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Yael Tamir Replies 
A ccording to Martha Nussbawn, my ar­

fl.gument in "Hands OffClitoridecco­
my" commies me co (one or more of) three 
theses. I will nor discuss the first, which she 
concedes ro be true, or the second, which, 
as she acknowledges, I am not committed 
to. The third thesis Nussbaum attributes to 
me is char "female genital mucilacion is 
morally on a par with practices of dieting 
and body shaping in American culture." I 
obviously cake chis thesis co be misguided. 

Lee me begin, then, by seating my posi­
tion. Clicoridectomy, I argue, "is obviously 
a deplorable practice. Ir is, among ocher 
things, an extremdy painful, traumatizing 
mutilation of young girls char leaves chem 
permanently disfigured and deprived of soc­
ual enjoyment. We should express no sym­
pathy coward those who practice ir, and 
support chose who struggle ro end ir. '' My 
opening statement chus asserts all che objec­
rions Nussbaum labors to establish. More­
over, it makes dear char I do not advocate a 
hands-olf approach co violations of human 
rights against ·women. I nscead, I ob jeer to che 
way a particular kind of argument has been 
used in recent debates on multiculruralism. 

My concern, then, was notwhecher cli­
corideccomy is defensible--ic is noc. Nor 
whether chose who objecr co ic should en Joy 
our support-they surely should. Nor 
whether (as Jessica Neuwrich suggests) it is 
wt<,e to make reference to it in a po\itica1 con­
to.t in otder to <.nock the conscicncc and nc:\p 
°bu\\u \.\nO.CtS\:anO\nV, an<..\ c.omn'\i\:m<!n\: \:0 
~~~ ·,t "is. l concentrate mstead 
on rhe role references co diroridecromy play 
in current policical discourse. Unforrunate-
1}~ it is easy to ignore chis meta-theoretical di­
mension and shift che debate back to more 
concrete and less controversial questions. 

Focusing on this meta-theoretical point, 
I try to understand which of che many crou­
bli ng aspects of clicorideccomy-pain, risks 
fur che girl's physical and ~chological health, 
mutilation of che body, prevention of sexu-
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al enjoyment, coercion, or social implica­
tions-makes ic such a popular example. 
One mav of course claim char this is che 
wrong q~estion to ask, that it is precisely the 
multi-layered nature of the harm caused by 
cliroridectomy that accounts for the frequent 
reference made to it. There are ocher exam­
ples of abuse and harm co women but, as 
Frances Kamm argues, a pracuce encom­
passing a cluster of harmful aspects is far 
worse than one containing any one of these 
aspects and therefore is a powerful example. 
This inference .&om chc evil of a practice co 
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While I share 
Nussbaum's feminist 

social vision, I 
think her mode of 
argument reflects 

some of the trends I 
am warning against. 

■ 

,u. "°wet -antl w.c:(u\n=~ :,,. an cxamp\c ,s., \ 
think, shaky. Though omcmc examples can 
be clarifying, chey also tend co artificially 
break the continuity between our own faults 
and chose exhibited by che examples. And 
that discontinuity seems ro free us .&om che 
need ro reflect on and amend our own vices. 

My argument, chen, invites us co exam­
ine the troubling dcmenrs of ditoridecromy 
one by one, knowing as we proceed chat irs 
injurious nature will not be fully revealed by 
such examination. The point of such analy-

sis is nor co claim that each aspect is as 
harmful as the whole, nor chat a practice chat 
contains several harmful aspects is no worse 
than a practice that contains only one. Rather, 
che aim is co emphasize continuities between 
local and "alien" pracnces. This method is 
imperative in cross-culrural comparisons, in 
which one must compare practices that seem, 
at least at fuse sight, rather dissimilar. 

Moreover, a piecemeal analysis of a prac­
tice may allow for a far more nuanced and 
sophisticated kind of social criticism. Let me 
give two examples. The first is offered by 
Kamm's evaluation of che cclative severity of 
physical and psychological damage. She 
writes, "[M]y sense is char, if a culrurc limits 
the mobility of women by binding their feet, 
this is worse chan if it limits their mobility 
by house arrest or severe psychological pres­
sure ro stay home." There is, she concludes, 
something special about physical incrusions. 
We may debate chis issue: Is che uniqueness 
of physical harm grounded in the severity of 
che harm inflicted or in irs easily noticeable 
effects? Should we measure harm in terms 
of restraint on autonomy, devaluation of self­
estcem, pain, the kind oflife it allows a per­
son co live? Can Kamm say wich assurance 
char a woman who is placed under house ar­
rest or is so intimidated chat she never d~ 
co leave her house has a better life than one 
who has been forced to undergo clitoridec­
comy? 1 I cannot address these questions here. 
But notice that chey would nor even have 
arisen if we were looking in shocked horror 
at che phenomenon of clitorideccomy as a 
whole, not separating irs psychological, per­
sonal, and communal harms. 

The piecemeal comparison offered in 
my paper al!,() encourages a second kind of 
dcbat.c c.onccrning the different ways so­
cial norms and institutions mold women's 
expectations of themselves and rheir bodies. 
It was in chis context chat I used che ex.am­
ple of dieting and body shaping. le is not un­
common, I argued, to find American 
women who suffer from misconceptions 
about their bodies. I scill hold chis claim to 
be true, and am somewhat puzzled by Nuss­
baum's response, which reflects satisfaction 
with her own society. She notes, with acer­
tain pride, the popularity of The Beauty 
Myth. But char popularity reflects che sever­
ity of the problems it described, and it would 
be naive to think char its success has dra­
matically changed the nature of things. 

"\Vlhere does such social criticism lead? 
W Cena.inly not to re&ain.ing &om crit­

icizing ocher societies as long as our own so­
ciety is imperfect. Americans shouldn't have 
avoided criticizing either Apartheid or che 
extermination of the Jews because their own 
society ex.hi bi rs a measure of racial discrim­
ination or anti-Semitism; but their criticism 
should be of a particular kind. 

If criticizing others makes us more aware 
of our own defects, then, as Kamm argues, 
we should certainly not stop it. "If chis opens 
the way for ochers to criticize our own de­
fects, chat would also be a good ching."2 I 
wholeheartedly agree; my criticism of the 
way the ex.ample of clitorideccomy is used 
in recent debates proceeds precisely along 
these lines. The standard rhetoric leads us 

1 I doubt whether such a claim is justified. A 
woman who undergoes clicoridcccomy can have 
a full and satisfying life, even if sexually defec­
tive, of a kind that a woman kept under house 
arrest is unlikely to experience. 

to condemn ocher societies while minimiz­
ing the deficiencies of our own. Hence it ob­
structs fruitful cross-culrural criticism, and 
fosters social hypocrisy, perhaps even moral 
obtuseness and parochialism. 
• Not all self-reflective criticism leads to the 
same conclusion. George's judgment of what 
is defective in our own society differs radically 
.&om my own: I certainly do not think chat 
women's equality should be tied to che status 
of che insurution of marriage or to sexual 
chastity. Still, I appreciate his readiness to en­
gage in such a reflective process. Nor does 
agreement on conclusions always re;t on the 
same type of analysis: While I share Nuss­
bawns feminist social vision, I chink her mode 
of argument reflects some of the trends I am 
warning against. It demonstrates how candid 
dedication to che needs ofochers may blind 
us to che flaws of our own society, partly as 
a way of magnifying che evil we are deter­
mined to fight. But che evil of clitoridectomy 
is evident and needs no strengthening, and 
che struggle against it is only hampered by 
adopnng a posture of cul rural superiority. 

Nussbaum surely knows that che social 
and political powerlessness of women 

is nor restricted to Third World countries or 
immigrant communities. Bur, as she rightly 
remarks, the position of women in American 
society is fu berter than in societies in which 
clitorideccomy is performed. She chen points 
to che basic explanation of chat difference-­
the high level of female illiteracy-bur her 
conclusion that chis "suggests limits co the no­
tion of consent" IS dangerously misleading. 

I find che theoretical discussion of con­
smtex.uemely challenging, as I am hesitant 
to determine when consent is freely ex­
pressed. Politically, however, we should be 
very careful not to disqualify the reflccrive 
powers of individuals who find themselves 
under social, economic, and political stress. 
Nussbaum surely would not want women 
to be deprived, on che basis of her argumencs. 
of their right to vote or sign contracts. 

Nussbaum tends co read my argument 
as a justification for ignoring the plight of 
ochers. Kamm accuses me of believing char 
Third World societies are not as well posi­
tioned to solve their problems as we are to 
solve ours. They are both wrong: I am nei­
ther an isolationist nor an elitist. My argu­
ment was meant co allow for more fruicfuJ 
theoretical discussion and more pointed po­
litical action: to detect the problems of which 
clitorideccomy is bur a painful illustration, 
and direct our efforts against chem. If illit­
eracy is one of che causes, why are we nor 
fighting it? Why nor dedicate time, money, 
and political influence co struggling against 
such a devastating feature of women's lives 
whose harmful effects range far beyond cli­
toridectomy? Why is chis issue not discussed 
as enchusiasticalJy as dicoridccromy? 

The answer, as I suggested in my aniclc, 
has to do with the extremity of the exam­
ple and its sexually sensational nacurc, which 
is magnified when we dwell on its details. 
~~thee ~ctor, which I failed to stress in my 
?r_1ginal piece, is no less important. Fighcing 
illiteracy demands a generous investment of 
money and effon in the afflicred countries 
something Western societies are ex.creme!; 
reluctant co offer. Costless moralizing is easy. 
It IS far more difficult co start collecting che 
means needed to educate women, chus em­
powering chem to defend their stand. ■ 

2Sec Frances Kamm's reply. 
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