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Ellen Gruenbaum : The Female Circumcision Controversy: An Anthropological Perspective  before purchasing 
it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised The Female Circumcision Controversy: 
An Anthropological Perspective: 

2 of 2 people found the following review helpful. It changed my viewpointBy L. LambertI bought this book for an 
ethics class research paper. I had looked at a lot of research regarding female circumcision and was prepared to write 
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paper loaded with righteous indignation over the practice. But, before I had even finished the introduction, my 
viewpoint was changing. This book made me look at the practice of female circumcision with a much less biased 
perspective. I was made to see what people within the cultures that practice it think about it. Do I still think that it is a 
terrible thing to do? Of course! But, I can see why it is done and I can see why simply trying to end the practice by 
force will be counterproductive. My thanks to the author for helping me learn something.0 of 0 people found the 
following review helpful. Must read.By Dastardly_DiegoGreat introduction to the subject, but also explains away the 
barbarism of the practice by humanizing its adherents. Highly recommended if you are interested in gender and 
development or medical anthropology.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Five StarsBy Richard F 
Falascogreat

To the Western eye, there is something jarringly incongruous, even shocking, about the image of a six-year-old girl 
being held down by loving relatives so that her genitals can be cut. Yet two million girls experience this each year. 
Most Westerners, upon learning of the practice of female circumcision, have responded with outrage; those committed 
to improving the status of women have gone beyond outrage to action by creating various programs for "eradicating" 
the practice. But few understand the real life complexities families face in deciding whether to follow the traditional 
practices or to take the risk of change.In The Female Circumcision Controversy, Ellen Gruenbaum points out that 
Western outrage and Western efforts to stop genital mutilation often provoke a strong backlash from people in the 
countries where the practice is common. She looks at the validity of Western arguments against the practice. In doing 
so, she explores both outsider and insider perspectives on female circumcision, concentrating particularly on the 
complex attitudes of the individuals and groups who practice it and on indigenous efforts to end it. Gruenbaum finds 
that the criticisms of outsiders are frequently simplistic and fail to appreciate the diversity of cultural contexts, the 
complex meanings, and the conflicting responses to change.Drawing on over five years of fieldwork in Sudan, where 
the most severe forms of genital surgery are common, Gruenbaum shows that the practices of female circumcision are 
deeply embedded in Sudanese cultural traditionsin religious, moral, and aesthetic values, and in ideas about class, 
ethnicity, and gender. Her research illuminates both the resistance to and the acceptance of change. She shows that 
change is occurring as the result of economic and social developments, the influences of Islamic activists, the work of 
Sudanese health educators, and the efforts of educated African women. That does not mean that there is no role for 
outsiders, Gruenbaum asserts, and she offers suggestions for those who wish to help facilitate change.By presenting 
specific cultural contexts and human experiences with a deep knowledge of the tremendous variation of the practice 
and meaning of female circumcision, Gruenbaum provides an insightful analysis of the process of changing this 
complex, highly debated practice.

"This smart, systematic analysis of a practice that has multiple histories, forms, and meanings is the . . . most lucid 
addition to a growing body of anthropological literature. . . . The book is also a compelling introduction to 
anthropological research and reasoning."Choice"A cooling breath of reason over a fraught terrain."Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute"This book is essential reading for Africanists, public health specialists, and those 
interested in the intersections of gender, culture, and societal development everywhere."Studies in Family 
Planning"Through telling pictures and vivid descriptions, Gruenbaum compels the reader to keep an open mind and to 
be tolerant as she tries to mend the gap in knowledge surrounding circumcision, constantly reminding the reader of the 
importance of cultural context."Arab Studies JournalAbout the AuthorEllen Gruenbaum is Professor of Anthropology 
at Purdue University. 


