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Female genital mutilation and the position of African refugee women in Britain
Uta Ruge talks to Hadiyah Ahmed of the African Women’s Welfare Group

On International Women’s Day 1991 the African Women’s Welfare Group, together with others, organised a training day on understanding the effects of female genital mutilation, in north London. The day was dedicated to information and discussion, especially in relation to African women living in Britain, and was sponsored by FORWARD, which has campaigned since 1980 against female circumcision, and worked nationally educating for change.

At the end of last year I met Hadiyah Ahmed from the African Women’s Welfare Group at their tiny meeting place in a north London church to ask her about their work. The group was established in 1988 to work with refugee women from the Horn of Africa. “Two days a week, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, we provide English classes for women and a crèche for their children. We hope to increase this to five, but lack of funding means we can’t yet. We asked the women what they needed most. Another main area is health because there is a lack of communication between health workers and those who need their help because they don’t speak the same language. What we did then was to go to health centres and find out what services they can provide for us.”

“We are now using the Prince of Wales round the corner from here, which runs a women’s health clinic. The women go there with an interpreter for all those examinations like smear test, breast examination, family planning etc. The majority of these women don’t use any form of family planning and they have large families to cope with under difficult circumstances. The difficulty for us is that we still haven’t enough money for interpreters. So, I have to be there every day, whenever the clinic is open. And I don’t get any money for it.”

Hadiyah told me that the members of the Group are from many different national and ethnic backgrounds. “We are caring for 70 women, and we can’t take any more because our premises are so small, but there are 300 women on our waiting list. The Somali and Eritrean women are in the majority, but there are also Ethiopian and Sudanese, and perhaps four or five women from Zaire. But in principal we are open for all African women. Most have problems even getting here, they don’t take the bus because of their language problems, they can’t work out which bus goes where, etc. That is why our English classes are so very important. For these women any emergency is a very real problem, especially if they are isolated and sitting in their homes. They can’t even call the doctor when they need one.

“We provide for those 70 women not only English classes but also support – 24 hours a day – with any problem that arises, welfare rights, health service, housing problems, any problem that comes up, really. We then make the contacts between them and the people who can help. There are still many more things we would like to do. Some women want sewing classes for instance, but we just haven’t enough money to do it all.”

“Besides our twelve volunteers, we have only one paid worker who is the tutor for our English classes. There are five professional crèche workers who should be paid directly after their three-hour sessions. Sometimes we haven’t even that money, so they only get their payments a week or so later, that’s how we have to run our services, we desperately lack funds.”

I asked Hadiyah if the different religions create any problems in the group itself or with its clients but she said “we are sisters, because the daily problems are so dire for all of them, they can leave their religions aside”, adding that the women respect each other’s religions.

Initially she had been told by countless people that the project would never work, partly because of the national and religious diversity of African women in north London. But rather than give up, she went from house to house explaining what the project was about, and what it was not about. Since the establishment of the language classes, she says, it is working very well because lack of English is the uppermost problem for all of them. Language is a problem between them as well. Zairean women speak French and Sudanese and Somali women generally speak Arabic. Added to that is the problem of illiteracy, so that religion, nationality and the ideologies of patriarchal (or clan) society seem to be weakened under these circumstances.

Many African refugee women are single parents, whether because their husbands have been killed or have disappeared in civil wars, or are fighting or imprisoned at home. The women are left to go on with life. And life in this society demands, for quite practical reasons, that they should “go forward and learn”, as Hadiyah puts it, and not think about whether or not they are “allowed to” by tradition.

We then came to the problem of genital mutilation. Why has the African Women’s Welfare Group taken this issue on board? Firstly, for very practical reasons. Countless infibulated women are having babies in British hospitals and the unsuspecting midwives may put those women and their children at risk because they don’t know what to do. One of the demands of the campaign against it is therefore to inform and train health workers to safeguard the health and well-being of those women who have already been subjected to this practice as children. 

Of equal importance, however, is the education of African women themselves about the health risks and psychological scarring of “circumcision”, as it is traditionally called. Although now illegal in Britain and in many African countries, it is still considered part and parcel of a conforming woman’s life and is, if anything, on the increase. Whether for reasons of “authentication” of traditional African versus Western values, or as a falsely stated Islamic demand on women’s lives, it is estimated that 90 million women in more than 20 African countries have undergone this trauma as children, and that about 10,000 girls living in Britain are at risk even now.

“To other women it is a joy and happiness to have a baby,” Hadiyah said. “But to Eritrean and Somali women it is a quite terrible experience. Already the marriage is not easy. Others might look forward to their wedding day and wedding night, but to us it is very, very difficult because it means being “de-infibulated” that night. And that is not easy. The bride will have been infibulated or circumcised at the age of eight or nine. The vagina with all its scar tissue etc. has become the normal state for her, and now she is broken again. That night she will be in pain, and you have to remember that, again, the small cut that might be made then is done without anaesthetic. When giving birth, again it is a cut and will be much more painful than labour is anyway. Then, women demand to be stitched up again, for traditional reasons. So that means they will have to go though all that again, child after child.

“I love my culture, but this part of it has to be abolished! I can’t sit here and let men, who are not affected, or who even think it is all right and done for their pleasure, persuade me to be in favour of it, to tell me that it is our culture when I know it means our oppression and torture. And more and more women think like that now, only often they have already done it to their children and so our discussion makes them feel guilty. What we tell them then is that they are, or will be, grandmothers, too, and that they should encourage their children not to let it happen to the next generation. We have to educate every generation.

But what about the wider community? I asked how they reacted to this campaign. Hadiyah drew in a sharp breath and told me about the reaction of some Somali men a few months ago. It had happened in Cardiff at a meeting where she shared a platform with Louise Panton, producer of the BBC documentary Female Circumcision and A Cruel Ritual (1990), to discuss the films.

The people from the office of Racial Equality were not happy about the film. They claimed that certain sequences had not been properly done, that parents of schoolchildren who had been filmed had not been asked permission etc. To me all that was rubbish. Later we were invited to answer these allegations in front of a meeting of the Somali community in Cardiff. Louise Panton was aggressively told that she, as a white British person, had no business making such a film and should not meddle with “our affairs”. Between them they called me names in their own language while this was going on. I understood what they were saying but I didn’t speak until I was asked. Then I said, “Where are the women? Why don’t they say anything?” Of course, only men had been talking. 

One woman asked me “Why are you saying all this in public?” And I answered: “Because I am Somali. And we have to face the truth. Do these men know what you are going through when you give birth? No, they don’t. Nobody knows, except you. And as a mother you have to protect your child, too!” She looked at me and became less certain: “Ali, yes, um so, perhaps you could tell us more...” So the women started to look at me differently and while we talked it transpired that they had been told to be there that day in order to protest against those sequences, and nothing else. And the men then started to make noise and to shout at me. They sensed the danger that would follow from women talking between themselves.”

Hadiyah didn’t see this as a response in any way rooted in national, religious or racial beliefs, but simply as a male reaction to women’s attempts to talk about their bodies and, in the end, to liberate themselves.

“In any society, any culture, men would always interfere and not accept that their women are changing and liberating themselves. In my case it is, because I am African, this mind of argument: “You act as a Westerner, you want to abolish your culture, you are a traitor because you give out information about us which should be confidential etc, why do you tell the British, and so on. Well, that’s quite ridiculous. The British colonised half of Africa and have known about it for decades anyway.”

I asked about the people who put forward the anti-racist, minority rights argument, people in the health and social services, racial equality workers and so on. As far as they are concerned the whole affair should be treated as one of a “different culture” and no business of the white/western/majority society. Had they hampered the campaign?

“Yes, or at least they don’t quite want to take it on board themselves,” she said, “especially your sisters and brothers who are actually taking part in policy-making on councils and committees, they just don’t want to face it. They hide from it rather than attacking us openly. Still, we don’t get any support whatsoever precisely because we have taken on board the issue of female genital mutilation. They think we simply open our community to criticism from the white community, which is always looking for faults in our culture anyway. They tell us we can’t do this because in a racist society it will weaken our position. But I think that’s rubbish. For me it is also racism, not to protect black children from physical abuse of this very severe kind.”

African refugee women in Britain, especially those who have arrived quite recently from the Horn of Africa, would in most cases maintain that they are going back as soon as their countries provide a safe environment for themselves and their children. For them there is every reason to “go forward and learn” as Hadiyah likes to say, because life for women is not going to get easier without a fight, either here or there. Sometimes there are threatening phone calls, but this courageous young journalist laughs it off. “It shows I’m threatening them. Well, I’m quite happy to do so, it shows I am going forward.”
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