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Friday, November 7, 2014

Despite progress, challenges remain in
fight to end FGM

Last month I was in East
Africa doing research for another
publication on the decline of
tourism resulting from the Ebola
outbreak in West Africa, 3,300
miles away. The journey to
Kenya and Tanzania happened
to dovetail nicely with my newly
acquired "empty nester" status."
It was, in ways both expected
and not, the journey of a lifetime.

After spending 12 days in the East African bush completing the research, a good
friend from Nairobi changed everything. On my last day in Kenya, he had arranged for
me to interview a 23-year-old Maasai woman living in the Mara, who had been, at age
11, the victim of ritual female genital mutilation (FGM). I have not really slept a full or
restful night since.

Often FGM is performed just prior to puberty, but, depending on locale, may be
performed as young as five. It may be done by a midwife, a village elder woman, the
child's mother, and in some cases, where a village barber also acts as a "health care"
worker, he may perform FGM. It is often performed on dirt floors in village huts without
running water or electricity, without anesthesia and the excisions may be done with
knives, scissors, sharpened rocks or other non-sterile sharp items. Complications can
include anemia, urinary and wound infections, tetanus, hepatitis, HIV, necrotizing
fasciitis (flesh-eating disease), chronic pain, serious childbirth issues, endometriosis,
and of course, fatal bleeding.

FGM is widely practiced in over two-dozen African countries, despite that it's illegal in
most of the countries where it's performed, including, since 2011, Kenya. The World
Health Organization, United Nations Children's Fund and United Nations Population
Fund issued a statement in 1997 defining FGM as "all procedures that involve partial or
total removal of the external female genitalia, or other injury to the female genital
organs for cultural or non-therapeutic reasons." According to WHO, which condemns
the practice as a "violation of human rights" of women, over 125 million women have
been have been victims of FGM in the 29 counties in which it is concentrated.
Communities originally from those countries bring the devastating and painful tradition
with them to western nations to which they relocate.

On Oct. 30, UN chief Ban Ki-moon launched a global campaign to end "within our
generation," the often deadly practice of FGM.

Jomo Kenyatta, long considered the founding father of Kenya, was its leader since
Kenya's independence from Britain in 1963, until his death in 1978, serving first as
prime minister and then as president. A highly-educated intellectual, Kenyatta wrote in
1930:

"The real argument lies not in the defense of the general surgical operation or its
details, but in the understanding of a very important fact in the tribal psychology of the
Kikuyu [Kenya's largest tribe] - namely, that this operation is still regarded as the
essence of an institution which has enormous educational, social, moral and religious
implications, quite apart from the operation itself. For the present it is impossible for a
member of the tribe to imagine an initiation without FGM [sic]. Therefore the ... abolition
of the surgical element in this custom means ... the abolition of the whole institution."

In Kenya today, approximately 28 percent of women have undergone FGM; the
practice rate for Maasai women is 73 percent. For many in the Maasai community,
even though FGM is now a crime, it's a cultural practice they are not ready to abandon,
and enforcing the law is difficult. For those convicted of carrying out FGM, the sentence
is three to seven years imprisonment, with fines of up to KSh500,000 ($5,580). For
those performing FGM which results in death, life imprisonment is imposed.
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The young Maasai woman I interviewed, Naomi S., is employed as a butler in a
tented safari camp catering mainly to Europeans guests. As she graduated from high
school, she speaks English - the official language in Kenya - though, when we stumble
over a word or phrase, my Nairobi friend is nearby to translate into Swahili, the national
language of Kenya, that unites the 42 tribes which comprise Kenya's population of 44
million. Despite Naomi's natural shyness, she speaks with me candidly and openly.

Naomi described what she now calls "the horrible event."

A party for the entire village of about 60 people was planned for the night before the
FGM was to take place for her and 16 other village girls between 11 and 12-years-old.
Two cows were slaughtered for the party, and there was food and dancing, and for the
men, alcohol. The party started at 4 p.m. and continued through the night. She and the
other girls wore ceremonial Maasai red tops, wrap-skirts of red, yellow and blue, and
underneath, the equivalent of a petticoat. Each girl carried a whistle and held two
ceremonial cow tails. At 5 a.m. the next morning, the 17 girls were instructed to walk to
the nearby river, where large animals routinely drink and bathe, and wade in waist
deep - dipping into the marginally cool water was to serve as a natural "anesthetic."
The girls walked back from the river singing and using their whistles; they understood
this process was their initiation rite into the tribe, and Naomi was proud, as were the
other girls.

Then one by one, each girl went to the village cow shed where there were 17 village
women seated, and Naomi went to one and sat on her lap as instructed. The woman
tightly held Naomi's arms and used her legs to hold Naomi's apart. The woman then
gave a knife to the midwife who, without further ado, sliced off Naomi's most intimate
body parts. Naomi nearly passed out from the pain, which she described as so
intensely excruciating, that she was rendered unable to scream. Naomi was wrapped in
cow skin (which she was told would not show the bleeding) and then bled profusely for
two weeks right through the cow skin.

Feeling faint and dripping blood, Naomi exited the cow shed where Maasai men
were waiting outside to propose marriage. In a somewhat odd juxtaposition, although
Naomi was selected then for marriage by a young Maasai man, her parents said no;
Naomi would finish primary school and go on to high school. And she did.

Naomi said that at the time, she was proud to have gone through the ritual and felt a
part of the larger Maasai community as a result. She also said that a Maasai man
cannot marry a women who has not had FGM. And if a Maasai woman married outside
the tribe, it would be as a second or third wife (polygamy is permitted under Kenyan
law). She has not yet married, though lives with a Maasai man and has a 3-year-old
daughter, who Naomi insists will not be a victim of FGM.

Naomi's position is reflective of the strong grass roots, anti-FGM campaign led by
various human rights organizations and Christian groups (due to Christian missionaries'
influence in Kenya during the19th century, 33 percent of Kenyans are Catholic and 45
percent are Protestant), the 2011 Kenyan law prohibiting FGM, and the fact that Naomi
continues to suffer debilitating and painful health issues from her own FGM. However,
while Naomi is hopeful her daughter can grow up with her body intact, Naomi worries
that if the intense tribal pressure remains despite enactment of the 2011 law, it may be
insurmountable.

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of this interview were two questions that Naomi
asked me following it: "At what age do girls in Europe and America have FGM?" and
"Whether they also start playing with boys [having sex] at 9 or 10-years-old like in our
village?" She was as stunned by my answers as I was at her questions.

I will likely never fully comprehend the tribal reasoning for FGM. Nor will I recover
soon from the horrors of its descriptions and resulting complications. I strive though to
remain encouraged that the passage of the 2011 law in Kenya, UN chief Ban Ki-moon's
global campaign, and young women with resolve like Naomi's, that young Kenyan
women will be able, going forward, to avoid the same fate. As Benjamin Disraeli once
said, "Change is inevitable. Change is constant." Here's hoping.

Julie L. Kessler is an attorney based in Manhattan Beach, a freelance writer and is
the author of the award-winning book "Fifty-Fifty, The Clarity of Hindsight." She can be
reached at www.JulieLKessler.com.
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