WOMEN FROM THE MARGINS

An Orbis Series Highlighting Women's Theological Voices

Women from the Margins introduces a series of books that present
women’s theological voices from around the world. As has long been
recognized, women have shaped and continue to shape theology in
distinctive ways that recognize both the particular challenges and the
particular gifts that women bring to the world of theology and to min-
istry within the church. Their theological voices reflect the culture in
which they live and the religious practices that permeate their lives.

Also in the Series:

Grant Me Fustice! HIV/AIDS & Gender Readings of the Bible, Musa W.
Dube and Musimbi Kanyoro, editors

Korean Women and God, Choi Hee An

Ecoferninism in Latin America, Mary Judith Ress

African Women, Religion, and Health: Essays in Honor of Mercy Amba
Ewudziwa Oduyoye, Isabel Apawo Phiri and Sarojini Nadar, editors

The Fesus of Asian Women, Muriel Orevillo-Montenegro



Female
Circumcision

The Interplay of Religion,
Culture, and Gender in Kenya

Mary Nyangweso Wangila

DPBIS@BDDKS

Maryknoll, New York 10545



Founded in 1970, Orbis Books endeavors to publish works that enlighten the
mind, nourish the spirit, and challenge the conscience. The publishing arm of
the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, Orbis seeks to explore the global dimen-
sions of the Christian faith and mission, to invite dialogue with diverse cul-
tures and religious traditions, and to serve the cause of reconciliation and
peace. The books published reflect the views of their authors and do not rep-
resent the official position of the Maryknoll Society. To learn more about
Maryknoll and Orbis Books, please visit our website at www.maryknoll.org.

Copyright © 2007 by Mary Nyangweso Wangila.

Published by Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York 10545-0308.
Manufactured in the United States of America.
Manuscript editing and typesetting by Joan Weber Laflamme.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or trans-
mitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including pho-
tocopying, recording or any information storage or retrieval system, without
prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Queries regarding rights and permissions should be addressed to: Orbis Books,
P.O. Box 308, Maryknoll, New York 10545-0308.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Wangila, Mary Nyangweso.
Female circumcision : the interplay of religion, culture, and gender
in Kenya / Mary Nyangweso Wangila.
p- cm. — (Women from the margins series)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-1-57075-710-5 (pbk.)

1. Female circumcision—Kenya. 2. Female
circumcision—Kenya—Religious aspects. 3. Circumcision—Religious
aspects—Christianity. 4. Circumcision—Religious aspects—Islam. 5.
Indigenous peoples—Kenya—Religion. 6. Women—Kenya—Social
conditions. 7. Women—Religious life—Kenya. 8. Sex role—Kenya. 9.
Kenya—Religious life and customs. 10. Kenya—Social life and customs.
L. Title.

GN659.K4W34 2007
392.1096762—dc22
2006030800



Contents

Foreword
MEercy AmBa ODUYOYE

Preface
Abbreviations and Acronyms
Map

1 The Controversy
What Is Female Circumcision? 8
What Is at Stake? 10
The Centrality of Religion 14
Organization of the Book 18

2 Religion and the Social Behavior of Kenyans
The Social Structure of Kenyan Communities 20
The Social Status of Women 22
Female Circumcision in Kenya: An Overview 30
Religion and Social Behavior 33
Religions in Kenya 38

3 The Debate over Female Circumcision
The Debate over Terminology 46
Reasons for Female Circumcision 48
The Functioning of Patriarchal Systems 52

Women’s Sexuality and Female Circumcision 53
Opposition to Female Circumcision 55

The Insider/Outsider Conflict 69

Strategies to Combat Female Circumcision 71

\Y



vi

Contents

4 Sexuality, Gender, and Religion in Kenya

Gender and Sexuality 77

The Control of Sexuality 79
Religion and Female Sexuality 87
Summary 97

Religion and Female Circumcision

The Religious Origins of Female Circumcision
How Religion Sanctions Female Circumcision
How Indigenous Beliefs Determine Female

Circumcision 106
Islam and Female Circumcision 112
Christianity and Female Circumcision 119

Transforming Attitudes toward Female
Circumcision
The Reality of Social Change in Kenya 128
Religion as Liberative 135
African Feminist Hermeneutics 145
Religious Sources for Transformation:

A Brief Illustration 146

Conclusions and Recommendations

Notes

Bibliography

Index

77

99
99
105

127

159

165

190

204



