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A Hidden Reality

Female genital mutilation (FGM),a harmful and deeply ingrained practice,
casts a long shadow over the lives of countless women and girls worldwide.
Despite its condemnation by international law and human rights
organizations, FGM persists in some communities in the United States,
often hidden beneath a veil of secrecy and cultural justifications.

This article delves into the complex world of FGM in the USA, exploring its
historical roots, prevalence, cultural and religious influences, and the legal
and ethical frameworks that surround it. By shedding light on this unspoken
but deeply disturbing practice, we aim to raise awareness and foster a
dialogue that will ultimately lead to its eradication.
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A Historical Perspective

The origins of FGM can be traced back to ancient times, with the practice
appearing in various forms in different cultures across the globe. In the
United States, FGM was introduced by immigrants from countries where it
is traditionally performed, primarily from Africa and the Middle East.

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, FGM was occasionally practiced
in the United States under the guise of medical necessity, often to treat
conditions such as epilepsy or hysteria. However, as medical knowledge
advanced and the harmful consequences of FGM became apparent, its
acceptance within the medical community declined.

The Silent Scope

Determining the prevalence of FGM in the USA is challenging due to its
clandestine nature and the lack of comprehensive data. Estimates vary, but
it is believed that thousands of girls and women in the United States have
undergone the procedure.

According to a 2018 study by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC),approximately 513,000 women and girls in the US are at
risk of FGM. The study found that immigrant communities from countries
where FGM is prevalent are particularly vulnerable.

Cultural and Religious Underpinnings

The practice of FGM is often justified by cultural and religious beliefs, with
proponents arguing that it promotes chastity, ensures marriageability, and
strengthens community bonds. However, these justifications are based on
deeply flawed assumptions and perpetuate harmful stereotypes about
women.



In certain cultures, FGM is seen as a rite of passage that symbolizes a girl's
transition into womanhood. It is believed that the procedure removes
impure or unfeminine parts of the body and prepares girls for marriage and
childbearing.

Legal Implications

FGM is illegal in the United States under the federal law known as the
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) Prohibition Act of 1996. This law prohibits
the performance of FGM on anyone under the age of 18 and makes it a
crime to transport a girl or woman to another country for the purpose of
undergoing the procedure.

Several states have also enacted their own laws against FGM, further
strengthening the legal framework surrounding this harmful practice. These
laws vary in terms of their specific provisions, but all share the common
goal of protecting girls and women from FGM.

Ethical Implications

Beyond the legal implications, FGM raises profound ethical concerns. The
procedure is a violation of a person's bodily autonomy and a violation of
fundamental human rights. It can have severe and lifelong physical and
psychological consequences, including chronic pain, sexual dysfunction,
and mental health issues.

Furthermore, FGM perpetuates inequality and reinforces gender-based
discrimination. It reinforces the notion that women are lesser beings than
men and that their bodies are not their own. By denying women and girls
the right to make decisions about their own bodies, FGM undermines their
agency and perpetuates a cycle of harm.



Addressing the Crisis

Eradicating FGM requires a multi-faceted approach that addresses both the
underlying causes of the practice and its immediate consequences.
Prevention efforts must focus on educating communities about the harmful
effects of FGM and challenging the cultural beliefs that perpetuate it.

Early intervention is also crucial. Healthcare professionals, social workers,
and educators must be trained to recognize and respond to cases of FGM
or the risk of FGM. They can provide education and counseling to families
and individuals affected by the practice and connect them with resources
that support their healing and recovery.

Breaking the Silence

Female genital mutilation is a human rights violation that has no place in
the modern world. It is a practice rooted in ignorance and inequality that
has caused immeasurable suffering to countless women and girls.

By raising awareness about FGM and exposing the harmful consequences
of the practice, we can challenge the cultural justifications that perpetuate
it. We must work together to create a world where all women and girls are
free from violence and discrimination, a world where they have the power
to make decisions about their own bodies and their own futures.

Resources and Support

= Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:
https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/fmp

= National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)



= RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network): 1-800-656-HOPE
(4673)

= Tahirih Justice Center: https://tahirih.org/
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