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Abstract 

Responding to the concept of culture’s increasing prominence in public and 

political discourse, this thesis explores the ways in which the concept rhetorically serves 

international campaigns against the practice of Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting 

(FGM/C). I anchor this analysis within primary source documents, examining the United 

Nations’ Harmful Cultural Practice framework, mainstream anti-FGM/C publications by 

feminist activists Fran Hosken and Alice Walker, and a 1996 incident in which American 

physicians actively upheld the practice at the behest of a Seattle, Washington immigrant 

community. First, in reviewing how ‘culture’ is defined and employed within such 

sources, I seek to bring forth and interrogate the rhetorical implications of the term’s 

varying manifestations. In doing so, I draw upon postcolonial feminist theory, identifying 

the relationship between the culture concept and processes of racialization which reify the 

Western and non-Western world divide and discursively construct the ‘Other.’ I also 

consider the manner by which appeals to culture obscure the political, economic, and 

structural realities in which FGM/C occurs, reducing the complex, historically situated 

interplay of these factors into a society's ‘cultural essence.’ Lastly, I identify how anti-

FGM/C campaigns overlook the agency of the practicing women, defining such women 

as the helpless victims of culture rather than highlighting and validating the ways in 

which they actively resist oppression and empower themselves. 

 



Introduction: The Female Genital Cutting Controversy 
 

The barbarian is first and foremost the one who believes in barbarism. 

Claude Levi-Strauss 

Race et Histoire, 1961 

 

In 1999, against the backdrop of an increasingly interconnected and migratory 

global context, Susan Moller Okin posed the now-infamous question, “Is 

multiculturalism bad for women?” (Okin 1999). What should be done, Okin asks, when 

claims of particular cultures contradict or clash with established standards of gender 

equality? What should be done, that is, about Muslim schoolgirls required to wear 

headscarves, polygamous marriages in African immigrant communities, and, perhaps 

most fundamentally, about the practice of female genital mutilation or cutting (FGM/C)1? 

Throughout the last half-century, campaigns to eliminate FGM/C have asserted 

themselves into the international human rights arena, bringing with them questions, like 

that raised by Okin, concerning the relationship between culture and gender-based 

oppression. With such context in mind, this thesis will consider the ways in which anti-

FGM/C campaigns employ the idea of culture as an explanation for the practice’s origin 

and recurring presence.  

                                                 
1 This thesis uses the label ‘female genital mutilation or cutting’ (FGM/C) to refer to a 

practice often termed ‘female circumcision,’ ‘female genital cutting,’ or ‘female genital 

mutilation.’ Though, like the anthropologists referenced within this thesis, I wish to 

challenge a term laden with ethnocentrism, I retain ‘mutilation’ because ‘female genital 

mutilation’ is the terminology of the campaigns I review. On the other hand, considering 

that anthropologists employ ‘circumcision’ or ‘cutting,’ the problematic ‘mutilation’ will 

only be used alongside ‘cutting,’ which is seen as a more sensitive and neutral alternative. 

With such concerns in mind, I offer ‘female genital mutilation or cutting,’ a label which 

encompasses both the biases of my sources and the efforts of those who have countered 

ethnocentric and sensationalized accounts of the practice. 
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First, as I identify distinct usages of the culture concept, I seek to resurface the 

implicit, rhetorical significance of these varying forms. Drawing upon the theory of 

postcolonial feminists, I explore the relationship between the culture concept and 

processes of racialization premised upon the distinction between the Western and the 

non-Western world. In doing so, I give special consideration to the ways in which appeals 

to culture obscure the political, economic, or structural factors which influence a 

woman's life, the context which both shapes her experiences and is itself contested, 

transformed, and (re)defined by her.  

‘Culture’ plays a significant role within anti-FGM/C campaigns, invoked in 

reference to both the manifestations and causes of gender-based violence. It must be 

asked, as this thesis will do, why the idea of culture, in particular, came to assume this 

role? How did culture, a word historically used interchangeably with ‘a way of life’ or to 

describe refined artistic expression, establish itself within the discourse of Western 

feminism? What force and weight does the term carry with it, what ramifications 

accompany its use? However, I am firstly interested in the ‘who’: who does this version 

of culture target and at whose directive? This thesis seeks to answer the above questions, 

doing so from with the context of the so-called “female circumcision controversy” 

(Gruenbaum 2001). 

As I trace the development of Western anti-FGM/C campaigns, I consider how 

specific primary source documents draw upon culture. These sources use the term in 

varying manners, alluding to both classical definitions of culture and their associated 

theoretical frameworks. In referencing these early concepts, the campaigns evoke 

classical anthropology’s troubling relationship with colonialism and revitalize racialized 
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notions of cultural evolution. They also align with the mainstream trend of 

culturalization, a process which accounts for political, economic, or structural phenomena 

as the product of cultural essence (Lentin 2005). 

Female Genital Mutilation or Cutting 

 

Over the last forty years, the FGM/C controversy has erupted into a polarized 

debate, one entangled in both postcolonial and feminist theory. Many condemn the 

practice unconditionally whereas others express a more nuanced view, questioning 

whether or not FGM/C has been mischaracterized or misunderstood by Western 

feminism. This “battle” (Lane and Rubinstein 1996) concerns questions of autonomy, 

consent, and cultural relativity and has established itself within both the public and 

academic spheres.  

The culture concept has assumed a central role in these debates, though it is often 

conflated and used interchangeably with ‘tradition.’ In many respects, FGM/C is a more 

complicated issue than are the practices of foot binding, widow immolation, cosmetic 

surgery, or veiling, all of which are frequently grouped together under the harmful 

cultural or traditional practice (HC/TP) label, a United Nations (UN) classification which 

I will soon discuss at greater length. Unlike other HC/TPs, FGM/C is neither historical 

(as is foot binding), rare (widow immolation), typically impermanent (veiling), nor 

commonly undergone by adults (cosmetic surgery); rather the practice is contemporary, 

widespread, and frequent and is most often performed irreversibly on young children. On 

that account, it is unsurprising that the practice has precipitated such debate. Some, in 

fact, would argue that it is blatantly inappropriate to regard FGM/C with the same non-

judgmental and non-interventionist approach often afforded to cross-cultural matters 
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(Okin 1999). Still, others have criticized anti-FGM/C activism for being culturally 

imperialist and for imposing Western feminism upon non-Western women (Boddy 1991; 

James 2002). Critics of the anti-FGM/C movement are not necessarily advocating for the 

continuation of the practice; rather, many are critical of the ways in which the practice 

and practicing communities are targeted by the campaigns.  

The UN classifies FGM/C as either “sunna circumcision,” the least harmful, 

“excision,” or “infibulation,” which is most severe (United Nations Children’s Fund 

2016). Infibulation involves the removal of the clitoris and the labia minora and the 

stitching together of the labia majora to narrow the vaginal opening (United Nations 

Children’s Fund 2016). In contrast, sunna entails cutting only the prepuce or hood of the 

clitoris (Toubia 1994, 712) and excision refers to the partial or total removal of the 

clitoris and labia minor. Popular accounts, my sources included, often elide the variation 

between the forms. Yet, only about 15 percent of procedures conform to infibulation 

(Boddy 2007, 48). 

Serious health consequences can follow infibulation and many who undergo the 

practice or advocate for its maintenance are aware of this fact (Boddy 2007, 49). 

Immediate complications include hemorrhage and severe pain, and blood loss may later 

result in anemia and impair a child’s development (Toubia 1994, 713). Childbirth is more 

difficult for infibulated women, though fertility levels in practicing communities remain 

high (Gruenbaum 2005, 436). Still, though infibulation, like all forms of FGM/C, is often 

traumatic and intensely painful, it rarely causes immediate death and empirical studies 

have suggested that the long-term complications are less prevalent or severe than 

previously thought (Obermeyer 1999).  
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FGM/C is widely practiced in Africa, though it is not confined to the continent 

and occurs within diasporic communities in North America and Europe (United Nations 

Children's Fund 2016). According to the UN, 200 million women have undergone 

FGM/C and three million face the procedure each year. The procedure is typically done 

on children between ages four and ten, while in some communities it also takes place 

before marriage or giving birth (Dorkenoo and Elworthy 1992, 7). 

Though the practice does often carry religious significance, its practitioners 

adhere to a variety of faiths, among them Islam, Christianity, Judaism, and indigenous 

African religions (Boddy 2007, 48). Likewise, communities perform the procedure for 

numerous reasons which differ from one practicing community to the next. Typically, 

FGM/C is held to ‘purify’ a girl or woman’s body and ready it for reproductive maturity. 

The practice provides a means of marking one’s social group identity (Boddy 2016, 48). 

Some communities see the purification ritual as indispensable to a woman’s 

marriageability. Furthermore, once a girl withstands the trauma of the procedure she is 

seen as having attained social responsibility and agency (Boddy 2016). Consequently, 

though children undeniably fear the practice (Abusharaf 2000), the prospect of remaining 

uncircumcised can be just as disturbing.   

Anthropologists who study FGM/C examine how the practice has become “self-

sustaining, naturalized, [and] indeed unselfconsciously ‘real’” (Boddy 2016, 42) through 

the active, albeit asymmetric, participation of both men and women. They assess the 

practice from various angles and validate the ways in which participating women 

articulate their experiences and motivations (Gruenbaum 2001, 25-26). Ellen Gruenbaum, 

for example, notes that FGM/C reflects the state of women’s political and economic 
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realities in relation to both local and global affairs. Thus, as Gruenbaum discusses, 

women may defend and undergo FGM/C in the name of resisting Western cultural 

encroachment or economic control. Unlike these anthropologists, however, much of the 

mainstream anti-FGM/C discourse fails to grasp the active and contingent processes by 

which the practice creates meaning. In doing so, such rhetoric oversimplifies the complex 

tapestry of values which underlies and maintains FGM/C. 

This thesis will not take a stance on whether or not FGM/C is ‘right’ or ‘wrong,’ 

as so many have done before (Dambour 2001); rather, I will review how my sources 

themselves take a stance and vocalize particular views regarding the practice. I argue that 

‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ serve anti-FGM/C campaigns as forceful rhetorical devices2. 

Knowing that, as Michel Foucault wrote, relations of power “are indissociable from a 

discourse of truth” (Foucault 2003, 24), I will regard the rhetorical implications of culture 

as emblematic of a certain discourse of truth. 

Western3 Feminism and the FGM/C Controversy 

Throughout the last half-century, FGM/C has become a cause célèbre of 

prominent ‘Western feminists.’ Postcolonial feminists, who theorize the effects of 

                                                 
2  For the context of this paper, ‘rhetoric’ refers to the language used in interpersonal 

situations (including textual communication) to negotiate “distance between individuals, 

the speaker (ethos) and the audience (pathos), on a given question (logos)” (Meyer 2017, 

9). ‘Rhetorical devices’ refers to the tools by which a writer or filmmaker imparts 

meaning, emotion, or significance upon his or her work. 
3 The terminology ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ is not unproblematic and has itself 

received much critique. Still, I use this terminology instead of the more recent framework 

of ‘Global North’ and ‘Global South’ to reference nation states whose dominant 

populations are historically linked to Western Europe. By the ‘West’ I mean the 

industrialized, urbanized, high-GDP countries which have been shaped by Western 

European philosophy, namely the USA, Canada, Western Europe, Australia and New 

Zealand (Winter, Thompson, and Jeffreys 2010). 
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colonialism on non-Western women, have challenged the discourse and methods of many 

Western activists (Mohanty 1988; Toubia 1988). According to such critiques, Western 

anti-FGM/C rhetoric sensationalizes, exotifies, and decontextualizes non-Western 

practices, severing cultural phenomena from the sociocultural and geopolitical context. I 

do not mean to imply that feminist thought emanating from the West, or any location for 

that matter, is monolithic; rather, I follow Chandra Mohanty and “attemp[t] to draw 

attention to the similar effects of various textual strategies used by writers which codify 

Others as non-Western and hence themselves as (implicitly) Western” (Mohanty 1991, 

52). 

Fran Hosken’s The Hosken Report (1979) and Alice Walker’s Possessing the 

Secret of Joy (1992) and Warrior Marks (1993), three of my primary sources, are seminal 

works of anti-FGM/C literature and I will explore how their application of culture is 

directed by Western feminist logic. Though the anti-FGM/C movement can trace its roots 

to 20th-century missionary work in Africa, it was not until the 1970s that Western 

feminists introduced the practice to the public sphere and human rights agenda. Many of 

these activists shared in the concerns articulated by Okin, warning that certain cultural 

practices reinforce gender inequality and undermine the advances recently secured by the 

feminist movement. From that standpoint, feminism and multiculturalism are not easily, 

if even at all, reconcilable. Accordingly, culture emerged as the fundamental target of 

anti-FGM/C campaigns, demonized as the force underlying women’s oppression.  

Western anti-FGM/C literature frequently characterizes African women as 

vulnerable, oppressed victims of both African men and their own ignorance. Portrayed as 

mere pawns of the patriarchy, these circumcised women are often denigrated on the basis 
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of false consciousness and essentialized as a “Third World ‘Other’ who is civilizationally 

backward, thoroughly disempowered, and helpless” (Shell-Duncan 2007, 231). Riddled 

by the legacy of colonialism, this representation reinforces the victimized non-Western 

woman trope which was historically used to justify British and French imperialism 

(Ahmed 1992). According to Leila Ahmed, early Euro-American feminist thought was 

co-opted by colonial powers, reworked so as to justify colonial domination:  

Even as the Victorian male establishment devised theories to contest the 

claims of feminism, and derided and rejected the ideas of feminism and 

the notion of men’s oppressing women with respect to itself, it captures 

the language of feminism and redirected it, in the service of colonialism, 

toward Other men and the cultures of Other men. (Ahmed 1992, 151) 

 

From its start, Western feminism has been imbricated in colonial violence, a legacy 

which still permeates contemporary activism and feminist thought. Yet, at the same time 

that it defines African women as the victims of culture, this Western anti-FGM/C logic 

also disregards the ways in which colonialism and its economic ramifications have 

undermined women, an already vulnerable group, and further subverted their historical 

sources of power. Thus, by vilifying culture, such logic absolves the West, and Western 

feminism, of its role in producing the conditions of oppression. 

Primary Source Documents 

In this thesis, I analyze anti-FGM/C publications and campaigns from the last five 

decades, identifying the rhetorical significance of culture. I additionally review the 

influence that the UN’s HC/TP discourse has had in directing the anti-FGM/C movement. 

Before doing so, however, I will trace the development of the anthropological 

understanding of culture and discuss contemporary critique of the concept.  
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Chapter 2 outlines the theoretical background of the culture concept, reviewing 

how it has developed within both academia and the public lexicon. I note the implications 

of early anthropology’s framework of culture and synthesize the work of theorists who 

have pushed back against what I regard as a ‘one people, one culture’ model. Tying in 

issues of Othering4 and racialization, this chapter considers how contemporary usages of 

culture exaggerate its deterministic capacity to the exclusion of other sociopolitical or 

socioeconomic factors, a phenomenon referred to as ‘culturalization.’ Furthermore, I give 

special consideration to the manner in which the culture concept, a mere “anthropological 

abstraction” (Borofsky 1994, 245), has been recast by our ‘post-racial’ society to fill the 

void once occupied by overt racism.  

Building on Chapter 2, Chapter 3 introduces the HC/TP framework, which is 

frequently appropriated by activists working outside of the UN. Though the culture 

concept has undergone many transformations throughout the last century, many of its 

earlier manifestations still permeate non-anthropological discourse. With this 

phenomenon in mind, I review the specific forms of culture found with HC/TP discourse. 

I then turn my attention to the UN as a whole, an organization which employs numerous, 

often contradictory versions of culture. All and all, this chapter speaks to the variable and 

multidimensional nature of culture, a term ambiguous to the extent that it can readily 

acquire problematic implications but vague enough to evade the criticism leveled at more 

explicit racism.  

                                                 
4 This thesis references Edward Said’s theorization of the “Other,” which outlines that 

“The Self is the familiar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) and the Other is strange (the Orient, the 

east, ‘them’)” (Said 1979, 43). 
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After I review the precedent set by the UN, Chapter 4 introduces the work of Fran 

Hosken and Alice Walker, both of whom have been critiqued for replicating colonialist 

stereotypes and vilifying non-Western culture. This chapter examines the ways in which 

the authors center their work on vague notions of culture or tradition which, rather than 

speaking to their subjects’ on-the-ground realities, redirects focus towards their 

‘barbarity’ and Otherness. Furthermore, I note how the works draw upon themes of 

modernity and primitivism, transposing such ideas upon the familiar nature vs. culture 

divide. Both works speak to the ease with which culture takes on racialized assumptions 

and naturalizes them; this chapter, as with the thesis overall, seeks to interrogate such 

capacity and deconstruct the West vs. non-West divide as anything but given.  

Lastly, Chapter 5 recounts the 1996 Seattle Compromise, an incident in which 

physicians at Seattle, Washington's Harborview Medical Center developed an altered 

circumcision procedure for their Somali immigrant patients. While the previous chapter 

reviewed uncompromising anti-FGM/C campaigns, Chapter 5 examines the use of 

culture by a group who advocated for a modified FGM/C practice rather than its complete 

elimination. Within this endeavor, the physicians advance a more fluid, dynamic view of 

culture relative to that provided by most anti-FGM/C literature. This chapter also notes 

how opponents of the proposed modification referenced culture, drawing from a more 

reified sense of the word. Of all the sources I include within this project, the Seattle 

Compromise is perhaps the most telling, illuminating just how easily the culture concept 

can be harnessed to serve the interests of those who employ it.  

As much postcolonial literature concludes, the Western anti-FGM/C movement 

has largely distorted FGM/C into a symbol of both non-Western patriarchy and non-
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Western Otherness. At the same time, such campaigns have also reworked culture into a 

signifier of Otherness and an apolitical, dehistoricized explanatory paradigm. These two 

processes of (re)definition and (re)construction both parallel and proceed from one 

another, and this thesis will regard them as such. What follows is an attempt to bring 

forth and interrogate the colonialist implications and racialized assumptions set beneath 

the culture concept, an attempt to resurface the entirety of what ‘culture’ actually 

represents. 
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Chapter 2: The Development and Application of ‘Culture’  

As anti-FGM/C and HC/TP discourse reveals, anthropology has minimal control 

over how the concept of culture is used, defined, and manipulated outside the domain of 

academia. Many have inadvertently, if not intentionally, drawn upon outdated and invalid 

understandings of culture in order to serve particular ideologies. In doing so, these 

individuals or campaigns tend to disregard the work of contemporary anthropology, 

revitalizing racist and ethnocentric assumptions. The definition of culture has varied 

substantially within both anthropological theory and public use of the term. Throughout 

the last half-century, the anthropological definition has undergone dramatic 

redevelopment and many theorists have opted to abandon the term altogether.  

Though anthropologists Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn considered culture 

to be “one of the key notions in contemporary American thought,” with an especially 

promising “explanatory importance,” anthropologists now maintain that culture can 

provide only a partial explanation of human behavior (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1953, 3). 

Those who reject the term contend that it often works to define and enforce separation 

among people, doing so with a sense of hierarchical distinction similar to that once 

explicit in early anthropological theory. These anthropologists, in challenging the 

‘culture’ of cultural anthropology, are also directly responding to the ways in which the 

term has been exploited outside the discipline to serve political, social, and ideological 

causes. 

Throughout this chapter, I outline the history and development of the concept of 

culture, exploring its implications and use both within and outside of anthropology. 

Ultimately, it is within the very act of definition that one may see “in microcosm the 
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essence of the cultural process” (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952, 141). The process of 

definition, therefore, is demonstrative of the larger cultural phenomena at play. While 

tracing the intradisciplinary development of the culture concept, I also review how the 

term is employed by those outside of the field of anthropology. In doing so, I consider 

how mainstream appeals to culture often dismiss historical, political, or economic factors 

and reduce certain people to their cultural identity, a categorization which has become a 

stand-in for race. Such framework, I argue, discounts the complexity of social systems 

and processes, defining a particular, often non-Western society by a set of imagined 

values and ahistorical traditions. In doing so, it distorts cultural identity into a proxy for 

racial identity. With the above considerations in mind, this chapter places culture’s 

theoretical roots in conversation with its contemporary, real-world significance, 

interrogating the ways in which the term discursively constructs the Other.   

Anthropology has long struggled in precisely defining the concept of culture. In 

1952, Kroeber and Kluckhohn famously identified 164 definitions in their comprehensive 

review of what anthropologists meant by culture (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952, 149). 

Though this thesis is wary of the culture concept, by no means do I wish to challenge the 

existence of culture per se, nor do I question the theoretical validity of culture in any 

form. It is by way of culture that we ascribe meaning to the world and construct our 

identities in relation to others. Rather than challenging culture on a theoretical basis, I 

wish to emphasize just how much potential this loose and flexible term has in taking on 

and validating problematic implications. In other words, I am concerned less with the 

term itself and more with the ways in which it is applied and by whom.  
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This chapter will consider the contemporary, anthropological concept of culture, 

tracing its theoretical development and considering how it overlaps and diverges from 

other applications of the term. Such model developed in response to the “old meaning of 

culture” (Wright 1998), which understood “the notion of culture in the singular, as a 

shared set of meaning distinct from those held by other communities sometimes called 

‘cultures’” (Abu-Lughod 1997, 121). From the standpoint of contemporary anthropology 

(Abu-Lughod 1991, Fox 2002, Phillips 2007, Wright 1998), this “old” framework 

generally sees culture as: 

• Marked by distinction, boundedness, coherence, and homogeneity 

• Unchanging, timeless, and self-reproducing 

• Constituted by shared, harmonious, and uncontested systems of meaning 

According to contemporary theory, culture refers to a lived and variegated social context 

within which social behavior and symbolic systems communicate and convey meaning 

(Moore and Saunders 2014). Constructed, reproduced, and transformed by human agents, 

culture is not internally coherent, but rather contingent and conflicted, ultimately 

inseparable from power relations and dynamics (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999).  

The contemporary model of culture also accounts for the ways in which 

individuals and culture are ontogenetically related (Whitehead 2013, 25), emphasizing 

that humans are not simply beings with the capacity to acquire culture but rather beings 

who develop intersubjectively alongside other cultural beings. Accordingly, culture is not 

external to our development but constitutive of it, providing the context in which 

individuals interact with others. Contemporary theory has not necessarily produced a 

singular, set definition of culture and the previously mentioned characteristics generalize 
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various frameworks advanced by recent literature. I will, however, draw most directly 

from Jane K. Cowan, Marie-Bénédicte Dembour, and Richard A. Wilson’s condensed 

definition, which states that culture is: “A field of creative interchange and contestation, 

often around certain shared symbols, propositions or practices, and continuous 

transformation” (Cowan, Dembour and Wilson 2001, 5). 

E.B. Tylor and Unilinear, Cultural Evolution 

Contemporary anthropology’s notion of culture represents the culmination of 

anthropological thought throughout the last century and a half. Edward Burnett Tylor 

provided one of the first formal definitions of culture in his 1871 Primitive Culture, 

outlining that:  

Culture or Civilization taken in its wide ethnographic sense is that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society. (Tylor 1871, 1)  

 

Culture, within this model, is both a “whole” and a list of particular “elements,” elements 

which came to be seen as representing stages of moral development or progress.  

Tylor structured his cultural model to fit within the contemporaneous ideas of 

social evolutionism and unilinear evolution (Stocking 1966, 869). Arguing that European 

culture was the natural, evolutionary progression of primitive cultures, Tylor saw 

different societies and peoples as set along a hierarchy of development: 

History, so far as it reaches back, shows arts, sciences, and political 

institutions beginning in ruder states, and becoming in the course of ages, 

more intelligent, more systematic, more perfectly arranged or 

organized, to answer their purposes5. (Tylor 1881, 15) 

 

                                                 
5 For the entirety of my thesis, all bolded sections of pull quotes represent my own 

emphasis. 
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According to such view, culture reflects refined human creativity and capacity, 

transpiring within the arts, sciences, and collective knowledge of a society. Within this 

model, culture is that which frees people from the control of nature or primitive instinct, 

encapsulating the development and progression of the civilized. Tylor envisioned a 

common line upon which all societies develop or evolve, one progressing towards the 

state of civilization. According to this framework, all societies progress through a similar 

sequence of developmental stages, though they do so at varying rates:  

[S]avage and barbarous tribes often more or less fairly represent stages 

of culture through which our own ancestors passed long ago, and their 

customs and laws often explain to us, in ways we should otherwise have 

hardly guessed, the sense and reason of our own. (Tylor 1881, 313) 

 

European society, Tylor concluded, had already reached the apex of development and 

was the most fitting exemplar of it.  

Tylor’s theoretical foundation greatly influenced other anthropologists of the 

time, including Herbert Spencer, who is indebted to Tylor in his portrayal of the 

“impulsive improvident” (Spencer 1870, 131) and “small-brained savage” (396) who 

lacks both “inventive faculty” (396) and the capacity of “abstraction” (396). Likewise, 

Lewis Henry Morgan held that “while Africa was and is an ethnical chaos of savagery 

and barbarism, Australia and Polynesia were in savagery … with the arts and institutions 

belonging to that condition” (Morgan 1877, 16). Australia and Polynesia, Morgan 

explained, have developed beyond the savagery still present in Africa into a state which 

was once the condition of the “remote ancestors” of the “Aryan nations” (Morgan 1877, 

481). Though this framework sought to “establish the unity of the origin of mankind” 

(Morgan 1877, 18), an arguably progressive objective for the 19th century, it nevertheless 

presupposed a hierarchy with European society situated at the pinnacle of development. 
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From this foundational perspective, culture belongs to those societies which have reached 

the height of progressed civilization — those that reflect the standards of white, Western 

society. 

Franz Boas and Cultural Relativism 

Franz Boas, the founder of American, four-field anthropology, did not offer a set, 

anthropological definition of culture, but he did provide much of the context within 

which the term acquired its anthropological meaning and significance (Stocking 1961, 

880). Most importantly, he developed a comprehensive critique of evolutionism, 

asserting that: 

The grand system of the evolution of culture, that is valid for all humanity, 

is losing much of its plausibility. In place of a single line of evolution 

there appears a multiplicity of converging and diverging lines which it is 

difficult to bring under one system (Boas 1904, 522) 

 

At the same time, Boas maintained that culture was “sui generis,” its own source, such 

that inborn differences cannot account for cultural variation. He challenged evolutionist 

assumptions concerning racial achievement, identifying culture, not race, as that which 

determines behavior and shapes subjectivity.  

In rejecting Tylor's social evolutionism, Boas regarded all cultures as possessing 

internally coherent, rational, and legitimate ways of life. His ‘historical particularism’ 

argued that a society is the collective representation of its history. Cultural variation, 

Boas thus concluded, is the product of historical and social forces rather than biology. A 

tireless critic of scientific racism, Boas refined his “anthropological culturalism” (Philips 

2007, 42) into an effective counter against biological racism and ushered in a 

revolutionary new paradigm of anthropological thought: cultural relativism, or the idea 
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that a culture cannot be evaluated according to the value system of another (Merry 2007, 

33).  

Boas developed cultural relativism in response to evolutionist frameworks and the 

tendency of classical anthropology to denigrate ‘less-developed,’ ‘primitive’ peoples. 

Many of Boas’ students embraced cultural relativism as a central component of their own 

work, including Melville Herskovits who argued that at the “very core of cultural 

relativism is the social discipline that comes of respect for difference — of mutual 

respect” (Herskovitz 1972, 33). Likewise, Boasian scholars were especially critical of 

ethnocentrism, or “the point of view that one’s own way of life is to be preferred to all 

others” (Hatch 1997, 21). As Elvin Hatch observes, the Boasian perspective that non-

Western views are equally valid still serves as a guiding principle of contemporary 

human rights movements (Hatch 1997, 380). Throughout the last half-century, however, 

FGM/C has emerged as the ultimate “test case” (Hernlund and Shell-Duncan 2007, 7) for 

the limits of cultural relativism, a phenomenon I will discuss in later chapters.  

The concept of tradition also played a prominent role in Boas’ theoretical 

development. Specifically, he presented culture as a force that circumscribes individual 

freedom by way of the pervasive “fetters of tradition” (Boas 1965, 201). Boas outlined 

that even the ‘civilized’ who attempt to liberate themselves from these “fetters” so often 

remain “controlled by custom” within “the field of habitual activities” (Boas 1965, 201) 

which “motivate people to action without thought” (Boas 1945, 183). Further, as Richard 

Bauman and Charles Briggs note, Boas saw tradition as that which “limits progress 

towards enlightenment and rationality” (2003, 267). Though Boas disrupted the 
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assumption that some groups of people are more tradition-bound than others, he still 

problematized tradition as a limiting factor within the human experience.  

In Race and Democratic Society (1945), Boas asserted that racism, colonialism, 

imperialism, and classism are the natural products of people’s misrecognition of the 

“nature of their cultural categories and their inability to see how they relate to what is 

‘universally human’” (Bauman and Briggs 2003, 284). As Bauman and Briggs contend: 

Boas’ theoretical move thus dehistoricizes and depoliticizes imperialism 

by reducing it to general effects of a universal process of reifying 

unconscious categories when applied to cross-linguistic and cultural 

encounters. (Bauman and Briggs 2003, 284) 

 

In other words, Boas concluded that cross-cultural conflicts arise from our inability to 

reconcile insurmountable cultural differences. Despite his cultural relativism and 

pioneering anti-racism work, Boas’ emphasis on difference has been appropriated by neo-

racists in crafting a cultural logic that naturalizes racism (Balibar 1991). When we discard 

the political and historic, a phenomenon I will soon discuss, culture remains as a mode of 

explanation for variation among groups.  

Even in challenging Tylor’s hierarchical and Eurocentric model, Boasian theory 

still retained many features of the early concept of culture. Contemporary anthropologists 

remain critical of the ‘traditional’ view of culture associated with Boas and his students, 

though none question Boas’ unparalleled influence in formulating cultural relativism 

(Stocking 1974, 1). Boas reserved culture for individual human communities (Stocking 

1997, 871), envisioning a model of isolated and homogenous cultures. These cultures, 

which consist of an agglomeration of traits and integrated “spiritual totality” (Kroeber 

and Kluckhohn 1952, 214), correspond to a unique group and worldview (Wolf, 

Silverman, and Yengoyan 2001, xiii).  
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Though the early anthropological notion of culture emerged as an alternative to 

the concept of race, classical culture can easily verge upon stereotype, profiling certain 

groups as innately prone to particular behavior (Ortner 2006, 112). This framework 

accounts for differing behavior by reference to culture and suppresses the interplay 

between individuals and structural power. In this view, culture is “defined by difference” 

(Rosaldo 1988, 78) such that the pursuit of culture is ultimately the pursuit of difference. 

Though his cultural relativism rationalizes this difference within its own terms, Boas’ 

framing of culture still remains problematic to the extent that it exaggerates difference.  

While other theorists have argued that Boas did more than simply portray culture 

as entirely bounded, stable, self-contained, or homogenous (Sahlins 1999), 

anthropologists as a whole agree that Boas suggested that the foundation of society is the 

socialization of individuals “vis-a-vis one language and one culture” (Briggs 2002, 490). 

At the same moment in which contemporary anthropology moved beyond the classical 

framework, the public sphere embraced a Boasian perspective, viewing culture as a 

homogenous, integrated system of values and beliefs belonging to an isolated group of 

people (Merry 2001, 32). 

 Cultural relativism has also established itself with the mainstream lexicon, 

developing into its popular sense alongside the idea of universalism, a philosophical 

stance which pursues universal human rights. Throughout the last century, the discourse 

of human rights has been animated by a perceived tension between universalism and 

relativism. However, though universalists and relativists are commonly seen as espousing 

diametrically opposed views, both draw from a similar understanding of culture, one 

based on a rigid, essentialized notion of difference (Walley 1997). Marie-Bénédicte 



21 

Dembour asks us to denaturalize this divide, advocating for a position which 

encompasses both sides of the debate and “makes sense of the fact that the moral agent is 

inevitably drawn in a pendulum motion… drawn towards relativism … [then] compelled 

towards universalism — and vice versa” (Dembour 2001, 56). Once we do so, it becomes 

apparent that neither universalism nor relativism is tenable without the other, and, 

likewise, a cultural framework which stresses difference at the expense of similarity 

elides the intricacy of the human experience. 

Clifford Geertz and the Symbolic, ‘Readable’ Culture 

In the 1960s and 1970s, Clifford Geertz drew upon Boasian theory while 

formulating his own view of culture. These Boasian roots, however, represent just one 

dimension of Geertz’s culture concept (Ortner 2006, 112), which also concerns the 

creation of meaning and subjectivity through symbolic processes. Refiguring the concept 

of culture within a system of symbols, Geertz extended a narrower, more interpretive and 

active understanding of culture compared to that of the Boasians. He placed culture at the 

core of personhood, emphasizing the cultural construction of an individual’s needs, 

desires, and emotions: 

The concept of culture I espouse. . . is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, 

with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance 

he himself has spun, I take culture to be these webs, and the analysis of it to 

be therefore not an experimental science in search of law, but an 

interpretive one in search of meaning. It is explication I am after. (Geertz 

1973, 5) 

  

Geertz extended a largely apolitical culture concept (Ortner 2016, 50), concluding that it 

is the symbolic forms which express and shape meaning and ultimately constitute an 

individualized subjectivity. His reformulated model viewed culture as an ordered system 
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of symbolic meaning by which social actors interpret and order their experiences and 

actions. Cultural meaning, in this view, does not only construct a particular vision of the 

world but also provides guidelines for action (Moore 2013, 9).  

Influenced heavily by the hermeneutic (theory and methodology of interpretation) 

tradition and literary theory (Kuper 1994, 541), Geertz claimed that the anthropologist 

both reads and writes a text, both “writes” and “describes” social discourse (Geertz 1973, 

19). He treated culture as a literary text, though, in doing so, he also risked discounting 

the “harsh realities of power that drove so much of human history” (Ortner 2016, 49). For 

instance, in his ‘‘Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,’’ Geertz identified the 

centrality of the cockfight to Balinese social and cultural life, reading the fight as a 

notably “deep” or socially significant practice (Geertz 1973, 437). He interpreted the 

cockfight as a public text, detailing the social organization underlying the acts of 

participation and betting. Within such acts of ‘reading’ and ‘writing,’ Geertz shifted the 

locus of culture from shared behavior and artifacts to collective meaning, knowledge, and 

symbolism, recasting the concept as an explanatory paradigm grounded in the act of 

interpretation. 

Despite the fact that Geertz is “surely the most influential American theorists of 

culture” (Abu-Lughod cited in Brumann 1999, 10), his view of culture, as the collective, 

self-contained worldview and ethos of a group of people, is still subject to many of the 

critiques of Boasian theory. Nevertheless, Geertz remained loyal to the concept of culture 

throughout his career, though he did concede that the concept is still quite troubling. 

Reflecting upon his own development as a scholar, he wrote that, “Whatever the 

infirmities of the concept of culture there is nothing for it but to persist in spite of them” 
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(Geertz 1995, 43). Likewise, Geertz admitted that a “conception of culture as massive 

causal force shaping belief and behavior to an abstractable pattern … was not very 

useful,” and proceeds to identify that “something a good deal less muscular is needed, 

something a good deal more reactive, quizzical, watchful, better attuned to hints, 

uncertainties, contingencies, and incompletions” (Geertz 1995, 45). He did not, however, 

explain what such a concept would look like (Fox and King 2002, 26) and ultimately 

retained his allegiance to a term seen as increasingly problematic by the anthropologists 

who study it.  

Most notably, Geertz continued to view culture as a unified conglomerate, one 

born of complex processes of interaction and “cross-indexing” (Geertz 2000, 254). He 

maintained that “An enormous number of intersections of outlook, style or disposition, 

are the bases on which cultural complexity is ordered into at least something of an 

irregular, rickety, and indefinite whole” (Geertz 2000, 254). Tellingly, Geertz assumed 

that fieldwork entails the crossing of a boundary into a “cultural logic of enclosed 

difference” (Marcus 1997, 96). As George E. Marcus discusses, he converted the 

Balinese village into a “mise-en-scène” (Marcus 1997, 89) of ethnographic inquiry — a 

physically and symbolically enclosed world which the ethnographer can enter, explore, 

and figure out, a “bounded entity” called culture (Hann 2002, 283). Insisting upon a rigid 

definition of culture, Geertz envisioned a coherent world made up of ‘peoples’ who have 

‘cultures.’ In doing so, Geertz linked identity and place, forwarding a deterministic sense 

of culture mapped upon a set location, a view of culture not far removed from 

conventional accounts of ethnicity.  
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Anthropological Critique of the Culture Concept 

 

 Though the Geertzian, if not also the Boasian, view is still very much alive in 

widespread, public use of the culture concept, by the late 1970s many anthropologists had 

departed significantly from the classical model. With the onset of postcolonialism came 

the early critics of ‘culture,’ many of whom focused on its colonialist underpinnings. As 

Susan Wright explains, these first critics saw culture as a framework which presupposes 

fixed entities in which the West can invade or intervene (Wright 1998, 8). Likewise, 

others viewed processes of ‘knowing’ the ‘Other’ or the ‘Othered’ culture as little more 

than processes of subjugation (Asad 1973). At the same time, many theorists questioned 

whether or not culture could account for “the worldviews and agency of those who are 

marginalized or dominated” (Appadurai 1996, 12), especially considering the colonialist 

roots and intentions of early anthropological work, much of which was done at the behest 

of colonialist powers (Delaney and Kaspin 2015, 29).  

Many critics of the culture concept pointed towards those who live between one 

culture and another, on the “narrow strip along steep edges” (Anzaldua 1978, 3) of 

cultural borderlands, or within a “generalized condition of homelessness” (Said 1979, 18) 

of an increasingly deterritorialized world (Rosaldo 1993, 28).  Postcolonial thought also 

introduced notions of “cultural hybridity” (Modood and Werbner 1997) and “cultural 

creolization” (Hannerz 1992) into the conversation, both of which describe the 

intermingling of previously discrete traditions — for instance, that of the colonizer and 

the colonized. Foregrounding hybridity and creolization, anthropology soon questioned 

whether or not the colonial encounter could produce a ‘new culture’ (Asad 1973) 

authentic in its own right. As postcolonial thought developed into a central component of 
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anthropological theory, a more nuanced critique of the traditional notion of culture 

developed. For instance, Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson note that within a diasporic 

world of transitional flow and mass movement, futile efforts to map culture upon locality 

have been “bewildered by a dazzling array of postcolonial simulacra, doublings and 

redoublings” and the “familiar lines between ‘here’ and ‘there,’ center and periphery, 

colony and metropole [have] become blurred” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 10).  

The traditional model of culture assumes that “if it's moving it isn’t cultural” 

(Rosaldo 1993, 209), and thus emphasizes the “coherent, balanced, and ‘authentic’” 

(Clifford 1988, 232) at the expense of “internal inconsistencies, conflicts, and 

contradictions” (Rosaldo 1993, 27). Moreover, the implicit mapping of culture onto place 

is limited in its capacity to explain difference within a selectively defined culture or 

locality. Notions of ‘multiculturalism,’ ‘subcultures,’ or ‘cultural pluralism’ are perhaps 

feeble concessions to the emerging criticism: ‘Multiculturalism’ nominally subsumes the 

plurality of cultures within a larger national identity while ‘subcultures’ distinguishes 

between cultures even as it concedes to their coexistence within a shared location. 

Nevertheless, neither idea comprehensively interrogates the problematic implications of 

‘culture.’ Rather, in many respects, they actually reinforce the very framework they seek 

to address. 

By demanding tolerance and the affirmation of difference, multiculturalism still 

distinguishes people using arbitrary criteria such as language or ethnicity (Phillips 2007, 

14). At the same time, it presupposes false stability to lived experiences and systems 

which are inherently fluid, thereby exaggerating both internal unity and global variance. 

The familiar association between multiculturalism and tolerance belies the extent to 
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which multiculturalism parallels processes of racialization and Othering; consequently, it 

is seldom questioned as anything more than a progressive tenant of liberalism. As Anne 

Phillips notes: 

Culture is now widely employed in North America and Europe as the 

acceptable way of referring to race, such that people describe a society as 

multicultural when previously they would have said multiracial. (Phillips 

2007, 54-55) 

  

Multiculturalism also remains preoccupied with notions of authenticity and purity, 

denying certain groups or individuals the capacity to (re)define themselves by their own 

terms (Sorenson and Bhabha 2018). While oppressed groups may appeal to cultural 

authenticity in order to secure social or political power (Phillips 2007, 43), notions of 

authenticity still often work to freeze culture within a constructed view of the past. 

Within the U.S., for instance, static notions of cultural authenticity have been utilized to 

“erase an indigenous political presence today by relegating authentic American Indian 

peoples to a mythic past” (Dennison 2012, 79). Cultural authenticity is implicitly equated 

with the persistence of tradition, an understanding of tradition which is itself equated with 

a definable essence of customs and beliefs.  

As mentioned in my previous review of Boasian and Geertzian theory, culture 

often enforces essentialization, doing so in a manner that verges upon the racialization 

Boas originally sought to transcend. Essentialism, within this context, refers to a 

conceptual model which imposes a fixed state of being upon an individual or collective. 

Such view suppresses the capacity for change over time, reducing the historically 

contingent products of individual agency to some supposedly primordial origin (Barnard 

and Spencer 2009, 235). Throughout the last several decades, anthropology has pushed 

back against essentialism, deconstructing ‘identity’ as a stable object of theoretical 
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inquiry while emphasizing the ways in which individuals craft their identities through 

social performance.  

Culture, as it “generates an essentialization of the world” (Friedman 1996, 206), 

becomes “an imprisoning cocoon or a determining force” (Baumann 1996,1) and 

discounts phenomena such as social inequality or individual agency (Ortner 1984; 

Trouillot 1991). Often, culture is forwarded as an explanatory paradigm of “physical 

substance” (Appadurai 1996, 12), and invoked “to explain why people were clinging to 

irrational goals and self-destructive strategies . . . culture was the fall back to explain 

apparently irrational behavior” (Kuper 1999, 10). In spite of efforts made to move 

beyond evolutionism and its hierarchical ordering, culture has retained many of its 

original tendencies, advancing the same assumptions of naturalized difference that once 

justified overt colonialism. Intertwined with such legacy, culture is “deeply 

compromised” (Clifford 988, 19), perhaps irredeemably so.  

In its traditional sense, culture reflects and reinforces difference and division 

between the anthropologist and the subject, placing the latter in a subordinated position. 

It operates as a “distancing device” (Ingold 1993) whereby the anthropologist separates 

him or herself from the “object” (Fabian 1978). Consequently, ethnographic encounters 

are predisposed to hierarchy. Even in the contemporary context, anthropology’s use of 

culture still reflects a “vested disciplinary interest in characterizing exotic otherness” 

(Keesing 1994, 303). Johannes Fabian argues that anthropology constitutes “its Other by 

means of temporal devices” (Fabian 1978, 18), devices which envision a hierarchical 

binary “between the West and the Rest” (Fabian 1978, 28). According to Fabian, terms 

like ‘Third World’ and Tylor’s ‘savage’ and ‘primitive’ are temporal concepts and 
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subjective categories of Western thought which distance anthropologists from their 

subjects and the West from the non-West.  

Furthermore, the binaries of traditional vs. modern (Fabian 1978, 23) and 

primitive vs. civilized reflect anthropology’s “persistent and systematic tendency to place 

[its referent(s)] ... in a time other than the present of the producer of anthropological 

discourse” (Fabian 1978, 31). For instance, such separation is often invoked in reference 

to ‘the West’ and the ‘the East’ division, providing the conceptual map by which ‘the 

Orient’ and ‘the Occident’ are positioned in false opposition to one another (Said 1978). 

In addition to racializing and essentializing ‘the Orient,’ these cultural comparisons divert 

attention away from the processes of power at play in both ‘the West’ and ‘the East’ 

(Nader 2013, 11). The ‘First World’ vs. the ‘Third World’ dichotomy and the ‘developed’ 

vs.‘developing’ classification parallel not only Edward Said’s Orientalism but also 

Tylor’s ‘primitive’ vs.‘developed’ and ‘savage ’vs.‘civilized’ framework. Ultimately, 

these classifications represent a modern-day manifestation of a racist logic beyond which 

we have only ostensibly moved. 

Envisioning Cultural Anthropology Without Culture 

 

Considering the colonialist history of culture, it is unsurprising that many scholars 

have expressed significant doubt about the term’s validity. Some have argued that 

anthropologists should be “wary of … even using the term ‘cultural’ altogether” (Goody 

1994, 255) whereas others, following the lead of Lila Abu-Lughod, have ushered in 

“strategies for writing against culture” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 147). Likewise, many reckon 

that the culture concept is meaningless as a theoretical model because it is unclear as to 
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what it directly refers (Lambek and Boddy 1997), and consequently, can take on different 

and problematic meaning depending on the context in which it is used.  

Some anthropologists (Brumann 1999; Hannerz 1996; Ortner 1998) have taken a 

more sympathetic approach to the concept, proposing that anthropology neither outrightly 

reject culture nor conserve an unsuitable framework. Fundamentally, as Sherry Ortner 

concludes, the issue is “one of reconfiguring this enormously productive concept for a 

changing world, a changing relationship between politics and academic life, and a 

changing landscape of theoretical possibilities” (Ortner 1999, 8). “The fate of culture,” 

Ortner predicts, “will depend on its uses” (Ortner 1999, 8) — uses, however, that so often 

occur outside the domain of anthropology. 

Amid the rapid development of the “fashionable idea that there is nothing useful 

called ‘a culture’” (Sahlins 1994, 386), those who have remained loyal to the concept cite 

pragmatic concerns about the need for a framework with which to approach social 

phenomena. Christoph Brumann contends that anthropology should retain the concept for 

the sake of communicative expediency, seeing culture as a convenient way to designate 

“clusters of common concepts, emotions, and practices that arise when people interact 

regularly” (Brumann 1999, 1). He maintains that culture is epistemologically valuable, 

however abstract it may be, and thus salvageable. Others agree that culture is not 

inherently flawed on theoretical grounds and, as such, something akin to the concept still 

has a necessary place in anthropology (Trouillot 2002; Shweder 1991). 

Whether or not they wish to retain or reject the culture concept, anthropologists 

agree that the usage of the term is inextricably linked to the term itself (Abu-Lughod 

1991), a relevant issue considering culture’s newfound prominence in media and political 
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discourse. Both Brumann and Ulf Hannerz have expressed concern over the popular 

misuse of culture, a phenomenon which has reified the concept and fueled its 

politicization (Wright 1998). “Reformists” (Hannerz 2010) also note the term’s 

increasing presence within the public arena, conceding that it exists within this sphere 

whether anthropology wants it to or not. In response to such issues, Brumann proposes 

that the discipline focus on contributing a more constructive version of culture, 

proactively (re)directing the inevitable public use of the term.  

Those who wish to keep culture do not necessarily intend to retain it in its present 

form; rather these “reformists” have proposed a myriad of ways to modify and rework the 

concept into a more appropriate framework. If, as Abu-Lughod contends, the classical 

concept of culture is irredeemably imbued with “coherence, timelessness, and 

discreteness” and fundamentally a “tool for making the ‘Other’” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 

143), it must be the anthropologist who unmasks and deconstructs it. Though culture now 

exists within the public sphere, anthropologists still possess much sway over how exactly 

it is deployed and many have introduced new interpretations.  

Jean and John Comaroff, for example, have proposed a framework which 

accounts for culture’s hybrid, dialectical, and historically situated nature. With this model 

as a starting point, theorists can interrogate the “production, in imaginative and material 

practice, or those compound political, economic, and cultural forms by means of which 

human beings create community and locality and identity, especially on evanescent 

terrains” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2002, 295). This framework foregrounds individual 

subjectivity over culture, while also accounting for the active and subjective processes by 

which time and space are (re)made and the local and global are actualized. Subjectivity, 
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as Ortner discusses, is a “specifically cultural and historical consciousness” in which 

actors exists as “knowing subjects” (Ortner 2005, 34) with a certain degree of personal 

reflexivity and awareness about the structures in which they live. The new culture model, 

insofar that it considers power relations and subjectivity, extends a more nuanced and 

contextualized look at how individuals relate to their social context.  

Culture and Agency 

 

Amid its increasing disenchantment with the culture concept, anthropology 

embraced analytical concepts like Pierre Bourdieu’s habitus and Anthony Giddens’ 

notion of the “duality of structure.” First off, Bourdieu explores how the individual 

internalizes the structures of the outside world, structures both culturally constituted and 

objectively real. The idea of “habitus” (Bourdieu 1977) is central to his theory, referring 

to the set of dispositions, internal to the individual, which both reflects external social 

structures and shapes the ways in which the individual perceives and acts upon the world. 

While these social structures or “conditionings” (Bourdieu 1990, 53) do not entirely 

determine behavior, the individual is nevertheless predisposed to act in accordance with 

such structures. As this model highlights, structures are both constituted by and 

constitutive of social action.  

Ortner, however, opposes Bourdieu’s insistence that habitus is so internalized that 

a subject cannot access its underlying logic. She instead focuses on complex 

subjectivities from a more psychological (though not acultural) standpoint, a framework 

especially applicable to exploring how dominated or suppressed groups express ‘agency’ 

and ‘resistance.’ Ortner’s practice theory accounts for the ways in which culture not only 

“constructs people as particular kinds of social actors, but [also how] social actors, 
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through their living, on-the-ground, variable practice, reproduce or transform — and 

usually some of each — the culture that made them” (Ortner 2006, 129). As the practice 

theory model outlines, an individual's desires, ideals, and intentions arise from an 

extensive history of “geopolitical entanglements” (Abu-Lughod 2015), a sociopolitical 

setting which acts upon the individual as the individual concurrently acts upon it.  

Ortner’s practice theory intersects with Giddens’ “duality of structure,” a 

framework which concerns "both the medium and the outcome of the practices which 

constitute social systems" (Giddens 1981, 27). Structures, according to Giddens, shape 

people’s practices but practices constitute and reproduce structures. Hence, these 

"structures must not be conceptualized as simply placing constraints on human agency, 

but as enabling" (Giddens 1976, 161). Giddens views individuals as "knowledgeable" and 

"enabled” actors who are capable of enlisting their capacities in creative and innovative 

manners, potentially transforming the very structures which enabled them to act — 

structures often marked by asymmetrical power dynamics.  

The resistance of power takes the form of agency, which refers to one’s capacity 

to exert “some degree of control over the social relations in which one is enmeshed … the 

ability to transform those relations to some degree” (Sewell 1992, 20). Agents are 

empowered to act within and against oppressive structures, capable of drawing upon and 

employing knowledge and resources. While structures, organizations, institutions, and 

processes restrict human behavior and, to that degree, are more or less coercive, agency 

enables the individual to respond to, interact with, and push back against these 

constraints.  
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All people exercise agency (Goffman 1967), though the specific manifestations of 

agency vary enormously and reflect the historical and cultural context. Likewise, agency 

differs both between and within societies. Those who occupy different social positions, as 

defined by such things as gender, wealth, class, ethnicity, occupation, or generation, have 

access to different schemes and recourse. Hence, these individuals possess differing 

capacities for transformative action. Still, however, all people express agency: they are at 

least partially “knowing” (Giddens 1979) and thus capable of reflexively acting against 

the structures and circumstances that made them (Ortner 2005).  

It is critical to consider agency if we are to understand how people act within 

“relations of social inequality, asymmetry, and force” (Ortner 2005, 139). In its most 

common usage, ‘agency’ is virtually analogous to the forms of power individuals or 

groups have at their disposal, their ability to act on their own behalf, exert influence over 

others, and maintain control over their own state. Though people in positions of power 

possess what might be thought of as “a lot of agency” (Ortner 2005, 144), the dominated 

or oppressed also possess the capacity, at some level, to exercise influence over their 

exterior world. Thus, we must regard not only the instances in which individuals 

capitulate to power but also the moments in which they resist. In order to account for the 

ways in which oppression is, if only episodically, overcome, it is critical that we view the 

condition of subjection as subjectively created and experienced.  

Cosmetic surgery is often brought up as the Western equivalent of FGM/C. While 

this view is problematic in many respects and fails to capture the complexity of both 

practices (Sulkin 2009), the literature on cosmetic surgery provides relevant contributions 

to discussions of female agency. The debate revolving around cosmetic surgery is 
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frequently articulated in terms of either/or: either women are socially coerced by 

patriarchal beauty standards or they choose to undergo appearance-modifying procedures 

as entirely free agents and thus the surgery is an expression of their agency (Gagné and 

McGaughey 2002, 817). However, as Catherine Padmore outlines, this dualistic approach 

is simplistic and inadequate.  

While these two perspectives appear to be diametrically opposed, they parallel 

one another in two major ways. First, they both overlook the situations at which power 

unfolds and is exercised, and, second, they equally perpetuate the idea that the body and 

mind are separate entities. Both sides treat the body as a passive object which is either 

inscribed by hegemonic norms or utilized by women as a tool with which they construct 

their gendered selves. As Elizabeth Grosz warns, dualistic thinking discounts how the 

body and mind interact in forming and experiencing the self (Grosz 1994). In response to 

these concerns, Padmore advocates for a synthesized perspective which accounts for both 

women’s agency and subordination (Padmore 1998). This thesis adopts such a view, 

though I will also consider how my sources introduce the concepts of culture and 

tradition in manners which diminish women’s agency and endorse a false consciousness 

model.  

Culturalization and the Public Sphere 

 

As previously mentioned, the notion of culture has undoubtedly exerted influence 

outside of the academic realm, often doing so in its most vague and abstract form. In fact, 

it is this phenomenon which has pressured many anthropologists to advocate for retaining 

the culture concept: if the term must inevitably persist within the public sphere, they 

reason, then it should do so under the careful watch of anthropology. This concern is 
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becoming increasingly more valid, considering that culture, and especially ‘cultural 

difference,’ has assumed an unprecedented role in everyday life, developing into a 

principle explanatory paradigm for an extensive range of socioeconomic or political 

change and development. As this phenomenon reveals, at the very moment in which 

anthropology appeared ready to abandon culture as an analytical category, the rest of the 

world enthusiastically embraced it.  

The elevation of culture as the ultimate explanatory paradigm has been termed 

“culturalization” (Brown 2006) or, in regards to political issues, the “culturalization of 

politics” (Lentin 2005; Merry 2003). Processes of political culturalization mobilize the 

culture concept in service of particular interests or ideologies. Often, this results in a 

semantic shift by which race replaces culture. However, when it superseded race as the 

locus of human difference, culture absorbed the underlying significance and implications 

of the notion of race. Culturalization, therefore, enables racism to persist under the guise 

of the abstract, outwardly benign concept of culture.  

Processes of culturalization offer culture as a prism through which the 

complexities of an increasingly globalized world can be understood. Following the rise of 

culturalization, the culture concept has come to permeate the interests and agendas of 

groups ranging from NGOs and management consultants to international organizations 

and local interest groups (Appadurai 1996). Politicians, policymakers, and media figures 

frequently draw upon culture, with many claiming legitimacy and authority by 

referencing culture in an ‘anthropological sense’ (Bourdieu 1991). Likewise, as Hennerz 

observed: 

Suddenly people seem to agree with us anthropologists; culture is 

everywhere. Immigrants have it, business corporations have it, young 
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people have it, women have it, even ordinary middle-aged men have it, all 

in their own versions … We see advertising, where products are extolled 

for “bed culture” and “ice cream culture,” and something call “the cultural 

defense plea,” is under debate in jurisprudence. (Hannerz 1996, 30) 

  

At the same time, the culture concept has also facilitated the efforts of indigenous groups 

to redefine themselves and maintain their distinctiveness against adjacent groups. On the 

other hand, however, claims to cultural purity have arisen alongside claims to cultural 

nationalism, and political leaders frequently elicit popular support by means of culturalist 

rhetoric (Eriksen 1997).  

Public discourse routinely employs the culture concept to categorize distinct 

human groups and refer to difference or diversity between them. Whereas ‘race’ 

irrevocably and egregiously invokes the superiority of particular groups, culture is seen 

as a neutral means of characterization, opaque enough to evade overt racism but 

transparent enough to still evoke Otherness. Yet, discourse which invokes culture in lieu 

of race has restricted our ability to engage openly with the concept of race and its 

persistent presence in contemporary life (Visweswaran 2010). 

Just as racism posits an immutable, racial hierarchy (Mills 1997, 41-53), so too 

does culturalization invoke differing levels of civilization, progress, or development 

(Lentin 2005, 68). Many critics (Kuper 2005; Phillips 2007) have identified how 

culturalization inscribes a differential relationship upon the ‘civilized’ and those who 

remain at the mercy of their culture. Within a racial hierarchy, whites are not only 

deemed superior but also as existing outside of a racial framework. When ‘white’ is the 

neutral state, everyone else has race (Dyer 1997, 22). Likewise, culture, so often a 

“synonym for race” (Visweswaran 2010, 4), is itself seen as present to varying degrees in 

different groups of people.  
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Within frameworks that see certain people as more cultural than others, it is the 

West which has most transcended culture's hold. Dominant groups frequently 

characterize themselves as ‘less-cultural,’ if not ‘culture-less,’ and regard others as 

culture-bounded. As Mahood Mamdani wrote, “The moderns make culture and are its 

masters; the premoderns are said to be but conduits” (Mamdani in Brown 2006, 20). It is 

this asymmetrical framing — that “they” are cultural and “we” are not— which drives 

fears about multiculturalism and cultural pluralism. Implicit in debates over whether or 

not ‘we’ accommodate ‘their’ cultural practices is the distinction between the modern and 

premodern. While the modern have surpassed culture and “wear [it] so lightly that they 

can readily set it aside as the law or morality requires” (Phillips 2007, 25), the premodern 

remain constrained by cultural influence and their behavior can be rationalized on those 

grounds.  

While culturalization often feeds into rhetoric which vilifies the Other and stokes 

racialized fear, in certain instances it promotes the uncritical celebration of cultural 

difference. This difference does not need to be overcome by development or 

technological advancement but rather protected and preserved against the threat of 

modernity (Benhabib 2002, 4). Recently, both conservatives and liberals have undertaken 

processes of culturalization and while the latter demonizes the Other, the former leans 

towards superficial romanticization (Lentin 2005). Despite their different ideological 

stances, both extremes exaggerate human difference and misconstrue culture as the 

ultimate badge of group identity. Not all usages of culture are necessarily or equally 

problematic and the phrase is frequently thrown around in casual conversation; 
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nonetheless, these benign statements feed into the proliferation and normalization of the 

term in everyday use and the term’s presence in the public sphere is seldom confronted. 

 

The Culturalization of Politics 

 

The “culturalization of politics” (Brown 2006, 20; Lentin 2005, 379; Merry 2003, 

85) proceeds from the assumption that every culture possesses a tangible essence which 

accounts for its cultural state and, on that accord, its political state as well (Brown 2006, 

20). Such process severs a political phenomenon from its larger context, disregarding the 

interplay of history and power which produced it. The coming chapters will address the 

presence of culturalization within anti-FGM/C sources, reading them as reflective of the 

larger, widespread trend towards the culturalization of not only politics but also of human 

difference.   

The ascent of culturalization began in the 1960s (Breidenbach and Nyíri 2009), 

paralleling the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Culturalization 

quickly materialized into multicultural approaches to education, policymaking, and 

activism, replacing political and economic explanations, which, following the world-wide 

rise of democracy, were deemed less relevant. Conflicts became explained in terms of 

insurmountable cultural differences, issues which have persisted even in spite of dramatic 

political change. At the same time, international policy linked developmental disparity 

with cultural differences rather than situating it within the political or economic 

ramifications of colonialism and neoliberalism.  

As it bypasses the historical and political, culturalization also masks the 

persistence of racism in the post-racial era, naturalizing human difference on the basis of 
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cultural essence. This “new racism” (Barker 1981), or “colorblind racism” (Eduardo 

Bonilla-Silva 2010), proceeds from race to culture as it classifies and differentiates 

people. An oblique means of racialization, culturalization reifies an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ 

division and hierarchy, essentializing the Other by drawing upon generalized and 

stereotyped traits of a collectivity. At the same time, the model often equates culture with 

tradition, both of which are figured as antithetical to modernity and progress. 

Accordingly, tradition is reserved for the ‘backward,’ ‘shocking,’ ‘uncivilized,’ and 

‘barbaric,’ labels which are routinely leveled at non-Western societies. Echoing the early 

anthropologists who introduced phrases like ‘barbaric,’ culturalization imposes culture 

upon the typically non-White, non-Western Other. Culture, consequently, becomes that 

which identifies and belongs to the Othered community, the root of its essence, an 

explanation for its collective behavior, and the basis of its distinction from the West.  

As appeals to culture developed into an acceptable means of ranking and 

comparing groups of people, culturalization reintroduced simplistic notions of progress, 

development, and improvement and tailored them specifically to the contemporary 

political landscape (Nader 2013, 80). For example, the disadvantages faced by women, 

minorities, and other vulnerable groups are often interpreted in terms of culture rather 

than of economic or political factors — a conceptual model which Sally Engle Merry 

sees as “an appealing ideology for proponents of contemporary neoliberal globalization” 

(Merry 2003, 64). By reducing historically-contingent phenomena to culture, this 

framework absolves Western countries of responsibility for their role in producing the 

economic and political factors that underlie much of the world’s gender-based 

oppression. Furthermore, it diverts attention away from the gender discrimination 
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occurring in these Western nation-states themselves. With such context in mind, it comes 

as little surprise that the West insists upon the culturalization of gender oppression, 

choosing to exaggerate the culpability of the Other rather than addressing its own.  

Culturalization played heavily into the post-9/11 construction of ‘the Muslim 

World,’ and, notably, the ‘Muslim Woman’ tropes. Islamophobia, which underpins such 

stereotypes, imposes a cultural mode of explanation upon Muslim women, disregarding 

the sociopolitical entanglements in which they are implicated. First Lady Laura Bush’s 

radio address on November 17, 2001 directly articulates this tendency, positioning the 

U.S. as that which will liberate the oppressed Muslim women from their culture and 

religion: 

Because of our recent military gains in much of Afghanistan, women are 

no longer imprisoned in their homes, They can listen to music and teach 

their daughters without fear of punishment … The last time we met in this 

chamber, the mothers and daughters of Afghanistan were captives ... 

forbidden from working or going to school. The fight against terrorism 

is also a fight for the rights and dignity of women. (Bush 2002) 

  

In addition to obscuring the geopolitical context, this speech reinforces cultural division 

and distinguishes the "civilized people throughout the world" from those who wish to 

"impose their world on the rest of us” (Bush 2002). In doing so, this case of “white men 

saving brown women from brown men” (Spivak 1988) draws directly upon the same 

legacy of “colonial feminism” (Ahmed 1992) which has justified colonial intervention 

into FGM/C.  

Colonialistic frameworks which target the state of non-Western women often 

depict such women as helpless and depersonalized victims of a vilified, patriarchal 

culture. Bush’s speech, for instance, effectively mobilizes the ‘Muslim woman’ as a 

symbol in support of the “War on Terror.” In a similar vein, the discourse surrounding 
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U.S. military intervention into the Middle East often posits feminism and liberal ideals of 

multiculturalism in opposition to one another. In doing so, these claims discursively 

construct gender subordination as a phenomenon inherent to some societies, namely non-

Western societies. As it demonizes certain cultures as especially oppressive, the 

dichotomy also elides the means by which women enact agency within and against 

patriarchal structures. Rather than highlighting how women exercise power, this model 

dismisses their capacity and autonomy, materializing as though itself a patriarchal act.   

Bush’s speech can also be read as an appeal to the idea of a “clash of cultures,” a 

view predicated upon the assumption that insurmountable cultural differences inevitably 

spur conflict. Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 

Order (1997) popularized the phrase “clash of cultures,” predicting an almost apocalyptic 

world in which fanatical enemies target the uniquely Western way of life. Huntington 

asserts that: 

In order for the world to be relatively peaceful and stable, international 

relations should be governed by the recognition of .... respect for cultural 

difference. Migration, which mixes up people from different civilizations, 

is another recipe for trouble. It is far more meaningful now to group 

countries not in terms of their political or economic systems or in 

terms of their economic development but rather in terms of their 

culture and civilization. (Huntington 1997, 45) 

  

Unsurprisingly, scholarly literature has strongly criticized and dismissed Huntington’s 

understanding of civilization, though such critiques have not necessarily infiltrated the 

public sphere. His ‘clash of cultures’ view simplistically categorizes internal variety 

under the single heading of ‘civilization’ (Arnason 2001) and overlooks the fact that it is 

the clash of political interests, not culture, which has most defined contemporary politics 

(Gerges 1999). Nevertheless, in the aftermath of 9/11, the public came to believe that a 
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clash of civilizations was indeed taking place, a trend emblematic of the extent to which 

the media framed the event within Huntington’s paradigm (Abrahamian 2003; Seib 

2004).  

A “political myth” (Bottici and Challand 2006) with severe racializing tendencies, 

the “clash of civilisations” framework shares in many of the issues of early 

anthropological work. It blurs the political and economic, diminishes social complexity 

into a singular and unified “culture” or “civilization,” and furthers processes of 

racialization. Despite these concerns, the phrase is a fixture in the popular imagination, 

lending itself to video games, novels, news headlines, and UN conventions, to say 

nothing of cultural essentialism, xenophobic policy, and military intervention. 

Ultimately, the “distribution” (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952, 149) of culture can 

be regarded as a cultural phenomenon with relevance well beyond internal disciplinary 

debate (Wright 1998). Anthropology has itself envisioned a ‘new’ culture concept, a 

revision which emphasizes social complexity and individual agency. This version also 

complicates the relationship between culture and the globalized world: Individuals draw 

upon both local and global resources, creating and recreating their culture and their 

individualized experience of that culture. Culture, as such, is not bounded. Values, 

practices, and knowledge face internal contestation and contradiction, arising, changing, 

and disappearing in response. Culture, therefore, is neither homogeneous nor unchanging. 

Such values, practices, and knowledge, as with instances of contestation and 

contradiction, reflect political or economic factors. Culture, consequently, is a product of 

the people, rather than that which indiscriminately determines their behavior.  
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To many, FGM/C appears paradigmatically cultural, involving as it does themes 

of modesty, honor, and ritual. To that I do not disagree; however, I also emphasize that it 

is no more cultural than other social practices, regardless as to where such practices are 

enacted or by whom. Likewise, as I will explore in later chapters, the practice is more 

than merely the product of culture. Issues including political inequality and economic 

exploitation underlie FGM/C, though such factors are routinely naturalized and 

neutralized into cultural differences. Fundamentally, the ‘cultural’ of the term FGM/C is 

not just an unnecessary modifier but also the platform from which Othering and 

racialization proceed. For anti-FGM/C campaigns or policy to effect lasting and 

productive change, they need to move beyond discussions of cultural explanation and 

cultural distinction. Ultimately, such efforts must focus on those who live and experience 

the practice, those who contest it or perhaps reaffirm it, those who live and experience a 

world tethered neither to tradition nor culture. 
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Chapter 3: Rhetorical History of a ‘Harmful Cultural Practice’ 

Throughout the last half-century, the culture concept has emerged as a key feature 

of United Nations policy, establishing itself firmly within the discourse of international 

human rights law. This chapter explores the UN’s unparalleled role in developing not 

only the contemporary anti-FGM/C movement but also the specific models of culture the 

campaign advances. I will trace the development of the Harmful Traditional/Culture 

Practice (HC/TP) framework in relation to the evolution of the anti-FGM movement as a 

whole, questioning why the notions of culture and tradition have proven to be such 

effective rhetorical devices. Additionally, I outline how the UN employs the concept of 

culture in other contexts and place these varying applications in conversation with one 

another. Overall, this chapter seeks to surface the underlying assumptions of the UN 

model of culture and reveal what is meant, both directly and indirectly, by the cultural of 

a harmful cultural practice.  

Though it was not until the 1980s that the anti-FGM/C controversy reached the 

public prominence it has today, its origins can be traced to the early 20th century. Around 

1906, Protestant missionaries, who quickly established themselves as the practice’s most 

vocal European opponents, denounced the practice as “barbaric” and raised concerns over 

the potential health risks it posed (Thomas 2004, 132). Starting in the 1960s, with the 

backing of the UN, the anti-FGM/C movement developed into its contemporary form, 

reaching international prominence and securing political legitimacy. The UN specifically 

targeted the practice on the grounds that it constitutes a “Harmful Cultural/Traditional 

Practice” (HC/TP), a label which, as this chapter will argue, defines the movement 

against FGM/C as “one against culture” (Merry 2003, 58). 
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The Development of HC/TP: CEDAW and UN Fact Sheet No. 23 

The phrase “harmful culture or traditional practice” (HC/TP) first appeared in 

writing in 1995 with the publication of UN Fact Sheet No. 23, Harmful Traditional 

Practices Affecting the Health of Women and Children (United Nations 1995). Indicative 

of a particular international human rights logic, the HC/TP framework represents a 

culmination of UN thought from throughout the last century. Notably, the issue of 

harmful culture was first introduced to the UN by colonial administrators concerned 

about practices occurring within the territories under their control. By 1954, The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights called on member states to: 

Abolish such customs, laws and practices by ensuring complete freedom 

in the choice of a spouse; abolishing the practice of the bride-price; 

guaranteeing the right of widows to the custody of their children and their 

freedom as to remarriage; eliminating completely child marriages and the 

betrothal of young girls before the age of puberty. (United Nations 2009, 

3)  

  

During the 1960s, the World Health Organization (WHO) began studying “customs 

subjecting girls to ritual operations” and FGM/C soon developed into a central issue of 

the emerging HT/CP debate.  

It was not until the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) that “customs and practices” were directly 

referenced in relation to violence or discrimination against women. CEDAW, which 

remains one of the most significant documents outlining and defending the equal rights of 

women, is the only UN treaty which explicitly mandates the eradication of harmful 

cultural practices against women (Mountis 1993, 113). Article 5a stipulates the states 

must work towards achieving: 
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The elimination of prejudices and customary and all other practices which 

are based on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the 

sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women. (United Nations 1979) 

  

In developing a human rights framework that accounts for gender, CEDAW formally 

articulated the “impact of cultural factors in gender relations” (United Nations 1979) and 

laid the foundation for the HC/TP model.  

While CEDAW identified culture and tradition as issues of serious concern, it was 

not until the 1990s that the UN fully developed the HC/TP framework. Following the 

ratification of CEDAW, the UN began classifying practices including FGM/C and honor-

related violence as “violence against women and children.” According to Article 2 of The 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, this category encompasses: 

Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, 

including battering, sexual abuse of female children in the household, 

dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other 

traditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and violence 

related to exploitation. (United Nations 1993) 

  

Article 4 calls member states to action, outlining that: 

States should condemn violence against women and should not invoke 

custom, tradition or religious consideration to avoid their obligations 

with respect to its elimination. (United Nations 1993)  

  

This article directly challenges cultural relativism, taking the stance that the “destructive 

impact” of cultural relativism “uses culture to take away rights rather than amplify them,” 

a view confirmed in 2018 by General Assembly Special Rapporteur Karima Bennoune 

(United Nations 2018).  

Calling upon The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN released the 

Fact Sheet No.23, Harmful Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and 

Children, in 1995 and directly defined what constitutes a HC/TP: 
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Traditional cultural practices reflect values and beliefs held by 

members of a community for periods often spanning generations … 

Despite their harmful nature and their violation of international human 

rights laws, such practices persist because they are not questioned and 

take on an aura of morality in the eyes of those practicing them. 

(United Nations 1995, 1-2) 

  

The document continues with a straightforward and forceful condemnation of HC/TPs, 

while also asserting that “Female sexual control by men, and the economic and political 

subordination of women, perpetuate the inferior status of women and inhibit structural 

and attitudinal changes necessary to eliminate gender inequality” (United Nations 1995, 

2).  

The Implications of ‘Tradition’ and ‘Culture’ Within UN Discourse 

The term ‘tradition’ did not appear in UN anti-HC/TP documents until the 1979 

ratification of CEDAW and earlier documents primarily reference ‘custom,’ ‘ritual,’ and 

‘cultural.’ This speaks to the UN’s tendency to regard tradition and culture as if they are 

synonymous. At the same time, both concepts are juxtaposed with human rights and 

gender equality and, as this chapter will outline, employed in a manner that feeds into 

problematic representations of non-Western societies.   

First of all, demands for cultural change played an especially fundamental role in 

CEDAW hearings, which often focus on harmful cultural practices and customs (Merry 

2006). During a CEDAW hearing, the countries under consideration detail their 

compliance with global human rights principles to the CEDAW monitoring committee, 

which consists of twenty-three experts on gender issues from around the world (United 

Nations 1985).  
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In many respects, CEDAW hearings engage in their own process of 

culturalization. For instance, delegates seldom consider the larger contexts in which local 

practices occur, contexts that “determine the meaning and implication of these practices” 

(Merry 2006, 7). Instead, CEDAW interprets gender-based oppression in terms of 

cultural phenomena rather than structural factors, positioning culture as the ultimate 

barrier to progress. This conceptual model, as I mentioned previously, obscures the role 

of colonial powers in producing the non-West’s political and economic instability (Merry 

2003, 64). Considering that Western thought has historically exerted more influence on 

the UN than has non-Western philosophy (Gotz 2008), this omission speaks to why the 

UN may uphold the culture explanatory scheme: frameworks which blame the results of 

expansive capitalism and global conflict on the Other’s culture redirect culpability away 

from Western powers. These countries, therefore, are politically and economically 

incentivized to further endorse the model.  

As it advances a culturalist interpretive model, CEDAW locates the cultural 

within non-Western societies and presents the West as largely free from its influence. 

This facet of culturalization defines and generalizes the non-West on the basis that it is 

supposedly more cultural in nature than is the West. Throughout CEDAW, culture is 

drawn upon when describing the way of life of those living in “rural villages, remote 

valleys and mountaintops, and isolated islands”; culture, within such context, exists only 

among those of ‘traditional’ society (Merry 2003). Merry’s research provides numerous 

examples during CEDAW meetings in which the experts deem culture, tradition, and 

custom as problematic, in need of change, or as excuses for non-compliance (Merry 

2006, 4).  
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During a discussion over the Fijian reconciliatory practice of bulubulu, which is 

applied in instances of rape, the CEDAW committee challenged the custom itself rather 

than contextualizing it within the wider presence of gender inequality. Bulubulu refers to 

the process by which a perpetrator asks a victim’s family for forgiveness and presents 

them with gifts (Merviö 2014, 216). At the CEDAW hearing, one expert stated that 

bulubulu seemed to be a very old, patriarchal custom, asking, “Have you provided to 

eliminate that custom? What has your ministry done to abolish this practice?" (Merry 

2009, 115). In another meeting, this expert explained that cultural factors contributed to 

male resistance to vasectomy, similarly to other countries “where culture also plays a 

very big role” (Merry 2005, 90). This implies that the influence of culture is greater in 

some countries than in others, countries which are typically poor and associated with the 

non-Western world.  

As I mentioned above, culture defined as and equated with tradition suggests that 

villages of the global South are exceptionally cultural whereas the conference halls of 

Geneva or Paris are not. Merry’s work echoes that of Slavoj Žižek, who observes that: 

The basic opposition on which the entire liberal vision relies is that 

between those who are ruled by culture, totally determined by the 

lifeworld into which they are born, and those who merely ‘enjoy’ their 

culture, who are elevated above it, free to choose it. (Žižek 2008, 141) 

  

Furthermore, Merry cites an expert who, concerned about honor killings, cautioned that 

organizations working in the ‘Global North’ with minority populations from the ‘Global 

South’ are seldom the “best representations for their ethnic minorities …  since these 

NGOs try to protect the minorities’ culture and therefore do not adequately protect their 

human rights” (Merry 2005, 90). As this statement reveals, CEDAW members not only 
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reject claims to culture or tradition but also assume that cultural rights are both separate 

from and irreconcilable with human rights.  

Though the CEDAW Committee upholds standards it sees as transcending 

particular situations, a reified notion of culture nevertheless directs the rejection of 

cultural justification. This reified model is restricted in its capacity to serve transnational 

activists, considering that it limits “alternative conceptions of social justice” and obscures 

“local arrangements [that] can promote human rights and social justice” (Merry 2005, 

104). Like Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson point out, approaching culture as flexible and 

contested provides a better understanding of how the human rights frameworks 

materialize in both global discourses and at particular locations, contexts in which global 

knowledge can be ‘translated’ into local usage (Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson 2001, 13). 

In such process of translation, human rights groups can better recognize the shifting and 

contested nature of culture and are thus less likely to view it as an obstacle or an enclosed 

“thing” (Merry 2005, 104).  

Since 1986, the CEDAW committee has produced 24 general recommendations in 

order to expand upon and interpret the meaning and significance of the Convention itself. 

The general recommendation commentaries, following the precedent set by the initial 

Convention, often represent culture as a barrier to women’s equality and rights. For 

instance, Article 3 of the 1994 General Recommendation 21 argues that “personal or 

customary laws” contravene women's equality with men and enable the persistence of 

practices like polygamy. The 1997 General Recommendation 23 also implicates culture, 

outlining that: 

In all nations, the most significant factors inhibiting women's ability to 

participate in public life have been the cultural framework of values 
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and religious beliefs, the lack of services and men's failure to share the 

tasks associated with the organization of the household and with the care 

and raising of children. In all nations, cultural traditions and religious 

beliefs have played a part in confining women to the private spheres 

of activity and excluding them from active participation in public life. 

(United Nations 1997) 

  

The recommendation locates the cause of gender-based oppression in the domain of 

beliefs and values to the exclusion of sociopolitical or socioeconomic factors. Though 

this recommendation states that cultural factors in “all nations” contribute to gender 

oppression, it proceeds to focus on practices, customs, and beliefs associated with the 

non-West. Likewise, while the Fact Sheet does acknowledge the global presence of rape 

and domestic violence, it labels both as “non-traditional practices,” thus further 

distancing the traditional non-West from the non-traditional, the developed and 

modernized, West.  

The CEDAW commentary cites modernity as the vehicle through which women 

will be liberated; yet, that modernity is itself a culture is never acknowledged, an 

omission which relegates culture to the realm of the past. The commentary states that: 

In some countries where fundamentalist or other extremist views or 

economic hardships have encouraged a return to old values and 

traditions, women's place in the family has deteriorated sharply. In others, 

where it has been recognized that a modern society depends for its 

economic advance and for the general good of the community on 

involving all adults equally, regardless of gender, these taboos and 

reactionary or extremist ideas have progressively been discouraged. 

(United Nations 1994) 

  

Considering that it focuses almost exclusively on non-Western HC/TPs, the UN suggests 

a hierarchical distinction between the West and non-West, one set upon the distinction 

between the modern and the traditional  
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The HC/TP framework directly links gender-based harm with the persistence of a 

tradition both embedded in the past and active in the present. Appeals to tradition 

promote the culturalization of politics, providing a simplistic explanation for historically 

contingent social phenomena. FGM/C, like any form of violence against women, must be 

considered in relation to its larger social context; characterizing the practice as the mere 

product of culture or tradition disregards its political and economic underpinnings. For 

instance, as Ellen Gruenbaum found during her fieldwork in Sudan, economic 

development projects which have minimal or negative effects on women’s work and 

economic security often reinforce patriarchal relations and women’s economic 

dependency (Gruenbaum 2001, 159). Since these projects undercut the potential for 

women to gain economic leverage, families are less likely to take risks with a daughter's 

marriageability and thus feel more compelled to have her circumcised. Reducing a 

woman’s economic autonomy compromises her ability to change the conditions in which 

she lives. Accordingly, models which reduce FGM/C to a cultural explanation overlook 

the interlaced structures from which the practice arises. 

Gender violence, a category which includes FGM/C, is embedded in enduring 

kinship and marriage structures, both of which can be understood as cultural. However, 

as Merry discusses, present-day political and economic tensions exasperate this violence. 

In the contemporary context, rising economic inequality, warfare, nationalism, and other 

insecurities have increased gender violence. Likewise, neoliberal policy which decreases 

state support for the poor disproportionately impacts women. Fundamentally, gender 

violence and structural violence – that of poverty, oppression, or subjugation – are deeply 

intertwined. Feminist Susan Schechter reminds us that: 
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Woman abuse … [is] a historical expression of male domination 

manifested within the family and currently reinforced by the institutions, 

economic arrangements, and sexists division of labor within capitalist 

society. Only by analysing the total context of battering will women and 

men be able to devise a long-range plan to eliminate it. (Schechter 1989, 

209) 

  

Nevertheless, as UN discourse reveals, forms of gender violence termed HC/TPs are 

frequently regarded as ancient holdovers from a static, unchanging past. What is missing 

from this framework is the degree to which practices deemed HC/TPs exist in a state of 

constant flux, developing and materializing in response to current conditions.  

HC/TPs never arise within an apolitical void nor do they persist merely on the 

basis of their traditional or cultural roots. Not only are acts of gender-based violence 

situated within a particular economic, political, and cultural context but, moreover, are 

inseparable from larger systems of power and inequality, systems which a 

decontextualized culturalist explanation cannot comprehensively represent. For example, 

Merry found that women leaders in Nigeria who resisted anti-early marriage campaigns 

did so after concluding that it was safer and more prudent for a girl to marry early in a 

time of political chaos and economic inequality. Furthermore, in the case of FGM/C, the 

practice often resurges amid nationalistic uprisings (Merry 2011, 265). Women in the 

Darfur region, for instance, have rallied behind FGM/C in order to secure a more Arab 

identity. In a 1986 interview, Ghanaian feminist activist Efua Graham offered that: 

We … [have] problems with which feminists campaigning on the issue. 

They saw nothing but the issues of the mutilation of the women as the 

single most important problem facing African women … They could 

only say how terrible it was, how it signified male oppression. They could 

not see how it was interlinked with the depressed socio-economic 

positions of women in African. They did not want to see how it was 

interlinked to the international economic order. (Graham quoted in 

Merry 2011, 295) 
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As this quote reveals, the HC/TP model regards gender-based harm or violence as remote 

in time or place; however, in actuality, these practices and phenomena reflect the 

contemporary, which, though historically contingent, is more than the product of its 

tradition and culture.  

Another problematic characteristic of the HC/TP model is the extent to which it 

remains preoccupied with the non-West at the expense of the West, a context within 

which gender-based violence is also endemic. This tendency further reifies the divide 

between the West and non-West and positions the non-West in a less developed or 

civilized state. Notably, all of the practices listed as HC/TPs are commonly associated 

with non-Western societies. Within this context, tradition speaks of a non-Western 

referent, thus enlisting itself in the processes of Othering.  

Just as culture is often presented as existing outside of the West, ‘tradition’ works 

in a similar manner, both widening the divide between the West and non-West and 

rooting the latter in an unchanging, deterministic past. In drawing upon the HC/TP 

framework, the UN suggests a hierarchical distinction between the West and the non-

West, an implication emphasized in the Fact Sheet, which maintains that: 

[B]lind adherence to these practices and State inaction with regard to these 

customs and traditions have made possible large-scale violence against 

women. States are enacting new laws and regulations with regard to the 

development of a modern economy and modern technology and to developing 

practices which suit a modern democracy, yet it seems that in the area of 

women’s rights change is slow to be accepted. (United Nations 2009) 

  

Moreover, in suggesting that a “modern” society or culture would not have instances of 

gender-based violence, this claim disregards the violence against women still endemic in 

the “modern” nation-states of the West. As tradition is positioned against modernity, the 

non-West is further defined in opposition to the West; as tradition and culture come to 
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signify practices or characteristics of the non-West, the West is presented as though 

acultural and developed beyond a “blind adherence” to tradition. 

Other Versions of ‘Culture’ Within UN Discourse 

CEDAW and HC/TP discourse present one UN usage of culture, an understanding 

which differs significantly from how other organizations within the UN view the term. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 

definition of culture is especially distinct from that of CEDAW and HC/TP discourse. 

UNESCO, since its founding in 1945, deals with international issues of education, 

development, cultural rights, and ethnic/racial discrimination. The organization has made 

prominent contributions to international discussions on racism, ethnocentrism, cultural 

relativism, cultural hegemonies, and cultural rights. Though early UNESCO literature 

stressed the common heritage of humankind, UNESCO has extended its focus from 

world culture to the diversity of cultures and works to preserve cultural sites, 

representations, expressions, and heritage (Stoczkowski 2009).  

Though UNESCO and CEDAW advance dissimilar versions of the culture 

concept, they share in a highly collaborative relationship and work together frequently. 

Specifically, UNESCO sees CEDAW as a “programming,” “advancement,” and 

“advocacy,” tool, and, likewise, UNESCO programming is considered a vehicle through 

which to promote CEDAW (Yu 2005). Such collaboration reflects the UN as a whole, 

and the autonomous, specialized agencies frequently work with one another. Considering 

this synergistic relationship, it is quite noteworthy that the organizations draw from such 

variable understandings of culture. Further, the organizations themselves vacillate 
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internally between multiple definitions of culture, and some individual documents 

reference inconsistent forms of the term.  

Though UNESCO as a whole oversees international matters of culture, it cannot 

be said that all documents produced by the organization share a common perspective on 

the term. According to UNESCO, culture, “in its widest sense,” can be seen as 

constituting the: 

Whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and 

emotional features that characterize a society or social group. It includes 

not only the arts and letters, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights 

of the human being, value systems, traditions, and beliefs. (UNESCO 

1982) 

  

This definition hearkens back to Tylor’s definition of culture, inverting his “complex 

whole” into a “whole complex.” It also draws from Boas as it emphasizes the 

distinctiveness of cultural features.  

Article 5 of the 1978 UNESCO Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice 

affirms the capacity of culture to foster human rights on the basis of equality and outlines 

the right of a cultural group to retain its distinction: 

Culture, as a product of all human beings and a common heritage of 

mankind … offer men and women increasingly effective means of 

adaptation, enabling them not only to affirm that they are born equal in 

dignity and rights, but also to recognize that they should respect the right 

of all groups to their own cultural identity and the development of their 

distinctive cultural life within the national and international context. 

(United Nations 1978) 

  

Cultural rights, although typically considered to be of a lesser weight than civil, political, 

or economic rights, are protected by a significant number of treaties and legal 

instruments. For example, Article 13(c) of CEDAW provides for the right of women to 

actively participate in “all aspects of cultural life” (United Nations 1984). Within this 
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framework, culture itself is universal, though its manifestations vary over time and place. 

Notwithstanding this universality, one’s access to cultural participation or expression is 

not a guaranteed given, hence the obligation to define “cultural rights” as something in 

need of protection. This contrasts notably from the UN’s stance on HC/TPs which 

presents culture itself as the threat rather than that which needs legal protection. 

UNESCO’s Our Creative Diversity is especially indicative of the organization’s 

varying use of the culture concept. Written in 1995 during the UN Decade for Culture, 

Our Creative Diversity can be read as emblematic of a certain ideological stance on 

culture and cultural diversity. As I will discuss, the report is noteworthy for both what it 

omits and for its internal contradictions. Our Creative Diversity derives its conclusions 

from statistical and anecdotal evidence, promoting a global ethic rooted in the shared 

values of respect and tolerance. Ultimately, it calls upon UN member states to maintain 

and encourage diversity, variation it sees as possessing great creative potential.  

Our Creative Diversity offers two assumptions about culture: first, the report 

draws from anthropology, outlining how culture is a “constructive, constitutive and 

creative” phenomenon (World Commission on Culture Development 1995) which spans 

all domains of life. This definition overlaps most directly with the work of Tylor, who 

locates “knowledge,” “art,” and “any other capabilities and habits” within the domain of 

culture (Tylor 1871, 1). Emphasizing the fact that all people activity expresses a cultural 

dimension, the report presents culture as a shared universal, diverse only in its unique 

manifestations across time and space. Next, the report proceeds to argue that the world 

consists of many discrete cultures or peoples. It is, according to the report, the tension 

between culture in the first, universal sense with distinct cultures in the second that has 
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led to the failure of many developmental efforts (World Commission on Culture 

Development 1995, 7). Accordingly, successful development would bring forth a 

flourishing of culture (1995, 25), creativity (1995, 26), and progress (1995, 15). As the 

report outlines: 

Co-operation between different peoples with different interests and from 

different cultures will be facilitated and conflict kept within acceptable 

and even constructive limits, if all can see themselves as being bound and 

motivated by shared commitments. It is therefore, imperative to look for 

a core of shared ethical values and principles. (World Commission on 

Culture Development 1995, 15) 

  

In the end, though this report lays out shared, universal values, it qualifies that we express 

and enact these values from within the distinct, bounded contexts of our own culture.  

The report’s assumptions rest upon particular notions of culture, resurfacing both 

the Boasian view of one people, one culture and Geertz’s emphasis on the enclosed 

cultural setting. Claude Lévi-Strauss also played a large role in developing the UNESCO 

view of culture, promoting what Thomas Eriksen calls an “archipelago” view of the 

world in which radically different cultures exist like an archipelago of isolated and 

insular islands. Lévi-Strauss first published his “Race and History” as a pamphlet for 

UNESCO in 1952. A classic of anti-racism literature, the pamphlet challenges genetic 

determinism and cultural evolutionism while also defending the rights of small societies 

for cultural survival (Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson 2001, 138). Lévi-Strauss wrote that 

he wished to “defend those little peoples who wish to remain faithful to their traditional 

way of life, outside the conflicts that divide the modern world” (Lévi-Strauss 1952, 213). 

He maintained that while the “greater diversity between the cultures … the more fruitful 

the coalition,” the inevitable result of a “world coalition would be cultural uniformity and 



59 

the death of diversity (Lévi-Strauss 1952, 255). With that, Lévi-Strauss hoped for a world 

in which groups would not have to compromise their diversity: 

It’s not enough to nurture local traditions and to save the past for a short 

while longer. It is diversity itself which must be saved, not the outward 

and visible form in which each period has clothed that diversity, and 

which can never be preserved beyond the period which gave it birth … 

We can see the diversity of human cultures behind us, around us, and 

before us. (Lévi-Strauss 1952, 258) 

  

While calling upon international institutions to preserve diversity, Lévi-Strauss elevated 

culture as the origin of human difference. Concurrently, he envisioned a world partitioned 

into discrete cultures, a model soon endorsed by UNESCO and Our Creative Diversity.  

Though a celebrated anti-racism scholar (Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson 2001, 

138), Lévi-Strauss still proposed that people can be distinguished according to cultures, 

all of which are relative to one another. It is by way of its relativity, Lévi-Strauss 

contended, that culture remains safe from the hierarchical implications inherently built 

into the idea of race. Likewise, racism became replaced by ‘ethnocentrism,’ a term which 

Lévi-Strauss elevated as a more accurate account for intolerance between cultural groups. 

Nevertheless, as noted in the prior chapter, replacing race with culture has done little in 

countering views of humanity as hierarchically structured and stratified.  

In line with Lévi-Strauss’ work, Our Creative Diversity begins by outlining how 

the world can be thought of as consisting of “10,000 distinct societies … in roughly 200 

states” (World Commission on Culture Development 1995, 16). Though the report does 

acknowledge that people are “mix[ing] as never before,” it views such intermingling as 

demonstrative of a world system that is “increasingly unbalanced, indeterminate and 

incoherent,” such that individuals may collapse within their culture “as a means of 

resistance to the entropy of the global system, as a bulwark and as a refuge” (1995, 9). 
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Cultural distinctiveness, from this standpoint, should therefore be encouraged if not 

actively maintained. 

Tellingly, culture is portrayed throughout the report as deep-rooted and old, as 

though in need of being cared for and treated with respect (World Commission on 

Culture Development 1995, 46): “Present generations must take care of and use … 

[cultural] resources for the benefit of all members of present and future generations. Each 

generation is a user, a custodian, and a potential enhancer of … cultural heritage” (1995, 

46). Proclaimed as an inalienable right, culture is conceived of as a value in and of itself, 

an inherited tradition. Though, as the report explicitly states, culture shares a “dynamic” 

(1995, 11) relationship with the outside world, it does so as a distinct entity which merely 

‘tastes the ideas, curiosities and motivations of others’ (UNESCO 2000, 41) before 

reverting back into its own, set boundaries.  

The view of cultural diversity set forth by Our Creative Diversity appears in other 

UNESCO documents as well. A 1998 report explains that: 

In the present day context of worldwide movement, contacts, pressures, 

negotiations, the maintenance of distinct cultural identities is, of course, vital 

for cultural diversity; but these identities are bound to change and recreate 

themselves as the global encounters the local and vice versa. The dialogue 

between such flexible, multiple and open identities and cultures should 

become the basis for a concord of cultures rather than a ‘clash of 

civilisations.’ (UNESCO 1998, 23)  

  

Similarly, the 2001 UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity states that: 

Culture should be regarded as the set of distinctive spiritual, material, 

intellectual and emotional features of a society or a social group, and it 

encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living 

together, value systems, traditions and beliefs. (UNESCO 2001, 1) 
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These documents highlight our “distinct cultural identities” and “distinctive … features”; 

yet, like Our Creative Diversity, both also stress the fact that cultures change over time, 

flexible and fluid by nature.  

UNESCO promotes the understanding that cultures exist as discrete and bounded 

entities while at times also celebrating intercultural dialogue between what it describes as 

flexible, multiple, and open cultural identities. This rather contradictory framework 

presupposes both the unique distinction of cultural groups and their ability to be 

creatively enriched through contact and engagement with other, equally self-contained 

cultures. “In a world without borders,” UNESCO claims, “cultural diversity cannot be 

confined to national or local limitations but must profit from cross-border dialogue 

(UNESCO 2002, 11). But how, exactly, can a “world without borders” profit from 

“cross-border dialogue”? This telling quote reveals that, despite UNESCO’s insistence 

upon both cultural change and exchange, its understanding of culture is still rooted in a 

view of the world that assumes inherent and absolute difference among strictly defined 

groups of people. In doing so, it alludes to Boas’ “spiritual totality” and Geertz’s ordered 

system of symbolic meaning, both of which presuppose the one culture, one people 

model.  

Moreover, Our Creative Diversity proposes that we search out alternative ways of 

living and doing in order to stimulate creativity, experimentation, and innovation. These 

alternatives, however, are derived from distinct and ‘pure’ cultural contexts. Ultimately, 

Our Creative Diversity insists that creative diversity demands not only cultural diversity 

but also cultural distinction. Culture can change over time, but, according to the report, it 

does so internally and on its own accord, developing a new manifestation of itself that is 
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still equally constitutive of its distinctiveness. Likewise, people can transverse cultures 

but will eventually revert back to the distinct culture to which they belong: “Generations” 

of a culture are repeatedly called upon to not “los[e] their sense of community [or] 

betra[y] their heritage,” even as they “broaden their knowledge … [and] discover the 

world in its imposing diversity” (World Commission on Culture Development 1995). 

While invoking the classical culture concept and its default level of boundedness, the 

report, as Wright paraphrases, insists that “distinctiveness should be encouraged” (Wright 

1998, 16) and preserved.  

A 2001 UNESCO report specifies that “Creation draws on the roots of cultural 

tradition, but flourishes in contact with other cultures” (UNESCO 2001, 3). This 

“contact,” however, depends upon the presence of “tolerance and respect for and 

rejoicing over the plurality of cultures” (World Commission on Culture Development 

1995, 20), as Our Creative Diversity explains. Notably, the report only extends tolerance 

to cultures “whose values are tolerant of others” (World Commission on Culture 

Development 1995, 15). It continues to outline that “It has become recognized ... that 

many development failures and disasters … stem from an inadequate recognition of 

cultural and ethnic complexities” (World Commission on Culture Development 1995, 

55), a statement which implies a link between a lack of cultural tolerance and 

sociopolitical or socioeconomic conflict. According to Our Creative Diversity, cultural 

intolerance is the antecedent of conflict; however, what the report fails to recognize is the 

extent to which sociopolitical or socioeconomic factors are themselves precursors to 

intolerance.  
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Noting that contemporary rhetoric commonly draws on the purported relationship 

between cultural intolerance and conflict, Žižek questions why “so many problems today 

[are] perceived as problems of intolerance, not as problems of inequality, exploitation, 

injustice? Why is the proposed remedy tolerance, not emancipation, political struggle, 

even armed struggle?” (Žižek 2008, 660). Wendy Brown echoes Žižek, claiming that 

“The cultivation of tolerance as a political end implicitly constitutes a rejection of politics 

as a domain in which conflict can be productively articulated and addressed, a domain in 

which citizens can be transformed by their participation” (Brown 2006, 890). Falling in 

line with the discourse Žižek and Brown problematize, Our Creative Diversity advances 

an apolitical understanding of tolerance, locating conflict within the province of culture 

rather than contextualizing it within the overarching structures of power. In doing so, this 

model mystifies conflict, regarding it as though the inevitable consequence of profound 

and insurmountable cultural difference.  

Notably, the report’s second chapter, “A Commitment to Pluralism,” begins by 

extending a view of culture that is supposedly aligned with contemporary anthropological 

theory: 

No culture is a hermetically sealed entity. All cultures are influenced by 

and in turn influence other cultures. Nor is any culture changeless, 

invariant or static. All cultures are in a state of constant flux, driven by 

both internal and external forces. These forces may be accommodating, 

harmonious, benign and based on voluntary actions, or they may be 

involuntary, the result of violent conflict, force, domination and the 

exercise of illegitimate power. (World Commission on Culture 

Development 1995, 54) 

  

Nevertheless, this quotation, along with the fact that its chapter is subtitled “No culture is 

an island,” is markedly incongruous if not plainly ironic: as the report unfolds, it becomes 
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increasingly preoccupied with cultural difference, approaching culture as that which 

demarcates boundaries between distinct groups of people.  

“A Commitment to Pluralism,” as with the report as a whole, portrays culture as 

“the ground of perpetual, irreducible (and, in most cases, desirable and worth conscious 

preservation) diversity of humankind” (Bauman 1992, 87). Largely disregarding its own 

introduction, the chapter proceeds to emphasize cultural difference, doing so while 

calling for a global commitment to ‘cultural pluralism.’ The report defines pluralism as 

“tolerance and respect for and rejoicing over the plurality of cultures” (World 

Commission on Culture Development 1995, 55) since “most societies today are 

multicultural” (57). Yet, implicit in UNESCO’s definition of ‘plurality’ is the view that 

the multitude of cultures living within a society somehow do so in complete isolation 

from one another.  

According to UNESCO’s envisioned plurality, individual nation states should 

concern themselves less with nationwide cultural homogeneity to instead focus on 

encouraging diverse groups to contribute to a new “global ethics” (World Commission on 

Culture Development 1995, 15). Drawn from shared values and ethical standards, this 

“global ethics” becomes that which, despite our differences and diversity, we can come 

together to support. The report reminds us that “[t]here is an underlying unity in the 

diversity of culture, which is defined as a global ethics” (World Commission on Culture 

Development 1995, 43) — a unity, however, which remains secondary to our diversity. 

Though UNESCO was born in response to the racism and anti-Semitism of World War 

Two, it nevertheless upholds the ideas that people throughout the world differ 

significantly from one another and such difference should be protected and maintained. 
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In the end, this view is not far removed from the ideology underpinning the very violence 

UNESCO first sought to counter.  

Throughout its nearly 75-year history, the UN has drawn upon numerous 

understandings of culture, most of which differ notably from one other, if not outright 

contradict them. Even UNESCO itself presents an all-inclusive, open-ended perspective 

on culture, endorsing numerous definitions that at times vary from paragraph to 

paragraph. Considering the collaborative nature of the UN, it is noteworthy that such 

dramatic variance occurs. Bjarke Nielsen, however, sees this ambiguity as an intentional 

political choice, arguing that “ambiguity is a necessary precondition for member states to 

ratify the cultural programmes and policies of the organization” (Nielsen 2011, 281). 

Wright similarly sees such ambiguity as a political tool, one with the flexibility to 

simultaneously serve oppositional or conflicting views. Eriksen expands upon this view, 

identifying how appeals to cultural diversity may be interpreted by the right wing as 

something which maintains distinct, dominant cultures whereas the left wing could see it 

as ensuring the protection of minority cultures.  

Though I agree with Nielsen, Wright, and Eriksen, I also see another layer to this 

ambiguity, one that is equally political. Specifically, while the above claims focus on the 

ways in which various versions of culture differ from one another, it is valuable as well to 

focus on the extent to which the distinct versions of culture produce overlapping 

implications. As mentioned earlier, when culture appears in UN discourse, it does so in 

reference to non-Western countries or societies. Culture, therefore, comes to identify and 

mark the Other. Furthermore, a framework that labels certain practices, ‘their practices,’ 

as particularly cultural implies that other practices, ‘ours,’ are somehow more neutral or 
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acultural. This model advances culture and its differentiated presence as a way of 

distinguishing the Other. The culture concept, therefore, comes to index difference, 

presupposing a separation between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ 

At times, UNESCO directly articulates an association between culture and certain 

groups of people. For example, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR) notes that “The strong communal dimension of indigenous 

peoples’ cultural life is indispensable to their existence, well-being and full development” 

(United Nations 2009). ICESCR, in its General Comment No. 21, asserts that: 

Indigenous peoples have the right to act collectively to ensure respect for 

their [cultural rights]’ .., the decision by a person whether or not to 

exercise the right to take part in cultural life individually, or in association 

with others, is a cultural choice and, as such, should be recognized, 

respected and protected on the basis of equality. This is especially 

important for all indigenous peoples. (United Nations 2009) 

  

Both points create the impression that culture’s presence is more salient within 

indigenous communities than in non-indigenous communities. 

Though cultural difference is offered as a suitable means by which to categorize 

people, race most certainly is not. Point 3(b) of the 1968 UNESCO Statement on Race 

and Racial Prejudice denounces racialization, maintaining that: 

The division of the human species into ‘races’ is partly conventional and partly 

arbitrary and does not imply any hierarchy whatsoever … ‘racial’ divisions have 

limited scientific interest and may even carry the risk of inviting abusive 

generalisation … Differences in the achievements of different peoples 

should be attributed solely to their cultural history. The peoples of the 

world today appear to possess equal biological potentialities for attaining 

any level of civilization. (UNESCO 1968) 

  

This quote alludes to Tylor and Morgan’s cultural evolutionism and its reinscription of a 

social hierarchy on the basis of culture: Though challenging the view that differences 
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between communities are racially derived, UNESCO still subscribed to the assumption 

that all societies express gradations of “achievement,” development, or progression. 

In the end, UNESCO replaced race as a theory of human difference with culture, a 

benign and ambiguous concept seen as a non-hierarchical, and thus acceptable, 

framework of human diversity. Though the UN no longer speaks of “differences in 

achievements” as it did in 1968, the ramifications of that implied hierarchy still permeate 

contemporary discourse. Just as “‘culture’ operates in anthropological discourse to 

enforce separations that inevitably carry a sense of hierarchy” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 137-

138), so too does its presence in UN discourse work to reaffirm human difference. 

UNESCO's multiculturalism regards non-Western cultural groups as internally 

homogeneous and essentializes them on account of that homogeneity (Lentin 2005). Such 

view, however, stifles hybridity and heterogeneity, pigeonholing individuals into a set 

and rigid cultural identity.  

Within this context of UN discourse, culture speaks of a tangible essence that 

defines certain people as both belonging to a unified, insular whole and as removed from 

the Western world. Whether naturalizing political and economic factors or homogenizing 

individuals on the basis of group identity, processes of culturalization, like those of UN 

discourse, impose culture upon the Other — the non-Western, non-White Other. Though 

culturalization materializes as an oblique form of discrimination, it carries implications 

that necessarily uphold an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ social dynamic and place culture where explicit 

racism once stood.  
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Chapter 4: The Culture Concept and Anti-FGM/C Rhetoric 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, the Western, anti-FGM/C movement 

arose during the 1970s, targeting the practice as an especially egregious form of violence 

against women. Pseudo-academic literature became the cornerstone of this campaign, 

bringing outdated anthropological theory to the forefront of the FGM/C debate. This 

chapter focuses on where and why notions of culture and tradition appear in the work of 

two prominent anti-FGM/C activists, Fran Hosken and Alice Walker. Hosken’s The 

Hosken Report: Genital and Sexual Mutilation of Females (1979) and Walker’s novel, 

Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992), and film, Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation 

and the Sexual Blinding of Women6 (1993), draw heavily upon the ideas of culture and 

tradition as they condemn FGM/C and the communities in which it persists. In reference 

to the development of anthropological theory, I identify which forms of culture Hosken 

and Walker reference and explore their implications. Situating this review within the 

broader contemporary context, I approach the use of culture by anti-FGM/C advocates as 

emblematic of widespread tendencies towards culturalization.  

First off, the foundational Hosken Report laid the groundwork for later anti-

FGM/C campaigns and established rhetorical precedent for the movement as a whole. It 

standardized the terminology “genital and sexual mutilation” (Hosken 1979) and played 

an influential role in persuading the international community, including the UN, to launch 

campaigns against the practice. It did so, however, from within a ‘colonialist’ framework 

(Mohanty 1984; James 1998) that appeals to the ignorance and custom-boundedness of 

                                                 
6 Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding of Women is 

hereafter referred to as ‘Warrior Marks.’ 
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the ‘primitive’ and ‘savage’ (Hernlund and Shell-Duncan 2000, 160). Though Hosken 

claims that FGM/C is about gendered power dynamics, her report centers on culture and 

tradition rather than examining the political realities in which the women live. This 

omission is both a fundamental characteristic of culturalization and a defining feature of 

The Hosken Report, a work which derives much rhetorical significance from that which 

remains unsaid and excluded from the conversation.  

Alice Walker is heavily indebted to Hosken, and her works speak to Hosken’s 

influence upon the anti-FGM/C movement as a whole. While Hosken’s text targeted 

policymakers and NGOs, Walker directed both of her anti-FGM/C works towards the 

public sphere, enlisting them in her campaign to generate a greater awareness of FGM/C 

in the United States. The novel and film, the latter of which was made in collaboration 

with Pratibha Parmar, reference themes of a deterministic and harmful culture. Critics 

have celebrated and denounced Possessing the Secret of Joy and Warrior Marks, with 

some praising the works for shedding light upon a misogynistic practice and others 

condemning them for depicting African women as victims of their own culture. Likewise, 

many (Ajayi-Soyinka 2005; Nnaemeka 2005) have also claimed that the works express 

sheer contempt for their subjects and reek of the legacy of colonialist civilizing missions.  

Throughout this chapter, I not only identify the ways in which Walker replicates 

the culturalist assumptions of earlier activists like Hosken, but also consider how she 

does so without necessarily referencing culture directly. I outline how Walker achieves 

this effect by appealing to binaries such as the modern vs. non-modern and the cultural 

vs. natural, both of which are often superimposed upon the West and non-West 

dichotomy. In the end, this chapter, and thesis overall, seeks to disrupt and denaturalize 
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such binaries, rhetorical structures which underpin much of the most severe anti-FGM/C 

rhetoric. 

Warrior Marks, released alongside a companion book of the same name, responds 

directly to Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992), which focuses on the life of Tashi, a 

young, African woman who was psychologically traumatized by her experience with 

FGM/C. Following the publication of Possessing the Secret of Joy, Walker toured 

numerous African countries in which FGM/C occurs, documenting her journey and 

producing Warrior Marks with the help of British filmmaker Parmar, who, like Walker, 

is a prominent anti-racism activist. By the time Warrior Marks was finished, Walker, an 

American, Pulitzer Prize-winning author, had established herself in the public sphere as 

an anti-racist advocate and avowed “womanist,” a term she coined in 1983 to refer to 

black feminists and feminists of color (Collins 1996, 18). With both Tashi’s story and 

Warrior Marks in her arsenal, Walker launched an uncompromising attack on FGM/C, 

advancing a universalist position that repudiates the practice on the grounds of universal 

ethical standards and a transcultural categorization of the female body. 

Both Parmar and Walker address FGM/C as an issue of global dimension, 

regarding their own cross-cultural collaboration as emblematic of the multicultural 

feminism they wish to advance. Yet, it is this very multicultural feminism which 

constructs the African woman as the silent victim and places her at the center of a 

modern-day civilizing project. Fundamentally, Warrior Marks proposes a benevolent 

intervention, calling forth the interlocked traditions of missionary, modernization, and 

developmental projects. 
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Culturalization by Way of ‘Tradition’ 

As Hosken and Walker call upon the West to intervene and end the ‘barbarity’ of 

FGM/C, they implicitly draw upon an evolutionist framework. Both authors define their 

subjects as existing within the primitive stage of Tylor and Morgan’s developmental 

sequence, speaking of “barbarity” while evoking evolutionism by referencing culture and 

tradition (Hosken 1994, 72). Though Hosken and Walker employ notions of tradition and 

custom more regularly than they do notions of culture, they employ both terms in a 

manner analogous to processes of culturalization. Considering that culture is often 

equated to and used interchangeably with understandings of “customs, traditions, and 

ancient practices” (Merry 2003, 60), appeals to tradition differ little from appeals to 

culture. Furthermore, the displacement of race with tradition parallels the semantic shift 

from race to culture and enables the persistence of racial differentiation (Cowlishaw 

2000, 108).  

Prior to the publication of her report, Hosken’s earlier literature on FGM/C had 

prompted charges of racism and ethnocentrism (Haan 2012, 190). Following the rise of 

postcolonial feminism, many scholars began expressing concern over culture’s 

prominence within Western feminist discourse. Specifically, they identified its tendency 

to efface cultural change within historic time and, as Uma Narayan summarizes, suggest 

a “‘Third World culture’ that is “frozen” with respect to both Space and Time” (Narayan 

1997, 50). In response to the framing of her work as ‘neocolonialis[t],’ Hosken 

incredulously insisted that:  

[T]eaching the truth about reproduction to stop the needless torture of 

female children by butchering their genitalia with kitchen knives and razor 

blades is called ‘interference in cultural traditions Hosken. (Hosken 1975, 

10) 
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Yet, she also reasoned that the perfunctory claim “nothing to do with culture” would help 

prevent the report from being labeled as culturally racist. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

cultural racism refers to the way forms of racism have been reaffirmed on the grounds of 

cultural incompatibility and difference (Dennison and Siebers 2015). Though outwardly 

more benign, this racism-without-race (Miles 1993) is no less pernicious than its overt 

counterpart. This is not to say that Hosken deliberately aligned her work with a racist 

agenda. Rather, as Francisca de Haan puts it, she could not fully “come to terms” (Haan 

2012, 191) with her critics and evidently elected to reference tradition alongside culture 

in order to divert further criticism. 

Though the notion of culture also appeared directly in Hosken and Walker’s 

works, it did so at a less frequent rate than did tradition. Hence, Walker’s decision to 

reference tradition more often than culture can be read as an intentional choice to disarm 

potential critics and distance her particular enactment of culturalization from more 

egregious forms. Notably, Walker discusses in Warrior Marks how Westerners often 

“assume that genital mutilation is more foolish and ‘barbaric’ than the stuff they do” 

(Walker and Parmar 1993, 10). Walker, as this quote tells us, is familiar with postcolonial 

feminism; accordingly, it is reasonable to say that she intentionally sought to distance 

herself from explicitly colonialist works of feminist literature. Still, as Warrior Marks 

proceeds, it becomes increasingly evident just how indebted Walker is to these earlier 

publications. Like the colonialistic feminism which preceded her, Walker defines her 

subjects on the basis of a homogenized, non-Western identity, doing so largely in 

reference to culture.  
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Culture, tradition, and custom are not literal synonyms nor are they used 

interchangeably within academic literature; what I wish to emphasize, however, is the 

extent to which these phrases correspond to one another in public discourse. When they 

frame gender-based oppression as the manifestation of tradition, Walker and Hosken 

reference the term in an ambiguous and abstract manner. They replicate the manner by 

which culture is enlisted in the process of culturalization, revealing the concept of 

tradition as being equally amenable to the needs of a particular ideological stance. When 

Boas theorized the “fetters of tradition” (Boas 1965, 201), he emphasized that all people, 

including the ‘civilized,’ remain impacted by the “contro[l] of custom” (224). On the 

other hand, when Hosken and Walker place tradition at the root of FGM/C, they regard 

its influence as more salient within certain communities than in others. 

Culture, False Consciousness, and the “Ignorant” Woman  

 

As they enact culturalization by way of tradition, Hosken and Walker renew 

evolutionist assumptions, calling forth obsolete anthropological theory in service of a 

present-day civilizing mission (Walley 1997, 424). At the same time that both authors 

link tradition and FGM/C, they also qualify that while tradition grounds the practice 

within a particular community, it is the women themselves, ignorant and silent, who 

ultimately reinforce its presence. Articulating this view in relation to evolutionism, 

Hosken and Walker ultimately elevate feminism itself as a state of cultural progression.  

FGM/C, according to Hosken, stems from the patriarchal desire to suppress, 

control, and “mutilate” female sexuality, something which, she insists, is “quite openly 

stated by African and Middle Eastern men” (Hosken 1994, 11). She equates the practice 
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with rape and other forms of gender violence, depicting circumcised women as the 

victims of male control: 

Tradition in rural Africa means the subordination of the individual to the 

family group, which is ruled by a man who makes all the decisions . . . It 

is evident that tradition is framed as a system of domination used 

especially to subordinate women. (Hosken 1994, 7) 

  

Subordinated by the tradition of a monolithic Africa, the victims of FGM/C are “those 

least able to defend themselves or speak for themselves” (Hosken 1994, 21). These 

women, Hosken contends, live within a state of false consciousness which prevents them 

from challenging the oppressive systems in which they live. While men can warp 

tradition to serve their own needs, these women remain at its mercy.  

As Hosken sees it, the state of domination in which the women of “rural Africa” 

live compels them to reaffirm the practice themselves: 

Mutilating the genitalia of female children and thus altering their normal and 

natural personality development, renders women subservient to men. The 

final achievement of exerting control over women is to make them internalize 

the need for their own mutilation and carry out the operations on their 

own  daughters. This can be observed all over Africa today with women stating 

that ‘it is required by our traditions. (Hosken 1994, 72) 

  

Yet, as Boddy explains, this account is “patronizing and uninformed, demanding no 

direct engagement on the analyst’s part with women who were cut” and the structural 

factors other than culture which influence gender inequality (Boddy 2016, 42). Hosken 

also dismisses the local progress that African women have made in extirpating the 

practice, narrowly assuming that “even now, both in the Sudan and in many areas in 

Africa, women are not aware that FGM is not ‘necessary’ and not practiced in most of the 

world” (Hosken 1994, 92). Fundamentally, Hosken fails to grasp the complexity of the 
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women’s lives and the ways in which they engage with FGM/C to confront systemic 

inequality.   

Walker integrates Hosken’s false consciousness framework into her own work, 

specifically in regard to how she depicts Tashi. The notion of tradition surfaces once 

more, indexing not only the Other but also the state of ignorance in which the Othered 

women live. Linking ignorance with tradition, Walker hearkens back once again to Tylor 

and Morgan and posits feminist enlightenment as a higher state of cultural progression. 

Within Possessing the Secret of Joy, Walker crafts Tashi as both the archetypal African 

woman and a perpetual child, helpless and ignorant of the world surrounding her. 

Deluded into believing that the operation is “the only remaining definitive stamp of 

Olinkan tradition" (Walker 1992, 64), Tashi submits to circumcision, blinded by an 

uncritical loyalty to the culture in which she lives. Following the circumcision, she 

remains petulant and needy throughout her life, eventually seeking out Western 

psychology, an intervention, however, which comes too late to reverse the irrevocable 

damage. The trauma of tradition, as Walker implies, demands Western psychological 

science, an antidote of universal truth against local mythology (Latour 1993).  

Throughout Warrior Marks, Walker and Parmar come to personify the Western 

psychology which heals and nurtures Tashi. The film engages in a campaign of Western 

intervention in order to see, as Walker puts it, “basically if [African women would] just 

stop hurting themselves” (Walker and Parmar 1993, 8). This quote reveals that Walker 

and Parmar’s intervention efforts proceed along a hierarchy, one in which the African 

women’s presumed ignorance and self-sabotage locates them within a state of savagery, 

the primitive of Morgan and Tylor’s evolutionary progression. The narrative of human 
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rights, Makua Mutua reminds us, “depicts an epochal contest pitting savages, on one 

hand, against victims and saviors, on the other" (Mutua 2002, 10). Elaborating on the 

savage-victim-savior metaphor, Mutua posits that the savage is derived from presumed 

cultural "deviations," while the savior, the international human rights corpus, is that 

which locates and identifies such deviations.  

Moreover, Walker and Parmar also regard their subjects as “prisoners of ritual,” 

noting that: 

[T]hough one is struck by the complicity of the mothers, themselves victims, 

as of the fathers, the brothers, and the lovers, even the complicity of the grand 

Parents, one must finally acknowledge … that those who practice it are, 

generally speaking, kept ignorant of its real dangers – the breakdown of 

the spirit and the body and the spread of disease – and are themselves 

prisoners of ritual. (Walker and Parmar 1993, 24-25) 

  

This statement corresponds to Hosken’s work, insisting upon the women’s ignorance and 

state of false consciousness. Likewise, in Possessing the Secret of Joy, Walker writes 

that: 

No one had any idea why he or she is sick. That’s the most difficult thing. 

Witnessing their incomprehension. Their dumb patience, as they wait for 

death. It is their animal-like ignorance and acceptance that most angers 

Tashi, perhaps because she is reminded of herself. She calls it, scornfully, 

the assigned role for the African: to suffer, to die, and not knowing why. 

(Walker 1982, 249-250) 

  

Both quotes define the women in accordance with their victimhood: Their agency is 

excluded from the conversation, overruled by the assumption that an “ignorant” woman 

is incapable of acting upon the culture and world in which she lives. With such 

consideration in mind, it comes as little surprise that Walker and Parmar regard their 

subjects as “sexually blinded” (Walker and Parmar 1993, 113), a label which further 

denies them awareness and visual autonomy.  
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Overlapping with Hosken once again, Walker and Parmar account for the 

persistence of FGM/C as merely the product of a false consciousness internalized by the 

women: 

Women are routinely followed, yelled at, harassed on the street. I can’t 

help but connect this behavior to genital mutilation: the acceptance of 

domination, the lack of a strong sense of self one sees among the 

women here. (Walker and Parmar 1993, 53-54) 

  

Why have women become the instruments of men in torturing their 

daughters? (Walker and Parmar 1993, 301) 

  

Walker and Parmar go as far as to indict their subjects for colluding with the patriarchy, 

rejecting the efforts of the many African women who have taken decisive steps towards 

ending the practice at the local level. Rather than celebrating the great strides made 

towards elimination, Walker imposes her own voice onto her subjects, speaking not only 

about the African women but also for. When these women do speak, it is seldom without 

mediation from Walker or Parmar, both of whom interject their own views and 

assumptions upon the words and worlds of their subjects. Tellingly, Walker and Parmar 

refer to the women who perform the circumcisions not by their names but rather by a 

numerical identifier. Not only do these women remain nameless, but they also remain 

voiceless, unable to speak to the reality of the world in which they live.  

Defining the circumcised women as “prisoners of ritual” trapped within a state of 

false consciousness, Walker and Parmar suppress these women’s agency and offer culture 

as the singular cause of their oppression. Hosken forwards a similar model, speaking of 

ignorance and false consciousness in reference to tradition. In the end, all three works 

enact culturalization, obscuring the complexity of FGM/C and decontextualizing the 

lived reality of circumcised women. As it spurns Boasian relativism for evolutionism, this 
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model disregards the historical emergence and particularly of the women’s experiences, 

ultimately confining them to a state of individual ignorance within collective primitivism. 

The Depoliticization of the Other 

Hosken and Walker each provide a simplistic condemnation of FGM/C, one 

which demands no genuine exploration of why a woman may willingly undergo the 

practice. By presenting FGM/C as little more than a “conspiracy of men to oppress 

women” (Gruenbaum 2001, 50), they forward a superficial “ethnocentric commentary on 

cultural difference” (Abusharaf 2000, 162), one fixated on the “ignorance” of those who 

“do not know any better” (Hosken 1994: 1). Both authors fail to recognize the historical 

and existential realities endured by the women of practicing societies, homogenizing all 

women who practice FGM/C into a singular, undifferentiated victim. Tellingly, they both 

speak of a monolithic Africa, providing an only perfunctory reference to specific 

countries or communities. Likewise, Walker defines non-Western societies in terms of 

their relationship to the West such that she travels to Mexico, a country in which FGM/C 

does not typically occur, to write Possessing the Secret of Joy: 

To write it, I went to Mexico. I needed to be in a third world country, 

where I could feel more clearly what it would be like to have a major 

operation without anesthetics or antiseptics, because that is what happens to 

little girls when they are genitally mutilated. (Walker and Parmar 1993, 

268) 

  

As they reenact Tylor’s tendency to generalize disparate groups by way of developmental 

stage, Hoskin and Walker recast evolutionism to fit contemporary feminism’s universal 

womanhood. The pretense of Walker and Hosken’s works is a claimed kinship with 

African women, an appeal to a supposed global sisterhood which compels Western 

women to intervene on behalf of their voiceless sisters. Yet, while they decontextualized 
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and depoliticize womanhood, they label as Other those who deviate from the 

universalized image of woman.  

The identification and exaggeration of difference play a key role in processes of 

Othering and this relationship is especially evident within The Hosken Report. From the 

start, Hosken expresses how inexplicable she finds FGM/C to be, articulating her 

inability to rationalize the practice: 

[F]or African men to subject their own small daughters to FGM in order to 

sell them for a good bride-price shows such total lack of human 

compassion and vicious greed that it is hard to comprehend. (Hosken 

1994, 16) 

  

Hosken implies that FGM/C falls within the sphere of “custom, culture and tradition” on 

the grounds that it has no “plausible explanation” (Hosken 1994, 70). Later, she outlines 

that: 

The cause of the practice of excision and infibulation is lost in the distant 

past; typically, no one in Africa today can give a plausible explanation for 

genital mutilation of girls that is not tied to myths, magic, 

misconceptions and ignorance of biological facts. One can only guess 

how long it has taken to bring about the unquestioned acceptance ‘as our 

custom and tradition’ of these terrifyingly sadistic and permanently 

damaging mutilations. (Hosken 1994, 72) 

  

This quote speaks to how culturalization subsumes the particular and decontextualizes 

cultural phenomena, capacities which in turn serve the process of Othering. First, Hosken 

mystifies and exotifies FGM/C, depicting it as an irrational practice that warrants no 

further exploration or contextualization. She even challenges those who do seek out a 

“plausible explanation” for the practice, anthropologists, as mere apologists who defend 

FGM/C “in the name of culture and tradition” (Hosken 1994, 10). Next, she defines 

FGM/C not in terms of its own particularities but rather in regard to how it differs from 

her own rationality. Ultimately, as she identifies difference and links it with ignorance, 
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Hosken constructs Otherness and locates it within a primitive developmental stage. In 

doing so, she enacts a trifecta of culturalization, one premised upon the link between 

culture and difference.  

By proposing a singular and universal ‘root cause’ of female circumcision, 

Hosken replicates the imperialist presumption of ‘sameness’ which sees the Other as 

unified, undifferentiated, and unaffected by local factors. In contrast to Boas’ emphasis 

on the particular and historic, Hosken generalizes Othered communities as a singular 

group defined by its non-Western essence. As she identifies and consolidates the Other, 

she furthers “the fetishization and relentless celebration of difference” (Said 1989, 213) 

and affirms the separation between those of ‘civilization’ and those of ‘barbarism.’ For 

instance, Hosken concludes that the women of practicing societies: 

Do not know that any other way of life is possible or that women in most 

of the world are not mutilated in this terrible way … For a person who has 

no contact beyond her village and community, who cannot read or 

knows no language but her local dialect, who has no human connection 

with the strange world outside, the very idea of change is unknown, or 

worse, anything new is threatening. (Hosken 1994, 4) 

  

These women, Hosken explains, are removed from the outside world, immune to the 

force of globalization, and unaware of any reality beyond their own. Underlying this 

assumption, however, is the dichotomy between the Other and the West, one reaffirmed 

not just by locality but also by the cognitive capacity (or supposed lack thereof) to see 

beyond the boundaries of one’s own cultural identity. It is only from the enlightened 

vantage point of the West that one can see the range of “possib[ilities]” and galvanize the 

“change” necessary to developing and progressing beyond tradition. 

Within both her works, Walker also presents a depoliticized account of FGM/C. 

Just as Hosken drew from her own social context in deeming FGM/C irrational, so too 
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does Walker force her personal subjectivity upon her circumcised subjects. Throughout 

Warrior Marks, Walker foregrounds her own experiences as a woman and depicts in 

great detail an instance in which she faced violence at the hand of the “patriarchy.” 

During the first scene, Walker recounts how as a child she was blinded in one eye after 

being shot by her brother’s BB gun. She came to recognize her injury as a patriarchal 

wound and contends that this visual mutilation has enabled her to more clearly “see” the 

victims of FGM/C as "part of the subject and not just an observer” (Walker and Parmar 

1993, 10). Yet, the analogy between her own injury and FGM/C is quite tenuous, 

indicative of the film’s tendency to divorce incidents of violence from the contexts in 

they occur. To equate a childhood injury at the hands of another child with the practice of 

circumcision is to suppose that the latter exists outside of any structural context or 

historical contingency. A framework which suppresses the sociopolitical allows for a 

culturalist explanatory paradigm to take its place and, in the film’s later scenes, culture 

and tradition assume an increasingly more prominent role.  

Walker’s pronounced self-focus, in tandem with the silencing of her subjects’ 

voices, homogenizes the women, who, without the differentiating capacity of their words, 

coalesce into one, predictable trope. As the film begins, Warrior Marks portrays an 

African village in which women and children dance freely, entranced by traditional 

African drumming. The uninhibited women gaze blankly “through some stranger's script 

of their lives” (Dawit and Mekuri 1993), as though entirely overcome by the rhythm. 

Moments later, the film morphs the respected elder women into “slit-eyed murderers” 

(Dawit and Mekuri 1993) who wield rusted weapons to be used against children. 

However, the depersonalized women and the decontextualized African village are not the 
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film’s primary concern: as the film progresses, these sensationalized women become 

cinematic props and the African village becomes the backdrop against which Walker and 

Parmar come to articulate the pain of their subjects and condemn the tradition which 

inflicted it.  

Identifying FGM/C as little more than an enactment of cultural tradition, Hosken 

and Walker extend a tautological explanation at the expense of a contextualized 

interpretation of the practice. They misconstrue the relationship between culture and 

other sociopolitical factors, doing so in a manner that portrays certain people as 

disproportionately culture-bounded. Rather than situating the practice within the 

geopolitical context, both activists insist upon the “ignorance” of those who engage in it, 

those “least able to defend themselves or speak for themselves” (Hosken 1994, 21). 

Warrior Marks and Ethnographic Cinema 

 

As it emulates ethnographic cinema, Warrior Marks further revives the 

evolutionist logic of classical anthropology. Following the structure of early ethnographic 

films, it proceeds along a hierarchy, establishing both visual and temporal (Fabian 1978) 

distance between Walker and her subjects (Fabian 1978). Culture, the “essential tool for 

making the other” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 470), assists Walker in this endeavor, reinforcing 

such division on the basis of her subject’s especially cultural nature. As she appeals to 

culture and naturalizes this hierarchy, Walker ties ignorance to tradition, enlightenment to 

modernization, and reanimates evolutionist ethnography along the way.  

Calling forth and replicating the methods of early anthropology, Warrior Marks 

crafts conventional subjects of the ethnographic gaze, subjects already familiar to much 

of the film’s Western audience. Ethnography, which traditionally concerned “societies 
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other than the one in which we live” (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 16), confers authority upon the 

observer, providing the “scopic regime” (Burch 1990) through which we can gaze upon 

the Other. Warrior Marks presents itself in a similar, authoritative manner, a manner 

specifically tailored to emphasize the distance between those producing the film and its 

subjects. In doing so, the film hearkens back to early anthropology, aligning itself with 

the academic legitimacy and legacy of the field while also sharing in its underlying 

motivations and goals.  

Classical ethnography insisted upon positivist realism, aligning itself with the rise 

of modern science and rationality as it sought out an unmediated and objective ‘real’ 

(Rony 1996). Nevertheless, despite efforts made to achieve true scientific objectivity, 

these films conveyed only a mediated reality, a ‘collection of data’ derived from a world 

which could not be objectively captured. Rather than succeeding in producing the 

objectivity it desired, ethnographic cinema’s positivist endeavor ultimately constructed a 

particular interpretive framework that is still relevant today. In this model, themes of 

foreignness, exoticism, travel, and adventure rhetorically construct the Other and partake 

in “the economic exchange of global images” (MacDougall 1995, 186). Anthropology 

has yet to fully move beyond such themes, and, as Fatima Rony explains, ethnographic 

cinema remains invested in a tradition of the “pervasive ‘racialization’ of indigenous 

peoples,” a tradition by which people of color are denied “historical agency and 

psychological complexity” (Rony 1996, 8). In many respects, Walker assumes the role of 

the classical ethnographer: she not only relies upon positivism and empirical knowledge 

but also revitalizes the gendered processes of Othering pervasive in early ethnographic 

projects. According to Seble Dawit and Salem Mekuria: 
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As is common in Western depictions of Africa, Ms. Walker and her 

collaborator, Pratibha Parmar, portray the continent as a monolith, African 

women and children are the props, and the village the background against 

which Alice Walker, heroine-savior, comes to articulate their pain and 

condemn those who inflict it. (Dawit and Mekuria 1993, 27) 

  

Warrior Marks adheres to a particular set of ideological and discursive forms, drawing 

from such forms as it crafts and displays both the victimized women of Africa and their 

Western saviors. These depictions marginalize the film’s subject, freezing their cultural 

role and capacity. In doing so, the film falls back upon colonial tropes and problematic 

ethnographic assumptions, resurfacing the framework of cultural evolution and the 

developmental stages to which it is inextricably linked.  

Warrior Marks emulates not only the cinematic structure of early ethnography but 

also the binary underlying classical anthropology, that of the traditional vs. the modern, 

of the savage vs. the civilized. Just as anthropology's historical unity lies in its subject 

matter of dark-skinned people known as ‘savages’ or ‘primitives’ (Stocking 1992), so too 

are Walker and Parmar preoccupied with capturing and freezing the Other of the Western 

imagination. The cinematic gaze of Warrior Marks encapsulates both the “Western gaze” 

(Nnaemeka 2005, 5) and the "horrified gaze" (Grewal and Kaplan 1994, 4). The 

“horrified gaze,” which refers to the process by which the West looks upon non-Western 

women’s bodies with “disgust, shock, and horror," pathologizes the non-Western body 

while normalizing and naturalizing that of the West. This “disgust, shock, horror” focuses 

in on bodily modifications, which arise at the intersection of the cultural and natural. 

Notably, however, it is specifically the culture of the non-Western body which is targeted 

by the “horrified gaze.” Culturalization, as I mentioned previously, forces an exaggerated 

cultural determinism upon the Other while presenting the ‘culturalizor’ as though 
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acultural (Phillips 2007, 64). As Lentin recognizes, “While this culturalization … is 

flecked with the conceit that culture rules them [the Other] … we rule ourselves and 

enjoy culture fruitfully (Lentin 2005, 57). This process exaggerates the hold culture 

exerts over particular people, thereby exoticizing culture as that which belongs to and 

constitutes the Other.  

In both Possessing the Secret of Joy and Warrior Marks, Walker invokes a 

hapless, primitive world, one consumed by the enduring conflict between the custodians 

of a patriarchal culture and their female victims. Tellingly, the lurid companion book to 

Warrior Marks includes a geographic map that depicts some regions as dark, 

unenlightened, and more threatening than others. Warrior Marks enables Rony’s 

"fascinating cannibalism," which refers to the: 

[M]ixture of fascination and horror that the "ethnographic" occasions: the 

"cannibalism" is not that of the people who are labeled Savages, but that 

of the consumers of the images of the bodies, as well as actual bodies on 

display, of native peoples offered up by popular media and science. (Rony 

1996, 10) 

  

Whether dotting the book’s map of Africa with insects and scales, fixating upon the 

presence of prostitutes and disfigured women, or interweaving their own emotional 

struggles, Walker and Parmar sensationalize Africa and the women who live there. They 

navigate between voyeurism and fear, intrigue and contempt, and, in doing so, allow the 

“cannibalism” of their subjects. Ultimately, they offer up these women’s non-Western 

bodies to the gaze of a Western audience.  

Walker and Parmar imprint Tylor and Morgan’s evolutionism onto the 

geographical divide between the West and non-West. Within this dichotomy, the West is 

perched on high moral ground, ready to sweep in and rescue those unable to fend for 



86 

themselves. Such symbolic location is noteworthy, considering that, as Donna Haraway 

discusses, our vision reflects the point at which we stand and “is always a question of the 

power to see … [and] the violence implicit in our visualizing practices” (Haraway 1991, 

192). Walker exercises her visual capacity, looking beyond the West vs. non-West divide 

as though back upon an earlier stage within the world’s developmental progression.  

Culture and tradition, to the degree that they signify the Other, are complicit in 

Walker’s construction of a monolithic Africanness. As Inderpal Grewal and Caren 

Kaplan point out, Warrior Marks provides many of the “most typical of colonial 

discourse tropes” (1994, 17). When the film begins, we encounter women dancing to 

polyrhythmic, African drumming, their movement unbridled by the camera’s presence. 

This drumming, as Grewal and Kaplan remind us, indexes ‘Africa’ to non-Africans at all 

familiar with Hollywood cinema or ethnographic film. These rhetorical representations of 

culture tell the Western audience that it is observing a distant, foreign land, one of culture 

and tradition.  

The voyeuristic Warrior Marks sensationalizes the Other, documenting the 

“cartographies of pain” endured by its creators (Walker and Parmar 1993, 37). In the 

words of one reviewer, “Parmar has nightmares, Walker insomnia … the images are 

cataclysmic, oppressive, dramatic, insufferable … Walker and Parmar lead us like brave 

guides into the charnel house” (Akudinobi 2005, 147). Further, the film employs standard 

ethnographic shots to establish cultural difference (Grewal and Kaplan 1994, 131) and its 

camera penetrates the social spaces of local people, moving in and out of doorways, 

looking for “secrets.” Just as Geertz transformed his Balinese village into a “mise-en-

scène” (Marcus 1997, 89) of ethnographic inquiry, Walker and Parmar warp the film’s 
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village setting into a “mise-en-scène” of cinematic curiosity, crafting an enclosed, 

bounded world in which their Othered subjects live. 

Walker’s incessant focus on her own experiences imbues the film with a sense of 

narcissistic rage, a theme which further detracts from the complex realities of her 

subjects. It is unsurprising that Walker appeals to culturalization, given that the film 

centers on her own relationship to FGM/C rather than on the relationship between 

FCM/C and the wider sociopolitical context. Many documentary films are self-centered 

and this characteristic of Warrior Marks is not necessarily problematic. What is 

problematic, however, is the way Walker’s presence provides a singular route from 

oppression to liberation, inundating the film with idealized images of the Western 

feminism that she herself typifies. This ‘route’ speaks of a linear progression, the 

pinnacle of which is feminism. Hence, as Walker co-opts Tylor’s evolutionary sequence, 

she does so in a manner which demands her subject’s evolution towards feminism.  

The ways in which Walker and Parmar mediate the film are especially relevant in 

the context of Gerald Graff’s observation that “literary represents are not simply neutral 

aesthetic descriptions but interventions which act upon the world they describe” (Graff 

1992, 29). By forcing themselves into the experiences and worlds of their subjects, 

Walker and Parmar reinscribe their own interpretation upon their subjects. Within 

Warrior Marks, Walker justifies her omnipresence on the grounds that she is serving the 

needs of her African “sisters” and is thus herself relevant to an account of their state of 

being. In an interview following the release of the film, Walker defensively articulates 

her right to speak about and for her African subjects: 

[W]hen Africans get into trouble, who do they call? Everybody. They call 

on people who they shouldn’t even talk to — trying to raise money, 
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appealing to people to fight their battles, buying guns from Russia and the 

United States … So they can accept what I — someone who loves my 

former home — am saying. They don’t have a leg to stand on, so they 

better not start hopping around me. (Giddings 1992, 60) 

  

Still, there are numerous instances throughout Warrior Marks in which Walker and 

Parmar appear rather inept. For instance, Walker explains that: 

These city women are quite cool and cynical I thought — until we 

encourage their offer to dance. Up to dancing, we were trying to hold a 

conversation about wife-beating, child-abuse, economic empowerment 

... In the middle of this I was stunned to head Madame Fall, out host, ask 

me to buy them a refrigerated truck … I assured her that a whole 

refrigerated truck is a bit out of my range in the film budget. (Walker and 

Parmar 1993, 28) 

  

This quote reflects the gulf between the quotidian needs of the African women and the 

assumptions underlying the goals of Walker and her global sisterhood movement. As 

Sondra Hale notes, Western feminism's insurgency against FGM/C commonly has more 

to do with the issues Western feminists face themselves than with the lived realities of the 

African women (Hale 2005, 209). Walker and Parmar’s intervention efforts certainly fall 

within the parameters of such critique, as this quote reveals: 

[The] interview turned out to be a great disappointment. In our 

previous conversation, Madame Fall has spoken of the joys of sex, how 

important it was to her, how circumcision took this pleasure from women 

... None of this occurred in our filmed interview, and none of our 

promptings produced what we were looking for. Instead, she talked 

about her “leader” and the political party she belongs to. Fortunately, 

the interviews with the two sisters were inspiring. One of the sisters said, 

“you cannot ever come to terms with pain.” (Walker and Parmar 1993, 73) 

  

Parmar entered her cinematic ‘fieldwork’ with set expectations about her subject’s 

behavior. When she fails to elicit the desired responses from Madame Fall, Parmar 

experiences a “great disappointment” before proceeding to dismiss the topic about which 

Madame Fall actually wishes to speak — politics. 
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Culturalization and the Rhetoric of Binaries 

 

As Hosken and Walker implicitly refer to the West vs. non-West divide, they 

uphold this dichotomy by alluding to other binary relationships. Throughout their works, 

Hosken and Walker resort to what Latour (1993) calls a “purification ritual,” or a 

separating of nature from culture. Those who successfully engage in such ritual are 

deemed ‘modern’; those who have yet to adopt the division and its scientific 

underpinnings remain mired between culture and nature, stuck in the premodern. As 

Latour explains, views of modernity often rely upon a “modern Constitution” by which 

we create a division between the natural (nonhuman) and cultural (human) and stabilize 

them as categories both real and antithetical to one another. Such framework renders 

mediation and hybridization invisible, presupposing a false sense of uncompromised 

purity upon that which falls within the realm of nature.  

A second division also exists, that of the ‘moderns’ and the ‘premoderns,’ those 

who hold the capacity to differentiate between nature and culture and those who cannot: 

We are the only ones who differentiate absolutely between Nature and 

Culture, between Science and Society, whereas in our eyes all the others 

… cannot really separate what is knowledge from what is Society, 

what is sign from what is thing, what comes from Nature as it is from 

what their cultures require. Whatever they do … they will always 

remain blinded by this confusion; they are prisoners of the social and of 

language alike. Whatever we do, however criminal, however imperialistic 

we may be, we escape from the prison of the social or of language to gain 

access to things themselves through a providential exit gate, that of 

scientific knowledge. (Latour 1993, 99) 

  

Though these divisions are fabricated, themselves of a cultural nature, they are seldom 

regarded as so. Indeed, such frameworks: 
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Define the particular way Westerners had of establishing their relations 

with others as long as they felt modern. ‘We’, however, do not 

distinguish between Nature and Society more than ‘They’ make them 

overlap…Premoderns are said never to distinguish between signs and 

things, but neither do ‘We.’ (Latour 1993, 103) 

  

The separation between modernity and premodernity frequently emerges within both 

Hosken and Walker’s work, doing so alongside the culture and nature dichotomy.  

At times, the poles of these binaries are directly mentioned; at other points topics 

such as technology or biomedicine fill such role. Hosken, for instance, disparages her 

subjects on the grounds that they are “illiterate old women with no knowledge of 

anatomy” or “people who do not know any better, and are wholly ignorant of the 

biological facts” (Hosken 1994, 1). These women remain “isolated” in “rural regions 

untouched by modernism,” lack “access to new information,” and “do the hardest work in 

the fields with the most primitive tools” (Hosken 1980, 46). Furthermore, her report 

regards this “ignorance” as the byproduct of the “traditional environment” in which 

“people are convinced of the necessity of the operations.” Hosken implies a striking link 

between a lack of knowledge and tradition and presents both as antithetical to 

development: 

Modernization and development foster individual growth, education and 

achievement . . . By definition the goals of tradition and development 

are incompatible. (Hosken 1994, 8) 

  

Genital mutilation is a traditional practice that reflects a social 

organization that is incompatible with present-day economic goals. 

These mutilations are an obstacle to political, social, and economic 

development. (Hosken 1994, 91) 

  

Hosken advocates for a postcolonial civilizing mission whereby the West ‘saves’ African 

societies from the threat of tradition. She deploys culturalization within this endeavor, 

divorcing FGM/C from its relevant political and economic histories, the factors which are 
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themselves mutually-constitutive of tradition. In the end, what Hosken fails to consider is 

the possibility that the “mutilations” do not hinder “political, social, and economic 

development” but rather reflect their presence.  

Much Anti-FGM/C rhetoric is premised upon the assumption that Western 

women, freed from the bounds of “custom, culture and tradition,” have also been 

liberated from the most severe manifestations of gender-violence. If culture is the root 

cause of violence and certain groups are more cultural than others (Phillips 2007, 64), 

then an acultural Western woman faces less oppression than her non-Western 

counterpart. As mentioned in Chapter 3, culturalization is embedded within the notion of 

a harmful cultural practice, working from two primary assumptions: first, that harmful 

practices proceed primarily from culture rather than from political or other structural 

factors and, second, that groups of people are cultural to different degrees, a variation 

which can be readily transposed upon the West vs. non-West division. Hence, to the 

extent that the Western woman is acultural, she is safe from cultural harm. It follows that 

culture is the fundamental hazard and threat, a social pathology to which modernization is 

the antidote.  

What Hosken and Walker omit, however, is the fact that “modernization” and 

“development” have yet to eliminate gender-based violence or oppression in the West. In 

fact, as Sheila Jeffreys found, `labiaplasty' which “reduces and/or reshapes the labia 

minora” is practiced routinely in the United States, among other forms of cosmetic 

surgery that alter and “sexually objectify” a woman’s body according to the dictates of 

beauty standards (Jeffreys 2005, 284). In addition to the prevalence of cosmetic 

procedures, Western societies deal with high rates of gender-based violence, which most 
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often tends to be the male battering of women in intimate relationships (Merry 2012, 54). 

As Merry notes, “gender violence is a global phenomenon” (2011, 53): It occurs all over 

the world, although at different frequencies and in different forms, and often corresponds 

to the level of violence in the wider societal context.  

In her appeal to culturalization, Hosken maintains that Western intervention is 

imperative if “Africa” is to overcome its tradition: 

The myth about the importance of cultural tradition must be laid to rest, 

considering that development - the introduction of Western technology 

and living patterns - is the goal of every country where the operations are 

practices today. (Hosken 1994, 10) 

  

Like the early anthropologists who conducted ethnographic research on behalf of colonial 

powers, Hosken appeals to an evolutionist progression from the primitive and savage to 

the civilized and developed. We must, Hosken insists: 

[T]each those who cling to distorted beliefs and damaging practices some 

better ways to cope with themselves, their lives, reproduction and 

sexuality … share what we know and make this knowledge available to all 

who need it so desperately. (Hosken 1994, 2) 

  

These “distorted beliefs” are principally the product of tradition. Consequently, it must be 

those who have moved beyond “myths, magic, misconceptions, and ignorance of facts” 

(Hosken 1994, 72), those of “technology” (2), “knowledge,” “information,” and “facts” 

(11), those free from the command of tradition, who intervene.  

The “myths” and “magic” Hosken references are certainly not neutral terms; in 

fact, they once again hearken back to early anthropology which gave special 

consideration to ‘primitive’ religion and witchcraft. For instance, Tylor proposed that “to 

our [civilized] minds … the eclipse has long passed from the realm of mythology into the 

realm of science … upward from its early savage states to the period when astronomy 
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claimed it” (Tylor 1871, 298). He similarly concluded that “Witchcraft is part and parcel 

of savage life” (Tylor 1871, 125). As Fabian argued, the anthropological constructions of 

both culture and cultural relativity have helped foster a “denial of coevalness,” (Fabian 

1983) or a way of seeing the world in which different, contemporary societies are 

interpreted as existing in different historical epochs. This model, Fabian concluded, has 

legitimated colonialism by locating other cultures outside the temporal sphere of 

modernity. Hosken enacts her own “denial of coevalness,” elevating the societies of 

‘technology’ and ‘scientific fact’ to modernity while consigning her subjects to the more 

primitive world.  

Hosken emphasizes that during FGM/C “the female genitalia that are created 

‘perfect’ are deliberately crippled and altered according to custom” (Hosken 1994, 15). 

Implicit in such statement is the view that the Western body is free from cultural 

intervention, untouched by culture or tradition. It follows that Western bodies are defined 

as pre-formed, neutral entities that transcend both the cultural and historical. Hence, as 

she crafts a dichotomy between “biological facts” and “distorted beliefs,” Hosken 

presumes that the “facts” of the West are acultural and cross-culturally applicable, the 

ultimate tool of intervention. 

Walker’s cinematic and ethnographic “gazes” also invoke the tradition vs. 

modernity dichotomy, imprinting it upon distinct localities. Throughout both Warrior 

Marks and Possessing the Secret of Joy, Walker envisions a world in which tradition 

differs drastically from modernity. In doing so, she advances a quintessential paradigm of 

colonial discourse, one which, guided by the logic of culturalism, presupposes modernity 

as a corrective to tradition. Walker, like Hosken, imprints this division upon the familiar 
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hierarchy of cultural evolution, thus situating her African subjects in a displaced temporal 

realm. As they reinscribe the tradition vs. modernity divide, the activists depict the 

traditional as an especially threatening environment for women: tradition and modernity 

are diametrically opposed, and modernity rises as the developmental stage in which 

women secure liberation. Ultimately, both Hosken and Walker promote gender equality 

as a new standard of cultural progress. While Morgan and Tylor advanced technological 

and religious development as measurements of cultural progression, Walker and Hosken 

bring gender equality to the forefront.  

In contrast to Hosken, who speaks directly of modernization, Walker references 

modernity circuitously by way of the nature vs. culture divide. In Possessing the Secret of 

Joy, Walker reads the act of circumcision as though an inscription of culture onto nature, 

onto the female body in its neutral, unaltered form. In regards to such tendency, 

Françoise Lionnet argues that it is critical to recognize the similarities between Western 

forms of body modification and FGM/C, reminding us that both should be presented as 

equally cultural. Neglecting to do so undermines the subjectivity and agency of those 

who choose to undergo the practice and risks equating victimhood with helplessness 

(Lionnet 1985).  

Throughout Possessing the Secret of Joy, women’s way out of the grip of tradition 

is figured in terms of a return to the simplicity of nature, a nature which is itself presented 

as though the antidote to the cruelties of culture. Walker repeatedly employs animal 

imagery and allusions, most notably the parable of Lara the panther (Walker 1992, 3-5) 

and the flashbacks to the leopard who lost her cubs at the hands of fur-seeking hunters, 

both of which speak to the novel’s privileging of nature over culture. Furthermore, at the 
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novel’s start, Tashi’s hand is described as “a small dark hand and arm, like that of a 

monkey" (Walker 1997, 7). This animal motif continues throughout the novel and Tashi’s 

maternal development is soon paralleled to that of an animal. Because she was 

‘mutilated’ at birth, Tashi cannot have a ‘natural,’ unaided birth: “The obstetrician broke 

two instruments trying to make an opening large enough for Benny’s head,” which is 

soon revealed to be “yellow and blue and badly misshapen” (Walker 1992, 57). Tashi 

resolves to “gently and surreptitiously [stroke] his head into more normal contours,” 

work she “instinctively felt” should be carried out with her tongue (Walker 1992, 61). 

Tashi, at this moment, assumes the role of the threatened, maternal animal, evoking her 

‘instinctive’ nurturing capacity. 

 During the novel’s aforementioned scenes, Walker preserves the nature-culture 

binary of Enlightenment thinking, aligning her vision of global, universal womanhood 

with the natural, and genital cutting with the cultural. Concurrently, she facilitates a 

problematic representation of female bodies in which a particular manifestation of the 

body is naturalized and universalized to stand for all. In such a narrative, the ‘natural’ 

female body has ‘normal’ genitalia whereas a ‘mutilated’ one is circumcised. FGM/C, 

according to Walker and Parmar, results in “a distortion of the original anatomy” (Walker 

and Parmar 1993, 19). This view regards the female body in terms of its biology and 

corporality, thus severing it from the sociocultural context.  

Elsewhere, Walker invokes a presumed relationship between religion and the 

natural, offering that: 

We can tell you that the body you are born into is sacred and whole, like 

the earth that produced it, and there is nothing that needs to be subtracted 

from it. (Walker and Parmar 1993, 19). 
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In a post-publication interview concerning Warrior Marks, Walker once again speaks of 

the natural when she qualifies that “I am not speaking for anybody. I am not speaking for 

Africans. The body of a woman is a universal treasure, precious. It should not be 

mutilated. Period!” Yet, as previously discussed, her “horrified gaze” regards FGM/C, a 

non-Western bodily modification, as an affront to the natural, acultural body. Further, 

both quotes echo Hosken, who states that “The female genitalia that are created ‘perfect’ 

are deliberately crippled and altered according to custom” (Hosken 1994, 32).  

Walker’s work revolves around the question of ‘How is the body taken up in 

culture?’ Moira Gatens, on the other hand, urges us to abandon such a framework and 

instead consider “how does culture construct the body so that it is understood as a 

biological given?” (Gatens 1988, 62). Assertions of a universalized ‘normal’ body in anti-

FGM discourse hide the particularity of bodies as practiced and imagined within specific 

cultural and historical contexts. At the same time, the discourse of “harmfulness” implies 

an authoritative knowledge of the “unharmed” body. Such claims frequently appeal to 

scientific discourse, calling forth modernity, development, and progress. In doing so, they 

once more reinscribe an evolutionist framework, aligning scientific and medical advances 

with the West. 

While Hosken underscores her subject’s cultural nature, which she parallels with 

their ‘barbaric nature,’ Walker more freely vacillates between the cultural and the natural, 

imposing both upon her subjects at different points throughout her works. Walker depicts 

her non-Western, non-modern subjects as though suspended between the cultural and 

natural, incapable of differentiating between the two. Her Western subjects, however, are 
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able to distinguish between the opposing sides of such binary, actively creating and 

experiencing a world marked by a separation of culture and nature.  

Latour also identifies claims to ‘objectivity’ as a means by which ‘moderns’ 

distinguish themselves from their non-modern counterparts: the non-modern are so 

gripped by culture that they cannot ascertain the objectivity of the natural world. It is not, 

however, that the modern have progressed entirely beyond culture; rather, they simply 

possess the ability to identify, locate, and define culture as something intrinsically and 

necessarily removed from the natural. In a sense, Walker claims both the natural and the 

cultural for the Western world, forwarding medical knowledge, the cultural, in favor of 

the ‘natural’ and thus uncircumcised female genitalia. She still presupposes a false binary 

between the two categories, but, in doing so, allows for the West to transverse and blur 

such division whereas her African subjects, premodern and unable to differentiate 

between nature and culture, remain at the mercy of the latter. The culture she affords her 

subjects, however, is static and unchanged by those who live within it, as though itself an 

immutable and insurmountable natural phenomenon. 

Ultimately, The Hosken Report, Possessing the Secret of Joy, and Warrior Marks 

are works of culturalization as much as they are works of anti-FGM/C logic. In carrying 

out this culturalization, they blur the role of power, politics, and agency, and, in 

decontextualizing their subjects, they mute these women’s voices. Within the works, 

culturalization parallels the presences of particular binaries, namely the modern vs. 

premodern, the ignorant vs. enlightened, and the culture vs. nature binaries, all of which 

are mapped upon not just one another but also upon the West vs. non-West divide. All 

and all, at the most fundamental level, Hosken and Walker both reinvigorate the 
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problematic legacy of classical ethnography and endorse the proliferation of 

culturalization within the contemporary world.  

 

* * * * * *  

 

 

Following the release of Warrior Marks, documentary film has assumed a 

prominent role in the global movement against FGM/C, proving itself as an effective 

medium in the era of online and social media activism. Such films feature heavily in the 

anti-FGM/C campaign of the British newspaper The Guardian, which has galvanized 

international support for the movement at an unprecedented rate. Though The Guardian 

campaign came decades after Hosken and Walker’s works were released and decades 

after Lila Abu-Lughod took anthropology by storm and wrote ‘against culture,’ little 

differs between the present campaign and its predecessors.  

Within its central film, “Highlights of the Global Media Campaign,” the 

newspaper reiterates many of the points made by Hosken and Walker, alludes to the same 

tropes, and condemns the practice just as unconditionally as do the two activists: It 

reduces FGM/C to a single, uniform practice, one supposedly consistent throughout time 

and space. It homogenizes women from the Gambia, Kurdistan, China, and Indonesia 

into a non-Western Other, regarding their experiences and voices as interchangeable. It 

throws around words like “barbaric” and “development” while depicting African men as 

cruel, African women as silent, and both as ignorant. But before we see any of this, 

however, we hear the film’s first spoken sentence, the words of an anonymous, and 

undifferentiated, though decidedly ‘foreign’ voice. “There is this culture of ours,” the 

voice says, “that we have been indebted to, that our forefathers has [sic] been doing” 
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(Purcell 2015: 0:09). This quote, which sounds as though it came straight from Hosken’s 

pen or Walker’s mouth, speaks to not only the rhetorical force of culture but also to just 

how little has changed throughout the last two decades. Although postcolonial feminism 

has discredited Walker and Hosken and although Abu-Lughod’s storm has tapered off, all 

these years later, we remain loyal to the concept of culture. 
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Chapter 5: Harborview Hospital and the Seattle Compromise 

The previously discussed sources, which advocate in support of eliminating 

FGM/C, represent just one side of the controversy. In contrast, the other side of this 

debate endorses the recurrence of the practice in a less severe form or its more gradual 

elimination. In this chapter, I consider campaigns both in support of and against a 

modified FGM/C procedure which was developed in 1996 by Seattle, Washington’s 

Harborview Medical Center at the request of the Somali immigrant community it serves. 

As the ‘Seattle compromise’ unfolded, culture entered the scene and those both in support 

of and against the procedure laid rhetorical claim to the concept.  

While the previous chapters identify and challenge a reified model of culture, this 

chapter will place both the reified and dynamic models in conversation with one another. 

During the Harborview incident, culture came to simultaneously serve opposing sides of 

one debate, exercising its shape-shifting capacity in service of whoever employed it. This 

chapter highlights such capacity, regarding it in relation to the process of culturalization.  

The Seattle compromise and its ensuing controversy brings to the forefront issues 

of the variable application of culture and tradition. As mentioned previously, the central 

tension within the FGM/C controversy is not one of culture per se but rather of the 

particular models of culture we advance. Accordingly, the discourses produced by both 

sides of the debate speak to just how equivocal and paradoxical culture is within the 

public imagination (Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson 2001).  

Within this one debate, culture is both condemned as antithetical to human rights 

and celebrated as a right in and of itself — appeals which are representative of much of 

the discourse surrounding international human rights (Merry 2006). Regarded as the 
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source of gender-based oppression, culture is vilified by the Harborview opponents, who, 

in the footsteps of Okin, consider it to be incompatible with human rights. These 

opponents ask us to choose universalism over cultural relativism, seeming to say that 

there exist no other options, though, as Dembour’s model illustrates, it is possible to 

embrace both sides without compromising either. 

Drawing from a Boasian view, the critics forwarded a reified model of culture, 

one which emphasizes internal coherence, boundedness, and timelessness and is largely 

interchangeable with the idea of tradition. This culture is analogous to the model most 

frequently referenced within the public sphere (Merry 2001, 32). Discounting the active 

processes and systems at play within a social community, the reified view of culture 

tends to deny the capacity of certain societies to affect internal cultural change. The 

Harborview physicians, however, pushed back against such trend, wishing to assist the 

Somali community in transitioning away from the most severe forms of FGM/C by 

providing a “bridge” (Wade 2001, 527) between infibulation and the abolition of the 

practice in its entirety. Examining the underlying significance of such “bridge,” this 

chapter considers the logic of both the physicians and their vocal opponents in relation to 

the employed modes of culture. In doing so, I interrogate the processes by which one 

phrase, ‘culture,’ came to dominate the rhetoric of clashing interests.  

By the time of the Seattle compromise, the American public was quite familiar 

with FGM/C and the campaigns against it. In addition to Walker’s prominent campaign, 

which was well established by the mid-1990s, figures such as Oprah Winfrey had also 

publicly denounced the practice (The Oprah Winfrey Show 1995). Furthermore, federal 

legislation against the practice was already in the works, efforts which would soon 



102 

materialize into the 1997 Federal Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation Act (Coleman 

1998, 751).  

With such context in mind, it is understandable that the incident transpired at this 

moment in American sociopolitical history. Likewise, it is also unsurprising that 

Harborview would be the hospital in which such an incident would occur, considering its 

goal of providing “culturally responsive health care” (Wade 2011, 525) that satisfies both 

“cultural” and “medical needs.” For instance, one hospital employee explained that: 

Harborview has always practiced… Eastern and Western medicine … 

depending upon the immigrant population that was being treated at 

Harborview, we’d also try to incorporate some of their historical medical 

beliefs in how we were treating them ...[and] [we] understand people’s 

traditional medical practices. (Wade 2011, 525). 

  

Furthermore, Harborview serves a predominantly immigrant community and it was 

Somali immigrant women who requested that their daughters be circumcised, a request, 

however, that Harborview physicians initially declined.  

Most of the Somali women who approached Harborview only asked for a 

symbolic nick or “sunna,” likely aware that the hospital would not perform more extreme 

forms of the procedure. The practice of sunna, which involves only a small, blood 

drawing incision on the clitoris, had previously been a component of anti-FGM/C 

campaigns in Africa and it is thus not surprising that it was the immigrant women 

themselves who initially introduced the practice to Harborview. When the hospital first 

refused the women’s requests, the physicians explained to the women that “in this 

country only boys are circumcised” (Coleman 1998, 740), according to an interview 

conducted with Harborview doctor Leslie Miller.  
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After their request was initially denied, many of the women informed the hospital 

that they would resort to sending their daughters to Somalia or Somali midwives in the 

Seattle area so that they may undergo the procedure. Not only would the girls still be 

circumcised but, as one mother is reported to have said, there would be a greater “chance 

that a grandmother who believes in the old way, the Pharaonic circumcision, will call the 

shots” (Ostrom 1996). In other words, girls circumcised outside of the hospital faced a 

greater likelihood that they would endure extreme forms of the practice, such as 

infibulation circumcision.  

In the end, Harborview took the women’s threat seriously, concluding that a 

modified practice would provide a suitable alternative to a more extreme manifestation of 

the practice. A committee consisting of medical ethicists, pediatricians, hospital 

administrators, an obstetrician-gynecologist, an urologist, and a plastic surgeon (Coleman 

1996) soon developed an alternative to what it saw as the traditional Somali form of 

circumcision. This modified practice entailed, according to hospital spokeswoman Tina 

Mankowski, a “small cut to the prepuce, the hood above the clitoris, with no tissue 

excised” (Coleman 1998, 745) and would be “conducted under local anesthetic” only on 

children “old enough to understand the practice and give consent in combination with 

informed consent of the parents” (Coleman 1998, 745). The practice, the hospital 

insisted, would not just serve the immediate cultural needs of the Somali population but 

would moreover help spark the complete abolition of the practice among the second 

generation of the immigrant community.  

By referencing ‘cultural needs,’ Harborview endorsed the Geertzian “symbolic 

forms” and “semiotic” model of culture (Geertz 1973, 5), departing significantly from the 
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Boasian cultural framework referenced in most anti-FGM/C literature. Specifically, the 

physicians drew upon Geertz’s theory regarding the cultural process of internal meaning-

making. Though Geertz’s reinscription of the one culture, one people model overlaps 

with the opponent’s reified framework, his emphasis on symbolic interpretation is 

embedded within the physician's dynamic culture concept. After ‘reading’ the cultural 

needs of the Somali community, the physicians determined that it is the ritualistic 

components of FGM/C which are most significant rather than the specificities of the 

procedure in and of itself. Thus, they concluded that what the community members 

needed was a practice through which they could ‘read’ themselves, something which 

would allow them “to make sense out of experience, to give it form and order” (Geertz 

1973, 140). As the physicians came to this conclusion, they endorsed a more dynamic 

view of culture, stressing active interpretation over unengaged submission to tradition. 

The Somali community members who approached Harborview about the 

modified circumcision both rationalized the practice and articulated an active willingness 

to redevelop the traditional procedure. As one Seattle Times reporter noted, many Somali 

parents worried their daughters “would be shamed, dishonored and unmarriageable if 

they were not cut, an act they believe shows their purity” (Brune 1996). Others stressed 

the ways in which the practice tailors a woman’s behavior towards a particular ideal. One 

Somali refugee couple offered that “We were taught that this was a way of ensuring a 

girl’s good behavior . . .  it prevents them from running wild. Women should be meek, 

simple and quiet, not aggressive and outgoing. This is something we just accept” (Dugger 

1996). Another Somali woman insisted that the practice was critical if her daughter was 

to ward off the “American disease” in which “Girls 13, 14, 15 get pregnant, go wild, get 
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welfare” (Ostrom 1996). In general, however, most of the mothers who wished for their 

daughters to be circumscribed drew upon a disparate array of factors, with one woman 

claiming that the practice is as “important for health” as it is “important for religion” 

(Ostrom 1996).  

Yet, it is still critical to note that the established Somali community in Seattle 

during this time “essentially agree[d] that the practice should be ended,” as the Seattle 

Times coverage found (Brune 1996). The community also understood, however, that it 

would take more than just outlawing the practice or shaming participants to eradicate 

FGM/C. As one proponent for ending the practice explained, "the fact that we came as 

refugees doesn't mean we are going to leave our culture overnight. The bad parts of our 

culture we will try to shake off, gradually” (Brune 1996). The Harborview physicians 

saw such sentiments as indicative of a “self-conscious” (Wade 2011, 327) communal 

commitment to cultural change, one which could be actualized by way of the modified 

practice. Sunna, from this perspective, is not mutilation but rather a mark of emerging 

cultural change. 

While developing the modified practice and offering it up for legal review, the 

hospital maintained that the refigured sunna procedure represented a “largely symbolic 

compromise.” The hospital would not, a public relations officer explained, be “doing 

female circumcisions … [nor] considering doing female circumcisions” (Brune 1996). 

Dr. James LoGerfo, Harborview’s Medical Director stressed that: 

[N]o one is contemplating doing those rituals most people associate with 

female circumcision … but out of respect for these women’s beliefs … the 

physicians and others who treat the Somali families have been meeting to 

see if the hospital can offer a compromise solution. (Paulson 1996) 
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Other spokespersons, conceding that the modified practice did perhaps overlap with 

circumcision to a certain degree, still maintained that is was nevertheless analogous, if 

not less severe, to the widespread practice of male circumcision. 

The Dynamic Model of Culture 

According to Harborview, the immigrant community’s “cultural need” warranted 

such a compromise, if not demanded it. As Wade found in her review of the media 

coverage surrounding the controversy, the phrase “cultural need” appears frequently in 

interviews conducted with Harborview physicians and staff (Wade 2011, 527). 

Harborview did not, however, regard the Somalis as entirely at the mercy of this “cultural 

need”; rather, they saw the immigrant community as engaged in a process of cultural 

(re)creation, actively seeking out new cultural significance and interpretation.  

Though they did ascribe a certain degree of deterministic authority to culture, the 

physicians ultimately emphasized and validated the Somali community’s internal 

capacity to stimulate cultural change. At the same time, the physicians also pushed back 

against assumptions which root culture in the realm of the Other. For instance, one 

informant questioned why “male circumcision … is very important and everybody 

recognizes it as a legitimate cultural practice” whereas “[f]emale circumcision … has not 

had that same recognition” (Wade 2011, 528). From this perspective, the Somali are no 

more cultural or traditional than their American counterparts who themselves engage in a 

tradition of “medically unnecessary genital cutting” for the sake of its symbolic meaning 

(Wade 2011, 528).  

The dynamic framework also disrupts assumptions of the inherently dangerous, 

oppressive, or patriarchal culture which takes as its victim the helpless and voiceless 
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woman. Within this model, culture and women’s rights are neither antithetical nor 

irreconcilable, as Okin suggests. Another of Wade’s informants explained that: 

The stereotype of, you know, the submissive woman being forced to have 

this procedure by sort of a patriarchal society doesn’t really hold up, you 

know, in my own personal experience with this culture. These [Somali 

women] are very strong, capable women who run their families with a 

usually pretty clear control. (Wade 2011, 528)  

  

The Harborview incident complicates not only notions of cultural determinism and 

essentialism but also disrupts many of the implications, such as the culturally upheld and 

validated patriarchy, associated with mainstream understandings of culture.  

Within the reified model, the choices and actions of the culture-bound individual 

are seemingly involuntary, inherent, and primal, immune from the influence of personal 

agency or the sway of an individualized existence. On the other hand, a cultural 

framework which comprehensively accounts for personal agency and capacity recognizes 

that those who participate in a cultural community are concurrently those who create it. 

The behavior, choices, and experiences of individuals are collectively constitutive of the 

cultural context in which they live; culture does not exist before or without the individual. 

The Harborview physicians implicitly understood such relationship, and, in their efforts 

to elicit widespread cultural change, focused on the individuals and their individual 

capacities as cultural agents. 

Though certainly an improvement from the reified cultural model, the dynamic 

model of culture advanced by the physicians still carries its own array of problematic 

ramifications. As Wade found, the physicians overestimated their ability, if not also their 

right, to direct the cultural change surrounding the transition from infibulation to 

prepotomy. The physicians also romanticized the idea of cultural adaptation, envisioning 
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a simplistic transition from sunna to elimination, a process, they assumed, which would 

inevitably proceed just as they had expected (Wade 2011, 533). In doing so, they 

dismissed the work of anthropologists, feminists, and moderate anti-FGM/C activists 

(Wade 2011, 533) and seldom questioned their own jurisdiction over the practice and the 

ensuing implications of its elimination. When challenged, the physicians renounced the 

often constructive concerns of those who warned against the medicalization of the 

practice or questioned the physicians’ methods for ascertaining genuine consent. In the 

end, they drew once again from Geertz, forwarding a rather apolitical model of culture, 

one predictable insofar as it is removed from the volatile context of politics and power. 

The physicians’ intent to guide the Somali population into a cultural context in 

which “genital mutilation” does not occur is significant in and of itself. As mentioned in 

Chapter 4, adult women throughout the U.S. are increasingly likely to undergo some form 

of genital alteration, procedures which include hymen reconstruction, clitoral foreskin 

removal, labia reduction and enlargement, and vaginal opening reduction (Sheldon and 

Wilkinson 1998). Though these practices are typically referred to as ‘enhancement’ 

procedures, they parallel many of the practices placed beneath the umbrella of FGM/C. 

Accordingly, though the physicians intended to provide a ‘bridge’ between infibulation 

and the abandonment of the practice, they failed to acknowledge that this bridge could, 

rather than eliminating the practice, simply restructure it to fit the standards of American 

norms or perhaps of American patriarchy. In proposing a process of “acculturation” 

(Wade 2011), acculturation, that is, into the U.S., they dismissed the possibility that the 

reworked cultural practice would absorb the particular manifestations of American 

sexism.  
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In the end, though recognizing the complex, entangled relationship between 

individuals and the culture in which they live, the physicians still presupposed a 

concerning degree of predictability, and thus simplicity, to that same model of culture. 

They saw elimination as the inevitable result of the modified procedure, 

decontextualizing the practice and dismissing the complicated, ever-changing interplay 

between the immigrant community and U.S. cultural phenomena. 

The Reified Model of Culture 

Once the committee finalized its plans for the modified circumcision procedure, 

Harborview publicly approached Washington's attorney general for legal review. News of 

the proposal triggered a bitter and divisive public dispute, enraging anti-FGM/C activists 

and political figures throughout the country as well as in Canada and the U.K. Despite the 

hospital's insistence that the procedure was merely symbolic, many opponents saw it as 

symbolic of a tradition of patriarchal brutality. These opponents inundated the hospital 

with hundreds of letters, calls, and threats, all of which condemned the doctors for 

supposedly facilitating the recurrence of FGM/C within the U.S.  

Colorado Democratic representative Patricia Schroeder, who was one of the 

primary sponsors of the federal statute which criminalized FGM/C, challenged the 

legality of the proposed procedure, though she later admitted that, at the point in which 

she took such position and publicly denounced Harborview, she had not yet seen a copy 

of the proposal nor had she been informed about the specifics of the procedure (Levy 

1999). Notably, Schroeder’s ‘legal’ argument differs little from arguments made by 

Hosken and Walker, appeals firstly concerned with the “barbarism” of the practice. 

Schroeder explained that “Quite frankly this apparent push for such a barbaric procedure 
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by a respected mainstream medical establishment both baffles and horrifies me” (Wade 

2011, 529).  

Another activist echoed Schroeder’s point, contending that “even talking about 

cutting female genitals legitimizes a barbaric practice” (Ostrom 1996). Claims which 

focus on the “barbarism” of FGM/C also presuppose the need for corrective interventions 

such as education. Tellingly, one activist told the Seattle Times that “How dare [the 

modified procedure] even cross their mind. What the Somalis, what the immigrants like 

me need is an education, not sensitivity to culture” (Levy 1999, 55). Rhetoric which 

draws upon the legacy of ‘barbaric’ and ‘savage’ additionally imposes the ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ 

dichotomy upon its non-Western subjects. One opponent insisted that “This horrible 

violence has no place in a civilized and democratic society” (Wade 2011, 529) whereas 

another offered that: 

We, as a civilized society, must be vigilant in protecting the rights of all 

children, especially in this country … The little girl’s [sic] whose parents 

come from Somalia or wherever, are growing up American, which means 

equality and protection is their right. (Wade 2011, 529) 

  

As Wade’s study concludes, the opponents consistently characterized the Somali 

population as “irrational” and “ignorant” culture-bound people, a community incapable 

of enacting cultural change on its own terms. Whether throwing around phrases like 

“barbaric” or demanding that the population be “educated,” the proposal’s critics 

imposed culture upon the immigrant community, doing so in a manner that naturalized 

the distinction between the West and the non-West, between the culture-bound and the 

culture-less.   

Opponents frequently expressed concern over the threat FGM/C posed to the 

“rights” of the Somali girls, an understanding of rights presented in opposition to 
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“cultural rights” (Wade 2011, 529). For instance, many opponents claimed that the 

modified procedure would “tak[e] away [the girl’s] rights,” with one individual declaring 

that “the rights of little girls should be considered above the so-called ‘cultural rights’ of 

ignorant parents” (Wade 2011, 529). This myopic focus on “rights” plays into the 

assumptions underlying the West vs. non-West division and claims such as “in this 

country … [girls] have the right to protect their bodies” (Ostrom 1996) extend FGM/C as 

a standard by which to differentiate countries and cultures, to differentiate and to judge. 

Likewise, it implies that women must be afforded a direct, legal right to “protect their 

bodies,” a view which once again robs these non-Western women of their agency and 

self-sufficiency. This is not to say that laws prohibiting such things as gender-based 

violence necessarily reduce women to the status of helpless victim; rather, there is value 

in challenging the assumption that a law or legal right must precede a woman’s ability to 

protect herself.  

Furthermore, cultural rights vs. human rights claims verge upon a framework of 

false consciousness similar to that advanced by both Hosken and Walker, a framework 

which defines certain women by their inability to fully grasp the state of patriarchal 

oppression in which they live. Moreover, these claims also belie the fact the gender-based 

violence remains persistent in countries, like the U.S., which have enacted laws against 

such violence. Notably, these laws are articulated not in terms of allowing a woman to 

‘protect her body’ but rather structured so as to delineate the legal resources available to a 

woman after an incident of violence, thus confirming and validating her capacity as a 

political agent to seek out and deploy such resources. 
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The Rhetorical Significance of the Culture Concept 

Though the Harborview proposal never materialized, it is nevertheless indicative 

of larger trends in the politics of culture and cultural change. Those who opposed the 

proposal subscribed to a reified model of culture whereas the physicians advanced a 

dynamic model similar to that of contemporary anthropological theory. Calling forth the 

cultural model of Hosken, Walker, and early UN discourse, the opponents argued that the 

sunna procedure would enable the persistence of a dangerous and patriarchal tradition, 

viewing the modified practice as merely a move from one oppressive practice to another. 

Harborview, the critics warned, was merely capitulating to the entrenched and inflexible 

cultural demands of a community in which, like Okin discussed, ‘cultural rights’ are 

perhaps incommensurate with human rights. The physicians, on the other hand, 

highlighted cultural flexibility, employing terms like “acculturation,” “transformation,” 

and “bridging” (Wade 2011). They emphasized the Somali women’s autonomy from both 

men and their cultural context, focusing on the ways in which these women (re)define 

their culture rather than exclusively the other way around.  

The frameworks advanced and rhetoric employed by those engaged in the 

controversy are consistent with larger debates concerning not only FGM/C but also those 

surrounding veiling, dowry, polygamy and arranged marriages. Likewise, the 

compromise overall provides key insight into the ways in which the malleable culture 

concept is (mis)used within the public sphere, readily reconfigured so as to serve varying 

if not contradictory interests, such as those of the Harborview physicians and their 

opponents. As previously discussed, the term is vague and ambiguous, encompassing a 
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multifarious array of implications and assumptions which can be selectively tailored to 

best serve a particular ideology.  

The culture concept is in many respects meaningless on its own, deriving 

significance from the manner in which it is used. Accordingly, we can implicate the 

concept only insofar as it crystalizes the underlying motivations or concerns of those who 

employ it. While the previous chapters speak to the ways in which the culture concept 

often resurfaces and reaffirms colonialist tendencies, the Seattle compromise complicates 

this trend. The laudable efforts of the Harborview physicians, though certainly not 

perfect, represent more than just another contemporary manifestation of colonialism. The 

proposal challenged the culture-bounded and culture-less binary, disrupting one of the 

most salient features of anti-FGM/C discourse. Likewise, the physicians emphasized 

agency and autonomy, downplaying cultural determinism to instead highlight processes 

of cultural creation. In the end, the Seattle compromise reveals that the culture concept is 

not inherently flawed or irredeemable; rather, it exists at the mercy of those who use it, 

those who confer meaning, significance, and, ultimately, power upon it. 
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Conclusion: Reflections and Further Considerations   

Within the sources this thesis reviews, the question of ‘why’ arises as a 

fundamental concern. Why, that is, do women endure circumcision? Why do they 

actively preserve the practice? Answering these questions is no simple feat, nor is it my 

primary interest. Those, including Hosken, Walker, and the Harborview opponents, who 

consider such questions often propose culture and tradition, regarding both notions as 

explanatory paradigms for a practice they deem otherwise inexplicable. This thesis, 

however, chose to upend the question, redirecting our focus from why do they practice 

FGM/C to why do we discursively intervene and how, what assumptions do we carry 

with us and what consequences do we produce.  

The culture concept plays a dominant, rhetorical role in the anti-FGM/C 

campaigns discussed within this project, doing so, however, in a quite troubling manner. 

As Christine Walley (1997, 430) reminds us, discourse is a practice: it is not merely a 

way of understanding the world but also a way of acting upon it, an intervention, a 

transformation. Thus, the rhetorical implications of the culture concept reach well beyond 

the pages of a book or the scenes in a movie. Within the considered sources, culture 

enacts the present-day colonialism in which our world is embroiled: It captures and 

displays difference as it obscures political entanglements, it stifles the voices of non-

Western women as it resurfaces imperialistic tropes and evolutionist frameworks. The 

women who undergo FGM/C are caught within an asymmetrical power relationship with 

not only patriarchal forces but, as they live out the recurring consequences of 

colonialism, with the Western world as well. This fact, however, seldom appears within 
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my sources, which offer culture and tradition as the root of these women's oppression and 

give little consideration to the relevant geopolitical realities and histories.  

If I am to continue this project, I will further consider the anthropology of human 

rights and law. Specifically, I will review Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson’s theorization of 

“culture as analytic to rights” (Cowan, Dembour, and Wilson 2001,13), which 

destabilizes the culture vs. rights dichotomy and reconceptualizes the relationship 

between culture and law by showing how legal rights both influence and reflect the 

myriad dimensions of our lives. Following Merry, I will de-essentialize not only culture 

but also rights in order to retain the “historically produced, changing, and interconnected 

understandings” of the ways in which both terms operate within social contexts (Merry 

2001, 50). After doing so, I will explore laws prohibiting FGM/C and rhetorically analyze 

the relevant legal documents.  

In 1994, following the release of Warrior Marks and the publication of Dawit and 

Mekuria’s New York Times op-ed, which, as mentioned in Chapter 4, critiques Walker for 

disparaging her subjects, Efua Dorkenoo responded to Dawit and Mekuria’s op-ed and 

said that: 

The authors of ... [the op-ed piece in the New York Times] made the 

mistake of presenting themselves as speaking on behalf of all African 

women. African women working on this problem come from different 

perspectives and different experiences. (Dorkenoo 1994) 

  

Within this response, Dorkenoo, who, like Dawit and Mekuria, is a feminist activist of 

African descent, critiqued Dawit and Mekuria on the same grounds for which they had 

challenged Walker, that is, for imposing their voices upon “all African women.” The 

problem of who speaks for whom sits at the heart of the FGM/C controversy and, 

evidently, this issue is not just reserved for the dynamics between people of different 
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racial or national identity. With that in mind, I conclude this thesis with one last thought: 

The culture concept, with its capacity to essentialize, racialize, and depoliticize, is 

perhaps most dangerous insofar that it suppresses the voices of women — women who 

are never just mere victims of culture.  
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