philosopher Judith Butler (1990) is one among others who have
challenged the biological Ð non-cultural Ð foundation of the category sex, usually
taken for granted. She argues that the distinction between gender and sex is
deceptive: the category sex is also socially and culturally constituted. There is no
sex prior to discourse, sex itself is a gendered category. It can not be seen as Óa
politically neutral surface on which culture actsÓ (1990:7). She does not deny the
material existence of the body, she points out that at the very same moment that we
define what is given by nature, we are involved in discursive construction. The
discourse making on body and sex is inevitable Ð we are unable not to think about
our body Ð but our ideas about sex, as a natural biologically founded entity, is
nevertheless a construct and has its own history of ideas (ibid.).

Moore has put forward similar ideas, concluding that all cultures have discourses
about sex; about how we are biologically constituted (1994a). Notions about a
biological property or a set of biological processes (including hormones and
chromosomes) Óis itself the product of the biomedical discourse of western cultureÓ
(ibid.:819). She sees the implications of ButlerÕs reasoning as fitting well with
anthropological research:

[W]e cannot assume that binary biological sex everywhere provides the universal basis for the
cultural categories ÔmaleÕ and ÔfemaleÕ. If gender constructs are culturally variable, then so also
are the categories of sexual difference [Moore 1993b:197].

Moore also takes yet another step toward highlighting difference. She emphasises
that gender differences do not only exist within a local cultural setting, but within
every individual (1994b).

Virginity

In her article ÓThe Semantics of BiologyÓ Hastrup (1993) analyses the concept
virginity. This physical, but above all, social state is ascribed different meanings in
different societies. In some societies, among them most western societies, a girlÕs
virginity is her own business. In other societies, it is the business of her whole family
or the whole wider group to make sure that the women are virgins at the time they
marry. According to Hastrup, a womanÕs state of virginity may then be interpreted
as a symbolic expression of social purity (Hastrup 1993:40ff).

After childhood boys usually enter into the category of ÔmenÕ (with or without
initiation rites). Girls often go through a period when they are categorised as
ÔvirginsÕ, before they marry and become ÔwomenÕ. This category of virgins differs
conceptually so much from the others that in some cultures it is conceptualised as a
third sex (Hastrup & Ovesen 1982:228f). Usually there is no specific cultural
category attached to sexually inexperienced men; men seducing women sexually
seems to be a widespread phenomenon in the world. To men, then, it is not
stigmatising to have pre-marital sexual relations, while women are supposed to be
virgins at marriage and then be faithful to their husbands. One way to solve this
paradox in many societies is, outside the established categories, to have women
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outside the social order: prostitutes or the like, women who are not ÔrealÕ women
(Ardener 1993:21ff).87

In societies where women are given away in marriage at puberty, defending a
girlÕs virginity should not be too difficult. But in groups, appreciating virginity in
brides, where a long time passes between puberty and marriage, it takes some effort
to maintain the state of virginity (Hastrup 1993:41f).88

Many authors argue (e.g. Kwaak 1992:777) that infibulation is crucial to the
concept of virginity in Somalia, as girls are supposed to become virgins through
infibulation. The same goes for the practice in Sudan, according to Hayes (1975):
Óvirgins are made, not bornÓ (ibid.:622). It is an imperative in the process of
becoming a woman, according to Somali tradition. A physical virginity is
fabricated by pharaonic circumcision, and a girl is supposed to stay this way,
ÔclosedÕ, until her future husband opens her at marriage, when she ceases to be a
ÔvirginÕ to enter the category of ÔwomenÕ (e.g. Warsame et al. 1985).

An unmarried girl who becomes pregnant usually has to leave her family and
survive on her own, sometimes by prostitution.89 She is regarded as someone who
has failed her family, and she can no longer count on social and financial support
from her family or clan. In accordance with the discussion above, one could say that
she, as she has obviously had sex out of marriage, violated the symbolic purity
ascribed to the category of ÔvirginsÕ. Nor can she be a part of the category ÔwomenÕ,
as this social label is received through marriage. The question of illegitimate
children is further discussed in section 5.4.

Infibulation

In her well-known analysis on symbolism and infibulation, the Canadian
anthropologist Janice Boddy presents a study of a small Sudanese village where all
girls are infibulated in childhood (1982). Boddy concludes that the women in this
village see the tradition as a deeply meaningful act, even a prerequisite for the
ability of having children. The symbolic expressions of infibulation are integrated
parts in a more encompassing system of symbolic meanings: pain associated with
circumci sion is also associated to other acts of female purification, which as well
include elements of heat and pain (e.g. depilatory practices when all hair except the
hair of a womanÕs head is removed before marriage). All forms of enclosedness, for

                                                
87A short account is given by Dirie (1985:95-96). See also Sundhedsstyrelsen (1999:14).
88In Sudan, uninfibulated women are generally considered to be prostitutes: Ówithout

infibulation to prevent sexual license they all would be like prostitutes in their promiscuityÓ,
Hayes explains the social logic of the relation between respected women, prostitutes and
infibulation in the Sudanese society (1975:624).

89Hicks (1993) relates, referring to Leakey (1931), how the concept of virginity was confused
among Kikuyu in Kenya thanks to missionary activity in the area. The Christian missionaries,
campaigning against the practice of female circumcision and forcing the practice
underground, were at the same time promoting the symbol of the Virgin Mary: Óthe concept
ÔvirginÕ, even when referencing the Virgin Mary, was locally translated (and interpreted) to
mean essentially Ôan unmarried girl who has been through the initiation ceremony, and who
has therefore undergone the operation of the sex organsÕÓ (ibid.:24). What had began as a
clitoral excision turned into a more extensive procedure resembling infibulation as a result of
missionary activities.



72

instance fenced yards, are kept clean and are considered to be socially important
and must be protected from evil spirits. Likewise, body orifices are potentially
dangerous, as they are openings for evil to enter. The idea of beauty is a small mouth
and narrow nostrils Ð and analogically: a narrow vagina is seen as a sign of
purification and enclosedness.

A similar analysis on symbolism of infibulation has been elaborated by Talle
(1993), who claims that a Somali child can be understood as an androgyne: the
female genitalia contain a male part (the clitoris), as well as the male genitalia
contain female part (the foreskin of penis). Through circumcision, female and male,
the femininity and masculinity in individuals are brought out Ð the child is purified
and now able to become a woman or a man.90 Helander (1987, 1988) also relates
female circumcision in Somalia to the opposition between male and female
elements. The parts of the female genitalia that are removed are called kintir , which
is synonymous with awle, meaning something like Õwith fatherÕ. It is believed in
Somalia that the genitalia of the girl and the penis of the boy are both acquired in a
patrilineal way. Clitoridectomy removes the hard, male parts and makes the
woman forever soft and feminine (1987:9f, 1988:128).

Clitoris, usually associated with masculinity but also with childhood and
impurity, is removed first. After that those parts of the genitalia which are
pigmented (labia minora and parts of labia majora) are cut, whereupon the vagina is
closed and stitched. According to tradition, the girlsÕ heads are now to be shaved.91

This is done only twice in a girlÕs life: at birth and after infibulation. Thus, one may
interpret their circumcision as a symbolic rebirth (Talle 1993:87).

The vertical scar resulting from infibulation can, according to Talle, be seen as a
fake penis. The operation implies that the girls are now symbolically transformed
into a ÔmanÕ, Ôa pure agnateÕ.92 The representation of a symbolic penis at the place of
female genitalia is a way to carve the girlÕs agnatic descent into her body: it is Óa
forceful symbol of belongingÓ (Talle 1993:98). Someone breaking this sealing, this
symbol of virginity and immaculation, without marrying the girl, has also violated
the whole agnatic group. When a girl is married, she is entrusted to another agnatic
group, where her husband is to open her and through this act make her a ÔwomanÕ
(ibid.:99).

Defibulation

Defibulation is what takes place when a woman is ÔopenedÕ, either by her husband or
by an operation performed by an outsider. In the northern parts of Somalia, it seems
to be common to turn to an outsider, to medically trained staff in clinics or to a
traditional circumciser, when it is time to open the womanÕs infibulation. In the
south of Somalia, on the other hand,  there seems to be a social pressure on the men

                                                
90Ó[T]here is no place for the illegitimate childÓ, Talle (1993:93) points out, when explaining the

logic of Somali patrilineal social structure.
91See also Sanderson (1981:58).
92According to the Somalis I have talked to, this tradition of shaving off the girlÕs hair may live on

in some places in rural areas.
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to manage to do it by themselves: Óa man has to be a man to openÓ, as a woman
from south Somalia told me.

In a study by Dirie (1991), conducted in 1978 in Mogadishu, 87% of the women
had been defibulated by their husbands without any instrument (92 women out of
119 married and defibulated, the study population consisting of women admitted
to a gynaecological ward at a hospital). 23 % (27 women) had been defibulated
with the help of instruments: knives, razor blades, scissors. 17 of these women had
been opened in this way by their husbands, the rest by other women. Two of the
women had rejected their husbandsÕ suggestions to get help with defibulation from
an outsider. Many descriptions depict Somali men without any kind of empathy,
like Bjelfvenstam (1982) in a book about Somalia:

When the woman has married and her husband is about to take possession of his virgin, he can
either do it by penetrating by force to split open the labia majora or he can cut them open with
a knife. Whatever method he uses, he will make an opening large enough for himself
[Bjelfvenstam 1982:94, my translation from Swedish].93

Defibulation can be seen as the inversion of infibulation, according to Talle
(1993:99). Some authors state that the virility of a Somali man is manifested in the
moment he penetrates a closed woman:

The penetration of an infibulated woman in marriage is an expression of the husbandÕs control
over his wife and thus an important proof of his masculinity [Warsame et al. 1985:10].

The utmost proof of a manÕs authority and control over a wife and her potential offspring is, in
fact, the penetration of her infibulation [Talle 1993:99].

At defibulation, not only a ÔwomanÕ is created, then, but a ÔmanÕ as well. When the
woman is defibulated and ceases to be a ÔvirginÕ, she changes into a fertile woman
and a potential mother. The man, on the other hand, may now as a married man
Ójoin the lineage assembly and become a politically active and full member of his
societyÓ (Talle 1993:103).

Tradition dictates that the man should be brave enough to open his wife with his
penis. But if he fails, Óhe should be brave enough to Õtake to the knifeÕÓ, asserts Talle
(ibid.:99), as they both can be seen as symbols of male selfhood and power over
women. The idea of the penis as a weapon, or a symbolic counterpart to the knife,
seems to have one of its first appearances in the writing of Geza R—heim,
anthropologist and psychoanalyst, who published an article on ÓThe National
Character of the SomaliÓ in 1932:

From the description of infibulation and of the wedding-night we may already infer that the
SomaliÕs attitude to women is strongly sadistic [1932:205]. [...] The woman is nothing but a
sexual organ and the penis is a weapon. The psychosexual attitude of the Somali men is thus

                                                
93Agnate is a person related by patrilineal descent.
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phal lic-sadistic with an exaggerated cathexis of their own organ [R—heim 1932:206, italics in
original].94

A more up-to-date description of the defibulation act is offered by Talle:

The wife, when confronted with the pain and the humiliation inflicted upon her through the
sexual act, spontaneously struggles against the efforts of the husband to ÕopenÕ her. Sometimes
the struggle turns into a veritable fight between the two and in this battle the occlusion of her
vagina, the fake penis, becomes her weapon. Many women flee or find various excuses for
postponing the consummation of their marriage. Others have to be tied with ropes so that the
husband may get a fair chance to penetrate them. Occasionally, the husbands may even be aided
by his agnates to hold the woman down while he performs his duty [Talle 1993:100].

Talle probably does not intend to generalise this scene into the whole population of
Somalis.95 None of the informants in this study have confirmed this description of
the defibulation act, when they have described their own experiences.96 It is
diffi cult to establish why this depiction is not confirmed among my informants:
whether it is a matter of differences between Somalis in exile and Somalis in
Somalia (exile Somalis in Sweden may constitute a group which is not
representative of Somalis in general; or their experiences of life in exile make them
convey this phenomenon in a way they would not, had they still been living in
Somalia, for instance because of a general adaptation to western ideology), or if it
is a result of cultural change. Early descriptions of todobo (ÔsevenÕ in Somali, the
seven days after marriage, when the man is to ÔopenÕ his wife) emphasise the male
pride:

In 1937, Villeneuve reported that after marriage the woman stayed indoors for 7 days, while the
man went into the village and displayed the knife he used to open his wife. Although men no
longer display their knives, women still stay indoors [Kwaak 1992:783].

It is possible that cultural change has developed even further, especially when it
comes to young Somalis who decide by themselves who to marry. According to the
informants in my study, physical conflicts at defibulation could arise in arranged
marriages, which are said to be less common today (Òmaybe in small townsÓ,

                                                
94For an old, but often quoted description of a defibulation in Somalia, see Lantier in McLean &

Graham (1985:3), ending with the words: ÓThe morning after the wedding night, the
husband puts his bloody dagger on his shoulder and makes the rounds in order to obtain
general admirationÓ (ibid.).

95Cathexis, according to WebsterÕs dictionary: ÓInvestment of mental or emotional energy in a
person, object or ideaÓ. R—heimÕs ideas ought to be understood within the framework of
psychoanalytical theory. In this article, he also alleges that the Somali man frequently suffers
from ejaculatio pr¾cox (Õhe spills the milk beforehandÕ) due to castration-anxiety (1932:213)
and Óin the unconscious, the Somali bridegroom is castrated anally by his father-in-lawÓ
(1932:216).

96In an article from 1995, M cCaffrey (quoted in Ortiz 1998:124) reports couples (where the
women have been infibulated) in British gynaecological services who have been married
several years and have not accomplished penetration.
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someone explained).97 Coercion and violence may occur in arranged marriages,
when the parties are strangers to each other, especially if the man is older (for a few
examples in form of cases, see Abdalla 1982). What my informants claim is that
violence is not characteristic of marriages consummated when the man and the
woman know and fancy each other. The woman above who described her own
circumcision, relates her defibulation in these words:

- For my part, problems arose when I was married. I got to know my husband when I went to
university. He was also a student. We were a couple for many years, and I think my parents suspected
it, even if I never was explicit about having a boyfriend. After we had finished our studies we had
nikaax, which means that our families agreed about us getting married. 98 Then we had known each
other for five years. After some time we got married. The first nightÉ It was so hard, actually I just
wanted to run awayÉ I told him, ÕNo, I donÕt want to do it! We canÕt do it!Õ Every night I started
worrying, ÕOh, he comes closer, what can I do?Õ I sat watching films on television and my husband
came and asked if I was going to bed or not. ÕNo, I donÕt want to sleep now, IÕm watching this filmÕ.
Sometimes, in the small hours of the morning, he came to me and said, ÕCome to bed, I wonÕt touch
you. Come on and letÕs go to sleep.Õ

Finally I told him that we had to let a doctor open it. We were abroad then, my husband had got a job
in another country. Together we went to a doctor to ask if I could have an operation to be opened. But
it cost too much, we couldnÕt afford it. We decided to open by ourselves. It took months, and I was in
pain all the time. If you do it one night, and then make a pause for three or four nights, then you have
to start over again. Then the wound has healed and you are closed again. It hurt so unbelievablyÉ but
it was hard for him too. He hated it. The whole situation was dreadful. [É] For us, it took a long time
to open me, because my husband is a good man. When I cried, he said ÕI am so sorryÕ and then he
didnÕt want to touch me there any more. It took a long time to open me, several months.

The regional differences in how to have a defibulation performed seem to linger in
exile. In a study from Norway (Johansen, in press) all the women from the northern
parts of Somalia, who had married in Norway, had been defibulated at hospitals.
All but one reported that their husbands had respected the approximately six weeks
of abstinence in waiting for the wound to heal. Couples from other parts of Somalia
faced a more complex situation:

In the southern regions of Somalia, the cultural norm states that de-infibulation at marriage
should be done through male penetration, preferably within the week constituting the
marriage ceremony. All informants, however, men as well as women, conveyed that this
procedure took longer, usually from two weeks up to two months. Young men (in their early

                                                
97However, some women stated that there are Somali men who prefer tight vaginal openings for

the sake of sexual pleasure, even if they considered their own husbands to be exceptions. This
discrepancy will be further discussed in Chapter Six.

98In a Swedish book about Somalia, published twenty years ago, the author concludes: ÓAt the age
of 15 the girls usually are married away. Often this is about maintenance or improvement of
the relation between two families Ð at least this holds for the rural population of nomads. In
the towns new ideas gain ground. More and more often young people marry out of fancy. But
still they take great consideration to their parentsÕ will and they seldom marry without their
consentÓ (Bjelfvenstam 1982:97, my translation from Swedish).
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thirties) claimed that this was a frequent topic of discussion among friends in the form of
sharing frustrations and fears, and thus contradicts references to male boasting and prestige
frequently described in literature (Lewis 1994, Talle 1987) [Johansen, in press].

The idea that Somali men become sexually aroused by a tight vagina and some
resistance, is also claimed by Kwaak (1992) and mentioned in the literature by e.g.
WHO (1998):99

The fact that infibulation enhances menÕs sexual enjoyment Ð the tighter vagina, the more
pleasurable the intercourse is said to be for the man Ð is certainly not the sole factor to explain
the persistence of the practice. But it cannot be ignored [Kwaak 1992:782].

In societies where infibulation is the norm, it might be assumed that most men are
condi tioned by a tighter vaginal entrance, by a passive women or by one who is experiencing
pain. In Somalia and Sudan forceful intercourse to penetrate a tight infibulation is hailed as a
sign of masculinity and virility [WHO 1998:36, referring to Kwaak 1992].

It should be noted that Kwaak conducted her study among women. This
representation of male preferences seems not to have been commented upon by any
men at all, according to her article in Social Science and Medicine (1992). Talle,
when pointing out that Óit is claimed that Somali men in general are said to find a
narrow vagina a source of pleasure, and that his satisfaction and manly pride is
increased by a certain amount of coercion from him and resistance from his wife in
coitusÓ (1993:100), does not specify if both women and men state this. WHO ends
the discussion by pointing out that other studies, e.g. in Egypt and Sudan, tend to
contradict this generalised picture of men (1998:36). According to Lightfoot-Klein,
the grandmothers are said to be the origin of these concepts: ÓThey reputedly tell
the young woman that the more pain a woman experiences, the more her husbandÕs
manhood will be enhanced, and the greater will be his pleasureÓ (1989a:101).

In Sudan, where infibulation in many parts is as widely practised as in Somalia,
this idea of male pleasure seems to be an important motive behind the custom
among women of reinfibulation after every childbirth (Cloudsley 1983, and
Almroth-Berggren et al. 2001). Some writers claim that there also are Sudanese
men who express that they derive far greater sexual pleasure from narrowed vaginas
(e.g. Gruenbaum 1996:461, 2000:50). Thi s should be compared to the findings of
Lowenstein (1978): in his study an overwhelming majority of the men were against
the practice of infibulation (and many also against milder forms), while the women
with few exceptions were in favour of the pharaonic type. Especially the younger
Sudanese men explained their resistance to the practice of infibulation in terms of
sexuality: Ósuch operations stood in the way of a mutually satisfying relationship
with each enjoying the pleasure of the other partner as well as oneÕs ownÓ (Lowenstein
1978:420). Almroth-Berggren et al. (2001) demonstrate from their study in a rural
area in Sudan: ÒMen were not involved in decisions to perform re-infibulation, but

                                                
99The Arabic word nikah has a double meaning in the Islamic legal discourse, referring both to

ÓsexÓ and Ómarriage contractÓ (Winkel 1995:5).
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seemed to play a supportive role when decisions were taken to not perform itÓ
(ibid.:711).

The matter is also discussed by Almroth et al. (2001b), who quite recently
performed a survey including 59 men in a rural village in Sudan, aiming at looking
into male complications of infibulation. They found that male complications, such
as difficulty in penetration, wounds and infections on the penis and psychological
problems were described by a majority of the men.100 A majority of the young men
in the study stated that they would have preferred to marry an uncircumcised
woman. Two thirds of the men who preferred a circumcised wife were in favour of
clitoridectomy, and only one third of infibulation.101

In the Norwegian study among exile Somalis, some men reported of wounds and
scars on penis. Many also described the trauma of causing pain to their newly
wedded wives and Ócited the pain of deinfibulation at marriage, as their main
grudge against the practiceÓ (Johansen, in press). Lightfoot-Klein reports the words
from a psychiatrist in Sudan, who stated that Ó[men] often felt guilt at experiencing
pleasure at the expense of their wivesÕ painÓ (1989a:11).

Some of the male informants taking part in this study also emphasised the
suffering involved in the act of defibulation, as will be discussed in section 6.2. It
seems then that at least some of the general notions about an increased sexual
satisfaction for men when their wives are vaginally very tight (or even in pain) arise
from the female sphere in study populations or from feminist oriented perspectives.
The discrepancy between empirical evidence in different studies may also originate
from a failure to discriminate between sexual ideology and individual experiences:
the depiction of men as filled with manly pride and a desire for tight vaginas (and
even resistance and pain in women) is obviously a cornerstone in the Somali sexual
ideology, and may therefore be what is conveyed by many informants in interviews.
Many womenÕs and menÕs personal experiences may, on the other hand, contradict
this generalised representation. This will be further discussed in Chapter Six.

4.9.2 Approaches focusing on ethnic, socio-economic and psychological
aspects

Ethnicity

To what extent ethnicity is a driving force behind the spreading or the maintenance
of the practices of female circumcision is, naturally, impossible to establish. In
some local contexts ethnicity becomes more salient as an important factor than in
others, and I shall discuss some of these situations below.

Several ethnic groups live in Kenya, among which Kikuyu stand out in number and
political strength. Kikuyu traditionally have had elaborated initiation rituals for

                                                
100See also Sanderson (1981:52) and Gruenbaum (2001:152ff).
101See also Dirie (1991:14), reporting incidents of ulcers of the glance of penis due to

defibulation among men in Somalia, and Lightfoot-Klein (1989a:95f).
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both boys and girls, the girlsÕ rituals including clitoridectomy.102 These rituals
symbolised the transition from childhood to adulthood, integration into the tribe
and a confirmation of being a Kikuyu with the bonds to the territory, family and
tribe (Natsoulas 1998:138). The missionaries present in the 1920s and 1930s forbid
their Christianised adherents to participate in rituals including clitoridectomy Ð
and at the same time they forbade membership in the political organisation Kikuyu
Central Association (KCA). This combination of two separate phenomena,
coinciding in time with the KCA establishing their own independent schools
(independent of the mission and the colonial power), gave the independence
movement an enormous support among the Kikuyu. Female circumcision became a
highly politicised matter, as KCA used it as a means to highlight ethnic identity.
KCA launched a campaign with the basic message that the Europeans were aimed at
extinguishing the Kikuyu: ÓFirst the land has been taken from usÉ and now they
attack our most sacred custom, what will they do next?Ó(Natsoulas 1998:143). As
uncircumcised women had problems finding husbands to marry among the Kikuyu,
the Europeans were said to be after the Kikuyu women. This alleged strategy would
in the end bring the Kikuyu to obliteration. Female circumcision now became
instrumental in an ethnic independence movement, inciting people to react against
cultural imperi alistic attacks from Europeans.103 Dr. Helen Dadet, a lecturer at the
University of Nairobi, comments on the strong emotions attached to female
circumcision in this way:

By saying that you donÕt want girls circumcised, now you are getting too close to what holds
society together. You are getting too close to what makes a Kikuyu woman feel that sheÕs a full
woman. You are touching on peopleÕs sense of values, sense of identity, sense of well-being and
if you play with what makes somebody feel like somebody you are inviting aggression [Anton
1995, in Wright 1996:255].

When two ethnic groups live in the same area, it is likely that some traditions
practised by the higher ranked group will be adopted by the lower ranked group, in
an attempt to acquire higher social status. In a discussion about the Rahad area in
Sudan, the American anthropologist Ellen Gruenbaum (1991a, 1991b, 1994a, 1996)
shows how this social logic works. In this area two major ethnic groups live side by
side: the West African group Zabarma, who earlier practised sunnah circumcision,
and the socially higher ranked Arab group Kenana, practising infibulation. The
Zabarma had, Gruenbaum realised when she returned to do fieldwork in the area in
the 1980s after ten years of absence, adapted themselves i n some aspects to Kenana
ways. They had traditionally fenced their yards, a habit that seemed to be in
decline. Women were generally less secluded and worked to a higher extent in the
                                                
102A more complex view of male preferences is also offered by the Norwegian anthropologist

Simon Rye (2002), who conducted fieldwork on female circumcision in Ethiopia. The more
general notion that men prefer ti ght vaginas for the sake of sexual pleasure was in his study
complicated by the existence of contrary notions: female circumcision (removal of the labia
minora) was said to facilitate male penetration and conception (Rye 2002:236ff). Men
seemed to agree that it is painful and almost impossible to penetrate an uncircumcised
women: Òsince she has not been circumcised her vagina is narrow and not yet readyÓ as one of
the informants expressed it (ibid.:242).

103For an ethnographic description, see Kenyatta (1959).
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open fields, many of them speaking Arabic. Experimenting with infibulation had
occurred. Zabarma girls had been scoffed at, on the sly by adult Kenana women and
openly by Kenana girls. Zabarma mothers related how their girls, being mocked,
came home asking: ÓWhatÕs the matter? DonÕt we have razor blades like the Arabs?Ó
(Gruenbaum 1994a:8, 1996:468). Infibulation was seen as a sign of ethnic
superiority: Zabarma claimed that they had adopted the tradition from the socially
dominating Arab Sudanese people. In the area, there was an internal cultural debate
about what could be said to be Muslim ways of life:

Zabarma women who generally pray regularly, wonder why the Kenana Arabs, who claim
descent from the Prophet Mohamed, neglect prayer but claim moral superiority with their
infibulations. Kenana Arabs generally considered infibulation vital to ethnic and gender
identity, male sexual pleasure, and respectability. While in this village scarcely any opposition to
female circumcision has been heard, a cultural dialog about Islamic heritage and ethnic
identity surrounds the issue of female circumcision [Gruenbaum 1994a:8].

Gruenbaum claims that this trend of affairs is observable in many parts of Sudan.
Female circumcision, especially infibulation, plays an important role in the contacts
between different ethnic groups as a marker of ethnic differences and ethnic
superiority. This aspect is woven into the more encompassing process of cultural
debate, also including religion and tradition (Gruenbaum 1991a, 1991b).

Ethnic groups in western and southern Sudan have begun to infibulate their
daughters at the same time as these areas have been ÓarabisedÓ, and despite the fact
that infibulation has been non-existent until now (Parker 1995:518, Lightfoot-Klein
1989a:48ff):

As unschooled Islamic people who erroneously believe female circumcision to be part of their
religion spread into these indigenous areas, they bring with them their customs which are
eventually adopted by less socially and economically advantaged indigenous population in order
to make their daughters more marriageable [Lightfoot-Klein 1989a:48].

Also in Uganda, border country to Sudan, there are reports about the spreading of
the tradition to infibulate girls. People who Lightfoot-Klein (1989a:50) calls
Ómilitant AfricansÓ have returned to Uganda from exile with a new awareness of
their cultural inheritance and a strong will to maintain African traditions they claim
are about to vanish due to western influence. This resurrection of ÓAfrican cultureÓ
carries in part the same logic as the KCA-controversy in Kenya in the 1920s and
1930s.104

When it comes to female circumcision in Somalia, ethnicity does not seem to
play a salient role. The only sign I have found of female circumcision to be
associated with any kind of ethnicity is the childrenÕs song (quoted in section 5.5)
starting with the words: ÓA gaal (non-Muslim/white) is not circumcised / Even a
mouse is circumcised [É]Ó.

                                                
104For further discussion on the KCA movement and female circumcision, see Natsoulas (1998),

Pedersen (1991), Thomas (1997), Browne (1991), and Robertson (1996). A short overview is
given by Sanderson (1981:65ff). For a historical account of the 20th century politics of female
circumcision in Sudan, see Bell (1998).
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All clans practice some sort of female circumcision, even if some minor groups,
at least earlier in history, seem to have done without it.105 The Arab group Reer
Xamar, native of Mogadishu, seems to practice only sunnah circumcision, while there
are other groups that seem to favour clitoridectomy.106 Historically, though,
ethnicity and quest for higher social status may have been crucial for adaptation to
the practice:

In the southern regions of the country, occupied by the Sab [É], infibulation is less consistent.
According to the information obtained during the investigation, infibulation has only recently
gained a foothold in these regions, therefore it can be reasonably assumed that the Sab
acceptance of the practice is only a manoeuvre aimed at gaining higher social status, in
imitation of the ÓnobleÓ northern peoples [Gallo & Viviani 1988:169].

Somalis in Malmš do not mention any major differences in the practice of female
circumcision between different clans, except for the Reer Xamar group, which is said
to prefer sunnah circumcision. In all clans the importance of virginity is stressed, but
what may differ is other traditions associated to circumcision: in the southern parts
of Somalia the newly married husband is expected to defibulate his wife (if he fails
and the couple turn to an outsider for assistance, they conceal this fact), while in
some parts of the North the tradition commands that the bride has her infibulation
inspected by the bridegroomÕs family, before a circumciser or a physician
defibulates the bride (see last part of section 4.9.1, and section 5.3).

At a deeper level there is a connection between the clan system and the tradition
of infibulation, Talle claims (1993). As Somali society is patrilineal, every clan has
an interest in ÔcontrollingÕ the reproduction of the clan. According to Talle, the
tradition of female circumcision symbolically is associated to clan affiliation and
maintenance of the clan system. Woman are transformed into Ôpure agnatesÕ, as
discussed in the paragraph above about infibulation (4.9.1), ritually pure members of
a clan in a system of patrilineal descent. Female fertility is the fundamental
element around which the relations between the agnatic families are constructed
(Talle 1993). The children these women give birth to make the patrilineage grow in
strength and so the number of children affect power relations between the
patrilineages.107 The symbolism inherent in infibulation is deeply interwoven with
Somali societyÕs patrilineal clan structure, according to Talle.

                                                
105How female circumcision was spread among different ethnic groups in Sudan in the middle

of the 20th century is discussed by Toubia (1995:13f). According to Talle (1979),
circumcision among the Masai in Kenya has become increasingly important as an ethnic
marker at a time of change.

106According to Gallo & Abdisamed (1985:325), the tribes of Dabarre and Lisan do not
circumcise their children at all.

107Gallo & Abdisamed (1985:325). In this study with data from 1981, 2497 women were
interviewed. The authors give an over-all account of forms of circumcision in different tribes
in Somalia.
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Social status and economic security

Another way to explain the practice of female circumcision is to highlight the
aspects of social status and economic security. Gruenbaum is one of the researchers
who have emphasised these factors (1991a, 1991b, 1994a, 1996, and 2000). She
states that we shall never reach an understanding of the phenomenon of female
circumcision, unless we take into consideration the wider context of social and
economic conditions women live under.

Gruenbaum reports from a fieldwork at a project in Sudan, concerning irrigation
of cotton plantations. This project lead to a change of many womenÕs socio-
economic situation, as opportunities for migration, permanent or temporary,
increased as the project included many women with good education and many
women with a paid job. In this situation discussions on health, religion and tradition
were stimulated Ð including a debate on the tradition of female circumcision.
Opportunities to refrain from practising female circumcision, according to
Gruenbaum, is a matter of the overall socio-economic situation:

[W]ithout greater social and economic autonomy for women, the movement to discontinue
the practice of female circumcision would prove extremely risky for those who choose to
change [É] they [people who choose circumcision] are willing to undertake the health risks
because the social and economic risks of not circumcising have been too great [Gruenbaum
1994a:2, italics in original].

In most societies where female circumcision is practised, the custom is seen as a
requisite for marriage. For the huge majority of women in these societies marriage
is the only career available: very few have the opportunity to education, employment
or a life economically independent of a husband. Marriage and procreation of
children is the obvious route to socio-economic security and a safe old age. Parents
wanting their daughters to be successful in marriage and reproduction chose female
circumcision: through infibulation the girls bear witness of unquestionable moral
status and virginity.

In GruenbaumÕs study at the cotton plantations in Sudan, some parents had
refrained from infibulating their daughters: they experienced the possibilities of
their daughters being able to maintain themselves economically in the future.
Besides that, they were aware of the fact that some men, like the ones who had spent
some time in Arab countries, did not care so much about whether their future wives
were infibulated or not (1994a:6). In other words, when other options for survival
than marriage and procreation seemed possible, many parents would consider
refraining from female circumcision.108

Obiora (1997a) has criticised the statement that an important motive for the
maintenance of female circumcision should have everything to do with
marriageability and economy, claiming that it rests on a tenuous (or even erroneous)
premise:

                                                
108For a discussion on the nature of the Somali clan system, see e.g. Lewis (1961), and Mansur

(1995a, 1995b).
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To begin with, there is no determined link between circumcision and economic dependence.
The allegation that uncircumcised women are not eligible for marriage is not supported by
precise documentation. Secondly, it is not established that marriage is a passport to material
comfort for circumcised women. Thirdly, claims of acute economic dependence are not borne
out in reality; since economic marginalization in the African context is a social reality for both
men and women, economic activity is a compelling necessity, and a tradition, for women
[Obiora 1997a, unpaginated].

Obiora may underestimate the power of ideas. If parents are convinced that female
circumcision will enhance the future prospects of their daughters, this motive will be
valid, irrespective of the fact that the factual relation between circumcision and
socio-economic security has not been established. We do not make choices out of
knowledge about actual conditions, but out of our concepts about how the world
works, and we tend to play safe.

Psychological revenge

Some writers claim that among women who themselves once have been exposed to
circumcision, there is a compulsion to reiterate against their own daughters what
they themselves have suffered.109 During the trials in France in the 1990s, where
circumcisers and parents were prosecuted and sentenced for female circumcision, the
prosecutor Weil-Curiel put forward the following argument:

[É] the mothers take some sorts of revenge for their own suffering by inflicting the same thing
on their daughters, saying to themselves, ÕWell, I had to go through this; why should my
daughter be spared?Õ [in Winter 1994:965].

The Swiss psychologist/psychoanalyst Alice Miller also embraces this point of
view. She comments upon the fact that women themselves practice and often defend
this tradition:

Why, one is tempted to ask, do women behave like this? Were they not themselves victims of
this custom, based on the inhuman demand that women should not derive pleasure from the
sexual act? WouldnÕt African women wish to protect their daughters from this mutilation,
from the brutal pain and the danger of infection, from which many women die? Obviously they
would Ð were it not for the mechanisms enforcing the repression of anger, the mechanisms by
which repressed anger is unconsciously projected onto the next generation [Miller 1997:71].

There are no studies conducted that support this explanatory model. It seems more
reasonable to believe that mothers base their decision on how they perceive that their
daughters are inflicted with as little pain as possible. A woman, interviewed in a
study conducted in Somalia in the 1980s, has suffered from the fact that her own

                                                
109Changes in the practice of female circumcision Ð to milder forms Ð were also noted after

construction of the Aswan High Dam in Sudan, resulting in new socio-economic patterns
(Kennedy 1970, in Gordon 1991:11). Boddy (1991) adds in a commentary to GordonÕs
article that Kennedy does not suggest any obvious causal connection, but points at a complex
process (ibid.:15f).



83

infibulation was not tight enough and motivates her decision to have her daughter
well infibulated with the words:

So you see, I donÕt want my daughter to experience the same thing, and the only way to protect
her from such embarrassment and humiliation is to have her infibulated [in Warsame et al.
1985:9].

One case contradicting an explanatory model stating a need for revenge is a study
based on almost 4,000 Sudanese women in a survey with questionnaires. 432 of them
were not circumcised themselves, and out of these women, as many as 20 % already
had or planned to have their own daughters circumcised. 40% of these women, in
turn, claimed the most important reason for this was Ócustom and traditionÓ. When
asked about why they thought the custom survived, one of the most frequent answers
was Ófear of social criticismÓ. Williams & Sobieszczyk (1997), who conducted the
study, speculate on the possibility that these women, themselves uncircumcised, have
suffered so much from their lack of social status that they do not want to expose
their daughters to the same vulnerable situation.

In another study, conducted in southern Somalia in the middle of the 1980s, 62%
of the 859 women were circumcised pharaonically, while the rest was circumcised
by sunnah. Among the total number, 76% had or planned to have their daughters
pharaonically circumcised Ð among them, obviously, some mothers circumcised by
sunnah (Ntiri 1993). These numbers indicate that there is a good reason to question
the revenge motive.

This explanatory model is also redundant when it comes to counting for social
processes where women, not themselves circumcised, have chosen to incorporate this
tradition into their practice, having either themselves or their daughters circumcised.
This has taken place, among other places, in specific settings in Egypt, Senegal and
Chad.110 This was also the case in western Sudan: up to the 1950s female
circumci sion was an unknown practice among the Furs and the residents of the Nuba
mountains. Through the presence of administrators, education and health
professionals from the educated middle classes of the north practising female
circumcision, a new norm was established. A survey from 1979 showed that in most
Fur and Nuba families, daughters were circumcised, while their mothers were not
(Toubia 1993:21).

In others words, there is reason to believe that women may conceive that they have
strong enough reasons to circumcise their own daughters Ð without having to
demonise them by attributing unconscious impulses of revenge.

                                                
110See e.g. Abdalla (1982:81), Joseph (1996:16), Dorkenoo & Elworthy (1992:14) and HalldŽn

(1979:34) in a folder from the Swedish International Development Agency. For a critical
comment, see e.g. Obiora (1997a).
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4.9.3 Feminist perspectives

Radical feminism

The most widespread explanatory model to female circumcision is based on
radical feminism. In this view, female circumcision is the most outstanding symbol
of subjugation of female to male (see e.g. Mann 1979:32). The most influential
activist in the field is, without doubt, the American radical feminist Fran Hosken.
She has published a many times updated huge book, The Hosken Report: Genital and
Sexual Mutilation of Females, and was the one who coined and propagated for the
term female genital mutilation, today established practically all over the world.111

Apart from claiming that the politics of genital mutilation is designed to affirm
the powers of males over female sexuality and reproduction (1993:315), she points
out African men, especially Somali men, as the true perpetrators:

FGM is a training ground for male violence. It is used to assert absolute male domination over
women not only in Somalia but all over Africa [Hosken 1993:5].

[F]or African men to subject their own small daughters to FGM in order to sell them for a
good bride-price shows such total lack of human compassion and vicious greed that it is hard to
comprehend [Hosken 1993:16].

Somalia is a classic example of the results of male violence: the practice of infibulation as family
custom teaches male children that the most extreme forms of torture and brutality against
women and girls is their absolute right and what is expected of real men [Hosken 1994:1].

Other radical feminist writers admit an existing discrepancy when labelling female
circumcision as a form of male violence at the same time as everyone can see that
women in general are the actors and often the most fervent advocates of the
tradition. A way to solve this paradox is to ascribe false consciousness to the female
actors.112

Mary Daly, a radical feminist philosopher, uses the expression Ómentally
castratedÓ to describe the women involved in this t radition. In the end of the 1970s,
she wrote Gyn/Ecology, where she blames the Óplanetary patriarchyÓ (1979:154, n) for
this Ósado-ritualÓ (ibid.:155). The custom is an expression of ÓphallocracyÓ
(ibid.:157) and the crosscultural hatred toward women (ibid.:160). She admits that
men generally are not involved as actors, and understands this as an Óerasure of male
responsibilityÓ, just another cynical aspect of the syndrome (ibid.:159f). Men
demand female castration, forcing the already mutilated women into taking an
active part:

                                                
111See, respectively, Toubia (1995:13f), Dellenborg (2000, 2001), and Leonard (2000a, 2000b).
112Obioma Nnaemeka, quoted in Obiora (1997b:52), calls The Hosken Report the ÕbibleÕ for

ÕjihadsÕ against female circumcision.
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Mentally castrated, these women participate in the destruction of their own kind Ð of
womankind Ð and the destruction of strength and bonding between women [Daly 1979:164].

The immanent evil in men as a species is an explicit or implicit theme in many
radical feminist texts, even if some writers are willing to accept that there are
exceptions:

These tendencies in the male psyche Ð ambivalence and fear Ð which are apparently responsible
for clitoridectomy, excision, and infibulation, should be explicitly recognized and denounced.
However, it is not my intention to alienate those male readers of good faith, many of whom
share the feminist cause and are outraged at the inhumanity of their brothers [Levin 1980:207].

Some feminists of African origin see the practices of female circumcision as the
optimum sign of the patriarchateÕs wish to dominate women, as e.g. the Senegalese
sociologist Awa Thiam (1986, 1998): ÓIt [infibulation] constitutes the most
eloquent expression of the control exercised by the phallocratic system over female
sexualityÓ (ibid.:1986:60), and Óin Black Africa it would seem that males have
forced women to become their own torturers, to butcher each otherÓ (ibid.:75).
Other feminists of African origins are critical to this discourse, which they see as a
purely western (neo-colonialist) product (e.g. Obiora 1997a, 1997b).

One of the most famous African feminists participating in the debate on female
circumcision is the Egyptian physician Nawal El Saadawi, a pioneer when she
started talking in public about the tradition in the 1970s. Her view is that the root of
the tradition is to be sought in the will of the patriarchate to diminish female
sexuality and force monogamy upon the women Ð basically it is a matter of menÕs
desire to dominate women.113 Nahid F. Toubia, today active at Rainbo in London,
claims that the affected women are tools for the acquiring of social honour and in
lack of any domain where they can control their own lives (1985). Women do not
want to be oppressed for having a sexuality, but as they lack the economic, political
and social power to defend their own sexuality, they suppress it themselves. The
aggressiveness directed toward their sexuality is but only one way used by the
patriarchal society to oppress women in the wider purpose of controlling their
productive and reproductive force (ibid.). ÓFemale genital mutilation [É] is an
extreme example of efforts common to societies around the world to suppress
womanÕs sexuality, ensure their subjugation, and control their reproductive
functionsÓ (1995:7).

The most well-known writer propagating for the radical feminist perspective in
the public is probably the American writer Alice Walker, author of The Color
Purple. Her commitment in the field of female circumcision was first expressed in
a novel, Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992). It is a fictive story about Tashi, who
decides herself to go through infibulation, an operation which causes her immense
                                                
113See e.g. Kluge (1996). For a critical discussion on this ascription, see an excerpt from Engle, in

Steiner & Alston (1996:955f) and Obiora (1997a, 1997b). For a comparative case, see
AbramsÕ (1997) juxtaposing of allegations of false consciousness among so called ÓfemsÓ
among lesbians and actors of female circumcision. Those African women who have tried to
present an alternative discourse on female circumcision to the prevalent western radical
feminist one have often been Ódismissed as defensive, socially conditioned to accept their
victimisation, or as operating on false consciousnessÓ (Ogbu 1997, unpaginated).
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suffering for the rest of her life, also after she had moved to live with an African-
American pastor in the US. Some writers claim that Alice WalkerÕs novel opened
their eyes to the tradition of female circumcision, while a tremendous number of
writers criticise her thoroughly.114 One of her critics is a researcher on female
circumcision in Nigeria, Emmanuel Babatunde, here concluding what he claims to
be the underlying ideas in her novel:

Africa is the land of torture and mutilation. America is the center of healing. The
intermediaries, as usual, are the missionaries. This time, however, the missionaries are African-
Americans. America is also the land of well-motivated female freedom fighters who must take
the battle of liberation to other lands on the behalf of all abused women [Babatunde 1998:18].

Babatunde maintains that as long as the efforts to eradicate the tradition of female
circumcision is focused on identifying Sub-Saharan culture with barbarity, these
efforts will be understood as a cultural war against the African continent Ð which is
rather to prevent the process toward an eradication than to promote it. Several other
African activists who work for an end to the custom criticise Walker for the same
reasons: WalkerÕs novel may well be used as a Ógauge by which to measure the
distance between the west and the rest of humanityÓ.115

Alice Walker produced, co-operating with the film photographer Pratibha
Parmar, a documentary on female circumcision, Warrior Marks, in 1993. In
connection with the release of the film they published a book about the making of
the film, Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding of
Women (1993), which also includes interviews with famous activists in the field.
Both the film and the book have been heavily criticised for having a highly
ideological, simplifying and neo-colonialist perspective.116

The radical feminist perspective: a hegemonic understanding

In a great deal of the scientific articles on female circumcision, popular or not, the
radical feminist perspective is taken for granted, often as an unreflected starting
point.117 The Economist published an article on female genital mutilation in 1996,
with the headline ÓMenÕs traditional cultureÓ and stated among other things that
Ómen (probably) first imposed FGM in their own imagined interestÓ.118 In medical
articles the same, probably unreflected, perspective is often present. In British

                                                
114Lightfoot-Klein interviewing El Saadawi, in El Saadawi (1997:65ff). See also Asefa (1998).
115Williams (1997:491) is one of those who had their eyes opened by Walker.
116Dawit & Mekuria (1993), quoted in Levi (1996:160) and in Walley (1997:427f). See also

Mekuria (1999).
117For a critical discussion, see e.g. James (1998), Levi (1996), Obiora (1997a, 1997b), Levi (1996),

and Kassamali (1998). See also section 10.4.1.
118See, among many others, e.g. Potts & Short (1999), Mann (1979), Cohen-Almagor (1996) on

female circumcision and murder for family honour among minorities in Israel, Maina-
Ahlberg (1998) in a publication for SIDA, the Swedish International Development
Cooperation Agency, on female genital mutilation in general, and McLean & Graham
(1985), in a Minority Right Group Report.
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Medical Journal Black & Debelle (1995) claim, without any attempts to support
their statement with empirical evidence:

Female genital mutilation is supported and encouraged by men; indeed the operation can be
regarded as an exercise in male supremacy and the oppression of women [Black & Debelle
1985:1590].119

A Swedish head physician and Professor in Medicine defines the roots of female
genital mutilation as the subordinated position of women and menÕs ÔrightÕ to
dictate the conditions of humiliation (Bergstršm 1994:153). The perspective is so
established, that there is no longer need for empirical evidence to support it.

Some writers get confused when their experiences do not accord with this
hegemonic perspective. With a touch of surprise, three medical researchers, in an
article on treatment of infibulated women at a hospital in Britain, note that:

Many myths have been dispelled and no resistance has been met from the men who have, in
fact, been very supportive of our policy on deinfibulation [McCaffrey et al. 1995:789].

Other writers feel impelled to excuse their own empirical data, when it contradicts
this widespread understanding of female circumcision as a means for men to oppress
women. In the Demographic and Health Surveys Program in Sudan, 5,868 women of
reproductive age (15-49) were interviewed in northern and central parts of the
country in 1989-1990 (Williams & Sobieszczyk 1997). 97% of the women who had
gone through pharaonic circumcision, and 96% of the women who had the least
severe form of circumcision, stated that they had circumcised or planned to
circumcise their daughters. Among those who reported that their husbands were
against the practice of female circumcision, 41% stated that they were going to
circumcise their daughters (independently of their husbandsÕ opinions).120 Here the
writers use some twenty lines trying to explain away this fact (Williams &
Sobieszczyk 1997:974). In another study in the Sudan, showing a broader opposition
to coarser forms of circumcision among men than among women, the writer is
obviously uncomfortable with how her data may be interpreted by the readers, so she
states for the record:

É the author feels that they [the passive fathers] do in fact participate in the subjection of their
daughters and the sisters to the ordeal [El Dareer 1983:143, italics mine].

Alice Miller seems to be discontented with the fact that men do not play a more
prominent role in maintaining the tradition, a fact that does not stop her from
speculating about their motives:

What in God's name can possibly be gained by shearing off the clitoris of millions of girls?
Al though it wouldn't lessen the hideousness of the custom, it would make more sense if it

                                                
119This idea is prevalent in mass media articles as well. See e.g. Fredriksson (2001): ÓThe motive

[for genital mutilation of girls] is that women should lose their ability to enjoy sex, a male
outrage.Ó

120Later quoted e.g. by Craft (1997:1227), also in British Medical Journal.
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were the father who insisted on this female circumcision. Perhaps he once gratified his desire
on the girl and wishes to deny the same favor to her future husband. Perhaps, by allowing his
daughter to suffer, he is taking symbolic revenge on his mother [Miller 1997:72-73].

To sum up, writers who want to be true to the established radical feminist
perspective on female circumcision find themselves trapped in some perplexity
when they compare this simplistic explanatory model to empirical data. This
confusion is expressed by the anthropologist Lori Leonard, quoted from an article
called ÓÕWe Did It For Pleasure OnlyÕ: Hearing Alternative Tales of Female
CircumcisionÓ (2000a). Here she is striving with the fact that she can not understand
the ÔmeaningÕ of the procedure, recently adopted by the women/young girls
themselves, facing the situation that the ÔmeaningÕ of the practice is of much more
importance to her than to her informants:

Fieldnotes, August 4th. How am I going to write to this? Who am I going to tell? Mary Daly
would say that I am participant in the cover-up, a producer of patriarchal scholarship, a victim
of the phallocracy. I had a dream that the National Science Foundation revoked my grant,
saying it had all been a mistake. I wasnÕt an anthropologist after all, and so really, I just didnÕt
get it. How will I convey these voices in a way that does them justice? Will people hear them?
Will they believe? [Leonard 2000a, unpaginated].

In some cases an alleged scientific discussion has a clear normative bent, as an effect
of the underlying ideological basis. Smith (1992), in analysing individual versus
collective rights in an article on female circumcision among the Darood clan in
Somalia and the Kikuyu group in Kenya, criticises the anthropologists Victor Turner
and Cli fford Geertz for being unable or unwilling to highlight how gender hierarchy
or oppression of women may be a result of the rituals the anthropologists theorise:

They do not give the women the tools or the language to articulate their oppression in the
gender hierarchy of the tribe [Smith 1992:2480].

Most studies on female circumcision, both in Anthropology and Medicine, do not
include menÕs attitudes. In many cases menÕs attitudes are represented through
interviewed women, stating that Ômen demand circumcised womenÕ.121 The few
studies showing tendencies to opposition among men in societies where female
circumcision is practised are often neglected and left without reflection or any
discussion at all. One example of this is a study from the Sudan in the 1970s,
including 153 men and 32 women, published in Social Science and Medicine. In this
study only eight men stated they were in favour of any form of circumcision, among
them only three (all older men) were in favour of infibulation. Out of the 32 women,

                                                
121In numbers (the total number is the sum of the women whose daughters have been or will be

circumcised): 2134 women stated that their husbands wanted the practice to continue, 536
women (the 41% mentioned above) stated that their husbands were opposed to the practice,
627 women stated their husbands had no opinion, and 508 stated they did not know
anything about their husbandsÕ opinion. Women who stated that they had not/had no
intention to circumcise their daughters (with husbands either in favour of or opposed to the
practice) are not included in these numbers.
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29 were in favour of infibulation (Lowenstein 1978).122 This article was published in
1978, but seems to have vanished from the scientific field since then.

The Norwegian anthropologist Simon Rye (2002) expresses it in terms of that
men have Òbeen mutedÓ in this field, as traditionally only womenÕs voices are heard
when it comes to female circumcision (ibid.:185).123 After his field study on
female circumcision among Christians in Ethiopia, he concludes that ÒmenÕs views
are not unitary or necessarily in accordance with the idea that men are the
perpetrators of the practice Ð and supporters of its continuationÓ (ibid.:186).

Criticism on the radical feminist perspective

Criticism on the radical feminist perspective has primarily been focused on its
inherent neo-colonialist or cultural imperialist attitude and as a treachery to basic
feminist values.124 Germaine Greer, who once wrote the feminist ÓbibleÓ The
Female Eunuch, argues in her latest book, The Whole Woman (1999), that the fact
that Westerners fight female circumcision in Africa at the same time as they accept
cosmetic genital surgery, episiotomies, hysterectomies and male circumcision in the
West is a matter of hypocrisy and cultural imperialism.125

The radical feminist explanatory model to female circumcision has also been
called into question for scientific reasons. Some writers attack it on logical grounds,
e.g. Mackie (1996), claiming that the theory of ascribing female mutilation to
patriarchy fails, as it cannot explain the non-universality of the practices under
universal patriarchy (ibid.:1000). Another objection concerns the theoryÕs failure to
account for societies where extremely painful and mutilating genital rituals are
inflicted on boys, but not on girls.126 Nobody argues that these rituals are results of
a matriarchal structure.

                                                
122Dr. Marie Assad, one of the prominent persons working against female circumcision in Egypt,

answers a question about the relation between female circumcision and girlsÕ marriageability:
ÓI asked whether it is true that men will not consider an uncircumcised girl to be
marriageable. She replied that it is not entirely clear. That is the traditional belief, but its
truth has not been established by research" (Macklin 1999:75).

123See also El DareerÕs study from Sudan, showing that far more women are in favour of severer
types of female circumcision than men, who tended to be in favour of milder forms (1982,
1983).

124Rye (2002) refers to Ardener (1972) who discusses the more general problem of how womenÕs
voices generally are muted, and argues that the opposite situation exists in the field of female
circumcision.

125For criticism on the cultural imperialist attitude, see e.g. Morsy (1991), Scheper-Hughes
(1991), Gruenbaum (1994a), Lane & Rubinstein (1996), Anees (1989), Morsey (1991),
Walley (1997), Lewis (1997), Gunning (1997), Obiora (1997a, 1997b), Winkel (1995),
Browne (1991), and Abusharaf (2000). The criticism on cultural imperialism has, in turn,
been criticised by others for its cultural relativism, see e.g. Thiam (1998) and Afkhami,
quoted in Spadacini & Nichols (1998:45). For the standpoint that the radical feminist
perspective on female circumcision deviates from basic feminist values, see e.g. Obiora
(1997a, 1997b), Abrams (1997), Gruenbaum (1994a), and Abusharaf (2000).

126Episiotomies are surgical cuts to facilitate delivery. A hysterectomy involves the removal of the
uterus. In the US about a third of all women will have their uterus removed before they have
reached the age of 65 (Greer 1999).
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Others have called for a more scientific and balanced analysis to account for
social processes which seem to contradict the simplistic model of subjugation of
female to male: the Swedish anthropologist Lisen Dellenborg (2000, 2001) accounts
for the development of events among the Joola in an area in south-western Senegal,
where clitoridectomy as a practice was introduced by women in the beginning of the
20th century, as a crucial aspect of womenÕs initiation and secret societies:

In the last ten years, many men have joined the Senegalese governmentÕs action against
circumcision, on the grounds that female circumcision is neither a Muslim nor a Joola custom
and that it ruins womenÕs health, sexuality and fecundity. Women, on the other hand,
especially married ones, fight against their fathers, brothers and husbands for what they perceive
as their right to be excised and initiated [Dellenborg 2001:191].

Along this line is the argument that the radical feminist perspective is reductionist,
as it reduces complex and specific customs in local settings to but one issue, the
matter of oppression. As a result, other crucial aspects of high worth to the women
involved, are dismissed.127

The radical feminist perspective, claiming a universal sisterhood, is reductionist
also in its pretension to include all women of the world, regardless of individual
background and specific life situation:

The assumption of a Óuniversal sisterhoodÓ falls short of understanding how multiple factors
like class, religion, race, and sexuality converge to produce a diversity of experiences that
determines the extent to which sexism will be an expressive force in the lives of women across
the globe [Abusharaf 2000:161].

This objection is put forward also by Henrietta Moore in a more general discussion
about the feminist enterprise. Moore (1988, 1993a) highlights that anthropological
research, generally conducted in local settings, by necessity is oriented toward
distinctions and variations. The very nature of anthropology Ð aiming at an
understanding of other cultural realities Ð makes it contradictory to the feminist
assumption of a universal identity of ÓwomenÓ. Also Marilyn Strathern (1987) has
investi gated the relation between anthropology and feminism Ð a relation she calls
ÓawkwardÓ Ð and concludes that there must be a tension between the fields, as they
are differently structured in how knowledge is organised, and have conflicting goals.
At a historical point in time Ð in the 1970s Ð feminism and anthropology joined
forces in attempts to understand the presumed universal subordination of women to
men. However, soon enough the project failed, as anthropologists began to question
the framing of the problem, arguing that the model used to understand the power
balance between men and women was ethnocentric and its categories constructed out
of western concepts (Harvey & Gow 1994). One of the conclusions drawn was that
                                                
127An objection put forward by e.g. Hicks (1993:xiii). For a vivid description of male

circumcision among the Cameroonian Dii Ð where the young boysÕ penises are washed with
abrasive substances and sometimes peeled lengthwise Ð see Muller (1993), quoted in James
(1998:1041ff). See also description of so called Ópenis cuttingÓ in Papua New Guinea (Tuzin
1991). The Tiv of Nigeria, the Pygmy of the Kalahari Desert and the Chaga of East Africa are
groups where male circumcision practices are more extensive and painful than what the girls
go through in these societiesÕ initiation rites (Ogbu 1997).
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gender difference not necessarily was the same as gender hierarchy. Most
ethnographic gender studies after this period focused on understandings of what it
means to be a woman in a specific context, aiming at giving an insidersÕ perspective
of the issue rather than using unreflected western categories pretending to be universal
(ibid., Moore 1994a).

The Indian feminist Chandra Talpade Mohanty has argued, in response to Fran
HoskenÕs tendency to define women consistently as the victims of male control:

Male violence must be theorized and interpreted within specific societies, both in order to
understand it better, as well as to effectively organize to change it. Sisterhood cannot be
assumed on the basis of gender, it must be forged in concrete, historical and political practice
and analysis [Mohany 1984, quoted in Morsy 1991:22].

Some feminist scholars have presented alternative approaches in analysing female
circumcision. One of them is the American anthropologist Christine J. Walley
(1997), highly influenced by postmodernist thinking. In an article called ÓSearching
For ÕVoicesÕ: Feminism, Anthropology, and the Global Debate Over Female
Genital OperationsÓ, she describes her difficulties in combining the existing radical
feminist framework with empirical data in a fieldwork in western Kenya. Noticing
how the adolescent girls (in these two groups, Bukusu and Sabaot, girls were
clitoridectomised while in puberty and the ceremony was optional) shifted in their
attitudes to the tradition, Walley started searching for their ÔrealÕ, authentic voices Ð
concluding that such a concept is a western construction and that the Ôbest interestsÕ of
these women were indeed contradictory and dependent on context (1997:411). She
concludes by stating that Ôlumping togetherÕ all forms of female circumcision, a
characteristic of western discourse on female circumcision today, i s to disregard
specific meanings and politics embedded in the practices in different local settings
Ð and so creating a generic ÔtheyÕ and a generic ÔweÕ (ibid.:429).

Another critical approach, based on ethnography, is offered by the Danish-Ghanese
anthropologist Christiana Oware Knudsen (1994) on female circumcision in Ghana.
She argues that local campaigns against female circumcision Ð initiated by
Óeducated Ghanaian women [É] who were misled by, mainly western, feminist
organi zationsÓ (1994:191) Ð adopted faulty strategies, which have seriously
damaged local social life. In KnudsenÕs view, the tradition has been abandoned in
some areas without consideration to its mythical, ritual and social importance.
Thereby young girls are lost outside important social institutions, in quite many
cases with the result that many ÔmodernisedÕ girls have Ôgone wildÕ, often resulting
in unwanted teenage pregnancies, illegal abortions, prostitution and so on.

Yet another aspect showing the weakness of the radical feminist perspective of
female circumcision concerns the level of struggle. In the simplified version of this
view (represented for instance by Hosken in the quotations above), the level of
struggle involves primarily men and women. This implies a structure of
individualised actors. In reality, most societies (if not all) where female
circumcision is practised are characterised by a family oriented view: the reputation
at stake is the familyÕs, not the individual womanÕs. This means that the level of
struggle is to be found between families and clans, not between individual women
and men. The radical feminist perspective ignores the crucial importance of clan
relations.
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Lane & Rubinstein (1996), in an article on female circumcision, warn against
generalisations taken too far, calling it Óthe fallacy of detachable cultural
descriptionsÓ:

Especially when such detached descriptions are used to form the basis for analyses that cross
social and cultural boundaries, they become simplified, dehumanizing stereotypes of complex,
deeply human phenomena. [É] The further even a superb analysis is moved from the original
investigatory question, the more damage is done by committing the fallacy of detachable
cultural descriptions. The quest for stable, generally applicable (universalizable) understandings
appears to be an aspect of human cognition, one that works to direct attention away from
evidence contradictory to the model [Lane & Rubinstein 1996:37].

It is a reasonable warning, scrutinising especially the popular scientific texts on
female circumcision. To a high degree, data gathered from more than thirty
countries Ð and innumerable local settings Ð are often mixed together to form a
hotchpotch presented as the custom of female circumcision (like e.g. Koso-Thomas
1987 in chapter two, and Dorkenoo & Elworthy 1992:13ff; for a brief discussion see
section 4.7). This holds for many radical feminist texts, but also for some popular
scientific texts reflecting radical feminist ideas. ÔThe custom of female
circumci sionÕ is in reality multiple to its nature; the practices are much more
complex, full of contradictions, and contextspecific than we usually expect.

4.9.4 MackieÕs model of convention

I have found the model of the British political scientist Gerry Mackie (1996, 1998,
and 2000) to be the theoretical perspective most suitable to understand the
empiri cal data in this thesis. Most often predictions about a future eradication of
practices of female circumcision express that such processes of necessity must be
slow, as the practices are so Ôdeeply rootedÕ in peopleÕs lives. Mackie uses the case
of footbinding in China to show that such predictions need not be correct: the case of
how Chinese footbinding Ð practised for about thousand years Ð was abandoned
within one generation shows that such practices, during certain circumstances, may be
abandoned very quickly.

Footbinding and infibulation show some basic structural similarities: both
practices are traditions which were/are practised for the purpose of giving the
daughters as good opportunities in life as possible. They were/are almost universal
where practised, supported and transmitted by women, were/are practised even by
people who oppose them, performed on girls about six to eight years old, generally
not initiation rites, necessary for proper marriage and to assure female chastity and
fidelity, considered as an esthetical ideal, having an erotic aspect, etc.

Footbinding ended in many parts of China in a single generation, starting at the
later part of the 19th century. Withi n half a century, the custom was no longer
practised in any part of China (ibid.).

Mackie analyses the process with the help of game theory, which can explain both
the stability of institutions and traditions, but also rapid changes. A mother who is
going to make a decision about having her daughter footbound/infibulated or not is
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in a situation where there is an interdependence of decisions: what kind of decisions
other people make at the same time will determine whether the outcome of her
single decision will be good or bad for the daughter in the long run. (If the mother
refrains from having her daughter undergo footbinding/infibulation while almost
everybody else have their daughters footbound/infibulated, her daughter will
probably suffer from her decision as the girl will be regarded a deviant. The same
goes if the mother decides to have her daughter footbound/infibulated while almost
everyone has given up the custom.)

Mackie argues that the origin of footbinding and infibulation may have to do
with paternity confidence (females are certain of maternity while males are not
certain of paternity) in a social situation where the inequality of resource control
reaches a certain extreme. 128 In an ancient empire with a rich centre and a poor
periphery, there is a tremendous resource inequality. This situation favours polygyny
and hypergyny: a woman is Òmore likely to raise children successfully as the second
wife of a high-ranking man than as the first wife of a low-ranking manÓ (Mackie
1996:1007, see also 2000:262). This gives rise to a stratified structure with,
metaphorically speaking, few men and many women at the top, and few women and
many men at the bottom of the society. In a social structure like this, a high-ranked
man will attract more consorts than a low-ranked, but at the same time his costs of
fidelity control will increase. Among the families offering daughters for marriage,
the competition to guarantee paternity confidence (chastity in the girls) will increase
as well. ÒTherefore, families will advertise the honor of their lines, the purity of
their females, and their membersÕ commitment to the values of chastity and
fidelity, the so called modesty codeÓ (Mackie 1996:1008, see also 2000:262). As
women advance upwards in the structure, the conjugal practices are transmitted
downwards. No one family can escape it once it has become the conventional sign of
decency, even if ordinary people would be better off without it (2000:263). Ò[T]he
convention [i]s locked in placeÓ (ibid.:264) and becomes naturalised, seen as the
normal state. Mackie (2000) emphasises that one has to separate origin from
maintenance: ÒThe reasons for the origin of the practice in fidelity control are
distinct from the reasons for the maintenance of the practice as a conventional sign of
marriageabilityÓ (ibid.:269, italics in original).

Both footbinding and infibulation have more or less universally been regarded as
optimal markers of chastity among the practitioners. According to this model,
dissenters fail to have descendants; they face Òreproductive deathÓ. Mackie uses the
following analogy to illustrate the logic of his argument:

[I]magine a seated audience where the tallest people have grabbed the front row. The view of
the tallest (extreme polygynists) in the front row is obscured by being too close to the elevated
stage, so they stand (footbind). Thus the second, third, and all the rest of the rows must stand
to regain their views of the stage. The front row is better off, but everyone else is worse off
because their view is no better than before, but now they incur the cost of standing. (Behind
the first row the advantage of tallness is accentuated by standing, but the tall would still rather
sit if enough other people would do so.) [--- I]magine that over time the tallest drift away from

                                                
128See e.g. Obiora (1997a), Levi (1996), Walley (1997), Ahmadu (2000), and Dellenborg (2000,

2001). See also Johnson (2000) for a case where men are more inclined to think critically
about the practice than the women (among Mandinga in Guinea-Bissau).
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the audience and that the ease of sitting (natural feet) is forgotten. Standing is now entrenched
as the convention. Visitors tell people that elsewhere audiences sit. People begin to think that
sitting may be better, but only if enough other people sit; any person sitting alone gets no view
of the stage (reproductive death). If a column (k) can be organized to sit, its members suffers a
poor view of the stage but are compensated by the ease of sitting. The members of k then have
two incentives, to recruit the contiguous columns and to inform everyone that sitting is better
and that standing is worse than people thought [Mackie 1996:1013]. We may each come to
believe that sitting is better than standing, but only if enough others make the change at the
same time [ibid.:1015].

A few aspects were crucial in the process of abandoning the footbinding practice in
China, according to Mackie (ibid.). The first was the escape from the belief trap,
the conviction that the footbinding was the natural thing to do (Òin other audiences
people sitÓ). Just like medical consequences of the practices of female circumcision
are experienced by many circumcised women as ÒnormalÓ and ÒnaturalÓ, footbound
women were convinced that this was the ÒnormalÓ and ÒnaturalÓ state of female feet.
Belief traps are Òself-enforcing beliefsÓ, according to Mackie (1996:1009): the costs
of testing a belief are too high, so the belief ÒtrapsÓ people. Specific beliefs about
the fatal power of an uncircumcised clitoris (for instance, that it may kill either a
man during intercourse or a baby during delivery) are beliefs that people do not
challenge in a careless way. In the case of Chinese footbinding the belief trap was
overcome by a campaign stressing that China was alone in the world in binding
female feet. This overcoming of a belief trap is a necessary condition for change, but
not a sufficient one (Mackie 2000:256).

Second, an information campaign explained the advantages of natural feet and the
disadvantages of bound feet (Òsitting is more comfortable than standingÓ). This,
Mackie argues, moved the tipping point to an earlier stage of the process. In the
Chinese case, the missionaries were the first to launch campaigns against the practice
of footbinding. Part of their failure may be due to lack of cultural sensitivity, as
claimed by Levi (1996). She gives an example of a missionary who showed slides of
Ò(to western eyes) cruelly deformed feetÓ (ibid.:169) to Chinese schoolboys, a
measure evoking strong reactions among the schoolboysÕ parents. As bound feet had
strong erotic connotations in the Chinese society at this time, Òshe was actually
bringing Ôdirty picturesÕ into the classroomsÓ (ibid.). Not until Chinese women
themselves were in charge of the campaigns, more people became convinced.

Third, Natural Foot Societies were formed whose members pledged neither to
bind their daughtersÕ feet nor to let their sons marry women with bound feet (they
declared they were going to sit, in spite of that the rest of the audience was still
standing). The members of these societies were the pioneers who suffered the most,
as they acted against an established norm. The more people who joined, the less the
social cost became for taking an other decision than most others, and the wider
became the circles where their sons and daughters could marry.

Crucial in a process of change is the tipping point, where it becomes obvious to
most people that a new attitude or practice is preferable to the earlier. The tipping
point in the Chinese case of footbinding was when not only a few pioneers went
against the stream and refrained from having their daughterÕs footbound, but when a
mass suddenly realised that so many others had given up the practice. At that point
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the advantages of giving up the practice (and the disadvantages of maintaining it)
had become obvious to practically all parents.

Based upon the rather drastic abandonment of footbinding in China, Mackie
concludes that female circumcision can be abandoned quite rapidly in local settings,
if campaigns are formulated in accordance with the lessons learned from the case of
footbinding. The process described by Mackie has been realised in parts of Senegal
since the 1990s, as will be further discussed in Chapter Eight. I claim that this
model Ð including three aspects; 1) an escape from the belief trap, 2) an increased
level of knowledge, and 3) public pledges and the appearance of alternative marriage
markets Ð can be helpful for an understanding of the fact that Somalis in general
abandon the practice of female circumcision in Swedish exile.

4.10 Concluding commentary

Chapter Four intended to give a general description of the different themes
associated with female circumcision, as described in the literature. A short account
of definitions and classifications was followed by a discussion on physical and
psychic consequences. It was argued that some of the consequences routinely
mentioned in association with female circumcision lack scientific support (further
discussion in section 10.3.1). The subsequent section on sexuality in relation to
female circumci sion also displayed a tension between ideologically tainted
statements and empiri cal findings of different researchers. The assertions in this
field range from that female circumcision is a practice which deprives women of
their ability to enjoy sexual intercourse, to assertions claiming that the various forms
of female circumci sion do not have to interfere with womenÕs opportunities of
sexual fulfilment at all. These medical assertions are not irrelevant to understanding
the power of the discourse and the moral panic surrounding female circumcision in
Sweden. Insofar as all question marks are removed, or insofar as the medical
assertions are used selectively, the Somali women are indeed reduced to victims of
a cultural practice rather than subjects who may either utilise or abandon it.

The historical background of female circumcision was discussed, as well as its
relation to Islam. Islamic scholars hold a range of positions concerning female
circumcision: some are in favour of a sunnah circumcision for females, some find it
acceptable but redundant, others claim it is possible and desirable for women not to
be circumcised at all. There seems to be a consensus, though, regarding pharaonic
circumcision: everyone seems to hold the opinion that such harsh procedures are in
conflict with Islamic principles.

Female circumcision, and the local motives for it, in Somalia were accounted for
in the subsequent sections. Most girls in Somalia are pharaonically circumcised
(infibulated), while the rest is sunnah circumcised. A small part of the Somali girls
do not undergo any circumcision at all. The conviction that female circumcision is
an Islamic duty seems to be widespread in Somalia according to studies in the area
(even if there is a lack of recent studies, due to the war). Circumcision for the
purpose of ensuring that the girls are virgins until married is another strong motive.
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The scholarsÕ approaches have been many in this field. Those highlighted in this
thesis include symbolic analyses with focus on the concepts of virginity, infibulation
and defibulation. Further, approaches concerning ethnic, socio-economic, and
psychological aspects were discussed. Female circumcision as an ethnic marker
seems to have played a role in certain local settings during specific times.
Approaches focusing the socio-economic contexts of female circumcision emphasise
the importance of socio-economic processes for the maintenance of the practices (a
mother will let her daughter go through female circumcision as long as it is a safe
pathway to social status and economic security for her daughter in the future). A
psychologically based motive has been suggested by some writers, who argues that
female circumcision include an unconscious wish for psychological revenge (ÓI had
to go through this; why should my daughters be spared?Ó). There is, however, no
empirical evidence to support such assertions Ð on the contrary.

The subsequent section dealt with feminist writings on female circumcision. The
American radical feminist Fran Hosken occupies a central position in this
discussion, as she was the one to rouse western public opinion against the practices of
female circumcision, and the one who formulated the agenda and the nomenclature,
today widely accepted in the entire Western world. The radical feminist
understanding of the practices of female circumcision is today prevalent and seldom
questioned outside the academic field. Academic scholars, many of them
classifying themselves as feminists, have provided a solid critique of HoskenÕs
reductionist perspective. The fundamental ideas of the criticism are focused on the
fact that a radical feminist perspective is cultural imperialist and that it denies the
reality of the women involved, therefore being treacherous to basic feminist views.

The last section offered a presentation of MackieÕs model of the importance of
convention, accounting for the stability and drastic change of cultural practices like
female circumcision. In the following we shall see that the three conditions for
change of a practice like female circumcision highlighted by Mackie are useful in an
analysis of the empirical material of this thesis: first, an escape from a belief trap (a
reassessment of the conviction that female circumcision is the natural, normal thing
to do); second, increased knowledge, through for instance campaigns emphasising the
advantages of abandoning a practice and the disadvantages of holding on to it (in
this case raised knowledge about Islam, but also about medical consequences of
female circumcision); third, public pledges and the appearance of alternative marriage
markets (Somalis taking a stand in public against female circumcision and large
groups of Somalis living in western exile). Chapter Eight offers a final discussion
about the empirical data in relation to MackieÕs model.

Presenting this study in different contexts, I have several times been confronted
with doubts about how reliable this view Ð that it is possible for Somalis in exile to
revise their views on the practice of female circumcision Ð really is (see section 2.4).
In Sweden, there is a widespread conviction that Somalis in general (among other
groups) stick to their traditional views, and that thousands of small girls risk being
subjected to circumcision (further discussion in Chapters Eight, Nine and Ten). The
statements and reasoning of the informants of this study show that this prevalent view
needs to be challenged. With the help of their own words I intend to show that their
stated position concerning female circumcision Ð a crushing majority stating that
they will not ever circumcise their daughters Ð is logical and rational from out of
their own premises. The following chapters will focus on the views of exiled
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Somalis regarding female circumcision, and the cultural change of values and
practice in Swedish exile.
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5 Reassessing female
circumcision

As discussed in section 4.7, about 80% of the girls in Somalia are infibulated (i.e.,
have gone through so-called pharaonic circumcision).129 About one or two percents
have no operation at all, while the rest have gone through some kind of sunnah
circumcision. Below, attitudes among Somalis in Malmš toward the two different
categories of female circumcision are discussed.

The discussion begins with a presentation of attitudes toward female
circumci sion found among interviewed Somalis in Malmš. The findings show that
there is a widely spread opposition against pharaonic circumcision, while a
symbolic form of sunnah circumcision Ð considered just as illegal in Sweden as the
pharaonic type Ð is seen by many as acceptable and, by a few, desirable.

Thereafter follows a discussion on values preserved in exile: values that have a
bearing on how people think about female circumcision. Both men and women stress
the importance of chastity in women and it is obvious that the concept of Ôbeing a
good girlÕ still is seen as crucial for social life also in exile. Partly this is due to the
fact that a wacal, a child without a father, is seen as one of the most disastrous things
that can happen to a Somali family. Traditionally, pharaonic circumcision has
partly been seen as one of the ways to make sure that young girls stay virgins until
they are married (thus, no illegitimate children are born outside the patrilineal clan
structure).

The following sections concern new perspectives in exile: why and in what way the
interviewees have changed their minds about female circumcision, either in exile or
already while living in Somalia. This chapter deals with reflections upon what was
once seen as ÓnaturalÓ and now is questioned and revised, upon Islam and female
circumcision, and various attitudes to the Swedish law on female circumcision.
These different aspects seem to be of vital importance when it comes to
understanding the processes of new reflections upon female circumcision in exile.

                                                
129An urge for paternity confidence based on biological ties of blood is not universal. Talle

(1994) describes how a Masai husband (in northern Kenya) may Òurge a wife to be
impregnated by a certain age-mate of his, whom he admires [É] The child strengthens the
relationship between the two men [É and] does not in any way challenge his social position
as the ÔfatherÕ of the childÓ (ibid.:283).
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5.1 Attitudes toward pharaonic circumcision

During the first years, spending time with women in the Somali group, all I met
were opposed to pharaonic circumcision, and they could instantly present well-
founded and carefully thought out arguments for this position. Initiating our study in
summer of 2000, we were firmly resolved to find both women and men who were in
favour of pharaonic circumcision, in order to map out the logics of their position
and their arguments for it. Despite our thorough attempts to find persons who could
state this position, we only managed to find one: a woman who was yet not a mother
of daughters. Carlbom and Elmi found no man at all in favour of pharaonic
circumcision, but only a man stating that he preferred women who had gone through
clitoridectomy (Johnsdotter et al. 2000a, 2000b, and Omar et al. 2001).

Most women did not even know of others in favour:

- I think that in those familiesÉ where the women still want to do it, it is women who are isolated
from Swedish society. Women who havenÕt met other women, discussed with others who are negative
[toward female/pharaonic circumcision]É so they havenÕt heard the reasons for why some women are
against it now. That is, they are isolated, also from other SomalisÉ itÕs like if they still lived in
Somalia. And maybe it is harder for those who have an older woman at home, someone who will have
real problems understanding this (woman C).

Woman F is sure that most women in Sweden are opposed to female circumcision:
ÓIt suffices to think of what we ourselves went throughÓ. She says that there are some
that may be critical to Somalis who have changed their minds Ð Ó Õso now you think
you have become SwedishÕÓ Ð but she has got the firm impression that most women
are against it. She also claims that there may be a difference between generations:
the younger generation thinking in another way than the older.

The same, the conviction that most people of the same sex are opposed to this old
tradition, holds for the men involved in the study:

[Carlbom asks:] - Do you know of any other men in your age who are against female circumcision?
- IÕm sure that a majority of the men of my age are totally opposed to female circumcision.
- Do you discuss it with other people?
- Yes, actually, I doÉ Young people, we discuss it between ourselves. And we tend to see it in the same
way, independent of if we are married or not. That women should not be circumcised (man U).130

The most important reason for the women involved in our study for being opposed
to pharaonic circumcision is that they are convinced that pharaonic circumcision is
contrary to basic Islamic principles. The crucial principle seems to be that one must
not damage what God created (expressed in the Koranic verse 30:30: ÓLet there be
no alteration in AllahÕs creationÓ, see section 4.5). This will be further discussed in
section 5.6. Other aspects discussed by many women were the medical
complications and the pain inflicted in girls at the time of operation:

                                                
130Figures from studies conducted in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Gallo & Abdisamed 1985, Dirie

& Lindmark 1991, Omar 1991). There are no current data, including what has happened to
this tradition during the Somali civil war.
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- Those who are religious are against it for religious reasons, and many know more now, about how
the body works. Then they can see no reasonÉ like me, IÕve had so many problems [because of
infibulation], I simply donÕt want to do the same thing to my girls (woman G).

D, the only woman frankly stating that she thinks pharaonic circumcision is a good
practice, is critical to the Swedish law against female circumcision, a law she
considers to be interfering with SomalisÕ internal business (see section 5.7). We keep
discussing the law, and I say that the law was formulated to protect girls from harm,
girls who are not yet old enough to decide by themselves. She claims that the pain
involved in pharaonic circumcision is ÓnormalÓ and sees no reason for giving up the
tradition. She takes a fatalistic position to the whole matter of risks involved. Here
she echoes my words:

- ÕÉso the girls are not harmedÉÕ [in a scornful voice]
[I ask:] - You donÕt think itÕs harming?
- No, itÕs not harming. [Turns to Omar:] Circumcision is harming, do you really think that?
ItÕs not harming!
[I ask:] - What do you thinkÉ when you hear what I heard a while ago, that a girl dies from
circumcisionÉ Is that harming?
- Maybe her last hour had come. You canÕt say thatÉ You have one life, and your time is measured
beforehand. If I leave this house now, I can walk into a motor accident. You canÕt say that it [this girlÕs
death] is due to circumcision (woman D).

Her reasons for being in favour of pharaonic circumcision evolves around themes
regarding chastity, virginity and aesthetics:

- What is good about [pharaonic] circumcision?
- When the girl is young, she canÕt be [have sex] with boys or men, itÕs good that the mother knows
everything. You can control your children [daughters]. And itÕs good when a girl gets married. And
thenÉ I think itÕs so beautiful when it is cut [shows with a sweeping gesture of her hand, as if she
was showing the smoothness of an infibulated vagina] (woman D).

Woman L does not say that pharaonic circumcision is a good tradition, but she
admits that the social pressure from older kin and the larger group may be
overwhelming if she returns to Somalia with her family in the future. She is the only
woman, beside D, who claims that she probably will circumcise her daughters if she
returns to Somalia: ÓWho will marry her [if she is uncircumcised]?Ó

The men also stressed Islam when they explained their opposition to the practice,
along with arguments about medical complications. These men are representative of
the statements of many men:

- I am entirely opposed to pharaonic circumcision. This thing they do in Sudan and Somalia and
parts of Ethiopia and Egypt. Pharaonic circumcision is harmful to women. They cut it [clitoris] away
and then they stitch. Women get problems while they have their menstruation, when they give birth
É and sometimes they get sick from this circumcision. Pharaonic circumcision is prohibited
according to Islam (man P).
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[Carlbom asks:] - Are you familiar with the Swedish law against female circumcision?
- Yes, this law that forbids [circumcision]É and all the people being opposed to pharaonic
circumcision, they are right. ItÕs harmful to women in several ways (man S).

Man Q claims he can see a pattern in his own family: his older sisters are
pharaonically circumcised, while his younger sisters went through sunnah
circumcision. He believes that this pattern may be recognisable in other Somali
families Ð that there is a general trend toward milder forms of female circumcision.

Man R has five daughters. Three of them were pharaonically circumcised, while
the two youngest have been left with no circumcision at all. He came to Sweden in
1992, and says that if he had moved abroad twenty years earlier, the Swedish
attitude to female circumcision would have surprised him, as he at that point
thought differently about female circumcision. Since then, he has reassessed the
practice, and he claims that the genital status of his youngest uncircumcised
daughters is a result of this process (his wifeÕs opinion of the matter is unclear). The
younger daughters were born in 1986 and in 1989 in Somalia, and are not
circumcised at all. The family lived in Sweden when these girls had reached the
traditional age of pharaonic circumcision. This man sums up:

- I donÕt feel bad about the girls who are not circumcised. What I do regret, on the other hand, is that
the older girls were circumcised while we lived in Somalia. As I can see the difference, the one who is
not circumcised doesnÕt have any problems. The one who is circumcised gets sick. She canÕt go to
school and she has problems.131 She gets more than angry, as she feels that a part of her life has been
ruined. ItÕs not only about the pains when the operation was done, but that she has got lifelong
problems (man R).

Man P thinks that most men are opposed to infibulation today, much owing to a
campaign in Somalia in the 1980s and to awareness of how painful and medically
harmful the operation is to the girls.132 A couple of men mentioned womenÕs rights
as an argument for being opposed to pharaonic circumcision:

[Carlbom asks:] - There do exist Somali women in Sweden who want to continue this tradition [of
pharaonic circumcision]. How do you think that they think about it?
- They have no clue about the consequencesÉ all the problems arising if you cut a girl there. The
purpose is that they want to be able to control if the girl has had intercourse or not. But, in reality,
itÕs forbidden. A woman and a man have equal rightsÉ and how are they supposed to control their
sons? Do you see my point?
[Carlbom replies:] - That the sons shouldnÕt have sexÉ?
- If you control your daughters you should also control your sons. [É] I think it [pharaonic
circumcision] is a bad tradition in several ways. I think itÕs a crime, a violation of womenÕs rights to
cut in the genitals. Genital mutilation is closing a natural opening and this may lead to problems and
diseases. If you close such a natural orderÉ if a woman wees or has her period it [the urine/the
menstrual blood] may remain inside her vagina and cause infections (man U).

                                                
131Interview conducted by Carlbom and Elmi. All the following quotations from men are taken

from interviews conducted by both Carlbom and Elmi together or by Carlbom alone.
132His use of the singular form (ÒsheÓ instead of ÒtheyÓ) is probably due to insufficient fluency in

Swedish.
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Elmi and Carlbom tried hard to find a man in favour of pharaonic circumcision,
which seemed to be a realistic enterprise, considering the fact that quite a few of the
women stated that Somali men are advocates of the tradition. After months of
searching they gave up, as they generally met with the same attitude from most male
interviewees:

- Do you know of anyone who is in favour of pharaonic circumcision?
- NoÉ I think most men and also women from north Somalia are opposed to this tradition.
[Carlbom asks, giving a laugh:] - We have trouble finding any man at all who can say anything
positive about pharaonic circumcision. To complete our study we would really like to talk to a man
who is in favourÉ Do you ever discuss this with other men?
- No, we donÕt directly talk about thisÉ circumcisionÉ when we see each other, but if we watch or
listen to a debate about [female] circumcision, a crushing majority says that they are against it (man
S).

During the interview with S a host of reasons for being against the tradition of
pharaonic circumcision were discussed. At the end of the interview Elmi and
Carlbom insist on their interest in meeting with a man who is in favour of the
tradition:

[Elmi says:] - It would be really interesting if we could find a man who is willing to openly state that
Õwe really should keep this tradition [of pharaonic circumcision] aliveÕ.
[Carlbom fills in:] - Yes, we would really like to meet someoneÉ

S interrupts with some frustration, evidently wanting to make his point very clear:

- You wonÕt be able to find a man who says ÕletÕs keep this tradition aliveÕ. [É] Men nowadays know
what problems they face with women who are pharaonically circumcised. Nothing of this is in a
manÕs interest. The woman has to be opened at her wedding night. Some girls have to be opened
beforehand. Above everything else, this costs a great deal of both time and money. The doctor charges
for the operation, transport to and from the hospital costs, the stay at the hospital costs, everything
takes timeÉ Nothing of this is in the interest of a man (man S).

There is no way to establish how much Somalis in general know about other
SomalisÕ standpoints on female circumcision. Some of the statements about others
are probably well-informed, while others are likely to be part of slander. A few
times we tried to check romours about people alleged to be in favour of
circumcision (Óshe will take her daughter to Somalia this summer to have her
circumcisedÓ). Then it has turned out that the information has been unreliable: it has
been used by antagonists as a derogatory tool in conflicts concerning quite different
matters. Rumours about female circumcision ought not to be interpreted in terms of
a Ótip of the icebergÓ-logic of an upheld practice of female circumcision. Even if a
rumour may be true, one has to consider the extreme qualification of this matter as a
titillating ingredient in slander, among Somalis as well as among Swedes. There is
a widespread knowledge about the Swedish law against female circumcision (and
the threat of imprisonment) among the Somalis I have met, a fact which gives
slander of this kind a touch of excitement. The fact that it can be used in a
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derogatory way can also be seen as an indicator of a general change of opinions of
female circumcision in exile.

It can be difficult to assess another personÕs position, as it may change depending
on the specific context.133 This is brought forward by C, when she says that group
pressure may play a role in how people express their view on this matter in a public
setting:

[I say:] - All women I talk to in private, they are really convinced that pharaonic circumcision is a
bad tradition and they have well-founded and well thought out arguments for this opinion. But at the
same time some of them indicate other women as in favour of circumcision. They say things like
Ówell, she says she is against it, but IÕm sure she will have it done to her daughter if she goes backÓ and
things like that.
- Yes, I can see the point. Most women IÕve met here [in Sweden] and talked privately with, IÕve heard
straight from their hearts that they donÕt like it [pharaonic circumcision], but in company with many
women, it can be hard to say it openly. First you want to know what others say about it. If a few
women set the tone, state openly that they are against the tradition, others will follow. [Pause] I think
that one of the fearsÉ why a woman may hesitate to say openly that she thinks pharaonic
circumcision is a bad traditionÉ is that she doesnÕt want to be accused of having become Swedish
(woman C).

What became obvious during this study is that perceptions about what other Somalis
think about female circumcision to a certain degree rest on speculations and
scattered impressions: fragmentary discussions with others, and rumours. There is,
however, no reason to doubt the statements and arguments put forward by the
informants involved in this study. Except for one interview Ð the one with woman E
Ð the four of us considered all the interviewees to be sincere and reliable during the
interviews. Woman E gave an impression of being somewhat eager to please, and so,
some of her statements we have chosen to treat with some doubt. This interview,
compared with the others, made it clear that it is an extremely difficult task to
succeed in duping during an interview lasting from one to two hours or more, even i f
it is somebodyÕs intention. It is practically impossible to line out the logics of an
alleged (but false) position, if one has to invent and evolve the arguments gradually.
Out of this conviction, the conclusion is drawn that the opposition to pharaonic
circumcision is widely spread among Somalis in Malmš.

5.2 Attitudes toward sunnah circumcision

ÔSunnahÕ is a rather fuzzy concept, as it includes several closely allied but still
separate meanings. During the interviews conducted among Somalis in Malmš, we
could establish four different meanings from the ways the interviewees used the
word sunnah:

                                                
133For a brief account of the governmental campaign in Somalia in the 1980s, see e.g. Dorkenoo

(1994:118f).
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1) Sunnah, a descriptive term for different types of circumcision; practically all
forms of female circumcision except what is labelled pharaonic.

2) Sunnah, a normative term for the only form of female circumcision said to be
accepted by Islam: a ritual and symbolic operation where no genital parts
whatsoever are removed.134

3) Sunnah, a descriptive religious term (noun) denoting the ProphetÕs sayings and
doings, the tradition as it is described in the hadiths.

4) Sunnah, a normative religious term (adjective) when classifying some actions to
be recommended, within the framework of the Muslim norm system where actions
are divided into categories (e.g. haram, forbidden) depending on how desirable
they are in a religious perspective.135

The following quotations may serve as an example of how these various meanings are
expressed and interrelated:

- Are you for or against sunnah circumcision?
- ItÕs good. They just take a little blood. They neither cut nor stitch anything.
- Why is sunnah good?
- My daughter will not have to do sunnah. I shall let her be. But sunnah is our religion. The boys have
to be circumcised a little. You do it to purify. You donÕt have to do sunnah, but itÕs good if you do it
(woman X).

- You know what sunnah is? ItÕs a supplement to the Koran. If you want to come closer to God, you
can do this little extraÉ and if you donÕt, there is no punishment. [É] Some [religious people] say
that you can do a symbolic sunnah circumcision, a minor bleedingÉ in clitoris. Others say that you
donÕt have to do it, that it is not requested in Islam (man R).

On one hand this woman and man let ÕsunnahÕ refer to what is physically done to a
girl during a sunnah circumcision: ÓThey just take a little blood. They neither cut nor
stitch anything"Ó , Óa minor bleedingÉ in clitorisÓ; on the other hand they let the word
ÕsunnahÕ refer to a religious sunnah concept: Ósunnah is our religionÓ, Ó ItÕs a
supplement to the KoranÓ.

Spontaneously, most women interviewed used the descriptive term (1), when
asked about sunnah circumcision. As we shall see below, most men chose to talk
about sunnah circumcision from a normative perspective (2). A few women (as X
quoted above) and most men made a connection between the concepts involving the
physical sunnah circumcision (1, 2) and the religious concepts (3, 4).

                                                
134For a discussion, see WalleyÕs (1997) article ÓSearching for ÕvoicesÕÓ: during field work in western

Kenya, she realised the difficulties in establishing different personsÕ ÓtrueÓ position regarding
female circumcision, as it seemed to vary with context. See also section 6.2.

135This form of symbolic sunnah circumcision is, or has been, practised in Yemen (Sanderson
1981:13). It was also propagated in the governmental campaign in Somalia in the 1980s, as a
preferable alternative to pharaonic and other more severe circumcision types (Dorkenoo
1994:118).
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Most women were confused about what is done when a girl goes through a sunnah
circumcision. The forms described by different women included both mild and
more extensive operations. Some examples:

- What is sunnah circumcision? How much do they take away?
- Sunnah? ItÕs just a little blood, I donÕt think they take anything away. Just a little blood. That is, you
just touch it [clitoris]. You must not take anything away. The result, anyway, is that the women
become like Swedes.
- How?
- The way we were created by God. Sunnah doesnÕt change anything. ItÕs just a tiny bleeding (woman
X).

G mentions that sunnah circumcision is the usual operation among the Reer Xamar:136

- They just pinch a little, to make it [clitoris] bleed. [Later in the interview G talks about sunnah
circumcision in general:] ItÕs just a little bit of clitoris. I havenÕt seen it or done it to anyone myself,
but they only take a little, so you bleed. You donÕt have to stitch and that makes it easier to give birth
to children (woman G).

- Sunnah isÉ you just cut a little up herÉ or, when the girls are really small, you just pinch [shows
with her fingernails] (woman C).

- What is taken away in sunnah?
- Just a little. Not even half of clitoris. IÕve never seen any sunnah circumcision, but I think theyÕve
only cut a little (woman J).

- They cut a little in clitoris and then stitch it togetherÉ only up there [and no sewing to cover
vagina] (woman B).

One of E:s daughters is sunnah circumcised. She describes the operation as follows:

- They take only a little, a little skin.
- Any stitches?
- Some do stitch and others donÕt, but my daughter has only one (woman E).

H is herself sunnah circumcised:

- There is a difference between sunnah and pharaonic circumcision, but basically I think itÕs the
sameÉ Because when they infibulate they take away a lot, and when they do sunnah, they take just a
little, but they still do take something away (woman H).

The men, possibly because they in general are kept out from the sphere of female
genitals, preferred to describe the sunnah circumcision in normative terms:

                                                
136See also section 4.5.
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- Female circumcision is acceptable if you donÕt harm your daughter in any way. No cutting away
any parts, no stitching. Just a little bleeding, nothing beyond that (man P).

- Sunnah circumcisionÉ itÕs about bringing about a little bleeding, but no cutting whatsoever. It is
absolutely out of the question. ItÕs inherent in the definition of sunnah (man T, sheikh).

- IÕm clearly opposed to pharaonic circumcision. But IÕm in favour of sunnah circumcision. Firstly,
this sunnah type of circumcision is not harmfulÉ itÕs just a little bleeding. It doesnÕt harm in any
way. Secondly, itÕs lawful according to Islam, itÕs sunnah, and I want to follow sunnah.
[Carlbom asks:] - IsnÕt there a risk that people say Õpharaonic circumcision is forbidden, but sunnah
circumcision is goodÕÉ and then more is done to the girl than just the bleeding?
- PossiblyÉ before people were informed. But nowÉ I think both parents and many children know
that it is forbidden to cut anything at all (man S).

One man, though, expressed himself in a more descriptive way, when stating his
opposition:

- What do you think about sunnah circumcision?
- IÕm opposed to all forms of female circumcision. When you do sunnah, you cut away this thing
called clitoris, or a tiny part of itÉ I think that this makes the person lose her ability to enjoy sex.
She will be left with less sexual urge. Like when you take away a little finger, the arm wonÕt function
like it used to (man U).

Only one man considered sunnah circumcision to be more than just a minor
bleeding, and he found this to be acceptable. Carlbom and Elmi contacted this man
after they had heard rumours saying that this man was in favour of female
circumcision. Man O thinks that clitoridectomy Ð performed on adult women and
not on small girls Ð is preferable to no circumcision at all. He was clearly opposed
to pharaonic circumcision, which he considered to be harmful to women:

- IÕm opposed to pharaonic circumcision. But in my opinion, I think itÕs good to take away the part of
clitoris that sticks out. IÕve seen both women with clitoris and women without, and I prefer a
circumcised womanÉ where that protruding part of clitoris is gone, but the rest [of clitoris] is left
inside. It makes it smooth and neat. ItÕs beautiful (man O).

Many men stated that sunnah circumcision may be good for Muslims, but that it
still is optional, like man U: ÓSunnah is not obligatory. If itÕs just a tiny bleeding, no
harm is done, but itÕs not necessary to have it done.Ó Two of the men interviewed were
sheikhs, i.e. religious authorities. They expressed the same view, here exemplified
with a quotation from one of them:

- This tradition of pharaonic circumcision among SomalisÉ itÕs wrong. [É] The other type of
circumcision, the sunnah type, is not important. Islam doesnÕt recommend that eitherÉ that is, itÕs
not obligatory. But under no circumstances itÕs allowed to do pharaonic circumcision. That will lead
to punishment from God.
[Carlbom asks:] - If you do a sunnah circumcision in a way that would have been accepted by the
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Prophet, will you be rewarded for it?
- Well, this is a dilemma. If you do sunnah circumcision the way the Prophet approved of, this will
bring you closer to God. To refrain from doing it at all, wonÕt lead to punishment. The problem is
that if you do more to the girl than what is accepted, you will be punished by God. Instead of being
rewarded, you will be punished. This is the dilemmaÉ to fix the boundary between reward and
punishment (man T, sheikh).

There seems to be only one clan in Somalia were the sunnah circumcision is the rule:
in the group called Reer Xamar. But also some people in other clans prefer sunnah to
pharaonic circumcision. In discussions about the two options, education was
mentioned by many:

- Why do some people choose sunnah?
- They haveÉ how can I say thisÉ they have more knowledge. Women who choose this are women
who went to school and have more experience and know about the consequences. Some have been
li ving abroadÉ like in Arab countries where this [pharaonic circumcision] is not known at all. They
are careful with what will happen to their daughtersÕ organs. So they always choose sunnah (woman
C).

ÕBeing educatedÕ sometimes involved, in the statements of the interviewees, having
knowledge about Islam:

- Those who know the Koran wellÉ they are more religious and know what Islam says about itÉ
they do sunnah (woman B).

Another reason for having a sunnah circumcision performed, mentioned by a few
interviewees, is that there may be people who refrain from having pharaonic
circumcision performed, but who think that it will be hard to leave the tradition
altogether. Having something done to the daughter is considered better than to have
nothing at all:

- Among Somalis infibulation is the popular option. Sunnah they do in Arab countries, not many do
it in Somalia. But now I have heard many Somalis in Sweden say that ÕI wish I had known in time that
it is wrong to [pharaonically] circumcise a girl, I wish I had done sunnahÉÕ So itÕs something that is
becoming popular.
- Why do people want sunnah?
- I think itÕs hard to leave [the tradition of female circumcision] altogether. IÕve discussed it with
many who say that itÕs hard to just leave it to nothingÉ But personally, with my own daughters, IÕve
chosen to not have anything at all done to them (woman C).

B thinks that many Somalis are in favour of sunnah circumcision. She herself does not
want to do anything at all to her daughters, but she thinks that a sunnah circumcision
is more acceptable than an infibulation. This attitude Ð being in favour of a
symbolic sunnah circumcision on grounds of principle, while having decided to
leave the daughters with no circumcision at all Ð was a common attitude among the
women in the study:
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- How do you think about sunnah [circumcision]?
- WellÉ you can choose yourself. ItÕs not in the Koran, so itÕs not anything you have to do. If you
want to you can do it, but you can let it be as well. ItÕs up to every person if it should be done.
- Would you consider doing it to your girls?
- No, noÉ I want to pass this up completely. I donÕt want them to be touched in any way [down there]
(woman K).

J is newly married and has not had children yet. I ask her about the future, knowing
that she is opposed to infibulation:

- Would you consider doing sunnah circumcision to your future daughters?
- NoÉ I donÕt want anything to happen to her, if I get a daughter. You donÕt have to. Islam says you
can take a tiny little part or leave it, you donÕt have to. I wonÕt [do anything] (woman J).

Some of the women interviewed were of the opinion that sunnah circumcision may
function as a way to leave the harmful types of the practice, while still exhibiting
that one maintains Somali tradition, a sort of compromise:

- They [those still favour of female circumcision] want to be able to say Õshe is circumcisedÕ, thatÕs all.
- What do they want to achieve by that?
- [To show] that this girl clings to our cultureÉ (woman X).

This does not mean that the same holds for the exile situation in Sweden, this
woman continues:

- Some who live in Somalia have chosen to not circumcise their girls. They have a hard time. But in
SwedenÉ no one will ask ÕAre you circumcised or not?Õ So they donÕt have to do it here (woman X).

Some of the women discussed the fact that a sunnah circumcision fails in being a
visible sign of virginity, a state which is said to be a prerequisite of social
acceptance of unmarried girls:

- If a girl is [pharaonically] circumcised she hasnÕt been with any other men. ItÕs a sign of virginity.
[I ask:] - But what about sunnah circumcised girlsÉ they canÕt prove it in the same way?
- Yes, I think that may create some doubt. There is no way to really know (woman X).

[I ask:] - Is a girl who is sunnah circumcised just as accepted as a girl who is pharaonically
circumcised?
- No, she is notÉ to be honest. Maybe those girls who go back [from exile] nowÉ but not when I
lived in Somalia, no. ThatÕs why many parents chose pharaonic, they want their girls to be completely
accepted (woman K).

- A sunnah circumcised girl can lie about if she is a virgin or notÉ Our men will not know, as long
as she doesnÕt confess (woman V).

V continues by saying that some parents in Somalia may not choose sunnah
circumci sion, because they feel embarrassed to maybe in the future have to discuss
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the matter with a future husband-to-be. As long as their girl is infibulated, there is
no reason to bring the subject up.

Woman A, who is sunnah circumcised, tells me that she brought the subject up
herself, while dating her husband-to-be. He accepted it without objections and has
never questioned her morals in any way. This situation seems similar to what woman
H relates:

- You told me you were sunnah circumcied when you were a little girl. Was this a problem for you
when you got married?
- No, not at all.
- Did you tell your husband before you married?
- No. We had known each other since we were children, we grew up in the same neighbourhood. We
never discussed it, there was no need. I also knew that he had been in touch with UN programs about
family planning and circumcisionÉ so he had learnt a lot. He never asked about what kind of
circumcision I had (woman H).

D, the woman who is in favour of infibulation, thinks sunnah circumcision is a good
second-hand-choice: Ósunnah is good, but infibulation is betterÓ. I ask her how one can
know anything about the morals of a sunnah circumcised girl:

- How can you know that she is a good woman? Is sunnah sufficient to give a girl good morals?
- Yes.
- How can you know that she is a virgin when she marries?
- WellÉ she has to tell her husband.
- Tell? She doesnÕt have to show it in any way?
- No, she can tell him (woman D).

The resistance to pharaonic circumcision was strong among the Somalis
participating in this study (except for women D and L). However, when it comes to
the sunnah circumcision the attitudes were more complex, but also more ambivalent.
This may be understood as a reflection of the fact that there is poor support for a
complete ban on all forms of female circumcision when it comes to interpreting the
Islamic sources (see section 4.5). Most informants agreed on the possibility to
abandon all types of circumcision, and they claimed that this is what they have
decided to do themselves (except for women D and L). On the other hand, most
informants were unwilling to repudiate the mildest form, a symbolic sunnah
circumcision, as they find it acceptable in an Islamic perspective. The official
posture in the Swedish society is that the law against female genital mutilation in
Sweden includes a ban on pricking. This will be further discussed in section 10.3.4.

According to a strict culturalist view, people think and behave in certain ways
because Õit is their cultureÕ. In exile, it is believed that most people tend to stick to
their cultural habits and values even more firmly, to save their original identity in a
strange environment (for a discussion, see Chapter Eight). In a more empirically
oriented study the question must remain open: what values seem to be cherished in
exile, and what values are exposed to revaluation? Even if it is impossible to make
categorical statements about an entire ethnic group, it may be possible to discern
tendencies within the group.
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Before the sections about new perspectives of female circumcision among Somalis
in exile, I shall discuss some values that seem to be firmly preserved among almost
all the Somalis I have come to know. The reason for calling attention to these
values, while others are ignored, is that they are associated with values and attitudes
to female circumcision.

The first section below deals with the importance of chastity: the significance of
daughters behaving like Ôgood girlsÕ, i.e. show that they have good morals by
refraining from having sex before marriage. The following section treats the concept
of an illegitimate child, wacal, the evident proof of immoral behaviour in a girl. In
contrast to how attitudes to female circumcision have changed in exile, these notions
seem to be firmly persistent: the importance of chastity in girls and the idea that an
illegitimate child has no place in the Somali community.

5.3 ÔA good girlÕ: the importance of chastity

Often the act of infibulation among Somalis is described as a way to create virgins
(see section 4.9.1). The Somalis I  have come to know in Malmš describe it in a
similar way, but in slightly different words: a woman who is still ÓclosedÓ at her
wedding has proved that she is a Ôgood girlÕ. It is not only a matter of pride and
dignity for the girl herself, but for her whole family Ð especially for her mother, the
one ultimately responsible for raising the girl and teaching her good morals.

There seems to be a sharp line between the categories of Ôgood girlsÕ and
Ôprosti tutesÕ (sharmutooyin or dhilooyin): either a woman refrain from having sex
outside marriage or she is categorised as being a (non-paid) prostitute Ð there is
nothing in between:

- Sometimes a girl can lose her virginity behind the back [of her family] and it is such a shameÉ [if
it is known] the family kind of loses completely all prideÉ So circumcision is seen as a way to make
sure the girl doesnÕt lose this. [Then] it will be a mark on herÉ that she has had sex and that is not
good at all. She will beÉ a whore (woman C).

- Why is it important for a man to marry a virgin?
- They donÕt want to marry aÉ they want a woman who havenÕt been with someone else.
- Why is it important? If she hasnÕt become pregnant with another manÕs child, why is it important
that she hasnÕt had sex with anybody else?
- They believe she will do it again [have sex with somebody else]. Maybe she will do it again while she
is married, they think. ThatÕs what they believe. They will think she is a woman of bad morals
(woman B).

Many talk about infibulation as a way to control the daughters until they are
married. I tried to find out if the infibulation is seen as a way to prevent girls from
having sex because of the pain inflicted at the moment of defibulation, or because of
the girlsÕ fear that an opened infibulation would reveal them. Practically everyone
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stressed that young girls are most afraid of that anyone would find out about them
having had sex:

- Is it easier for infibulated girls to say no to sex?
- I donÕt think soÉ but they have a reason for saying no. They knowÉ that it can be seen if you have
had intercourse.
- If a girl chooses to not have sex, do you think it is because she is afraid of the pain or is she afraid
that someone will discover that she had sex?
- The most important reason is that it can be seen on her, I believeÉ When she gets married É and if
she is opened then she will get into difficulties. Many men will throw such a woman out the very same
day (woman B).

Another woman (D), the only one I have met who is openly and promptly in favour
of infibulation, states that infibulation prevents a young girl from having sex, because
that girl will be afraid of disclosure, of her family finding out what she has been up
to. This woman describes pain linked to infibulation and defibulation as ÓnothingÓ
and ÓnormalÓ.137 She describes infibulation as a way to carve good morals into a
womanÕs body.138 Here Asha Omar interprets what the woman (D) has told us in
Somali:

- I asked her what you asked: If the woman has pharaonic circumcision, are her sexual feelings
diminished? She said no. But yet she states that if a woman is not circumcised, she canÕt wait [and
refrain from having sex] if her husband is away [on a long trip]. ThatÕs the way it is, she says. ÕSo
whatÕs the difference?Õ, I asked. ÕBecause we are circumcisedÕ, she answered. ÕOkayÕ, I said, Õit doesnÕt
mean that we have less sexual feelings than uncircumcised women?Õ. ÕNoÕ, she said, Õwe do feel
[pleasure] being with our husbands.Õ [É] She says that also an uncircumcised woman may wait [for
her husband]. But the circumcised one can wait easily.
- [I ask:] SoÉ if you are circumcised you are supposed to behave better and be faithful to your
husband?
- [Woman D:] Yes. YesÉ We cannot have sex with anybody but with our own husbands.
- [Omar fills in:]  She says that when it comes to sex, circumcised women have better morals, they
know where the limits are. But when it comes to sensations, they feel in the same way as the others.

                                                
137Literally: ÕPeople of Xamar/MogadishuÕ. Most of them live in Mogadishu. They once

descended from Arabs and are often easily recognised as they have lighter skin than the rest
of the Somalis.

138Some of the women I have talked to spontaneously describe the pain they have experienced at
infibulation and defibulation, but many Ð for reasons I can only speculate about Ð leave out
these aspects. In some situations I have got the impression that pain in this context is seen as
inevitable and, thus, nothing to make a fuss about. At a todobo-party I attended I was worried
about the young newly married girl, who for some reason looked downhearted. I asked one of
the women I knew quite well if she knew if the bride had been opened by her husband or
with analgesic by a doctor. This woman, who I know as an empathic and considerate person,
just shrugged her shoulders as if the question was irrelevant and replied: ÓMaybe she did go to
a doctor, maybe notÓ. I realised that the difference between the two options was of greater
importance to me than to the Somali women present, as quite a few seem to think about this
kind of pain as something everyone has to endure in her life. ÓA good girl is supposed to resist
painÓ, one of my informants told me with some irony, when she talked about her sister who
did not cry during infibulation and so was very praised by her family and the doctor for being
brave.
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It is easy to see that infibulation is not an end in itself, but a means to achieve
something else: a morally unimpeachable woman. This is confirmed in other
conversations, like discussions about what happens if a girl is raped (and so
ÔopenedÕ). A rape is a social disaster and should be strongly compensated after
negotiations between the clans involved: the rapistÕs clan will collectively bear the
shame of the deed. A necessary condition is that the girl who has been raped tells her
family the very same day the rape was committed Ð and not a month or so later,
when she has fears of having become pregnant. If the girl becomes pregnant, the
families involved will make sure that the couple marry to give the child a name (a
clan identity through the father, the one who raped the woman).

[I ask:] - So, if a girl is forced to have sex and becomes pregnant, she may have to marry the rapist
against her will?
- It canÕt be in any other way if she is pregnant. If not, how could she live? Where would her child go?
ThatÕs what matters, you think about the child. The child must have a father.
- If the girl didnÕt become pregnant when she was raped, is she free from the man then?

- If this event didnÕt make her pregnant, then she is free from the man, but the man has to ask her for
forgiveness and compensate for the shame that he has inflicted upon her. [É]
- If it is known that this girl has been raped, and so is no longer a virgin, will she have problems
finding a husband?
- No, not if it was a rape. If she was into it herself, well, thatÕs another thing.
- Is she infibulated again?
- Some do, others donÕt.139 Nowadays itÕs not necessary, as her husband-to-be knows what has
happened to her (woman C).

A woman opened by a man raping her has, thus, not had her reputation devastated.
There is another explanation to the fact that she is opened than that she herself has
behaved like a prostitute: she is still a ÔgoodÕ woman, worthy of trust in marriage.

Much of the reasoning around infibulation evolves around the girlÕs prospect of
marriage in the future. Everyone talks about the importance of good morals in
relation to men. When I have asked women about what they think men seek in
women, most womenÕs answers involve honesty, chastity and faithfulness:140 ÓIt
doesnÕt matter if heÕs educated or uneducated, he will choose a woman who behaves
decently, someone he can trust and who comes from a respected familyÓ (woman H).

The men also mention these characteristics Ð honesty, chastity and faithfulness Ð as
we shall see below. But the physical proof of chastity, the infibulation, seems to be a
matter handled almost exclusively by women. Some women have mentioned a
tradition that has existed, and maybe still exists in some families, in the north of
Somalia: the one where women from the bridegroomÕs family control the

                                                
139Other informants expressed this in similar ways, i.e. women who are against infibulation

themselves. V, among others, explained how infibulation is thought to change girls into
morally good women: ÓItÕs a guaranteeÉ for the rest of her lifeÓ.

140Her statement ÒSome do, others donÕtÓ gives the impression that cases of rape are frequent in
Somalia. However, the expression probably reflects the womanÕs view of the logic attached to
the incident of a rape, and ought not be interpreted as a statistical statement.
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infibulation of the bride before the wedding.141 In the south of Somalia, men are
expected to open their wives by themselves Ð with penis or otherwise Ð and those
couples who decide to turn to health care staff for defibulation prefer to be silent
about it, as this is seen as a defeat on the manÕs part (see section 4.9.1). In the north,
most women are opened by a doctor, nurse or a traditional circumciser and in some
groups this practice is preceded by an inspection from the bridegroomÕs family.
Also this tradition is upheld by women. Woman Y tells me what happened to her:

- When you marry, it is hard to do anything the first night, as she is closed, she is circumcised. On the
third night she should be cut open, but before that happens, women come to see the girlÕs organ, how
it looks and then they can tell everyone if she was a real girl or if she was a girl who had lost her
virginity. [Discussion about that this tradition only has been practised in some groups.] My
nightÉ I told them I didnÕt want to see them at all. So one can refuse. I told them ÕI donÕt know you, I
wonÕt show you anything, get out of hereÕ. ThatÕs what I told them.
- Someone who let them inspect, how do you think that she thinks?
- Well, she gives them a proof, she is proud, she can show them that she hasnÕt done anything. But for
my part, I didnÕt know these people and I couldnÕt see it was any business of theirs. It is my bodyÉ
The man IÕm married to, he and I are the ones who should discuss this, talk aboutÉ and I even feel
that he, he has nothing to do with my body. Either he wants me or not, but IÕm the one in charge of
my body.

The integrity expressed by woman Y is a hazardous strategy in a society where the
womanÕs reputation quite easily is called into question. Others I have talked to, who
are familiar with the tradition, state that refusing to show your infibulation when
representatives of the bridegroomÕs family turn up may trigger off rumours. The
woman may face a situation where her chastity is questioned in public, since she has
behaved as if she had something to hide.

Daughters ideally should go through the critical period when they are teenagers
without losing their reputation of being Ôgood girlsÕ, and accordingly preserving
their own familiesÕ standing in the Somali community. A girlÕs bad behaviour, or
rumours about it, affects her whole family. ÓIf an unmarried girl gets pregnant, she
will not be the only one suffering. The whole family will have problems. Other families
may object to having their sons marry her sistersÉ it will not be considered a good
familyÓ (woman G).

The men who participated in this study expressed similar ideas about the
importance of girlsÕ behaviour. What men seek in women is chastity and faithfulness.
The men often express themselves in a way that expose their vulnerability when it
comes to fathering children Ð there i s no way they can be sure of that they
biologically are the fathers of their children; this is a matter of trust:

                                                
141As this study discusses the practice of female circumcision, I focus on the preferred

characteristics of women. Of course it is just as relevant to discuss what women seek in men
when they are about to marry, in an other study with an other focus. One of the women
interviewed answered my question with a counterquestion: - I think it is important that she is
honestÉ But it should be the other wayÉ You could ask how I want a man to be for me to want to
live with him. I could have answered that easily. [I ask:] - Yes, what do you think? What should a
man be like? [She replies:] Ð He should beÉ honestÉ first and foremost. The whole relation must
be built on honestyÉ if not, there is no use in living together (woman K).
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- You must be able to trust the woman you are married to. Otherwise you canÕt sleep, you canÕt do
anything. You will be depressed if you canÕt trust her. Maybe jealousÉ ItÕs important that both the
man and the woman can trust each other. That I know that this is my child. There is no man who can
forgive if some other man sleeps in his house and takes his woman (man P).

- If an infibulated woman is open when she marries and her husband has expected her to be closedÉ
he will think that she has been out with other men. But if he sees that she is a virgin, mutual trust
arises. He sees that she is a virgin, and that she hasnÕt been with other men. And just the same, she is
proud of being able to show that she is a virgin. If she wouldnÕt be [a virgin], she wouldnÕt be a
complete woman, but more likeÉ half a woman (man R).

[Carlbom asks:] - What nationality would you prefer in your future wife?
- IÕd prefer to marry a Somali womanÉ to avoid cultural clashes. But IÕd prefer to marry a woman
who lives in Sweden, that would be easier than to find a woman in Somalia. [É]
- Is it important that she is a virgin?
- NoÉ actually not.
- No?
- There are different types of virginity when it comes to female genitalsÉ A natural one and an
artificial one. ItÕs not important that the womanÉ is mutilated.
- What about a natural virgin?
- Yes, itÕs good if one can find a girl who is a virgin.
- Would you consider marrying a divorced woman?
- Yes, it doesnÕt matter. But itÕs good if she has never been married (man U).

- I grew up with these feelings. In my societyÉ since I was a little boyÉ this is what you are taught.
ItÕs important when you marryÉ that this girl is a virgin. That she hasnÕt been with any men before
you. ItÕs about religion, but also in a broader senseÉ about trust. It can also be a divorced woman,
trust is the key issue. But if she hasnÕt been married before, virginity is really important, as it is some
kind of a sign of that you can trust her, that she is reliable (man Q).

All men stated that honesty in a woman is the unquestionably most important trait.
A few went on by claiming that earlier mistakes may be forgiven, as long as the
woman is open and honest about what has happened. Man O starts by expressing the
importance of honesty, and later in the interview he goes on by stating that a man
may forgive shortcomings in a womanÕs behaviour:

- One has to find a trustworthy woman. With good morals. I canÕt watch her day and night so I have to
trust her. If you start to doubt herÉ it can make you mad. If she is honest, if you can rely on her,
there is no problem. [É] For example, if I meet a womanÉ who is not marriedÉ If she is open
about what happened [how come she lost her virginity], you can still trust her. If she has told you the
truth (man O).

This is confirmed by some of the womenÕs experiences. When we discussed the role
of infibulation, many women stated that if the bride fails to prove her virginity with
a tiny vaginal opening at the wedding, she runs the risk of being thrown out by her
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husband (for a discussion about this, with more quotations, see section 6.1). This was
mentioned by several women (as by woman B quoted at the beginning of this
chapter). When asked if they knew someone it had happened to, practically everyone
said no. They had heard rumours, it had happened to some distant relative of their
motherÕs etc.142 Some of the women, reflecting upon their own girl friends, instead
told other kind of stories, like G:

- I know a girl who was seeing a man. TheyÉ were togetherÉ He had promised to marry her, but he
left her. Then she met another man, and she asked me ÕWhat can I do?Õ. She wanted to go to the
hospital to be closed again. I told her ÕDonÕt lie to him, that lie will come back sooner or later. Just
tell him the truthÕ, I said. She told him this story, but she told him as if it had happened to another
girl, because she wanted to know how he would react. He said he felt sorry for that girl, and then she
told him that she herself was that girl. They are still married today. If there is love, the man will
understand and forgive.

The outcome seems to vary, depending on the couple. Other women telling similar
stories stated that the woman would f ind herself in a vulnerable position, where she
will have her lack of chastity thrown at her face every time the couple argues. One
woman told me about her ex-husband who had remarried and divorced again: ÓHe
couldnÕt trust her, he just left her and went abroadÉ He had sex with her before they
were married, thatÕs why he can never trust her.Ó

The worst thing possible is the incident of an unmarried pregnant daughter. The
controlling of the girls, the trouble put in to the moral education of the girls seems
to have one overarching objective: to prevent pregnancy before the girls are married.

5.4 The worst thing possible: wacal, a child without
father

In many societies, including the Swedish, the fact that an unmarried woman
becomes pregnant does not necessarily imply a social catastrophe. Among Somalis
there seems to be a prevalent and deep fear that oneÕs family should be stricken by
this disaster. Every conversation among women about infibulation and chastity
seems to end in a discussion about how to make sure that the young girls do not get
pregnant before marriage.

The fact that an unmarried daughter gets pregnant not only brings about that the
whole family will bear an everlasting stigma, in many cases it implies that the
family loses this girl. A daughter, loved and raised by her parents, will most often
not be welcome at home any longer:

- ItÕs okay if the girls talk about sex, and itÕs good if they knowÉ about sex, but they canÕt practice it
before marriage. ItÕs our religion and our culture. And in Somalia, we donÕt have contraceptivesÉ
well, if there are, itÕs not popular. And if a girl gets pregnantÉ she is out of her family.

                                                
142See also Abdalla (1982:52ff).
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- She is thrown out? Why?
- She hasÉ She is pregnantÉ and everyone will say that this child has no father, it doesnÕt belong to
any clan, nothing. This is the real problem, for the child, not so much for the mother. The child will
belong toÉ nothing. This girl has to leave, maybe she goes to another part of the country where she
can claim that her husband has died or something. She can pretend that her child belongs to a certain
clan (woman B).

- A child like this, wacal, cannot play with other Somali children. At the very first moment you are
asked who you are, who your father isÉ and probably it will already be known that this particular
child has no father. [É] É and that [a child born without a father] is something that will damage the
whole family generation after generationÉ Everyone will know, even grandchildrenÕs grandchildren
will take part of that shame. And this child will not be counted, in any wayÉ in no clan (woman C).

The patrilineal principle of the Somali society is crucial here. As discussed in
section 3.3, affinity runs through the paternal side of the family and so every child
inherits its fatherÕs clan affiliation. A child born outside marriage Ð marriage being
the only culturally and religiously legitimate context for sex to take place Ð is born
with no blood ties.

Sex outside marriage is ideologically forbidden for both men and women, but in
reality the girls are the ones who have to face the consequences if sex leads to
conception. This is a double standard of morality admitted by most Somalis and
criticised by many:143

- ItÕs more accepted if unmarried men have sex. They say Õwell, he is a boyÕ and things li ke that. ItÕs
different for the girls. She will carry the proof of her having had sex, when she gets pregnant (woman
K).

One of the more outspoken women expressed it in this way: ÓTraditionally, a woman
who has had sex before she is married is a bad woman, she is a whoreÉ The man can be
with anyone. He can screw thousands before he is married. He is neverÉ he will still be
seen as a virgin. But the woman has a closed opening, and if she is opened, she must have
slept with anybodyÓ (woman G).

Most people I have talked to admit that young Somali women are more
controlled than young unmarried men in daily life:

- A mother has that constant fearÉ worse than that her daughter is having sex is that her daughter
may be pregnantÉ and thatÕs a matter concerning the whole family. So Somali girls are very
controlledÉ Always you have people around you, aunts and grandmothers and neighbours and
everyone is keeping an eye on youÉ [É] The worst thing that can ever happen is that the girl
becomes pregnant before she has married. She will be seen as a whore (woman C).

                                                
143In a Swedish report on the socio-cultural understanding of HIV/AIDS among exiled Somalis

in Gothenburg (Aden et al. 1999), such story is told by a female informant: ÓIt happened that
a good girl that had never been with any other man was married off by her parents. When she
was brought to her husband, he suspected her virginity and said himself that someone might
have used her before himÉ thus, he left the honeyweekÕs homeÉ he hastily said it was
over,É ÔI divorced her.Õ For her relatives this was worse than if she had been deadÉÓ
(ibid.:18).
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[I ask:] - What would have happened to you if you had turned up at home being pregnant at the age of
fifteen? What would your parents have said?
- They would have saidÉ well, first they would have beaten me black and blueÉ [starts laughing]É
There is no way I could have stayed there, to live in my parentsÕ house (woman J).

Some of the women interviewed were quite outspoken when asked about this issue.
Several used phrases involving words like ÓdieÓ or ÓdeadÓ. This may be understood
metaphorically, as if a girlÕs unforgivable behaviour leads to the fact that such girl
almost automatically faces a social death: Some families try to solve the problem Ð
either by arranging for marriage or through helping their daughter go through an
abortion�Ð but it happens that families break off the relation with the girl
completely and definitely.

At funerals in Somalia, there is a ceremony called tacsi. This ceremony can also
be performed at occasions when a family intend to officially declare that a family
member, usually an unmarried daughter who has become pregnant or has acted like a
prostitute, does no longer belong to the family. Then she is metaphorically ÓdeadÓ;
she is called deyro, meaning that the family relationship is forever cut. In the future
her family will talk about her as if she were physically dead or they will pretend she
never existed.144 Such a young woman, who has been declared dead, is supposed to
never contact her family again:

[I ask:] - What happens if a Somali girl here in Sweden will have a child while she is unmarried?
- A child? While she is unmarried? She may as well dieÉ
[Another Somali woman, shocked by the other womanÕs statement:] - OoohÉ
- Should the girl have a child without a father? ItÕs so horrible, it cannot exist. She has to go, move
away, she canÕt stay with her family. Without a fatherÉ itÕs impossible. [É] I know many in Somalia
who got into thisÉ these women never returned to their families, ever. They disappeared (woman
Z).

Many Swedish Somali girls and young women seem to internalise this value of
chastity. In a study on ethnic identity among young Somalis in Sweden (Aretun
1998), including interviews with six girls and four boys aged 13-16, chastity seemed
to be a core concept in the construction of ethnic identity. It is first and foremost the
girls who are Ócarriers of a Somali ethnic ÔmarkerÕ. It is carried out by acting,
realising and communicating the moral category Ôgood girlÕ to those around them Ð
both to Somalis and ÔoutsidersÕÓ (ibid.:62, my translation from Swedish; see also
VisapŠŠ (1997:66ff) in a study about young Somalis in Finland). The consequences
of having an illegitimate child are adamant, but seem to be perceived by many
Somalis as in proportion to what the girl has been up to. F, a young unmarried
woman, describes this kind of behaviour in a way that resembles discourses on
criminality:

- Girls who behave like this, they must beÉ kind of outcast right from the beginning, IÕd sayÉ What
has influenced her to behave like this, to be what she has become? That she has got pregnantÉ whatÕs
the reason behind that she suddenly spent time with boys and had sex without marriage? There must

                                                
144For a description of this double standard of morality, see e.g. Aden et al. (1999) and Aretun

(1998).
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be something behind itÉ If everything is right, if you raise your children well and teach them right
from wrong, this shouldnÕt happen.

Facing a situation where an unmarried girl is pregnant is described as an incredible
shock to any Somali family: ÓYou never thought that this would happen to your own
daughterÓ (woman F). Some interviewees claim that what happens to a pregnant
unmarried girl depends on the family. The first step is to try to bring about a
marriage between the daughter and her lover, and if this measure succeeds, the
pregnant girl will be freed from shame. If not, some parents may try to find a
solution while they try to keep the whole thing secret and they will try to support the
girl in different ways. Others will declare that their daughter is no longer a member
of the family and has to leave their home, as discussed earlier.

In Sweden abortion may be a way out of this situation, often perceived as a
nightmare by those involved. Some mention abortion as an impossible solution,
either for ethical reasons or because they are convinced that abortion is forbidden by
religion. Others see the opportunity for safe abortions as a way to save Somali girls
from being social outcasts in the Somali community in Sweden:

- In Sweden these girls can go through an abortion. They have to do it because of our tradition, and
they are protected by professional secrecy. ThatÕs good for the girlsÉ if not, how could they live?
Maybe this girl wants to have her baby, but there is no way she can. She is forced to stick to tradition
and her community. You can never free yourself from that (woman X).

There are no statistics available showing how frequent this situation is among
Somali girls in Sweden. Among the Somalis in Malmš, I have got to know
indirectly, at least two unmarried girls have become pregnant during the last years
and so have been left without support by their families: they are regarded as if they
failed their families and their cultural and religious education.

Many Somalis I have discussed this matter with, can not see how this attitude
could ever change among Somalis. Attitudes to circumcision may change in exile,
and this fact is seen as something natural and inevitable considering new
circumstances, increased knowledge and internal debate. But condemning an
unmarried woman to be socially dead for lack of chastity is something completely
different; this woman has violated basic religious and cultural norms, and let her
whole family down:

[Omar interpreting:] - About circumcisionÉ this can change because it has nothing to do with
Islam, but when it comes to a girl who gets pregnant without marriage, she says she doesnÕt think that
Somalis ever will change their idea of pushing away such a girl. This has nothing to do with time or
different generations, it has something to do with Islam. That this girl did zina [Arabic for having
extra-marital sex] and you know, it is haram [forbidden according to Islamic principles]. So this
canÕt change (woman H).

To me it has been quite obvious that Somali women, who have lived for a long time
in Sweden and are very well integrated into Swedish society, talk about this aspect
of Somali culture with sorrow and helplessness:
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- It seems to me as few people can accept that things may go wrong for some peopleÉ but we have to
find solutions. We canÕt just state the fact that something has gone wrong, we have to find solutionsÉ
and we are bad at that. When I see our social security in other aspectsÉ we donÕt have a social
security system like you, we donÕt have insurances, but we help and take care of each other a lot. If
something bad happens to a family, they need not worry, people will come to offer their help and
time and money. If someone dies, everyone will join in, and no one will talk about lack of time or
something. But if this other thing happensÉ itÕs like all people line up on one side, leaving that little
girl alone on the other sideÉ ItÕs like nobody has taken into account that this may happen, and we
have no way of handling it. [É] A girl should have a friend standing up for her, someone who turns to
the man responsible for the pregnancy, someone who can put a pressure on the man to make him help
the girl, marry her.
- Do you see any possibility thatÉ if time passesÉ will Somali families in Sweden look at this in a
new way?
- I donÕt think soÉ not in my generation, no way (woman C).

These values, requirement of chastity in girls and accepting that illegitimate
children and their mothers often are expelled, are in disharmony with todayÕs
western emphasis on equality between the sexes and individualism. Even so, the
interviewees have been very open about these attitudes. My task in this study, thus,
was to understand how these preserved values were connected to changed attitudes
toward female circumcision. Pharaonic circumcision is said to enhance the
possibili ties for the girls to behave like Ôgood girlsÕ, and so, to make sure that no
children without fathers are born within oneÕs family. The key issue here, then, is:
why have attitudes to female circumcision changed in exile?

Below, the aspects of the reassessment of female circumcision will be discussed.
First the matter of how the interviewees began to think differently about female
circumcision will be treated; how the tradition, once considered to be natural and
normal, was reflected upon and questioned. Many women referred to their first
encounter with the Swedish health care system as the moment when they started
reflecting upon the tradition. Others mentioned the exile situation per se as a
triggering factor for reflection, while some stated that the governmental campaign
in Somalia in the mid-80s had made them reassess the custom in the first place.

Thereafter there is a section on Islam and female circumcision. This is a key
theme, as almost all the interviewees emphasised the importance of Islam when
explaining why they are opposed to pharaonic circumcision. The religious argument
was seen not only as an explanation to why they had changed their view on female
circumcision, but also as an instrumental argument for defending this new point of
view: it is hard to critisise somebody for taking a decision in accordance with what
is seen as Islamic core values.

The last section in this chapter deals with attitudes to the Swedish law on female
circumcision. Many women and men in this study seem to have an ambivalent view:
they support the content of the law (the aim to stop a harmful practice), but some are
provoked by the interference of Swedish authorities in a matter considered to be an
internal concern of the Somali community in Sweden. This feeling of uneasiness is
closely associated with a common fear of the social authorities in Sweden.
Especially the Somali women interviewed expressed a deep fear of losing custody
of their children to the state.
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5.5 Reflection upon what was once ÕnaturalÕ

A gaal (non-Muslim/white) is not circumcised
Even a mouse is circumcised
But a mouse does not fly

Birds fly
But birds do not have spots like the leopard

A childrenÕs song in Somalia
(when girls are teasing each other and being boastful about small vaginal openings)

ÒEven a mouse is circumcisedÓ Ð the wording of a childrenÕs song in Somalia shows
the perfect naturalness and normality of the state of infibulation (even if the first line
points out that non-Muslims are uncircumcised): even such a miserable creature as a
mouse is supposed to be circumcised. The literal content of the song is nonsense, yet
it reflects the pride in the state of being circumcised. Everyone in this study seemed
to be able to determine in what situation she or he began to think differently about
female circumcision. It was a moment when the tradition, until that moment
perceived of as something ÔnaturalÕ and ÔnormalÕ, transformed into being a category
reflected upon and questioned.

Many, both women and men, mentioned the governmental campaign in Somalia
in the mid-80s: ÓI didnÕt think much about it until I was adult and there was this
campaign in Somalia. It said that this [practice of infibulation] was wrong and harmful
and that itÕs not written anything about it in the KoranÓ (woman B).

Many women asked about at what moment they began to think of infibulation in a
new way, communicated vivid and often distressing descriptions of their encounters
with the health care system in Sweden:

- I started thinking about it some ten years ago when I got married. WellÉ then I went to see a doctor
[for defibulation]. He thought it wasÉ that it was horrible. It made me ask myself, Õwhat is it about
this that is so horrible?Õ Well, I did know that this practice doesnÕt exist in Sweden or EuropeÉ but
stillÉ where I come from itÕs just considered to be something natural. And then I got an admission
note for a visit at a gynaecological clinic, and there everybody was really curiousÉ And I kept asking
myself what this curiosity was all about. Until then I had thought about it as something completely
normal. I meanÉ you were born into a society whereÉ this is the way it should be, and if you are
not shaped in this way, then you are an outsider É ÕOh, she hasnÕt had it done, how disgusting!Õ If
you havenÕt had it done, there is no way you can tell your friends, you just try to hide it. SoÉ I didnÕt
really think about it until I came here and was to be opened (woman K).

- The first time I really thought about it, was when I got married [in Sweden]. I realised how painful
it is [to be opened by your husband]. It hurtÉ every night. So I went to hospital to arrange for
[defibulation]. I went to see a doctor and he looked at me [gynaecological examination]É and then he
called for other people. I had an interpreter I knew quite wellÉ and suddenly there were many, I
donÕt know, maybe five or six persons, examining me. And I can understand that they had a good look
at meÉ I do look peculiar down thereÉ�[laughs]É No, actually, it was dreadful. I know why they
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looked so closely, I am different, but I was glad to have someone else [the interpreter] to cling to
(woman B).145

A common trait in accounts about confrontation with shocked health staff is that the
women express feelings of violation: several others in the staff were summoned
during examination and no one seemed to think of asking the woman if she was
comfortable with a bunch of people examining her genitals. Another common trait
is that most women did not understand at first what the fuss was about.146 In
ignorance of what was going on, speculations set them in a mental state of fear and
shock:

- I thought something was wrong with me and my pregnancy. I felt like I had a stone on my heart.
Before the doctor had explained to me why she was upset, she summoned several others. I couldnÕt
breathe, I couldnÕt talk (woman C).

- The first time I was examined in hospital [a pregnancy check-up] I thoughtÉ something was wrong
with me. They were struck by panic. Talked to each other, summoned others, alarmed. I was sure that
something was wrong, but I was exhausted and felt sick (woman G).

Many of these women had their upsetting encounters with the Swedish health care in
the beginning of the 1990s, when many Somalis came to Sweden as refugees and the
knowledge about female circumcision still was poor among health care personnel.
Attitudes have probably changed a lot today in most parts of Sweden, as
Socialstyrelsen (the Swedish national board of health and welfare) has allocated
appropriations for informing professionals at different institutions about female
circumcision. Gšteborgsprojektet (The Gothenburg Project) has been charged with
distributing information to health care staff, social welfare officers, kindergarten
and school teachers, policemen and any other group affected and interested in this
issue.

One of the women, circumcised by sunnah (which in practice includes every form
of circumcision but infibulation, and is usually carried out before the age of one
year), stated that she started reflecting upon female circumcision when she herself
became mother of daughters:

[Omar interpreting:] - She has three daughters, and when she washed them she was confused. Once
she thought that her daughter was swollen and she thought maybe there was an infection so she took

                                                
145This was explained to me by Asha Omar. In an article in a Swedish monthly magazine, it is

described how unmarried pregnant girls used to be killed in Somalia as late as in the 1980s:
ÓFor a long time it had been a tradition in Somalia that unmarried pregnant women were to
be killed. Preferably by the father. If that was impossible, any of her brothers was to kill her.
In the third place the murder was to be executed by someone from the same clanÓ
(Wingborg 2000:25, my translation from Swedish). However, no incident of such a tradition
is given in the literature. None of the Somalis I have talked to have ever heard of it. On the
other hand, everyone is familiar with the symbolic ÓkillingÓ, when a family Ódeyro-sÓ a girl and
declares her to be dead.

146Two other accounts are printed in Swedish in Johnsdotter et al. (2000a) and in Somali in
Omar et al. (2001).
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her daughter to the hospital. The nurse there told her that this is normal, this is the way
uncircumcised girls look like. She only has sunnah circumcision herself, but now she could see the
difference between intact genitals and what she looked like herself (woman H).

An infibulated woman describes her reaction when she once had the opportunity to
see a Swedish womanÕs intact genitals:

- Once I saw a Swedish woman who was completely [genitally] normal. So I thought ÕWell, this is what
IÕve lostÕ. That all this is goneÉ I had thought that we had most parts, but no, everything is kind of
gone (woman K).

Even if many women have had medical complications due to infibulation Ð most
women referred to problems with urinating and menstruating Ð some of the women
also claimed that they had experienced more problems after defibulation. These
experiences seem to be intertwined with the all-embracing experience of the
infibulated state as the normal state. K expressed it as follows:

- How can I explain it? The whole time while growing up I was closed, I just had a tiny opening.
Suddenly, when I had given birth, I was completely different. Then I thought, Õugh, what is this?Õ.
Since I was opened IÕve met with heaps of trouble with infections. Earlier everything was kind of
protectedÉ can it be like that? I have many more infections now. One infection after the other.

Several women meant that the exile situation per se made them think thoroughly
about the tradition, as they were being different from schoolmates and workmates.
This experience had strengthened some women in their conviction that their own
daughters will have a better life without circumcision:

- In Sweden itÕs easier for uncircumcised girls, no one will tease them and point at them for being
different. Here the circumcised girls are the ones to be different and feel ashamed. ThatÕs one of the
reasons behind my decision to never circumcise my daughters. In this society they would be the ones
deviating if I did (woman B).

The same woman expressed her feelings of embarrassment when there are articles in
Swedish newspapers or reports on television about female circumcision. She says she
can imagine how Swedes perceive of the tradition: ÓÕHow can they do these terrible
things to their own daughters?ÕÉ They donÕt understandÉ and I can see whyÓ. This
feeling of being abashed at the existence of the tradition, looking at it with the eyes
of the Swedes, appears to be one of the reasons behind some SomalisÕ strong
reactions when their fellow countrymen have appeared in the mass media talking
about circumcision: ÕDo they have to insist on paying attention to this practice?Õ
Continuous attention will create a bad image of the Somalis in Sweden: portraying
them as monstrous people torturing their own flesh and blood.

Several of the men mentioned the governmental campaign against infi bulation in
Somalia some fifteen years ago, when asked about their opinions on female
circumcision and if their attitudes had come to change at some point. Many men
stated that they came to deprecate the practice of infibulation while they still lived
in Somalia, a standpoint that had been fortified in exile. Some stressed the
difference between Somalis in exile Ð with other opportunities for reflection as they
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are confronted with new experiences Ð and Somalis who have stayed in their native
country:

- Many are aware of this about pharaonic circumcisionÉ how Islam forbids it and everything, but
one must not forget that many Somalis, some of the people living in Somalia as nomadsÉ and maybe
some townspeopleÉ they are not conscious of that this is against our religion. [É] The knowledge [of
that infibulation is harmful] is not exactly new. I donÕt think so. It has been there for a long timeÉ
the sense of that Õthis is wrongÕ. DoubtsÉ (man Q).

A man in his 60s described it in this way:

- There are several factors influencing your thinking about thisÉ people are not stagnated but follow
progress. It is possible for usÉ society changesÉ itÕs possible to raise your knowledge about religion,
to understand your religion better. And it is possible to experience and learn from other cultures and
traditionsÉ to see that there are things which may be better than some things from your own culture
(man R).

One man, U, claimed that he changed his mind after his arrival to Sweden, when he
realised that it was forbidden to circumcise women here, and he mentioned access to
scientific knowledge as the main source of new thoughts about this (Óit is as clear as
daylight now, that this is a bad traditionÓ). One of the men who stated that he had
been an opponent of infibulation already in Somalia had got new insights working in
the health care system there: ÓI met several women who were in hospital care for
medical problems due to infibulationÓ (man P).

It is obvious that, despite that the topic traditionally is a taboo issue, the exile
situation has given rise to an internal debate in the Somali community:

[Carlbom asks T, who is a sheikh:] - Do people ask you about female circumcision? Do women ask
you what Islam says about this?
- No. People who live here [in Sweden] are informed. They watch video tapesÉ which inform them
about that Islam forbids pharaonic circumcision. They also get to know about the medical
complications and that this tradition is harmful to women. They get a lot of information about
circumcision, so they donÕt ask questions about it. Nor are there questions about it in Somalia,
because there itÕs accepted to have it done. That is, there is a kind of taboo when it comes to talking
about it.

This section can be said to reflect what Mackie (1996, and 2000) calls an escape
from the belief trap, as described in section 4.9.4. All informants can describe at
what moment this practice Ð until then experienced as something natural and normal
Ð became reflected upon and reassessed. This is a necessary, although not sufficient,
condition for change of a practice.

In the last quotation above a couple of subjects emerge: the internal debate about
female circumcision among Somalis in Swedish exile Ð even if the topic has been
taboo in Somalia Ð and the importance of Islam for the attitudes to change. In the
following section the theme of Islam will be discussed.
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6.5 Reflection upon Islam and female circumcision

The importance of Islam for changing attitudes toward pharaonic circumcision was
evident in interviews with both women and men. What has struck me during many
interviews and informal conversations with Somali women is that it is obvious that
many women have reached a more vivid faith while living in Sweden, as discussed in
section 3.4. On several occasions I have listened to women relating how they have
had discussions with their husbands about Islam Ð the wives critisising their husbands
for not acting well enough according to the idea of what it is to be a good Muslim,
and so being bad examples for their children. Many women seem to be very active
when it comes to explore the Islamic sources, the Koran and the hadiths, for
guidance in various matters, among them female circumcision. Here woman E:

- Now we understand more about Islam. Now people have come to understand that it is forbidden to
take a part of your body, forbidden in Islam. So now itÕs not like before.
- When did you start thinking about this?
- In Somalia. Those of my daughters who were born after 1990 have no circumcision at all. I
understood that this was only tradition and had nothing to do with Islam.
- Did you learn it from a sheikh?
- No, I began reading about it myself (women E).

- I know many women who have decided to leave this tradition after reading the Koran and pondered
upon this (woman B).

- Those who today have decided to leave this tradition of infibulationÉ what reason for giving it up
do you think is the most important one?
- ItÕs not in the Koran. It is something that belonged to our culture, it is absolutely clear that itÕs not
in the Koran. Many who know about this now will leave [the tradition]É as it is not allowed to harm
someone else. And it will be hard to accept that I did this to my own girlâ Õwhat will happen to her, I
know myself how it hurt and now I have done the same thing to herÕÉ people donÕt want to have that
done and then be asked by God: ÔWhy did you do this?Õ (woman C).

Even the one woman in favour of infibulation, D, is convinced that Islam forbids the
tradition:

- What about Islam and female circumcision?
- Islam says [female] circumcision is forbidden.
- According to Islam itÕs forbidden?
- Yes [uttered with emphasis].
- But if you are a MuslimÉ
[D interrupts:] - Yes, IÕm a Muslim. But this is also about culture.
- If you did pharaonic circumcision to a daughter, wouldnÕt you be afraid of punishment from God?
- Ha [ÕyesÕ in Somali, uttered with emphasis]. IÕm afraid of GodÕs punishment. Yet I would choose
tradition.
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Here D, who is an advocate of an upholding of the practice of infibulation, makes a
difference between (Somali) culture and (Islamic) religion. This difference was
emphasised by almost all the informants as an explanation of how it is possible to
just abandon an ancient tradition. Religion takes precedence of culture, according to
the interviewees (but woman D).  Often this state of things was expressed in terms of
that female (pharaonic) circumcision is ÓonlyÓ a cultural tradition Ð and is therefore
susceptible to change, while religiously commanded traditions carry implications
of being eternal and unchangeable. In Somalia most people comprehended the two
spheres as merged with respect to female circumcision (female circumcision was
understood as a Somali tradition and a religious duty), but in Sweden this idea has
been challenged. When there is a clash between the two spheres, almost everyone
seems to place ÓreligionÓ above ÓcultureÓ. If pharaonic circumcision is classified as
haram according to Islam, then it must by necessity be abandoned no matter how
ancient.

Another aspect of living in exile is the encounter between Somalis and other
Muslim groups, which do not practice female circumcision. Among them the Arabs
hold an exceptional position, as the Prophet was Arab and the Koran is written in
Arabic. In the Muslim community in Malmš, it seems that the various Arab groups
have the highest status. At some point, many Somalis seem to have asked themselves
how the tradition of female circumcision can be religious, while the Arabs generally
do not practise it:

[I ask:] - How come that a tradition that for ages has been seen as something religious in Somalia
suddenly is questioned in Sweden? How come that people start asking themselves what Islam really
says about this?
- IÕve thought about that tooÉ This campaign in Somalia, I think at least some started thinking about
itÉ but here in Sweden we see the Arabs living here. They are Muslims, but they donÕt circumcise
their girls. And their girls donÕt get pregnant before marriageÉ So, I thinkÉ that is one of the
reasons for people to think about it and try to find out what the Koran and the hadiths say about it
(woman A).

[Omar interpreting:] -When we were in Somalia, she says, she talked to people about Islam. She came
to know more when she started talking and asking for issues about IslamÉ some people who know
about Islam. Then she came to know other Muslim womenÉ why donÕt they have?É not even
sunnah, you know. So thatÕs how she found out that Islam doesnÕt accept this (woman V).

The religious argument was often mentioned as an instrument in defending this new
point of view (openly stating that one is opposed to pharaonic circumcision),
especially when it comes to accusations about leaving oneÕs ethnic loyalties behind:

[I ask:] - Somalis who refrain from circumcising their girls, do they run a risk of being accused of
having become less Somali by their fellow countrymen?
- Maybe it happens, butÉ if this person [who leaves the tradition] is religious, people know what
Islam says about female circumcision and what the Koran says. ItÕs tradition you know, and has
nothing to do with Islam (woman F).
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- What about your daughters in the future?
- They should stay the way they were created by God.
- WonÕt they get into problems?
- No, I donÕt think so. It depends on how I raise them, if I can manage to make them understand. I
shall explain to them what circumcision is about and the difficulties and that being circumcised
wonÕt give them anything important. I want them to understand what it is all about. That my parents
had it done to me because they thought it was Islamic, but my children will know that this has
nothing to do with religion. [É] There are many religious men who talk about this, that itÕs not Islam
and you knowÉ so I donÕt think anyone would say that IÕve become more Swedish than Somali,
because I donÕt circumcise my girls (woman H).

Many women talked about extended knowledge of Islam as the crucial difference
between themselves and their parentsÕ generation:

[Omar sums up:] - Her parents when they were doing it, they thought it was because of Islam, but
now she understands that it has nothing to do with Islam.
[I ask:] - Help me to understand thisÉ Many women have told me that their mothers had them
circumcised because they were afraid that the girls would suffer if they were not circumcisedÉ be
teased by other girls and have troubles finding a husbandÉ But then again, many say there is no
problem today [for girls to be uncircumcised]. How come? What has changed?
[Omar interpreting after discussion in Somali:] -  The parents chose to circumcise twenty or maybe
ten years ago and people were taught that it was because of IslamÉ and the parents are changing now
[todayÕs parents have other values]. Like her parents used pharaonic [circumcision] and nobody was
using sunnah [circumcision]. Now it came to sunnah [many prefer sunnah to pharaonic] and people
understand more and more about religion. It will disappear, she thinks (woman H).

- You canÕt say Õugh, IÕm mad at my mother, why did she do this to me?ÕÉ No, I canÕt imagine feeling
that kind of anger toward her.
- How do you think she thinks about it now?
- I havenÕt seen my mother for more than thirteen years now, so we havenÕt had any opportunity to
discuss this, but I think that she stillÉ It will be hard to tell her that I wonÕt circumcise my girlsÉ
But I think that if I kind of explain that this has nothing to do with religion, but that it isÉ horrible
culture [she will accept it] (woman K).

Among the men, like among the women, it was very clear that reflection upon Islam
plays a crucial role when it comes to understanding what the opposition to pharaonic
circumcision is about. The internal debate on female circumcision among the
Somali men in exile seems to evolve around religious issues and whether God will
punish or reward different types of female circumcision. The position of the two
sheikhs quoted below is an illustrative example of how many other men reasoned:

- Circumcision is something you do on boys. When it comes to girls there is sunnahÉ you can either
let it be altogether or you can make a minor bleeding. But to cut clitoris and sew up is something
cultural and has nothing to do with Islam. [É] If you do pharaonic circumcision on women, God
will punish you. This is discussed a lot now, also in Somalia. Spreading this knowledgeÉ that this has
to stop (man W, sheikh).












































































































































































































































































































































