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      Great Britain is a very special place for me. It was my first haven in Europe after my flight from Somalia and it is the country where I started my modelling career. It is also important to me because it has so many African things to offer. 

      British society is open to all sorts of cultures, traditions, languages and lifestyles. You can follow any religion, and nobody will bother you if you choose to wear your traditional clothes. This freedom and tolerance is one of Britain’s greatest achievements. I think it makes the UK a colourful society and a model for other countries. 

      However, this tolerance can also mean that people outside an immigrant group are at times ignorant of its darker secrets. Tolerance can mislead people who might think it is OK – or even correct – to look away when somebody belonging to an ethnic minority is mistreated inside their own community, in the name of their traditions. Tolerance may mean that people feel uneasy about intervening or speaking out against traditional customs. This is especially cruel for those who have no say in their own communities; for some women and especially for many girls. 

      I have been fighting against the traditional practice of female circumcision – Female Genital Mutilation or FGM – for many years now, and although of course I knew there were women outside Africa, women in Europe, who were affected too, I was convinced that girls born in the UK – away from their villages, away from their grandmothers – would be safe. But I was wrong.

      The research for this book, which started in the UK, showed me that Female Genital Mutilation is a problem in Britain, and it is a problem that is hardly acknowledged. In London, Sheffield, Cardiff and many other cities in the UK, girls and women secretly suffer this unspeakably cruel tradition in the midst of an open, modern society. The British organization FORWARD, the Foundation for Women’s Health, Research and Development, who campaign to see FGM recognised as a human rights violation and offer help and advice to women who are suffering from the effects of this practice, estimate that 80,000 women living in the UK have already been circumcised and live daily with the associated problems. And, alarmingly, 7000 girls now living in the UK are at high risk of being circumcised. These figures might well be modest, as we do not have exact figures for Arab and Asian women. Although FGM is seen largely as an African problem, it is also practised widely in Malaysia, Indonesia, Pakistan and Iraq. We simply do not know the full extent of the number of women and girls who are affected.

      Some of the women undergo the procedure, performed by midwives, doctors or even traditional cutter women, here in Europe. Many more go to the African or Arab countries their parents came from and have it done there. Virtually every girl from one of the communities who believe in this practice is at high risk. It is a fact that here, even in Britain in the twenty-first century, many of the mothers of girls in these groups remain convinced that their daughter will not find a husband if her genitals are intact. Men and women keep up the tradition, fired by a combination of fear and love. And because speaking out against FGM is still a taboo, nobody talks about it – it is kept secret. But inside the communities, everybody knows. 

       The UK was the first country in Europe to pass a law against female genital mutilation – in 1985 all forms of female circumcision were prohibited. And since 2003, the law has also prohibited parents or relatives taking their girls out of Britain to be circumcised back in their home countries. But, in all this time, not one person has been taken to court. Not one. 

      I believe it would not be difficult to stop this gruesome practice. I think what needs to happen first of all is for the laws and the reasons behind them to be made known to the people affected. They need to hear, in their own language, why FGM is bad – that it is both a cruel and a medically high-risk practice – and that it is illegal. Secondly, support for the women who are affected is desperately needed. Thirdly – and most contentiously – we need vigilance. I think doctors should examine girls when they are small, and check them again every year. Doctors, midwives and nurses check children for other health issues, and this is a health issue. Finally, the law must be enforced, and people suspected of being involved in carrying out this practice should be taken to court. France is the only country in Europe that has condemned parents and cutting women for practising FGM. But I assure you that the problem in the UK is no less serious. 

      I know that these demands are highly controversial among the African communities and also multiculturalists. But there is just no gainsaying it: cutting a girl’s genitals is one of the worst things you can do to a human being. We have to do everything possible to prevent it. I hope this book helps. 

       

      Waris Dirie 2005
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