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Abstract 
The practice of female genital cutting/s (FGC) has been under national scrutiny in Sweden for 

decades. Besides strong laws and policies enforced by the Swedish government, civil society 

organisations have played an important role in addressing the subject of FGC in Sweden. The 

purpose of this research is to examine what roles and functions civil society organisations 

assume as they tackle the practice of FGC. Based on semi-structured interviews conducted with 

employees and volunteers from civil society organisations that address the practice on a daily 

basis, this study sheds light on the possibilities and challenges civil society organisations face 

when they approach the question of FGC in Sweden.  

 This research finds that civil society organisations carry a lot of responsibility in terms of 

tackling FGC in Sweden, as governmental efforts are perceived to be insufficient. Criticism 

against the Swedish government is first and foremost directed to the lack of knowledge and 

understanding on FGC within authorities and to the lack of grassroot efforts together with 

diaspora communities. Thus, this examination shows how civil society organisations engage 

and provide complementary efforts. First, civil society organisations raise awareness and shed 

light on the complexity on the practice of FGC within several authorities to secure that 

knowledge about the practice is maintained. Second, civil society organisations strive to 

involve, engage and empower individuals on grassroot levels by creating safe and familiar 

spaces to talk about FGC. Finally, local efforts provided by civil society organisations aim to 

empower people affected by the practice of FGC to make their voices heard and to represent 

themselves. In conclusion, this research demonstrates that civil society organisations hold vital 

complementary roles in relation to the Swedish state in terms of addressing the practice of FGC 

in Sweden.     

 

Keywords: female genital cutting/s, civil society organisations, diaspora communities, local 

ethnic associations, non-governmental organisations, intermediaries, vernacularization, human 

rights, Sweden. 
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1. Introduction  
Female genital cutting/s (FGC), also known as female genital mutilation and female genital 

circumcision, is an ancient practice which modifies girl’s and women’s genitals for non-medical 

reasons.1 According to an UNICEF report from 2016, over 200 million females have been 

subjected to this procedure and an estimated three million girls and women are at risk every 

year.2 This traditional practice is internationally acknowledged as a violation of children’s and 

women’s human rights, despite the fact that there is no specific human rights article forbidding 

FGC. Instead, FGC is imbedded in articles such as the right from discrimination and the right 

to health within different UN conventions.3 The motivations behind female genital cutting/s 

vary within different ethnic groups, cultures, religions and countries. This tradition has mainly 

been concentrated in countries of Western, Eastern and Northern Africa, the Arabic Peninsula 

and Asia. However, because of the huge migration waves the past decade, the WHO has 

declared FGC to be an international concern since it is also practiced by some diaspora groups 

in Europe, America and Australia.4  

 Sweden is one of the countries in Europe that has brought great attention to the practice. 

Sweden was the first Western country to establish a criminal law (1982:316)5 forbidding FGC 

in 1982. Since then, the law (1982:316) has been revised a couple of times, including the change 

of the national appellation from “female genital circumcision” to “female genital mutilation” 

and the application of stricter punishments.6 During 2018, Sweden adopted a national action 

plan with the ambition to abolish FGC in Sweden, through several preventive actions 

implemented by different authorities.7 Despite what seems to be a strong political and legal 

framework in Sweden, the law has only resulted in three lawsuits, even though that the 

 
1 This thesis will use the more neutral definition female genital cutting/s. While female genital mutilation carries 
negative implications and tends to be reduced to physical pain, female genital circumcision only refers to one of 
four different types of female genital cutting/s and tends to be compared with male circumcision. Hence, female 
genital cutting/s defines the actual practice without adding any value to it. See more in La Barbera, 
MariaCaterina, Multicentered Feminism: Revisiting the “Female Genital Mutilation” Discourse. Campostampa. 
Palermo, 2009, p. 116-117.    
2 UNICEF, Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: A Global Concern, New York, 2016, p. 5.  
3 Rahman, Anika & Toubia, Nahid, Female Genital Mutilation: A Guide to Laws and Policies Worldwide. Zed 
Books, London & New York, 2000, p. 20-21, 26-27.  
4 WHO,” Female genital mutilation” https://www.who.int/health-topics/female-genital-mutilation#tab=tab_1 
[accessed 15-01-2020]. 
5 Act Prohibiting the Female Genital Mutilation of Women (1982:316). 
6 Act Prohibiting the Female Genital Mutilation of Women (1998:407) and Act Prohibiting the Female Genital 
Mutilation of Women (1999:267). 
7 Socialdepartementet [The Swedish Ministry of Health and Social Affairs], Handlingsplan mot Könsstympning 
av Flickor och Kvinnor. Regeringskansliet, Stockholm, 2018.  
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prevalence of FGC is anticipated to be higher.8 This indicates that there may be some flaws in 

the implementation of the national policies and laws in Sweden, as FGC is still regarded as a 

national concern by the Swedish government.9   

Female genital cutting/s tend to be viewed in a simplistic manner and as an act of violence 

by outsiders10, instead of making visible the actual purposes and reasons why FGC is an 

important tradition in many societies. FGC as a tradition and symbol is embedded in a complex 

web of social norms and attitudes that are deeply rooted in people’s lives, families and 

societies.11 As FGC is not traditionally performed within the Swedish society, this aspect sheds 

light on the complexity of addressing a practice that is associated to certain migrant 

communities with roots from FGC-affected countries12.13 Changing and challenging these 

norms and values that have been part of different communities for several generations is not an 

easy task for the Swedish government, particularly when elements such as segregation, 

discrimination and distrust generate gaps between the Swedish authorities and migrant 

communities.14 Hence, a forceful legislative framework and preventive actions from authorities 

may not be enough to abolish FGC in Sweden, especially if people from diaspora communities 

with roots from FGC-affected countries are not involved in the process. In this situation, civil 

society organisations may have a different potency in raising awareness about female genital 

cutting/s. Civil society organisations are part of a third sector, beyond the public and private 

sector, where they hold an important function in harmonising the tensions between the state and 

the citizens.15 Typically, civil society organisations are organized by, and in close proximity to, 

local communities16, enabling engagement and involvement on a community-based level. Civil 

society organisations also serve as a democratic voice for people, enabling fellowship between 

 
8 ActionAid, End the Cut: Situationen Kring Kvinnlig Könsstympning inom Den Europeiska Unionen och 
Sverige. 2017, p. 17, 20.  
9 Socialdepartementet, 2018, p. 2.  
10 The definition “outsiders”, in this thesis, refers to people whom are not part of a culture, religion, ethnicity that 
has FGC as practice.  
11 Gruenbaum, Ellen, The Female Circumcision Controversy: An Anthropological Perspective. University of 
Pennsylvania Press. Philadelphia. 2001, p. 26-27.  
12 The definition ”FGC-affected countries” refers to countries that have a FGC-prevalence higher than 50% of 
the populations girls and women. See more in Socialstyrelsen [Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare], 
Flickor och Kvinnor i Sverige Som Kan Ha Varit Utsatta för Kvinnlig Könsstympning – En Uppskattning av 
Antalet. Socialstyrelsen. Stockholm. 2015, p. 12. 
13 Wahlberg, Anna, Continuity or Change? Improved Understanding of Attitudes Towards Female Genital 
Cutting after Migration from Somalia to Sweden. Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Uppsala, 2017, p. 28.   
14 Kamali, Masoud, ”Ett Europeisk Dilemma: Strukturell/Institutionell Diskriminering” In: Bortom Vi och Dom: 
Teoretiska Reflektioner om Makt, Integration och Strukturell Diskriminering. Paulina De Los Reyes & Masoud 
Kamali (eds.), Statens Offentliga Utredningar SOU 2005:41, 2005, p. 38. 
15 Micheletti, Michele, Civil Society and State Relations in Sweden, Avebury, Aldershot, 1995, p. 5.  
16 The definition “local communities” refers to a group of people whom share a common living environment and 
are usually organised around collective beliefs and values. In this thesis, the term local communities will also 
include diaspora and migrant communities as FGC is not traditionally performed in the Swedish society.   
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communities and providing different services.17 As a consequence, civil society organisations 

may have greater possibilities to reach out to local communities, in this case local diaspora 

communities, to provide different impacts to the individuals affected by FGC in comparison 

with the Swedish government and authorities.  

 

1.1 Objectives and Research Questions  

This thesis has two main objectives. First, to further increase our understanding of the 

complementary role of civil society organisations that address the subject of female genital 

cutting/s in Sweden, and specifically in relation to the role of the Swedish government. While 

the Swedish government strives to raise awareness on FGC amongst employees at schools, 

health centres, authorities etc. that may meet girls and women that have been subjected to FGC, 

civil society organisations work directly with people that are affected by this practice. Second, 

this thesis aims to highlight possibilities and challenges that civil society organisations 

encounter as they raise awareness on FGC in Sweden towards or together with people from 

local diaspora communities. In short, this thesis proposes to answer following research 

questions:  

• In what way can the role of civil society organisations, that address the subject of female 

genital cutting/s in Sweden, be analysed and understood?  

• Under what circumstances do civil society organisations provide safe forums for girls 

and women, living in Sweden and affected by female genital cutting/s, to make their 

voices heard?  

• How do civil society organisations reconcile different and colliding cultural convictions 

on female genital cutting/s among the communities in Sweden?  

 

The first question strives to analyse how civil society organisations operationalise, address and 

mediate the practice of FGC in Sweden. This results in a comparative discussion on two 

different levels: the first between civil society organisations and the Swedish government and 

the second amongst various civil society organisations. The second research question seeks to 

address how civil society organisations operate, and evaluates why and in what way civil 

society organisations involve diaspora communities. This question analyses power structures 

 
17 Harding, Tobias, Framtidens Civilsamhälle: Underlagsrapport 3 till Framtidskommissionen, 
Stadsberedningsrådet, Regeringskansliet. Stockholm, 2012, p. 25.  
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and dynamics in the Swedish society and how the practice of FGC is tackled. Lastly, the third 

question focusses also on the participation of diaspora communities and aims to discuss how 

civil society organisations deal with diverse perceptions on FGC among the communities. In 

all, these questions strive to emphasise and clarify the positions civil society organisations have 

when they manage the question of FGC.  

 

1.2 Civil Society Organisations in Sweden 
In order to analyse how civil society organisations engage with the question of FGC in Sweden, 

it is helpful to consider a short background on civil society organisation’s position in Sweden. 

Civil society organisations have been, and still are today, an important democratic feature of 

Swedish society.18 According to cultural scientist Tobias Harding, civil society organisations 

hold five main functions in Swedish society: they give voice to the civil society; produce local 

services; enhance social fellowship; increase knowledge and experience of democracy and 

democratic rights; and function as an alternative to, and complement of, the government and 

the business sector.19 Of these five functions, Harding stresses that the crucial element is the 

function as a democratic voice for the citizens, since civil society organisations can mobilise 

people and mediate their opinions to the government and authorities.20 Civil society 

organisations do rarely act alone; instead they cooperate between the civil society, the state and 

to some extent with the business sector.21 There is a great variety of civil society organisations 

in Sweden, such as religious gatherings, labour union organisations, sport associations and non-

governmental organisations. Hence, the spectrum of civil society organisations represents 

different levels of the Swedish society.22  

This thesis concentrates on two types of civil society organisations, local ethnic 

associations and non-governmental human rights organisations, as both types of organisations 

address the subject of FGC in Sweden. Local ethnic associations are defined as grassroot 

organisations organised by one or several ethnic groups, usually delimited to one city or 

 
18 Harding, 2012, p. 22.  
19 Ibid, p. 25–26.  
20 Ibid, p. 69.  
21 Wijkström, Filip, ”Mellan Omvandling och Omförhandling” In: Civilsamhället i Samhällskontraktet: En 
Antologi om Vad som Står på Spel. Filip Wijkström (ed.), European Civil Society Press, Stockholm, 2012, p. 20. 
22 Wijkström, 2012, p. 5–6. 



 

 11 

district.23 Non-governmental human rights organisations, on the other hand, operate similarly 

to local ethnic associations, but the dimension of ethnicity is not as fundamental.  

 

1.3 Previous Research  
In a broad global perspective, the range of research on the subject of FGC is very 

comprehensive. The anthology Female Circumcision: Multicultural Perspectives (2006), 

edited by anthropologist Rogaia Mustafa Abusharaf, scrutinizes different efforts and campaigns 

that have been deployed in numerous African countries to diminish the practice of FGC. Two 

of the anthology’s chapters demonstrate how grassroot organisations and the civil society, in 

Kenya, Senegal, Burkina Faso and Mali, play a great role in raising awareness on FGC. With 

the help of empowerment programmes, awareness campaigns and alternative behaviour 

changing strategies on a local level, organisations and the civil society have noticed attitude 

changes towards FGC.24 Furthermore, the anthology Transcultural Bodies: Female Genital 

Cutting in Global Context (2007) edited by anthropologists Bettina Shell-Duncan and Ylva 

Hernlund, introduces multiple studies concerning the practice of FGC amongst diaspora 

communities in Europe and Australia. This anthology is relevant for this research as it 

highlights problematic aspects that arise when Western countries try to tackle the issue of FGC 

among migrant groups. Media portraits of the practice of FGC and the host-government’s 

speculation of how many females are at risk of FGC are two problematic aspects, as they 

contribute to categorising and “othering” girls and women from diaspora communities in 

contrast to the host-country’s population. This in turn results in migrants being treated 

differently and unequally, because of a simplified notion on the practice of FGC.25 Furthermore, 

the article Missing from the Debate? A Qualitative Study Exploring the Role of Communities 

Within Interventions to Address Female Genital Mutilation in Europe (2018) by migration 

researcher Elaine Connelly et al. examines what function “potentially affected communities” 

 
23 Cf. Kings, Lisa, ”Förorten och Föreningen: Förvandlingen av Det Lokala” In: Civilsamhället i 
Samhällskontraktet: En Antologi om Vad som Står på Spel. Filip Wijkström (ed.), European Civil Society Press, 
Stockholm, 2012, p. 67. 
24 Mohamud, Asha et al. ”Community-based Efforts to End Female Genital Mutilation in Kenya: Raising 
Awareness and Organizing Alternative Rites de Passage” In: Female Circumcision: Multicultural Perspectives, 
Rogaia Mustafa Abusharaf (ed.), University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2006, p. 87; Diop, Nafissatou J. 
& Askew, Ian, “Strategies for Encouraging the Abandonment of Female Genital Cutting: Experiences from 
Senegal, Burkina Faso, and Mali” In: Female Circumcision: Multicultural Perspectives, Rogaia Mustafa 
Abusharaf (ed.), University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2006, p. 126-127.   
25 Hernlund, Ylva & Shell-Duncan, Bettina “Transcultural Positions: Negotiating Rights and Culture” In: 
Transcultural Bodies: Female Genital Cutting in Global Context, Ylva Hernlund & Bettina Shell-Duncan (eds.), 
Rutgers University Press, New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London, 2007, p. 4-6.  
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have in different mediations regarding the subject of FGC in numerous European countries. The 

examination demonstrates that these communities are, to some degree, still excluded from the 

debates and interventions despite their knowledge and insight on the practice. Moreover, the 

article illustrates how the involvement of the communities has proven to be most successful as 

the communities take their own actions and solutions towards the practice of FGC.26  

 In a Swedish context, research concerning the field of FGC is rather limited. However, a 

leading researcher is anthropologist Sara Johnsdotter, who has conducted several studies based 

on fieldwork together with different migrant groups, mainly Swedish Somalis, to discuss FGC. 

In Created by God: How Somalis in Swedish Exile Reassess the Practice of Female 

Circumcision (2002), Johnsdotter accentuates how the majority of Swedish Somalis change 

their attitudes towards FGC, leading to an abandonment of the practice after their migration 

process. In this case, increased knowledge and reflection of the practice and encounters with 

other Muslims that do not have FGC as a practice has played a great role in changing the 

attitudes of Swedish Somalis.27 Furthermore, Johnsdotter et al. has conducted similar field 

studies together with Swedish Eritreans and Ethiopians, to examine their positions towards FGC 

after migrating to Sweden. The examination suggests that there is minimal risk for Swedish 

Eritreans and Ethiopians to subject their daughters to FGC as they do not perceive any reasons 

why they should uphold the practice after their migration.28 Lastly, Johnsdotter has also 

scrutinized the first Swedish court case regarding FGC in Ali och Den Svenska Rättvisan: Det 

Första Könsstympningsmålet (2008). Johnsdotter claims that Ali Elmi, the convicted Swedish 

Somali, was unjustifiably accused of subjecting one of his daughters for FGC in Mogadishu, 

Somalia. With this examination, Johnsdotter problematizes how the Swedish judicial system 

failed to incorporate cultural aspects regarding FGC within the court case, resulting in an unjust 

conviction.29 While Johnsdotter has, in collaboration with several health professionals and 

researchers, contributed to many perspectives concerning FGC in Sweden, no research has been 

conducted regarding what impact civil society organisations have in terms of FGC in Sweden.  

 

 
26 Connelly, Elaine et al. ”Missing from the Debate? A Qualitative Study Exploring the Role of Communities 
Within Interventions to Address Female Genital Mutilation in Europe” In: BMJ Open, 2018, p. 8-9.  
27 Johnsdotter, Sara, Created by God: How Somalis in Swedish Exile Reassess the Practice of Female 
Circumcision, Dept of Sociology, Lund University, Lund, 2002, p. 128-133.  
28 Johnsdotter, Sara, et al. ”Never my Daughters”: A Qualitative Study Regarding Attitude Change Toward 
Female Genital Cuttings Among Ethiopian and Eritrean Families in Sweden” In: Health Care for Women 
International, 30:1–2, 2009, p. 128-129.    
29 Johnsdotter, Sara, Ali och Den Svenska Rättvisa: Det Första Könsstympningsmålet, Égalité, Malmö, 2008, p. 
34, 142–143, 166–169. 
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1.4 Delimitations  

Some delimitations in this research are acknowledged. This thesis will solely focus on the role 

of civil society organisations that address the subject of FGC in Sweden. Civil society 

organisations that are based in Sweden, but operate abroad with the question of FGC, are not 

included in this research. Moreover, the emphasis of this research is on civil society 

organisations and how they work with FGC in Sweden. Interviews have been conducted with 

employees and volunteers from different civil society organisations. However, no interviews 

have been held with employees from the Swedish government or authorities regarding this 

question. Inputs from the Swedish government and authorities will instead be based on Swedish 

laws and policies. The study is limited to two different types of civil society organisations, local 

ethnic organisations and non-governmental human rights organisations, as both focus on the 

practice of FGC. Thus, other forms of civil society organisations such as faith-based community 

organisations, civil society networks and movements have not been included, as the magnitude 

of other types of organisations that address FGC is rather limited. Furthermore, this thesis has 

not included the perspectives of individuals that have been affected by FGC. This decision is 

based on ethical considerations due to the sensitivity surrounding the practice.  

 

1.5 Outline 

This study consists of seven chapters. The following chapter “Theoretical Framework” presents 

the theoretical framework for this thesis, based on three theoretical discussions. These theories 

constitute the foundation for the upcoming analysis. Chapter 3 “Methodological Framework” 

introduces and discusses the methods and the primary and secondary materials for this research. 

This chapter aims to highlight how the empirical material has been collected, thematised and 

analysed. Furthermore, a discussion regarding ethical considerations is presented. Chapter 4 

“Female Genital Cutting/s” gives a background to the practice of FGC, both internationally and 

nationally. Moreover, a discussion regarding the Western discourse on FGC is offered. The 

following chapter “Empirical Findings” elaborates on the findings from the interviews. The 

empirical outcomes are presented in different themes relevant for this research. Subsequently, 

the findings are analysed with the help of the theoretical framework in Chapter 6 “Analysis”. 

The final chapter “Concluding Remarks” concludes the analysis and returns to the research 

questions of this thesis. Suggestions regarding future research are also presented.   
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2. Theoretical Framework 
This chapter introduces the different theories this thesis utilizes, which together offers a 

theoretical framework to facilitate the understanding and analysis of the empirical material in 

accordance to the thesis objectives. The first theoretical discussion touches on two different 

perspectives within international human rights: a universal approach and a cultural relativistic 

approach. As the subject of FGC has moved between both approaches, this discussion provides 

deeper understanding on how both approaches typically are motivated and criticised. The 

second theoretical discussion moves beyond the examination of universalism and cultural 

relativism and instead highlights the process of how international human rights can become 

localised within different local contexts. Localisation of human rights provides an interesting 

discussion on how civil society organisations operate both on global and local grounds in order 

to address FGC. The final theory discusses contemporary feminism and the production of 

“Third World women” in order to highlight some problematic aspects on how the international 

human rights discourse and the Swedish government have addressed FGC. The key takeaways 

from these theories are summarised in this chapter’s final section.  

 

2.1 The Universalism and Cultural Relativism of Human Rights  
As the practice and tradition of female genital cutting/s has been subjected to international 

scrutiny for decades, the discussions about FGC have often culminated in debates regarding 

universalism and cultural relativism within in the multidisciplinary field of human rights.30 

While universalists claim that FGC should be approached as an universal harmful tradition that 

violates the rights of girls and women, cultural relativists instead argue for the right to practice 

and uphold cultural norms and the need to see FGC as an important social and cultural practice 

within different contexts.31 Today, the juxtaposition between universalism and cultural 

relativism is rather contested. However, I find it essential to introduce two theories that 

highlight these positions, political scientist Jack Donnelly’s theory on universal human rights 

and political theorist Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im on cross-cultural validity within international 

human rights. These two theories provide a deeper understanding on how FGC is motivated 

and criticised within both perspectives. 

 
30 Abusharaf, Rogaia Mustafa, ”Introduction: The Custom in Question”. In: Female Circumcision: Multicultural 
Perspectives, Rogaia Mustafa Abusharaf (ed.), University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2006, p. 6. 
31 Abusharaf, 2006, p. 6-7, 10.  
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2.1.1 International Human Rights as Universal  

Jack Donnelly is one of many political scientists that takes a universal standpoint within the 

international human rights discourse. In the book Universal Human Rights in Theory and 

Practice (2013), Donnelly presents his political theory on universal human rights inspired by 

philosopher John Rawls’ theory of the overlapping consensus. Rawls’ theory explains how 

different doctrines with various and incompatible views on justice, reach agreement on a 

particular notion of justice. This agreement is the overlapping consensus, in which different 

doctrines manage to converge political values and concepts of justice.32 Donnelly adopts Rawls 

theory of overlapping consensus and claims that an overlapping consensus has been developed 

within the field of international human rights, which has resulted in the Universal Declaration 

on Human Rights.  

According to Donnelly, there are three different approaches within the overlapping 

consensus that demonstrate how human rights are universal despite diversities within different 

countries and societies. The first approach is supported by the high ratification rates on the 

UDHR: almost all countries in the world have it. This implies that an abstract consensus exists 

among states that international human rights are embedded in global politics and binding laws.33 

The second approach emphasises how the majority of the world’s religions, cultures, beliefs 

and ethical foundations accept, incorporate and endorse international human rights through an 

overlapping consensus on human dignity and equality. The third approach presented by 

Donnelly highlights how international human rights are used to secure and respect citizens 

human dignity and equality from dominating economies and nations. This is exemplified 

through remedies in which state use towards other states if they do not respect human rights.34 

Thus, through these three approaches, Donnelly demonstrates how an abstract agreement 

between states has resulted in an overlapping consensus in which supports the universality of 

human rights, human dignity and equality. Nevertheless, and despite the universality of human 

rights, Donnelly claims that human rights are relative since they are implemented differently 

on a national level.35  

To disentangle and get the grips with the overall thread in Donnelly’s theory on the 

universalism of human rights, it is essential to underline Donnelly’s understanding of human 

rights. Donnelly accentuates a specific liberal perception of human rights which emphasises the 

 
32 Donnelly, Jack, Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice, 3rd edition, Cornell University Press, Ithaca 
and London, 2013, p. 57-58. 
33 Donnelly, 2013, p. 57-58, 94-95.  
34 Ibid, p. 96–97. 
35 Ibid. p. 99. 
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individual instead of the collective. Donnelly focuses on the individual’s autonomy and argues 

that human rights are necessary for the promotion of an acceptable and non-discriminatory 

life.36 Furthermore, Donnelly explicitly states that “liberalism provides a strong and attractive 

normative foundation for the Universal Declaration model”.37 

Donnelly’s theory on universal human rights can be problematized in many ways. Ethicist 

Elena Namli argues that Donnelly’s theory of universal human rights is ambiguous. Namli bases 

her statement by challenging the idea of an abstract consensus on human rights, arguing that 

the present situation shows that an abstract consensus is not sufficient as nations can choose 

how human rights should be implemented and what restrictions can be made. Hence, states can 

ignore their obligations at will within the international agenda of human rights.38 Furthermore, 

Namli criticises Donnelly for promoting a Western liberal discourse on human rights, failing to 

incorporate cultural diversity and non-liberal states within the human rights discourse.39  

 

2.1.2 A Cultural Relativistic Approach on Human Rights   

Moving beyond Donnelly’s theory on universal human rights, a cultural relativistic approach 

may provide another perspective on human rights. Political theorist Abdullahi Ahmed An-

Na’im argues for the need of a cross-cultural legitimacy within the field of international human 

rights in order to increase the validity for human rights and diminish human rights violations.40 

An-Na’im challenges the idea of a universal consensus on human rights by emphasising how 

the majority of the world’s countries historically were excluded from the development of the 

international discourse on human rights, resulting in frictions and different perceptions 

regarding the scope of human rights. Thus, An-Na’im argues that the cultural validity of human 

rights, today, is fragile. Accordingly, a multicultural concept on human rights may enhance and 

strengthen its’ validity in the international arena.41 An-Na’im explains further:  

“This approach is based on the belief that, despite their apparent peculiarities and diversity, 

human beings and societies share certain fundamental interests, concerns, qualities, traits, 

 
36 Donnelly, 2013, p. 28–29.  
37 Ibid, p. 65. 
38 Namli, Elena, Human Rights as Ethics, Politics and Law, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Uppsala, 2014, p. 40-
42. 
39 Namli, Elena, 2014, p. 52.  
40 An-Na’im, Abdullahi Ahmed, ”Towards a Cross-Cultural Approach to Defining International Standards of 
Human Rights”. In: Human Rights in Cross-Cultural Perspectives: A Quest for Consensus, Abdullahi Ahmed 
An-Na’im (ed.) University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 1999, p. 19. 
41 An-Na’im, 1999, p. 20–21. 
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and values that can be identified and articulated as the framework for a common “culture” 

of universal human rights.”42 

In other words, An-Na’im proposes that the international human rights discourse needs to be 

open for challenges and reinterpretations, based on shared cultural norms, interests etc. in order 

to increase and broaden the cross-cultural legitimacy and universality of human rights.  

An-Na’im uses a broad definition of culture to demonstrate how culture, through norms 

and values that are embedded in society, structures what way individuals comprehend the 

world. Thus, culture generates frameworks on the lived experience for all people, which varies 

depending on the context. In relation to culture, An-Na’im presents the term enlightened 

ethnocentricity, to clarify how the respect for our own culture and worldview should drive us 

to tolerate and respect the cultures and values of other people.43 Respect and toleration for other 

cultures is evident for a multicultural legitimacy of human rights. According to An-Na’im, a 

cross-cultural validity of human rights needs to be enhanced both internally within cultural 

domains, and externally between different cultures through negotiations. The former refers to a 

formation of an alternative interpretation of human rights that conforms and supports the 

cultures own values and interests, simultaneously as it respects the human rights core such as 

human dignity and equality. Furthermore, the internal legitimacy on human rights should be 

implemented by people within the cultural domain and treated with sensitivity and respect by 

other cultures and worldviews.44 The later implies that cross-cultural negotiations and dialogues 

are necessary in the development of a general consensus on the meaning and application of 

international human rights. This would, according to An-Na’im, reinforce the legitimacy of 

human rights through the inclusion of other perspectives besides the originally Western liberal 

ones.45  

However, a cultural relativistic approach on human rights, as presented by An-Na’im, is 

not without issues and contradictions. One aspect that can be debated is where the boundaries 

regarding the respect for different cultures should be drawn. If the respect for other cultures is 

absolute, it risks creating situations where culture can be used as an excuse for upholding human 

rights violations. How should the boundaries then be regulated and by whom? This is a complex 

question which An-Na’im chooses not to address. Notwithstanding these problematic aspects, 

 
42 An-Na’im, 1999, p. 21.  
43 Ibid, p. 23–24. 
44 Ibid, p. 25–26, 37. 
45 Ibid, p. 27–28.  
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cultural relativism may contribute to a deeper cultural understanding of different cultural 

practices, in this case FGC, in order to be able to address it in a respectful way.  

 

2.2 Localizing International Human Rights  
As the discussions on the universalism and cultural relativism of human rights do not lead to 

any concrete answers as to how FGC should be approached, the theory on localizing 

international human rights by anthropologist Sally Engle Merry focuses on how human rights 

notions move between the international discourse and different local contexts through 

intermediaries. As Merry presents different processes for how international human rights are 

adapted to local contexts, this theory deepens the understanding on how civil society 

organisations as intermediaries engage, translate and cope with international human rights, both 

on a global and local ground. In other words, this theory clarifies how civil society organisations 

reframe and translate international human rights to local settings, and vice versa, in order to 

address the issue of female genital cutting/s in Sweden.  

Anthropologist Sally Engle Merry discusses in Transnational Human Rights and Local 

Activism: Mapping the Middle (2006) the existing gap between the global human rights 

discourse and local societies, in the understanding of social justice, gender equality and violence 

against women.46 Similarly to An-Na’im’s problematisation of the contemporary international 

discourse on human rights, Merry highlights how ideas on global human rights and justice may 

seem unreasonable and unadaptable to some local contexts. As the global arena promotes a 

specific universal notion on human rights and social justice, historically created by Western 

countries but today more of a transnational one, local contexts may find tensions between 

international and local sociocultural languages, meanings and settings.47 In order to minimize 

this gap and tension between global human rights48 and local communities, Merry stresses the 

need to reshape the universal human rights discourse in the vernacular. In other words, Merry 

suggests that global human rights need to be reshaped and localized according to the social and 

 
46 Merry, Sally Engle, ”Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the Middle”, In: American 
Anthropologist,Vol. 108 No.1, 2006a,  p. 38.  
47 Merry problematises the dichotomies of local and global that tend to be reduced to spatial settings. Instead 
Merry shows how the definition of local is associated with characteristics, such as the absence of mobility, 
resources and education. The definition of global is in contrast defined by knowledge, cosmopolitanism and 
wealth. These two definitions, within the discussion on transnationalism and human rights, demonstrate that 
local and global not only refer to space, but also power relations, class and transnational accessibility. See more 
in: Merry, 2006a, p. 39-40.   
48 With the definition of global/international human rights, Merry includes human rights law and institutions, the 
language of human rights and human rights notions. See more in Merry, 2006a, p. 38-39.      
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cultural context.49 This is possible through two different interweaved processes. The first 

process Merry presents is the process of vernacularization, where ideas originally part of 

universal human rights become adapted to local settings and meanings.50 Merry uses 

vernacularization to explain the process of when parts of the transnational human rights become 

extorted and adapted within different cultural contexts and settings. This is progressed through 

indigenization, the reframing and shifting of universal meanings to existing local norms, terms 

and values. The idea of framing is used to demonstrate how universal meanings are wrapped 

and presented through the realities of people, societies, and institutions within local grounds.51 

However, Merry finds it important to acknowledge that global human rights never can be fully 

indigenized without losing the fundamental symbolism within the discourse of human rights. 

Instead indigenization adds a new interpretation of human rights which seems reasonable for 

the local arena.52  

 The crucial aspects for the processes of vernacularization and indigenization are the 

individuals balancing in the middle, which Merry both calls “translators” and 

“intermediaries”.53 Intermediaries move and negotiate between global and local grounds, 

holding one foot in both spheres. Intermediaries translate and frame universal human rights 

ideas and law into local terminology and local realities of violation and oppression, making 

them comprehensible for the people affected. Simultaneously, intermediaries use local realities 

of violation and oppression in the global arena to influence the development of the international 

human rights agenda.54 Furthermore, intermediaries hold positions that are both influential and 

sensitive. Intermediaries are influential in the sense that they can translate and express their 

knowledge from the international human rights discourse to local symbols and values. On the 

other hand, intermediaries are exposed because they risk being rejected and seen as 

untrustworthy by local communities and the international human rights arena, if they fail with 

the translation from one ground to another. Intermediaries are also, in some situations, 

dependent on funding from donors, whom usually request specific areas of change and can thus 

 
49 Merry, 2006a, p. 39.  
50 The theory of vernacularization originates from medieval Europe, explaining the period when countries started 
to separate from the common usage of Latin in order to construct their own language, extracted by Latin, as part 
of their nation. See more in Merry, 2006a, p. 39.  
51 Merry, 2006a, p. 38–39, 41.  
52 Merry, 2006a, p. 48; Merry, Sally Engle, Human Rights & Gender Violence: Translating International Law 
into Local Justice, University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 2006b. p. 219-220.  
53 This thesis will solely use the definition intermediaries.  
54 Merry, 2006a, p. 39, 42.  



 

 20 

dismiss suggestions from intermediaries if they do not fall into the specific ideas desired by the 

donors.55 

As presented, the process of vernacularization and indigenization together with 

intermediaries makes it possible for transnational human rights to become localized within 

smaller local arenas. Nevertheless, Merry highlights a paradox within this process of reshaping 

human rights in the vernacular. Merry emphasises the need to translate and adapt international 

human rights into local terms, values and beliefs to be accepted within the local community. 

However, these new translations and adaptations can never be fully indigenized as they need to 

incorporate the essence of international human rights, in order to be part of the global human 

rights discourse. This implies that human rights ideas such as individualism, democracy, equal 

rights and bodily integrity become reproduced and promoted through vernacularization. Thus, 

Merry challenges the notion of verticalization, while at the same time suggesting that the 

process may be an effective approach to minimize the gap between international and local 

understandings on human rights and social justice.56 

 

2.3 Contemporary Feminism and “Third World Women” 
To understand what problematic aspects may appear when a Western country, in this case 

Sweden, confronts the issue of female genital cutting/s and thus targets numerous diaspora 

groups, it is necessary to scrutinise how the relations of power between the majority and 

minority population are expressed regarding the subject of FGC. In this case, postcolonial 

feminist Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s analysis on contemporary feminism and “Third World 

Women” is relevant for this discussion, as Mohanty dissects the power relations between 

Western women and women from the global south. In her book Feminism Without Boarders: 

Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (2003), Mohanty opposes the falsely ethnocentric 

and universalistic notion of contemporary feminism based on a Western feministic 

framework.57 Mohanty stresses that the Western feministic discourse has become the norm of 

the feminist movement, ignoring the realities and struggles of “Third World Women”. The 

definition “Third World Women”58, is used by Mohanty as a political category to emphasise 

 
55 Merry, 2006a, p. 40, 42. 
56 Merry, 2006a, p. 49; Merry, 2006b, p. 220-221. 
57 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade, Feminism Without Boarders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity, Duke 
University Press, Durham & London, 2003, p. 17.  
58 This thesis will not use the definition ”third world” because of its rather contested history as a negative 
Western definition of postcolonial and underdeveloped states. Instead this thesis will use the definition “global 
south”. The definition global south is less contested and moves beyond the hegemonic idea of first world and 
third world. However, this definition is not impeccable as it tends to be reduced geographically and view 
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the history of colonialism, global economic inequality, racism and sexism which are embedded 

in the struggles of women from the global south.59 Mohanty highlights how the universalistic 

notion on the shared oppression and domination of women, produced by Western feminism, is 

based on the communality of gender without incorporating elements such as race, class and 

history that intersect and affect women’s position in society. Moreover, the Western feminism 

is grounded on the lived experience of a middle-class educated white woman, excluding the 

experiences of women from the global south. This results in a distinction between two different 

categories of women, producing the Western woman as modern, free with sexual and bodily 

control, while the woman from the global south is depicted as traditional, uneducated and 

domesticated.60 Mohanty further rejects the essentialising process of grouping women from the 

global south as a homogenous category ignoring their diverse historical, political, religious and 

cultural agencies and experiences. As such, Mohanty claims that Western women sets the frame 

for different systems such as family dynamics and economy, excluding women from the global 

south to be part of the frame. Hence, women from the global south are labelled with the situated 

status as “objects” with no voice, while Western women are the “subjects” of representation of 

this discourse.61  

 Instead of the Western simplistic discourse on feminism, Mohanty proposes a cross-

cultural feminism based on solidarity, which acknowledges, incorporates and respects diversity 

and the lived experiences of all women. Furthermore, Mohanty emphasises the process of 

decolonising knowledge in order to move away from Eurocentric structures of domination and 

resistance that sustain top-down approaches. Decolonising knowledge instead shifts the ideas 

of the self and the collective, enhancing self-reflexivity and thus including political and 

historical aspects of all women’s experiences and agencies.62   

 

2.4 Summary 
This chapter has presented three theoretical discussions which together constitute the theoretical 

outline for this thesis. The universalism and cultural relativism discussion on international 

human rights, with the theories of Donnelly and An-Na’im, lays the ground for how FGC can 

be understood and problematized within both positions. This does not imply that one position 

 
development linearly instead of contextually. See more in Dados, Nour & Connell, Raewyn, “The Global South” 
In: Contexts, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2012, p. 12-13.  
59 Mohanty, 2003, p. 46.  
60 Ibid, p. 22-23, 41.  
61 Ibid, p. 39. 
62 Ibid, p. 7–9. 
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is superior the other; instead these positions emphasise different perspectives but also identify 

overlaps with each other. Merry’s theory on the process of vernacularization and indigenization, 

with the help of intermediaries, will highlight how civil society organisations operate between 

the global human rights discourse and the local contexts, when they raise awareness on FGC. 

This theory thus focuses on the process of adaptation and translation between international and 

local contexts. Lastly, the theory of contemporary feminism and “Third World women” by 

Mohanty, problematizes the international and national discourse on FGC and how it may 

contribute to the creation of a homogenous category of women from the global south. Moreover, 

Mohanty’s theory sheds light on civil society organisations, to analyse if they contribute to the 

reproduction of categorisation of diaspora communities in Sweden or if civil society 

organisations instead act more including with respect for diversity.  
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3. Methodological Framework 
This chapter introduces how the qualitative research for this thesis has been conducted, 

thematised and analysed. The first paragraph gives an insight on the qualitative research 

approach and the semi-structured interviews that have been held together with a selection of 

eight informants that represent both local ethnic associations and non-governmental 

organisations. The following passages lays out the steps that have been taken when thematising 

and analysing the empirical data from the interviews. Finally, a discussion regarding reliability 

and validity, ethical considerations and my positioning as researcher is presented. 

 

3.1 Qualitative Research and Semi-Structured Interviews  

This thesis is primarily based on qualitative research, including interviews with eight 

informants, four employees and four volunteers, who are involved with projects that address 

the subject of FGC within civil society organisations in Sweden. A qualitative research 

approach strives to interpret and visualize the world and societal structures through various 

methods, such as interviews, participatory observations and photography. Thus, the aim of 

qualitative research methods is to understand different phenomena and structures through the 

perspectives of the people.63 I decided to utilize a qualitative approach based on semi-structured 

interviews because, as ethnologist Eva Fägerborg points out, interviews can offer unique insider 

knowledge based on the informant’s world experiences and reflections.64 One of the strengths 

with applying this approach is that an interview is not only limited to the informants own life 

experiences but stretches beyond it and contains information about sociocultural and political 

structures in society.65 Since female genital cutting/s is a sensitive and relatively new topic in 

Sweden, I reached the conclusion that collecting materials in terms of policy documents and 

project reports from civil society organisations would not contribute to the same depth on the 

subject of FGC as interviews with people who work with this question on a daily basis. Yet, I 

am aware of the sensitive character of this issues and have, out of ethical reasons, not collected 

data from individuals who themselves have been subjected to the practice. Based on these 

choices, the primary material for this thesis consists of data generated from interviews. 

 
63 Davies, Martin Brett & Hughes, Nathan, Doing a Successful Research Project: Using Qualitative Or 
Quantitative Methods, Red Globe Press, London, 2014, p. 8-9.  
64 Fägerborg, Eva, ”Intervjuer” In: Etnologiskt Fältarbete, 2nd edition, Lars Kaijser & Magnus Öhlander (eds.), 
Studentlitteratur, Lund, 2014, p. 96.  
65 Fägerborg, 2014, p. 97. 
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However, data collected from the interviews should not be treated uncritically,66 and will thus 

be complemented and triangulated with secondary material, which in this case consists of 

previous research, international and national legalisations and the Swedish national action plan. 

  Before carrying out my interviews, the most crucial part was to find informants that 

wanted to be part of this study. I started by mapping out civil society organisations in Sweden 

that have FGC as a focal point and then contacted them by email explaining my research and 

its objectives. This process resulted in four interviews. I also attended a conference about FGC 

in Uppsala during February 2020, which led to my first informant. Furthermore, through an 

internship at an NGO, I had already established contacts with potential informants. Thus, 

through these different processes and networks, I was happy to have found eight informants, 

two men and six women, who contributed with their time, knowledge and experience to be part 

of this study. The general guideline on how many interviews are necessary for regular interview 

researches usually lies between 5-15 interviews.67 Despite the limited number of informants, I 

drew the conclusion that my informants’ backgrounds provided a great diversity in terms of 

gender, age, experience and knowledge on the subject of FGC. Moreover, the informants 

represent two different kinds of civil society organisations. Five informants are involved in 

local ethnic associations, while two informants work at non-governmental organisations. One 

informant has experience from local ethnic associations and non-governmental organisations.  

 The interviews were conducted between the period of March and April 2020. All eight 

informants live in Sweden but in different cities. Therefore, three interviews were conducted in 

person, one interview was held over Skype, and the rest over the telephone. While face to face 

interviews and Skype interviews correspond to each other because the interviewer has the 

possibility to see their informants and their body language, this dimension disappears when 

interviews are conducted over telephone. Thus, the absence of visual contact between the 

interviewer and the informant may be a disadvantage as it becomes harder for the interviewer 

to create a comfortable interview atmosphere.68 Despite this disadvantage, I found interviewing 

over the telephone a good alternative, since it became easier for me to reach my informants that 

lived in other cities and had busy schedules. Furthermore, the substance from the interviews 

may have been affected by the interview setting. I found it easier to hold face to face interviews 

and Skype interviews in comparison to telephone interviews, as the former created natural 

 
66 Fägerborg, 2014, p. 97. 
67 Kvale, Steinar & Brinkmann, Svend, Den Kvalitativa Forskningsintervjun, 3rd edition, Studentlitteratur, Lund, 
2014, p. 156.  
68 Opdenakker, Raymond, ”Advantages and Disadvantages of Four Interview Techniques in Qualitative 
Research” In: Forum: Qualitative Social Research, Vol. 7, No. 4, 2006, p. 5.   
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situations for me and my informants to have direct and ongoing dialogues. Telephone 

interviews, on the other hand, were a bit more demanding as I, the interviewer and my informant 

were in two diverse settings, which required more concentration and questions from me to 

maintain an ongoing conversation.69 Consequently, the data generated from the face to face 

interviews and the Skype interview is slightly more detailed and nuanced in comparison to the 

telephone interviews. However, all of the interviews contributed with comprehensive 

information and perspectives on the topic of FGC.    

Prior holding the interviews, I formulated a question guide70 that has been the base for 

my semi-structured interviews, in order to maintain focus on the thematic areas simultaneously 

as I tried to encourage an open conversation. Moreover, a semi-structured interview also 

allowed me, as the interviewer, to follow up different questions in order to receive deliberative 

answers and deeper descriptions on the focus area.71  

During the interview situations, I started by informing my informants about my research 

and its objectives. I also reassured my informants of their right to anonymity and to retreat from 

participation. Moreover, I asked all of my informants for their consent to record the interview 

with a dictaphone, which all informants agreed upon. Recording the interview facilitated the 

interview situation, as I could fully focus on the dialogue between me and my informant instead 

of taking notes.72 I also gave my informants time to ask me some questions before the actual 

interview started. An interview is unfortunately never completely equal for the interviewer and 

the informant, as the interviewer is the person in power to decide what questions to ask and 

how the material will be analysed.73 Therefore, I found the initialising conversation before the 

interview very important to build confidentiality and trust between me, the interviewer, and my 

informants. The interviews started very simple, as I asked questions regarding the informant’s 

background and the organisation they, in this situation, represented. Subsequently, it fell natural 

to ask thematic questions related to my thesis. Before ending the interview, I made sure to have 

a follow up with my informants to check if there was anything that they wanted to add or clarify 

to the interview. Thus, offering my informants the possibility to have the last word for the 

interview.74 Subsequently, the interviews have been transcribed in order to be able to categorise 

and analyse the material for this thesis.  

 
69 Cf. Opdenakker, 2006, p. 4–5. 
70 See the question guide in Appendix 2 on page 68.  
71 Cf. Kvale, & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 23, 45.   
72 Cf. Fägerborg, 2014, p. 105.  
73 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 51–52.  
74 Cf. Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 170–171.  
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3.2 Thematization, Analysis and Generalisation 

An interview analysis, including categorising and interpreting the material, is a crucial step in 

order to scrutinize the content from the interviews.75 In this case, the empirical material has 

been inductively thematised and analysed in accordance to the thesis objectives and research 

questions. An inductive model of analysis implies that the categories and questions of analysis 

have evolved through the data generated by my informants, instead of being set prior the 

interviews based on the theoretical framework. Thus, the empirical material from the interviews 

have determined what thematic areas are interesting to address.76  

Initially, the data from the interviews has been thematised. This implies that the material 

has been scrutinized several times and thus divided into different thematic categories and 

patterns that reappear throughout the different interviews.77 Furthermore, as an approach 

towards the material, thematization also sheds light on complexities and contradictions that 

appear in the empirical data.78 In order to thematise the data from my interviews, I have color-

coded the transcribed interviews in diverse inductive categories such as “organisations role”, 

“cultural sensitivity” and “organisation’s target groups” as a starting point for my analysis. This 

process of thematization has facilitated the understanding of the empirical material, as it gave 

me an overview of the material and the categories for analysis. Subsequently, the material has 

been interpreted and analysed with the help of the secondary material and theoretical framework 

of this thesis. During the process, the material has been challenged and tested by the theoretical 

framework, which has generated conclusions and statements that respond to this thesis 

objectives and research questions. Nevertheless, the conclusions of this research are framed by 

the selected theoretical framework. Thus, if this thesis was based on other theories, the analysis 

may have resulted in other conclusions.79   

 Furthermore, this examination will provide an analytical generalisation of the interview 

result. An analytical generalisation implies that the findings from the interviews, with the help 

of substantial theoretical argumentation, can result in a form of generalisation for similar 

contexts and situations. This generalisation is thus strived to be transparent for the reader to 

decide if it is solid or not.80 Qualitative research with interviews tend to be criticised for not 

providing enough material and results in order to be generalised. However, an analytical 

 
75 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 241.  
76 Ibid, p. 238.  
77 Öhlander, Magnus, ”Analys” In: Etnologiskt Fältarbete, 2nd edition, Lars Kaijser & Magnus Öhlander (eds.), 
Studentlitteratur, Lund, 2014, p. 275–279. 
78 Öhlander, 2014, p. 276. 
79 Cf. Öhlander, 2014, p. 288.  
80 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 312.  
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generalisation, based on theories and argumentation, demonstrates how the result could be 

similar in other comparable situations.81  

 

3.3 Reliability and Validity  
The reliability and validity concerning the empirical material also needs to be considered. 

Reliability refers to the truth-value from the interview responses and thus questions if the same 

responses and conclusions would be made if the interview would be held by another researcher 

or in another setting.82 However, qualitative researches can never be fully reproducible. Instead 

reliability can be processed in some level through cross-checking the material and 

interpretations that are made by the researcher.83 Validity, on the other hand, touches the 

validation or correctness of the analysis on the empirical findings.84 According to ethnologist 

Magnus Öhlander, interviewing is a great method to enhance validity, since interviews 

concentrating on a specific subject with several informants will provide comprehensive 

information regarding the explicit topic.85 Despite the comprehensive information from the 

interviews, one aspect that affects the validity is how the researchers own perception of the 

material affects the analysis. This implies that the researcher has to critically control, question 

and theorise the examination of the empirical material, in order to present transparent analysis 

of the material.86 In order to sustain some level of reliability and validity of this qualitative 

research, I have carefully included and described all steps that have been taken to analyse the 

empirical material. However, I am very well aware that the analysis of this material will be to 

some extent biased by what I apprehend as relevant for this research and its objectives. 

 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 
Since this thesis is based on collected empirical data in form of interviews, there are some 

ethical considerations that need to be taken into account. Firstly, I have decided to name all of 

my informants with pseudonyms, in order to maintain their anonymity. I have also chosen not 

to include the names of the organisations in this examination to secure the informants 

 
81 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 310–312.  
82 Ibid, 2014, p. 296. 
83 Davies, 2008, p. 97–98. 
84 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 296.  
85 Öhlander, 2014, p. 291.   
86 Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 296–297, 302.  
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anonymity, since some of the organisations are very small. Instead, the organisations will be 

described more broadly when they will be presented in the findings and analysis for this thesis.  

 Another aspect that needs to be discussed concerns the language during the interviews. 

Seven interviews were conducted in Swedish and one interview was held in English. The 

interviews have thus been transcribed in their respective languages. This implies that some of 

the quotations that are presented in this thesis have been translated from Swedish to English. 

According to sociologist Charlotte Aull Davies, the process of translation will never include all 

embedded levels of meaning from one language to another. Instead some meaning will cease 

from the original language to the translated language, despite how well the translator knows 

both languages.87 Furthermore, Davies stresses that the translator’s translation is never neutral 

as it risks of being influenced by the translator’s own perspectives.88 In order to minimise the 

loss of meaning from the translation process, I have included the quotations in their original 

languages in a footnote when they are presented. The quotations have also been approved by 

the informants before including them in this research.  

 One last ethical consideration concerns my own position as a researcher. The field of 

female genital cutting/s was introduced to me through an internship that I carried out at a non-

governmental organisation six months ago. During the internship I gained a lot of knowledge 

regarding this practice. However, I am not an expert in this field, which is one of the reasons 

why I conducted interviews with employees and volunteers at different organisations who hold 

great knowledge on the subject of FGC. Furthermore, I am also aware of my position as an 

outsider concerning the field of FGC, as I do not originate from an FGC-affected country nor 

have any personal experience from it. This has made me critically review my research in order 

to reassure that my position as an outsider has not affected the research in a too simplistic 

manner. Instead I have strived to present a nuanced and multidimensional research regarding 

the subject of FGC, where the empirical data from my informants is fundamental. Therefore, 

quotations and descriptions from my informants will be central in this research.  

 
87 Davies, Charlotte Aull, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves and Others, 2nd Edition, 
Routledge, London & New York, 2008, p. 124-125.  
88 Davies, 2008, p. 125.  
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4. Female Genital Cutting/s 
The aim of this chapter is to introduce and elaborate on the background of the tradition and 

practice of female genital cutting/s. In order to understand the dynamics and the complexity 

around FGC, I find it necessary to highlight the historical and symbolic perspectives embedded 

within the practice. Moreover, international and national laws and policies are presented to 

show what legislative measure have been taken regarding FGC. In the final section of this 

chapter, a discussion on the Western discourse on FGC demonstrates the complexities and 

challenges that evolved when FGC became an international concern. 

 

4.1 History, Prevalence and Symbolism 

Female genital cutting/s is an ancient practice that has existed for thousands of years. To this 

day, there are still no reliable sources regarding the origins of FGC. However, some 

documentations confirm the existence of FGC, as far back as year 400 BCE in Ancient Egypt 

and is believed to have been spread through trade courses around the Nile.89 Today, FGC is a 

worldwide practice in which, according to the WHO, 200 million females have been subjected 

to, and an estimated three million girls and women are at risk every year.90 The occurrence of 

FGC varies depending on country, with countries such as Somalia and Djibouti at more than 

90%, while The Maldives and Niger have a prevalence of FGC less than 2%.91 According to 

the WHO, there are four different types of female genital cutting/s that are practiced. What type 

of FGC is encouraged and at what age the cut should be proceeded varies depending on country, 

culture, religion, belief and ethnic belonging.92 The four different types of female genital 

cutting/s, categorised by the WHO, are: 

1) Type I (Clitoridectomy): Partial or total excision of the visible part of the clitoris and/or 

the prepuce. 

2) Type II (Excision): Partial or total excision of the visible part of the clitoris and the labia 

minora. Sometimes this type also includes the removal of the labia majora.93  

 
89 Johnsdotter, 2002, p. 62.  
90 WHO, ”Female Genital Mutilation”, 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-
mutilation [accessed 13-02-2020]. 
91 UNICEF,” Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)”, 2020, https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/female-
genital-mutilation/ [accessed 13-02-2020].  
92 WHO, ”Female Genital Mutilation”, 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-
mutilation [accessed 13-02-2020]. 
93 WHO, ”Female Genital Mutilation”, 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-
mutilation [accessed 13-02-2020]. 
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3) Type III (Infibulation): Cutting and in some situations sewing the labia minora and/or 

the labia majora with the purpose to narrow and seal the vaginal opening, with or 

without the excision of the clitoris. This results in a small vaginal hole for urine and 

menstruation to pass.  

4) Type IV: Other practices on the female genitals, such as pricking and scraping.94    

 

The physical and psychological effects from FGC vary depending on what type of cut has been 

proceeded, what tools have been used and the knowledge of the practitioner.95 Some immediate 

consequences from FGC are severe infections, risk of excessive bleeding, shock and the risk of 

death. Furthermore, some long-term complications for females who have been subjected to 

FGC are increased risks and complications during childbirth, pain and complications during 

menstruation, urination and sexual intercourse and psychological issues such as anxiety and 

depression.96  

  In order to comprehend why female genital cutting/s persists to be an important and 

symbolic ritual in many communities, despite the physical and psychological consequences, it 

must be understood in a wider social context. The meaning of FGC is deeply connected to other 

social norms and attitudes that affect the whole society.97 In some contexts, FGC is seen as a 

rite de passage marking the passage from youth to adulthood, ensuring purity and virginity for 

girls and women.98 The female’s purity and virginity is linked to the family’s and tribe’s 

honour,99  and are two factors that play a great role for marriageability, whereas marriage in 

some contexts is the only alternative for economic and social security for girls and women. 

Thus, some parents perceive FGC as a strategy to secure a safe future for their daughters and 

execute it as an act of wellbeing.100 Furthermore, in other contexts, FGC is seen through an 

aesthetic perspective, where FGC symbolises cleanness and beauty.101 Religion is also a 

motivating factor upholding this practice. FGC is practiced within many different religions, 

 
94 WHO, ”Female Genital Mutilation”, 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-
mutilation [accessed 13-02-2020]. 
95 UNFPA, ”Female genital mutilation (FGM) frequently asked questions”, 2019, 
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/female-genital-mutilation-fgm-frequently-asked-
questions#how_fgm_affects_health [accessed 13-02-2020].  
96 WHO, ”Female Genital Mutilation”, 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-
mutilation [accessed 13-02-2020]. 
97 Assaad, Marie Bassili, ”Female Circumcision in Egypt: Social Implications, Current Research and Prospects 
for Change”, Studies in Family Planning, Vol. 11, No. 1. 1980, p. 5. 
98 La Barbera, MariaCaterina, Mutlicentered Feminism: Revisiting the “Female Genital Mutilation” Discourse. 
Campostampa. Palermo, 2009, p. 150-152. 
99 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 5–6. 
100 Johnsdotter, 2002, p. 17, 90.  
101 La Barbera, 2009, p. 153. 
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including the three major religions Judaism, Islam and Christianity. Nevertheless, FGC tends 

to be associated with Islam, since many African Muslim countries have FGC as a religious 

tradition, even if it is not a requirement according the Qur’an.102 Lastly, this practice is also 

performed as a symbol for ethnic identity within some ethnic groups. Ethnic identity and FGC 

has also been a great symbolism for freedom and identity in Africa.103  

As discussed, the practice and tradition of FGC has both cultural and religious 

connotations. While the definition of tradition defines the transit of social and cultural values 

and norms through several generations, religion also refers to social and cultural structures 

based on their doctrines. Since FGC does not originate from any Abrahamic religion, the 

practice of FGC has thus been incorporated within religions through converging sociocultural 

values and norms.104 Thus, these different symbolic meanings rooted in the practice of FGC 

visualise the complexity and diversity surrounding the tradition, and how they are linked with 

other societal structures.  

 

4.2 International Human Rights Law   

FGC became a subject under international scrutiny during the beginning of the 1960s, with the 

WHO as the leading UN agency. The WHO started addressing FGC through a health and 

medical perspective, classifying this practice as a “harmful tradition” with no health 

advantages.105 In the beginning of 1980, the human rights discourse started to incorporate a 

gender perspective, which led to the establishment of the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1981. During this period, FGC started 

to be recognised as a human rights violation, especially as a violation against girl’s and 

women’s rights.106 Since then, other conventions and declarations have elaborated, such as the 

Convention of the Rights of Child (CRC) and The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 

Against Women (DEVAW), incorporating FGC as a human rights violation.107 Today, FGC is 

globally managed as a harmful tradition within the gender-based violence discourse, rooted in 

inequalities between men and women.108 This has resulted in a series of collaborations between 

 
102 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 6. 
103 La Barbera, 2009, p. 154-155.  
104 Assaad, 1980, p. 5-6. 
105 WHO, Female Genital Mutilation: An Overview. World Health Organisation, Geneva, 1998, p. V-VII.   
106 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 11.  
107 Ibid, p. 18–19. 
108 Merry, 2006b, p. 21.  
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UN agencies such as UNICEF, UNFPA, WHO, international and national NGOs, activists and 

states trying to abolish FGC worldwide.109  

 In light of international human rights law, female genital cutting/s can be targeted by 

several human rights articles within the different conventions and declarations. First, FGC can 

be seen as a form of gender discrimination against women, since this practice hinders girls and 

women to have their rights respected and fulfilled by the state, because of their unequal position 

in society. This form of gender discrimination violates article 2 in UDHR, article 2 in CEDAW, 

article 2(1) in ICCPR and article 2(2) in ICESCR.110 Second, FGC is a violation of the right to 

life and the right to bodily integrity. This includes actions that risks the individual’s life or 

violates the personal integrity by putting an individual through severe harm. Since FGC as a 

practice involves the removal of healthy tissue of the female genitals for non-medical reasons, 

usually performed on children and young women, this can be seen as an external invasion on 

the body. Thus, harming the girl’s and women’s physical integrity and putting their life at risk. 

These rights are violated through article 1 in UDHR, article 9(1) in ICCPR and article 19 in 

CRC.111 Third, in relation the right to life and physical integrity, is the right to health. The 

psychological and physical complications resulting from FGC has a negative impact on girl’s 

and women’s health and is thus categorised as a violation of the right to health, targeting article 

25 of UDHR and article 12 of ICESCR.112 FGC is also incorporated in the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals, that are to be achieved before 2030. FGC is part of the 5th development 

goal striving to reach gender equality, through the redistribution of power and elimination of 

harmful traditional practices towards girls and women.113  

 However, prohibiting the practice of FGC may also fall under the category of a human 

rights violation. Since FGC is an important cultural practice and rite within minority and ethnic 

communities, it is argued that a prohibition against FGC imposed by a government would 

infringe on the right to culture and the right of minorities. The right to culture can be found in 

articles such as 27(1) and 30 in UDHR and article 5(1) in ICESCR, while the right of minorities 

can be found in article 3, 5(1) and 27 in ICCPR.114 In this situation, the government is however 

allowed to interfere and infringe the right to culture and the right of minorities in order to protect 

and secure the rights for women and girls. Furthermore, it is also argued that forbidding FGC 

 
109 WHO, 1998, p. V-VII.   
110 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 20–22.  
111 Ibid, p. 23–24. 
112 Ibid, p. 26–27.  
113 UNDP, ”Globala målen – Mål 5: Jämställdhet”, 2015, https://www.globalamalen.se/om-globala-malen/mal-5-
jamstalldhet/ [accessed 18-02-2020].  
114 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 32–35. 
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would interfere on the right to religious freedom, articles such as 18 and 30 in UDHR and 18(1) 

and 18(3) in ICCPR, since FGC is perceived as a mandatory religious practice within in some 

societies. Despite this fact, the right to religious freedom is not absolute, which indicates that 

the state can infringe on this right in order to protect other human rights.115 

In summary, this discussion demonstrates how the acceptance and prohibition of FGC is 

complex as both approaches violate against international human rights. Despite this complexity, 

by comparing these two perspectives, it is apparent how the legal maintenance and acceptance 

of FGC would contribute to additional human rights violations, in contrast to if the practice 

would be prohibited. 

 

4.3 Swedish Law and Policies  

Sweden was the first Western country to enforce a criminal law (1982:316)116 forbidding female 

genital cutting/s in Sweden in 1982, with the reason to provide security for girls and women in 

risk of being subjected to FGC.117 The sentence for this crime was imprisonment of maximum 

two years.118 The criminal law forbidding FGC in Sweden was modified in 1999,119 including 

stricter penalties and extraterritorial prosecution.120 In addition to the criminal law against FGC, 

there are other legal frameworks in Sweden that are relevant to cases regarding FGC. The Social 

Services Act (2001:453) states that all citizens are responsible to report to the social services in 

Sweden, if they suspect that a child is in danger. In this case, girls in the risk of being subjected 

to FGC is seen as a danger.121 Furthermore, The Care of Young Persons Act (1990:52) 

complements The Social Services Act, implying that social services can intervene and take over 

custody in urgent matters regarding the risk of a girl being subjected to FGC.122 In relation to 

the criminal law forbidding FGC, The Social Services Act and The Care of Young Persons Act, 

it is relevant to highlight that Sweden also has a law prohibiting discrimination (2008:567)123 

including the ground of ethnic belonging. Since FGC is a tradition linked to various migrant 

groups living in Sweden, the social services are not allowed to intervene in the cause of FGC, 

 
115 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 37–39.  
116 Act Prohibiting the Female Genital Mutilation of Women (1982:316). 
117 Nationellt Centrum för Kvinnofrid [The National Centre for Knowledge on Men’s Violence against Women], 
Kvinnlig Omskärelse/Könsstympning i Sverige: En Kunskaps- och Forskningsöversikt. Uppsala University, 
Uppsala, 2011, p. 24.    
118 Rahman & Toubia, 2000, p. 219. 
119 Act Prohibiting the Female Genital Mutilation of Women (1999:267). 
120 ActionAid, 2017, p. 17.  
121 Nationellt Centrum för Kvinnofrid, 2011, p. 25–26.  
122 Ibid, p. 26.  
123 The Discrimination Act (2008:567).  
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if the motivations are solely based on an individual’s ethnic belonging to an FGC-affected 

country. In such situations, the social services act discriminatory.124  

Despite this strong legislative framework against FGC in Sweden, only a total of three 

cases have been brought to court. Two cases in 2006, and one case in 2018. The first case 

concerned a Swedish Somali girl who reported her father for subjecting her to FGC during their 

stay in Somalia. The court judges found the father guilty and sentenced him for two years of 

prison and liability to pay damages.125 However, this case has been highly criticised by 

anthropologist Johnsdotter. Johnsdotter argues, inter alia, how the practice of FGC is usually 

decided and operated in a setting with only women, while men are excluded and sometimes 

even against the act. In this sense, Johnsdotter questions if the father really is responsible for 

his daughters subjection to FGC, whereby Johnsdotter states that the court failed to 

acknowledge cultural aspects of FGC, resulting in an unjust conviction.126 The second case 

involved a Swedish Somali mother who subjected one of her three daughters for FGC in 

Somalia. This case resulted in three years imprisonment and liability to pay damages for 

violation of integrity and FGC.127 The final court case from 2018 concerned a Nigerian father 

who, in the process of expulsion from Sweden, planned to subject his daughters to FGC in 

Nigeria. The court found the father guilty and sentenced him to six months imprisonment.128  

Besides the law, the Swedish government adopted a national action plan, in 2018, to raise 

knowledge and prevent FGC to occur in Sweden.129 The national action plan against FGC 

addresses the practice as part of gender-based violence and violence in the name of honour and 

oppression. Preventing FGC in Sweden is part of the Swedish gender equality policy, enabling 

women and men to have equal rights and equal positions in society. The national action plan 

against FGC stresses the need of increasing knowledge about FGC within authorities such as 

schools, migration agencies, municipal districts, health centres etc.130 Furthermore, 

strengthening the law enforcement regarding crimes within the areas of gender-based violence 

and violence in the name of honour and oppression, including FGC is also part of the Swedish 

strategy to prevent FGC in Sweden. Lastly, the significance of combating FGC within different 

levels of society is accentuated by the national action plan. In this case, civil society 

 
124 Nationellt Centrum för Kvinnofrid, 2011, p. 26.  
125 Case number B 3206-06, Court of Appeal for Western Sweden. 
126 Johnsdotter, 2008, p. 23-25.  
127 Case number B 854-06, Mölndal District Court.  
128 Case number 2018-B 132, Blekinge District Court.  
129 Socialdepartementet [Swedish Ministry of Health and Social Affairs], Handlingsplan mot Könsstympning av 
Flickor och Kvinnor. Regeringskansliet, Stockholm, 2018.  
130 Socialdepartementet, 2018, p. 4–5, 13–14.  
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organisations play a great role in addressing FGC on a community-based level. Therefore, the 

Swedish state will also provide funding for civil society organisations working with gender-

based violence, violence in the name of honour and oppression and female genital cutting/s.131  

 

4.4 Western Discourse on FGC  
As female genital cutting/s today is an international concern, it is of great significance to nuance 

how the international perception on FGC has become universalistic and why it can be 

problematic. The international terminology of the practice is female genital mutilation (FGM), 

which was coined by the American feminist Fran Hosken during the 1980’s. As the term 

“mutilation” implies a violent act of severe injuring, the definition female genital mutilation 

reduces the practice to a harmful and barbaric tradition, which Hosken further explains is 

enforced by men that want to sexually control their women. Furthermore, Hosken claimed that 

FGC is part of the universal oppression of women by men,132 reducing and essentialising the 

meaning of FGC from a Western perspective, without taking into account the symbolism, 

meanings and differences incorporated in the tradition.133 As for today, the majority of the 

international organisations and UN agencies such as the WHO have adopted the terminology 

female genital mutilation, reproducing an universalistic notion on FGC defined by the Western 

eye, in this case by Hosken, and not by the people affected by this practice.134 

The international discourse on FGC has been criticized for being neo-imperialistic and 

neo-colonial. An example, which sociologist Wairimu Ngaruiya Njambi problematizes, is the 

fact that WHO addresses FGC as “medically unnecessary” and should therefore be eliminated, 

while male circumcision and cosmetic surgery on the female genitals are culturally accepted. 

In this sense, what is medically necessary is thus determined by a specific sociocultural Western 

notion on the normal body.135 Njambi also highlights how the international “anti-FGM 

discourse” tends to ignore the historical, social and cultural diversity embedded in the practice. 

Instead the practice of FGC is essentialised and set in Western terms.136 Moreover, 

anthropologist Abusharaf sheds light on how the lack of representation of women from FGC-

affected countries in the international debates on FGC tends to portrait women from FGC-

 
131 Socialdepartementet, 2018, p. 9–10, 18–19. 
132 Hosken, Fran, The Hosken Report: Genital and Sexual Mutilation of Females, 4th edition. Women’s 
International Network News, Lexington, 1993, p. 32, 324–326. 
133 Johnsdotter, 2002, p. 93.  
134 Njambi, Wairimu Ngaruiya, ”Dualism and Female Bodies in Representation of African Female Circumcision: 
A Feminist Critique”, Feminist Theory, 2004, vol 5(3), p. 281. 
135 Njambi, 2004, p. 291–292.  
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affected countries as horrible mothers and objects of oppression, instead of their own 

subjects.137 Njambi’s and Abusharaf’s problematisation demonstrates how the Western 

discourse has a history of being reductionist and essentialising, which can still be problematic 

today when Western countries try to tackle the issue of FGC amongst different diaspora groups.    

 

  

 
137 Abusharaf, 2006, p. 12–13.  
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5. Empirical Findings   
This chapter presents the empirical findings from the eight conducted interviews with my 

informants. The empirical findings are introduced through different categories which I found 

were present in the majority of the interviews. The first section of this chapter touches upon   

and nuances the role of civil society organisations in how they operate with the question of 

female genital cutting/s in Sweden. The second part highlights various opinions my informants 

have regarding the Swedish government’s and the Swedish authorities’ approach towards FGC.  

 

5.1 Civil Society Organisations Function and Approach  
From the interviews with my informants, it was evident that everyone seemed to agree on the 

fact that civil society organisations have a very important role in addressing the subject of FGC 

in Sweden, as the majority of the informants expressed some form of discontent towards how 

the Swedish government operates and approaches the question of FGC. One of the 

communalities amongst my informants, which represent different civil society organisations, 

was that these organisations provide education and information efforts both with local diaspora 

communities that may be affected by this practice and the authorities, in order to raise 

knowledge and awareness on FGC. What education and information efforts these organisations 

manage varied depending on what type of organisation my informants represented and what 

groups of people they strived to reach. My informant Noor, that has experience working directly 

with people from FGC-affected countries, both through local ethnic associations and non-

governmental organisations, expresses:  

“They [the organisations] constitute an education system […], they invite the right ethnic 

groups and then they can also offer competent people within the field, whom also speak 

the same language, usually when you speak the same language there are no barriers 

between the participants and the organisation. Usually they succeed moving directly to the 

problem [FGC] instead of trying to build trust under a long period of time and then moving 

to the problem [FGC].”138  

 
138 Interview 7 with Noor. Quote originally in Swedish: “De [organisationerna] utgör en utbildningssystem […] 
så dem kallar ju dit eh rätt folkgrupp och sen kan de också erbjuda kunniga personer inom området som också 
talar samma språk, och oftast när man talar samma språk så är det inte såhär barriärer mellan deltagarna och 
organisationen. Oftast lyckas dem faktiskt kunna gå rakt till problemet [KKS] än att försöka bygga förtroende 
under en lång period och sen gå till problematiken [KKS].” 
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Further, Noor states that civil society organisations operate as bridges between the Swedish 

society and local diaspora communities, providing information about the girl’s and women’s 

bodies.139 Another informant, Karim, from a local ethnic association, describes how the 

organisation arranges separate study circles for women and men, mainly from East African 

countries, where they come together and discuss FGC, issues related to FGC and share their 

own experiences. Since the subject of FGC is very stigmatised and is not usually talked about, 

Karim points out how a lot of the information around the practice is based on myths and 

rumours. Therefore, experts such as imams and health professionals have been invited to the 

organisation’s study circles in order to increase knowledge about FGC and decrease the 

stigma.140 Besides building understanding and providing information with people from FGC-

affected countries through discussion sessions and girl’s forums, Samia mentions that the local 

ethnic association she works with also strives to help families reconcile. She explains further:   

“We also try to help parents and children that have a hard time communicating with each 

other because of this [FGC]. So that the children can listen to the parents, understand why 

they have performed this, understand that they regret it too. Also for the parents to 

understand where the children’s feelings of hate stems from to help as many families as 

possible.”141 

With this quote, Samia highlights how girls and women feel anger and hate towards their 

parents when they realise that FGC is no longer a norm after moving to Sweden, which leads 

to conflicts within the families. In this case, the organisation functions as a mediator for the 

families in order to shed light and understanding on the parent’s and the daughter’s perspectives 

of the situation.142 Amina, from a non-governmental organisation whom works directly with 

girls and women from diaspora communities, highlights the importance of letting girls and 

women affected by this practice to speak for themselves:  

“We believe there is a huge capacity within this community, and we [the organisation], that 

is why we are providing a platform, for them to identify the problem [FGC], and also 

 
139 Interview 7 with Noor.  
140 Interview 5 with Karim.  
141 Interview 4 with Samia. Quote originally in Swedish: “Vi försöker också att hjälpa föräldrar och barn som 
hade det svårt att kommunicera med varandra på grund av det här [KKS]. Så att barnen kunde lyssna på 
föräldrarna, förstå varför de har gjort det, förstå att de ångrar sig också. Sen att föräldrarna förstår var barnens 
hat kommer ifrån för att hjälpa så många familjer som möjligt.” 
142 Interview 4 with Samia.  
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identify the solutions and look for the solutions, so they take the lead. And we give them 

the power to take the lead.”143 

Thus, Amina explains how the organisation raises awareness on the practice of FGC by letting 

people affected by the practice to take the lead and identify what traditions they have in their 

cultures, which usually leads to FGC being mentioned and discussed.144 Another way in 

increasing appreciation on FGC is by information videos created in 14 different languages, 

which Sofia from a non-governmental organisation mentioned during our interview. These 

information videos consist of 17 different topics regarding sexual and reproductive health and 

rights, with the purpose to make information about the body and sexuality available for 

everyone. According to Sofia, these videos have had a great spread in Sweden and 

internationally. For example, videos in Somali and Tigrinya, concerning the practice of FGC, 

have had half a million views. Hence, Sofia states that the circulation of these videos 

demonstrates that people want and strive to learn more about the body, sexuality and 

reproductive health.145  

 

5.1.1 Target Groups and Representation  

While seven out of eight civil society organisations operate directly with people from local 

diaspora groups with roots from FGC-affected countries, the eighth organisation worked more 

broadly, targeting the civil society as a whole. One of the reasons why the majority of the civil 

society organisations strived to reach out and involve people affected by this practice was to 

empower them and give them a voice in this matter. Andrew, from a local ethic association, 

was critical towards the lack of representation within the Swedish government. He expressed:  

“Through the organisation […] these people can themselves shed light on the question 

[FGC] and really fight for it and own the question so it doesn’t become yes let us [outsiders] 

colonise the thought of what you are doing is wrong.”146  

Andrew emphasises the importance of letting the people affected by the practice take the lead 

and make their voices heard, instead of letting outsiders without own personal experience 

 
143 Interview 2 with Amina. Quote originally in English.  
144 Interview 2 with Amina.  
145 Interview 6 with Sofia.  
146 Interview 1 with Andrew. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Via föreningen […] så kan de här människorna 
själva uppmärksamma frågan [KKS] och verkligen kämpa och äga frågan så att det inte blir att jaa men nu ska vi 
[utomstående] kolonisera tanken på att det ni gör är fel.”  
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educate and inform the diaspora communities. Moreover, Andrew states that in order for the 

Swedish authorities to genuinely prevent FGC, they need to include people from diaspora 

communities that own the question and can represent the communities.147 Amina also 

underlines the importance of involving people from communities with roots from FGC-affected 

countries: 

“I think empowering the community, especially the grassroot level is very crucial because 

[…] you cannot achieve what you want if you start from the top, if you say that ok the 

government will solve but what if the government itself do not understand the problem? 

And what is the problem? Because like now FGC and many other violence against women 

and girls’ rights is forgotten, it’s not in the political debates, it’s not even in the integration 

debates that you hear all the time, it’s not a subject you hear all the time. And it is very 

important to empower women and girls so that they feel they need to speak about it, they 

need to challenge the unchallengable stakeholders and find solutions together.”148  

With the quote, Amina problematises the fact that the Swedish government may lack knowledge 

and experience about FGC which thus hampers their possibilities to tackle the practice. Instead, 

Amina highlights the importance of empowering diaspora communities to speak about FGC, 

raise the issue and finding solutions together with other stakeholders, such as the Swedish 

government.149 In addition to my informants arguments concerning the involvement of people 

from FGC-affected countries, four informants underscored the importance of involving both 

women and men from the communities.150 As my informant Farida states “We think that this 

[FGC] is a social issue […] and that this [FGC] is everyone’s question”.151 In other words, these 

informants imply that FGC is not solely a question concerning women, but affects the society 

as a whole. 

 Another aspect mentioned during the interviews, concerning the significance of including 

people from diaspora communities, was the element of building trust within diaspora 

communities in order to create safe spaces to talk about FGC. In this case, it was apparent that 

some of my informants whom themselves have backgrounds from FGC-affected countries 

found it easier to build credibility amongst the communities than the Swedish authorities.152 

 
147 Interview 1 with Andrew.  
148 Interview 2 with Amina. Quote originally in English.  
149 Interview 2 with Amina.  
150 Interview 1 with Andrew, interview 4 with Samia, interview 5 with Karim and interview 8 with Farida. 
151 Interview 8 with Farida. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Det här [KKS] är en samhällsfråga […] och vi tycker 
att det här [KKS] är allas fråga.” 
152 Interview 1 with Andrew, interview 3 with Leah, interview 4 with Samia, interview 5 with Karim, interview 7 
with Noor and interview 8 with Farida.  
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For example, my informant Farida from a local ethnic association, mentioned that their 

organisation consists of people who themselves are immigrants from the suburbs and thus 

represent the vulnerable in society. This has contributed to that many people from the suburbs 

in need of help or information turn to the organisation instead of the authorities.153 Noor had a 

similar reasoning, as she highlighted how her ethnic background has been an advantage as she 

both represents an ethnic group that has FGC as a custom but also can use her background and 

knowledge to approach the question of FGC in appropriate manners together with people 

affected by this practice.154 Further, Noor expresses how girls and women from diaspora 

communities have experiences of being treated differently by health professionals, which is one 

of the reasons why they turn to the organisation to gain information, knowledge and safeness. 

Noor explains: 

 
“They [people from diaspora communities] usually get labelled as lacking knowledge 

whom have a hard time establishing themselves, a hard time learning Swedish, and then 

they are usually viewed as different and that they are in need to be saved. […] When it is 

found that they have this type of problem [FGC], or when they need guidance, usually they 

are met by brochures and not so much human contact. And then it always themselves that 

need to find out […] how to proceed so they are usually left alone when they need the 

help.”155    

 

This quote from Noor makes visible some of the problematic aspects people from diaspora 

communities face when they meet health professionals or outsiders, which thus affects their 

possibility to get the right information or guidance they need. As both Farida and Noor 

demonstrate, people from diaspora communities tend to instead depend on civil society 

organisations to get information and support. These organisations also represent and involve 

the communities, creating a familiar environment where the people affected by the practice of 

FGC can raise their voice, talk about the practice and guide each other without getting labelled 

or stigmatised. 

 
153 Interview 8 with Farida.  
154 Interview 7 with Noor.  
155 Interview 7 with Noor. Quote originally in Swedish: “Dem [personer från diaspora communities] stämplas 
oftast såhär okunniga eh som inte har det så lätt att etablera sig, inte så lätt att liksom lära sig svenska, och sen så 
anses dem oftast såhära a men annorlunda som ska räddas oftast […] När man väl upptäcker att dem har den här 
typen av problematiken [KKS], eller att de behöver såhär lite vägledning, oftast är det såhära att de bemöts utav 
broschyrer helt enkelt och inte så mycket så här människokontakt. Och sen så är det alltid såhär att de ska själva 
ta reda på […] hur de ska gå till väga så de lämnas oftast ensamma när de väl behöver den hjälpen.” 
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5.1.2 Approach and Cultural Sensitivity  

While the informants recounted different ways they approach the subject of FGC through the 

organisation’s activities, one common view they all had on FGC is that the practice is a violation 

against girl’s and women’s rights. However, because of the sensitivity surrounding the topic, 

the informants adapted their approaches and languages in accordance to their target groups. 

One of the more gentle and sensitive ways to talk about FGC is through a health approach. 

Leah, from a local ethnic association, underscores how a health perspective increases 

understanding of what damages FGC causes to the body, which she uses especially when she 

meets elder women from diaspora communities with roots from FGC-affected countries, as they 

tend to show more resistance than younger women.156 Farida also employs a health approach 

to talk about women’s anatomy and the physical and psychological consequences FGC has to 

the body, as she means that people do not intentionally want to hurt themselves nor their 

families and friends.157 Another approach that is used to talk about FGC is through a gender-

based violence perspective, which Noor applies when she meets women from FGC-affected 

countries. With this approach Noor strives to break down the complexity of FGC and talk about 

sexuality, body, womanhood, and patriarchal power to make visible the embedded power 

structures within the practice of FGC.158 Sofia, similarly to Noor, strives to shed light on how 

FGC is an element within wider social structures:     

“Also I think it is important to see the link, […] FGC and violence and oppression in the 

name of honour, because FGC is part of something wider that concerns honour, women’s 

modesty, the possibility for marriage etc.”159  

This approach highlights all perspectives surrounding the practice of FGC, which Sofia states 

is important to include both on a grassroot level and governmental level.160 Ultimately, FGC 

has been approached through a children’s rights perspective which Karim used during the 

organisation’s study circles. Together with the participants, they have scrutinized the Children’s 

Convention and what articles within the convention that forbid the practice of FGC, putting the 

child’s best interest in focus.161  

 
156 Interview 3 with Leah.  
157 Interview 8 with Farida.  
158 Interview 7 with Noor.  
159 Interview 6 with Sofia. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Sen så tycker jag att det är viktigt dels att se 
kopplingen, […] könsstympning och hedersrelaterad förtryck och våld, därför könsstympning är en del av något 
större som handlar om heder, kvinnors ärbarhet, möjligheten till äktenskap o.s.v.” 
160 Interview 6 with Sofia.  
161 Interview 5 with Karim.  
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 In addition to the different approaches to tackle FGC, some informants express the need 

to conform their languages, in order to minimise cultural clashes and resistance, when the 

organisations include people with roots from FGC-affected countries. This is motived by the 

sensitivity and stigma the practice of FGC carries.162 For example, Amina highlights the 

importance of analysing how the communities value the practice of FGC and what terminology 

they use to address it, which is then incorporated in the organisation’s activities together with 

the communities. Thus, the organisation regulates their approach towards FGC in accordance 

with the community’s language, in order to maintain cultural respect to the communities, 

simultaneously as they try to generate change.163 Andrew also mentioned the importance of 

adapting the language when discussing FGC with people from diaspora communities:  

 
“I understand that I have to conform my language, because elsewise there will directly be 

confrontation and then they will not continue, of course. […] I will listen [to the diaspora 

communities] but then I will try to make them rethink, they have to rethink.”164  

 

Thus, Andrew stresses the fact that conforming his language is necessary in order to maintain 

participants. Furthermore, related to the discussion concerning what approaches and languages 

can be used to tackle the subject of FGC, three informants mentioned the aspect of time, which 

is crucial in order to generate attitude change towards the practice.165 Noor mentions that since 

the subject of FGC still is stigmatised, approaching FGC together with people from diaspora 

communities takes time:  

 
“It [the process] should proceed very slowly, very slowly in order not to tread on anyone’s 

toes on the way and [you have to] be cautious in not being too hard. […] so, from showing 

absolute resistance to have the courage to open up, it really takes time, it really takes time 

to win their confidence so that they can laugh and understand”.166  

 

 
162 Interview 1 with Andrew, interview 2 with Amina, interview 3 with Leah, interview 7 with Noor and 
interview 8 with Farida.  
163 Interview 2 with Amina.  
164 Interview 1 with Andrew. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Men sen förstår jag att jag måste anpassa mitt språk 
för annars blir det konfrontation direkt och då vill de inte, så naturligtvis. […] Jag kommer att lyssna [på 
diaspora communities] men sen försöka få de att tänka om, de måste tänka om”.  
165 Interview 2 with Amina, interview 5 with Karim, interview 7 with Noor.  
166 Interview 7 with Noor. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Det [processen] ska gå så långsamt, så långsamt för att 
inte trampa på tårna på vägen och vara försiktig med att inte vara för hård […] så från att visa motstånd helt till 
att våga bryta det där och våga öppna upp och det tar sin tid, det tar verkligen sin tid att kunna vinna deras 
förtroende så att de skrattar och förstår”.  
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With this quote, Noor sheds light on how the process may take time because of the 

stigmatisation surrounding the practice, which may also cause resistance and challenges in the 

beginning. Therefore, as presented by my informants, what approach and what languages are 

managed to tackle the practice of FGC may be essential in order to overcome resistance and 

create change together.  

 

5.1.3 Cooperation with Civil Society and The State 

Besides working directly with people from diaspora communities, all of the civil society 

organisations of my informants worked with increasing understanding on the subject of FGC 

to the civil society, the Swedish authorities and the Swedish government. How the awareness 

raising is performed varies on different levels depending on the type of organisation. Both 

Amina and Sofia from non-governmental organisations work towards the government on an 

advocacy and policy level, giving consultation and proposals to the politicians for various 

proposals and policies that deal with FGC in Sweden. This to increase appreciation on the 

complexity of FGC on a governmental level.167 Samia, Karim and Farida from local ethnic 

associations worked instead together with different authorities to build understanding on FGC. 

For example, the organisation Samia represents has collaborated with health institutes, such as 

midwife clinics, as the organisation noticed a huge information-gap regarding the practice of 

FGC, since women that had been subjected to FGC did not get the help they needed during 

childbirth. This led to a collaboration between the organisation and the midwife clinic where 

they could learn from each other:  

“We had a training for them [the midwifes] during a period of some months […] They also 

went through with us on the tools they have and how they use them [during childbirth]. 

[…] So, she [one of the organisation’s employees] showed them [the midwifes] how they 

could work with these girls in the best way and then with their tools, they found a common 

ground that they later could build on.”168  

Thus, as the organisation educated the midwife clinic on the subject of FGC, the midwife clinic 

also trained the organisation in what tools they have and how they operate during childbirth, 

 
167 Interview 2 with Amina and interview 6 with Sofia.  
168 Interview 4 with Samia. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Vi hade fortbildning för dem [barnmorskorna] under 
några månaders tid […]. Och för att de gick igenom också med oss vilka verktyg de har och hur de använder sig 
för att [vid förlossning]. Så hon [en medarbetare på organisationen] visade dem hur hon tänkte att de kunde 
jobba på bästa sätt med de här tjejerna och sen utifrån deras verktyg hittade dem en ”common ground” som de 
kunde bygga på”.  
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converging knowledge from both sides to a mutual agreement on the best way to approach 

pregnant women affected by FGC.169 Furthermore, Karim’s organisation has, in cooperation 

with the municipality, held workshops and trainings about FGC to health professionals and 

teachers, which they have been able to reach through the municipality. They have also raised 

awareness towards other relevant civil society organisations through workshops, brochures and 

a methodological guide on how to discuss FGC.170 Farida has also worked with increasing 

understanding through the organisation’s monthly events, such as panel discussions and movie 

screenings, together with their members, teachers, nurses and the civil society to spread 

knowledge on FGC.171 Together, these organisations raise awareness in different levels in order 

to acknowledge and recognise the practice of FGC.  

 

5.2 The Swedish Governments Approach to FGC  

My informants expressed varying opinions concerning how the Swedish government and 

authorities have worked with FGC in Sweden. Andrew, Karim, Sofia and Farida were the only 

informants that expressed slight appreciation towards the governments work. Andrew thinks 

that it is a good starting point that the government has acknowledged FGC and violence and 

oppression in the name of honour as a national problem.172 Sofia mentioned the establishment 

of the national action plan to eradicate FGC in Sweden as something positive, as it sets the 

ground for different preventive measures towards FGC.173 Moreover, Karim and Farida 

expressed that the government is doing everything that they are able to do based on their 

capacity and knowledge on FGC.174 However, all of the informants expressed different forms 

of discontent concerning how the government has tackled the issue of FGC in Sweden. In 

contrast to Andrew, both Amina and Noor felt that the government has failed to acknowledge 

FGC as a national problem, which has resulted in lack of resources and awareness raising 

regarding the practice. Amina expresses: 

“I think FGC is a forgotten subject […] I think that the government is focusing more on 

other issues like integration, language, job, but without identifying you know advocating 

and creating awareness on issues that are affecting women, you cannot have a proper 

 
169 Interview 4 with Samia.  
170 Interview 5 with Karim.  
171 Interview 8 with Farida.  
172 Interview 1 with Andrew.  
173 Interview 6 with Sofia.  
174 Interview 5 with Karim and interview 8 with Farida. 
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integration […]. I think that there is lack of information sharing and there is lack of a proper 

education against FGC, and there is also lack of resources […].  Like now, a lot of resources 

are going to integration but how far is the integration, […] how far do they raise these issues 

at the grassroot level?”175  

Amina’s quotation makes visible a connection between integration and FGC, as Amina states 

that women affected by FGC do not get properly integrated if they do not have access to 

information on where they can find medical and psychological support for their sufferings 

caused by FGC. In addition, Amina also problematised the lack of resources and routines 

regarding the practice of FGC within processes of integration, school education and social 

orientation for newly arrived immigrants.176 Samia and Sofia had similar reasoning to Amina, 

as they both expressed the need to ensure knowledge and routines concerning the practice of 

FGC at schools, social services and other authorities, as preventive measures.177 Samia also 

highlighted how the absence of information within the authorities affected how people from 

diaspora communities have been approached. One example Samia mentioned is how people 

from diaspora communities become unfairly and unsensitively accused of FGC, which has also 

resulted in lack of trust towards the authorities.178 This absence of trust towards the authorities 

is something that Karim has also witnessed through stories from the organisation’s participants: 

“There are people from maybe health facilities that try to do it [approach FGC] with good 

intentions but they still manage it wrongly and they are not informed on how this question 

should be managed, what questions should be asked.”179 

Karim highlights how the lack of knowledge on the practice of FGC within the authorities have 

resulted in people with roots from FGC-affected countries being treated differently, even if the 

authorities act with good intentions. Instead Karim accentuates the need of educating authorities 

that may come in contact with people from diaspora communities in order for them to tackle 

the subject in a different angle than what may seem as an accusation. Moreover, Karim 

describes that educations should be held by people who themselves are from FGC-affected 

countries and carry insider knowledge on the practice.180 Thus, the aspect of representation, 

 
175 Interview 2 with Amina. Quote originally in English.  
176 Interview 2 with Amina.  
177 Interview 4 with Samia and interview 6 with Sofia.  
178 Interview 4 with Samia.  
179 Interview 5 with Karim. Quote originally in Swedish: “Det finns folk som från kanske vården som försöker 
göra [närma frågan om KKS] med välvilja men de gör ändå fel och de är inte insatta i hur den här frågan ska 
egentligen hanteras, vilka frågor som ska ställas.” 
180 Interview 5 with Karim.  
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which has been previously discussed in the chapter’s first section regarding civil society 

organisations function, was also mentioned by several informants regarding the governments 

and authorities work on FGC.181 Andrew stresses that the forefront of the government’s work 

on FGC should be a woman whom has own experience from the practice: 

 
“Someone that really owns the question [FGC] and understands all perspectives, also how 

it feels, I mean men can discuss menstruation and for example think that girls should 

receive 100 crowns more every months, but we don’t have a clue on how it feels, do we 

own the question then?”182    

 

The comparison Andrew makes visualises how men cannot solely address the question of 

menstruation as they have no experience of it, similarly as the government cannot work with 

the question of FGC without representing and involving the people affected by the practice.183 

Thus, despite the fact that the government has established an national action plan to eradicate 

FGC in Sweden, it is evident that all informants do not feel content with how the government 

is operating with the question of FGC. Some aspects that have been mentioned are the lack of 

knowledge within authorities, the absence of routines, the absence of representation and 

involvement of the people affected by the practice and the lack of trust towards the authorities.  

 

5.2.1 The Swedish Law 

One other preventive measure that the Swedish state has, besides the national action plan to 

eradicate FGC in Sweden, is the criminal law that prohibits FGC. One common opinion that all 

of my informants have, is that they find the law against the practice of FGC to be very important 

in order to provide protection and justice for girls and women that are in risk or have been 

subjected to FGC. However, some informants stress that the law by itself is not enough to 

prevent the occurrence of FGC. My informant Sofia enunciated:  

“Legislation aimed at addressing oppression and violence in the name of honour may offer 

good “signal value”, but it won’t solve the problem […] It is much easier to enhance 

political symbolism by increasing the severity of the penalty though in the final analysis it 

 
181 Interview 1 with Andrew, interview 2 with Amina, interview 3 with Leah, interview 5 with Karim. 
182 Interview 1 with Andrew. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Någon som verkligen äger frågan [KKS] och förstår 
alla perspektiv, dels hur det känns, jag menar män kan ju diskutera mens till exempel och men vi tycker väl att 
tjejer borde få 100kr mer i månaden men vi har ingen aning om hur det känns, äger vi frågan då?” 
183 Interview 1 with Andrew.  
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makes no great difference for the target group. What does make a difference are long-term 

awareness campaigns where the results won’t be visible immediately.”184  

Thus, Sofia accentuates how the legislation solely is not a solution to hinder FGC from 

happening in Sweden. Instead the state needs to commit resources for preventive efforts that 

last longer than one political mandate to secure knowledge concerning FGC within different 

societal levels.185 Furthermore, Amina and Noor problematize the fact that information 

concerning the law is not accessible for people from diaspora communities. They both 

mentioned that many people from diaspora communities are aware of the law but are not 

informed on the law’s substance.186 Amina stresses the need to educate and implement the law, 

so it becomes accessible for everyone, especially those affected by FGC:  

“I think that the law is good, but we need to implement the law, help the people to 

understand what the law says, for example you have a law, there is a law and you say it is 

illegal in Sweden to do FGC, but how is it illegal? What are the consequences?”187   

Hence, Amina statement visualises the lack of efforts and implementations regarding the law. 

Moreover, Noor emphasises how the law functions to frighten people from practising FGC, but 

problematises the fact that some communities have a culture of silence. Noor further explains 

that within communities with a culture of silence, the law loses its meaning and function. 

Instead girls and women may become more vulnerable within these situations. Therefore, Noor 

expresses that the Swedish government needs to provide more efforts and clear guidelines on 

how to tackle FGC beyond the law.188 Together, Sofia, Amina and Noor shed light on how the 

law needs to be complemented with other preventive measures in order to secure the safety of 

girls and women in the risk of being subjected to FGC. While they all agree on the importance 

of the law, they underline how the Swedish government needs to create awareness on the law 

and provide efforts and routines.  

 

  

 
184 Interview 6 with Sofia. Quote originally in Swedish: ”Att bara stifta nya lagar kopplat till hedersrelaterat 
förtryck och våld är bra signalvärde men det kommer ju inte att lösa problematiken […] Det är mycket lättare att 
göra signalpolitik med straffskärpningar men i praktiken så gör inte det så jättestor skillnad för målgruppen. Det 
som gör skillnad är oerhört långsiktiga kunskapshöjande insatserna som man inte kommer kunna se resultatet av 
på en gång.” 
185 Interview 6 with Sofia.  
186 Interview 2 with Amina and interview 7 with Noor.  
187 Interview 2 with Amina. Quote originally in English.  
188 Interview 7 with Noor.  
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6. Analysis 
This chapter aims to provide an analysis on the results from the empirical findings, together 

with the theoretical framework, previous research and the background chapter on female genital 

cutting/s. Altogether, this analysis strives to answer the three research questions of this thesis.  

One of the purposes of this research is to scrutinize the positions civil society organisations 

hold when they address the practice of FGC in Sweden. Therefore, the first research question 

of this thesis is as follows: In what way can the role of civil society organisations, that address 

the subject of female genital cutting/s in Sweden, be analysed and understood? The empirical 

findings demonstrate that civil society organisations hold several roles and functions, within 

different levels of the Swedish society. One communality amongst all of the civil society 

organisations, part of this research, is their role as knowledge and education providers towards 

local communities, the civil society, the authorities and the Swedish government. The main 

ambition is to raise awareness on the practice of FGC.  

 On a local level, education efforts mostly concern enhancing involvement of people from 

diaspora communities with roots from FGC-affected countries. This was incentivized by my 

informants, as they strive to let the people affected speak about the practice, decrease the stigma 

and search for solutions together. Moreover, many of my informants emphasise the importance 

of empowering the communities to speak for themselves and own the question, as my 

informants problematized the lack of inclusion and representation people with roots from FGC-

affected countries face on a national level, despite their insider knowledge and experiences of 

FGC.189 Similarly to Mohanty’s critique towards the contemporary feministic discourse, the 

absence of individuals from FGC-affected countries in the national debates reflects on the 

power relations between the minority and majority populations in Sweden. Mohanty stresses 

that the feministic discourse tends to silence the voices of women from the global south, as they 

are defined as powerless and voiceless in relation to Western women that constitute the norm.190 

By applying Mohanty’s theory on this situation, it is evident that women from the global south, 

which also include women from diaspora communities with roots from FGC-affected countries, 

make part of a minority population that are excluded from the public debates. Thus, these 

unequal power structures lead to that women affected by FGC in Sweden are spoken for instead 

of letting them speak for themselves.191 In this situation, civil society organisations try to 

 
189 Cf. Connelly et al. 2018, p. 9.  
190 Mohanty, 2003, p. 38–39. 
191 Cf. Mohanty, 2003, p. 38–39.  
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counterweigh the unequal power structures by creating alternative spaces that let the individuals 

affected by FGC to talk and represent themselves. 

 On a national level, civil society organisations aim to nuance the perception on the 

practice of FGC, by increasing knowledge within authorities and the government. The results 

from the interviews demonstrate how the awareness raising is carried out on different levels 

depending on the type of civil society organisation. NGO’s appear to have access and influence 

on a governmental level, as they participate in hearings with politicians and policymakers, to 

give recommendations and inputs regarding governmental decisions on the subject of FGC. 

Local ethnic associations, on the other hand, collaborate with authorities, such as health 

institutes and schools that may come in contact with families that have roots from FGC-affected 

countries, to raise knowledge on how to approach and talk about FGC in a respectful manner. 

Despite on what level these civil society organisations operate, they all hold the function 

of what anthropologist Merry calls intermediaries, since they mediate between different levels 

of society in order to increase understanding on FGC.192 As intermediaries, many of the civil 

society organisations bring the knowledge and experiences of FGC, which they have gained on 

a local ground together with diaspora communities, to authorities and the government to 

influence their agendas. Thus, civil society organisations make visible the realities of the people 

affected by the practice of FGC to shed light on the subject and influence decisions and 

preventive measures that are determined by the authorities and the government.193 Civil society 

organisations, as intermediaries, do not solely operate from a local ground to a national ground, 

but also contrarily. Hence, civil society organisations incorporate the international and national 

view of FGC – that the practice is a universal violation of girl’s and women’s rights – when 

they work together with diaspora communities. Nevertheless, the international notion of FGC 

is adapted to local terms by the civil society organisations, in order to address the subject 

respectfully.194 This discussion shows how civil society organisation function as a bridge 

between the Swedish state and the civil society, as they transfer and adapt information on the 

practice of FGC between international/national and local grounds. As civil society 

organisations negotiate between the two spheres, they concurrently strive to fill the existing gap 

between local communities and the Swedish government.195  

 
192 Merry, 2006a, p. 39.  
193 Ibid, p. 39, 42.  
194 Ibid, p. 39, 42. The process of adaptation from international / national grounds to local grounds is further 
discussed in the third section of this chapter concerning the last research question of this thesis. 
195 Cf. Kamali, 2005, p. 38. 
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Additionally, the empirical data describes how civil society organisations, in some 

situations, perform as alternative and complementary platforms to the authorities and the 

government. The narratives of my informants illustrate how people from diaspora communities, 

in need of help or guidance because of FGC, tend to turn and rely on the organisations instead 

of the authorities. Factors such as similar ethnic backgrounds of the civil society organisation’s 

employees and volunteers and the involvement of diaspora communities, strengthen the trust 

between the organisations and the communities. My informants also stressed that the lack and 

simplified understanding of FGC within authorities has cause that many people from diaspora 

communities have experiences of being treated differently and unequally. Consequently, people 

affected by FGC depend on civil society organisations instead of the authorities as they generate 

safe and relatable spaces. Cultural scientist Harding accentuates that civil society organisations 

act as counterpoises to the public and private sector, since they offer alternative services beyond 

what is publicly available.196 With the help of Harding’s statement, it can be interpreted that 

civil society organisations constitute alternative platforms offering services and guidance for 

people in need of help because of FGC, since the available public and private services do not 

fulfil their function for the people affected. The lack of appreciation on the subject of FGC is, 

however, noticed by the Swedish government, since one of the preventive measures within the 

national action plan is to increase knowledge within health institutes, schools, migration 

agencies and municipal districts.197 Despite these governmental efforts, I find it palpable, 

through my informants statements, that these contributions are not present nor visible within 

governmental agencies, since many people affected by FGC still depend on civil society 

organisations.  

The results from the interviews and the analysis suggest that civil society organisations 

play several important roles in Sweden. As previously discussed, civil society organisations 

function as intermediaries between national and local levels in order to increase and nuance the 

understanding on the practice of FGC. Thus, civil society organisations hold the crucial role of 

transferring and conforming information between these two arenas. Furthermore, civil society 

organisations clearly execute a complementary role to the Swedish government. When the 

government and the authorities fail to fulfil their services or when they lack understanding on 

FGC, people depend on civil society organisations to get advice. Thus, these organisations offer 

alternative assistances to the available services. The majority of the civil society organisations 

in this research also strive to involve and engage people from diaspora communities with roots 

 
196 Harding, 2012, p. 12. 
197 Socialdepartementet, 2018, p. 12–14. 
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from FGC-affected countries. This was motivated by the lack of inclusion people from diaspora 

communities experience on a national level. Instead, civil society organisations strive to 

empower and let the communities speak for themselves.  

 

The second section of this chapter continues the discussion on how civil society organisations 

include people from the communities, more specifically girls and women affected by the 

practice, by answering following research question: Under what circumstances do civil society 

organisations provides safe forums for girls and women, living in Sweden and affected by 

female genital cutting/s, to make their voices heard? The empirical data from my informants 

illustrate, as previously mentioned, the importance of involving diaspora communities with 

roots from FGC-affected countries. In particular, many of my informants argued for the 

necessity of engaging girls and women from FGC-affected countries. One of the predominant 

motivations was based on the fact that migrant women are more likely to be isolated than other 

groups of people within a host-country. Factors such as segregation and lack of integration 

hinder migrant women to access public institutions and health services.198 Therefore, almost all 

of the civil society organisations in this research work directly with girls and women from 

diaspora communities, to bring the subject of FGC to the surface so they can tackle it together 

and reduce the stigmatisation surrounding the topic. Furthermore, many of the civil society 

organisations create safe and familiar spaces, letting the people affected by FGC to speak about 

their experiences and support each other. Thus, the civil society organisations manage the 

question of FGC together with females from diaspora communities, to empower them and let 

them have a voice in the matter.  

 These findings demonstrate how many of the civil society organisations incorporate a 

bottom-up approach by including the females affected by FGC in the discussions and processes. 

In other words, civil society organisations place the power in the hands of the diaspora 

communities so that they can represent and own the question, since they have the insider 

knowledge and experience on FGC. The significance of including people from diaspora 

communities, emphasised by my informants, is connected to the exclusion people affected by 

the practice face within the international and national debate on FGC. This can be elaborated 

with the help of sociologist Njambi’s and anthropologist Abusharaf’s critique against the 

Western discourse on FGC. Both Njambi and Abusharaf problematize the international 

discourse on FGC as it has a history of being biased by a Western perspective, which has 

 
198 La Barbera, 2009, p. 160–161.  
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simplified and essentialised the practice of FGC. Thus, instead of embracing historical and 

symbolic aspects of the practice defined by the people affected, FGC has been reduced to a 

“barbaric practice” characterised by outsiders within the international discourse.199 Moreover, 

this discourse makes visible, with the help of Mohanty’s theory, the unequal power dynamics 

between women from the West and women from the global south, including women form FGC-

affected countries.200 While Western women and their bodies constitute the norm within the 

international discourse, women from FGC-affected countries become excluded from the frame 

because their bodies do not fit the norm. In addition, these power dynamics between Western 

women and women from the global south emphasised by Mohanty, tend to victimise females 

affected by FGC as objects of universal oppression, based on the notion that girls and women 

part of these structures are not able to create change for themselves.201 These power structures 

generate, what Mohanty calls an “ethnocentric universality”, as the categories of Western 

women and women from the global south are set by the West. Thus, as Western women are 

defined as powerful, women from the global south are categorised as the opposite with no 

voice.202 

 In many ways it can be argued that the structures from the international (Western) 

discourse on FGC are to some degree transferred on a national level in Sweden. This can be 

recognised inter alia by the national usage of the terminology “female genital mutilation” and 

the lack of community representation and inclusion within the government’s and authorities’ 

efforts concerning FGC. Furthermore, several of my informants recount the unequal treatment 

girls and women, in need of help because of FGC, have experienced by health professionals 

and employees from other authorities. The interview findings suggest that these experiences of 

unequal treatment could both be explained by the lack of information within authorities but also 

by the stereotypical and simplified view on FGC, which is also reflected on the people from 

diaspora communities.203 In such cases, it can be argued that the authorities violate The 

Discrimination Act (2008:567), if the simplified views on FGC are solely reduced to ethnic 

belonging.204 These examples make visible the unequal power structures as the minority 

populations, in this case girls and women from FGC-affected countries, are defined and 

essentialised by the majority population’s view on FGC. This is also reinforced as the public 
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space is not available and inclusive for girls and women from diaspora communities to the same 

extent as the majority population. 

In order to move beyond the dominating power structures in the Swedish society, civil 

society organisations try to tackle and shift these unequal systems by creating spaces and 

platforms for girls and women from diaspora communities. Through these spaces, civil society 

organisations give the power and tools to the girls and women and let them tackle the subject 

of FGC and represent themselves. Thus, the creation of these platforms and the involvement of 

people from diaspora communities generate possibilities for girls and women to raise their 

voices, which in other contexts are not heard nor represented. These methods of inclusion, in 

which civil society organisations use, move away from the ethnocentric universality of FGC 

and in some sense decolonize knowledge, according to Mohanty.205 In other words, civil society 

organisations acknowledge the insights and knowledges people from diaspora communities 

with roots from FGC-affected countries have on FGC, and let them address and represent the 

subject. Thus, civil society organisations seek to shift structures of domination and resistance 

sustained by the majority population, by including, engaging and empowering girls and women 

from FGC-affected countries to represent themselves.206   

 

This final section draws attention to how civil society organisations approach FGC on local 

grounds in Sweden, by focusing on the third and ultimate research question of this thesis: How 

do civil society organisations reconcile different and colliding cultural convictions on female 

genital cutting/s among the communities in Sweden? The empirical outcomes display how civil 

society organisations alter their approaches depending on what grounds they address the 

question of FGC. As intermediaries, civil society organisations move between 

international/national grounds and local grounds, mediating the same messages through 

different approaches.207 A communality amongst all civil society organisations part of this 

research, is that they integrate the international position on FGC and perceive it as a universal 

violation of girl’s and women’s rights. Nevertheless, because of the cultural sensitivity and 

stigmatisation the practice of FGC holds, the empirical findings demonstrate that civil society 

organisations need to conform their approaches and attitudes towards FGC when they manage 

the question directly together with diaspora communities with roots from FGC-affected 

countries. This implies that civil society organisations do not introduce the practice of FGC as 
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a human rights violation together with the communities, as the participants may find it intruding 

and offensive. A consequence from these actions would lead to the loss of trust and retreat from 

participation. Instead, civil society organisations conform and adapt their approaches by taking 

into consideration how the communities speak and address the practice.   

 This research question sheds light on how civil society organisations transform and 

translate international human rights to fit in the local contexts. Thus, international human rights 

articles concerning FGC, such as the right to life and the right to health, undergo the process of 

vernacularization in order to be translated in local meanings.208 In other words, this process 

indicates that fragments from the international human rights agenda are adapted to the local 

contexts.209 Furthermore, the empirical data suggests that the process of vernacularization 

seems to be of great significance for my informants, because of the history that lies within the 

international human rights discourse. Since the global human rights agenda was developed by 

Western countries and is today perceived as universal, frictions regarding the scope of human 

rights tend to rise between Western countries and countries that were excluded from the 

establishment, including FGC-affected countries.210 These tensions were highlighted through 

my informant’s narratives. While some of the diaspora community members perceived FGC as 

a violation of girl’s and women’s rights, others did not identify the practice specifically as a 

human rights violation. Because of this, many of my informants underlined the importance of 

adapting and translating the language to local meanings in order to minimise frictions and 

feelings of offensiveness when the civil society organisations try to tackle FGC together with 

diaspora communities.  

 This method that is utilized by the civil society organisations can be equalised with the 

process of indigenization, to make visible how international and universal notions are framed 

and presented in local terms and meanings.211 Thus, instead of addressing the practice of FGC 

as a human rights violation, which all of the civil society organisations included in the research 

have as a standpoint, my informants employed other strategies to mediate the message. For 

example, several informants emphasised that the easiest way to tackle the subject of FGC, 

together with the communities, is through a health approach to shed light on the physical and 

psychological consequences the practice has to girls and women’s bodies. Hence, instead of 

concentrating on what human rights violation the practice of FGC contributes to, civil society 
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organisations introduce the subject by initiating conversations about the body, health and 

cultural norms. Two other informants employed a gender-based violence approach to break 

down and show how FGC is part of wider structures that affect girl’s and women’s unequal 

position in society. Lastly, one informant, Karim, used the Child’s Convention to put focus on 

the child’s best interest. As a result, the process of indigenization makes it possible for the civil 

society organisations to talk about FGC in a respectful and appropriate way, without 

intimidating the participants. Furthermore, my informants with backgrounds from FGC-

affected countries accentuated how their ethnic background facilitated the process of 

indigenization, as they themselves are part of the local contexts and know local terms and 

languages which can be used together with the diaspora communities without causing any 

barriers.212    

This discussion makes visible how civil society organisations, as intermediaries, hold one 

foot within the international/national arena and one foot in the local settings together with the 

communities.213 The processes of vernacularization and indigenization show how civil society 

organisations negotiate between the notions of universal human rights and cultural relativism 

in order to address the subject of FGC. The idea of universalism within the human rights 

discourse is noticeable through the civil society organisation’s incorporation of the international 

standpoint of FGC. Thus, most civil society organisations perceive FGC as a universal violation 

of girl’s and women’s human rights as the practice does not respect their human dignity and 

equality.214 However, a cultural relativistic approach is employed when civil society 

organisations operate together with diaspora communities with roots from FGC-affected 

countries, as the civil society organisations strive to respect the communities’ right to culture 

and traditions.215 Hence, the civil society organisations strive to tackle the subject of FGC with 

the help of different perspectives and languages that may not seem intruding to the 

communities’ cultures and traditions.  

The process of negotiating between universalism and cultural relativism which civil 

society organisations utilize, is also connected to what Merry calls “the paradox of making 

human rights in the vernacular”.216 Merry underlines that international human rights never can 

be completely indigenized to local contexts without losing its’ fundamentality.217 Thus, 
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universal ideas embedded within the international human rights discourse, such as 

individualism, self-determination and human dignity,218 are in some extent integrated when the 

messages are translated and indigenized to local settings.219 Merry’s paradox shows that a 

universalistic and a cultural relativistic approach within the international human rights 

discourse concerning the practice of FGC, can never be applied exclusively without including 

the other approach. In other words, civil society organisations consistently negotiate between 

universalism and cultural relativism to deal with FGC together with local diaspora 

communities. This method is employed by the civil society organisations to approach different 

cultural convictions on FGC within the communities, simultaneously as they maintain respect 

and tolerance towards the communities.  
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7. Concluding Remarks  
This final chapter concludes the overall findings and discussions of this research. Moreover, 

suggestions for future research are presented.  

The practice of female genital cutting/s has been a subject under international scrutiny for past 

decades and is today classified as an international concern due to migration. Sweden has 

brought great attention to the practice and has established strong laws and policies as preventive 

measures against FGC. As a complement to the Swedish legal and political framework 

concerning FGC, civil society organisations carry important functions. The purpose of this 

research has been to further advance understanding on the roles civil society organisations take 

on as they address the practice of FGC in Sweden. In addition, this examination has strived to 

shed light on possibilities and challenges civil society organisations face when they operate 

within different levels of the Swedish society.  

 The interview findings and analysis demonstrate that civil society organisations, aligned 

with the Swedish government and the international human rights discourse, recognise the 

practice of FGC as a human rights violation. However, the Swedish government and the civil 

society organisations employ different strategies in order to tackle the question of FGC. As 

intermediaries, civil society organisations negotiate through different societal levels, including 

local contexts with diaspora communities and national levels with several governmental 

agencies. The government, on the other hand, does not seem to have the same agility and 

impact. The interview findings suggest that the policies implemented by the Swedish state are 

not sufficient preventive measures against FGC. This criticism, stressed by my informants, 

concerns the lack of national representation of people from FGC-affected countries, the lack of 

understanding and routines concerning FGC within authorities and the absence of local efforts 

together with diaspora communities.  

 Against this backdrop, I find that civil society organisations strive to support and fill the 

gaps that are generated by, what seems to be, the Swedish government’s somewhat inadequate 

efforts in addressing the subject of FGC. This statement is based on three arguments. First, the 

exclusion people from FGC-affected countries experience within the Swedish debates on FGC, 

is in some sense counterweighed by civil society organisation’s efforts that strive to involve 

and engage the communities on local grounds. Thus, these civil society organisations try to shift 

unequal and dominating power structures within the Swedish society that excludes certain 

people from the debates, by creating safe spaces and giving the power to the people from FGC-

affected countries to raise their voices. Second, civil society organisations step in and educate 
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governmental agencies on the practice of FGC, because of insufficient governmental 

information efforts which was noticed by the unequal treatment people from the communities 

have experienced. These civil society organisations aim to increase appreciation on the practice 

and give recommendations to employees on how to respectfully approach people from diaspora 

communities with roots from FGC-affected countries. Lastly, civil society organisations appear 

to have more trust among the diaspora communities, in comparison to governmental authorities. 

This was emphasised through the creation of safe and familiar spaces, the involvement of the 

people affected and ethnic representation within the organisations.  

 This research has, besides scrutinising the relation between the Swedish state and civil 

society organisations, also analysed the relation between the two types of organisations part of 

this research: local ethnic associations and non-governmental human rights organisations. The 

results indicate that there are some few differences between these two forms of organisations. 

Together with local communities, both local ethnic associations and NGO’s employed similar 

strategies to approach FGC respectfully, in order to maintain trust and engagement with the 

participants. Only one civil society organisation, an NGO, did not work directly with the 

communities but focused instead on reaching out to the civil society as a whole. On a national 

level, NGO’s seem to have more access and influence towards the government and politicians, 

while local ethnic associations cooperated with authorities. These conclusions are, however, 

based on the civil society organisations part of this research. Thus, I do not intend to generalise 

all civil society organisations to operate likewise. Rather, I strive to give an image on how 

different civil society organisations may manage the question of FGC in Sweden.  

 This examination demonstrates the importance of implementing bridging collaborations 

between civil society organisations, the civil society, the Swedish government and authorities, 

in order to address the subject of FGC in Sweden. As for now, these collaborations seem to be 

insufficient because of the weight civil society organisations carry. To effectively and 

respectfully tackle the practice of FGC in Sweden, this research sheds light on several areas of 

improvement. Three suggestions for recommendations have been identified. First, this is a call 

for extensive collaborations and networks among several institutions and stakeholders to secure 

knowledge and routines concerning FGC. Second, the availability on information about FGC, 

such as the law, different policies and health institutions that can offer help, needs to be 

increased to secure that the information is accessible to everyone. Lastly, and very importantly, 

is the need of including and letting the people affected by FGC own the question, both locally 

and nationally. All together, these proposals are essential to secure and strengthen girl’s and 

women’s human rights in Sweden.  
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7.1 Future Research 

This thesis has explored the complementary roles civil society organisations have in relation to 

the Swedish government. The focal point has been on the practice of female genital cutting/s. 

Additional research to this thematic area is necessary to develop a comprehensive picture 

concerning the subject of FGC in Sweden. Since this research has mainly concentrated on local 

ethnic associations and non-governmental organisations, other types of civil society 

organisations have not been included. Therefore, a suggestion for future research would be to 

investigate how other organisations such as faith-based community organisations address the 

question of FGC. Another recommendation for future research is to explore what alternative 

views and opinions employees from the Swedish government and authorities hold concerning 

how the Swedish state has tackled the practice of FGC. Since the emphasis of this research has 

mostly concerned civil society organisations, an examination of the government’s and 

authority’s roles would provide a different perspective to this question.   
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Appendix 1 – Interviews  
Interview 1 

Pseudonym: Andrew 

Form of organisation: Local ethnic association 

Date and setting for the interview: 4th of March 2020, Personal interview  

Length of interview: 50 min, 7 s 

 

Interview 2 

Pseudonym: Amina 

Form of organisation: Non-governmental organisation 

Date and setting for the interview: 6th of March 2020, Personal interview 

Length of interview: 32 min, 2 s  

 

Interview 3 

Pseudonym: Leah 

Form of organisation: Local ethnic association 

Date and setting for the interview: 14th of March 2020, Telephone interview  

Length of interview: 36 min, 27 s 

 

Interview 4 

Pseudonym: Samia 

Form of organisation: Local ethnic association 

Date and setting for the interview: 16th of March 2020, Personal interview   

Length of interview: 38 min, 27 s 

 

Interview 5 

Pseudonym: Karim 

Form of organisation: Local ethnic association  

Date and setting for the interview: 18th of March 2020, Skype interview  

Length of interview: 52 min, 21 s  

 

Interview 6 

Pseudonym: Sofia  
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Form of organisation: Non-governmental organisation 

Date and setting for the interview: 19th of March 2020, Telephone interview 

Length of interview: 30 min, 8 s 

 

Interview 7 

Pseudonym: Noor 

Form of organisation: Both local ethnic associations and non-governmental organisation 

Date and setting for the interview: 19th of March 2020, Telephone interview  

Length of interview: 40 min, 34 s 

 

Interview 8 

Pseudonym: Farida  

Form of organisation: Local ethnic association 

Date and setting for the interview: 2nd of April 2020, Telephone interview  

Length of interview: 31 min, 13 s 

 

All eight interviews are stored by the author of this research.  
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Appendix 2 – Question Guide  
The informant’s background 

• Could you start by telling me a little bit about yourself? 

• When and how did you start getting interested in the subject of FGC? 

• When did you start working for the organisation?  

 

The organisation’s background 

• How long has the organisation been active?  

• What is the organisation’s view on FGC? 

• How does the organisation address the issue of FGC and how has it changed throughout 

the years?  

• What is the organisation’s role, when it comes to addressing the subject of FGC in 

Sweden? 

• Does the organisation cooperate with the Swedish government or authorities? If yes, 

how do you cooperate?  

• Does the organisation cooperate with the civil society? If yes, how do you cooperate? 

Target group for the organisation: 

• Who is the organisation’s target group, in projects that concern FGC? 

• How has the organisation’s work regarding FGC been received by the target group? 

• Has there occurred any situations where there have been different perceptions on FGC?  

• How has the organisation handled these different perceptions on FGC?  

 

The Swedish government’s work against FGC: 

• What is your opinion about the governments work in raising the question of FGC in 

Sweden?  

• What is your opinion on the criminalising law on FGC in Sweden?  

• What do you think is missing or needs to be improved regarding the government’s work 

on FGC?  

 

Is there anything that you would like to add or clarify before we end this interview?  


