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ABSTRACT

Toomuch has been sa id about  the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  

I h e r e  a r e  l ong  debates  on t h i s  r i t e  o f  passage t oday.  Campaigns 

have been mounted a g a in s t  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  w i thout  s u b s t a n t i a l  

a ch i e vement  in some communit ies.  Th i s  study was an at tempt  to 

t r y  and e s t a b l i s h  the magnitude o f  the  p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  t h i s  

p r a c t i c e  and exp l o r e  avenues o f  p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n s .

I he study cons ide red  the p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  as so 

c r u c i a l ,  and as a r e s u l t  adopted rap id  assessment  t e s t  methods 

t o  be a b l e  to cov e r  a t l e a s t  one d i s t i c h  in such a s h o r t  t ime.  

Nyambene D i s t r i c t  was chosen as a ca se  study.  The s p e c i f i c  

o b j e c t i v e s  were to search f o r  a l u c i d  e x p l a n a t i o n  fort ,he mot ives  

behind * he re cur rence  o f  the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  in 

contemporary  s o c i e t i e s  and t h e r e f o r e ,  to  a s c e r t a i n  the r o l e  

p l ayed by the p r a c t i c e  in the s o c i e t i e s  tha t  do p r a c t i c e  i t .  The 

study was a l s o  aimed a t  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  f o r  documentat ion ,  t.he 

e f f e c t s  o f  the p r a c t i c e  on i n d i v i d u a l s  and s o c i e t y  as a whole.  

Another  o b j e c t i v e  o f  the study was to  ana l yse  and d e s c r i b e  the 

dynamics o f  female c i r c um c i s i o n  as e x e m p l i f i e d  by the Meru. 

F i n a l l y ,  the  study wanted to make an assessment  o f  s o c i e t a l  

response in terms o f  v a l ue s  and a t t i t u d e s  held by i n d i v i d u a l s  

r e ga rd in g  the  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r cu m c i s i o n -

The study e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  the Meru o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  s t i l l  

pj ac t i c e  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  to a v e r y  l a r g e  s c a l e .  The
t

pers i s t , ence  o f  t h i s  r i t e  has been found to  be r oo t ed  j jo the
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s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  importance a t t ached to  i t .  The s tudy  has a l so  

r e v e a l e d  th a t  the Meru o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  do no! f u l l y  

understand the  s ide  e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  F i n a l l y ,  the study 

has made a r e v e l a t i o n  t h a t  the Meru o f  Nyamhene D i s t r i c t  are 

l i k e l y  t o  respond n e g a t i v e l y  to a p o s s i b l e  l e g i s l a t i o n  out lawing  

the r i t e .

The s tudy i s  presented . in f i v e  c h a p t e r s .  The f i r s t  chapter  

in t ro d u ces  the sub j ec t ,  g i v e s  the problem statement ,  o u t l i n e s  the 

o b j e c t i v e s  o f  the study,  and f i n a l l y  g i v e s  the r a t i o n a l e  behind 

the s t u d y . chapter  two d w e l l s  on the l i t e r a t u r e  r ev i ew,  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the hypotheses ,  and f i n a l l y  p r e s e n t s  a b r i e f  

d i s c u s s i o n  o f  the theo re t . i a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  adopted in the  study.  

Chapter  t h r e e  desc r ibes  the research methods u t i l i s e d  in the 

study f o r  e f f e c t i v e  and qu i ck  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  data.  Chapter  f our  

con ta ins  d a t a  p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a n a l y s i s ,  and i n t e p r e t a t i o n . chapter- 

f i v e  i s  the f i n a l  ch ap te r  and i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  p r o v i d in g  

c o n c lu s i o n s  and recommendations o f  the study.  I t  a l s o  g i v e s  

s u g g e s t i o n s  f o r  fu r the r  r esearch on f ema le  c i r c u m c i s i o n .
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CHAPTER ONF

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Human s o c i e t i e s  e x h i b i t  5 rent , , v a r  i at ions in t h e i r  cit 1 tu ra 1 ways. 

They s u b s c r i b e  to  c e r t a i n  noirns and v a lu e s  that a r e  unique to 

them as d i s t i n c t  groups.  The wor ld  has been r a p i d l y  changing.  

Th e re  i s  high i n t e r a c t i o n  amongst s o c i e t i e s  o f  the wor ld .  

I n f o r m a t i o n  is e a s i l y  transmit . ted and peop l e  i n  d i f f e r e n t  

c o n t i n e n t s  are  a b l e  to  communicate e a s i l y .  Because o f  t h i s  

in c r eased  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  s o c i e t i e s  o f  the  wor ld  tend to share 

common v a l u e s .

D es p i t e  t h i s  growing i n t e r a c t i o n ,  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  are s t i l l  

e v i d e n t .  There i s  s t i l l  a l o t  o f  d i v e r s i t y  in the apparent  uni ted  

wo r ld .  The c u l t u r e  o f  a s o c i e t y  encompasses n e a r l y  the e n t i r e  

l i f e s t y l e .  There is no way that one  community can be an exa c t  

r e p l i c a  o f  ano the r .  For- ins tance ,  d i f f e r e n t  s o c i e t i e s  world wide 

p r a c t i s e  c e r t a i n  r i t e s  which r e v o l v e  around b i r t h ,  i n i t i a t i o n ,  

m ar r i ag e  and death ( p a r r i n d e r ,  1071) .  These r i t e s  are 

accompani ed h.v va r i ous  r i t u a l s  and ce r emon ies  coup led  w i th  f e a s t s  

and f e s t i v i t i e s  that, a r e  unique to each c u l t u r e .

Tti t h i s  p r o j e c t  , T intended t o st udy and i n v e s t i g a t e  I tie 

p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  some t rad it ional  customary p r a c t i c e s  in

contemporary  s o c i e t i e s  o f  A f r i c a .  As case  st udy, t lie p r a c t i c e  

o f  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  among the Hern o f  c e n t r a l  Kenya was

i n v e s t j  g a t e d .



1 . 2 PROBLEM STATEMENT

A l o t  o f  p r e j u d i c e  has been shed on A f r i c a n  customary p r a c t i c e s .  

In the wes t e rn  wor ld ,  most, a t t r i b u t e s  that, pe r ta in  t o  A f r i c an  

c u l t u r e  have been p e r c e i v e d  n e g a t i v e l y .  Such c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  

have,  as a r e s u l t ,  been d es c r ib ed  in such pe r . j o r a t i v e  terms as 

" p r i m i t i v e " ,  " b a r b a r i c " ,  " savage "  or  s implv  backward. Hock 

( I 994 ) p o i n t s  out that Kwame Nkrumah a great  A f r i c an  n a t i o n a l i s t  

had commended on t h i s .  In h i s  hook (*nn sc i one i sm , Nkrumah wrote 

that , the con t inen t  o f  A f r i c a  l i v e d  in i s o l a t i o n  from the western 

wor ld u n t i l  during and a f t e r  the v i c l o r i p ^  p e r i o d ,  when the 

whifemen embarked on e x p l o r a t i o n ,  miss ionary a c t i v i t i e s  and 

f i n a l l y  c o l o n i s a t i o n .  The re  e x i s t e d  (treat cu l tu ra l  d i f f e r e n c e s  

between the two wor lds .

Bock ( I B S ' ! ) ,  a l so  w r i t e s  that ,  the e a r l y  Europeans to reach 

A f r i c a  were shocked at  these  d i f f e r e n c e s .  They deve loped 

s t e r e o t y p e s  and p r e j u d i c e s  to just i f v  the s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  

Europeans ove r  the A f r i c a n  " n a t i v e s " . The m i s s i o n a r i e s  b e l i e v e d  

that. A f r i c a n s  were s u p e r s t i t i o u s  but l acked in true re I i g i ous  

f e e l  i ngs .  The souls o f  the "nat i v e s "  had to be saved even i f 

t h e i r  b o d i e s  and s o c i e t i e s  were d e s t r o y e d  in the p r o r e s s . The 

p a r l y  Europeans b e l i e v e d  s t r o n g l y  that A f r i c a n s  had an i n f e r i o r  

m e n t a l i t y  and that they have " savage"  pass ions  on ly  comparable 

to b ea s t s .  They b e l i e v e d  tha t  A f r i c a n s  were h a l f - c h i l d  and h a l f -  

d e v i l .  The A f r i c a n s  c o n s t i t u t e d  the du l l  and sp ee ch l e s s  t r i b e s .  

With such a hack ground, when the c o l o n i a l i s t s  came t o  A f r i c a ,  

they aimed a t  stamping out  the A f r i c a n  cu l tu r e  (Asad - I’a l a l ,  

1973 ) .
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In a m as t e rp i e c e  Facing Mount Ken ya . Kenyatt.a (19fiR) c l e a r l y  

p o i n t s  out t h e  bins a g a i n s t  t h e  A f r i c a n  cu l tu r e .  Me shows tha t ,  

the Rr i t . i sh  who Ri-i-M*stl who c o l o n i s e d  Kenya b e l i e v e d  tha t  they 

had a du ty  to " c i v i l i z e "  Kenyans. P r a c t i c e s  l i k e  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  brewing o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i q u o r ,  polygamy,  payment 

o f  b r i d e  weal th ,  f o l kdances  and o t h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  o r i e n t e d  

p r a c t i c e s  l i k e  the use o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  medic ine were s t r o n g l y  

r e s i s t e d .  Asad-Ta la l  (1973)  a l s o  has s i m i l a r  s en t iments .  

Europeans r e s i s t e d  e v e r y t h i n g  tha t  was black,  s t a r t i n g  from 

r e l i g i o n  t o  e very  o th e r  a spe c t  o f  A f r i c a n  l i f e .

To s i n g l e  out is the custom o f  cl  i t o r  i d ec tomy . The p r a c t i c e  was 

s t r o n g l y  a t t acked  by a number o f  i n f l u e n t i a l  European a g en c i e s ,  

m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  government,  e du ca t i on a l ,  and medical  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  

In 1929, a f t e r  s e ve ra l  a t t empts  to break the custom, the  church 

o f  Sco t l and  mission i ssued an o r de r  demanding that  a l l  t h e i r  

f o l l o w e r s  and those who wish t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t o  a t t en d  schoo ls  

should p l ed ge  themselves that  they wi I 1 not l e t  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  

undergo the  i n i t i a t i o n  r i t e .  Th i s  l ed  t o  s t r ong  c o n t r o v e r s y .  

The r e s u l t  was a tug—of _ -war  and independent  s c h o o l s  were 

e s t a b l i s h e d  (Kenyat ta ,  1968) .

Come independence,  the powe r fu l  nat i ons  in the wor ld were  opposed 

to c l i t o r i d e c t o m y . World bodies  l i k e  the wor ld  Heal th 

o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  save the c h i l d r e n  Canada, and a m u l t i t u d e  o f  non

governmental  o r g a n i s a t i o n s ,  have taken the  f o r e f r o n t  in  f i g h t i n g  

t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  Even some A f r i c a n  governments,  have . jo ined the 

f i g h t .
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For example in 1983, the  Kenyan government o f f i c i a l l y  banned 

femal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  (Sanderson,  1985).

Va r i ous  arguments have been put forward to show t h a t  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  a most abhorhabl e  p r a c t i c e .  Reyond the obvious 

i n i t i a l  p a i ns  o f  the o p e r a t i o n ,  female c i r cu m c i s i o n  has l ong- term 

p h y s i o l o g i c a l ,  sexual ,  and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  e f f e c t s .  The unsani t ary  

env i r o nment  under which i t  takes p l ace  r e s u l t s  in i n f e c t i o n s  o f
I

the  g e n i t a l  and sur round ing  areas  and o f t en  r e s u l t s ,  in the 

t r ans mi ss i on  o f  the  HIV v i r u s  ( Fi  t . z -pa t r  i c k , 1997: Fourcroy,

1997: Walker ,  1995) .  Rome o f  the o t h e r  hea l th consequences o f  

f emale  c i r cu m c i s i o n  inc lude  primary f a t a l i t i e s  as a r e s u l t  o f  

shock,  haemorrhage or  s e p t i c e m ia .  Other  longterm c o m p l i c a t i o n s  

in c lu de  sexual  f r i g i l i t y ,  g e n i t a l  ma l fo rmat ion ,  d e l a y ed  menarche, 

ch r on i c  p e l v i c  c o m p l i c a t i o n s ,  r e c u r r e n t  u r i n a r y  r e t e n t i o n  and 

i n f e c t i o n ,  and an e n t i r e  range o^ o b s t e t r i c  c o m p l i c a t i o n s .  

Because o f  such s i d e - e f f e c t s ,  the p r a c t i c e  has been out lawg/in
i

some weste rn  co un t r i e s  l i k e  Br i twd t ,  France,  Sweden, Canada, 

S w i t z e r l a n d ,  USA and even in some A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  l i k e  Egypt 

and Senega l  (Farquhar,  1996) .

However ,  d e s p i t e  these  mass ive  and v i g o r o u s  campaigns against,  the 

p r a c t i c e ,  female c i r cu m c i s i o n  i s  s t i l l  p r a c t i s e d  in many 

c o u n t r i e s  in A f r i c a  and the middle e a s t .  The Uni t ed  Nat ions  

O r g a n i s a t i o n ,  UNICEF, and wor ld H ea l t h  O r g a n i s a t i o n  have 

cons id e r ed  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  to  be a v i o l a t i o n  o f  human r i g h t s  

and made recommendat ions t o  e r a d i c a t e  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  but  have been 

u n s u c c e s s f u l .  For example among the Abagus i i  o f  Kenya,  Nyansera

4



( 1995 ) ,  ob s e rv e s  that the* peop le  a r e  s t i l l  r e s i s t  ant and cont inue  

p r a c t i s i n g  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  Most A f r i c a n  communit ies that

had t h i s  p r a c t i c e  have had mixed r e a c t i o n s  towards the 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c a l l  f o r  an abandonment. A few have co m p l e t e l y  

d i s ca rde d  the  p r a c t i c e ,  but a m a j o r i t y  o f  them have cont inued 

wi th it (Sanderson 1985). Notab l e  communit ies where the  p r a c t i c e  

s t i l l  f l o u r i s h e s  in Kenya inc lude  among o t h e r s ,  the K e i y o , Meru, 

K i p s i g i s ,  Embu, Samburu, Maasai ,  Pokot ,  Abakuria,  and Nandi 

( Ny an se r a , 1995).

The main problem that emerges from t h i s  s ce na r i o  i s  why these 

communit ies hav.p remained adamant and p e r s i s t e d  w i th  t h i s  

p r a c t i c e  d e s p i t e  the campaigns mounted a g a in s t  i t .  P e o p l e  have 

been educated on the p o s s i b l e  dangers o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  yet they 

st i l  l r i s k ,  why? The war against,  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  seems to 

be l o s t .  Does i t  imply  that  the i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  female

c i r c u m c i s i o n  is p l ay ing  a use fu l  r o l e  in the contemporary  wor ld 

among the groups p r a c t i s i n g  i t ?  Or a re  these  communit ies 

r e s i s t i n g  change j u s t  f o r  the sake o f  i t ?  In v i ew o f  t h i s  

problem,  the  author  c a r r i e d  out an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  t h i s  

p r a c t i c e  as  ex em p l i f i e d  by t.he Mem p e o p l e  o f  Nvambene d i s t r i c t  

in c e n t a l  Kenya.
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1.3  OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY.

Th i s  study was undertaken wi th  the  f o l l o w i n g  o b j e c t i v e s  in mind:

1* To s ea rch f o r  a l u c i d  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  the mo t i v es  behind the 

r e cur r en ce  o f  the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r cu m c i s i o n  in 

contemporary s o c i e t i e s  and t h e r e f o r e ,  to a s c e r t a i n  the r o l e  

p l ayed  by the p r a c t i c e  in the s o c i e t i e s '  that  do p r a c t i c e  

i t .

2. To i n v e s t i g a t e  f o r  documentat ion,  the e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  

p r a c t i c e  on i n d i v i d u a l s  and s o c i e t y  as a whole .

2 . to  ana l y ze  and d e s c r i b e  the dynamics o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  

as e x e m p l i f i e d  by the  Meru.

4. Above a l l ,  to make an assessment o f  s o c i e t a l  response in 

terms o f  va lues  and a t t i t u d e s  he ld  by i n d i v i d u a l s  rega rd ing  

t h i s  p r a c t i c e  o f  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n .

1.4 RAT I ONAI.E FOR THE STUDY

The study i s  des igned to  f i n d  a s o l u t i o n  to  ihe s t a t e d  problem.

T h e r e f o r e ,  i t  I s  j u s t i f i e d  on the f o l l o w i n g  grounds:

1 . The study i s  l i k e l y  to r e vea l  the c i r cumstances  that  

n e c e s s i t a t e  the p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e .



The study w i l l  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  our knowledge and 

unders tanding  o f  the nature o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  in our 

contemporary s o c i e t i e s .

The s tudy  w i l l  p r o v i d e  i n f o rm at i on  that  may c o n t r i b u t e  to 

t h e o r y  format ion p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the areas  p e r t a i n i n g  to 

c u l t u r a l  p e r s i s t e n c e .

4 . The study is l i k e l y  to  p ro v ide  d a t a  which might  be useful  

to development  p l ann er s ,  p o l i c y  makers and i n t e r e s t e d  

groups,  who may wish to  a f f e c t  o r  reach the community that

i s  the  Meru.

1 he study may a l s o  r e ve a l  the r esponses  by members e i t h e r  

i n d i v i d u a l l y  o r  c o l l e c t i v e l y  to a l e g i s l a t i o n  a g a in s t  the 

p r a c t  i c e .

Ihe focus o f  th i s  p r o j e c t  was the Meru peop l e  o f  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t .  This^ i s  becayse  i t  was c o n s i d e r e d  more l i k e l y  than 

not ,  tha t  the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  s t i l l  p r a c t i s e d  

in the  community.
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CHAPTER TWO

ETTERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The Enc yc l oped ia  B r i t anni c a  d e f i n e s  r i l e s  as ceremonia l  even ts  

e x i s t i n g  in s o c i e t i e s  t h a t  mark the passage  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  from 

one s o c i a l  s tatus  to a n o t h e r *  Gennep (1873)  " the term 

' r i t e s  o f  passage"  n o t in g  that  t h e y  were means hv which 

i n d i v i d u a l s  are eased,  w i thout  s o c i a l  d i s r u p t i o n  through the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  from one s o c i a l  r o l e  t o  another .  

Evans -P r i t chard  (1940)  d e f i n e d  i n i t i a t i o n  as the t r a n s i t i o n  from 

ch i l dhood  to  adul thood.

In many s o c i e t i e s ,  the body is permanent ly  marked o r  a l t e r e d ,  

o f t e n  to i n d i c a t e  a change in s t a tu s .  Many s o c i e t i e s  c i r cumc i se  

ado l e sc en ce  boys. C l i t o r i d e c t o m y  is per formed in some s o c i e t i e s  

to mark the sexual  m at ur i t y  o f  g i r l s  (Ember and Ember, 1990). 

C l i t o r i d e c t o m y  is taken t o  be an ana lo g y  o f  c i r c u m c i s i o n  among 

males.  In th i s  o p e r a t i o n ,  the e x t e r n a l  t i p  o f  the c l i t o r i s  i s  

cut  o f f .  Female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  p r a c t i s e d  in  v a r i o u s  forms, 

there  ar e  about th ree  t y p e s  o f  o p e r a t i o n s .  Sunna c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  

in which the  t i p  o f  the c l i t o r i s  and/or i t s  c o v e r i n g  ( p repuce )  

are removed,  r e p r es en t  what i s  convent i o n a l l y  understood  Io mean 

female c i r c u m c i s i o n  or  c 1 i t o r i d e c t o m y . A second t ype  o f  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s j i ow  -the one they r e f e r  t o  as c l  i t o r i d e c  t omy, where 

the e n t i r e  c l i t o r i s ,  the prepuce and a d j a c e n t  l a b i a  a r e  removed. 

A t h i r d  t yp e  i s  i n f i b u l a t i o n , which i s  a c l i t o r i d e c t o m y  o f  the
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second t y pe ,  f o l l ow ed  by sewing tip o f  the vu l va .  A smal l  opening 

i s  l e f t  t o  a l l o w  ur ine  and menstrual  blood t o  pass (Farqul iar ,  

1996: Fourcroy ,  1997: w a r lk e r ,  1995) .  Tn the last  c a s e ,  a second 

o p e r a t i o n  i s  done l a t e r  in l i f e  to r e v e r s e  some o f  the damage. 

In some c u l t u r e s ,  the woman is cu t  open by her  husband on t h e i r  

wedding n i g h t .  She may be sewn up aga in  i f  her  husband l e a ve s  

on a t r i p  ( F r i t z - P a t r i c k  1 997 ) .

The p r a c t i c e  may be seen in the eyes  o f  some c u l t u r e s  as h o r r i b l e  

and unbearable ,  a m u t i l a t i o n  o f  the human body. The f a c t  remains 

tha t  f emale  c i r cu m c i s i o n  i s  real  in our  contemporary wor ld .  For 

in s t a n c e ,  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  Kenya show tha t  out o f  the n e a r l y  f i f t y  

e i g h t  e th n i c  groups,  about  t h i r t y  o f  them p r a c t i s e  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  (Sanderson,  1985).  Tn some communit ies ,  the 

p r a c t i c e  i s  performed o v e r t l y  w h i l e  in o t h e r s ,  i t  i s  done in 

g r e a t  s e c r e c y .  This  p r a c t i c e  i s  a u n i v e r s a l  e l ement .  I t  is 

e x h i b i t e d  in most world s o c i e t i e s  but i s  mani f es ted  in d i f f e r e n t  

f  o rms.

£jpnnep ( 1873) i n d i c a t e s  th a t  r i t e s  o f  passage have a s o c i a l  and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  The f u n c t i o n  o f  r i t e s  o f  passage is 

t o  g i v e  communal r e c o g n i t i o n  to  the e n t i r e  complex o f  new or  

a l t e r e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  (Ember and Ember, 1990).  I n i t i a t i o n  marks 

the  t r a n s i t i o n  from ch i l dhood  to adu l thood .  T h e r e f o r e ,  Idle 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and s t a t u s  accorded are  c o n f e r r e d  to  the new 

i n i t i a t e s .  The communal p r a c t i s e  o f  r i t u a l s  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th 

r i t e s  o f  passage enhances s o c i e t a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  and g roup  i d e n t i t y  

( H a v i l a n d , 1 983) .
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2.2  CIRCUMCISION AS INITIATION

The term c i r cu m c i s i o n  i s  app l i e d  in i t s  s t r i c t  sense t o  a wide 

spread o f  s u r g i c a l  o p e r a t i o n s ,  f o r  the oblat  ion o f  the male 

prepuce and a l s o  wi th a l o o s e r  co n n o t a t i o n  o f  a s impl e  i n c i s i o n  

o f  the prepuce and c l i t o r i s  or even the l a b i a s  on the female 

g e n i t a l s .  Male c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  more common and widespread than 

f emal e  c i r cu m c i s i o n .  P a r r i n d e r  ( 19 71 ) ,  d e f i n e s  c i r c u m c i s i o n  as 

the removal o f  the male f o r e  sk in ,  an op e ra t i on  o f t e n  wi th 

r e l i g i o u s  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  I t  is pracl  i s ed  in many p a r t s  o f  the 

wor ld ,  i nc lud ing  A f r i c a ,  the Middle  F a s t ,  the P a c i f i c  I s lands ,  

and in some A u s t r a l i a n  and American s o c i e t i e s .

In most c u l t u r e s ,  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  used to mark the t r a n s i t i o n  

from ch i l dhood  to adul thood (Ember and Ember, 1990) .  R i t e s  have 

s o c i a l  and p sy ch o l o g i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  They have a p o s i t i v e  

va lue  f o r  in d i v i d u a l s  in  r e l i e v i n g  s t r e s s  at. t imes when g r e a t  

rearrangements in l i f e  o c c u r .  The r o l e s  o f  these  r i t e s  are seen 

a l s o  to be s o c i a l l y  su ppor t in g .  Such suppor t  in c lu de s  r o l e s  o f  

the r i t e s  in p r even t ing  s o c i a l  d i s rup t . i on  by d e f i n i n g  the proper  

r o l e s  and du t i e s  o f  the new i n i t i a t e s .  R i t e s  o f  passage  are par t  

and p a r c e l  o f  the s o c i a l i s a t i o n  p r o c e s s .  R i t e s  o f  passage go 

a long  way in enhancing g roup s o l i d a r i t y  and maintenance o f  o rde r  

in s o c i e t y .

Gennep ( 1873) nol.es t h a t  many o f  the  r i t e s  o f  passage are 

connected wi th the h i o l o g i c a l  t r a n s i t i o n s  o f  l i f e  - b i r t h ,  

m a tu r i t y ,  r e p r od uc t i on ,  and deat.h, a l l  o f  which b r in g  changes in
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the  s o c i a l  s ta tus  and t h e r e f o r e  in the  soc ia l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  the

peop l e  concerned.  Tn most, c u l t u r e s ,  c i r c u m c i s i o n  marks the s h i f t  

from chi l dhood  to  adul thood ,  meaning that  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  

i n i t i a t i o n  ( P a r r i n d e r ,  1971) .

In c e r emon i es ,  boys and g i r l s  a re  su b j e c t e d  t o  p a i n f u l  t e s t s  o f  

manhood and womanhood. The funct i on  o f  r i t e s  o f  passage i s  a 

s y m b o l i c  way o f  g i v i n g  communal r e c o g n i t i o n  to the e n t i r e  complex 

o f  new o r  a l t e r e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  The i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  now o f  a 

new s ta tu s  and a re  a l l o c a t e d  r o l e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  to 

per f orm in the s o c i e t y  (Ember and Ember, 1990).

2 :3  FEMALE CIRCUMCISION

The term female c i r c u m c i s i o n  co ve rs  three  main v a r i e t i e s  o f  

g e n i t a l  m u t i l a t i o n .

1. Sunna c i r c u m c i s i o n ;  which c o n s i s t s  the removal  o f  the

prepuce and/or the t i p  o f  the c l i t o r i s .  Sunna in Arab ic

»' . . .  »  means t r a d i t i o n .

2 . C l i t o r i d e c t o m y ; a l s o  r e f e r r e d  t o  as e x c i s i o n ,  c o n s i s t s  o f  

the removal o f  the e n t i r e  c l i t o r i s  (both prepuce and g l an s )  

and the ad jac en t  l a b i a ,  i t  i s  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  known as deep 

c l i  t o r i d e e t o m y .

3. I n f  ibu l . a t i on ; a l s o  r e f e r r e d  to as pharaonic c i r c u m c i s i o n .  

Phis  i s  the most ex t reme form. I t  c o n s i s t s  o f  the  removal
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o f  the  c l i t o r i s ,  the  adjacent  l a h i a  (Majora  and Minora)  and 

the j o i n i n g  o f  the scraped s i d e s  o f  the vu l va  across  the 

v ag in a ,  where they are  secured w i t h  thorns o r  sewn wi th 

c a t g u t  or  thread.  A small  opening  i s  kept to a l l o w  passage 

o f  u r i n e  and menstrual  b lood.  An in fu bu la t ed  woman must be 

cu t  open to a l l o w  i n t e r c o u r s e  on the wedding night  and i s  

c l o s e d  again a f t e r w a r d  to secure  f i d e l i t y  to the  husband 

(Farquhar ,  1996, F i t z - P a t r i c k , 1997, Fourcroy ,  1997: 

W a r l k e r , 1995).

The age a t  which the  g i r l s  undergo the p r a c t i c e  v a r i e s  depending 

on the t ype  o f  the r i t u a l  and the customs o f  the l o c a l  community 

o r  r e g i o n  (Ember and Ember 1990).  In Egypt,  the p rocedure  i s  

per f ormed by midwives o r  barbers  under the s u p e r v i s i o n  o f  adu l t  

women in the fami ly  w i th o u t  anaes thes i a  and o f t e n  under l e s s  than 

h y g i e n i c  c o n d i t i o n s  (Farquhar ,  1996) .

Female c i r c um c i s i o n  has p robab l y  been per formed f o r  at, l e a s t  

1 ,400 yea rs  (some r e f e r e n c e s  e s t ima te  2 , 0 0 0  y e a r s ) ,  and s t a r t ed  

dur ing  what muslims c a l l  A l - g a l i l ayyah (The e r a  o f  i gn o ra nc e ) .  

The sunnah ( the  words and ac t i ons  o f  the prophe t  mohammed) 

co n t a in  a number o f  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  

( F o u r c r o y , 1997).

In his  e s s a y ,  Farquhar ( 1 9 9 6 ) ,  not es  1 hat. marre Assa dd , the c o 

o r d i n a t o r  o f  the N a t i o n a l  Female G e n i t a l  M u t i l a t i o n  Task F o r c e  

in Egypt ,  wro t e  tha t  the t r a d i t i o n  might  have come from pharaohs,  

they a p p a r e n t l y  b e l i e v e d  that  gods were b i s exua l  but t h a t ,  humans
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needed t o  have those  t enHonc i r s  e x c i s e d  through c i r c u m c i s i o n  f o rf'

men and c 1i t o r id e c to m y  f o r  womeri. Farquhar (1990)  not.es,  that.,

to  t h i s  day ,  most t r a d i t i o n a l  Egypt ians  b e l i e v e  that  a woman w i l l

pursue sex as a g g r e s s i v e l y  as a man i f  she has not undergone a

c 1 i t o r  i dec  tomy. With c i r c u m c i s i o n  Egyp t i ans  b e l i e v e  that, thev
/

can remove the e x t e r n a l  pa r t s  so that when a g i r l  wears t i g h t  

u n d e r c l o t h e s ,  she w i l l  no t  have any s t i m u l a t i o n .

In another  approach to  the ques t i on  o f  the o r i g i n  o f  f emale  

c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  O i o r / g i s (1981 ) p o s t u l a t e s  tha t ,  i t  o r i g i n a t e d  on 

the land around the  N i l e  V a l l e y  dur ing  the ph araon i c  era when 

young s l a v e  g i r l s  from the l ower  v a l l e y  o f  the N i l e  were 

m u t i l a t e d  to c u r t a i l  t h e i r  sexual  f reedom and t o  reduce unwanted 

p r e g n a n c i e s .  It, was per fo rmed as a s a c r i f i c e  to the  d e i t y  who4k * ‘ ~w *

p r e s id e d  ov e r  f e r t i l i t y .  E l -Daree r  (1978)  noted that  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  was f i r s t  known to ancient.  Egyp t ians ,  Romans, p r e -  

i s l a m ic  Arabs and Tsar ist ,  Russians when t r a c e s  o f  i n f i b u l a t i o n  

were  found in Egypt ian mummies dated 2 0 0  B.C. A papyrus dated 

1H3 R.r  found in Greece  d es c r i be d  f e m a l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  as an 

o p e r a t i o n  performed in Memphis a t  the age when women recorded  

t h e i r  b r i d e  weal th.

2:4 GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF FEMALE CIRCUMCISION

 ̂ar ious g roups  e s t im a te  that, from 114 — 130 m i l l i o n  women world 

wide have had the o p e r a t i o n  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n .  There are 

o ve r  30 m i l l i o n  m u t i l a t e d  women current  l y  l i v i n g  in N i g e r i a ,  and 

about  24 M i l l i o n  in E t h i o p i a  and E r i t r e a .  A 1997 p o l l  o f  about



15,000 Egypt i an  women found that, about  07 pe rc en t  had been 

c i r cu mc i se d  (F rour c r oy ,  1997) .  Female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  p r a c t i s e d  

in c o u n t r i e s  throughout A f r i c a  and the M idd l e  East ,  in some pa r t s  

o f  South A f r i c a ,  and among muslims in Indones ia  and Ma lays ia .  

I t  i s  g e n e r a l l y  ac cep t ed  that the custom predat ed  Is lam and 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  hut most c o u n t r i e s  where i t  i s  p r a c t i s e d  are 

p r ed om in an t l y  muslim ( F i t z - P a t r i c k , 1997) .

Tn A f r i c a  today,  f emale g e n i t a l  m u t i l a t i o n  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  common 

in Egypt ,  A l g e r i a ,  I v o r y  C o a s t ,  Kenya, M a l i ,  Mozambique, N i g e r i a ,  

Nor thern Sudan and Upper V o l t a  ( Fa rqubar ,  1996: Fourcroy ,  1997: 

War lke r ,  1995) .  Female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  a l s o  p r e v a l e n t  in Somal ia 

( F i t z - P a t r i c k , 1997 ) .  The t r a d i t i o n  seems t o  be more o f  an

A f r i c a n  puberty  r i t e  than an I s l a m i c  one.  I t  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  

p r a c t i s e d  in Egypt and th e  Sudan as w e l l  as muslims (Farqubar ,  

1996) .  In Kenya, s t a t i s t i c s  show tha t  out  o f  the n e a r l y  f i f t y  

e i g h t  e t h n i c  groups,  about  t h i r t y  o f  them p r a c t i c e  female 

c i retime i s  ion ( Sande rson . 1 98 5 ) . N o t ab l e  communit ies where the 

p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  i n t e n s i v e  i n c lu d e  among 

o t h e r s ,  the Keiyo,  Meru, K i p s i g i s ,  Embu , Samburu, Maasai ,  Pokot ,  

Abakur i a ,  and Nandi (Nyanse ra ,  1995).

In the  Western wor ld ,  c l i t o r i d e c t o m i e s  were  p r e f e r r e d  f o r  America 

and B r i t i s h  women i n  the 19th century as t rea tment  f o r  h y s t e r i a ,  

e p i l e p s y ,  me lancho ly ,  l e s b i a n i s m ,  and ' e x c e s s i v e ’ masturbat i on .  

The p r a c t i c e  p e r s i s t e d  i n  the U.S.A u n t i l  the f i f t i e s  ( F i t z -  

P a t r i c k ,  1997) .  Female c i r cu m c i s i o n  i s  seen to  be more o f  a 

s o c i a l  custom than a r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e .  However,  t h e  p r a c t i c e
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i s  a lmost  e n t i r e l y  r e s t r i c t e d  to some muslim c o u n t r i e s ,  and is 

o f t e n  j u s t i f i e d  by two c o n t r o v e r s i a l  say ings  o f  the  prophet 

Mohammed that, seem to f a v o u r  Rimna c i r c u m c i s i o n .  But in some 

c o u n t r i e s  where female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  common i t  i s  a l s o  

pe r formed by Chr i s t i ans  and Jews. Tl has a l s o  been seen among 

a n i m i s t s  in A f r i c a .  But i t  i s  not done in the Maghreb c o u n t r i e s  

o f  No r thwes t  A f r i c a ,  or  in  Turkey or  I r an  (Fourc roy  1 997) .

2 :5  FUNCTIONS AND NOTIONS ABOUT PEMAI.R CIRCUMCISION

In many communi I. i e s ,  unc i rcumci sed  g i r l s  are cons ide red  

promiscuous and u n f i t  f o r  mar r i age .  Such communit ies argue that, 

l o s s  o f  a woman’ s g e n i t a l i q i p  is not l o o  high a p r i c e  t.o pay to 

s ecure  her chances o f  1 i f e  through mar r i ag e .  The procedure  

e l  iminat.es or s e v e r e l y  reduces a woman’ s g e n i t a l  sexual  

s e n s a t i o n .  Thi s  t e rm in a t e s  o r  reduces f e e l i n g s  o f  sexual  arousal  

in women so that ,  they  w i l l  be l e ss  l i k e l y  t o  engage  in p r e 

mar i t a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  or  a d u l t e r y .  The c l i t o r i s  ho lds  a massive 

number o f  nerve  endings  and gene ra t es  f e e l i n g s  o f  sexual  arousal  

when mechani ca l l y  s t i m u l a t e d  (Hi Ison,  1994 :Farquhar , 19 9 f>: F i t z -  

P a t r i c k ,  1997:F o u r c r o y , 1997: War lker ,  1995) .

In most communi t i es ,  the  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  is 

c e l e b r a t e d  a t  puber t y .  T h i s  marks the I r a n s i t i o n  from ch i ldhood  

to adu l th ood .  The i n i t i a t e s  are t r a i n e d  on adu l t  r o l e s  and t h i s  

has f a r  r each ing  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  and s o c i a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  t.o 

i n d i v i d u a l  i n i t i a t e s  and the s o c i a l  community a t  l a r g e  ( F.vans- 

P r i t c h a r d ,  1 940) .  Among t.he Ef ik  o f  N i g e r i a ,  o t h e r  than reducing



the l i b i d o  o f  women, f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  make an 

easy and qui ck  par t .ur i l  ion (Simmons, Ifl f iO). In B r i t a i n  and 

America, c 1i f o r i d e c L o m i e s  were p r e s c r i b e d  in the  19th cen tu ry  as 

Ireatment f o r  h y s t e r i a ,  e p i l e p s y ,  Me l ancho l y ,  Lesb ian ism and 

' e x c e s s i v e '  masturbat i on ( F i t z - P a t r i c k , 1997: Fourcroy ,  1997:

war lker ,  1995) .  War lke r  (1995)  no t es  t h a t ,  sigmund in s e x u a l i t y  

and the psycho logy  o f  l o v e ,  observed tha t  the ' e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  

e l i t o r i c a l  s e x u a l i t y  i s  a nec e ss a ry  p r e c o n d i t i o n  f o r  the 

development o f  f e m i n i t y .  As a resul t ,  as recent I y as 1979, " l o v e  

surgery"  was per formed on women in the Uni ted S l a t e s .  Dr. James 

F. Burt, the " l o v e  s u r g e o n " ,  i nt roduced c l i t o r a l  r e l o c a t i o n  ( t h a t  

i s ,  sunna c i r c u m c i s i o n )  to  the medica l  e s t a b l i s h m e n t .  lie 

be l i e v ed  and acted upon t.he idea that e x c i s i o n  does not  p revent  

sexual  p l ea su re ,  but enhances i t .  ( W a r l k e r ,  1995).

Many b e l i e v e ,  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  i s  more h y g i e n i c  and in c r e as es

f e r t i l i t y .  They argue that, wh i l e  the g i r l s  a t t end  t o  the  wound

they l ea rn  t o  keep themse l v es  c l e an  (Fa rquhar ,  199f i ) .  Others

be l i e v e  t h a t  the c l i t o r i s  con ta ins  po i son  that  can harm men

during i n t e r c o u r s e  and k i l l  babies  d u r in g  b i r t h .  A g i r l  who i s

not c i r cumc i sed  i s  c on s id e r e d  "unc l e an "  and t h e r e f o r e

unm ar r i ag eab l e « a g i r h  who does not have her c l i t o r i s  removed
/

is co ns i d e r ed  a g r e a t  dange r  and u l t i m a t e l y  f a t a l  lo  a man i f  her 

c l i t o r i s  touches h i s  p e n i s  ( Fourcroy ,  1997^ War lke r ,  1995).

''omen are  o f t e n  heard s a v i n g  that they a r e  not w i l l i n g  to  change 

th i s  custom s ince  they have  always done i t  t h i s  way and are not 

about t o  change.  Fami ly honour, c l e a n l i n e s s ,  p r o t e c t i o n  against



s p e l l s ,  insurance  o f  v i r g i n i t y  and f a i t h f u l n e s s  to the husband 

or  s imply t e r r o r i s i n g  women oul o f  s ex  are somet imes used as 

excuses f o r  the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r cumc  i s i on  ( w a r l k e r ,  1996) .  

Uncircumcised women in mtislim c o u n t r i e s  where c i r c u m c i s i o n  is 

normal 1 y per f ormed have d i f f i c u l t y  in f i n d i n g  a mar r i age  pa r tne r .  

Men t y p i c a l l y  p r e f e r  a c i rcumc i sed  w i f e  because they are  

cons ide red more l i k e l y  t o  he f a i t h f u l  ( Fa rquhar ,  1996) .  Other  

c l a ims are  tha t ,  the removal  o f  the cl  it o r i s  enhances the shaping 

o f  f eminine c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  o th e rw i s e  a woman wi th he r  c l i t o r i s  

in tac t  i s  l i k e  a man.

there are unending b e l i e f s  in va r i ou s  c u l t u r e s  that  .just i f y  the 

p ra c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  Some b e l i e v e  the c l i t o r i s  is  

dangerous and has t o  he removed f o r  h ea l t h  r easons .  Others  

b e l i e v e  tha t  men ran become impotent by c o n t a c t i n g  a c l i t o r i s  or  

• I'a I a baby wi l l  be h y d r o c e p h a l i c  ( b o r n  wi th e x c e s s  c r a n ia l  

f l ui d )  i f  i t s  head c o n t a c t s  I Ire c l i t o r i s  dur ing  b i r t h .  Some 

hr 1 i eve  that, t.he rrff) k o f  the  mother wi l l  become po i sonous  i f  the 

1 i tor  i s  touches  the baby.  A l so ,  had g e n i t a l  odours can on l y  he 

' ' f iminated by removing t h e  c l i t o r i s  anti lnbi .a (minora and ma.jornj 

at times (Farquhar ,  1996: w a r l k e r ,  1996) .

-a *"•

I ' male g e n i t a l  mu! i 1 a t i o n  i s  a l so  hel i e v e d  to p revent  vag ina l  

cancer.  An unmodi f i ed  e l  i t o r i s  can l ead  to masturbat ion or 

l esb iani sm.  Female c i r c u m c i s i o n  p r e v e n t s  g i r l s  and women from 

'h v e l o p i n g  nervousness .  The o p e r a t i o n  a l s o  p r e v e n t s  I he f a r e  

T om t u r n in g  y e l l o w .  Female c i rcumci s i on in some communi l i es  is 

b e l i e v e d  t o  make a woman’ s face more b e a u t i f u l . T f fema1e



«  « l o n  i s  not  Hone,  n i .u , ,
nien may not  he ab l e  to match

■l W  ■,'*X ',r,V"'  - y  have t o  resort  to  i l l tegai

- ....... .. d r u g s . An i n t a c t  c l i t o r i s  g e n e r a t e s  sexua l  arousal

- « M . h  ran cause n e u r o s i s  i f  r e p r e s s e d .  The f e a r  f o r

’ ' "  ' >,‘ on b* b o t h  s i d e s .  Fo ur c ro y  (1997)  no te s  that

'*■ ,,0, *' * re  time i s e d  g e t  IITV/A 1 DS e a s i l y .  But opponents

r " " n e t  imes c l a i m  t h a t  IIIV/A1DS i s  spread hy the

’ ’ ' °  d u r i n g  the  o p e r a t i o n  i t s e l f  ( f o u r c r o y ,  1 997:

ttarlker,  1995 ) .

! : •  BIIHt KFKRCT8

\ (19 9 7)  in one  o f  h i s  a r t i c l e s ,  recoun t s  a s e 1 f

' f  lit'- c o n s e q ue n ce s  o f  f ema l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  by a

* * it < i I ( W i r r i •; I) i r i e . She was c i r c u m c i s e d  when she was

11 i f '  o l d .  One o f  her  s i s t e r s  d i e d  as a resul t ,  o f  the

r rt ■ ■ I,, v. ii s r i y c u m c i s e d  in I he bush . Her mother and an o ld

* th»- ' i t ' i i m s i e r )  s a t  her on the  rock j  he r  mother
■b

I. 1 I * ■ i and smwt ' beh  i nd her .  W a r r i s  D i r i e  l eaned  hack 

r lint l e g s  we re  s t r e t c h e d  w i de  apar t  to expose  her 

t wi t h  a t u s t v  l> l a d e ,  the o l d  woman i n e p t l y  hacked o f f

,i ,i , and I n b i a s .  When she had f i n i s h e d  c u t t i n g ,  the 

t e d  St It- him?.  She sewed W a r r i s  D i r i e  r i g h t  up wi th 

rhey t i e d  her  l e g s  t o g e t h e r  and t r i e d  to s e t  her on 

f r • , h,.t p i r i e  passed  out .  She remembers n o th ing  o f  the 

w n - i s .  except  ag on y ,  pa in ,  i l l - s w o l l e n  - she wanted to  

,r , ,  wa,  unHn up so t i g h t l y  t h a t  she c o u l d n ’ t  even ur ina t e  

I t  j u s t  came o u t  s l o w l y ,  d r i p  by d r i p .  The burning

18



urine was another  source  o f  agony and War r i s  D i r i e  used to f r y  

and hold it in f o r  as l ong  as p o s s i b l e .  Years l a t e r  once she 

start  ed menstrual  i ng , Wa r r i s  D i r i e  remembers t e r r i b l e  agony,  Her 

abdomen would swel l  w i th  c o l l e c t e d  menstrual  b lood that  had 

nowhere t o  go .

Through s h e e r  luck,  W ar r i s  D i r i e  escaped fo rced  Mar r i age  and 

landed in B r i t a i n .  In B r i t a i n ,  she began a long haul o f  see ing  

docto rs .  Her  p e r i o d s  were so bad . For- a l ong  t i me,  she was never  

p h y s i c a l l y  examined.  Doc tors  would simply p r e s c r i b e  b i r t h  

cont ro l  p i l l s  which they t o l d  her would improve her p e r i o d  pains.  

One day,  W a r r i s  D i r i e  g a t he red  a l l  her courage and t o l d  a doc to r  

what had happened t o  her .  She had an o p e r a t i o n  to open her up. 

She s t i l l  had many hea l th  problems r e l a t e d  to her c i r c u m c i s i o n  

but a f t e r  the  o p e ra t i o n ,  she would pee,  p r o p e r l y ,  cou ld  have sex.  

Be fore ,  sex was out o f  q u e s t i o n .  War r i s  D i r i e  l.oday laments that  

female c i r c u m c i s i o n  is  a t e r r i b l e  t h i ng  that  happens to g i r l s  

around the wor ld .  The custom had no t h ing  to do wi th r e l i g i o n ,  

ne i th e r  the  Qu’ ran nor the  B ib l e  ment ions  i t .  Men invented  it 

so tha t  sex  i s  j u s t  t h e i r  p r es e r ve .  "When you marry,  the man 

f o r ces  h i m s e l f  in o r  uses a k n i f e .  When you g i v e  b i r t h ,  they cut  

you open and then sew you up again j u s t  l i k e  a p i e c e  o f  c l o t h " .

Farquhar (1996)  and War lker  (1996)  observe  t h a t  female 

c i r cu mc i s i on  i s  most l y  done in un sa n i t a r y  c o n d i t i o n s  in which a 

c i r cu me i se r  uses uncleaj i  sharp ins t ruments  such as r a z o r  b lades ,
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s c i s s o r s ,  k i t chen kn i ves ,  p i e c e s  o f  i»l a s s  o r  in some ca ses ,  the 

c i r cumc i se r s  t e e th .  In the  ru ra l  Mossi a r e a s  o f  Burkina Faso f o r  

example,  group female c i r c u m c i s i o n s  a r e  scheduled e v e r y  three  

years  in many v i l l a g e s .  G i r l s  aged f i v e  to e i g h t  y ea rs  a r e  

assembled by t h e i r  mothers i n t o  groups o f  up l o  twenty.  The 

c i r c u m c i s e r ,  uses,  a k n i f e - l i k e  ins trument^the  ’ b a r g a r e s e r v e d  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  t h i s  purpose .  A f t e r  each op e ra t i on ,  she s i m p l y  

wipes the k n i f e  on a p i e c e  o f  c l o t h .  Sometimes r i n s i n g  i t  in 

water f i r s t  ( F o u r c r o y , 1997 ) .

Beyond the obv ious  i n i t i a l  pa ins  o f  the o p e r a t i o n  female 

c i r cum c i s i on  has l ong - t e rm p h y s i o l o g i c a l ,  sexual  and 

p sy c h o l o g i c a l  e f f e c t s .  The unsan i t a ry  envi ronment  under which 

the o p e r a t i o n  takes p l a ce  r e s u l t s  in i n f e c t i o n s  o f  the  g e n i t a l  

and sur rou nd ing  areas  and o f t e n  r e s u l t s  in the t ransmiss i on  o f  

the HTV/Ains v i r u s .  Some g i r l s  b leed  l o  dea th .  The p r a c t i c e  can 

scare c h i l d r e n  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  and l ead  to fu ture  problems in 

sexual r e l a t i o n s ,  mens t rua t i on ,  and l abou r  (Fnrquhar,  199fi).

Because o f  p o v e r t y  and l ack  o f  medical  f a c i l i t i e s ,  the p r a c t i c e  

is done w i t h o u t  even a n aes the s i a .  The o p e r a t i o n  r e s u l t s  in to  

heal th prob l ems  which i n c lu d e  shock, haemorrhage or  s e p t i c e m ia ,  

tetanus c as e s  and even the  t ransmiss i on  o f  some v i r u s e s  l i ke  

I "  V/A T OS. bong term s ide  e f f e c t s  may inc lude  p a in fu l  sca rs ,  

ke l o id  f o rmat i on ,  l a b i a l  adherence ,  c l i t o r a l  c y s t s ,  ch ron i c  

u r i na ry  i n f e c t i o n ,  ch r o n i c  p e l v i c  i n f e c t i o n s ,  k idney s tones ,  

s t e r i l i t y ,  s exua l  d y s f u n c t i o n ,  sexual  f r i g i d i t y ,  d e p r e s s i o n ,  and 

a mu l t i tude  o f  o the r  g y n a e c o l o g i c a l  and o b s t e t r i c  problems ( F i t z -
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P a t r ick ,  1997: Fourcroy ,  1997: War lker ,  1 9 9 f» ) .

Sanderson ( 1 985J rvot.es^ the  adve rse  e f f e c t s  o f  female

c i r cu mc i s i on .  The vu l v a  cou ld  s p l i t  caus ing  haemorrhage and much 

loss o f  b l ood .  This  i s  dangerous e s p e c i a l l y  when the expectant  

mother i s  not h o s p i t a l i z e d .  Vag ina l  f i s t u l a s  are formed and the 

bladder i s  damaged. Th i s  could lead t o  pe r inea l  t e a r s  and 

ur inary or  f a e c a l  i n c o n t i n e n c e .  In i n f i b u l a t i o n  the vu l v a  wi th 

a k e l o i d a l  f o rmat i on  at the va g in a l  apert.ue o b s t r u c t s  u r i n a r y  and 

menstrual f l o w s .  I n f i b u l a t e d  vul va  d e l a y s  the p r o g r e s s  o f

d e l i v e r y .  It. i s  not easy  f o r  the head to  descent .

2:7 LEGISLATIONS AGATNST FEMALE CIRCUMCISION

Female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  now out—I awed in some European c o u n t r i e s  

l i k e  B r i t a i n ,  France,  Sweden and S w i t z e r l a n d , ’ the Un i t ed  S ta t es  

of  Amer ica and Canada ( B i l s o n ,  1994: Fourcroy ,  1997: F i t z -

P a t r i c k ,  1997: War lker  1995) .  For the American example,  a US

f ede ra l  b i l l - F e d e r a l  p r o h i b i t i o n  o f  Fema le ‘Gen i ta l  M u t i l a t i o n  o f  

1995 was passed in September 1996. In Canada the Canadian 

c r im in a l  code  p r o t e c t s  c h i l d r e n  who are o rd i na ry  r e s i d e n t s  in 

Canada ( as  c i t i z e n s  o r  landed migrants )  from being r e mo ve d  from 

wi t hi n the count ry  and s ub j e c t ed  to f emale  g e n i t a l  mut i l a t i o n .

In both the USA and Canada, the very  small  pe r cen tage  o f  mtislims 

who wish to cont inue  the p r a c t i c e  f i n d  i t  imposs ib l e  t o  g e t  a \  

do c t o r  who w i l l  c o - o p r a t e .
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The ope ra t i on  i s  o f t en  done in  the home by the  f ami l y  ( F ou rc roy ,

190 7 ) .

Some A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  have a l s o  banned o r  out lawed the p r a c t i c e  

o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  In 1983, p r es id en t  Moi had o f f i c i a l l y  

banned femal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  in  Kenya (Sanderson ,  1989).  Ghana has 

also out lawed  the p r a c t i c e .  In Egypt ,  the  M in i s t r y  o f  Heal th 

banned the p r a c t i c e  in e a r l y  199fi ( Farquhar ,  1996: F i t z - P a t r i c k , 

1997). Female c i r cu m c i s i o n  i s  usua l l y  done a t  the age o f  about 

seven though i t  i s  known t o  be per formed on g i r l s  any time 

between i n f a n c y  and p ub e r t y .  In a reas  where the p r a c t i c e  is  

outlawed,  i t  i s  done a t  younger  age s i n c e  younger g i r l s  o f f e r  

less r e s i s t a n c e  ( R i l s o n ,  1994) .  I t  i s  impor tant  to no t e  that  

even though femal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  c u r r e n t l y  i l l e g a l  in many 

count r i e s  in A f r i c a  and the Middle  Fast ,  t h i s  has not  reduced the 

number o f  g i r l s  tha t  a r e  c i r cu m c i se d .  The governments o f  these 

cou nt r i e s  have no way o f  mon i t o r ing  the spread and p r a c t i c e  o f  

female c i  r cumc i s i on  ( Fi t z - P a t r i c k  , 1 997 ) .

The Un i t ed  N a t i o n s ,  UNICEF and the World Hea l th  O r g a n i s a t i o n  have 

cons idered  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  to be a v i o l a t i o n  o f  human r i g h t s ,  

and have made recommendations to e r a d i c a t e  t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  

However,  t r y i n g  to f i g h t  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  on l e ga l  terms i s  

in—e f f e c t i v e  s ince  those remote ar eas  where the p r a c t i c e  i s  

rampant, can not. be e a s i l y  reached by the government.s concerned.  

A b e t t e r  and more e f f e c t i v e  approach would be c o - o p e r a t i o n  at. the 

na t i ona l  as w e l l  as a t  the i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l e v e l s .  The UN and WHO 

have a l r e a d y  taken the f i r s t  s tep  in a b o l i s h i n g  these p r a c t i c e s .
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Countr i es  need t o  have r i g i d  and v i g i l a n t  laws that  d e a l  wi th 

female c i r c u m c i s i o n  (War lk e r ,  1995).  The Un i t ed  Nat ions  has a l so  

supported the r i g h t  to member s t a t e s  to g r a n t  re fugee  s t a t u s  to 

women who f e a r  be ing  m u t i l a t e d  i f  they  r e t u r n  to tha t  count ry  o f  

o r i g i n .  Canada has g r an ted  such a s t a t u s  to women in  th i s  

s i t u a t i o n .  A judge  o f  a Canadian Fede ra l  Court  d e c l a r e d  i t  a 

"cruel  and b a r b a r i c  p r a c t i c e "  ( Fourcroy ,  1997) .

2:8 A BRIEF HISTORY OF FFMAI.F, CIRCUMCISION fN KENYA

Macharia ( 1996)  g i v e s  a c l e a r  breakdown o f  the h i s t o r y  o f  female 

c i r cumci s i on  in  Kenya. He d i s c u s s e s  f emale  c i r cu m c i s i o n  as one 

o f  the most c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s s u e s  in Kenya ’ s c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y .  

The f i g h t  was between the Kikuyu,  Embu and the  Meru on one hand, 

and the wh i t e  C h r i s t i a n  m i s s i o n a r i e s  and c o l o n i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

on the o t h e r  hand. P o l i t i c s ,  R e l i g i o n ,  Economics and even 

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  p o l i c i e s  were a f f e c t e d  by t h i s  i ssue .  The re  was 

a very h o s t i l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the ind igenous communit ies 

and the c o l o n i a l  government who worked t o g e t he r  w i t h  the 

m i s s i o n a r i e s .  The m i s s i o n a r i e s ,  o f t e n  w i t h  government support  

were i n t e r f e r i n g  with-^he t r a d i t i o n s  and customs o f  the A f r i c a n s .  

Convers ion i n v o l v e d  gradual  removal  from t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  and 

then s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  a c q u i r i n g  the European hab i t s .

Miss ionary  a t t a c k  on female  c i r c u m c i s i o n  was led by the r ever end  

•lohn Aur the r  o f  the church o f  Scot l and m iss i on  (CMS). He was a 

medical  d o c t o r  who argued t h a t  the p r a c t i c e  was nol necess a ry  f o r  

c h i l d  bea r ing .  Some A f r i c a n s  sought on t h e i r  own, a compromise
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between t rad  it ion on one hand and m i s s i o n a r y  e x p e c t a t i o n s  on the 

other .  In Meru, a f end had a r i s e n  between Reverend R.J.  

Worthington o f  the Un i t ed  Method i s t  Church Fore ign M iss i on  and 

the D i s t r i c t  Commissioner f o r  Meru, A .F .  Chemier.  Chemier 

attempted t o  minimise the c o n f l i c t ,  o f  the  c o n s e r v a t i v e  sp i r i t ,  o f  

the e l d e r s  who s t i l l  c l a n g  to s u p e r s t i t i o u s  customs.  The 

m i s s i o n a r i e s  r esented  t h e i r  approach.

The p e r i o d  between 1929 and 1992 was when the Kikuyu ce n t ra l  

Assoc i a I, i on (KCA) l ed by Joseph Kang ’ et.he .joined the s t r u g g l e  on 

female c i r c u m c i s i o n  and t h e r e  was a s e r i o u s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  wi th  

the church.  Schoo l s  c l o s e d  down as parents  had r e fused  to 

denounce f ema l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  beer  d r in k in g ,  

polygamy, payment o f  b r i d e w e a l t h ,  and o t h e r  " A f r i c a n - t r a d i t i o n "  

r e l a t ed  customs.  Thi s  t u g - o f - w a r  a t t r a c t e d  the a t t e n t i o n  o f  

England. In London, a s e l e c t  commit tee whose members inc luded 

the Duchess o f  Athol  l C.R. Boxton and c o l o n e l  Jos i ah  Wedgood, 

heard h e a r i n g s  on female  c i r c u m c i s i o n .  Among those who t e s t i f i e d  

was KCA s vJomo Kenyat ta  in de f ence  o f  the custom. I t  was 

r eso l v ed  that, the p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  which was o f  

very a n c i e n t  o r i g i n  should not be i n t e r f e r e d  w i t h .  But 

r e s p e c t i v e  governments were  to endeavour  to persuade the 

' ommunit ies  which p r a c t i s e d  t.he more b r u t a l  forms o f  i t  to  re turn 

to the a n c i e n t  and l e s s  b r u t a l  forms. Kenya t ta  on r e tu rn  helped 

t.o re -open s c h o o l s .  The i s sue  o f  f emal e  c i r cu m c i s i on  subsided 

a n p J- 1931, but. remained a s i g n  o f  c u l t u r a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  between 

the whi te s  and the b l acks  in Kenya.
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\ r ererit ,-ase  study o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  i s  one by Nvnnsern (1995 ) .  

She wanted to  examine the  nature and p r a c t i s e  o f  female 

c i r cu mc i s i on  among the A b a g u s i i .  She a l s o  wanted t o  i d e n t i f y  

the f u n c t i o n s  o^. f emale c i r c u m c i s i o n  and e s t a b l i s h  the  reasons 

why t h i s  p r a c t i c e  has been p e r s i s t e n t .  In her  f i n d i n g s ,  she 

noted that  d e s p i t e  v i g o r o u s  campaigns by the government , the 

church and non-governmenta l  o r g a n i s a t i o n s ,  the Abagus i i  people  

' 'ore adamant and con t inu ed  wi th  t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  Female

i rcumc i s i on  in K i s i i  D i s t r i c t  was found to s e r v e  as a r i t e  o f  

passage.  The p r a c t i c e  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  change o f  s t a tus ,  

i d e n t i f y ,  and i s  a s s o c i a t e d  with courage  and p r e s t i g e .  The 

p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale c i r c u m c i s i o n  among the  Abagus i i  i s  a pa in fu l  

ope ra t i on  and i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  p ro v i d e  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l s  in  terms o f  

behaviour^ t r a i n i n g  and the  r e g u l a t i o n  o f  L ib i d o  r a t e s .  The 

p r a c t i c e  i s  rampant not  o n l y  among the A b agus i i  peop l e  r e s i d i n g  

in K i s i i  D i s t r i c t ,  but  a l s o  even among those  l i v i n g  in urban 

areas l i k e  N a i r o b i .  This  p r a c t i c e  i s  l a r g e l y  seen as a custom 

i d e n t i f y i n g  the c u l t u r e  o f  the  Abagusi i  p e o p l e  which they  b e l i e v e  

has t o  go on d e s p i t e  the campaigns a g a i n s t  i t .

2:9 HYPOTHESES

The l i t e r a t u r e  rev iewed r e s u l t e d  in t o  the  f o rmu la t i on  o f  the 

f o l 1 o fw i ng hypo theses  as g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  data c o l l e c t i o n ,  

a n a l y s i s ,  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :

H i s  most, l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  M e ru  s t i l l  p r a c t i s e  f e m a l e

c i r c u m c i s i o n  b u t  on a l e s s e r  s c a l e .
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2. The p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  f ema l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  among the  Meru i s  

rooted in the f u n c t i o n s  inherent  in the p r a c t i c e  hence the 

s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  impor tance  a t t ached  t o  i t .

•1 • I t  i s  most l i k e l y  t h a t  the s i d e  e f f e c t s  o f  the p r a c t i c e  on 

i n d i v i d u a l s  have not been f u l l y  r e a l i s e d  in the community.

4. The Meru are  l i k e l y  t o  be i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  a l e g i s l a t i o n  o u t 

l awing  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .

2:9:1 OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF VARIABLES

1. Independen t  V a r i a b l e s :

Factors t h a t  account  f o r  the p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  the pract  ice  o f  

female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  These ar e  i d e n t i f i e d  as:

( i ) I t  i s  not l i k e l y  than not. t h a t  the Meru peop l e  o f
4h

Nyambene D i s t r i c t  s t i l l  p r a c t i s e  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  

But what i s  unknown is  the sea l  e/ex tend/deg r e e  o f  t h i s  

p r a c t i c e  in contemporary  Meru community o f  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t . .  I s  i t  s t i l l  as p o w e r f u l l y  done as i t  used 

t o  be in the  t r a d i t i o n a l  t imes?  This  s tudy  aims al 

i n v e s t i g a t i n g  the  sea 1 e/ext.erid/degree o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  

in Nyambene D i s t r i c t .  I s  i t  s t i l l  high or  has it. come 

down?

T h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  f e m a l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  and  i t* 's
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p e r s i s t e n c e  in contemporary  Meru community o f  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t  can be a t t r i b u t e d  in  pari, to the fu nc t i ons  

the  p r a c t i c e  p e r f o rm s .  Do the  Meru peop le  o f  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t  b e l i e v e  that  f ema le  c i r c u m c i s i o n  p l ays  

impor tant  r o l e s ?  What ar e  t.he r o l e s ?  Does i t  reduce 

the  L i b i d o  among g i r l s  and women and t h e r e f o r e  

r e g u l a t e  t h e i r  s e x u a l i t y ?  Do the peop l e  o f  t h i s  

d i s t r i c t  b e l i e v e  that  the cer emoni es  tha t  accompany 

the  p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  c o n t r i b u t e  to the 

enhancement o f  s o c i a l  s o l i d a r i t y ?  or  do i n i t i a t e s  o f  

f ema l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  r e c e i v e  any sp e c i a l  t r a i n i n g  that  

e n a b l e  them to  adhere  to  the norms and v a lu e s  o f  the 

community? The p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  a 

r i t e  o f  passage ,  does t h i s  t h e r e f o r e  mean tha t  t h i s  

o p e r a t i o n  i s  a symbol i c  t r a n s i t i o n  from ch i l dh ood  to 

womanhood among the Meru pe op l e?  Does the  s t a tus ,  

i d e n t i t y ,  and even r o l e s  o f  an i n d i v i d u a l  change? Dy 

g o i n g  through t h i s ,  t h i s  study w i l l  r e v e a l  the 

importance  a t f a c h e d  to t h i s  p r a c t i c e .

The r e  i s  i gnorance  about./non-real  i zat . i on o f  s i d e  

e f f e c t s .  Tt i s  most l i k e l y  t h a t  the s ide  e f f e c t s  o f  

th e  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  on i n d i v i d u a l s  

have  not been f u l l y  r e a l i z e d  among the Meru peop l e  o f  

Nyambene D i s t r i c t .  They l a ck  t.he knowledge tha t  the 

o p e r a t i o n  can r e s u l t  in ca s e s  o f  o v e r  b l e e d i n g  o f  

i n i t i a t e s  t o  dea th .  They a l s o  lack the knowledge that  

the  p r a c t i c e  i s  per f ormed in un sa n i t a ry  c o n d i t i o n s  and
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t h i s  can l ead t o  i n f e c t i o n s  l i k e  HTV/AIDS, te tanus 

e t c .  The Menu peop l e  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  a l s o  lack 

the knowledge t h a t  beyond the obv ious  i n i t i a l  pains o f  

the  o p e r a t i o n ,  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  has long term 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  p h y s i o l o g i c a l  and sexual  e f f e c t s .  That 

the  p r a c t i c e  can scare  c h i l d r e n  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  and 

l ead to f u t u r e  problems in sexual  r e l a t i o n s ,

mens truat i on  and l abour .  That  the o p e r a t i o n  o f  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  can r e s u l t  i n t o  o the r  h ea l t h  r e l a t e d  

problems l i k e  shock,  pa in fu l  s ca r s ,  k e l o i d  f o rmat ion ,  

l a b i a l  adherence ,  c l i t o r a l  c y s t s ,  c h r o n i c  u r ina ry  

i n f e c t i o n s ,  c h r o n i c  p e l v i c  i n f e c t i o n s ,  sexual  

f r i g i d i t y ,  d ep r e s s i o n  and even kidney s t ones .

T,ie Meru-- p eop l e  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  are most, l i k e l y  

g o i n g  to  have a n ega t i v e  response  to l e g i s l a t i o n  

a g a i n s t  the p r a c t i c e  o f  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n .  E i th e r ,  

i t  i s  more p o s s i b l e  that  they w i l l  i g n o r e  the 

l e g i s l a t i o n  and cont inue  wi th the p r a c t i c e ,  o r  i f  the 

law e n f o r c e r s  a r e  v i g i l a n t  t h e y  w i l l  s t i l l  s e c r e t l y  

con t inue  wi th  the  p r a c t i c e .

2_;. Dependent  V a r i a b l e s :

( i )  Female c i r c u m c i s i o n :  In t h i s  s tudy i t  i s  most l i k e l y

th a t  the Meru p eop l e  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  p r a c t i c e  

Female C i r c um c i s i o n .  But i t  i s  not c l e a r  which form 

o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  mani f es t ed  in  t h i s
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community. There  are

c i r c u m c i s i o n .  The f i r s t  

Th i s  is where the  t i p  o f  

the  most m i l d  form, 

c l i t o r i d e c t o m y / e x c i s i o n . 

the  e n t i r e  c l i t o r i s  (both 

ad ja c en t  l a b i a .  There i s  

s e v e r e ; 

c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  

c l i t o r i s ,  the 

th e  j o i n i n g  

the  vag ina ,  

op en ing  i s  

menstrual  

i n v e s t i g a t e  

p r a c t i s e d  by

s e v e r a l  forms o f  female 

t y p e  i s  Sunna c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  

the  c l i t o r i s  i s  cu t .  I t  i s  

The second type i s  

Here  the re  i s  the  removal  o f  

pr epuce  and g l a n s )  and the 

a t h i r d  type which i s  most 

i n f  i b u 1 a t i on/pharaon i  c

I t  c o n s i s t s  the removal  o f  the 

a d ja c e n t  l a b i a  (Majora  and Minora )  and 

o f  the  scraped s i d e s  o f  the v u l v a  across  

wi iere they are  secured  and sewn. A smal l  

kep t  to a l l o w  passage o f  u r in e  and 

b l o o d .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h i s  s tudy  w i l l

which form o f  f ema le  c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  

the Meru peop le  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t .

( i i )  The o p e r a t i o n  o f  f emale c i r c u m c i s i o n  has n e g a t i v e  s ide

e f f e c t s .  Depending on which form o f  the o p e r a t i o n ,  

th e  study i s  out  to  i n v e s t i g a t e  the p o s s i b l e  s i de  

e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  among * the Meru o f  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t .  t t  i s  p o s s i b l e  that  the  c i r cumstances  under 

which the o p e r a t i o n  i s  c a r r i e d  ou t  are unhyg i en i c  and 

t h i s  can l ead  to  the t ra ns m is s i on  o f  v i r u s e s  l i k e  

HTV/ATDS and t e ta nu s .  Tt i s  a l s o  p o s s i b l e  that, the 

o p e r a t i o n  i s  done wi thout  a n a e s t h e s i a  and t h e r e f o r e  i t  

i s  v e r y  p a in f u l  and t o r t u r i n g .  Then i t  i s  a l so
-41

p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  f e m a l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  can
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l ead to  a m u l t i tu d e  o f  g y n a e c o 1 og jcn  1 and o b s t e t r i c  

c o n d i t i o n s .  The study i s  out t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  on t h i s .

2:10 THEORETICAL ORIENTATIONS

This study b a s i c a l l y  concerns  c u l t u r a l  p e r s i s t e n c e .  One 

t h e o r e t i c a l  framework w j j h i n  which t h i s  study has been f a r c i e d  

out. i s  the f u n c t i o n a l  i s t  approach.  In t h i s  theory  as e l a b o r a t e l y  

d i scussed by Hav i l and ( 1983)  and Ember and Ember ( 1 9 9 0 ) ,  the 

p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  is seen as a t r a d i t i o n a l  custom. 

I t  i s  i n v e s t i g a t e d  among the Meru p e o p l e  in terms o f  the 

funct ions  i t  p l ays  and why the p r a c t i c e  has been r e t a i n e d .

The b a s i c  t e n e t  in f u n c t i o n a l i s m  is t h a t ,  any c u l t u r a l  system is 

composed o f  s e v e r a l  c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  which c o n t r i b u t e  to the 

fun c t i on ing  o f  the e n t i r e  system. Th i s  concerns the not ion o f  

systemic  hoi ism, that  a l l  these  cu l t u ra l  t r a i t s  fu nc t i on  t o g e t he r  

to form the c u l t u r a l  system.  The f u n c t i o n a l i s t s  b e l i e v e  that  

each o f  the c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  has a s p e c i f i c  func t i on  which ser ves  

to hold a l l  the c u l t u r a l  systems t o g e t h e r ,  and that, the 

fu n c t i o n in g  o f  the whole system i s  de t ermined  by how each 

c u l t u r a l  t r a i t  f u l f i l s  a c e r t a i n  f u n c t i o n .  The f u n c t i o n a l  theory  

a l so  p o s t u l a t e s  that., it, is th i s  f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  va r i ous  

cu l tu r a l  t r a i t s  and the whole  system which r e s u l t s  in a s o c i e t y  

which is o r g a n i s e d ,  st. a b l e ,  and we l l  i n t e g r a t e d ,  where most 

members a g r e e  on b a s i c  v a lu e s .
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Funct ional i sm has been exp la iner !  from a v a r i e t y  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e s .  

For in s ta n c e ,  Herbert  Spencer  came up wi th a compar ison o f  

organismic s t r u c t u r e  to s o c i a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n .  In t h i s  o r gan ismic  

analogy,  he argued that  s o c i a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n  c o o r d i n a t e s  the same 

way as the v a r i o u s  organs  o f  an organi sm work t o g e t h e r .  The 

parts  o f  the  organisms a r e  mutual ly  i n h e r - d e p e n d e n t , so that  a 

change in one l eads  a subsequent  change in the o t h e r s .  Th i s  

means, f o r  example that  i f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  were to change 

among the Hern p eo p l e ,  t h i s  w i l l  have e f f e c t s  to  o t h e r  s e c t o r s  

o f  s o c i a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n  l i k e  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  s e c t o r ,  economic 

o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e s  and o t h e r  s o c i a l  v a l u e s ,  norms 

and a t t i t u d e s .

For Brownslaw Mal inowski ,  human be ings  everywhere  sharo  c e r t a i n  

needs and va lu e s .  t h e s e  needs c ou ld  be p s y c h o l o g i c a l  or 

b i o l o g i c a l .  The purpose o f  a l l  c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  the 

f u l f i l m e n t  o f  these  needs .  Fo l l ow ing  t h i s  approach means that  

the p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  may have been in t roduced  to 

meet c e r t a i n  e x i s t i n g  needs .  A p o s s i b l e  one cou ld  have been I he 

need to r educe  the l i b i d o  in women and t h i s  r e s u l t e d  into the 

m u t i l a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  g e n i t a l s .  Another  could  have been the need 

f o r  an i n i t i a t i o n  r i t e  t h a t  would be used to s y m b o l i c a l l y  mark 

the t r a n s i t i o n  from ch i l dhood  to womanhood. Fur ther  the  p r a c t i c e  

o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  cou ld  have been int roduced  t o  sor ve  as a 

t r a i t  t o  i d e n t i f y  c e r t a i n  communit ies.

R a d c l i f f - B r o w n  came up w i t h  s t r u c t u r a l  f u n c t i o n a l i s m .  H e r e ,

c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  a r e  l i k e n e d  t o  s t r u c t u r e s .  He b e l i e v e d  t h a t
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there is no c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  which e x i s t s  w i thout  any reason.  

Phis i s  us e fu l  in m a in t a in in g  the on -  go ing  l i f e  p rocess  o f  

s o c i e t y .  A p r a c t i c e  l i k e  f emale c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  accompanied by 

ceremonies in  the s o c i e t i e s  that  p r a c t i c e  i t .  These cer emonies  

help t o  moderate  i n d i v i d u a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  group s o l i d a r i t y  and 

the moral h e a l t h  o f  the members. To him I he p r a c t i c e  o f  female 

c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  o f  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  What i s  impor tant  i s  tha t ,  

♦he p r a c t i c e  o f  f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n  c o n t r i b u t e s  to the 

fu n c t i o n in g  o f  the s oc i e t . y .  I t  i s  what i f  does tha t  i s  o f  prime 

importance.  Does i t  r e g u l a t e  and reduce  the l i b i d o  and t h e r e f o r e  

c o n t r o l  s exua l  p r o m i s c u i t y ?  o r  does it enhance s o c i e t a l  i d e n t i t y  

and g r e a t e r  i n t e g r a t i o n ?  Ra dc1i f f - B r o w n  i s  not i n t e r e s t e d  in the 

o r i g i n s  o f  such a p r a c t i c e .  His i n t e r e s t  i s  in d e s c r i b i n g  the 

e x i s t i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s  w i t h o u t  go ing  f o r  the  o r i g i n s  and h i s t o r y .

1 he f u n c t i o n s  p l ayed are t h e  only  impor tan t  aspec t s .

But Ro be r t  Merton p r o v i d e s  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t ,  approach to the

f u n c t i o n a l  paradigm.  He says  that ,  not a l l  c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s

make a c o n t r i b u t i o n .  I n s t e a d ,  some i n s t i t u t i o n s  have n e g a t i v e

e f f e c t s  o r  have  no e f f e c t ,  a t  a l l  to  the cul t .ural  system.  Those

t r a i t s  tha t  have n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t s  are the  d y s f u n c t i o n a l  ones.

What, i s  important,  in a n a l y s i n g  the f u n c t i o n  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s
• *

to  l o ok  a t  th e  net  b a l an ce .  Meaning t.hat,  on ba la n c e ,  do the 

f unc t i ons  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  out we i gh i t s  

d y s fu n c t i o n s ?  I f  yes ,  then i t  i s  making some p o s i t i v e  

con t r  ibu t i o n . But in the event,  o f  no, then i t  i s  dys func l  ional  . 

t or  example,  a t r a i t  1 ike f emal e  c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  does t h e  n e g a t i v e  

s ide  e f f e c t s  outweigh the p o s i t i v e ?  The re  have t o  be l e v e l s  o f
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anal ys i s  when c o n s i d e r i n g  the net  b a la nc e .  You have to e s t a b l i s h  

that,  tha t  c u l t u r a l  t r a i t  i s  f u n c t i o n a l  f o r  whom and 

dys func t i ona l  f o r  whom? S o c i e t y  i s  no t  a homogeneous th ing .  

I t  i s  a whole complex.

Robert Merton does  a l s o  make a d i s t i n c t  ion between the t yp es  o f  

funct i ons .  We have m a n i f e s t  and the l a t e n t  f u n c t i o n s .  Ma n i f e s t  

funct i ons  ar e  those  th a t  a r e  in t ended  and exp ec t ed .  Wh i l e  the 

l a t ent  f u n c t i o n s  are  those  t h a t  are not  expec t ed  but may occur 

as a r e s u l t .  For the case  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  we may have 

man i f  es t  ̂ nnc t. i ons l i k e  r educ ing  the l i b i d o  o f  f emal es ,  enhancing 

soc i e ta l  i n t e g r a t i o n ,  and may be p r o v i d i n g  a symbol i c  t r a n s i t i o n  

from c h i l d ho od  t o  womanhood. But the ,  o t h e r  s i de  e f f e c t s  l i k e  

some i n i t i a t e s  b l e e d i n g  to d e a th ,  i n f e c t i o n s  l i k e  HTV/ATDS being 

t ransmit ted d u r i n g  the o p e r a t i o n ,  and many o the r  n e g a t i v e  s ide  

e f f e c t s  may r e s u l t  from the o p e r a t i o n .

The c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  t h a t  s e r v e  no purpose a t  a l l  are  the  ones 

Merton r e f e r s  t o  as e u f u n c t i o n a l  t r a i t s .  Such t r a i t s  are 

g en e ra l l y  redundant .  They s e r v e  no f u n c t i o n s .  The fu n c t i o n s  

they used to s e r v e  can be s e r v e d  by o t h e r  c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s .  They 

can be r e p l a c e d  w i thou t  chang ing  the q u a l i t y  o f  the s o c i e t y .  For 

the case o f  a p r a c t i c e  l i k e  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  i f  i t  used to 

roark the t r a n s i t i o n  from ch i l d ho od  to womanhood, the re  a r e  o the r  

parameters th a t  can he used.  For example w i t h  inc reased  formal 

educat ion,  g r ad ua t i on  from high schoo l  may mark such a 

transi  t i o n .
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The func t i ona l  paradigm v i ewed  in terms o f  s o c i $ - c u l t u r a l  

pe rs i s t ence  i s  a c o n s e r v a t i v e  one.  I t  puts emphasis on 

s t a b i l i t y ,  e q u i l i b r i u m ,  and s o c i a l  o r d e r .  Change is seen as 

de s t ru c t i v e .  The on ly  t ype  o f  change p r o v i d e d  Tor i s  p i e c em ea l ,  

gradual and n o n - d i s r u p t i v e  change .  I t  a d v o c a t e s  f o r  gradual  and 

not r ad ica l  change .
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HETHODOI.OGY 

3:1 INTRODUCTION

This chap te r  w i l l  focus on the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  t echn iques  used in 

the s tudy .  Ft d e f i n e s  th e  s i t e ,  s o c i o - c u i t u r a l  a s p e c t s ,

populat ion s i z e ,  s a mp l e  s e l e c t e d ,  sampl ing  methods,  methods o f  

data c o l l e c t i o n  and a n a l y s i s ,  and t he prob l ems encountered  dur ing  

the s tudy .

3:2 SITE DESCRIPTION AND SOCIO-CUI,TURAI, ASPECTS

Nyambene D i s t r i c t  was on l y  recent  ly curved  out o f  Morn D i s t r i c t .  

There i s  no s u f f i c i e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  a v a i l a b l e  on t h ' s  D i s t r i c t  yet,. 

T h e re f o r e ,  f o r  the  purpose o f  t h i s  s tudy ,  the Nyambene D i s t r i c t  

was c o n s i d e r e d  p a r t  o f  Men. D i s t r i c t  on some aspec t s .  Nyambene 

D i s t r i c t  i s  one o f  the e l e v e n  D i s t r i c t s  in the Eastern p r o v in c e  

of  Kenya. Nyambene has been part o f  Meru D i s t r i c t ,  which ' hares 

borders w i t h  the  D i s t r i c t s  o f  b a i k i p i a  t o  the west,, Nyer i  and 

Tharaka/Ni th i  t o  the south,  K i r in yaga  t o  the south-west . ,  and 

I s i o l o  t o  the no r th  and n o r t h - e a s t .  Mem D i s t r i c t  s t r a d d l e s  the 

Equator l y i n g  w i t h in  o V  t o  the Nor th ,  and about 0° 1 to the 

south.  The D i s t r i c t  i s  w i t h i n  l o n g i t u d e  37' and 3 R East.  

( R ep u b l i c  o f  Kenya, 1093: page I ) .

jNivCTsrrf &F Nairobi
^  AFRICAN STUDIES 

l mRANY

c h a p t e r  t h r e e
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Nyambene D i s t r i c t  r ons iR l  s p f  l hr F o l l o w i n g  d i v i s i o n s ,  that were 

former l y p a r t  o f  Hern D i s t r i c t :  I,ant.-, Mutual i ,  T i g a n i a  East ,

T i gan ia  West,  I gemhe South,  I grin he C e n t r a l  and I g r m h r  North.  

Nvambrnr D i s t r i c t  has a t o t a l  ar rn o f  approx i mn I r  | y 3,176 sq.Km.

In 1979, the t o t a l  populal  ion f o r  Merit Hist  r i c t  was 637,709.  The 

populat i on  o f  Me r 11 D.i s t r i c t f o r  the ,  1993 census e s t i m a t e )  at 

1,014,760.  T h i s  impl i ed  an annual growth ra t e  o f  more than 1 

percent  bet.wren 1 979 anti 1993. This  may he a t t r i b u t e d  to 

c o n s id e r a b l e  r e d u c t i o n  in m o r t a l i t y  r a l e s  in the e a r l y  1990s due 

to improved medi ca l  s e r v i c e s  in the D i s t r i c t  . Where as the l e v e l  

remained c o n s t a n t  o v e r  the p e r i o d  I960 -  19R6, the s i t u a t i o n

however,  has s l o w l y  s h i f t e d  in recent y e a r s  and the po p u l a t i o n  

is l i k e l y  to  have grown at l e s s  than 2 .9  pe rcen t  he I.wren 1 he 

years 1994-1996.  II i s  p r o j e c t e d  that the  d i s t r i c t s  p o p u l a t i o n  

has i n c r e a s e d  from 1,011,760 in 1993, to 1,116,909 in 1996 

(Repub l i c  o f  Kenya,  199.3: page I I ) .

Merit p e o p l e  pr  nr. I i sc mixed f ann ing ;  that  i s  crop p r od uc t i o n  and 

animal husbandry .  Cash c r o p s  inc lude  c o f f e e ,  l e a ,  and c o t t o n .

i p o t a t o e s ,  mn i 7, e , beans,  sorghum and m i l l e t  a r e  a l s o  

grown as s t a p l e  -crops. Mi ran is a common cash c rop  in Nyambene 

area.  The p lant  i s  a mi ld si imulant and much favoured by c e r t a i n  

commitn i t i es  I ike  the Soma 1 i * ^  coas ta l  g roups ,  and many urban 

d w e l l e r s  in N a i r o b i  and Mombasa ( l lepnhl ic o f  Kenya, 1 9 9 . 3 -  p a g e s  

16-19) .
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I,and in Meru i s  held under th ree  t enure  systems - c l a n  land, 

individual  smal l  s c a l e  land h o l d i n g s ,  and l a r g e  s c a l e  farms.  The 

inhabi tants o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  are the Meru. They are  a Bantu

speaking group who use the  Meru language .  The Meru

or gan i sa t i ona l  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  s t a r t s  f rom e i t h e r  the nuc lear  

or polygynous f a m i l y .  These days I,he n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  becoming 

pre-dominant.  The Meru s o c i e t y  is s t r u c t u r e d  a long a c t r i l i n e a l  

l ines where p r o p e r t y  i s  i n h e r i t e d  from the  f a t h e r  to the  sons 

(AkQng’ a 1 DRfi ) . The s u b - e t h n i c  groups o f  the Meru p e o p l e  who 

occupy the present  day Nyainbene Dist r i c t  are  I he T i g a n i a  and 

jgembe. They are  r a t h e r  c o n s e r v a t i v e  g roups ,  but have a more 

hold persona l  it.y and v e r y  a g g r e s s i v e .  These  peop l e  a re  fond o f  

ceremonies and consume p l e n t y  o f  rniraa and t r a d i t i o n a l  l i quor  

( i k i )  made T rom the honey combs. Th i s  i s  part i c u l a r l y  common 

among the  youth.

3:3 RFSRARCH POPULATION

The populat  ion o f  I h i s  study was d e f i ne d  as a l l  Meru p e o p l e  who 

have s t r o n g  r o o t s  w i th in  the  boundar ies  o f  Nyainbene Dist  r i c t  . 

this i s  a r e s e a r c h  th a t  has l.o do wi th  c u l t u r e  and s i nc e  c u l tu r e  

is shared in a s o c i e t y ,  i t  i s  an a t t r i b u t e  f o r  a l l .  Tt  became 

v i ab l e  to c o n s i d e r  a l l  r e s i d e n t s  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  wherever  

they a r e .  T h i s  included even those members who have s t rong 

c u l tu ra l  r o o t s  in Nyambene but may be in o t h e r  s e t t l e m e n t s ,  f o r  

example, pursuing educa t i on .
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The sampl ing f rame was drawn from the r e s i d e n t s  o f  Mnna Town with 

i t.s prox imate  market and shopping  c e n t r e s  l i k e  Kiengu market 

l.aare market ,  N.jogune shopping  c e n t r e ,  and Kawira shopping 

centre .  Kanina s u b - l o c a t i o n  was s p e c i f i c a l l y  sampled out for 

study. The d r i v e  oT t h i s  s tudy  i s  to get  lire r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

opinion o f  the  members o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  on the i ssue o f  

female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  Thi s  i s  a concern o f  the e n t i r e  s o c i e t y ,  

lire s tudy aimed at gel t i n g  t he v i ews  o f  e ve rybody  -  t.ho young and 

o ' d ,  the males and f emales ,  t.he educated anti the uneducated,  e t c .

The s tudy  c o n c e n t r a t e d  on c o l l e c t i n g  u s e f u l  i n f o rm a t i o n  from 

those who have undergone the  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n ,  

those who a r e  y e t  to undergo i t ,  parents  and b r o t h e r s ,  and the 

would he in i  I i a t e s .  The s tudy  had a c a t e g o r y  o f  pr imary  school 

going p u p i l s  o f  bet.ween s tandard  seven to eight . .  This  i s  a most 

t a rge t  group as they ar e  the next, p roba lbe  i n i t i a t e s .  The study 

also had an o th e r  c a t e g o r y  o f  high schoo l  or secondary  age 

bracket.. This  c o n s t i t u t e s  those  who have .just gone through the 

r i t e  o r  are  in the p rocess  o f  a v o id in g  t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  Such 

respondents  h a i l e d  from a l l  qu ar t e r s  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t .  Then 

l.lie s tudy  had another  c a t e g o r y  o f  co l  I e ge/un i ve r s  1 t.y go ing 

students .  then there  were o the r  re spondents  from t.he rural  

populace o(  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  and around market cent.res and Maun 

lown. From such a w i d e l y  d i s t r i b u t e d  popu la t i on ,  it was 

conce i ved  that an average  r ep re s en ts !  i ve  op in i on  and at l i t ude

' oncerning  the p r a c t i c e  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  would he a r r i v e d  

a t .

3H



.1: A SAMPliR SFhKCTtON

The part i c u l n r  method o f  sampl ini* thal  was used was s imp l e  random 

sampl ing.  The reason behind th i s  was to  g i v e  each member o f  the 

roptilat. ion an equal chance o f  be ing  s e l e c t e d ,  hence t o gel 

o b j e c t i v e  and v a l i d  r e s u l t s .  Using rap id assessment test 

methods, a sample of fort .y two r espondents  was sel.ee. t ed .  This  

would bo a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  g e t  an average  o p in i o n  o f  t he  Meru people  

o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t ,  on the issue o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n .  The 

sample group cut c r o s s  g ende r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ,  a g e - g r ou ps ,  and 

even educat ion background.  The s impl e  s i z e  was 1imi ted because 

o f t. i me , c o s t s  and a n a l y t i c a l  procedures .

the sample s e l e c t e d  formed the  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  group f o r  the whole 

popu la t i on  o f  t h i s  d i s t r i c t , .  It was not easy  to reach the sample 

group, but w i t,li the a s s i s t a n c e  o f  heads o f  s c hoo l s ,  an a s s i s t a n c e  

c h i e f  and s c h o l a r s  in the making a t  the u n i v e r s i t y  o f  N a i r o b i ,  

it was rendered  p o s s i b l e .  Twe lve  pr imary  school  g o i n g  pup i l s  

were sampled to respond in the study.  For- t h i s  c a t e g o r y ,  they 

were al I f em a l e s .  Another  t w e l v e  secondary  and hi git schoo l  go ing  

s tudents  were  sample in ano the r  c a t e g o r y .  Another c r o s s  random 

sample from the v i l l a g e s  o f  Kanina s u b - l o c a t i o n  const. i  t i l ted  Ten 

respondents .  Six  u n i v e r s i t y  o f  N a i r o b i  s tudents  were used to 

r ep resen t  the c o l l e g e / u n i v e r s i t y  c a t e g o r y .  These were s tudents  

who come from any co rne r  o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t ,  and have I i ved in 

th i s  D i s t r i c t  f o r  at. l e a s t  npt.o the t ime they j o ine r !  the 

u n i v e r s i t y  o f  N a i r o b i .



F inal l y  a .sample o f  tw e l v e  had va r i o u s  represenhat  ions from such 

markets and shopping c e n t r e s  as Maua Town, Kiengu Market ,  N.iogune 

shopping c e n t r e ,  Kawira shopping  c e n t r e ,  and Rure market .  This  

formed the l a s t  sample group.

3:5 DATA COLLECTION

The data i n the study were de r i veil f  rom both p r im a i v and

secondary sou r c e s . Secondary sources  were f rom a survey o f

1 i t e r a tu r e i n both
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pub l i shed  and unpubl i shed documents,  on the

p r a c t i c e  o f  f ema l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n .  Pr imary  da ta  was gene ra t ed  from 

f i e l d  r e s e a r c h  which was c a r r i e d  out  in Nyambene D i s t r i c t .  This  

area was s e l e c t e d  because i t  is among the p l aces  w i t h  high 

preva lence  o f  the  p r a c t i c e  o f  female c i r c u m c i s i o n .  The p r a c t i c e  

is a l s o  not per f ormed in t o o  much s e c r e c y .  The Merit peop l e  to  

some ext end a r e  w i l l i n g  t o  f r e e l y  d i s c u s s  and t a l k  about, t h i s  

pract i c e .

The s tudy  made use o f  i n t e r v i e w s ,  focus group d i s c u s s i o n s ,  and 

o b s e r v a t i o n .  I n t e r v i e w s  were  conducted us ing  both a s t anda rd i s ed  

q u e s t i o n n a i r e  and informal  i n t e r v i e w s  and d i s c u s s i o n s .  Fo r t y  two 

sub j ec t s  I r e sponden t  to the  s t an da rd i s ed  q u e s t i o n n a i r e .  The 

q u e s t i o n n a i r e  i tems were w r i t t e n  in E n g l i s h  but we had research  

a s s i s t a n t s  who are the  ind i genous  members o f  Nyambene D i s t r i c t  

and made t r a n s l a t i o n s  to  the r espondents  who could  not be 

in te rv i ewed  in e n g l i s h .  For  the o b s e r v a t i o n ,  modes and pa t t e rns  

o f  behav iour  o f  g i r l s  who had undergone the  i n i t i a t i o n  r i l e  were 

analysed and compared wi th the u n i n i t i a t e d  from the  D i s t r i c t  and 

i t s  ne i ghbour ing  D i s t r i c t s .

do



Focus group d i s c u s s i o n s  were  used in t h i s  formal..  The 

respondents from the U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N a i r o b i ,  a f l o r  responding to 

I he s t an da rd i s ed  q u e s t i o n n a i r e  were convened ove r  a cup o f  

c o f f e e .  In f o rm a l  debat.es were i n i t i a t e d  to  g a t h e r  more 

in f ormat i on  in  the form o f  f r e e  l ance  d i s c u s s i o n ,  which turned 

out t o  be v e r y  f r u i t f u l .  Anothe r  form o f  t h i s  method was a t  Maua 

market in a t a i l o r i n g  shop.  There were  both male and female 

adu l t s  and a debate  on the  s u b j e c t  o f  f emale  c i r c u m c i s i o n  was 

made. A t h i r d  ins tance  was a t  a beer  d r i n k i n g  p l a c e .  Th i s  was 

done a t  two l e v e l s ,  in a bar  and l a t e r  in the v i l l a g e '  where 

peop le  were t ak ing  the  l o c a l  brew. P eo p l e  in both ca s es  found 

themse lves  b ra i ns to r m ing  the  t o p i c .  Va r ious  a spe c t s  o f  t h i s

pract. i c e  we re  debated at l e n g t h  i n c l u d i n g  o r i g i n s ,  importance ,  

campaigns a g a i n s t  t.he p r a c t i c e ,  and whether i t  should be 

abandoned o r  not .

3 : fi PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED DURING THE STUDY

Sex i s  a taboo s u b j e c t  among the Meru peop l e .  Female

c i r c u m c i s i o n  i s  p r a c t i s e d ,  but. that does  not mean that people  

should o p e n l y  d i s cuss  i t .  I t  r e q u i r e d  alot  o f  p a t i e n c e  to 

e s t a b l i s h  enough rapporj  w i th  the respondents  b e f o r e  opening up 

on such a t o p i c .  A l s o ,  f emale  respondents  were not f r e e  enough 

to respond in the p resence  o f  male c o u n t e r p a r t s  uni i l  a female 

research a s s i s t a n t  had t o  a c t i v e l y  l ea d  and a c t i v a t e  such 

responses .  There was the l i m i t a t i o n  o f  funds as i t  i n vo l v e d  a 

l o t  o f  t r a v e l l i n g  and t h i s  was c o s t l y .



There was a l s o  l i m i t e d  t.ime f o r  the s tudy  g i v en  that, the study 

was scheduled to  run c o n c u r r e n t l y  w i t h  the  f i n a l  year  coursework 

which i s  v e r y  c h a l l e n g i n g .  The r e s e a r c h  a s s i s t a n t s  were a l s o  

f i n a l i s t s  and t h i s  meant t h a t ,  the on l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  t ime f o r  the 

research work was ove r  the weekends.  The u n i v e r s i t y  o f  Na i rob i  

has a l s o  s u f f e r e d  immensely from s e r i a l  c l o s u r e s  dur ing  the time 

when the s tudy  was on. Th i s s e r i o u s l y  d i s r u p t e d  the  s tudy .  Some 

respondents were  h o s t i l e  as  they b e l i e v e d  that the r e s e a r c h e r s  

were e i t h e r  campaigning  ag a in s t  the p r a c t i c e  or had been send by 

the government ,  non-governmenta l  b o d i e s ,  o r  the church to t r i c k  

them i n t o  denouncing t h e i r  c u l t u r e .  They o n l y  c o - o p e r a t e d  after- 

a s c e r t a i n i n g  th a t  the s tudy  was on l y  meant to e s t a b l i s h  f a c t s  

about the c u l t u r e  as i t  i s  wi thout  i n t e r f e r e n c e  o f  whatever  so r t .

Some r esponden ts  demanded payment in form o f  beer ,  o r  money 

be fo re  d e l i v e r i n g  any i n f o r m a t i o n .  Such respondents  had to  he 

c a r e f u l l y  s w e e t - t a l k e d  to and seduced ou t  o f  such a stand. 

T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  to the i n t e r i o r  pa r t s  o f  the d i s t r i c t  was a 

problem, coup l ed  with some s e c u r i t y  r i s k s  and t h i s  is in p a r t  why 

the r e s e a r c h e r s  could no t  r e a l l y  v e n tu r e  deep i n t o  most 

homesteads.

3:7 DATA ANALYSTS PROCEDURE

The method employed in t h i s  study was the q u a l i t a t i v e  a n a l y s i s .  

Th inc luded f i r s t  d e s c r i b i n g  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the 

Popula t i on  in r e sp ec t  o f  the  hypotheses .  T1 a l s o  inc luded 

looking f o r  t.he r e l a t i o n s h i p s  among v a r i a b l e s  as s t a t e d  in the 

hypotheses .



In th i s  case ,  the use o f  p e r c e n t a g e s  and a c t u a l  s co res  r e f l e c t i n g  

the responses  as r e f l e c t e d  in the q u e s t i o n n a i r e  were ana lysed .  

The r e s u l t s  o f  the a n a l y s i s  were then p r esen ted  in t a b l e s .
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CHAPTER FOUR

DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

4:1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter are presented the characteristics of the respondents, the 

prevalence of the practice of female circumcision in Nyambene District, the 

persistence of this practice, people’s awareness and/or non-realization of the 

side effects, and the possible reaction to a legislation against this 

practice. The analysis and interpretation of the results are carried out in 

respect of the hypothesized relationships.

4:2 CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESPONDENTS

4:2:1 AGE AND SEX

Sample distribution of respondents on the basis of these variables reflect the 

pattern shown in table 1 below.
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TABLE 1: DISTRIBUTION OF AGE BY SEX

AGE IN YEARS FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. %

Below 18 12 28.57 0 0.00 12 28.57

Between 18-30 10 23.8 12 28.57 22 52.38 I

Over 30 1 2.38 5 11.9 6 14.28

Non-Response 0 0.00 2 4.76 2 4.76

TOTAL 23 54. 76 19 45.23 42 100.00

The highest number of respondents were in the age category of between 18-30 

years. This constituted 52.38 percent of the entire sample. Respondents aged 

30 years and above were very few. They formed only 14.28 percent of the 

sample. Females constituted about 54.76 percent while males constituted 45.23 

percent of the sample.

^

4:2:2 MARITAL STATUS

«
\r

The respondent were asked to state thepe- marital status. The results are 

presented in Table 2 below.

<7 ?
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TABLE 2: DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS BY MARITAL STATUS

MARITAL STATUS FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. %

Married 3 7.14 9 24.42 12 28.57

Widowed 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Divorced 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Separated 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Single 20 47.61 10 23.8 30 71.42

TOTAL 23 54. 76 19 45.23 42 100.0

On this variable, most of the respondents were found to be single. Their 

proportion in respect of the sample size was 71.42 percent. Only 28.57 

percent of the respondents were married. Out of those married, more males 

were married than females. Males who were married represented 24.42 percent 

while females who were married constituted only 7.14 percent. There were no 

cases of those widowed, divorced or separated. Most of those who were single 

had not attained the marriage age or had actually attained it but were still 

searching for spouses.

4:2:3 TYPE OF FAMILY

The respondents were also asked to state their family background. The table 

below is a summary of their responses.
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TABLE 3: SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION OF FAMIIY TYPES

FAMILY TYPE FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. % I

Polygamous 2 4.76 3 7.14 5 11.9

Monogamous 9 21.42 10 23.8 19 45.23

Single 3 7.14 2 4.76 5 11.9

Non-response 9 21.42 4 9.52 13 30.95

TOTAL 23 54.76 19 45.23 42 100.00

The distribution of family types in the sample showed that, most of the 

respondents belonged to monogamous families, which constituted <15.23 percent 

of the entire sample, while 30.95 percent did not give any response on this 

variable. The respondents from polygamous and single families were very few. 

Each constituted 11.9 percent of the sample.

4:2:4 LEVEL OF EDUCATION

Respondent distribution on the basis of this variable yielded the following 

results as shown in Table 4.
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DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS BY LEVI I OF EDUCATIONTABLE 4:

LEVEL OF EDUCATION FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. %

Primary 15 35.71 1 2.38 16 38.09

Secondary 2 4.76 4 9.52 6 14.28

College/University 6 14.28 14 33.33 20 47.61 l

None 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

TOTAL 23 54.76 45.23 42 100.00 I

The sample results indicate that out of the entire sample group, there were 

no respondents without formal education. For instance 38.09 percent of the 

respondents had attained primary school education. Only 14.28 percent 

belonged to the secondary/high school education category, while 47.61 percent, 

had attained college/university level of education.

4:2:5 RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION.

» ■
The respondents were asked to state the religions they belonged to. Table 5 

below show^their distribution.

9  r>
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TABLE 5: DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS RY RFI IGIOIJS AFFTI I AT TON

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. X

Protestant 12 28.57 9 21.42 21 50.0

Catholic 11 26.19 7 16.66 18 42.85

Musiim 0 0.00 0 • 0.00 0 0.00

Traditional 0 0.00 1 2.38 1 2.38 |

Non-response 0 0.00 2 4.76 2 4.76

TOTAL 23 54.76 19 45.23 42 100.00 A

The findings on this variable^ showed a majority of the respondents to he 

Christians. The protestants constituted 50 percent while catholics were 42.85 

percent. There were no muslims in the sample. Only 2.38 percent of the 

respondent subscribed to the traditional religion.

4:3 THE PREVALENCE OF FEMALE CIRCUMCISION IN NYAMBENE DISTRICT

One of the objectives of the study was to investigate the nature and 

Prevalence of the practice of Female circumcision among the Meru of Nyambene 

District. One hypothesis of the study was that, "it is most likely that the 

Meru still practice female circumcision, but on a lesser scale". The 

Questionnaire was designed in part to investigate this. Respondents were

asked to state who, among boys and girls, usually undergo the rite of
«  •***

circumcision. All the respondents indicated that both boys and girls undergo
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this rite. They explained that circumcision is carried out. in the district 

during school holidays, that is, in the months of April, August, and December. 

Most initiates are circumcised during August when food ''-ecurit.y is guaranteed 

as this rite involves a lot of festivities.

Respondents were also asked to state whether girls are circumcised in their 

respective villages. The response was 100 percent positive. Further probing 

into whether girls were also circumcised in other parts of Nyambene District 

revealed 100 percent affirmation from all the respondents. More questions 

were in part, tailored at establishing the proportion of those who underwent 

the practice of female circumcision at both the village and other parts of 

Nyambene District. The distribution of responses is shown in Table 6 below.

TABLE 6: PREVALENCE OF FEMALE CIRCUMCISION

PROPORTION village LEVEL
‘  _ _

REST OF NYAMBENE

No. % No. %

Most 19 45.23 27 64.28

All 13 30.95 5 11.9

Only Some 8 19.04 7 16.66

Non-response 2 4.76 3 7. 14

total 42 100.00 42 100.00

50



This distrlbutIon shows that most, of the girls In Nyamhene District undergo 

female circumcision. The respondents who stated that most girls 1n the 

district undergo the rite constituted 64.28 percent of the sample. And 11.9 

percent said that all girls undergo the practice while only 16.66 percent 

stated that only some girls undergo the rite of female circumcision.

Pespondents were also asked to state whether the rite <s still as active as 

it used to be. Most, responses Indicated that the practice 1s still very 

popular but slight changes were only beginning to appear. The study also 

revealed that initiation is performed on girls before puberty. The operation

gJis performed by a tradItlnrvwoman, although the blo-medicnl sector would step
-r

in to assist in cases of complications like over-bleeding. The girls are 

circumcised any time after attaining the age of ten years up to the rime of 

puberty. The traditional women who do the operation are traditionally trained 

through apprenticeship for a number of years. The practice of female 

circumcision among the Meru of Nyambene District Involves the removal of the 

clitoris. The other parts of the female genitalia are left Intact.

The operation is preferably done in the morning. The would be Initiates spent 

a night of dancing, feasting, and receiving instructions in preparation for 

the occasion. Only elderly women and Initiated girls attend such ceremonies. 

The clrcumclsers usually appear before dusk. The girls are then circumcised 

in accordance Xa their age categories beginning with the youngest. An 

Initiate is made to sit down and instructed to part her legs. she Is 

supported by the already Initiated girls. When the genitalia is exposed, the 

clitoris 1s stimulated In order to erect. It is then cut.

51



_4 rur PERSISTENCE o f  f e m a l e  c i r c u m c i s i o n

■on9 the objectives of this study was to investigate why the practice of 

,*ale circumcision has been persistent in Nyambene District. A relevant 

,pothesis to this objective wj> in which the questionnaire was designed in 

art stated that, the persistence of female circumcision 1s rooted in the 

ncio-cultural importance attached to the practice".

’ investigate the attitude of the respondents towards this practice, they 

•re asked to state whether it was good or had. The following tahlo is a 

jmmarY of respondents’ opinions.

'Bl E 7: ATTITUDE TOWARDS FEMALE CIRClJMCISTON|

p r a c t i c e  of f e m a l e 

c i r c u m c i s i o n

FEMALES MALES TOTAL

-A

No. % No. X No. %

Oood 15 35.71 7 16.66 22 r'2.38

Bad
8 19.04 1 1 26. 1Q 19 15.23

'<0n'respOnse 0 0.00 1 2.38 1 2.38

^otal 23 54.76 19 45.23 42 mo. 00

1,1din9s show some divided opinion on the attitude towards this practice. 

°f male respondents who were relatively well educated stated that the 

C,? was bad. These male respondents who were against the practice.
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constituted 26.19 percent of the entire sample, while 19.04 percent 

constituted female respondents who were also against the practice#. In 

overall, 52.38 percent of the respondents were in agreement that the practice 

of female circumcision was good, and, 45.23 percent stated that the practice 

was bad, where only 2.38 percent of the respondents were undecided and 

therefore gave no response.

The study also Investigated whether there had been any attempts to stop the 

practice of female circumcision 1n the community. There was 100 percent 

response that massive campaigns had been in place to fight against and 

eradicate, this practice. The response revealed that the campaigns had been 

on dating way back to the colonial days. The campaigns bad been on and off, 

but most respondents stated that the climax of the fight against this r ite had 

been In early 1980s. Various groups were pointed out as having been involved 

in the fight against this practice.

The church played a leading role-especially the protestant churches like the 

methodist church and the East African Pentecostal church. The Kenya 

government, through administrators like the chiefs, District offieeriand 

District Commissioners, was also recounted as having played a leading role 

in the fight against the practice. Other groups that featured in the 

responses included among others, Non-Governmental organisations like AMREF and 

SIDA, women’s groups in the community have also featured 1n the fore front 

in the fight against this practice. Other groups that were mentioned by some 

respondents included the elites and schools, liberal feminist, family planning 

organisations, and youth groups such as the mwangaza youth group. This in 

totality shows that there had been massive campaigns against this practice in 

Nyambene District.
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The respondents were also asked to state their opinion as to whether the Meru 

people are likely to denounce the practice of female circumcision totally. 

The table below reflects their response.

TABLE 8: RESPONDENTS’ OPINION ON THE POSSIBILITY OF TOTAL ABANDONMENT OF

FFMALE CIRCUMCISION

POSSIBILITY OF TOTAL FEMALES MALES TOTAL

ABANDONMENT

No. X No. % No. X

Yes 6 14.28 5 11.9 11 26. 19

NO 17 40.47 10 23.8 27 64.28

Non- response 0 0.00 4 9.52 4 9.52

TOTAL 23 54.76 19 45.23 42 100.00

The tabulation^ above shows that only 9.52 percent of the respondents were 

undecided as to whether it is likely that the Meru of Nyambene District are 

about to totally denounce the practice of female circumcision and abandon it. 

Then 64.28 percent of the respondents had the conviction that it is unlikely 

that the practice may be abandoned. Finally, 26.19 percent of the respondents 

were of the opinion that it is possible for the Meru of Nyambene Distr ict to 

denounce and totally abandon the practice of female circumcision, with the 

ever-increasing trend of formal education, westernisation, and massive 

campaigns to create greater awareness, of the side effects of the practice. 

Those who feel that the practice can not be abandoned give culture as a 

reason.
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It was established that, the girls, after the operations are kept in 

seclusion. The initiates are restricted to remain indoors in special homes 

like those of their grandmothers. They are put on a special diet. For 

example their diet should not include salt, and the fluids are regulated. The 

fluids are reduced to scale down the rate of urination which is usually a 

source of painful experiences. Each initiate has a sponsor , who in most cases 

are the parents or guardians to the initiates. these sponsors have the 

responsibility of providing food and other related maintenance needs.

In the special homes, the initiates are taken care of by their grandmother, 

and the older girls. During this period of seclusion, the initiates undergo 

some training. They are reminded that they are now mature women. They are 

trained on expected behaviour that society approves of a woman. They are 

taught how to relate with members of the opposite sex. They are taught how 

to effectively manage the family and domestic aTfairs. Some respondents did 

claim that some times the education provided is quite current, for example,, 

it may concern child health care, ,methods of family planning, H1V/AIDS 

awareness, and dangers of abortion. The average response indicates that the 

initiates are trained on good behaviour and how to responsibly handle their 

se<uality.

The importance of this practice was also highlighted. First, the practice of 

female circumcision acts as a rite of passage form childhood to adulthood, 

the girls, after under-going this rite are now prepared to marry. The 

operation on the female gefnitals itself is believed to reduce the sexual urge 

and the lady is able to control her sexual drive. Promiscuity is therefore 

checked. The training received during isolation enhances proper discipline 

and improved relations between the boys and the girls in the community. The
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practice is also used as a cultural identity of the Meru people. It is seen 

as part of their socialisation process. The circumcised women hold very high 

status in the society and are respected. Those who avoid the operation are 

branded cowards and are discriminated against.. The girls who escape the rile 

find it extremely difficult to get marriage partners. Men want to marry girls 

who have been circumcised in Meru community. The Meru believe that 

uncircumcised ladies are ill-mannered, promiscuous and can not make good 

wives. The traditional circumcisers are also paid handsomely for their 

services. Meaning that the rite is really advocated for.

However, some respondents hold the opinion that female circumcision is anti- 

Christian and primitive. These few are the advocates Tor the eradication of 

this practice. But the larger group of respondents felt, that the girls who 

escape circumcision usually get converted to the church and may also excel in 

education. They are not accepted by the wider Meru community.

4:5 THE SIDF EFFECTS OF FEMAI E CIRCUMCISION

Another objective of this study was to investigate the side effects of the 

practice of female circumcision. This was an attempt to establish people’s 

level of awareness of the side effects of this practice and vice-versa. The 

hypothesis was that, "it is most likely that the side effects of the practice OV) 

individuals have not been fully realised in the community.

The respondents were asked to state whether the experience of female 

circumcision was very painful. There was 100 percent agreement that indeed, 

the operation is very painful and the initiates have to tolerate very painful 

conditions. The nature of circumcision on females as done among the Meru of
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Nyambene District involves the removal of the whole clitoris leaving the other 

parts of the female genitals intact. The circumcisers who are normally 

traditional women, use very sharp instruments to chon off the clitoris. 

Originally they used a traditional blade locally referred to as ’Kirunya’. 

Today, in some cases, razor blades have been adopted for this function. After 

the clitoris has been removed, there usually follows bleeding. Indeed 100 

percent of the respondents were in agreement that over-bleeding sometimes 

occurs. The reasons given for such cases of over-bleeding varied. Some 

believe that, some cases occur because of natural physiological differences 

amongst individual initiates. Other explanations state that in the event that 

a circumciser is gentle and lenient, most initiates are bound to over-bleed. 

The circumciser is expected to be very harsh and brutal without minding. 

Also, there is the tendency of over-bleeding among those who are circumcised 

when they are already too old, say over fifteen years of age. Other causes

of over-bleeding were attributed to witchcraft* initiates who had at any time
/

eaten bewitched food were bound to over-bleed until the witch himself/herself 

came to cleanse them. Also initiates who had been involved in sexual 

intercourse before the operation were bound to over-bleed.

Such instances of over-bleeding cited above, the initiates are treated by 

herbalists or in very severe cases, taken to the modern medical health care 

centres. Respondents were 1n agreement that the wound takes between three to 

five weeks before it can completely heal. The length of the period of healing 

is believed to depend on the type of care given and the purity of the girls 

who assist in cleaning up the wound. The wound is treated by washing daily 

in warm, salted clean water. This is done by special girls who are believed 

to be pure. The daily washing is usually followed by the application of 

certain herbs, animal fats, castor oil, or in some cases, modern antiseptics
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and antibiotics. On healing, the wound usually leaves a scar behind.

The respondents were specifically asked to state what problems the girls have 

to go through during the operation, nursing of the wound and there after. The 

responses given centred on the painful experience of being cut without 

anaesthesia. Also, painful and uncomfortable experiences have to occur when 

the initiate has to urinate, attend periods or undergo any sexual arousement. 

The initiates also find it extremely difficult to sleep at night as they have 

to permanently lie on their back with their legs wide apart. The respondents 

were also asked to state whether ladies who have undergone circumcision lead 

a normal and healthy life in adulthood. Most responses did indicate that all 

was perfectly normal. There were only few respondents who observed that some 

scars may remain painful throughout life but all in all, everything was 

perfectly normal.

Respondents were also required to state whether the circumcised women have any 

difficulties during child birth. The responses to this were that, they were 

not aware of complications during delivery resulting from the practice. 

Instead some respondents claimed that the operation makes child delivery 

easier as the birth canal is left free after the elimination of the clitoris. 

Only very few respondents believed that the scars formed would make delivery 

difficult as this could not allow for expansion. Few respondents also pointed 

out that the operation was unhygienic and could result in infections like 

HIV/AIDS and tetanus.
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4:6 LEGISLATION AGAINST FFMAI E CIRCUMCISION

The final objective of the ^tudy was to make an asressment. of societal 

response in terms of values and attitudes held by individuals regarding this 

practice of female^circumcisfon. Therefore, the study set out to investigate 

how the Meru people of Nyambene District are likely to react in the event of 

a legislation against this practice. The corresponding hypothesis stated 

that, "the Meru are likely to be indifferent to a legislation out-1 awing this 

practice of female circumcision". Respondents were asked to state their 

opinions in the event that this practice is out-lawed and made illegal. The 

responses to this item are tabulated below.

TABLE 9: OPTNTON ON PFOPLEs'rESPONSF TO A I EGISLATION AGATNST TUT PRACTICE

OF FEMALE CIRCUMCISION.

j RESPONSE FEMALES MALES TOTAL

No. % No. % No. %

Positive 2 4.76 5 11.9 7 16.66

Divided Opinion 6 14.28 4 9.52 10 23.8

Negative 12 28.57 10 23.8 22 52.38

Non-response 3 7. 14 0 0.00 3 7.14

TOTAL 23 54.76 19 45.23 42 ion.00

The results as tabulated above show that a legislation against the practice 

of female circumcision in Nyambene District is likely to receive very 

different responses. For instance 52.38 percent, of th» respondent/^ Were
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confident enough and felt that such a law will be rejected. An e ffort to 

enforce such a law will result In people only retreating to carrying out the 

practice secretly. Then 21.42 percent of the respondents felt that they could 

not be sure of the response "such a law Is likely to receive. Half of the 

population especially young and the educated who have been brought up In a 

Christian manner are likely to celebrate the enactment of such a law and obey 

it. While 16.66 percent of the respondent felt that such a law would be a 

good one as it would be enforced to all whether they like it or not and the 

practice will have to go.

60



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5:1 CONCLUSIONS

The first hypothesis stated that, it is most likely that the M e m  still 

practise female circumcision but on a lesser scale. The findings confirm the 

premise that female circumcision 1s still being practised by the Hero of 

Nyambene District. 100 percent of the respondents did state that both hoys 

aM girls are circumcised in Nyambene District. 100 percent >f the 

respondents also stated that girls underwent circumcision in their respective 

vi lages and in other parts of Nyambene District.

However, contrary to the hypothesis, the findinqs show that either most girls

nr all of them, both in their respective villages and the other parts of

Nyaambene District undergo the rite of circumcision. Only 16.66 percent of 
« ■*

respondents stated that only some of the girls in their respective 

V1 lages and rest of Nyambene District still undergo this rite. This

means that the practice of female circumcision is still widespread although 

rro are beginning to emerge some slight changes (see table 6).

fn the nature of the practice the study reveals that 1n Nyamhene District , the 

’55 performed for girls before puberty. Traditionally trained w'omen, 

through apprenticeship, are the drcumclsers. The operation Itself involves 

td removal of the clitoris, leaving the other parts of the female genitalia 

1ndct. This mode of female circumcision is equivalent to the Sunna 

umctslon which consist, of the removal of the prepuce and/or the tip of
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the clitoris. It 1s not cl 1tor1dectomy or excision which consists the removal 

of the entire clitoris (both prepuce and glans) and adjacent labia. The study

shows that the present people of Nyambene District havp slightly modified the
« ■s”'

operations as carried out by their predecessors. Earlier, the operation was 

deep cl 1torIdectomy involving the removal of the clitoris and adjacent labia. 

Today, only the clitoris 1s removed.

The second hypothesis was that, the persistence of female circumcision among 

the Heru is rooted in the functions inherent in the practice, hence the socio

cultural importance attached to 1t. The objective here was to search for a 

lucid explanation of the motives behind the recurrence of the practice of 

female circumcision 1n contemporary societies and therefore, to ascertain Its 

role In the societies that practise it. The data showed that the practice is 

carried out as a traditional rite of passage from childhood to womanhood, the 

attitude of the respondent, towards this practice showed that 45.23 percent 

of the respondents were against it, and 52.38 percent felt that It was 

alright, but the trend could change with more awareness (see table 7). The 

findings also show that there have been massive campaigns against this 

practice in Nyambene District. The church, the government, non-governmental 

organisations, local elites and educational institutions, liberal feminists, 

family planning organisations, women’s and youth groups were pointed out as 

being on the forefront in the fight, for the eradication of this practice. The 

study further shows that the practice will still persist among the Meru of 

Nyambene District. For Instance 64.28 percent of the respondents had the 

conviction that the Meru of Nyambene District are not likely to denounce and 

abandon this practice. The reason given for the persistence of this practice 

was culture. The practice is deeply rooted in the culture of the people and 

It 1s believed to serve certain roles. This means that the findings are in
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accord with the hypothesis. The study has also established that the people 

believe that the practice of female circumcision marks a traditional bridqp 

from childhood to adulthood. It is a rite of passage. During the period of 

seclusion, the girls are trained on the societal expectations in a woman. 

They are taught proper personal hygiene, how to regulate their sexuality and 

successfully relate with members of the opposite sex. The elimination of the 

clitoris is believed to curb sexual promiscuity since it regulates libido. 

The girls who avoid the practice are discriminated against, are seen as 

cowards and find it extremely difficult to get marriage partners. Therefore, 

this practice persists because of the socio-cultural Importance attached to 

it.

The third hypothesis was that 1t 1s most likely that the side effects of the 

practice on individuals have not been fully realised in the community. The 

objective was to investigate for documentation the effects of this practice 

on individuals and society as a whole. The findings show that the community 

members are aware of certain of the effects of this practice. But they do not 

consider them serious. There is a greater proportion of those who are unawarp 

of the other side effects of the practice. An effect like 'he pain 

experienced during the operation which is done without anaesthesia is common 

knowledge but it is justified on the belief that, it 1s part of the test for 

bravery on the pa^of the Initiator*®. Cases of overbleeding are also known 

but the community has developed certain justifications for the occurrences, 

for example an initiate who has sexual intercourse before circumcision is
t

prone to over-bleeding. The part operated forms a wound and the society has 

developed certain mechanisms of dealing with the problem. Some of the methods 

adopted are not hygienic, for example the herbs that are applied by 

traditional medicinemen.
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There is some level of awareness that the operation leaves behind a permanent 

scar that sometimes remains painful throughout life. The society is also 

aware that the experience and operation involving female circumcision leads 

to problems in urination and elimination of menstrual blood befoio the cut 

wound heals up. Initiates also experience painful nights as they ate 

compelled to permanently sleep on their backs with their legs wide apart. 

Lack of knowledge of other side effects of this operation like shod , scaring 

the young initiates psychologically, sexual frigidity, formation o< clitoral 

cysts, kidney stones, sexual dysfunction, depression, and a multitude of other 

gynaecological and obstetric conditions that may arise because of this 

practice, was quite evident. There was sliqht awareness that the operat'on 

carried out in the community was unhygienic and could result in the 

transmission of certain infections like HIV/AIDS, and tetanus. There is also 

limited knowledge that the operation can lead to problems during child birth. 

Instead the belief is that the operation eases the process of parturition 

since the birth canal is widened. This is a distortion of the t.iuth. From 

th®s&findings, it is evident that the third hypothesis was not wrong. There 

is lacking proper awareness of the side effects of this practice.

The final objective of the study was to make an assessment of societal 

response in terms of values and attitudes held by individuals regarding the 

practice of female circumcision in line with this. The final hypothesis was 

that, the Meru are likely to be indifferent to a legislation out 1 awing the 

practice of female circumcision. The findings show that, the enact*«» of a 

legislation against this practice would receive varied responses. Most 

probably a majority of the population as of now may resent such a law and 

continue with the practice. If the law is enforced, they are likely to 

practice the rites secretly.
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It i? also probable that another proportion of the community would be divided

and may not know exactly what to do. A small proportion constitution about 

16.66 percent of the population will have a positive response to the law and 

stop the practice all together. The study indicated that those who could 

favour the law would include the elites, the youths and Christians (see table 

9). From th&e^findings, it is important to point out that you can not 

legislate against that which is cultural. Enacting a legislation is one thing 

and enforcing is another thing. Laws are supposed to be acceptable to the 

people. Otherwise they are dismissed as dominating and oppressive. Meaning 

that the Meru of Nyamhene are likely to be indifferent to a legislation out

lawing female circumcision.

5:2 RFCOMMFNDATIONS

There is no doubt that the practice of female circumcision is a bad and indeed 

a sad one. It is most inhuman. This practice has to be fought if it has to 

go. The practice of female circumcision is cruel, humiliating, and grossly 

unacceptable. It permanently changes the lives of the victims for the worst. 

The belief that the elimination of the clitoris reduces libido is a false 

notion. The clitoris Is'a centre of nerve endings. Eliminating the clitoris 

does not mean that the nerves are destroyed. They are only interfered with 

and they still remain sensitive around the scar. The practice of female 

circumcision is an empty horrible torture of the victims. Why handicap 

innocent girls?

Various organisations interested in the enhancement of human life havn staged 

campaigns against this practice. But the persistence of this practice as 

shown by this study is quite evident. The challenge is on the shoulders of
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social scientists. There is need for redesigning strategies that will

effectively eradicate-this practice<one can not legislate against that which
/

is cultural and succeed. Culture is supreme. Enactinq a legislation 1s one 

thing and enforcing it is another issue all together. Norms which are 

culturally sanctioned can not be erased by law. Quick examples are from 

practices like the brewing and consumption of traditional liquor, laws have 

been formulated against this without any success.

A practice like polygamy has been legislated against backed by Christian 

doctrines, but what we are witnessing today is quite different. There has 

been a gradual shift from overt polyq'ny to clandestine polyqny. This today
*  f

exists in our contemporary society in the name of inside and outside wives. 

In some cases the question of mistresses is defined under this. The situation 

is very confusing, you can never easily tell who is the legitimate wife.

In the fight for the eradication of the practice of female circumcision the 

social scientists have to go back to the drawing board. They have to address 

the values attached to this practice and start by changing these values. The 

solution to this problem has to start with the people themselves, the people 

at the grassroots level. These people are the stake holders and they have to 

be incorporated into the fight against this practice. They have to be 

sensitised to realize that they have a problem. They should identify this 

problem^themselves and find ways and methods of getting assistance out of the 

problem.

Social scientists can get solutions to this, a viable approach to this could 

first of all include a thorough and up-to-date understanding of the biological 

side effects of this practice. This sensitisation has to effectively reach
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the target groups. These groups have to properly comprehend the biological 

aspects of their bodies. This can be done through schools and other forums. 

The approach should not focus on first denouncing and attacking the practice. 

The approach should be seen to accommodate the practice but the people should 

be made to understand the implications. More research should focus on the 

medical implications of the side effects. This information should be 

vigorously transmitted to the people. Such an approach will enable the people 

themselves to identify the problem. They should be let to come up and state 

that the practice is a problem. They know themselves better and are in a 

position to fight the practice more effectively. Organisations interested in 

the enhancement of human society should only be on stand-by to assist.
-A ~~

This 1s the only way a permanent solution can be found. The sensitization 

process on the side effects of the practice should in part involve reporting 

cases of vicious of side effects to the people. For example 1f a girl dies 

because of overbleeding, then the agents of the agencies and organisations 

fighting this practice should be on stand-by to explain to the people the 

cause of the death and dispel the other existing beliefs.

5:3 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Rapid assessment tests, aimed at evaluating the magnitude of the practice of 

female circumcision in those communities believed to be still carrying on the 

practice should be instituted. Findings from such studies will then he useful 

in defining the target areas for effective campaigns.
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Please check as advised in each case The information received will be kept 
confidential

1 Name (optional):..........................................................................................

2 Age ..............................................................................................................

3 Sex : ............................................................................................................

4 Marital status : .............................................................................................

Married D
Widowed D
Divorced □

Separated D
Single □

Other (specify)

5 Type of family

Polygamous

Monogamous

single
Other (specify)

6 Level of Education

7* Religion

Primary 

Secondary 

College /University 

None
Other (specify) .......

Protestant

Catholic I

Moslem

Traditional

Other (specify)



8 Number of years of schooling

9 Occupation .............................................................

10 a) Type of Training received
b) Where was it taken*?
c) For how long?
d) Did you benefit from the training

■" Yes □  No (1
e) If yes, h o w ? ................... ................................

0 if not, h o w 7

11 Do you know what circumcision is ?

Yes I I  No 1 i 

12. In your community who undergoes circumcision ?

Boys only 

Girls only

Both boys and Girls I 
Other (specify) ............

13. During which months of the year or seasons is circumcision carried out in your 
community7

14 a) Do girls in your village undergo circumcision7

Yes □  No

b) If yes what proportion ?

Most

All

Only some

n
D

□



15 Are girls also circumcised in oilier parts of Nyambene district7

Yes (J No LI

If yes, whal proportion7

Most

aii n
Only some

16 Do you think, the practice is still as active as it used to be7

Yes M No II

17 At what age are the girls circumcised7 ..................................

18 Who performs the operation ?

■ Traditional man

■ Traditional woman

■ Hospital
■ Other (specify) ......................................

19 How is one trained to perform this duty7

20 What benefits does the circumciser get from this job?

21 How exactly is circumcision done on girls ? .....................................

22 Is the experience of female circumcision very painful ?

Yes I ! No ' I

23 What toois/equipment does the circumciser use 7 ...............

24 What does treatment/nursing of the wound involve ? ...................



25 a) Are there cases of over bleeding ?

Yes I 1 No I 1

b) What is usually the cause ? ..................................

c) How is it taken care o f ? ...................................

26 About how long do the circumcised girls take to completely heal ?

27 What difficulties do the girls experience during the actual circumcision and during 
the nursing of the wounds ? .............................................................................. .........

28 How are the girls cared for, just afler circumcision ? .....................

29 Who lakes care of the girls while they have been circumcised 9

30 Are the circumcised girls taught anything during this period9

Yes I I No I I

b) About what ?

C) Under whose care ?

31 What is the importance of this practice to the girls ?



25 a) Are there cases of over bleeding ?

Yes I I  No II

b) What is usually the cause ? ................................

c) I low is it taken care o f ? .....................................

26 About how long do the circumcised girls take to completely heal ? ...............

27 What difficulties do the girls experience during the actual circumcision and during 
the nursing o f the wounds ? ........................................................................................

28 How are the girls cared for, just after circumcision ?

29 Who takes care of the girls while they have been circumcised 9

30 Are the circumcised girls taught anything during this period'!’

Yes I I No

b) About what 7

C) Under whose care ?

31 What is the importance o f this practice to the girls 9



32 Do circumcised women enjoy any special status 7

Yes I. J No □  

Explain...................................................................................................

33 How acceptable are circumcised girls to the memhers o f your community ?

34 How does one identify a circumcised lady from that one who is not circumcised ?

35 What happens to those girls who do not get circumcised ?

36 This practice is not good. Do you agree ?

Yes f I No
Why

37 Have there been any attempts to stop the practice in your community ?

Yes □  No □

38 Which groups were involved in thqfe campaigns against the practice ?

39 For how long have these campaigns against this practice been going on in your 
community ?

40 Which groups started the campaign in your area ?

41 Which groups are now involved in the campaign against the praclice ?



42 Do the ladies who have undergone circumcision lead a normal and healthy life in 
adulthood ?

Explain
Yes □  No n

43. Do such womenjiave difficulties during child birth 7

Explain
Yes I I No

44 Do you think the u<9typcople are likely to denounce thus practice (j female 
circumcision totally ?

Explain
Yes □  No □

45 In the event that this practice is out lawed and made illegal, what do you think will 
be the peoples response to such a <aw ? .......................................................................

Thank You
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