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SPECIAL SERIESON SOCIAL NORMSAND HARMFUL PRACTICES

UNICEF and partners have increasingly recognizedriportance of social norms and their
effect on the survival, development and protectibohildren. Much effort has been made to
understand how and why harmful social practicesigernow can families who love their
children perpetuate a practice that threatens thélidren’s health and violates their rights to
develop to full potential? How can harmful practigeersist even in areas where attitudes
have turned against them?

Understanding the factors that perpetuate harndalak practices, such as female genital
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C), and how these factanseract with processes of social change
are critical to understanding why and how commasitabandon such practices. A deeper
understanding of these dynamics is also cruciaérieure that programmes designed to
support abandonment processes and promote humiats age effective and respect the
values of communities.

A number of studies and policy documéttiave recently recognized that harmful practices
result from social conventions and social normsemlthey are practiced, individuals and

families acquire social status and respect. Anydeparting from these societal norms is
excluded and ostracized. When applied to harmfactimes, social convention theory

explains why the decision of a family to continirege cultural practices depends on the
decision of others to do so.

The Special Series on Social Norms and Harmful Prastitierough a number of Working
Papers, provides a detailed description and arsabfsine process of positive social change
that leads to the abandonment of FGM/C and ottetioes harmful to children.

These publications confirm that, despite markefedkhces between and within countries,
the process leading to the abandonment of harnrdtipes has common transformative
elements. The Working Papers define and examingetkey elements so that they can be
applied in programmes to initiate positive change monitor progress.

The series includes the following papers:

A new look at the theory — This paper builds on previous analyses and suip@sahow
social convention theory has been applied in trst fwggFGM/C. It then refines and broadens
the application of the theory to provide a deepateustanding of the social dynamics that
lead to the abandonment of FGM/C and other harsdaial practices. It also examines the
role of social and moral norms, the powerful fooféocal rewards and punishments, and the
importance of human rights deliberation in bringaigput transformative processes.

“Innocenti DigesChanging a Harmful Social Convention: Female Gdriatilation/Cutting (2005); UNICEF
Coordinated Strategy to Abandon Female Genital Mititin/Cutting in One Generatiof2007); UN
Interagency Statemeriiminating Female Genital Mutilatio(2008) andPlatform for Action Towards the
Abandonment of Female Genital Mutilation/Cuttingted Donors Working Group on FGM/2008); among
others.



In depth analysis of different experiences — These papers examine in depth experiences in
different countries. Despite the fact that FGM/Csig8l widely practiced in the countries
studied, segments of the population have abandb@/C, general attitudes are changing
and there is widespread action to end the praclibe. studies examine how this is taking
place, noting that the abandonment is linked tevaluation of girls and changes in gender
roles.

The new evidence analyzed in these Working Pagessmmarized in the Innocenti Insight,
A Multi-country Study on the Social Dynamics of Ad@nment of Harmful Practice3he
Insight provides greater clarity on how social cemvons can be transformed. It focuses not
only on FGM/C, but also considers other harmfulcpcas, especially child marriage and
marriage by abduction, which are governed by sim#acial dynamics. It analyzes
experiences in five countries (Egypt, Ethiopia, ¥&n Senegal, and Sudan) where
abandonment of FGM/C and other harmful practicegemsching significant scale. By
expanding upon social convention theory and refinis application to harmful practices, the
study provides new insights in the area of soaml moral norms and how they affect the
well-being of children and the realization of theghts. Finally, successful strategies are
analysed to inform policies and programmes.

In all countries studied, evidence shows that gare@ant what is best for their children. It is

this most basic value that motivates a parent'ssg@cto perform FGM/C and participate in

other harmful practices, since failure to complyhathe social convention brings shame and
social exclusion to girls and their families. Onae alternative to the social convention
becomes possible within a community and peoplezedihat the community might be better

off jointly abandoning the practice, it is this mdssic value — to do what is best for their
children - that also motivates communities to aloanthe harmful practice.

The Special Series on Social Norms and Harmful Prastisea joint initiative of UNICEF
Headquarters in New York, UNICEF Country Officegyht, Ethiopia, Kenya, Sudan and
Senegal), academic partners, development partmetstree UNICEF Innocenti Research
Centre. The project was made possible thanks ®nargus contribution from the European
Commission and to other contributions, which areceffed in the acknowledgements of each
publication.



Social Dynamics of Abandonment of Har mful Practices:
A New L ook at the Theory

Gerry Mackié and John LeJeuhe

& University of California, San Diego, 9500 Gilmam.DMC0521 La Jolla, CA 92093-0521, USA.
http://polisci.ucsd.edu/~gmackie, gmackie@ucsd.edu
® University of California, San Diego. jlejeune@dssd.edu

Summary: The essay refines the application of the soamvention theory to the practice female
genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C). The theory coanps footbinding in China to FGM/C in Africa,
explains each practice in terms of simple gamerthemd recommends that the methods used to end
footbinding be adapted to end FGM/C. It hypothesiat each practice originated in highly stratifie
ancient empires, and became an ongoing requireofienarriageability, general and persistent within
the intramarrying community because no one famaly give it up on its own. The continuation or the
abandonment of each practice involves a set ofkogivards and punishments and operates as what
is known in social science as a social norm. Theomh argues that each practice is a community
practice that must be ended by the whole commuetiyrdinating on its abandonment, thereby
solving the marriageability problem. The game-tleéiorportrayal also identifies social dynamics of
abandonment, observed in both China and Africa.idimal core group, called the critical mass,
recruits others through organized diffusion, umtillarge enough proportion of the community,
referred to as the tipping point, is ready to almemnd\ moment or process of public commitment is
essential to ensure a stable abandonment. The alssagefines the theory, in light of observed mass
abandonments of FGM/C in different countries. Owering self-enforcing beliefs surrounding the
practice requires credible new information, inchglabout the feasibility and desirability of atiam

the uncut alternative. FGM/C is maintained as ariageability convention, social norm, or both. The
process for reversing a social norm can be iddntcaeversing a social convention. Reversal is
motivated by the fundamental moral norm of lovinges children and wanting the best for them, as
discovered and developed in transformative humghtsi deliberations. The essay establishes a
conceptual foundation for programme design thatifaes community abandonment of a variety of
harmful practices in ways that promote human rigimg are respectful of the culture and the values
of local communities.

Keywords: Female genital mutilation/cutting, harmful practicesocial norms, social convention,
child protection.
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1. INTRODUCTION

People seeking to understand how and why the peaofi female genital mutilation/cutting

(FGM/C) persists confront two central questionswHman families who love their daughters
perpetuate a tradition that threatens their chiidisnediate health, puts them at risk for
significant long term health problems, and violatiesir right to develop to full potential?

How can FGM/C persist even in areas where attitbdes turned against it?

Over the past two decades, practicing communitesyists, scholars, governments, and
non-governmental organizations have increased odenstanding of the social dynamics of
FGM/C and the challenges faced by those hopingndbtlee practice. Their efforts have also
helped to generate unprecedented success in sanmmawaoties and realistic hopes that the
practice can be eliminated within one generation.

Two advances have been fundamental to this pro¢ess, the theory of self-enforcing
social conventions, originally developed by Scingll{(1960), and applied by Mackie (1996)
to footbinding in China and FGM/C in Africa, helpegplain why such practices persist and
recommended community-level strategies for the dbament of FGM/C. Second, the
experience of programmes that “build the capacitywomen to participate actively in
decisions affecting their live§” engage entire communities, combine participatannan
rights education with local development activitiasd organize coordinated abandonment,
showed that programmes with these characteristexs mdeed lead to widespread
abandonment at the community level. A number of momty-based programmes have
implemented strategies that are consistent witiasoonvention theory and adapted them to
a variety of social and cultural conteftue in large part to these initiatives and to
supportive policies and legal environments, establil by national governments over the last
decade, there has been an unprecedented movemenotuotary mass abandonments of
FGM/C in communities in several parts of Africa.elthsuccess has, in turn, enabled a better
understanding of the types of programmes, mechanisnd social conditions that are
essential to the process of abandonment.

Recent publications by UNICEF and by the Unitedidtet present an in-depth examination
of the social dynamics of abandonment of FGM/The Technical Note, in particular,
includes a game-theoretic analysis of the FGM/Ctma as social convention of the type
described by Schelling in histrategy of Conflic1960). This essay builds on these analyses.
It summarizes how social convention theory has lagugtied in the past to the practice. Next,
it refines and broadens application of the thearypitovide a deeper understanding of the
social dynamics that lead to the abandonment of KGG&hd other harmful social practices.

L UNICEF 2007

2 Diop and Askew 2006, p. 127.

% Hadi 1998; Hadi 2006; Hady 2003; Tostan 1999; Na@000; Toubia and Sharief 2003; UNICEF 2005; Diop
and Askew 2006; Mohamud et al. 2006.

* Changing a Harmful Social Convention: Female Géitutilation/Cutting (Innocenti Digest 2005), Tetbal
Note: Coordinated Strategy to Abandon Female GleMitdilation/Cutting: A Human-Rights Based Apprdac
To Programming (UNICEF 2007), Eliminating Femalent®ad Mutilation — An Interagency Statement (WHO
2008).



Section | provides historical, empirical and theiced background that informs later
discussion of FGM/C and social convention theory.

Section Il describes the possible origins of FGMACa means to control fidelity in a highly
stratified empire with extreme resource inequaditgl polygyny, and how this practice spread
within and across peoples.

Section Il discusses some of the more common eggilans of FGM/C today — patriarchy,
culture (including ethnicity and religion), and mageability — qualifying and
contextualizing these explanations in a manner félitates integration with the analytical
framework that follows.

In Section IV, the elements of social conventioedity described in the UNICERNnocenti
Digest (2005) and UNICEF Technical Note (2007) are discussed, including the
marriageability convention as equilibrium in a atioation game; the dynamic concepts of
critical mass, tipping point, and revaluation ofteahatives; organized diffusion; and
coordinated abandonment and public commitment. oAlgfh the initial application of the
theory has been useful in practice, and has matobedrvations well, field observations
suggest that further attention must be paid tortile of social and moral norms in the
continuation and abandonment of the practice, anthé power of transformative human
rights deliberation in bringing about an end to phectice.

Section V considers these issues. It elaboratesoanthe near universality of the practice
within a local intramarrying community embeds it annetwork of self-enforcing beliefs
difficult to revise, and suggests that the intrdghre of new information, its credibility and
the credibility of those who provide it, are essdrib achieve change. It carefully analyzes
the incentive structures of social practices, aafinds marriageability convention, social
norm, and moral norm, noting that people’s basid amst enduring values tend to be
consistent with the fundamental moral norms exm@s® international human rights
discourse. It also clarifies how FGM/C can be naimgd by marriageability convention,
social norm, and moral norm, and how it may alsooite community or another be
overdetermined by other social practices: religiobligation, rite of passage, and the female
honour and modesty code.

The most important development in the essay istti@underlying moral norm of care for

one’s children, which motivates the decision toccfice FGM/C can also inspire communities
to reconsider the practice. In fact, this assummptighat parents love their children and want
the best for them — is a common thread throughusatdiscussion. This fundamental norm,
therefore, becomes essential to abandonment girtitice.

By integrating theoretical understanding of FGM/@hwuanced observation of the various
factors that shape and stabilize the practice ardfdrces behind it, this essay presents a
framework for understanding FGM/C and for designstgategically sound and locally
attuned policies and programmes that can encouiageapid, mass, and permanent
abandonment across a wide range of communities.



2. ORIGINSOF HARMFUL PRACTICES: FOOTBINDING AND
FGM/C

It is reasonable to hypothesize that a number ®fréfstrictive practices harmful to women
today originated in circumstances of extreme resourequality, polygyny, and hypergyny -
when women to escape poverty married men in higbeial stratd.In ancient empires, there
were many poor men at the bottom, and a few rich atethe top who demanded multiple
female consorts: concubines and sometimes pluthparhaps ranked marriages. Elite males
demanded fidelity of their consorts, often enclgsinem and guarding them with eunuchs,
and imposed additional fidelity-control practicegyich varied from one civilization to the
next: in China, footbinding to enforce chastity afmklity by limiting women’s physical
mobility; in Southwest Asia, seclusion of women ardorcement of very modest dress; in
Africa, clitoridectomy to suppress female desiral anfibulation for complete control of
chastity; in the Roman Mediterranean, a strong ferhanour and modesty code, enforced by
widespread social sanction and internalized conseie

Most of these practices are external and can b@sew whether or not endorsed by the
subject. Sometimes they are not only externally asegl: through indoctrination, their
precepts may be internalized and endorsed by thjecas well.

In “Ending Footbinding and Infibulation,” Mackie 426, 2000) hypothesizes that the
practice of FGM/C, like that of footbinding, mayJeaoriginated and evolved in the context
of massive female slavery in a highly stratifiedpé&m®, one in which the emperor and a few
nobles used the practice to control the fidelityhafir many female consorts:

Men...are more or less uncertain that a child isrtbein...Suppose...an ancient empire...with
extreme resource inequality between families...Whesource inequality reaches a certain
extreme, a woman is more likely to raise her ckifdsuccessfully as the second wife of a high-
ranking man than as the first wife of a low-rankimgn (polygyny, or the practice of having
plural female consorts)...The higher the male’s rdhé&,greater the resource support he offers,
the greater the number of consorts he attractgyriketer his costs of controlling the fidelity of
his consorts, and thus the greater the compet#tioong families to guarantee the fidelity of
their daughterS.

If an emperor required a fidelity-control practies a condition of entry to marriage or
concubinage, then families in second and lowetastdopted the fidelity-control practice in
order to move their daughters into the emperormgea Women moving up to the first
stratum created vacancies in the second and lavetaswhich in turn were filled from third
and yet lower strata whose families also adoptedittelity-control practice. These practices
were eventually adopted by families in progressivelver strata of society in order to enable
their daughters to marry into higher strata, andabee exaggerated over time by parents
wishing to maximize the comparative value of thigughter. It was not enough to satisfy an
efficient absolute standard, instead each famiytsnen had to be more chaste and faithful
than the rest. Once the practice achieved a higbesdration at each social stratum, in all but
the poorest groups in society, competitive marriagarkets compelled each family to
subscribe to the exaggerated practice in orderaoyreven within one’s own stratum. The

®Ortner 1996; Betzig 1986; Dickemann 1979, 1981.
® Mackie 2000, p. 262.



practice became a conventional prerequisite foriage, universal within the intramarrying
group, and persisted indefinitely, even centurigsrahe empire and its extreme inequality
and polygyny vanished.

As the influence of an empire is extended by traderd raiders, both within its boundaries
and beyond, a centrally originating fidelity-contpractice is integrated differently into the
culture of each subject and contact people. A perigl nationality may not itself highly
esteem strict chastity and fidelity, but may adapidelity-control practice wishing to marry
its daughters to the wealthy traders in a higheatsin! One can hypothesize that the
dominant nationality in the imperial capital is raolikely to be afflicted with multiple
fidelity-control practices.

In China, footbinding was practiced throughout skeond millennium C.E. when China was
most often a single centralized empire, populat@chgrily by the Han ethnic group. Both
the practice of footbinding and female honour armtiesty code were imposed as fidelity-
control devices at the polygynous apex of socigdypractice that had originated as a cruel
mutilation designed to control women during the dinof imperial female slavery
metamorphosed into a universally required sign edpectable marriageability. The near
universality and long persistence of the extremgsigial constraint engendered hyperbolic
stereotypes of female lasciviousness and sexuahipecoity (despite the fact it was
originating men who were culpable of such behavitkjter a while, people in this culture
begin to draw the false inference that women mesexcessively wanton to require such
scrupulous guarding of their honodr'This in turn encouraged stronger versions of the
honour and modesty code and justified harsher egijin of its strictures.

Footbinding probably originated in the emperor'dapa about a thousand years ago, and
over several centuries diffused down social stemd to the edges of the empir@he
intriguingly contiguous prevalence of FGM/C — sthehg from Senegal in the west to
Somalia in the east and from Egypt in the nortirémzania in the south, intersecting in
present-day Sudan (Nubia in ancient days) — sugdiest it may have emerged under similar
conditions'® We know, for example, that there were highly et empires in Nubia and in
Mali, and further sources of extreme resource iaétyuacross the FGM/C zone, and today
the practice is most prevalent and practiced imitst severe form around the former centres
of the ancient Nubian and Malian empitésThe hypothesis that FGM/C originated in
ancient empires is speculative, but is at leagtl@ssible as any alternative hypothesis in the
literature.

In contrast to China, the FGM/C zone of Africa tsaderal imperial centres, more variable in
geographic scope and temporal duration, and mor#ietimic in composition. Today
FGM/C is found within dozens of different ethniogps, and perhaps is more heterogeneous
in form and meaning than was footbinding. Attitudesvards chastity and fidelity vary
widely across groups that practice FGM/C. Some ggoadhere to a strong female honour

" See Mackie 2000 for a documented example.

8 Mackie 2000, p. 263.

° Ko 2005, pp. 105-144; Levy 1992, pp. 37-63.

1% Mackie 2000.

1 See the maps of FGM/C prevalence in UNICEF 2007 4g8.
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and modesty code, which might include infibulatisary modest dress, and honour killings;
others have practical concerns having to do witmamied girls avoiding pregnancy and
spouses staying faithful; still others are concédroaly with keeping up appearances. In
Northeast Africa, FGM/C tends to be found togethéth a strong female honour and
modesty code. Among practicing communities elseeher strong female honour and
modesty code sometimes exists, although, more aitemeaker code linking FGM/C to
chastity and fidelity is found. More rarely, theaptice is simply a requirement for
marriageability having little to do with the valuechastity and fidelity.

Except for the assumption of an originating pewwb@xtreme resource inequality, the details
of the origin story need not be exactly correcttf@ account to be useful. As soon as women
believed that men would not marry an uncut woman @hhat men believed that an uncut
woman would not be a faithful wife, the marriagdi@piconvention was locked in place.
Given the widely endorsed desire for marriage aadrify one’s own children, women would
choose to be cut in order to be married and hasie twn children, and men would choose
women who are cut for the same reasons.

3. SOCIETY-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS OF FGM/C

FGM/C is often explained in terms of one or a cambon of any of three society-level
variables — patriarchy, culture (including ethnja@ind religion), and marriageability.

3.1. Patriarchy

Patriarchy, as both a structural institution angkntional act, is often used to explain the
practice of FGM/C. Specifically, this hypothesisacdcterizes FGM/C as “an intentional (or
subconscious) patriarchal action whose goal or eguesnce is the oppression of wom&n”.
FGM/C is motivated by male domination and held lscp by inequalities between men and
women.

To say that patriarchy causes FGM/C is insufficidrgicause most, if not all, communities
that do not practice FGM/C are also patriarchais lalso important to distinguish between
what causes the origination of a social practiakwahat causes its perpetuation. In Section Il
we hypothesized that FGM/C and similar practicegimated from an extreme form of

patriarchy — imperial polygyny — and that the lblokmarriageability would cause the practice
to persist indefinitely even after the originatingnditions no longer exist. Although the

practice was in the selfish interest of membertheforiginating male elite, the practice was
not necessarily supported for the same reason dyottinary husband with one or a few
wives in lower strata, or in later generations. Merd women could endorse the practice
simply because of mutual expectations by all teaeguired for marriageability, and women
could be active in its perpetuation since they gygically more responsible for the

preparation of daughters for adulthood.

In fact, in the majority of cases it is mothersgoandmothers who organize and support the
cutting of their daughters, and in many placesptfaetice is considered “women’s business.”
DHS survey data from eight African countries wh&@M/C is practiced show a higher

2 Gruenbaum 2001, p. 40; commenting on Greenbaurm.199
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proportion of women than men favouring its contiwra™ This is consistent with data and
testimony drawn from field reports and case stutfieBhe perpetuation of FGM/C and
professed support of the practice by women reptesee of the chief puzzles that
researchers have sought to better understand.

When FGM/C is in place in a community, howeverijsitlikely that remaining forms of
patriarchy, even if less extreme, would encourdge ¢ontinuation of the practice and
discourage its discontinuation. Patriarchal insititus include socioeconomic subordination
that makes women dependent on marriage for matwafiibeing and therefore, unable to
risk not having FGM/C. They also include social merthat ensure that women have little
voice in matters that affect them, rendering themable to discuss subjects relating to
sexuality including FGM/C, and unable to publiclhalenge harmful, threatening, and
subordinating practices. Patriarchy is a supportingdition of the practicE, and when
certain patriarchal institutions and norms are dean the path to abandonment is eased.
These changes, however, are not sufficient in tieéras to end the practice.

3.2.  Culture, Ethnicity, and Religion

Among the most widely cited accounts of the origamsl maintenance of FGM/C are those
centring on cultural variables, such as ethnicitg aeligion. Although FGM/C varies by
ethnicity’®, ethnic differentiation is not a significant matting factor in more than a few
isolated contexts. Rather, FGM/C is more likelyotopracticed in order to gain acceptance
and recognition within one’s own community — as aeams of belonging, rather than of
differentiation. Ethnic differentiation seems mareonsequence than a cause of the practice.
One exception to this generalization can be founsoime diasporal communities who, from
motives of ethnic pride in difficult new circumstas, exaggerate traditions, adding an
additional motive to explain the continuation of M(&. Footbinding, for example, lasted
much longer among the Chinese of San FrancisdeitUhited States than in urban Chiha.

Another commonly cited cause of FGM/C is religiamd religious obligation often plays a
role in a family’s decision to practice FGM/€Despite the fact that no religious scriptures
actually require FGM/C, communities sometimes adgrsthe practice a requirement to make
a girl spiritually pure. Among the Bambara in Mdby example, excision is callegeli ji,
meaning “ablution” or “ceremonial washin{”.Data on the role of religion are difficult to
interpret because in many cases, religion, trad#iod chastity are not differentiated. A study
in Somalia illustrates that for some, the conceptsreligion,” “to remain a virgin in order to
be married,” and “tradition” are “not fundamentadlfferent,” because “infibulation creates a
barrier that preserves virginity, which Muslims sater the will of God and therefore
religious™. Surveys routinely show respondents frequentlingitn multitude of reasons

13 Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 44.

4 Gruenbaum 2001, p. 35; Johnsdotter 2002, pp. 9390ell-Duncan et al. 2000, pp. 121-122.

!5 Gruenbaum 2001, pp. 36-47.

18 yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, pp. 31-33.

" For an example of FGM/C practiced as both an ethnil religious marker, see Hadi 1998, p. 27.
18 Abdi 2007; Hady 2003, p. 22.

19 UNICEF 2005, p. 12; Dorkenoo and Elworthy 1992.

20 Gruenbaum 2001, p. 50, referencing Dirie and Liada1991.
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directly or indirectly related to religion — rel@n, health, cleanliness, tradition, and control of
female sexuality, among others — as reasons fquréneice’*

An ethnic or religious explanation of FGM/C is raufficient since, first, it is practiced in a
wide variety of ethnic and religious groups; andosel, the practice is not necessarily
universal within the broad descriptive group, ®ibften practiced only within a number of
subgroups. Take religion: there are both Chrisdad Muslim communities who practice
FGM/C, often believing that the practice is reqdirby the holy book. Yet, nearby
communities of the same religion may not engadgeGi/C, and worldwide most Christians
and most Muslims do not follow the practice. Religg obligation is an important factor in
the decision to practice FGM/C, but it is typicajlyst one of several elements within what
one WHO report (1999) calls a mental map that ipoates the stories, beliefs, values, and
codes of conduct of society, and which are in faderconnected and mutually reinforcing
and, taken together, form overwhelming unconsciand conscious motivations” for its
continuatiorf?

The implications of this are two-fold. On the orant, this suggests challenging the religious
sanctity of FGM/C in isolation from other motivagielements may help change attitudes but
will have little effect on behaviour, since religigss but one of several factors that maintain
the practice. On the other hand, since these facéoe “interconnected and mutually
reinforcing,” this also suggests that disconnectif@M/C from one factor may help to
disconnect it from the others. For example, thasbalsFGM/C'’s traditional status may stem
precisely from its religious status, or vice veraad the connection between FGM/C and
purity may stem from such religious interpretatias Seli ji. Alternatively, all effects —
religion, tradition, piety, purity — may be discauted from FGM/C by a single authoritative
source, such as a charismatic local leader whoodstdtively declares the practice to be
unacceptable.

3.3.  Marriageability

Justifications offered for practicing FGM/C différom group to group, but desire for a
proper marriage is perhaps the most common reaf$eredacrosspracticing communities,

and is offered despite wide variation in ethnicitylture, religion, severity of cutting,

symbolic reasons for the practice, ritual or latkitoal, and so oR>

Statements by observers, anthropologists in thig, fiand those who practice FGM/C
illustrate that marriageability plays an importaate in the rational and prudent decision-
making of mothers to cut their daughters:

From Egypt: “(M)otivated by love and concern foreithdaughters’ future, well-meaning
women have perpetuated the custom and have ingistédlicting pain on their daughters out
of a firm belief in the physical and moral benefifsthis operation as a guarantee of marriage
and consequent social and economic secufitiftom Sudan: “No matter how clever the public

21 Daffeh et al. 1999, p. 13, cited in Hernlund aelEDuncan 2007; see also Hady 2003, p. 22.

22 Ahmadu 2000, p. 295; cited in Hernlund and Shelh&n 2007.

% See Hadi 1998, pp. 17, 25; Hady 2003, p. 97; Gzaem (2001), pp. 70, 76-101, 192; Johnsdotter 2002;
Shell-Duncan et al. 2000, pp. 114-119; Mohamud.&G06, p. 81.

24 Assaad 1980, p. 3, emphasis added



education message on the hazards of (FGM/C) or dgworitative the religious source that
says it is unnecessary, parents know (FGM/C) iessary if it is a prerequisite for their
daughter's marriageability and long term securfy’From Kenya, “Even those who did
associate health problems with (FGM/C) often fadarentinuing the practice to preserve their
culture and to improve their daughters’ prospeetsnfiarriage®®. From Senegal, “Only when
all members of the extended family agree will weuas that uncircumcised girls will be free
from prejudice and able to find men to marf{™If | don’t cut (my daughter), there won't be
anyone to marry her...l wish | didn’t have daughtbes;ause | am so worried about thefh”.

Tradition, rather than marriageability, is usualye most commonly mentioned reason for
FGM/C offeredwithin a given community when respondents are asked Wwhy believe
FGM/C should continu& Tradition and marriageability are two sides of S@me coin,
according to social convention theory, which wile lliscussed in the next section.
Interestingly, marriageability as a reason to curdiis given more often in countries of low
prevalenceé® Perhaps, in countries of nearly universal prevaemarriageability as a reason
for cutting is too obvious to mention.

FGM/C is frequently, but not always, linked withnoerns about female chastity and fidelity.
In Somalia, for example, the practice is considerecessary for “making a virgin” and as a
result, a marriageable wontanand similar beliefs exist across cultures, th@&MWFC
“makes,” or at least marks, a sexually chaste, mip@dgnd loyal wife. Similarly, FGM/C is
often justified on the grounds that it protectslsgiirom excessive sexual emotions and
therefore helps to preserve their morality, chastind fidelity. In some places it may be
associated simply with marriageability, and haveyVitle to do with chastity or fidelity. The
practice may additionally be associated with bodilganliness and beauty, such as in
Somalia and Sudan, where infibulation is carried with the purpose of making girls

physically “clean™?

Marriage itself is especially important becausethe#d socioeconomic conditions that may
characterize many practicing communities. In mamgas where FGM/C is practiced,
patriarchal economic customs and institutions malegriageability necessary to secure the
long term financial security of daughters and thianilies® In some places, the family may
depend on a substantial bride price for their welhg3* Since state-funded social security
protections cover only a tiny fraction of the pagidn, marriage is a woman’s primary
source of material subsistence beyond early aduitfd Yet even if women had full
economic independence, it is likely that many watltl pursue marriage and children.

% Gruenbaum 2001, p. 192, emphasis added.

26 Mohamud et al. 2006, p. 81.

" Tostan 1999, p. 50, emphasis indicating indigerspesker.
2 UNICEF 2005, p. 13.

2 yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 42.
%0Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, from insjwecof Tables 4.1 and 4.15, by Mackie’s calculation
there is a 0.74 correlation.

31 Hayes 1975, p. 622, cited in Johnsdotter 20080p.

32 UNICEF 2005, p. 12.

3 Greenbaum 2001, p. 46.

34 Shell-Duncan et al. 2000, p. 118.

% Gruenbaum 2001, pp. 87-101.



If, within an intramarrying community, families witdaughters believe that families with
sons expect girls to be cut as a condition of ragej then FGM/C rationally advances the
interests of the girl and her family. To be cudwaes the daughter’s ability to marry, and also
likely improves the economic security of both tle gnd her family.

This section has examined three prominent hyposhakeut the originating and maintaining
causes of FGM/C — (a) patriarchy, (b) ethnicity amtigion, and (c) marriageability. The

discussion lays the foundation to re-examine sootalvention theory as it is applied to

FGM/C. The roles of self-enforcing beliefs, sogiarms, moral norms, and overdetermining
factors are further considered to address unexgdaiobservations and develop a more
refined understanding of the practice.

4. APPLYING SOCIAL CONVENTION THEORY TO FGM/C

Social convention theory offers an explanationHow certain harmful social practices are
self-enforcing social conventions, why they arevarsal in a community and why they are
strongly resistant to change. Moreover, the thexplains how to organize the rapid mass
abandonment of a convention. In this section wéirmithe simple game-theoretic model as
first introduced by Mackie (1996, 2000), adaptearfrearlier work by Schelling (1960), and
further explained in chapter 2 and annex 2 of theQEF Technical Notg2007).

Game theory is the study of interdependent decisiaking. The choice made by one player
depends upon the choice of another player. In srdapendent larger group, the choice of
each member depends on the choice of all membEos. social convention theory to be
applied to FGM/C, an initial assumption is necegsaan idea we later discuss in terms of
fundamental moral norm — thparents love their children and ultimately wantdo what is
best for them.

41. Social Convention as Coordination Game

Simple metaphors can help explain how social comwes work. It does not matter whether
we all drive on the right or we all drive on thdtldut it would be harmful to everyone if
some drove on the left and some drove on the riggtause our choices of what side of the
street to drive on are interdependent, no one iddal can change on her own — all affected
have to change together. Sweden had a conventidriviig on the left, but with increasing
connections to continental Europe, where all coestdrive on the right, an escalating
number of serious accidents occurred, involvingparticular, Germans in Sweden and
Swedes in Germany. In this context, all Swedislveis (and German drivers) would be
better off if the Swedes switched to driving on tight. Driving on the right is better for all
than driving on the left, and either conventiométter for all than no convention at all. The
Swedes switched from driving on the left to driviog the right by agreeing to and
organizing a convention shift: everyone switchedr@same day and hour.

The same goes for naming conventions. If we spiemel together it does not matter whether
we communicate approval by saying “Great!” or “@i!” Not having a word that we
understand in common would limit our communicatidn.is, therefore, convenient for
everyone in the community to use the same termoadth which word to use is arbitrary. A



community that uses “Supercalifragilisticexpialidmes!”, however, might find it
advantageous to switch to “Great!” or “Ottimo!"fleer being easier to say.

Similarly, the adoption, continuation, and abandentof FGM/C can be explained using the
social convention model. Families carry out FGMrCorder to ensure the marriageability
and status of their daughters within the intramagygroup. What one family chooses to do
depends upon what other families in that commuaitgose to do. No one family has an
incentive to deviate: if they do, their daughtedéstined to not be married or to have a poor
marriage. It would be &etter convention if everyone gives up FGM/C, but forttha be
effective it is necessary for everyone in the imaarying community to give it up together.
Families’ choices of whether to cut their daughteesate four possible scenarios:

= For all daughters to be uncut is the best stateaftdirs for members of an
intramarrying community. Each daughter retains rageability and family status,
and each avoids harm to health and violation of drumghts. For all to be uncut is a
stable equilibrium — no one is tempted to deparfit, the situation is permanent.

= The next best state of affairs is for one’s ownifpito cut their daughter to improve
her marriageability when other families do not ¢dbwever, the situation is unstable
and not often observed because, if many of therddmmilies are not cutting, a
daughter would be even better off to avoid the hafntutting, according to the
model. Conversely, if many of the other familiesald, it is in the interests of one’s
own family to cut as well.

= The third best state of affairs is for all famili@sthe intramarrying community to cut
their daughters. For all to cut is also a stableildgium. This forms the basis of
FGM/C as a marriageability convention.

= The worst state of affairs for one’s own familyrist to cut their daughter when
everyone else does. The daughter’'s health is gemteand her human rights are not
violated but she forfeits her chance to be marrigds is also an unstable situation
and is rarely observed.

When applying social convention theory to FGM/Cotstable equilibria exist: the best state
of affairs, when no daughters are cut, and a muatsevstate of affairs, when all daughters
are cut. The challenge is to move all families franvorse equilibrium to a better one.

Those who practice FGM/C inherit the all-cut edurilim, as is often said, from their
grandparents. Among roughly six precoded answerBHS$ surveys as to why FGM/C
should continue, the strongest support goes tatétement that it is custom and traditién.
Long precedence and general practice within thenconity creates the expectation that all
families will choose to cut their daughters, theref any individual family would choose to
cut as well, since not cutting would create a rageability problem. The survey
respondents’ appeal to tradition is consistent whth social convention model’s application
to FGM/C.

To summarize, individual abandonment would makarailfy worse off, as it damages the
daughter’'s marriageability and the status of thmilfa Collective abandonment makes

% Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 42.
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everyone better off, as families preserve theirtustaand daughters preserve their
marriageability but do not undergo the health andn&n rights harms of FGM/C.

Abandonment is possible, but only by coordinatingadlective abandonment within the
intramarrying community.

4.2.  Critical Mass, Tipping Point, and Revaluation

The static version of the social convention modetjuires that most or all of the
intramarrying community simultaneously abandonphactice. A more refined and dynamic
understanding of the process, however, establastsesjuence of change. Its logic is captured
by a simple story, adapted from Mackie 2000 anthftdNICEF 2005. Imagine that there is a
community that has a convention whereby audienaéshgé cinema, at plays, at recitals)
stand up rather than sit down. Standing is botkarsal and persistent. An outsider comes
along and explains that elsewhere audiences gitfhank it better to sit. After the shock of
surprise wears off, some people begin to think $ittihg might be better, but this would be
the case only if enough other people sit at theesame so that their view is not blocked.
However, if an initial group of people in the auttie can be organized to sit, even just a
column of people who are far less than a majotitgy realize that they can attain both the
ease of sitting and a limited view of the stagesTiitial group has an incentive to persuade
their neighbours to devalue standing and to retheiin to sitting for this will improve their
limited view, and their neighbours have an incemtiv conditionally commit to the effort — I
would abandon if enough other people would abandsnwell” — so as to be more
comfortable while continuing to have a view. Atextain point, enough of the population is
willing to sit so that their view of the stage wdube at least as good as standing, their
comfort would be improved, and as a result no onelévbe tempted to stand again: they
coordinate on all sitting down at once. Past thint people who remain standing are
increasingly isolated in their claim that standisgsuperior and over time adopt the new
convention.

Similarly, a relatively small core group of firstavers, called thecritical mass can
conditionally resolve to abandon FGM/C, and thes ha incentive to recruit remaining
members of the community to conditionally join heteffort, until a large enough portion,
called thetipping point is willing to coordinate on stable abandonniénfny natural
community is likely to contain early adopters ofinlge, middle adopters, and late adopters.
Early adopters are likely to be among the first exgy and tend first to influence those
second-movers next most open to change. After seooovers conditionally commit to
abandon, third movers are recruited, and so faortki| the tipping point is reached, at which
time community abandonment would be stable if estact

To attain stable abandonment, enough of the intngng community must conditionally
commit to abandonment, and that conditional commmitin must become an actual
commitment. Apublic commitments required so that each member of the intramagryi
community can see that most others in the commumaty only would abandon, buto

abandon. The act of public commitment shifts rempt expectations, including each
family’s expectations. Before the public commitmetite typical family believes that a

3" For a complete graphical exposition of this modek UNICEF 2007, pp. 45-9.
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majority of families in the community expect othévscut. After the public commitment, the
typical family believes that the majority of faneidi in the community expect most families
not to cut. After the coordinated shift in reciprocabectations, no family has reason to go
back to FGM/C, and so the choice is stable. Thdipgbmmitment could take a variety of
forms, traditional, or created by participants; ésample, the gathering of most members of
a small community; gathering of delegates from eaich set of intramarrying communities;
a binding decision of reciprocal expectation, paouked by genuinely respected leaders of
the local community. Whether the tipping point i#ained before, at the same time, or after
the public commitment depends on circumstancelearidcal community and the content of
the commitment. An attempted public commitment isgmbfrom outside, or from above that
community, or prior to genuine community discussamal decision, would not be effective.

As noted earlier, the core group and those whoabtee another join them, have a powerful
incentive torecruit others, and toevalue the alternatives of not cutting and cutting. Such
recruitment and revaluation were observed in thandbnment of footbinding and are
observed in processes culminating in mass abandusnod FGM/C. According to the
model, valuing more the alternative of being uneatuing less the alternative of being cut,
or both, has the effect of reducing the portiontte# community needed to constitute an
effective critical mass, and reducing the portidrthe community needed to constitute an
effective tipping point, which accomplishes a statthange. As a result, members of the core
group constituting the critical mass and their uésrare motivated to engage the remainder
of the community through persuasive communicatiocluding normative appeals about the
valuation of the alternatives.

4.3.  Organized Diffusion

The process of information transmission, persuas&érd mutual deliberation about the
advantages and disadvantages of abandonment sgheadgh existing and created social
networks within intramarrying communities. The pges is termed organized diffusion to
distinguish it from processes of spontaneous ddfudased on unilateral imitation, such as
adoption by farmers of a new kind of seed or spraal style in fashiof® Because FGM/C
is an interdependent practice, diffusion must lgaoized among all those individuals whose
choices are interdependent.

Organized diffusion uses local networks of socialationships to promote conditional
commitment to abandon FGM/C, within not only theidential community but also beyond
it to other communities, not always nearby, thatamarry with the target community.
Engaging communities outside the target commungy niecessary when there are
intramarriage relationships among them. For example NGO Wohi Reddu in Ethiopia
organized effective abandonments among a few Afamad communities, but believes that
the abandonments are unstable unless they aredextén a large enough number of related
communities’® As discussed earlier, it is not necessary at tiged to gain the support of the
entire community, but rather a core group needsytee to pursue community abandonment
of cutting. The ideal individuals to bring aboutritical mass within a single community are

3 See below on unilateral imitation, and Rogers 2008liffusion of innovation
%9 Dagne 2006.
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early adopters and respected notables, who ary likeself-select anyway. Ensuring strong
participation by women and including men in thegass are also important.

One can imagine the marriage horizon of any comtyuas a circle, and the marriage
horizons of proximate communities as a set of aging circles. Mobilizing one
community, therefore, stimulates the interest, fpasi and negative, of communities
overlapping it. Organized diffusion takes placehita directly targeted community and
from it, extends to overlapping communities notedily targeted. The overlap allows for
programme efficiencies. In rural Senegal, where dlierage village size is about 800, to
cover an area of 30 villages with a total poputatd 24,000, according to the NGO Tostan,
it is sufficient to directly mobilize about 50 imiiluals in each of five villages, or about one
per cent of the populatidl. Using organized diffusion and other methods, tf@N\has
facilitated abandonment by over 3,500 villages oized in some 35 separate public
declarations of abandonment.

In Ethiopia, the NGO Kembatti Menti Gezzima (KMG)ganizes multiple core groups that
diffuse public discussion, decision and commitméntmultiple arenas, saturating the
community. The primary core group consists of 5@ividuals, who after 18 months of
deliberation form a committee of 10 to organizeea to harmful traditional practices in
their local community. As the NGO works in area vehthe age of cutting is 12 to 18 years,
it also establishes a committee made up of uncateadents. These committees organize
public discussion in schools, churches and neigitffumds and among members of
traditional local women’s associations and outcasteips. Some leaders of the influential
local indigenous insurance and microcredit soc{etyir) are recruited to be in the primary
core group. Additionally, women members of the cgreup diffuse discussion to the local
women'’s societies that support members by shahnagxktraordinary costs of child delivery,
weddings, funerals; to the local butter clubs @i&iw women to take turns raising cash, to
traditional regular coffee chats, and during theglovalks often taken to weddings and
funerals. Uncut adolescents mobilize their peésr families, and their schoots.

To diffuse discussion in an urban area, one waigdgtify the marriage horizon — the network
of people that a target group would consider torynaand the institutions and the notables
prominent in organizing their community’s relatibigss. A recent study carried out in urban
areas of Guinea-Conakry on FGM/C and people’s soelationships, for example, indicates
important differences between families of lowerame and those of higher income. Among
the less wealthy strata, important decisions araemafluenced by a family’s rural
community of origin and its notables. These familiend to settle in neighbourhoods of
similar ethnicity and language and are less exptseatedia messages. The middle and upper
strata tend to live in mixed neighbourhoods morayawom extended family and are more
exposed to media messages, so more important aesisare influenced by friends,
coworkers, media figures, and sometimes religicemdér®’. Perhaps an abandonment
programme among the urban poor would focus on hetfages and city neighbourhoods,

“0 Field notes: Mackie 2004. A chief source for mahshe observations and statements in this papéeiset
of field notes taken by the lead author, Gerry Macketween 1999 and 2005. For clarity, these intgts are
indicated with a notation in the text. The fielde®are also cited in the References.

“. Dagne 2008.

“2 Centre de Recherche pour le Développement HurGRDH), StatView, Division de la Statique de la
République de Guinée.
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but one among the urban middle and upper classeklvi@cus on friendship, workplace, and
faith connections, on national and civic notab&e®] on media messages about the decency
and marriageability of uncut women.

In a community that is isolated and does not inmagnwith other communities, organized
diffusion may result in faster abandonment, butgheeess will not spread beyond it. Deir El
Barsha is a Coptic town of 12,000 in Egypt, a prethantly Muslim country. In this town
women only married within the geographically andtunally isolated towr’® which made
stable mass abandonment more easily attainablealsh meant that the particular
abandonment could not spread beyond Deir al Barshauch cases, the abandonment
process must be organized separately, which igitlyrunderway in several Coptic towns.

4.4, Coordinated Abandonment and Public Commitment

Social convention theory predicts that specifiateigies facilitate coordinated abandonment.
The case of footbinding in China is instructivetekfabout a thousand years of practice, foot
binding was ended in one generation in urban aadtabChina around the beginning of the
20th century. The strategy used by reformers to tBedpractice had three elements: first,
reformers educated the population by informing theat that the rest of the world did not
bind women’s feet. This presented the natural-falbérnative as thinkable and doable.
Second, they explained the advantages of natuetlaied the disadvantages of bound feet.
And finally, they formed “natural foot societies’se members pledged not to allow their
sons to marry women with bound feet, as well astoobind their daughter’'s feet. The
reformers’ strategy was completely successful itaioing permanent change, and supports
the social convention theory’s hypothesis thatlitating coordination is the key to ending
such a practice.

Attaining stable coordinated abandonment withinirsterdependent community of people
requires several steps. In this case, communitg tha¢ mean any kind of community, for
example, not the nation, not an artificial governimeategory, not a trade association.
Community means the local community of reciprodaligation, especially of intramarriage
ties. First, the greater part of the community mostinvolved in community discussion.
Community discussion changes attitudes. People gaistawareness of the existence of an
alternative, and the alternative must become valusate highly than the practice.
Community discussion in this context does not m#wt central officials make didactic
presentations to a few select local officials. Ratttommunity discussion means genuine
discussion and debate on the merits of continuiregpandoning the practice among all those
active in a particular intramarrying community. Qoomity discussion is followed by
community decision. Again, this decision should heta top-down command, but rather a
decision reached and supported by the greatepptré intramarrying community.

The next step is to publicize community commitméimére must be a moment of coordinated
actual abandonment, so that each individual sessntiost others do abandon. Community
commitment does not mean that one or a few indalglinave resolved to abandon the
practice, or that public statements have been neghenst it. Rather, it requires the

“3 Field notes: Mackie 2005.
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commitment of the greater part of the intramarryoammunity to abandon the practice
together and to monitor adherence to the change.

The coordination of abandonment shifts reciprogpleetations among community members
from “most others will cut” to “most others will haut.” Since the shift is to a more highly

valued alternative for those coordinating to abandbere is little temptation to revert.

Private pledges, and more so, a joint public pledgditionally put at stake one’s individual

resolve and one’s social reputation for keeping miments, which bolsters the

irreversibility of the convention shift.

Finally, an ongoing monitoring mechanism of somet swovides further assurances by
periodically checking on the stability of abandomtyend mobilizing community sanctions
against potential or actual transgressors.

5. BEYOND SOCIAL CONVENTION

The initial application of social convention theomas been useful in practice, and has
matched observations well. The account of FGM/Caaself-enforcing marriageability
convention seemed to resolve many explanatory pazabout a practice heterogeneously
manifesting across dozens of more or less contgjeatiures. It also seemed to predict and
to explain observed processes of mass abandoniftemttheory, however, did not address
some of the essential features of the phenomendthane was a need to refine it to provide
a more detailed analysis.

The first subsection refines the simple marriagéghionvention by considering the role of
self-enforcing beliefs. In the following subsecspseveral mechanisms are discussed, which
alone or in combination can sustain a social practiThe essay considers how the
mechanisms of marriageability convention, sociatrmoor both can sustain the social
practice of FGM/C. The last subsection identifieisliional factors that can overdetermine
the practice: religious obligation, rites of passaand the female honour and modesty code.

5.1. FGM/C and Self-Enforcing Beliefs

A marriageability convention regulating access éproduction, such as footbinding or
FGM/C, is typically almost universal within an iamarrying community, because
noncomplying families fail to reproduce and therefexpire. As a result, there is almost no
variation in the practice within the intramarryicgmmunity, which has unusual effects on
the formation of some beliefs. People may reasgniaélieve that the practice is universal,
for instance. When first-contact foreigners askddn€se why they bound their women’s
feet, their response was astonishment that noyenerin the world engaged in the practice,
and there are similar reports with respect to FGMYCQural Africa. Jim, in Mark Twain’s
novel Huck Finn, raised without schooling in ruMissouri, considered Huck’s claim that
the Parisians do not speak English ridiculous,ersh argued at length that it is conceptually
impossible for there to be more than one humanuage.

If almost every girl and woman is genitally cut kwit one’s horizon, then there is no basis for
even conceiving of being uncut as an alternatives hot that being cut and being uncut are
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understood as potential alternatives, the firssifda and the second not feasifflelt is that
being uncut does not even exist as an alterna®asselin (2000) conducted open-ended
interviews with 223 Malian women, and found thathypaad never thought of being uncut as
an option. The incentive structure portrayed by #ueial-convention model implicitly
assumes that people are informed of possible aliggs and choose between them. The
simple model, therefore, adequately representdaydamily choices at the onset of the
practice or near its demise. It does not adequagpisesent the typical family situation during
generations of maintenance in areas where peopl kifino variation. For them, there is no
choice, but only the imperative to cut. “In ethgioups where nearly everyone circumcises
girls, the issue is not one for debate, in term&lofl do it or not?’ Rather, family members
decide how and when it will be don&”In the absence of variation, it is reasonableciehe
that everyone else in the world engages in FGMMis Ts a self-enforcing belief, in that
believing it has consequences that maintain itedig\ed truth. One of the first steps on the
road to abandonment, therefore, is to conceiveobtutting as an alternative.

Initially, it is reasonable for people in groupsavut to believe that people in groups who do
not cut are prudentially, socially, and morally taken. It takes some time to learn that
noncutting peoples believe they are promoting titerésts of their children, that in their
group they suffer no sanctions for going uncut, trad they believe their actions are morally
justified. Further, often the inference is drawattivomen are naturally promiscuous unless
physically altered, and the absence of variati@vents a comparison of the sexual morality
of cut and uncut women. Finally, it is reasonabbte them to believe based on wide
expectation that a girl who has not had the proeedannot be married, and that a man will
never accept an uncut woman. The NGO KMG in Etliomiganizes public weddings of
uncut young women to overcome the self-fulfillinglibf that uncut girls are unmarriageable.
The first wedding was attended by 2,000 people &hd uncut girls as bridesmaids. The
bride wore a placard saying she was glad to bereumoicised and the groom had a similar
placard saying he was happy to marry an uncircwedaigrl. Many more massively attended
weddings of uncut girls have been organized amanticipating communitie®

It is likely easier to initiate an abandonment @®xin an area where practicing communities
live nearby nonpracticing communities, or amongsthwho are more frequently exposed to
international communications and ideas, or whererethhave been sustained public
information campaigns about FGM/C. In Senegalefample, people in the Bambara or the
Fulani ethnic groups deliberating on abandonmemewable to observe that the neighbouring
Wolof people who do not cut are good Muslims, hgeed morals, and make good marriages
for their childrer!’ DHS surveys show that in countries with lower levef FGM/C
prevalence, where there is likely to be more exposw non-practicing groups, there is more
of a decrease in support for FGM/C among youngergagups than in countries of highest
prevalencé®

4 Compare the “cultural menu” of Hernlund and Sialircan 2007
“5Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 13.

“° Dagne 2008.

*’ Field notes: Mackie 1999, 2004.

“8 Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 48.
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To conceive of the uncut alternative as better alsguires individual and collective

deliberation by insiders about claims that FGM/@asmful to health and human rights, and
here again the absence of variation distorts etialuaThe near universality of FGM/C

within an intramarrying community means that thaseolved are unable to compare a
control group of their own practice to an experitaérgroup of those who forego the
practice. They therefore may consider even immed@mplications as normal, and this
makes it difficult for women to recognize the imnedd health effects of FGM/C and to
recall complications at a later ddfe.

Writing about complications of infibulation in Istac Northeast Africa, Hicks observes:

Women do not even correlate subsequent physicebmif®rt, pain, and relatedgynaecological
and obstetric problems with having been circumci§eath physical problems are perceived as
being the common lot of women. This is becauseptioblems are, to one degree or other,
prevalent among the majority of infibulated wom#rey are not viewed as unusual. Logically
then, neither the act of infibulation nor relatedjgelae (unless requiring emergency treatment)
are high priority issues for women in these soegfi

Mackie provides an account of events in the Fulalhge of Medina Cherif, region of
Kolda, Senegal:

On hearing of the causal relationship from a sotineg considered credible...it took (a group
of local women) thirty minutes of discussion to idecthat the causal claim was correct. They
reviewed local history and suddenly realized thatidents of death, haemorrhaging, and
infection were immediately associated with (FGM/@hd they broke down and wept. One
woman told me that she had her daughter who hathdralkeaged seriously stand next to a girl
of the same age who was taller by about a foote'Shever been the same since the cutting,” |
was told. “Before she ran around all day and plagedi since she’s been quiet and dtill”.

Universality within the community is not the onleason health complications go
unrecognized. A lack of awareness of such comjdicatcan be exacerbated by social norms
of female modesty, which preclude discussion of &nsexuality including with other
women; and in some cases, by powerful norms ofesgcconcerning FGM/C and its
meanings.

Again, due to the absence of variation, in ordeuriderstand the practice as an irreversible
reduction of capacity in the absence of condeand a violation of human rights to life, to
health, and to bodily integrity, reflective distanis required. A Bambara group was told the
story of Chinese footbinding by their nonformal edltion facilitator. The participants
thought it was horrifying that parents would dotsacthing to their children. The facilitator
responded that Europeans looked on the parentsdeeGM/C in the same way. “No, no,
no,” the participants responded. “We do this tglmir daughters.” “So did the Chinese,” the
facilitator said®

9 Mackie 2003, p. 147.

0 Hicks 1996, p. 73.

°1 Mackie 2003, pp. 147-148
52 Nussbaum 1999.

%3 Field notes: Mackie 1999.
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Self-enforcing beliefs are strongly supported amy a&ontrary message initially seems
preposterous to those who hold such beliefs. Aetsarof messages, international, national,
regional, local, the more credible the better, eafuable in softening such beliefs and
opening the way for their more systematic revisi@nedibility of message and of those
delivering the message is an essential factoramtbst effective mass abandonments.

Everyone evaluates the credibility of informatibiatt comes from others. Credibility has two
aspects: good will and competence. Notables, palitand religious leaders, medical and
other professionals, local or beyond, may, dependmthe individual, have a reputation for
proven good will and competence. Good will is aéstimated by whether the sender of
information has the same interests as the recetmesimilar interests, or is similar in
descriptive characteristics. In the absence of ritawihne same or similar interests or
characteristics, there must be good evidence Heasénder cares about the welfare of the
receiver. Competence is estimated by proven pastesses, professional authority, quality
argument, and effective response to contrary viewsng other strategies. Credibility is also
bolstered by the weight of sources: the more netase more persuasive than the less
notable, many notables more persuasive than anfeany peers more than a few peers, many
media messages more than a few, and so on. Mucarofliscursive learning is based on
testimony rather than on direct experience, andMight of sources helps us to evaluate the
credibility of that testimony?

Programmes that deal with only FGM/C, or even amith reproductive health, are viewed
with warranted suspicion. Why are outsiders obskssth this issue, especially when there
are so many other important needs in this comm@nitfhy do they disrespect our culture?
Holistic programmes, those that provide supportafavide variety of community needs and
interests, are more credible than a programmeaithditesses only FGM/C or a narrow range
of sensitive topics. An ongoing holistic programmet only symbolizes good will and
competence, it proves them over and over againrimgibg about a sequence of valued
changes on a variety of community needs. Goodamtl competence shown practically on
easier issues become persuasive on more diffisslies. A nondirective attitude combined
with the creation of fora, informal and formal, fdiscussion of arguments for and against
any contemplated change, is more credible than iomiag/ didacticism and harsh
propaganda. International instruments that enshruraan rights are credible because they
are widely endorsed, and deliberations on what munghts mean in terms of the local
vernacular and how they relate to the most fundaahemlues of the local community, can
be transformative. Finally, the special credibildf charismatic local leaders is frequently
key to mass abandonments.

After deciding on the existence of the alternatiaed on the value of the alternative, and
upon acquiring the idea that everyone in the conitynumight be better off to jointly
abandon the practice, there is a new unknown: Waudordinated abandonment work? If
such an effort were to fail, would it ruin the mageability of their daughters? Would it
bring shame on the families and villages involved¥ould it bring down unsuspected
supernatural penalties for going against ancients®again, there is a credibility problem.
The experience of the NGO Tostan in Senegal isttiefirst collective abandonment in an

** See Mackie 1998 for a partial treatment of créidjbi
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area is the most difficult, and each successiveirotizge area becomes easier. Those deciding
whether they too should abandon the practice cad delegates to the successful villages in
another area to verify with their own eyes and #aa$ an alternative is possible, that others
like them have concluded that the alternative isafale, that collective abandonment works,
that daughters’ reputations remain intact, thatetfiert brings pride rather than shame to the
community, and that no supernatural penalties eedurContemplating villages in Guinea-
Conakry sent delegates to a successful abandondeefdration in Senegal. In interviews
during the declaration and two weeks later in theime villages, the delegates and some of
their fellow villagers said they were much relieveyl the experience, and as a result were
immediately resolved to organize their own colleetabandonment, and soon succeeded in
doing so>°

5.2. Social, Legal, Religious, and Moral Norms

Until now, social convention theory as applied ©@NFC has emphasized marriageability
interest and health interest, with little explidévelopment of normative considerations. Yet
it is clear in almost every instance that the camdtion or abandonment of FGM/C also
involves social approval and disapproval, and mpmgments of right and wrong. In some
communities, legal norms, religious norms or bd#o @ome into play.

Recent scholarly advances in the understandingoh® help us to understand better social
and moral features of both continuation and abamgon of social practices. Often terms

such associal practiceor social normare undefined and are loosely applied to any dind a
observations of social behaviour. Here, it is ulsefudefine what is meant by each term and
to note that the authors intend for the terms fayapnly to social behaviours outlined in the

definitions. In particular, a social norm is enfedcby informal social sanctions, among other
features detailed below.

Sometimes the choices of individuals resemble oneth@r's because each individual
independently faces the same nonsocial constfaantexample, in Philadelphia people wear
warm coats in the winter because it's cold, notabee individuals believe that other
individuals wear warm coats or prefer that othesssd. The individual is not following a
social rule, but is pursuing her own interest, &rd action does not depend on the actions,
beliefs, or preferences of others. When groupedthtay, independent individual decisions to
wear warm coats in the winter becomes a sociallaeigubut it is not a social practice. What
style of warm coat to wear, however, is a mattersotial practice. A typology of
mechanisms that sustain social practices folf§ws.

Unilateral Imitation (also known as “descriptive norm”). Here an indual imitates the
action of many others in some reference group, @nsaenient decision-making shortcut, or
just unthinkingly. When riding a subway in a straraty, one does not need a map to know
how to exit a station, one just follows the localso know which way to go. The individual
is following a social rule, pursuing her own intgtebased on an expectation about the
actions of others and a preference to do the sametheers, but the individual's action is

*° Field notes: Mackie 2004.
° Synthesized and adapted from Bicchieri 2005, ER®07, and Nichols 2004.
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independent of any expectations or preferences thgr® about the individual's action.
Expectations about action only involve the actimgjvidual.

Social ConventionDriving on the left in London, or speaking FreniochParis is a social
convention. The individual is following a sociale, pursuing her own interest, based on an
expectation that many others in the reference gemgo follow the social rule and on the
individual's preference to do the same as them. Mla@y others expect the individual to
follow the social rule and the many others preferdo the same as the individual.
Expectations about actions are mutual among mendfeirse group. Compliance is in each
individual’'s interest. That only cut girls are mageable is a (marriageability) convention
within intramarrying communities which practice FGB/A

Social Norm In one country the social norm is that a manoshiced to a woman should
shake her hand, and in another country the soorah iis that he should not. The individual is
following a social rule, perhaps against her irggreased on an expectation that many others
in the reference group will follow the social rulend that the many others prefer the
individual to do the same as them. There is alsoettpectation that some of the others may
informally sanction the individual concerning thecsl rule. Sanctions may be positive for
complying with the social norm, such as acceptamsteem, approval; or negative for
defying the social norm, such as disapproval, rebwvoidance, ostracism, or violence.
Expectations about sanctions are mutual among nmsnafehe group. Positive or negative
sanctions may be sufficient for individuals to féeis in their interest to comply. In more
traditional circumstances, transgression by ondlyamember reflects on the character and
standing of the whole family. Upholding a commuisitgocial norms is therefore important
not just for maintaining an individual’s acceptanicethe community, but also for the
individual's family. It may be that anticipated $osf the positive sanction of acceptance by
the community for compliance with social norms imare powerful motivator than negative
sanctions. That within some intramarrying commuesituncut daughters and their families
lose social standing, are teased, or are deniel stditus, and that cut daughters and their
families are socially accepted, indicates that@asmorm is in place.

Unconditional Moral Norm The most basic moral norms are to do no harm,tamére for
urgent needs of others (morality is far more vaied than this simplification). Fundamental
moral norms are widely accepted by individuals, asdh result generate social regularities,
but an individual's decision to act is independefithe actions or expectations of others. An
individual feels righteousness for moral norm caampte, and guilt for noncompliance.
Others may feel elevation or admiration for an wdlial's compliance, and anger or
indignation over noncompliance. International humghts norms are of this character.

Legal norms are like social and moral norms, betfarmally stated by law, the reference
group is a constituted authority, and sanctions farenal and usually negative: fines,
imprisonment, execution. Religious norms are condednby God, and are obeyed by the
believer out of love and fear of the deity.

A social practice is sustained by any combinatibrthese mechanisms. Take the social
convention of speaking French in Paris. It is i@ thutual interest of two individuals to speak
the same language, but failure to do so normallgsdoo major harm to either of the two
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parties and is even less likely to harm third jesttiThe practice is almost entirely a social
convention. Now take driving on the left in Londahe most commonly offered example of
a social convention. Driving on the left is in timeitual interest of all involved, because going
into the wrong lane risks serious harm to oneself] in that aspect, the practice is a social
convention, formed by mutual interests. Defians® aliolates a social norm: surely many
would disapprove of the person who drives on thengrside of the road, and a normal
transgressor would feel shame for doing so. Moreavencompliance violates a legal norm,
backed by coercive penalties. Since going intowheng lane also risks serious harm to
others, it violates the moral norm to do no harmhakmed person or others on her behalf
would be angry at the violation of the moral noemd a normal transgressor would feel guilt.

Similarly, a practice such as FGM/C might be susdi by some combination of

marriageability convention, social norm, religionsrm, and moral norm. There are also
important relationships among the several mechani3imis clarification is needed to explain
the frequent discourse about social approval asdpgiroval and about right and wrong
among those deliberating continuation or abandonrokthe practice. It also helps explain
the powerful force of human rights discourse inghecess of abandonment.

53. FGM/C Maintained by Marriageability Convention, Social Norm, or Both

Overdetermination is the idea that a state of tbddwcan be determined by more than one
factor, each factor sufficient in itself to caubattstate of the world. For example, each of
two soldiers in a firing squad shoots one bullethair victim: each bullet is enough to Kkill,
but removing one soldier does not save the viatather both soldiers must be removed to do
so. If a harmful social practice is overdetermibgdmore than one factor, then each factor
must be addressed in order to end it.

FGM/C may be maintained by marriageability convemtiby social norm, or by both. As
previously discussed, the marriageability interbgt itself is sufficient to maintain the
marriageability convention of FGM/C. Positive anelyative social sanctions by themselves
also may be sufficient to maintain the social n@in-GM/C. An example from the Gambia
illustrates this point. Although marriageabilitytenest is widely mentioned across practicing
communities, field researchers working among miga@cticing and nonpracticing) ethnic
populations in the Gambia, find little referencemarriageability. FGM/C is sustained in this
area by a social norm enforced by informal soaacsions. A young girl or woman who is
uncut can face stigmatization, social ostracismd, sotial isolation from her peer group.

A middle-aged woman there said:

Even the children insult their mates who are notuchcised. At times, you will see those
children crying bitterly because their mates haadated them...they will not stop complaining
to their mothers...that they are always isolated ftbair mates who have been circumcised. In
this way, the mother will end up taking the daugltecircumcision. If not, neither the mother
nor the child will be at ease or comfortable.

Perhaps in the Gambia the marriageability inteves$ important to earlier generations in
practicing communities, but is not in present gatiens, possibly due to greater mixing of

5" Hernlund and Shell-Duncan 2007.
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practicing and non-practicing populations, although know of no evidence for this
speculation. The case of a Gambian wife who wagrstiized in her household by other
wives for not having been cut, suggests that theiaggeability convention is gone but the
social norm remains. Upon being cut, she said, taywife congratulated me for being so
brave and also presented me with some gifts of gatdngs and a ring’®

Community and peer pressure are important reasorfarilies with daughters or sons and
sometimes even immigrating adult women to chooskIfS Foregoing FGM/C can lead to
a loss of social standing for the girl and her fgnfrurthermore, marrying an uncut woman
can damage the social standing of potential husbamtl their families as well, thus
increasing social pressure on husbands to marryonten. In some cases, the cut wives of
men who have other wives who are not cut look doywon the uncut wive¥. This kind of
pressure can lead the uncut wife to insist on beutgn order to improve her standing within
the homée? Social sanctions are both negative and positivee $hame of being uncut
amongst cut girls is counteracted by the positieentive of group belonging after being cut.
Through the procedure girls are also able to stespect for their family, show their bravery,
and in some contexts become women. The ritual sodiog the practice can be
accompanied by ceremony, gift giving, and a feetihgoming-of-age.

In some cases, a social practice “might first lmermvention, become both a convention and a
norm, and end up as a norm onfy”For example, European scholars once followed the
social convention of communicating in Latin, buteafthe invention of the printing press
audiences demanded works in the local vernacula.ifiterest sustaining the convention of
Latin among scholars ended, but the social normoaimunicating in Latin lingered a good
while, because anyone wanting to be esteemed @parpyentleman and scholar would need
to display knowledge of the dead language.

Why some social conventions based on intestssi become social norms backed by social
sanctions is an emerging and unsettled issue inlittyx@ture on social practic8%.0ne
possible reason for the emergence of a social netimat an individual’'s failure to comply
with the practice harms others in the commufityhe prospect of harm motivates others to
sanction norm compliance by the individual. Althbugilure to perform FGM/C harms the
interests of the girl and her family, it does éttto harm the interests of others in the
intramarrying community. How then are others in teference group motivated to sanction
FGMI/C as a social norm?

What follows is the most promising hypothesis ablowu the marriageability convention of
FGM/C becomes a social norm. Recall that sociaveotion theory assumes that parents
love their children and want to do best by theme @hthe most basic moral obligations is
for parents to care for their children, not to Hert harm, or when constrained, to choose the
lesser harm for them. In the originating circumstm of FGM/C under imperial female

8 Hernlund and Shell-Duncan 2007.

%9 Mackie 2000.

0 Hernlund and Shell-Duncan 2007.

1 McAdams 1999, p. 2740.

%2 See Bicchieri 2006, pp. 39-42, for some suggestion
83 Coleman 1990, pp. 241-265.
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slavery, parents fulfil the basic moral norm of abimg the lesser harm for their children by
having them cut. During generations of maintenampeeents continue to fulfil the moral
norm of doing what is best for their daughters lmmplying with the marriageability
convention: for their daughter to be uncut makes urenarriageable and worse off than
being married and cut. FGM/C usually becomes alsoa@al norm because those who do
right by their children face social approval andsh who do wrong by them face social
disapproval. If it is feasible to collectively altlom FGM/C, then not to abandon it most
harms the child, and elevation, admiration, andreygd are due to the members of a
community who organize a successful collective dbament.

The process of abandoning a social norm can betickdnto the process of abandoning a
social conventiona large enough proportion of the relevant comityur@isolves to shift from

a social norm and associated sanctions for maintpia social practice, to a norm and
associated sanctions for not practicing. ObservedsnFGM/C abandonments involved a
shift in marriageability convention, a shift in &&lcnorm, or a simultaneous shift in both.
Because the processes of changing a marriageaboityention and a social norm can
coincide, social convention theory seemed to erpdalequately most features of observed
abandonments of FGM/CThe theory did not explain in enough detail, howewequent
observations of normative discourse in both thenteaance and abandonment of the
practice.

McAdams (1997) distinguishes abstract moral nomosifconcrete social norms. An abstract
moral norm is a general rule intrinsically motivéitsuch as to be a good citizen or to be a
good parent or to respect basic rights. An abstmamtal norm is more commonly found
across different groups and is more enduring dueg than a concrete social norm. Concrete
social norms implement the abstract moral normairtigular social circumstances, are more
relative from group to group and more apt to chaager time. Being a good parent is
important in both Guinea and Korea, for exampld, whkat it takes to be a good parent is
different in both countries due to differing soaacumstances.

Mothers organize the circumcision of their daughtaecause that is considered part of raising
a girl properly, of being a responsible mother....veorin central Guinea...said that their
religion required that parents do three things floeir daughters: “to educate them, to
circumcise them, and to find them a good husb&hd”.

McAdams’s distinction is cognitive when it should bvaluative. The authors suggest it is
better to distinguish more fundamental moral nofmasn less fundamental social norms
derived from them. This formulation is also moratale for application in nonliterate
societies, whose members are less likely to canthesabstract and the concrete but more
likely to contrast a fundamental value and a derivalue. Enunciation of the fundamental
moral norm directs the attention of people to thenate point of an implementing social
norm. The fundamental moral norm, “do not harm ychitd” motivated the origination and
maintenance of the marriageability convention ofM#G, and the very same fundamental
moral norm motivates abandonment once it is redlipebe feasibleFamilies involved in

% Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 13.

23



abandonment are not changing their most basic \sahtehe behest of outsiders. Rather, in
response to credible new information, and thanksth® opportunity to reflect upon it
together, they are choosing to change their waysisdo realize their basic values more
coherently and more fullyThis is hypothesized to be the explanation fer powerful force

of human rights discourse in the abandonment of KGMow transformative human rights
discourse brings about change will be discussest afé consider how several other factors
can overdetermine the maintenance of FGM/C.

5.4. Additional Overdetermining Factors. Religious Obligation, Rite of Passage, and
Female Honour and M odesty

So far, we have discussed how FGM/C can be susta@sea marriageability convention, a
social norm, or both. FGM/C may be sustained ajsorte or more overdetermining factors
that vary widely across groups. Here we considertiinee most prevalent factors: religious
obligation, adolescent rite of passage, and femmaf®ur and modesty. Each factor appears in
some practicing communities, but is not found adelyi as the marriageability connection.
First, in a community where FGM/C is perceived apacific step a girl must take to fulfil
certain religious obligations, interventions designonly to collectively resolve the
marriageability problem may not be sufficient talehe practice without also taking steps to
credibly address the believed religious obligatiorpractice FGM/C. At the same time, a
plan that addresses revision of religious norm,nmitthe problem of marriageability, would
also not be sufficient to achieve abandonment. @raem (2001, p. 192) says that no matter
how authoritative the source of the message thdW/EGis not a religious requirement,
parents will continue the practice if it is a rexjté of their daughter's marriageability and
security.

A second overdetermining factor is the associatioRGM/C with an initiation rite. Contrary

to popular impression, FGM/C is often not assodiatgth rite of passage. According to
Hayes (1975, p. 621) “infibulation is not a ritepessage among the Somali, nor do my data
indicate that it is in Sudan, and according to Kahnit is not so in Egyptian Nubia.”
Furthermore, the age at which FGM/C is done avera@¢l across groups, but varies
significantly between groups: in more than a fews ilone in infancy, and in a few it can be
done as late as after the birth of the first clH&M/C clearly does not mark transition to
womanhood at those ages.

Sometimes, however, FGM/C is associated with imatrarites. In coastal West Africa, from
Senegal to Nigeria, FGM/C is associated in a nundbegroups with elaborate initiation
ceremonies at puberty, which in a subset of thaseipg also involves entrance into a
women's secret socie?y.In the East African highlands, a number of groaps organized
into age-grades entered by initiation, usually ddlescence and associated in a subset of
those groups with FGM/€ Historically, if a group with a tradition of aniiiation ritual
later adopts FGM/C, then FGM/C might be integraieo its initiation ritual. Initiation,
especially among those secret societies that sigah ¢communities as in Sierra Leone, might
be so loaded with other purposes and meanings thieatsupposed connection between
FGM/C and marriageability becomes a trivial consatien in comparison. Ahmadu (2000)

8 Murdock 1959, pp. 263, 269.
® Murdock 1959, pp. 337, 345.
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reports that to forego initiation, including FGM/idfo the religious practice of the women’s
secret society would have permanently consignedidhehildhood status in her extended
Sierra Leonean family.

Johnson (2000) says that although the Mandingauinga-Bissau claimed that initiation and
FGM/C are inseparable, half of the respondents watewithout any initiation ceremony.
Hernlund (2000) says that it is becoming incredgiegmmon for girls in the Gambia to be
cut with less ritual and at younger ages and thiati$ part of a general trend. Efua Dorkenoo
(1994, p. 3940) suggests that the trend to lesslriand younger ages undermines the
hypothesis that FGM/C is explained as an initiatites DHS confirm that in some practicing
countries girls are being cut at earlier atfel. initiation is fading, but FGM/C stubbornly
remains, perhaps that is evidence that they arara@pentities and that initiation is much
more weakly persistent than is FGM/C. In some atee states of adulthood and
marriageability might be distinct, such that theneénts of the initiation ritual that establish
adulthood are not sufficient to establish marridgédg, which requires the separate step of
male or female circumcision. In other places tretest of adulthood and marriageability
might be identical, so that retaining initiatiortual but abandoning FGM/C might be a
feasible strategy.

The third and most difficult overdetermining facterthe female honour and modesty code,
which requires not only actual chastity and fidelibut costly symbolization of those
gualities. It is found in association with FGM/Ctime countries of Northeast Africa, and in
pockets in other parts of Africa. The strong caléund on other continents as well, but not
in association with FGM/C. The honour and modestgecprescribes a suite of values and
practices, including FGM/C, both internalized bgiing and enforced externally by social,
legal, and religious norms. In many human groupsusal fidelity, actual and sometimes
symbolic, is a powerful moral norm, although worldes the double standard, of expecting
more of the woman than the man, is common. The noray be based on legitimate
expectations of reciprocity: each spouse owes theeroboth fidelity and support.
Traditionally, the male especially owes materigymart during pregnancy and child-rearing
and the female especially owes the male a chiltdighhis own. However, punishment for
failure to reciprocate is more frequent and seagi@nst women than men. Violation of the
fundamental norm of reciprocity creates guilt ine tlransgressor, and anger in the
transgressed; guilt and anger can involve the inimtegarties, or the larger corporate family
responsible for its members’ behaviour, or thererdommunity. What counts as violation of
the fundamental moral norm is implemented by mameable derived social norms. If, in a
given community, a practice like footbinding, FGM/§&clusion of women, or very modest
dress stands for fidelity, then to defy the practoeclares one’s infidelity, even if one’s
actual intentions and behaviour are known to be IyHaithful, and such defiance can
contaminate the woman’s whole family.

How can FGM/C be disconnected from the honour andesty code? Revise self-enforcing

beliefs that decent women must be cut by learrag €lsewhere decent women are uncut.
Apply human rights discourse to the problem of watgtatus and treatment of women and
men. Revise concrete social norms about chastitly fatelity to be more coherent with

7Yoder, Abderrahim, and Zhuzhuni 2004, p. 48.
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underlying moral norms. Provide practical strategfer dealing with men’s advances.
Emphasize men’s equal obligations to reciprocakelity and support.

55. Transformative Human Rights Deliber ations

The most powerful but until now, undertheorizedtéadnspiring FGM/C abandonment in
local communities is the introduction of participgt human rights education. In the first
observed mass abandonments, in both Egypt and &enaglic commitments to end
FGM/C, came onhafter human rights deliberation was introduced intortheisic education
curricula® Tostan, after decades of work in Senegal that seduprimarily on local
development projects and basic literacy, healthldadkills education experimentally added
human rights education to its programme. The fiikage where the module was added,
Malicounda Bambara, on its own initiative after tyaars participating in the basic education
program, became the first village to organize abantent of FGM/C. A similar story is told
in Deir El Barsha, where CEOSS had traditionallguged on health education, local
development, and women’s empowerment programmesiaduights education in Deir al
Barsha meant that FGM/C was “dealt with from a Hevgperspective than merely focusing
on its hazards and health problems. Primarily, finectice was projected as being a gross
violation of the rights of women and female childreto live a life free of physical and
moral violence® The programmes in Malicounda and Deir El Barsha antirely
independent from one another, are 5000 kilomefpastand in completely different cultural
zones, yet each yielded unprecedented resultgjsagadministrators of both programmes.

Prior to the introduction of participatory humaghis education, messages aimed at stopping
FGM/C focussed primarily on the health risks assteci with the practic®. Possibly as a
result of the messages, some parents turned tacatgulactitioners or reduced the severity of
the practice, although is not known whether heallbhcation caused medicalization of the
practice. With health education alone, medical@atf the practice is still consistent with
the fundamental moral norm of doing the best foe'srdaughter, since medicalization
reduces health complications while still enables daughter to marry. The introduction of
broad deliberations about human rights transforhes grocess. Making the fundamental
moral norm explicit justifies why a social norm st be revised — so that it can better
realize the underlying fundamental norm. Parti@pathuman rights education provides a
justificatory framework and ennobles the processnofm revision. Individuals are not
rejecting the bad, but are embracing the good.

The NGO KMG in Ethiopia in 2000 held workshops 5@ women from different subdistricts
on gender, democracy, and women’s rights. It alsordinated with government and
community organizations, and built its credibiyth community projects. Its webpage in a
2002 entry states that, “We used to talk aboutihglpne girl at a time. Now, our people
have taught us that it is possible to seek notghanhge, but accelerating change.” In early
2003, it implemented a vigorous community dialogu®gramme, which led to many
coordinated community abandonmefit8oth human rights deliberation and coordinated

% Hadi 1998, p. 31; Tostan 1999.
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community abandonment are necessary for changardaprogrammes in Egypt and Sudan
are promoting positive human rights messages aulisi§ions at national, regional, and local
levels, and are experimenting with a variety ofrdomated abandonment through community
dialogue efforts at the local level.

It is natural to speculate that the realizatiort th@e possesses inalienable human rights, not
only treasured as values in one’s own community &lsb recognized in international
covenants, activates a powerful endowment effebe Merature of the endowment effect
finds that in many circumstances individuals teadlace higher value on goods or rights
they already possess, as opposed to those theywisttyto have. Prior to fulfilling certain
rights, or prior to even having a conception oftsughts, one will not place as much value
on attaining them as one would in the alternateate of possessing them and having them
violated or taken away. Once people realize thex mghts — once rights are entered on their
mental map — they attach high value to securingmotecting their own rights and those of
their children.

Revising self-enforcing beliefs relates also to ¢bacept ofreleaseof adaptive preferences,
developed by Elster, Sen, and, with respect to womelevelopment, by Nussbaum (2001).
The basic concept of adaptive preferences is thraeene’s preferences may be mistakenly
adapted to the choices they believe to be feadikéethe fox in Aesop’s fable who dismisses
the grapes he can’t reach as no good anyway. Feongle, in Bengal in 1944 a survey found
that 46 per cent of male widowers reported thair thealth was either indifferent or ill, as
compared to 3 per cent of female wido\#&Vhich is more likely? That the men are 17 times
sicker than the women? Or that the men consideagible to improve their health and thus
complain and that the women consider it not feasiblimprove their health and assert, and
probably even feel, that all is as it should be®3idaum writes about oppressed women being
released from adaptive preferences. She tells tibby ©f Vasanti, who once considered
marital abuse as a part of woman'’s lot in lifet joart of being a woman dependent on men.
“The idea that it was a violation of rights, of laaf justice, that she herself had rights that
were being violated by his conduct — she did notehthose ideas at that time, and many
women all over the world still do not have thefi"The difference is that the concept of
adaptive preferences assumes that people knowprhatical alternatives but stop preferring
them. In contrast, the concept of self-enforcingeti® emphasizes that people do not even
come to know of better alternatives.

Appadurai (2004, pp. 68-69) offers an independetitlyised conception similar to the idea
of revising derived social norms in order to bettalize more fundamental moral norms. He
places more fundamental aspirations for the goedali the apex, which in turn back more
derived intermediate norms about marriage, worlspeetability, and so on, and these
intermediate norms in turn back the specific waartd choices about one mate or another,
one job or another, and the like. Developmentiikés, he argues, tend to study the specific
wants and choices of people and to neglect the fomamental norms behind those wants
and choices. He also says that the materiallyebettf have a more highly developed
capacity to aspire. This capacity arises from tagety of experiences in their lives, which

2 Nussbaum 2001, p. 80
3 Nussbaum 2001, p. 69.
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allows them to learn in detail the connections leevimmediate choices and ultimate ends.
The capacity to aspire allows one “to explore thirle more frequently and realistically.”
Arousal and elaboration of the capacity to aspireessential to the development of the
materially worse off, he says. Appadurai’s conaapis inspired by ethnographic study of an
alliance of housing activists based in Mumbai. Tpm@minent recommendations of his
analysis are, first, the need for processes thptawe the capacity to aspire, and, second,
cultural performances that enact consensus on thgsieations. There is close resemblance
to observed mass abandonments of FGM/C.

This essay concentrates on an irreversible abaneloihof FGM/C but has indicated that

abandonment of the practice is often just one phtiroad changes for the better brought
about by holistic, human-rights-based, communitypewerment programmes. Nussbaum’s
conception of central capabilities parallels Appails aspirations for the good life and our

focus on transformative human rights deliberati®ise too appreciates the practical power
of such discourse for obtaining broad results:

We learn something about the likely stability afansensus based on central capabilities when
we note...that women who have become literate lfiechcy valuable and even delightful, that
they report satisfaction with their new conditiamd that the transition in their lives begun by
literacy is not one that they would wish to reverBbe same is evidently true for health and
sanitation, for learning to stand up against doimegblence, and for acquiring political
liberties and capabilities: people who once learth experience these capabilities do not want
to go back, and one cannot really make them go.bHuo& delight and satisfaction that makes
people unwilling to go backwards is a very impottaign that the conception we are
developing is likely to be a stable offe.

Transformative human rights deliberations should Ib® conceived of as the imperious
transmission of informed and legitimated internadilonorms to less informed and less
legitimate local communities. Indeed, such an watét would not respect the rights of the
people making up those communities. Nor are sudiibatations essentially a matter of

opposing international moral norms to local soo@ms. Rather it is more a matter of what
philosopher Hans Gadamer termed a fusion of hosizonthis instance, the joining of local

values and practices, cultural and religious, witlternational rights discourse and

experiences, each enlightening and improving therofA general value, illustrated through a
number of specific local examples, helps peoplatitie which of their existing values are

more fundamental, and which values derive from éhfesidamental values. Merry (2006)

observes that the international human rights fraomkwsed by the international movement
against violence towards women is also enthusalbtiappropriated by local, regional, and

national movements to curb such violence. But,rsites, to be effective, human rights ideas
need to be translated into local terms and be elgtremade in the local vernacular.

This paper has discussed how a public commitmenteseas a mechanism to coordinate
families within intramarrying communities on abandeent, and as a mechanism activating
individual and collective resolve to live up to tlandonment decision. The public
commitment not only shifts the convention, maintanthe marriageability interest and

advancing the health interest, but just as impdstait also shifts the social norm, so that

"4 Nussbaum 2001, pp. 85-86.
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going uncut becomes positively sanctioned and beirigbecomes negatively sanctioned.
Furthermore, the moment of public commitment camabgositive, celebratory, ennobling
event’® Haidt (2003) claims to have identified a sepaetetion of moral elevation, with
distinct elicitors, subjective feelings, objectipbysiological markers, and action tendencies.
Elevation “appears to be caused by seeing manii@ssaof humanity’s higher or better
nature; it triggers a distinctive feeling in theeshof warmth and expansion; it causes a desire
to become a better person one’s self; and it seerapen one’s heart, not only to the person
who triggered the feeling but also to other peapldt may sound maudlin to the cold mind
of the social scientist, but if it is an identiflabentity with motivational force for social
change, then it is a phenomenon that merits study.

Transformative human rights deliberations may fueral elevation in the hearts of women
and other community members who believe that, irkimg towards the end of FGM/C and
other problems in their community, they are doinghsthing good, important and necessary
for themselves, their children, and their peopbeathing that will contribute not only to this
generation, but to generations to come.

They each admire the others, and each feel elevatiahe process of abandonment, which
climaxes in public commitment. This is plain to itireg observers contemplating
abandonment, who are attracted to enacting thet evetineir own behalf. One study reports,
“The public declaration was also seen as an oppibytdo increase the popularity of the
village where it was held.” The head of one pgpating neighbourhood said, “It was
important for the village. It enabled us to becdreger known™’ See the norm shift in these
statements — rather than feel shame at not pnagtleGM/C, or for having practiced FGM/C
in the past, one now feels pride to declare towthdd one’s choice for the future. Rather
than looking backward to understandable and noatl#p mistakes in the past, one is

motivated to move forward to a positive vision okt people and their ways.

6. CONCLUSION

Social convention theory was and is useful in mggb understand how for centuries nearly
all the families in certain intramarrying commuegi imposed a harmful and dangerous
practice on their children, how and why footbindadter a thousand years ended in a single
generation, and how and why FGM/C, while stubborrdgistant to change, yields to
organized mass abandonments. The initial model mifa@m social convention theory, did
not, however, treat in enough detail normative alisse, especially transformative human
rights deliberations, observed as an essentialreatf organized mass abandonments. Since
the theory is becoming influential in practi@eit is important that these refinements be
developed and evaluated.

This paper has attempted to summarize and updas wb know about the causes of
FGM/C, the social dynamics that perpetuate it, #mase that effectively encourage its
abandonment. Hernlund and Shell-Duncan (2007) tiwde it is important to realize that

S Field notes: Mackie 1999, 2004.
® Haidt 2003, p. 864.

" Diop et al. 2004, p. 28.

8 WHO 2008.
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different communities practice FGM/C in differerdntexts, and that each context presents
specific challenges for reformers. This paper Has attempted to illuminate general trends
that tend to be applicable over a broad set ofscaseoss countries of origin as well as
immigrant communities. The general model we hawppsed — one which integrates self-
fulfilling beliefs, marriageability convention, sat norm, and moral norm — provides
additional insights for understanding the abandortmef FGM/C in most practicing
communities.

The analysis is founded on a well-considered thebocial practices, and unites apparently
disparate observations of the content and prodesfextive abandonment programmes. An
initial core group, called the critical mass, retswthers through organized diffusion until a
large enough portion of the intramarrying communisglled the tipping point, is ready to
abandon, and actual, stable abandonment is redbgzed public commitment. Overcoming
self-enforcing beliefs requires credible new infatian, and includes discovery of the
feasibility and desirability of the uncut altern&ti Since FGM/C is maintained as a
marriageability convention, a social norm, or bdtie process for reversing a social norm
can be identical to reversing a social conventitinteligious obligation, rite of passage, or
the honour and modesty code overdetermines thetiggadgt also requires community
discussion. Reversal of the social norm, socialveation, or both, is motivated by the
fundamental moral norm of loving one’s children amahting the best for them, as disclosed
and elaborated in transformative human rights deditions. A theory of how and why the
working parts fit together improves the effectivesief programme design.

In development programmes there is often pressufecus on immediate needs relating to
survival and development and to do so by addressiieg underlying poverty, gender

inequality and violence. The empirical successeapgroaches to ending FGM/C that are
holistic, community-based and that use human sigatiucation to promote social

transformation suggest that the goals of ending KGMnd of ending poverty, gender

inequality and violence do not conflict. Ratheregd goals can be synergistic, each
supporting the advancement of the other.
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