
From France

Restoring the Clitoris 

(...) A tall, elegant Somalian woman in her late twenties
slips nervously into the reception area of the Louise XIV
hospital in Saint Germain-en-Laye outside Paris. Elham
Farah has been booked in for a two-hour operation to be
carried out by a man who has become a savior to thou-
sands of victims of female genital mutilation (FGM). Dr
Pierre Foldes is the only surgeon and urologist to have
developed a surgical technique which restores the clitoris. 

Elham is unable to give the exact details of what hap-
pened to her 20 years ago when she was led to a house
outside her village in Somalia and was held down by a
number of women including her grandmother and two
aunts. Her legs were prised apart by two other women.
She passed out when one of the women applied a knife
to her genitals. When she came round she remembers an
excruciating pain between her legs, which had been tied
together. It was not until several weeks later that she dis-
covered that her genitalia had been sliced away. 

Elham is just one of 130 million women worldwide who are
estimated to have undergone FGM, with an additional two
million girls and women undergoing the procedure every
year. In some cultures it is seen as a female rite of passage
preventing promiscuity, and is mainly performed on girls
aged between four and 12 years. The practice is prevalent
in 28 African countries, with figures varying widely. About
5 per cent of females in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (formerly Zaire) and Uganda undergo the proce-
dure; that figure rises to 98 per cent in Somalia. 

There are three types of FGM: the removal of the clitoris
only; the excision of the clitoris and surrounding labia;
and, most radical of all, the removal of clitoris, inner and
outer labia and the sewing-up of the vagina, where only
a small opening is left for urine and menstrual blood. It is
estimated that 15 per cent of women who experience
FGM have undergone this most severe mutilation, known
as infibulation.

In France she came across articles and programmes on sex
and female anatomy. "I realised what had been taken
from me and how much I suffered physically and emo-
tionally because of it. I became very angry. My woman-
hood has been cut away. I have never known what it’s like
to have normal sexual feelings. I am not a real woman. I
always feel ashamed and dirty." 

Every year Dr Fordes, 51, operates on 200 women like
Elham, including at least six from the UK. Most of his

The European Project for
Interreligious Learning (EPIL)
held in cooperation with the
Institute for Women’s Studies
in the Arab World (IWSAW) at
the Lebanese American
University was the last mod-
ule of an adult education pro-
gram for women which took
place from February 4-12,
2004. This program explores
problems of living together as
Christians and Moslems. It
should be mentioned that the
program consists of five mod-
ules that were held respec-
tively in Switzerland, Spain,
Germany, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Lebanon.

Twenty seven participants
from these countries attend-
ed the module. Emphasis was
placed on various ways
through which national rec-
onciliation took place in Lebanon, and this through a series of lectures given by prominent Lebanese speakers. In addition
visits were organized to various religious groups during which Lebanese women gave testimonies about how they lived the
war. 
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Governor of New South Wales
Marie Bashir Visits IWSAW

On March 23, 2004 the Institute
for Women’s Studies in the Arab
World (IWSAW) in collaboration
with the Australian Embassy in
Beirut hosted Her Excellency
Professor Dr. Marie Bashir,
Governor of New South Wales.
Professor Dr. Bashir gave a talk on
“Challenges for Women in a
Changing World.” The talk was
attended by Ambassador of
Australia in Lebanon, Her
Excellency Stephanie Shwabsky,
friends, Australian nationals,
Professors, and students.  

IWSAW director Mona Khalaf, IWSAW program officer Anita Nassar with participants in the EPIL workshop  

From left to right: Dr. Abdallah Sfeir, H.E Dr. Marie Bashir, Mrs. Mona Khalaf, Dr. Riyad Nassar
and H.E. Stephanie Shwabsky

patients are Africans aged between 18 and 45 living in
France. His doctor wife, Beatrice, and five children hard-
ly see him; he performs the operations in addition to his
full-time hospital work. He refuses to charge for the
operations because he considers his patients to be vic-
tims of one of the biggest crimes against humanity.
"Victims shouldn’t pay for the crimes against the them.
These women have already paid a huge price," he says. 

He explains the reasons for his determination to contin-
ue with his work: "Excision is worse than rape because
the family are involved. And it is much worse in terms of
the clinical aftermath," he says in his heavily accented
English. Short-term complications include severe pain
and a risk of haemorrhage; there is also a high risk of
infections such as gangrene. Long-term complications
include urine retention and infections, obstruction of
menstrual flow causing internal infections and infertility,
and prolonged and obstructed labour. (...)

When, 15 years ago, Dr Fordes embarked on his mission
to develop surgical techniques to restore the clitoris he
was shocked to find that the only organ in the human
body devoted to pleasure had been metaphorically
excised by the male-dominated medical fraternity. "It
was invisible," he says indignantly. "It was shocking for
me to discover in my research that there was nothing,
absolutely nothing on this organ, although there are
hundreds of books on the penis, and several surgical
techniques to lengthen it, enlarge it or repair it. Nobody
was studying the clitoris because it is associated with
female pleasure. There was very little anatomical detail
on it. It was as if it didn’t exist. I had to start from
scratch." 

What Dr. Fordes discovered was that the organ, which
Sigmund Freud, father of psychoanalysis, once likened to
kindling wood, is much larger than originally thought,
with nerves surrounding the vagina and extending down
the thighs. "It’s about ten or 11 centimetres long, like a
penis, and changes shape when erect," he explains. 

To reconstruct a clitoris, Dr Fordes removes all scar tissue
that has grown over the excised tip and snips the liga-
ments that support it, hence allowing more of the clitoral
body to slip down so that it is exposed as a small tip like
the original. The ligaments are then repaired. "After six
weeks the area starts to look normal, but my patients tell
me that it takes four to six months for them to feel any-
thing," he says. Whether his patients are later able to
experience orgasm is something he is not willing to guar-
antee. (...)

Sexism and Women’s Rights: Bulletin 2004 - 10
http://news.scotsman.com/features.cfm?id=516832004
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Scholarly attention to gender issues in the Middle East has
been focused almost exclusively on a quest to understand
femininity. There are as yet no significant studies that make
Muslim men visible as gendered subjects, and masculinity in
Arab Islamic cultures has so far remained an unrecognized
and unacknowledged category viewed in essentialist terms
and perceived as natural, and self-evident. Indeed, men have
been seen exclusively as oppressors of women, and the
stereotype of domination and subordination remains domi-
nant. Nevertheless, studies in the 1980’s began shifting from
women’s studies to gender studies which are changing from
an exclusive focus on women to a new interest in Middle
Eastern men. Indeed, the aim is not to distract attention from
women’s issues, but rather to underline masculinity and fem-
ininity as relational constructs.  The rigid demarcation of gen-
der roles is gradually changing, and masculinity is increasing-
ly being seen as an unstable sign which has changed with
modernity and the various political, social and economic
changes that have affected the Middle East, forcing men to
look at themselves and the world around them with different
eyes. This indeed is a historic turning point where ideas about
what it means to be a man have been under maximum pres-
sure at all levels.  While men are the real beneficiaries of
power in their societies it is interesting to note  that men’s
dominance is not restricted to women but also to other men
who are considered inferior. In other words, many men, like
women, continue to be under the tight control of a limited
number of men who actually possess the power. Patriarchy is
being reinterpreted, and reinvented to meet the specific exi-
gencies of current conditions, and gender relations are being
seen as variable, shifting and changing in diverse socioeco-
nomic and cultural contexts. In reaction to the monolithic
view of men who were viewed as the uncomplicated agents
of oppression, the articulation of masculinity at this particular
historical moment is more complex and more complicated
where there is a great disparity between inherited masculine
values and the patterns of actual behavior by men. For many
men, masculinity is a goal to be achieved and experienced in
particular times and settings creating a great deal of anxiety
and trepidation. Furthermore, in the Arab world, it is clear
that both men and women are subjected to oppression in an
atmosphere of war and under regimes that continue to sub-
ject men as well as women to social and economic oppres-
sion as well as political control and violence.  Indeed as Deniz
Kandiyoti puts it,  “the denunciation of men [by Feminists] as
the main enemy could easily go against the cultural grain in
societies where both men and women are tightly enmeshed
in familistic networks of mutual rights and obligations, where

both sexes may be laboring under much harsher forms of
economic and political oppression”. (Gendering the Middle
East: Emerging Perspectives. London: I.B. Taurius Publishers,
1996, 15). 

This issue of Al- Raida attempts to show how various mas-
culinities are defined and redefined in particular times and
settings and the plurality and diversity of men’s experiences,
attitudes, beliefs, practices along lines of class, sexual orien-
tation, religion, region, and various other categories. The file
in this issue includes several articles dealing with different
forms of masculinity in the Middle East, from the early
Twentieth Century until the present. “The Turban, the
Tarbush and the Top Hat” underlines the interconnectedness
between masculinity, modernity and national identity in
interwar Egypt where the tarbush was seen as a sign of the
modern and the traditional, the national and the foreign,
and the masculine and feminine helping to define Egyptian
masculinity at the time. Another article “Male Infertility:
Masculinity and New Reproductive Technologies in the Arab
World” reveals  changing views among Lebanese men to
male infertility and the belief by educated middle-class men
that infertility has nothing to do with virility. Cathie Lloyd’s
article studies the crisis of masculinity in Algeria through the
press, feature films and literature. “Female Genital
Mutilation and Constructions of Masculinity in Twentieth
Century Egypt” deals with entrenched as well as changing
attitudes among Egyptian men to Female Genital Mutilation.
Nadia Zibani and Martha Brady’s article deals with adoles-
cent boy’s responses to gender differentiation in rural upper
Egyptian villages. “Humiliation and Masculine Crisis in Iraq”
studies the impact of targeting men in Iraq on Iraqi mas-
culinity and self-image. Azzah Shararah Baydoun presents a
field study on the ways Lebanese university students per-
ceive their preferred partners. “Masculinity in Morocco” is
based on a field study that focuses on views of sexuality and
masculinity in Moroccan ministerial administrations. Elisa
Perkin’s article focuses on the effects of the 2004
Mudawwana Reforms on Moroccan masculinity. The file
contains an intriguing interview with Mosbah Baalbaki,  the
only Lebanese male belly dancer in Lebanon. The last three
articles deal with masculinity in modern Arabic fiction and
film. The file is completed with a review of Mai Ghousoub’s
and Emma Sinclair-Webb Imagined Masculinities (London:
Saqi Books, 2000).
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IWSAW Celebrates International Women’s Day What About
Masculinity?On the occasion of

the International
Women’s Day, the
Institute for
Women’s Studies
in the Arab World
(IWSAW) at the
Lebanese
American
University held, an
exhibition
“Women and War:
Photos and Facts”
on March 9, 2004.
The exhibit high-
lighted the various
roles women play
in times of war
namely as active
participants, pas-
sive bearers or
forceful agents for
peace. 

There is less focus on ‘being a  man’ than on ‘ being
good at being a man.’
Michel Herzfeld, The Poetics of Manhood.

                       


