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Introduction: Kenya and its Practices

Kenya, a country located in East Africa, is considered to be a developing nation by the United Nations; 58.3% of the population of Kenya make less than 2$ per day and 46% of the population are unable to meet the essential food requirements necessary to live on (uk.OneWorld.net), classifying them as a low-income society by the World Bank (CIA). Although Kenya is a poor country, it is not lacking in culture; with sixty-two different languages and thirteen different ethnic groups, Kenyan culture is so diversified that it is impossible to establish one unified description of it (Wikipedia- Culture of Kenya). Among their many cultural practices is the practice of female circumcision, a practice which is still prominent in Kenya even though it is banned by law. The research presented in this essay will attempt to understand the process of female circumcision and its importance in Kenyan society, as well as attempt to answer the controversial question: should female circumcision be prohibited in Kenya? This paper will argue that female circumcision should be prohibited in Kenya due to the danger of the operation, the negative social effects it has on women and the overall immorality of the tradition. To properly understand why this decision was made, this paper will follow an argumentative structure; both sides of the issue will be discussed and explained and then the view that female circumcision should be prohibited will be defended. This will be done through the critical approach paradigm as the main goal of this research is to improve the condition of humanity through understanding conflicting interests. Firstly, the practice of female circumcision will be explained in its cultural and historical context, the problem will then be highlighted and the opposing view presented. Finally the arguments for prohibiting female circumcision will be presented and the alternative methods of achieving the goals of female circumcision will be explained before concluding.

The Down-Low: What is Female Circumcision in Kenya? 

Female circumcision is a common practice in Kenya that dates back beyond anyone’s memories (Whiting). This practice is mainly used as a rite of passage for Kenyan women into adulthood; it is supposed to take place when the female is ready for the responsibility of adulthood and signifies the end of her education as a girl (Brown 134). When young Masai boys and girls were asked why they continue to be circumcised, “their answer was always that it was to mark their passage into adulthood. They implied that this was how it had always been done so it must continue to be that way” (Whiting). This shows that, although there might once have been sociological or religious motives behind this practice such as the belief that the genitals are cleaner when circumcised, or that circumcision discourages women from engaging in female masturbation which was believed to be the cause of mental illnesses, at this point it seems to be done simply to continue the tradition, for most religions have banned the practice and the sociological motives have all been proved faulty (Wikipedia-Religious Views). The actual procedure of circumcision can be done in three different ways. The first, incision, involves the removal of either the clitoris hood or the entire clitoris and is the least extreme form of the three. The second, excision, involves the cutting of the entire clitoris and all or part of the labia minora. The most severe form of female circumcision, infibulation, involves the removal of the clitoris, the labia majora and minora, and the sewing of the two sides together while leaving a small hole for urine and menstrual fluids (Reaves). In Kenya, the most popular of these procedures are incision and excision; however some groups in rural areas continue to practice infibulation (World Health Organization 2). These procedures are usually done on girls aged 4-12 by traditional practitioners who use rudimentary and crude tools such as tin lids or pieces of broken glass (Reaves). In many cases, once circumcised, the females are held down with their legs forced open so that the elder women may spit into the wound and rub it with banana leaves (Brown 136). In the case of infibulation, their legs are then bound together for several weeks to allow the wound time to heal (Wikipedia- Female genital cutting). Although this practice was banned in Kenya by the Children’s Act passed in 2001, it is still prevalent in rural areas due to the lack of implementation of these laws by the government and lack of education for women (Mulama). There seems to be a direct correlation between education and circumcision; women in rural areas have less access to education, women in rural areas are more likely to be circumcised (WomenAid), and many practitioners of circumcision have stopped after being educated on the possible medical implications of their practice (Mulama). This tradition could possibly be eradicated eventually by education, the only question is then: should it be?
What is the Problem?

The practice of female circumcision has become an extremely controversial subject over the past century. Since the arrival of Christian missionaries in Kenya in the early 1900’s, Europe and recently the United Nations have been attempting to stop the practice due to its dangerous medical implications (Brown 135). On the one hand, Kenyan tribes argue that the practice is a distinguishing aspect of their culture and its banning would result in the culture being “westernized”. On the other hand, doctors, missionaries and the United Nations see the practice as detrimental to the health of women and insist that it be banned. These two opposing views will hence be explained.
Cultural Relativism: What is Right for You is Not Necessarily Right for Everyone.

In the view of many Kenyan tribes, female circumcision is a cultural practice which distinguishes them from the western world (Brown 137). This view, termed cultural relativism by anthropologists, says that moral and ethical standards are relative to the society in which they are studied. Using this logic, female circumcision could be justified in the sense that, because the Kenyan society deems it important and accepts it as a tradition, it is morally correct for that society to continue forth with this tradition. Because female circumcision is so deeply entrenched in the roots of their society, it is an important aspect of their culture and the elimination of this practice threatens their uniqueness. As well as it being a distinguishing feature, female circumcision is considered the female rite of passage into adulthood; it signifies the readiness of a girl to become a woman (Okoko). There are certain superstitions surrounding the importance of this practice as a rite of passage; women who are not circumcised are not considered adults, no matter what age they are and therefore have a lower social and political status than circumcised women, they are also considered rude and immoral (WomenAid). Therefore, without this practice, Kenyan society would be incapable of determining when a female has reached adulthood and the readiness for adult responsibilities such as marriage and child-bearing. 

From a sociological point of view, Kenyans argue that female circumcision reduces promiscuity, pre-marital sex and adultery (WomenAid). The removal of the clitoris results in less, and sometimes no pleasure in sexual intercourse, which would in turn reduce the sexual drive of the female. Reducing the sexual drive of women brings about longer-lasting marriages and stronger families since women will not go search pleasure elsewhere if they are not happy with their husband and will spend more time focusing on keeping their families together rather than satisfying their sexual needs (WomenAid). Also, women having gone through infibulation are unable to have sex until the stitching is cut upon marriage, which would significantly reduce promiscuity before marriage. Hence, the practice is used not only as a rite of passage but also as a means of keeping families together, an important value in Kenya.
Danger Zone - The Need to Prohibit Female Circumcision.

On the other side of this issue is the view that female circumcision is dangerous, futile and has a negative impact on women in Kenya. Although Kenyans believe that the prohibition of this practice is an attempt to westernize their society, it seems that that is not the intention. When an employee of Free The Children, a charity organization that has worked in Kenya for many years, was asked whether or not the practice should be allowed because of its cultural implications, he replied that “although [he] does not believe in converting Africa into a “western” world and imposing the teachings of the “white man” into their culture, [he] can openly say that [he] is not in favour of the issue of female circumcision. Because of the biological and psychological implications, [he] believes this is one of the few negative practices that have been passed down through generations among a people rich in wisdom and beauty” (Interview with Jobin Sam). 

The process of female circumcision is already dangerous under the controlled, sterile conditions of a hospital operation, however in Kenya, the operation is done using unclean and improper tools (Reaves) in a dirty environment (Whiting) making it even more dangerous to the female undergoing this operation. Because of these environmental factors, it is possible for women to contract many infections and diseases after the operation; many women have died due to medical complications during or after the operation (Wikipedia- Female Genital Cutting). Minor complications such as severe shock, hemorrhage, urine retention, ulceration of the genital region and injury to the surrounding tissue are among the short term consequences of the operation. The long term problems include: cysts, abscesses, keloid scar formation, damage to the urethra, dyspareunia, sexual dysfunction, urinary infection, childbirth complications and an increased susceptibility to HIV (Whiting). It is suggested that the higher rates of female HIV in Kenya are in part due to female circumcision; the increased exposure to blood in the vaginal canal can cause the disease (Hrdy). It is explained as a combination of small factors; the presence of scar tissues in the small introitus and the abnormal anatomy of the vagina after infibulation cause “tears” in the mucosa during sexual intercourse. These “tears” increase permeability of the virus into the epithelium of the vaginal canal resulting in an increased susceptibility to the disease for women (Hrdy). A lot of the medical complications can lead to death or childbirth problems which is the main reason why the United Nations, missionaries and doctors are working towards the prohibition of the practice in Kenya. 
In addition to being detrimental to the health of women, female circumcision can also have negative social effects. Although one of the goals of this operation is to stop women from having pre-marital sex, the operation itself signifies the readiness for sexual intercourse (Brown 134). Taking into consideration that this operation is performed on some girls as young as 4 years old, it, in a sense, encourages pre-marital sex because circumcised women believe they are ready for the responsibility and Kenyan males view any circumcised woman as an adult (WomenAid). Charity Mailutha, Programme Officer at the Family Planning Association of Kenya, explains that her studies with FPAK have revealed that this view causes women to have sex at younger ages simply due to the belief that once they are circumcised, they are ready (Mbugua). She also notes that studies have shown another negative social effect of this practice is the drop in performance at school after girls have gone through their circumcision ceremony. Many teachers have reported that after their students have gone through the process of circumcision they begin to perform worse in school (Mbugua). This stems from the other supposition surrounding the practice of female circumcision, after the procedure, the female has completed her education (Brown 134). Girls believe that once they have been circumcised, they have nothing left to learn because they are adults now and no longer bother with their education; they ignore one of the most important aspects of their life because of this practice. To summarize, the practice of female circumcision causes girls to partake in sexual intercourse at a younger age and to ignore their education.
The final argument used to support prohibiting female circumcision is the immorality of the practice. Because of the dangerous medical implications that women have to face, without choice in most cases, this practice in shorter terms demeans women by stripping them of their right to choose and by implying that they are unable to control their sexual desires. Not only is it detrimental to their health, it impedes women from having the same sexual experience as they would normally have (WomenAid), and brings about possible complications in childbirth (Whiting). Although Kenyan tribes argue that it is an important part of their culture, the question still remains as to why continue a practice which is proven to be essentially futile and harms women? Kenyans use this practice to firstly initiate women into adulthood, however there are other methods of distinguishing adults from children rather than circumcision, and it is used as a method of stopping pre-marital sexual intercourse, however it seems to encourage it more than it stops it. Therefore, this practice is immoral because it causes women unnecessary pain for the purposes of defending beliefs that are outdated and preserving traditional culture, reasons which are not good enough when considering the severity of the pain they are suffering. If the main reasons for this practice can be better done using alternative methods which do not cause girls to experience such intense physical pain that the “cries she [emits] as her wound was treated in this way [denotes] an agony which [shatters] her self-control” (Brown 136), than why not omit this immoral practice for the one of Circumcision Through Words and a better education?

Tom-ay-to, Tom-ah-to: Alternative Methods Which Achieve the Same Ends.

Due to the violent and dangerous nature of female circumcision, many organizations have attempted to seek alternatives. When asking another employee of Free The Children whether she could think of any alternatives, she suggested “a practice that is safer while giving girls freedom of choice and control over their body” (Interview with Alex Mew). Many believe that to end this cycle of blindly following traditions, it is necessary to educate the girls of Kenya about their rights as human beings. Creating all- girl secondary schools which not only educate girls but implement programs dealing with contraception and sexually transmitted diseases is a reasonable method of preventing promiscuity because girls will know better the consequences of pre-marital sex (Interview with Jobin Sam). 

In terms of an alternate means of passing into adulthood which does not require physical circumcision, the non-profit organization Program for Appropriate Technology in Health or PATH has worked with Kenyan mothers and grassroots woman group Maendeleo ya Wanawake Organization who sought another way to initiate their daughters into adulthood and developed a ritual known as “Ntanira na Mugambo” or Circumcision Through Words (Reaves). This ritual attempts to keep all the traditional elements of the regular ceremony without the actual circumcision; the girls attend a series of workshops where they learn poems, skits and songs. This is then preceded by a week of seclusion, similar to the healing period, where the girls are accompanied by female mentors and community trainers who educate them on sexually transmitted diseases, relationships and reproduction. After this week, the girls return to their town and many festivities take place; everyone sings and dances and the girls demonstrate what they have learned to the community through skits and songs (PATH press release). This alternative method has taken off well in Kenyan communities as it keeps all the traditions associated with the rite of passage but avoids the dangerous medical implications of performing surgeries; it presents an excellent way to educate girls and women and allows them to pass into adulthood with the knowledge they need.
Conclusion: Building Brighter Futures.

To conclude, the practice of female circumcision should be prohibited in Kenya as there are many dangerous health risks, negative social influences and it is an over all immoral practice, in the sense that it causes physical harm to women for unjustified reasons. Although the practice is traditional for women in Kenyan culture, in cases when there are life-threatening medical implications, cultural relativism cannot be allowed. The United Nations, Christian missionaries and doctors all have good reason to attempt to stop Kenyan women from practicing this dangerous rite of passage, and the alternative that PATH presents is not only reasonable but extremely well-planned to suit the cultural needs of the Kenyans. In addition, the prohibition of female circumcision and the new practice of circumcision through words could have a positive effect on gender equality in Kenya. By eliminating a painful and demeaning practice and replacing it with one that teaches women their importance in society, as well as how to handle relationships and avoid sexually transmitted diseases, women will be empowered with knowledge and a voice to speak for themselves. This alternative can have a positive influence on eradicating gender disparity in Kenya and aid women in building a brighter future for themselves and their communities. 
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