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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

       

      Waris Dirie 2005
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      I wake up bathed in sweat. It is very early still, not yet six o’clock. The night was short and troubled. I kept starting up out of heavy dark dreams. I close my eyes again but keep seeing the terrible images: a cheap hotel room, cramped and with yellowing wallpaper. There’s a girl lying on the bed, maybe ten years old. She can’t be more than twelve. She is naked. Four women are standing round the bed holding her down. The child’s legs are spread open and an old woman sits in front of her with a scalpel in her hand. The sheet is soaked in blood. The girl lets out piercing screams. She keeps screaming. Her screams go right through my heart.

      It was the screaming that kept waking me. It seems to be echoing round my own room. I stumble out of bed and get a glass of water. I look out of the window. It is starting to grow light. I am in Vienna and there is nobody screaming. It was only a dream, I tell myself.

      It was only last night I got back from a weekend trip to Cardiff. Before I moved to Vienna I had spent a couple of years in the Welsh capital. I had really only wanted to catch up with some friends there and relax a bit and I had been looking forward to it, but that’s not how it turned out. I was flying back that evening and friends had invited me over for lunch. We all knew each other from way back and there was a lot of talk and laughter: there was so much to say. But there was one young man – his name was Mariame –who was really quiet; he never said a word the whole time. He just kept looking over towards me, watching me intently during the meal. I had no idea why. When it was time for me to leave and I had said my goodbyes he walked me to the door, so I took the opportunity to ask what the matter was.

      ‘Waris,’ he told me. ‘I really admire your strength. I never used to know that circumcision involved such agony for girls. I would like to help tell people about it. Most people just have no idea at all. The procedure just gets carried out because that’s the way it’s always been done. No one thinks about the consequences.’

      I smiled. More and more men are coming over to the view that genital mutilation for girls is wrong. It gives me fresh hope. If only the whole thing were abolished and totally consigned to the past.

      Suddenly Mariame turned very serious. ‘But I wanted to tell you something else. A few days ago I heard this really awful story.’ He went on to tell me about an African family in Cardiff that wanted to get their ten-year-old daughter circumcised. They took a hotel room and arranged for an old Libyan woman to be paid £200 for carrying out the cruel procedure there. But the knife slipped and the girl lost so much blood that she had to be taken to a doctor. ‘And that’s how I got to hear about it,’ said Mariame. ‘She nearly bled to death.’

      ‘And didn’t anyone tell the police?’ I asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘What’s the family called? Where do they live? Is the girl alright now?’ I kept on at him with my questions, but Mariame didn’t know any of the details. ‘That’s why I feel so bad about it,’ he said. ‘I know that it happened but there’s nothing I can do about it.’

      It wasn’t the first time I had heard about a genital mutilation case in Europe. The books I had written had made me a kind of symbolic figure in the campaign to abolish the practice of female circumcision, so people kept telling me about this ghastly ritual being carried out in Arab and African families. But whenever I tried to find out enough facts to be able to take the matter to the police, people would become evasive. It is well known in all the African communities that the practice won’t stop at country borders, so there must be women and girls in Europe who are affected by it. Nobody would let on any more than that. There was only the one doctor or the one hospital here in Cardiff that was involved so I would be sure to be able to find something out.

      I only had a short time left before my flight and I spent it talking to as many people as I could, phoning round all the Cardiff contacts I could think of. Had anyone heard anything? Did anyone have any idea who the girl was? Nobody knew anything and, what is more, nobody was prepared even to talk about this kind of thing. I tried hospitals and the police and Social Services. Nothing. Time up. My flight back to Vienna was boarding. I left Cardiff behind, but inside I took with me the image of the girl in the hotel room. Deep inside – it invaded my dreams.

      I can’t get back to sleep; a waste of time trying. I find my trainers and put on my tracksuit to go for a run. Running is the best medicine for me, especially when I am really upset about something. Going for a jog will help to calm me down and it will clear my mind and let me think.

      It’s cold outside. Running along beside the river, I pass the first schoolchildren on their way. Gradually, my head clears. So good to be back in Austria, I think, relieved. The girls are safe here, no one will do that to them.

      But how can I be so sure? What if the cases of genital mutilation that I’ve heard about here in Europe are not just exceptions? What if it is happening everywhere? Even here in Vienna? And I am back in my nightmare, hearing a girl screaming, somewhere in the middle of an industrial city in Europe.

      I remember the interviews I gave when my books came out, the conferences I attended in my capacity as a special ambassador to the UN. It was always Africa we talked about and I always got asked about Somalia. Had I ever met an expert who knew about what was happening in Europe? No, that’s not something I would have forgotten. I can’t think of any research done on the subject or any statistics about genital mutilation in Europe. Are there more victims? I sit down on the nearest park-bench. Waris, I tell myself, you’ve got to do something. You have to get the answers…

      At that stage I was still hoping that my fears would prove groundless. Today I know that I was right in my assumptions about it happening all over. The decision to make this commitment to the campaign was to change my life. The time of Desert Flower and of Desert Dawn was over.

      That was the morning my third life began.

       

      All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. So says the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Resolution signed on 10 December 1948.

      A week later I am sitting in a café on the Ringstrasse in Vienna. Red and white trams rattle past the window. The buildings over the road are old and quite grand. Around me people are sitting at tables reading newspapers. Some stay for hours, only ordering one cup of coffee, but nobody minds. Typical of Vienna: it is really easygoing here, and I love the atmosphere. I have been here a year now and I really like it. I am often asked, why Vienna? And I always say the same thing: Vienna is a beautiful city. I have made a lot of new friends here. Yes, and I feel I am at home, I have finally arrived.

      There’s been a lot of travelling in the last few years. As a UN special ambassador I was giving lectures all over the world and I was making a lot of charity function appearances, but I always felt I wasn’t doing enough. I decided to take a lead: here in Vienna I started up the Waris Dirie Foundation. We have a small team collecting donations for projects in my native Somalia campaigning for an end to the practice of genital mutilation.

      At the present time Somalia is a long way away for me. I am waiting for Corinna. She is a political science writer and a journalist. We have often worked together. Mostly she will do research for me, collecting data about women in Africa and the projects on the go over there highlighting the need to stop female genital mutilation. A few days ago I asked her to drop everything else and get me as much information as she possibly could about the situation for women in Europe. She arrives a bit late but I’m easy with that, having a very relaxed attitude to timekeeping and appointments myself. I’m really keen to see what she has managed to get for me.

      Corinna sits down, plonking a huge green box file on the table. She’s breathless: ‘There’s everything I’ve found out in there.’ She orders a coffee and starts to open up the file. It has hundreds and hundreds of pages. Taking one of the pages in her hand she leans over towards me and whispers, ‘You’re right. Everyone likes to think that female genital mutilation is on the wane, but that’s not what’s happening at all. It’s being practised in more and more countries in Asia – and Europe as well – but there’s hardly any information about it.’

      So it’s true. In Arab countries, in the Yemen, in Pakistan, I had learned of thousands of girls having their genitals removed. More and more cases were coming to light in Indonesia and Malaysia. And now in Europe as well. I had only known a fraction of what was going on there and assumed it was of marginal significance. That was what I had thought until now.

      Corinna closes the file up and pushes it over to me. ‘It’s best if you look through my notes yourself. You’ll see straightaway how big the problem already is here in Europe.’

      I open the file and look at the first page, skim the text with the masses of margin notes Corinna has scribbled. Something catches my eye. There is a list of the names of women who have suffered the greatest injustice that can be inflicted on our sex: FGM, female genital mutilation, or MSF, mutilations sexuelles feminines, female circumcision, the Arabic word ‘khafd’. Be careful! says Corinna’s pencilled note. Many of the victims object to the use of the term ‘circumcision’ because it seems to play down the extent of the damage done.

      ‘That’s right,’ I tell Corinna. ‘Circumcision sounds like male circumcision but it’s nothing like it at all. Although I honestly don’t mind what term people use, I just want it to stop. FGM is pure violence against women, a breach of human rights. The United Nations has said so.’ Corinna nods and leafs through her pile of papers, pulling out a copy of the UN Declaration of 1993. United Nations and World Health Organisation estimates put the figures for female circumcision victims at a hundred and fifty million. A hundred and fifty million women and girls! In all probability the actual numbers will be far higher. Many countries are considered blind spots where it is impossible to get any data, and nobody knows how many victims are involved in those places. A hundred and fifty million women and girls – that is more people than there are in the whole of Germany, Switzerland, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium and Denmark put together. Victims include week-old babies, girls at puberty and grown women of thirty.

      Every time I talk about female genital mutilation I think of what happened to me. I am five years old again and I am sitting on a rock back at home in Somalia. It is early in the morning. I am afraid. I’m sitting sort of in my mother’s lap – her legs are encircling me – and she puts a bit of broken-off root in my mouth to stop me biting off my tongue with the pain. ‘Waris,’ she says, ‘you know I won’t be able to hold you still. I’m on my own here with you. So be good, my little one. Be brave, for my sake, then it’ll soon be over.’

      I can see again the harsh, ugly face of the old woman and the fierce looks she gives me with her dead-seeming eyes. I can see the old carpet bag, see her taking out the rusty razor blade in her long fingers, can see the dried blood on the blade. My mother blindfolds me. Then I feel my own flesh being cut, my genitals being sliced away. I have never been able to describe what this felt like. There are no words which can give the measure of the pain. I can hear the sound of the blunt blade hacking away again and again at my skin. I remember how my legs were shaking, I remember all the blood and I remember trying so hard to sit still. I hear myself calling out prayers to heaven. Finally, I fall into a faint. When I come round my first thought is that it’s over now, at least. The blindfold has slipped off. I can see her clearly, the old butcher-woman, and I can see the pile of acacia thorns at her side. When she starts to push them through my flesh the pain is excruciating. She threads white cotton through the puncture holes she has made, sewing me up. My legs go dead. The pain is driving me mad. I have only one thought in my mind: I want to die.

      I see my mother’s face now as if it were yesterday. She is utterly convinced that she is doing the right thing for me. The only thing that is right. I don’t know how many times I have told this story now. Each time it seems like it happened to somebody else, some other little girl. As if that little Waris was someone else.

      ‘Can I get you anything else to drink?’ asks the waiter; he is friendly and polite, and dressed in the usual formal black and white. I am quite startled and look at him blankly, then quickly order an orange juice. I wonder if he has any idea what vale of shadows I have just been walking through… Corinna is deep in her pile of papers. Or she is pretending to be. At any rate, she is sensitive enough to know not to ask me what the trouble is. A little girl at the next table looks at me and catches my eye, laughing.

      I quickly take out another research paper. It is about the medical effects of circumcision. I won’t have to read it, I know all about them already: pain on menstruating, the dangers of infection, the fear of anyone touching you. An old saying from Somalia comes back to me: ‘Love hurts three times – when they cut you, when you are married and when you give birth.’ Women who have been mutilated and infibulated are cut open a little way after the marriage ceremony and when the baby is due. ‘Perhaps the worst thing for us women, though, is the one that isn’t here at all,’ I tell Corinna. ‘It’s the terrible, unwritten law that demands your silence. You must never tell anyone about the pain.’

      I have to pause. I take another sip of juice. Much of what I am reading here I have experienced myself. I know these pains, but time is kind to my memory and at least not all the experiences are still constantly at the forefront of my mind. But they are on instant recall, as if they had never gone away.

      ‘Did you find anything, any data about FGM in Europe?’ I ask Corinna. She fishes a piece of paper out of the pile and shows me the statistics she has scribbled down. France 70,000, it says. Great Britain 80,000. Italy 35,000. What? What do these numbers mean? There is a list of some African and some Arab states, and then some percentages. Underneath, there it is, underlined twice and written in red felt tip: 500,000. I shake my head in disbelief. ‘What’s this number? 500,000 whats? Not women who’ve been mutilated? Living in Europe? It can’t be true.’

      Corinna nods, but before she can speak I interrupt. ‘Wait,’ I say, in shock. I can’t believe we’re talking about half a million women in Europe who have suffered FGM. ‘Where does this figure come from? What evidence have you got?’

      According to Corinna there are many European countries that have exact statistics about women immigrants coming from countries where FGM is practised. The World Health Organisation has data about the percentage of women in those countries who are mutilated in this way. That’s how the number of affected women is calculated. ‘But we haven’t got figures for all of the countries, of course,’ says Corinna. ‘And lots of African and Arab and Asian women just don’t have any papers, so they don’t appear in the statistics.’

      I look at her, a question in my eyes. She swallows before she speaks: ‘That means our half a million is only the starting point.’

      I have to take a deep breath. My vision starts to blur, my head swims. Half a million girls and women in Europe have gone through this: five hundred thousand with daughters of their own, who will be insisting on the ritual all the more when they see they are not accepted into Western society. Half a million victims here at our front door, and probably more arriving every day. And nobody knows about it. Nobody does anything about it. I want to know more about this. Who are these women? What are their conditions like, here in Europe? Are there laws and regulations to help them, people they can turn to? How are their daughters treated and is anyone working on this anywhere in Europe?

      Again I think of the young girl in that hotel room in Cardiff. A girl who will never recover from the physical and emotional damage done to her that day. ‘Five hundred thousand women means five hundred thousand potential mothers. We have to reach these women, reach out to them and help them.’

      I close the box-file and make my decision. From now on I am going to give myself over to a campaign to fight female genital mutilation in Europe. I will go on until every child here is safe. Until everyone is quite clear: FGM is not a question of culture. FGM is a question of torture.

      I was not to know at that time what a long and difficult journey I was setting out on.

      As I say goodbye to Corinna she tells me, ‘Take a look on the Internet at the discussion websites on the subject. People can contribute on message boards – it’s anonymous, so they can write whatever they like. You’ll be surprised how many people will talk openly about FGM in a forum like that.’

      ‘Corinna, you know I don’t have a computer at home. I don’t know much about using the internet, but of course I want to know about it. Why don’t we meet up tomorrow in the office? You can help me and direct me to the right websites,’ I tell her.

       

      The next day we are sitting at the office computer at the Waris Dirie Foundation. Out of the window there is a wonderful view of Vienna. I can see the Danube and the mountains beyond, so peaceful and harmonious. It is in stark contrast to the world I am about to enter.

      Corinna types in the first internet address. A page comes up with a purple header. Several contributions to the forum are displayed and I click on the first article. A jolt goes through me. Here is a woman who has undergone genital mutilation herself; she is detailing what unbearable agony she had to endure when her child was born because the vagina was not able to stretch to accommodate the child. ‘I nearly died,’ she writes.

      I am absolutely riveted and cannot take my eyes off the text. I have hardly ever heard anyone speak as directly as this about FGM. I click again – and keep clicking.

      
        
           

          Medyna: I was mutilated when I was twelve years old and now I am nineteen. I can remember it as if it were yesterday. Since it happened I have lost the will to go on. I’ve tried to kill myself several times and I can’t bear it if a man tries to touch me. I’ve vowed never to have sexual relationships because I would be so ashamed. Please help me – it’s not easy to talk about it; this is the first time I’ve ever told anyone.

        

        
           

          Mya: I’m from Mali. I have French citizenship. I was taken to Mali when I was thirteen and that’s when they cut me.

        

        
           

          Marissam: When I slept with my boyfriend I couldn’t feel anything – no pleasure. But because I know that he likes it when I say, ‘oh, that’s good, keep doing that’, well, I would just say it, so that at least one of us was getting something out of it. It is really hard to not feel a thing when you make love to someone you love. Very, very hard!!!

        

        
           

          Samia: I was very young when I was circumcised. I don’t remember it. I suffered a lot because I didn’t understand. As a young woman I had relationships but I never felt any pleasure.

        

        
           

          Maia: I don’t really know anything about Genital Mutilation. I went through it when I was very small. I can’t remember anything about it. One day my mother told me about it. People told me I wouldn’t enjoy sleeping with a boy. I was frightened. I had problems with men because I wouldn’t go to bed with them. I thought it wouldn’t work with me. I cannot understand why anyone supports the idea of genital mutilation. People like that make me so angry. I didn’t ask to have it done. Who has the right to take away something that belongs to me?

        

      

      The desert children – here they speak openly. In the anonymity of the web they are not afraid to tell their stories. Here they can swap experiences with fellow victims, get advice – here for many of them there is a chance to express their pain. For an hour I kept on reading the different accounts, dozens of them. Some of them really touched me, from girls who have no one else to talk to apart from on the web with its anonymous safety. Why won’t anyone speak about the nightmare anywhere else?

      These women are in urgent need of support. Problems like these cannot be solved when you are on your own. I read some more contributions, and come across ‘Kadi’. She seems to spend a lot of time in the chat-rooms, sometimes she writes something every day. I open up one of her messages at random and I can’t stop reading:

      
         

        Please help me! I was circumcised when I was four years old. To get it done my parents took me back to our own country. I don’t want to have a relationship at all. Can you tell me, if you have undergone the same procedure as me, tell me what you feel? Is it true what the doctors say?

        Thank you, all of you, anyone who will help me. I feel so desperate.

      

      There’s something about her that troubles me. Perhaps it is her straightforward way of writing or the insecurity she displays in coming to terms with her own body, with her sexuality. At any rate, the driving force in her life reminds me very much of my own. That’s why I suddenly decide to contact her. Dear Kadi, I write, I have read your contributions to the forum and am very affected by what you say. You have to realise that you are not on your own with your problems. If I can help you in any way, write to me.

      Then I have had enough and shut down the computer.

      A few days later Kadi writes back. We are in frequent contact from then on. She describes her life and I tell her about the plans I have to take up the fight against FGM in Europe.

      ‘I was born twenty years ago in Paris and I live with my sister in the 14th arrondissement,’ she writes. ‘My parents are from Mali, from the region known as Ethnie Bambara. My father’s marriage is polygamous; he had three wives and twenty-two children in all. My mother died six years ago as a result of a doctor’s mistake made when I was born. I only found out about it recently and it shook me to the core. I am convinced she wouldn’t have died if she hadn’t had the genital mutilation.

      ‘I respect the fact that my father is polygamous. Having three mothers was never anything difficult for me to accept. Nearly all families in Mali are polygamous. My cousin is twenty-seven and she’s been living in France for two years. Her husband only has the one wife and she’s always complaining about it – I can’t understand her. She says, when she dies he will have nobody to look after him…

      ‘My father has thirteen daughters. Eleven of them he has had circumcised. The two eldest were born in Mali so he didn’t have any trouble getting it done. The third was born in France and was mutilated here before the 1983 regulation outlawing the practice. Where it was done and who carried it out I don’t know.

      ‘When it came to my turn it was done on a trip back to Mali with my mother, in a bush, far away from my father’s village. I remember they hurt me a lot. But I only had vague memories and wasn’t sure what had been done until I saw pictures of another case and I read the text. Then I understood. It shocked me.

      ‘I must have been five years old. My cousin told me later on that I had nearly died. I remember bleeding and bleeding and the blood not stopping. When we got back to France the woman who had done the circumcision lost her job because nobody would entrust their daughter to her anymore. She had a finger missing.

      ‘I remember the grown-ups holding me down, hanging on to my arms and legs. I remember I was lashing out with all my might and that I was yelling really loud. Then I remember they tied a strange bit of cloth round my waist, to be pants of sorts, and I remember the white flesh showing between my legs. I know I was in shock and couldn’t walk. I cried and cried until I had no more tears. (…) When I think of what they did to me as a young girl, and with no anaesthetic, it makes me shudder.

      ‘After that I kept getting nightmares. I was scared they would attack my two little sisters because they had not been touched yet. Not a day goes by without my thinking of what happened. When I see my friends from school or just some women in the street or on the underground, I think about the fact that they haven’t had anything taken away, so why did it have to happen to me? Perhaps it’s just life. C’est la vie.

      ‘I’ve even thought of going to a psychologist to get help because I’ve got no one else to talk to – nobody in my family and nobody else I know. (…) FGM as a topic is totally taboo. My father never mentioned it to us and I never heard him speak of it to anyone else. One of my stepmothers is for it and the other is against it. The second one has even managed to talk her own younger sister out of having her other daughter done in spite of threats from the police who had caught wind of the disaster caused to her first child. (…)

      ‘I feel handicapped today. In your book “Desert Flower” I recognised myself, Waris. I was afraid of boys for a long time and had vowed never to have sex. I have only ever had one boyfriend. I’m still with him. We’ve been together for a year and three months but nothing happens between us. I’ve told him I prefer to wait until I’m married, and I say it’s because of my religion, I’m a Muslim. But that’s not the real reason. His family are from Mali as well but he has no idea about it and I don’t know how to tell him. I really don’t want to tell him at all but one day I’ll have to tell a man. I don’t need to at the moment.

      ‘It’s true that men, especially those who were born in France, have no idea what happens to their sisters back home. I don’t think my brothers have the slightest inkling. Nobody talks about it at home. I’ve never told anyone what I’ve just told you. It is good to be able to tell someone.’

      In the past few months I’ve read and re-read Kadi’s e-mails. They gave me the strength to go on when work was getting on top of me. Kadi came to be my guiding light, my beacon. The fate she had suffered served as a warning and as a challenge at the same time. I understood from her that circumcised women in Europe suffer from a further problem, namely having to live in two separate worlds: the African world of their parents and the European world they were born into and in which they grew up.

      In my home country it is, regrettably, the norm to be mutilated. The women do not know it any other way and they all have problems with it – but they are all having to cope with the same problems. But the young women that grow up in Europe have to contend with knowing they are different. It is a heavy burden: they can’t tell a soul without bringing shame on their family and on their culture. I have given lectures in a number of schools in Europe. The pupils, girls as well as boys, are always horrified. What causes this strong reaction amongst young people who come from the same cultures? How must they be feeling when the talk is of ‘barbaric practices’ and ‘indescribable torture’? It’s their own families we’re discussing. No wonder that most of them clam up and prefer to keep their problems to themselves.

       

      I have got a group of friends together to do some research: Corinna is with us and then there’s Lea and Julia, two young journalists. They all know a great deal about human rights questions. We are all convinced that genital mutilation is a major issue here in Europe. There are thousands of victims in every country in Europe – and there are thousands of people who know who carries out these procedures and where it is done. But apart from this inner circle of women in the know, nobody else gets to hear about it. The net seems to be pretty tight. I can’t believe it.

      We are meeting in a tiny fish restaurant in the food market. This is one of my favourite spots in Vienna, the Naschmarkt: mountains of fruit and vegetables on sale, traders from all over the world. With all its colour and the comings and goings it reminds me of markets back home in Somalia. You can even get exotic African specialities like manioc and plantain. Julia and Corinna are already there when I arrive; they are sitting at a table, deep in discussion, with a pile of files and folders in front of them. I take over – ‘Food first!’ – and push all the paperwork to one side.

      At last Lea turns up. She has concentrated on Austria in her research. This is a country where the legislation is less vague on FGM than in many other European states. There has been a special clause in the penal code about it since 2002. FGM is treated as actual bodily harm and carries a penalty of up to ten years’ imprisonment. The fact that we have this legislation is due to some undercover research carried out by the Austrian news magazine profil in 2001, trying to find out whether there were any doctors in Austria prepared to carry out genital mutilation. ‘I followed up the story and got to speak to some of the people involved,’ Lea says. We were shocked by what she went on to tell us.

      Ala (the name has been changed) was born in Austria. Her father is Arabian, her mother Austrian. She went to a doctor and told him she was Arabian and was planning to marry an Egyptian man. Her problem was that she was not a virgin and she wanted to undergo at her fiancé’s wish a ‘purifying circumcision’. The doctor agreed at once to perform the operation. He would bring the necessary instruments and medication. He had bought some of the equipment from a hospital in Vienna and some of it from a flea market. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s not rusty old knives.’

      He suggested doing the operation in a private apartment because this would enable the patient to rest properly after the procedure. There was always the danger of heavy bleeding. He said that he did not, himself, have a surgery, but that he could borrow rooms from a colleague at a surgery for seventy euros any time he needed to, or he could use the rooms of a female colleague he had already consulted about it. He would like to video the operation. ‘Then I can drive you home afterwards. In a situation like that it would be much better than taking the tram,’ he offered. After a number of preliminary consultations an appointment was made for the operation. The procedure would be carried out in two stages. It was at this point that Ala called it off. The doctor phoned her at least twenty times in the weeks that followed. He wanted to carry out the operation at all costs. He even offered to do it for free, as a ‘wedding present’ and he would only charge the seventy euros for the room rent.

      The team from the magazine profil contacted the surgeon a few weeks later and confronted him with the results of their undercover research. His lame excuse was that he was only going to carry out the procedure if it were all legal and above board. And of course, he wanted to prevent further risk. ‘If Ala had gone to someone else there would have been the danger she might have lost the entire clitoris. That would have been a surgical disaster,’ he said.

      ‘I did some research’, says Lea, indignant about what she has found out. ‘That doctor is still in practice. But at least that case led to the law being changed. Now in Austria it is illegal to carry out genital mutilation even when the woman in question requests the procedure herself.’

      ‘Well, that’s a start. That doesn’t sound bad at all.’

      ‘Yes, on paper it looks good,’ Lea continues. ‘But the reality is a different matter. So far not a single case has gone to trial. Not a single victim has testified, not a single doctor has been charged.’

      ‘That’s unbelievable,’ I say.

      ‘No, really. I’ll give you another example. Parents who wanted to have their daughter circumcised in Africa are seen by the law to be inciting a crime. But nobody has ever been charged. In spite of the fact that lots of people know that girls are circumcised when they go back home for holidays and that it happens here, too.’

      ‘But why are no charges brought?’ I ask. ‘There must be organisations that are in the know!’

      ‘Because it’s like that in all other European countries,’ Lea answers. ‘I think it’s because these organisations are scared they would lose the relationship they have with the African community if they started getting charges brought. Because if you talk, you’re a traitor.’

      I shake my head in disbelief, and pull out a report by the African Women’s Organisation, a group based here in Vienna. Lea has summarised the most important results from a survey conducted with African immigrants in Austria. It shocks me: 30.5 percent of those interviewed get their daughters circumcised. More than three quarters do it because ‘it’s a question of tradition’, nearly half of them think FGM is ‘good for the morals of a woman’ and a quarter say that the procedure gives women ‘more control over their sexuality’. Most of the people surveyed who will get their daughters circumcised say they go back to Africa to have it done – but the operations carried out in Europe account for 11.5 percent. Of these again, 1.9 percent are done in Austria, and 9.6 percent in Germany or Holland.

      I go over the figures again and do some calculations: ‘That means thousands of genital mutilation procedures have taken place in Europe,’ I exclaim in surprise. Can that really be the case? Can it be that thousands of girls have been subject to this cruel torture right here under our noses – and nobody noticed? Where are the people who are doing this? Is it doctors doing it? Nurses? Medical amateurs?

      Soon afterwards I was to find out that the answers to my questions were to be found right outside my front door.

       

      According to the report by the African Women’s Organisation, there are 8000 mutilated women living in Austria alone. How do people treat them here, in a country where hardly anyone has even heard of FGM? What happens when they get to know a man or when they have to go to a doctor for anything? And, vitally, how do we get them to realise they must stop putting their own daughters through the same awful experience? Gradually I come to see that it is not merely a question of finding out who the people are who are carrying out the operations in Europe: it is equally important to support the women who have already been subjected to the process before they arrived here in Europe. Where I come from it is sadly seen as ‘normal’ to have been circumcised. But here? People are horrified at the very mention of it and they turn away in disgust. This I know from experience.

      For me the worst thing is that, wherever I go, everyone knows what happened to me. I am not seen first and foremost as a woman, because they think of me as the ‘woman who’s been circumcised’. When I was writing my first book I bared my soul, announcing in public, ‘Look what happened to me. They took my genitals and cut them, mutilating me in the cruellest way.’ Since then, whenever I meet someone all they really want to ask me is what I look like down there and if I can have sex and how. They don’t have to say anything; I can feel it in the way they look at me. Perhaps it is worse when they don’t mention it at all but just stare at me.

      I know most of them mean well. Many of them want to help me and they want to be supportive. Often the good intentions turn out not to be such a good thing in the end.

      Here is an example. A year ago there was a fair on in Austria and my books were on display at one of the stalls. Donations for my Somalia projects were being collected. When I arrived, the first thing I saw was a huge yellow poster with a photo of a circumcision operation taking place. I was even more shocked to read the text on the poster, which said in big letters Come and meet circumcision victim Waris Dirie. What gives them the right to treat me like that? Just imagine a woman asking for donations to a fund for abused children and posters saying Come and meet the victim of childhood abuse, Stella Stereotype.* Would you even dream of asking her right at the start of every interview what it was like when she was abused as a seven-year-old by her uncle? Of course not. It is vital to respect people’s privacy.

      As victims of FGM we are not shown such sensitivity. People point at us, calling the societies we come from barbaric and backward, but at the same time they seem unaware just how barbarically we are treated here in Europe. This all comes back to me when I am talking to Ishraga Hamid. We meet in her flat in Vienna, where she greets me and invites me to sit down in the living room. She’s wearing a brightly-coloured African dress.

      Ishraga’s full name is Ishraga Hamid Mustafa, she has a master’s degree in media studies and journalism and she is from the Sudan. She is forty-three now and went to university in Khartoum and then later in Austria and she works as a Reader in the Institute of Political Sciences at Vienna University. Between 1997 and 2004 she carried out a number of research projects about the conditions of various groups of women in Vienna: black, African, Muslim, Arabian. She knows what it is like to live as an African woman in Europe.

      I am struck by how pleasantly softly spoken this slight figure of a woman is. She is open and friendly and her voice is that of a young girl. However gentle her manner may be, she comes over as confident and determined. The results of her research leave little room for doubt or illusions. Only three percent of the African women interviewed have jobs commensurate with their qualifications, although eighty percent of them have had full school education and thirty-seven percent are graduates. ‘I had to go to work as a cleaner, to start with, myself,’ says Ishraga Hamid.

      ‘That certainly won’t be helping women to feel at home here,’ I put in.

      She nods. ‘Eighty percent of women say they don’t feel at home in Vienna and all of them say they are discriminated against on grounds of their skin colour, their origins or their sex. Europeans often have a stereotypical view of African women that is sexist and racist. A typical response from an Austrian man in a survey conducted in 2001 puts it succinctly: “European women are good in the office and African women are good in bed.”’

      Another of Ishraga Hamid’s projects deals with the topic of Reproductive Health and it also treats the issue of circumcision. ‘I have always refused to look at this cruel ritual out of context. Female genital mutilation will only be abolished if women’s socio-political situation as a whole is taken into account.’

      ‘What about men’s role?’ I ask. ‘I think it is a key factor.’

      ‘Many men are against the practice back home in the countries we come from, but there are no scientific studies about what the majority of men really think on this matter. All the research so far concentrates on us women. An astonishing thing is that many of the women surveyed actually support the concept of circumcision.’

      ‘I know – even though I don’t understand it. Genital mutilation causes such pain. All of us as women know that.’

      ‘In my view, women support the practice not because they want it but because they are financially totally dependent on their men. They use sexuality to keep their menfolk satisfied.’

      ‘Do you think a change in the law will help to get rid of FGM?’

      ‘On their own laws won’t do it, but they are a first step. There has been a law in the Sudan for ages that forbids the practice of female circumcision, but it has had no effect at all. What we need to campaign for is education, and it must be women themselves who carry the message. What women need to be educated about covers more than just circumcision; they need to realise what rights they have – the right to determine the size of their families and to have a say in when they want children, if they want them at all.’

      ‘There are some anti-FGM groups already running education programmes on those lines,’ I say.

      ‘But they should be taking the other topics on board as well.’

      At first I am disappointed. I really had wanted to work intensively with the anti-FGM pressure groups in the various countries, and to find out as much as possible about them. Now it is becoming clear that these groups have hardly any money for this education work. They are not strong enough as organisations to have a real voice. And they are operating in a kind of grey area.

      When I leave Ishraga Hamid’s flat, it has turned cold. Autumn is on its way. I snuggle down inside my jacket. Waris, I tell myself, it’s time to roll up your sleeves and get down to it. You will have to do something yourself.

       

      You don’t often see black women in the streets in Austria. After speaking to Ishraga Hamid I know that most of them are not happy here, although their lives in Africa were very hard. In my own country of Somalia women are still often regarded as their husband’s ‘property’ because they can be bought and sold like cattle. But it is the women who bear the burden of all the everyday tasks. It is the women who give birth to the children and it is the women who feed the family. At the same time, they have no rights whatsoever: they cannot hold property or be entitled to a pension or social security provision. In the frequent outbreaks of civil war, they, like the children, are among the first victims. It is the case in the Sudan, in Somalia, in Congo, in Tanzania. Even in peacetime there is a hidden war, a war against women: they are beaten and oppressed. And mutilated.
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