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 Female circumcision is currently practiced in 26 African countries (Toubia 712). It is a 

common cultural practice that is considered normal in many tribes. In America, our view of 

female circumcision tends to be one of disgust. Since we do not practice it, we do not understand 

the reasons why many African countries do it. We look at many African cultural practices in an 

etic point of view instead of putting ourselves in their shoes and better understanding them. 

Activists against female circumcision believe that the males who practice it use it as a form of 

subordination, but I disagree. I think that it is simply a cultural practice. In America we have 

many cultural practices that are just as painful, if not more so. I believe that many activists that 

try to stop the female circumcision of clitoridectomy do not fully understand the culture that 

practices it and are hypocritical in their own cultural practices as well. 

 In Katherine Dettwyler’s ethnography Dancing Skeletons she encounters a Malian 

woman that is perplexed by the question of whether or not she is circumcised. This woman has 

not known any other way of life and does not look at female circumcision as a form of cruelty. 

She laughs at Dettwyler and doesn’t believe it when she is told that Dettwyler has not been 

circumcised. She cannot fathom that it is not a practice in America. “Everyone has theirs 

[clitoris] removed, so I don’t know what happens [when it’s not]. It’s just our tradition,” the 

woman stated (Dettwyler, 27). This scene between the two women presents a broadening view of 

the normalness of circumcision in the Malian culture. As this Malian woman states, circumcision 

is a tradition, not a known practice of subordination. 

My first reaction to this practice was of disgust and cruelty, but I quickly realized that 

was my cultural, etic way of thinking. The idea of female circumcision was so unimaginable to 

me that I immediately associated it as a form of cruelty because I did not think there would be 

any other reason for its practice. Many activists in Africa and around the world share this point 



of view, but like I was, I believe that they are thinking as an outsider instead of trying to 

understand a culture foreign to their own. To many different cultures, circumcision of females is 

as common as American’s circumcision of males. Yes we Americans still cringe at the idea of 

the pain that male children must go through at the time, but the experience is usually never one 

that is remembered vividly by those being circumcised. This is how many of the African cultures 

view female circumcision as well. Dettwyler states that “Magnambougou, female circumcision 

(clitoridectomy) is usually performed when a girl is about six months old,” (26). The fact that 

these cultures perform the circumcision at a young age just like we perform male circumcision at 

a young age proves to me that it is not an act of cruelty because the event will not be 

remembered by the child. As the Malian woman said in her ethnography “It’s our tradition. We 

all do this,” (26). 

Since many are unaware of the true reason behind the beginning of female circumcision, 

Ellen Gruenbaum, a known Anthropologist, states that “the persistence of a practice that has 

negative consequences must be explained in terms of the present circumstances that encourage or 

discourage its continuation (Hernlund 13).” But I disagree that a practice of one’s culture “must 

be explained” in terms so that an outsider would deem it appropriate. In these African countries 

female circumcision is viewed as celebrating woman’s sexuality and their role of reproducing in 

society (Toubia 712). “Female circumcision is the physical marking of the marriagability of 

women, because it symbolizes social control of their sexual pleasure (clitoridectomy) and their 

reproduction (infibulation). Cultural identity is often stronger than individual interest, and it may 

take some time and much new information for people to abandon traditional customs. (Toubia 

712-716)	  This description conveys circumcision as not necessarily a form to control women’s 



promiscuity as much as it is to guarantee a healthy, “clean” woman, just like American’s view 

male circumcision as a practice of cleanliness.	  

Despite the physical challenges and complications associated with female circumcision, 

most cultures view it as respect to their past generations and the celebration of their culture as an 

important practice. When this practice is threatened to be taken away from them, it can 

sometimes make these cultures stand up for their beliefs even more. A woman in Uganda stated 

that “foreigners…, who call us bad names, call us primitive and call our circumcision rights 

genital mutilation. It makes us want to do more.” (Shell-Duncan) It appears that by activists and 

outsiders criticizing and attempting to ban another cultures’ decisions has created upheaval by 

those under scrutiny. Since this ceremony is something that has been a part of their lives for 

generations, many Malians and other Africans view it is something that is theirs that should not 

and cannot be taken from them. Many activists are currently trying to stop all female 

circumcision but I believe they are ignorant in that they are trying to eliminate a part of 

someone’s culture. Anti-female circumcision activists believe that since it does not benefit a 

woman’s health in anyway, circumcision should not occur. But there are many practices in every 

single culture especially in America, that are painful and not beneficial in any way; but that 

doesn’t stop many people from doing them anyway. I find this extremely hypocritical especially 

because many of the American cultural traditions that are painful experiences happen regularly 

and are not just a onetime occurrence like circumcision.  

Across the United States many American citizens take part in gruesomely painful 

activities on a regular basis. One extremely popular yet painful cultural tradition in the United 

Sates is the brutality of women’s fashion. A constant media-producing custom, the gruesome 



facts behind what happens to models and females in society because of their desire to be 

beautiful can be just as traumatizing if not more so to females than circumcision.  

In America women are held to a standard of needing to possess extreme beauty and doing 

anything they can to get it. Through plastic surgery, eating disorders, dieting, wearing four inch 

heels on a regular basis and spending thousands of dollars through their lifetime on clothes and 

accessories, I believe that women’s fashion can be a more extreme form of torture than female 

circumcision.  

People who do not support female circumcision are worried that the men who participate 

in this practice do it to keep women subordinate and think it will prevent women from being a 

threat to men. But ironically, women’s fashion in America is actually keeping women just as 

subordinate to men and preventing them from being equal. Many women from the day they are 

born begin learning that their main focus in life is to be beautiful. They aren’t initially told to be 

strong, stoic and successful like men are, but simply to be objectified, awed at and have beauty. 

From being told “that is not lady like” when sitting with their legs open or saying and doing 

“inappropriate” things, women have been trained their entire lifetime to do and not do things that 

men are always allowed to do. Women are molded from childhood to sit in a pretty and elegant 

way in order to appear attractive. It is much less common for a woman to burp or have bad 

manners than it is for a male because it is ingrained in females that certain actions just aren’t 

appropriate for their gender.  

Along with the many minor restraints, all of these limits on women actually amount to 

bigger problems when women’s fashion comes into the picture. Most women’s body’s aren’t 

stick thin with large breasts and perfectly proportioned body parts. When the media posts 

pictures of air brushed, anorexic or drugged women that look this way, society is showing 



women that how an average female naturally appears is not beautiful enough. The American 

media constantly promotes plastic surgery, fad diets and eating disorders that nearly every 

woman in America has come across.  

After growing up looking at magazines of women whose bodies look nothing like the 

majority of women’s, it is easy to get wrapped up in why so many women today feel the pressure 

of putting themselves into such pain in order to appear more attractive to men. The 

competitiveness of who is thinner, who has bigger breatss and who is more attractive is a process 

more competitive than any sport I have ever played. Women are starving themselves to appear 

gorgeous for men. They obsess over calories, do crash dieting, walk around in uncomfortable 

high heeled shoes their entire lives and participate in criticizing other females’ bodies so they 

feel better about their own all for the appreciation from men. This type of behavior lasts for a 

lifetime; it is not a onetime experience like female circumcision. It is a cultural obsession that is 

endorsed by America’s media day after day when magazines of models that do not eat are 

advertised as the faces of beautiful women.  

Unfortunately, since many men compare the women in normal, everyday society to these 

unhealthy women they see on television and in magazines, they begin to expect their future wife 

to look this way as well. The pressure for women to be beautiful is a lifetime of work and 

emotional as well as physical pain. Meanwhile, female circumcision is a quick cultural process 

that is over and done within a few days time. Who are Americans to criticize Malians when we 

have a practice even more excruciating than theirs?  

In our society we have women criticizing Malians for participating in a cultural event that 

is over and done with quickly. Although the initial meanings of female circumcision may have 

been to keep women as subordinates, the fact that Malian males undergo circumcision as well 



undermines this argument. But in America, men do not have the same amount of pressure to 

have a specific appearance and or undergo plastic surgery like many women have. It is mostly 

women who participate in the escapades of fashion and all of the terrible entities that come along 

with it. By having these pressures in society to be a certain weight, have a certain bra size and 

have a perfectly proportioned face creates havoc in a world where everyone is unique. By society 

endorsing the conformity of women and promoting them to harm their bodies to better attract 

men creates more female subordination than a simple circumcision, and this subordination lasts 

an entire lifetime.  

A Malian’s perspective of American’s ideals of beauty for women would be that of 

disgust. Malian’s work hours every day in order to put food on the table to keep their families 

healthy. If a Malian child made her mother work all day to prepare supper and then refused to eat 

the food simply because she didn’t want to get fat would not go over very well. Not only would 

this child be completely disrespecting her mother, but she would most likely die from lack of 

nutrition or starvation due to the environmental conditions.  

In Mali, if a woman worked for hours on a daily basis to earn money instead of making 

food for her family, and then spent this money on a painful surgery to enlarge her breasts, she 

would most likely die, as would her family. No one would be making food for her or her family 

while she worked for money and while she spent weeks recovering from surgery. In a Malian’s 

perspective, physically harming your body and creating extreme discomfort all for a man’s 

admiration is not worth your own life and especially not your family’s.  

If a Malian woman were to see an American woman walking around in four inch heels all 

day long while she worked and the Malian decided to try them on, she would be and disgusted 

that a woman would put herself through so much pain. The Malian would wonder why 



Americans are so stupid to consciously torment themselves simply to make them taller. Not only 

are the heels constantly cramming the woman’s toes and giving her blisters, but they are also 

very unhealthy for ones lower back, legs and ankles (Chang-Min Leea, 2001). The Malians 

would not have the same point of view of the majority of American’s ideas of fashion, just like 

many American’s do not have the same view of the Malian’s idea of female circumcision. 

 Some advice if you were to visit Mali would be to be wary of diseases. In Dancing 

Skeletons Dettwyler points out very helpful facts about illnesses that can be caused from foods or 

water. In many creeks and lakes a disease caused schistosoma can be picked up. It is “disease 

caused by parasites that burrow under the skin…ending up in the epithelial lining of the walls of 

the upper urinary tract,” (Dettwyler 45). This disease over time can eventually become fatal. I 

would also be very wary of the food that many of the tribes eat in Mali. Although food is a main 

feature for any culture, in Mali many tribes do not have refrigeration and therefore have their 

food sitting out all day, becoming spoiled. While their bodies are usually more used to eating 

these types of spoiled food, many Americans stomachs would most likely get ill eating it.  

 Also, if visiting a tribe in Mali and you are a female, make sure to lie and say that you are 

circumcised if the unlikely event of you being confronted about this practice occurs. Dettwyler 

advises this because “people will shun her,” otherwise (Dettwyler 28).  

 Female circumcision is a practice that many countries throughout Africa participate in, 

and although it is painful, America has traditions that are as painful as well. Not only do some of 

our practices, like the tragedies that occur because of female fashion, cause discomfort, but they 

can last a lifetime. Many Americans are narrow-minded of another cultures tradition simply 

because it is different than their own practices. I believe that this hypocrisy prevents many 

people from fully understanding the benefits of appreciating another’s culture. All cultures have 



practices that others find weird, disgusting or painful. By discriminating and attempting to force 

other cultures to change, especially in the case of female circumcision, I think is hypocritical 

because it is more than likely that others find  many of your own practices wrong as well.  

  

 

 

	  
	  


