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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Do you think women and men face the same €xpectations to possess aestheti-
cally “appealing” genitalia? Why or why not?

2. Could this type of plastic surgery for women be compared to male circumcision?
Why or why not?

————
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DESIGNER VAGINAS

Perhaps you noticed some of the articles ;r; x;/o;;:r:;
magazines that came out 1o 1998, ‘Comzopa 7 a; jd e
Claive, and Harper’s Bazaar each cam’ed one, as i el
on-line, articles with titles like “Labxé E"nvy, D651g;
Vaginas,” and “The New Sex Surgerles. More rsec‘(:: e};’
Jane magazine covered the topic, and“ Dan aLoie s
nationally syndicated advice column, Savagg ah
stumbled explosively upon it as well. These pieces
discussed labiaplasty, a relatively recent pl?,stlc‘ surg'erg
procedure that involves trimming away labial t1ssu<; az
sometimes injecting’ fat from another part of the 013’1
into labia that have been deemed' excessively dr:)opy.. 1
contrast to the tightening operation knowg as vaglzzsie
rejuvenation,” labiaplasty ié sheerly cosmetic in pl(.l::less
and purpotts to have no impact oln sensatlxon oles
something were to go terribly awry).! Throughout cA e
age here and in Canada, the aptly named Doctors . the,
Stubbs, and Matlock shared much of the glor;i an A
public relations. In the name of consumer chcncle, ; ‘es:
articles provoke consumer anxiety. "I'he Los A'nge es 121; g
quotes Dr. Matlock: “The woman is the destgner. 1 N
doctor is just the instrument. ... Honestly, if you c::a
at Playboy, those women, on the oucer vagina 1a is,
the vulva is very aesthetically appealing, the vulva
rounded. It's full, not flat.... Women are comlggnxz
saying, 1 want something differfent, I want to :S: fgor
things. They look at Playboy, the ideal Wom,zm pe O;nm
the body and the shape and so on. YOI:I don t 2see Wi
in chere with excessively long labia m‘mora. o
All the popular articles about the “new sex surgen.esl
that T've reviewed also include remarks from skeptica

Anatomy Texts, c1900-1991,"
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colleagues and from polled readers who feel okay abl(;L;t
cheir labia. (In an unfortunate turn of ph.rase, o“ne pt s
tic surgeon describes Dr. Matlock as a bit too “cut ex ;i
edge.”) Despite this apparently balanFed covzrag,; ,m—
brand-new worry is being planted, with the bfcdafor
tion in Szlon that “many women h‘ad bef:n trou ?, g
years about the appearance of thelr’ labxaﬂmmora, lint
with the use of words like “normal” and abnormja ) 0
describe non-pathological variations arrllong genitalia.
The November 1998 article in Cosmaopolitan has’ zn ;y:
catching blurb: “My labia were so long,. thef Sa;)er
through my clothes!” Having taker{ that in, ¢ he fuew
suddenly looks up ar the accompanying p}‘mt;) wlxt v
eyes: the photograph is of aslim ?vomafl in axr‘y mShe
est underwear; because of the picture’s .croppxrllcg, .
is headless, bur the posture is distinctive, aw v];arﬂ;
She’s somewhar hunched forward, her hands ared 0 .
crotch-bound, and one finger slips'beneath th.e c}}{ g(:cl\; |
her panties. Having read lthbe. clsi}:non, you think, “My
’s tucking in her labia!™” . .
Gocli:llsek;e;r:;kfor%’s 1972 book, the women’s .hberatlo:;
ist Vaginal Politics, begins with the folléyxrffgl.scez;l;t
Carol from the Los Angeles Self—Hcilp Clinic s ups1 .
of her dungarees and underpants, <hops onto a lo nso;
cable in an old church basement and inserts a spefc; uu
into her vagina. The 50 other women present eelg
and look with a flashlight, and 16?.1'1’1, o0, h(?w 0 ; "
examine with a speculum and a dimestore mxm;r. This
self-exploration of what has ojten b;f:r ;’ef::ererfn o
“ ¢ continent” or just “down seel ¢
;ehr‘;e?: rsl;mbol for the early claim of women ; hber;tézﬁ
that “the personal is political.”. How could 2 wness?
call for sexual autonomy without self-awareness?

To reverse the phrasing of one of Second Wave femi-
nism’s most famous byproducts, how could we know
“our selves” without knowing “our bodies” firse?® This
image of women using a well-placed mirror to demys-
tify and reclaim their own bodies is rooted dimly in my
teen-years memory. I found it eerily resurrected when
the Salon piece by Louisa Kamps came up on my com-
puter screen. Kamps starts off like this: ‘Ladies, get
out your hand mirrors, begins a curious press release
I find at my desk one Monday morning. “Yes, it is
true. .. the newest trend in surgically enhanced body
beautification: Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery. " The
hand mirror this time is used to alerr the would-be
vagina shopper to any deficiencies “down below” that
she may have been blithely ignoring. From 19705
consciousness-raising groups and Judy Chicago’s din-

ner plates, through Annie Sprinkle’s speculum par-

ties of the 1980s, and on to Eve Ensler’s collaborative

Vagina Monolognes,® we came at the end of the 1990s to

Dr. Alter and Dr. Stubbs. Whar's the trajectory from
Second Wave feminist “self-discovery and celebration”
to the current almost-craze for labiaplasty? And does
the fact of this trajectory provide us with 2 warning?

THE CLEAN SLIT

The vagina. According to Freud, its first sighting is the
first scandal. It is the secret, invariably broken, that,
once seen, changes you forever, especially if “you” are a
lictle boy in turn-of-the-century Vienna, stumbling in
upon your mother en déshabillé, You discover, all ar once,
in a rude shock, that she lacks a penis. You tremble at
the threat chat her missing phallus implies to your little
member: if it happened to her, it could happen to you
(especially because you've got the gall to compete with
your father for your mother’s affections). For Freud, his
followers, and even many of his feminist revisionists,
the “scandal” of a woman's genitals is supposed to be
due to what isn't there, not what is. This article is not
about lack, however. It is about excess. And it is not
{exactly) about what Jacques Lacan and Hélene Cixous
celebrated as joxissance. It's about labia,

So the vagina betokens the horror of castration, we're
told. Many have remarked that perhaps this scandal is
more accurately defined as one of interiority. In a society
that revolves around the visual, an orgasm that doesn't
include ejacularion can seem maddeningly uncontrollable:
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you can't prove it (outside of a laboratory), and thus it can
be faked” Discussing hard-core cinematic pornography,
Linda Williams claims thae “ftthe woman’s ability to
fake the orgasm that the man can never fake... seems
to be at the root of all the genre’s attempts to solicit
what it can never be sure of: the out-of-control confession
of pleasure, a hard-core “frenzy of the visible.’ "
In the Amero-European world of the late-eighteenth
and the early-nineteenth centuries, an earlier notion
of women's natural Iustiness was transformed into the
myth of feminine modesty® This purported lady-like
decorum has always been depicted as simultaneously
innate for the female and a massively big job. For the
same social world that generated the mythos of the deli-
cate, proper lady has also continually spawned and recy-
cled dirty jokes about “vagina dentata,” fatal odors, and
other horror-story tmagery about female genitalia.'® The
off-color disgust has always been tied in a complex way
to a vast, off-color desire, and these both have been con-
comitant with the prescription to stay dainty—no matter
what—for at least three hundred years. The paradoxical
welding of abhorrence and adoracion is often “resolved”
socially through a stereotyped decoupling of the two,
although mythologies of che lurid and the pure female
are in fact too interdependent ever to be truly unbraided.
Women have been branded good or bad, refined or
fallen, on the basis of their race, their profession, their
station in life, and so forth, with the judgments con-
veniently supporting the political, economic, and racial
status quo (about which, more later), That being said,
the paradox is also one that women negotiate individu-
ally, and this has been so for a remarkably long time. To
see this conundrum’s longevity, take a look at Jonathan
Swift's eighteenth-century “dressing-room poems,” ani-
mated by voyeuristic disgust for the female body, and
compare them with “What Your Gynecologist Didn’t
Tell You about the Smell,” a now-defuact joke web site
that made fun of Dr. Matlock but did o via misogy-
nist aversion—an aversion familiar to all women who
feel compelled to contain this supposed foulness and to
approximate the required delicacy.!

Although “feminine modesty” used to be the
answer to this subtexrual concern about vaginas, now
the shameful zone needs to be brought into line for
display, rather than hidden. The vulva is becoming a
ploneer territory for cosmetic enhancement—surgical
practitioners need above all to capitalize both on that
preexisting shame and on the ever-greater need to
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provide a cyborgian spectacle of porno-gloss. The rela-
tive mainstreaming of the sex industry (think of Demi
Moore in Striptease, for example) and the blurring of
the lines between hard-core and advertising imagery
(chink Calvin Klein) have led to a perpetually increas-
ing sense of pressure among many women, the pressure
to develop and present 2 seamlessly sexualized, “air-
brushed” body."? Drs. Alrer, Scubbs, and Matlock want
that sought-after body to include a specific labial look,
one desirable enough to be worth “buying.”

Before people will spend money on something as

expensive and uncomfortable as cosmetic surgery, they
aeed to be motivared not only by desire but by concern
or self-doubt. Bringing the auchoritative language of
medical science to the aestheticization of the vagina is
one key way to trigger such anxiety. Advertisers have
frequently invoked and generated medicalized norms
1o sell products. Roland Marchand describes perhaps
the classic example of this phenomenon: after the lig-
uid known as Listerine proved a lackluster general
antiseptic, it was decided to dramatize its function as a
mouthwash. Foul tasting as it was, consumer incentive
would be needed. The term “halitosis” was “exhumed
from an old medical dictionary” by an advertising firm
and became the driving force behind a subsequent,
energetic scare campaign about the medical, social, and
romantic risks of bad breach.'” Advertisers have always
been both matter-of-fact and explicit about delineating
and then steadily working to create a sense of deficiency
where once there was indifference or even, God forbid,
enjoyment, working to incite new arenas of insecurity,
new personal anxieties, so that more things can be
marketed and sold.

Cosmetic surgery has worked with the same prin-
ciples throughout its more than 100-year history, as
detaited in histories of the profession by Kathy Davis,
Elizabech Haiken, and Sander Gilman.* For instance,
in a particularly unnerving chapter on “micromastia”
(the “disease” of flat-chestedness) and the surgeries
developed to “correct” it, Haiken quotes a 1958 article
by plastic surgeon Milton T. Edgerton and psychiatrist

A.R. McClary, on “the psychiatry of breast augmenta-

tion™ “Literally thousands of women in this country

alone, are seriously disturbed by feelings of inadequacy
in regard to concepts of the body image. Partly asa result
of exposure to advertising propaganda and question-
able publicity, many physically normal women develop
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an almost paralyzing self-consciousness focused on the
feeling chat they do not have the correct size bosom.”
The rationale laid out here, which explains bz also helps
create “inferiority complexes,” can be applied across the
full topography of the human form, as borne out by the
increasing prevalence of liposuction, face-lifts, buttock
and tummy tucks. The latest realm to be scoured for
“abnormalities” is the vagina, formerly spared from the
scrutiny of the market because it was considered both
too reviled and too quakingly desired to be addressed
commercially.

. These days, in part because of the video dissemina-
cion and the mainstreaming of pornography, women,
regardless of gender preference, can see the vaginas of
a lot of different other women. They may desire those
vaginas, they may simultaneously idencify wich them,
but if they are rich enough or have great credit, they
can definitely have them buile.s A 1997 article in the
Canadian magazine Se¢ interviews a patietit of Dr.
Stubbs in Toronto. Deborah “has had her eyes done
and had breast implants and some liposuction. She
says that she started thinking about her labia when
her first husband brought home porn magazines and
she starced comparing herself. ‘T saw some other ones
chat were cuter than mine’ and I thought, Hey, I want
thart one, she laughs.” " Of course, the images we relish
or bemoan in pornography are almost always tweaked
technically. As Deborah did her “catalog shopping,” the
women she was admiring wese perhaps themselves sur-
gically “enhanced,” but additionally, they were posed,

muted wich makeup and lighting, and the resultant

photographic images were then edited with an airbrush
or the digital modifications of Photoshop.

This is especially true of pornography that presents
itself as “upscale,” whether soft or hard core. As Laura
Kipnis helps us realize, there’s a crucial link between
Hustler’s targeting of a working-class market and its
being the first of the big three glossy “wank mags” t©
show what it called “the pink”" Hustler's aggressive
celebration of vulgarity informed its initial rejection of
soft-core decorum about genitals; thus, its representa-
tions of vaginas were matter-of-fact, and often enough.
contextualized with very explicit, poorly lit Polaroid
shors sent in by readers. When the vagina finally came to
the pages of Penthouse, by contrast, it was as flaw-free and
glossy as the rest of the models figures. In “The Pussy
Shot: An Interview with Andrew Blake,” sex writer Susie

Brighe discusses the classed aesthetics of ‘this pornog;
pher, wbose trademarks are his lavish sets (strii h:ém_
of Architectural Digest, Bright remarks) and h;g h o
prodecrion values: in this posh setting, it comeg o
surprise that the star’s labia are smal] a,nd her * s I
perfectly composed, with every hair in place” e
A .The evolution of a new strict standard gf “beaury,”
rigid enough to induce surgery, does not occur o
vacu‘um. Among other factors, economics are in ;“ :
not just in the cagerness of a few cosmetic sur 601:1 o
up their patient load bur in a far more intricatf Wi !:S> t‘;
drives and desires intersecting with technological ;fo
and cultural and financial power plays. I wiﬁ onlS 1 tj
here to the complexity of this phenomenon Ay go
exa.mple: in Venys Envy: A History of Ca.mzetic. Sz, err'St
Haiken points out that research ca-talyzed by VVg lyd,
War I and II led to technological innovations 0}11-
fur{:hered the cosmetic surgery industry. Wars w;‘a}:
maim and disfigure people, increase the dem)qnd 1fc
and re'spectability of plastic surgery, allowing Sl;r e .
the grim opportunity to improve their skills andgthm?s
p'ubllc relations. Additionally, war means the ; o
tfqn and/or increased availability of new materialm‘;?:
silicone and polyurethane, both of which were us:d lf .
breast augmentation in the wake of World War II(;‘r’
Could this new material on hand have /ed (in A
the 19505’ notorious obsession with large breast}s)?rt) ©
Here is a more recent example of the subtle.inter—
play of cultural and economic forces that can hel;
Sh.ap‘.? changes in beauty standards: Perhaps Rudoleg
Giuliani's New York City should be thought of g
undergoing 2n urban labiaplasty. In this zoned, r .
lated era, newly comfortable for tourists if not f<;r ;Ig -
Yoxjkers, the sex industry has been radically curm“e;’"
This change has meant, tellingly enough, thar al o
all the sex clubs “connected” enough to ;emain oen
after 1998 favor “clone” women—Caucasian bo(:i!')en
tidy can lines, big blonde hair, collagen lips, s oy
cally removed ribs, liposucked bottoms, and ifn’ mirgz
br{easts. With time, their labia may also be ubiqufitoutel
trimmed. Many women with bodies that diverge frosn);
the approved stereotype—biker chicks, Larina and Black
d_ancers, plump or small-breasted women, the pie Cd
girl with the monster tattoo—women v:/ho ulZedrce
E)e able to dance erotically for an income, have be .
'sheered away,” forced into unemploymen’t rostiten
tion, or departure. These days in New Yorl;, inly tltlle-
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clones Cfiﬂ dance, and it is clone bodies alone that N
York City strip club patrons now ogle.? The ri eiw
effects such a change works, no doubs multipl ‘?F’ ;
the Bloomberg era will see them contin:.le Py and
mail:stpart because of the prevalence of just such a
: reamed Penthouse and Playboy aesthetic, labia
i pornography are often literally ctucked av’va (‘s
t’he most low-tech variant of body modiﬁcation)yzz II?‘
;Ztrlnr(e);ue;v enot?gh porn, however, especially lesbian
that which is unsqueamishly "déclassé” as ;
Hu'xtler, you will see a wide variety in the female i
talfa on display—wide enough to evoke the "snow%ir:-
uniqueness” analogy that is bandied around in 0| :
'lar coverage of the new cosmetic enhancement sfr .
fes. And indeed the before-and-after shots availfglr-
zfu szme of the surgeons’ web sites that I've found sz
lzgk c; rev;al, Linsulrprisingly? that the single favored
< for these designer vaginas” is...the clean slit
Loufsa Kamps of Sa/on magazine agrees: “What striki .
me in the ‘after’ shots is the eerie similarity betwle:;

the women. .. thei itali
... their genitalia are carb, i
” on
she v copies of each

I‘n a subtle but nontrivial way, this particular aes
thetic z.md the' surgery that manifests it cur back or;
women§ experience of self-on-self contact, of tactility:
L‘uce Irigaray celebrates the nonvisual, sensory ex| Z—
fience women perpetually enjoy as their vaginal llf s
press and. move against one another. She suggests thp
this Phystological status makes women psychological?t
Fess. 1{1vested in the myth of the monadic, selfrelia d
individual than are men. Irigaray’s “two) lips whi nl:
are not one” would not touch each other much j ’
world of women “Altered.” ® What do the aesth, tes
of a streamlined vulva signify? The smooth ro'enci’
our favoriFe plastic android prototype, Barbie? i dl(:;i:
€0 approximate prepubescence? A fastidious n.'u’nim' f
tion of marginal zones?* -
Mary Russo writes of “the female grotesque” i
terms that are relevant here: “The images of tcll1e o
tesque body are precisely those which are ab'eftmc;
ffom the bodily canons of classical aesthetics The’ it )
sical body is transcendent and monumentf;ll clc a;—
static, self-contained, symirnetrical, and sleek’ o;?h’
grotesque body is open, protruding, secretin;g,ru;nult-5
tiple and changing....”® Russo’s contrasting :)f the
grf)tesque with the classical is particularly resonant in
this context, as plastic sucgeons often invoke classical
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aesthetics and the metaphor of surgeon-as—sculpto;;
Scubbs even illustrates his site w1tb Phoftograpd—
of classical statuary and presents hxi be .ore—znb
after” shots in a “Surgical Art Gal}ljzry cajpt;one anz
Hippocrates: “Ars longs, wtfz brev{: —Art 1i };mglaSSi—
life is short.” % Elizabeth Halkex? discusses “t e g o
cal context in which [eatly plast{c surgeons} wis e; ©
place themselves; the term plastic mrgety’;:ler:es rt:n i
the Greek plastikos, to shape or n?c?ld. 2" The 'asy -
. ‘metries, protrusions, and change?blhty of Rufskt:s geror
tesque are what the labiaplasty is meant to “shap
" ut away. ‘
mogiodi:;i Lc;lo cha}rilge with the passage of time, of
course. If the living body is to approximate scul:en;;::
change itself must be managed, ﬁx{d. Read.mg ;n <o
lowing quote from Dr. Alter’s web site, one 1§ re ndes
of the Renaissance theory of 'the wa‘ndermg dw ed,
whereby female hysteria and mxsbe.havxor wered ZemLm
the results of a uterus that had .dlslodged and beg "
to storm about internally, wreaking havoc. A woxlnafnd
“womb was like a hungry animal; w‘hen r%ot ampl}-lkel
by sexual intercourse or reproducnon,‘ it was li :c E
to wander about her body, over-powering her spe !
and senses.”® In Dr. Alter’s prose, the older W(?rnz;l,
“in dialogue with gravity,”? may find h’eir‘frrnguiny
pleasing vagina dangerously “on the move™ ' he'algaﬂfl
female may dislike the descent gf ber Rublc air d
{abia and desire re-elevation to its previous location,
Dr. Alter warns. So, it is woman's work to make sure
her genirtalia are snug, not wayward. 4 e
We are talking about vaginal aestbetxcs, an la“
thetic judgments almost always evidence 'solcxa (};
relevant metaphors at work on the materia a;_._
visual planes. Ideas about femmx‘ne beauty are Oe: -
changing; the classic example is a cmeljrxs >
Rubens's fleshy beauties and the wr.axthh ¢ sup
model Kate Moss (who succeeded Twiggy). But, t:n a
world where many women have never thoggk;lt a (:rl;
judging the looks of their genitals, even ife eirdcaSk
about their appearance more generaH‘y, we sh'ou ‘
what criteria make for a good-looking Yagxna{ zm.’(1
who is assigned as arbiter. These (mutating) cme}ixt
should tell us something about the value system ; ae
generates them. To tease out some answers t.o thes
q i i ut the labiaplasty
questions, this article goes on to p : piaplesty
phenomenon in a contextual frame with other vag

nal modifications.
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MODIFYING/CLASSIFYING

W hat representations of vulvas circuléte.in ou; S(;CleZi
And who, beyond Dr. Tight, is modifying the ema :
genitalia, how and why? For one, among alt;rrllanv)
youth (and the not-so-altemative, rTot—so-youth ut, t:;:e
piercings are being sought to modify an‘d delcl:oratoe he
fabia, sometimes to extend them, 'fmld', .xdea y,k 2
to clitoral stimulation. What sensibilities ;nar hese
changes? Among body modiﬁers‘on .the Web, convft1ril
\tion about body image, self-mutilation, and(,1 contr: diny,
healing, is common, with an accepted u? erstarin ing
that many turn o piercing as a means o over;oo egt
perceived past abuse. ‘Most folks use Bod—Mc;1 t Wgete
back in touch with the parts };f ;Ik:{en;sehl::shi l;zd e
i by others. ‘BodMo .
}Lll‘:lrdtex(;rorrl?zl:u;;?n‘ yI was able © handle [Childblrthi
better, knowing that I'd sgrvwed.]. .two ‘ten—fiaugm
labial piercings. ... Changmg ﬁ)nes -i:flaflfr;z i ie[e
one’s genitalia by becoming th‘elr modi e;' e I here
to an aesthetic reassessment: * “You k[-IOW, n;ve "
to look at my puss until I got my rings. I ac\{relw -
developed inner labia that always show, an hw
always envious of those women wh.o seemekddtc;m:ivee
nice neat little pussies with everyfhmg tucke L oné
My puss looked like an olcli w‘hores cunt t(;l meI. o ome
reason I now I wasn't mutilating xlnyself wl e;l g o
privates pierced was how much I lx.ked to looll atS;nyI’m
after the work was done. You might a'r.;t.:a y say
glad my labia are the way they are now. o o e
“Glad” is what the cosmetic surgeons o 70 ant
you to be about prominent labia fmnor.a. I}f\'{I youl (;2:
at the opening paragraph of Enslers'Vagzmz ancoo :ﬁing,
you begin to wonder if the unrulme'ss now ing
under the governance of the COSm‘eth st.lrg.eolr; o
at least as symbolic as it is ae;chetxc.' This 113 n en,
introducing her project (interviews with rez\llw:md ir;
transcribed, performed onstage, and then collected in

a book):

1 was worried about vaginas. I was worried about
what we think about vaginas, and even more x.w;or(;
ried that we don't think about thefn. ... S0 I deci 'ea
<o talk to women about their vaginas, to do vagmI
interviews, which became vagina monolog:e;. .
talked wich over two hundred w'omen‘ I tall e' °
old women, young women, matried women, sing

womer, lesbians, college professors, actors, corporate
professionals, sex workers, African American womnen,
Hispanic women, Asian American women, Native
American women, Caucasian women, Jewish women,
At first women were reluctane to talk. They were a

little shy. But once they got going, you couldn’t stop
them

Just as Ensler’s own catalog of interviewees seems to
burgeon and proliferate, so too the women with whom
she spoke were “unstoppable.” With a similar met-
aphoric expansion, in the cosmetic surgeons’ promo-

-+ tional material, not only are women’s labia depicted as
in danger of distention, but one woman customer also
described her “hang-np” about her preoperative labia
as “just growing and growing,” until the doctor cur it
short, that is. Loose lips sink ships.

I received a “free consultation” from one doctor
who performs labiaplasties, and this doctor explained
to me that the ideal look for labia minora was not
only minimal and unextended but also symmetrical,
“homogeneously pink,” and “not wavy.” * To the dan-
gers and allures of what's hidden about the vagina, now
is added the “too muchness” of labial tissue. In their
heterogeneous dappling and their moist curves, labia
mark the lack of tidy differentiation between inside
and outside and that's just o0 much, One effect of this
procedure is to reduce this sense of a “marginal” site
between exterior and interior corporeality. Labia can be
seen as “gateway” tissue, in other words, tissue that is
somewhat indeterminate in texture and hue, yielding
slowly from outer to inner and blurring the boundary
between the fetishized gloss of the outer dermis and the
wet, mushy darkness of the inside. This indeterminacy,

actually a function of the labia’s brotective role, may be
part of their association with excess.” In Public Privates:
Performing Gynecology from Both Ends of the Speculum,
Tetry Kapsalis “reads” the images in a widely used
medical text, Danforth’s Obstetrics and Gynecology. She is
struck by the lack of representations of healthy vagi-
nas in Danforth’s and argues that ultimately the work’s
visual logic pathologizes female genitalia per se. Using
language parallel to that which [ have used hete, she
writes: “Pethaps it is not a lack that is chreatening, but
an excess. The fact is that even if no pathology exists,
there is something there~namely, a vulva with labia,
a clitoris, and so on, a marginal site occupying both
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the inside and the outside, an abject space (according
t Julia Kristeva) that threatens to devour the penis
(vagina dentara).”

In the medical realm, much effort is expended to
overcome the mysterious liminality of che vagina. Since
the eras of the ancient anatomists Galenand Hippocrates
and especially since the rise of gynecology in the nine-
teenth century, vaginas have been diagrammed and
cataloged in medical rextbooks, Running parallel, a
variant of pornography has always picked up and paro-
died the objectifying eroticism of scientific conquest.”
In this realm, large labia have often been associared
with deviance—at least since the sixteenth century
they have indicated to doctors the alleged presence of
hypersexuality, onanism, and possible “tribadism” or
lesbian tendencies. Jennifer Terry discusses a 1930g’

study conducted in New York City, “under the auspices
of the Commitree for the Study of Sex Variants,” in
order “to identify, treat, and prevent homosexuality.” A
moderate-sized group of self-proclaimed lesbians were
examined by a battery of experts, so that their “traits”
could be characterized and profiled. These experts
included gynecologists. The overseer of the project,
one Dr. Dickinson, ultimately “identified ten charac-
teristics which he argued set the sex variant {lesbian}
apart from ‘normal’ women: (1) larger than average vul-
vas; (2) longer Iabia minora; (3) ‘labia minora protrude
between the labia majora and are wrinkled, thickened,
or brawny's (4) ‘the prepuce is latge or wrinkled or in
folds’; (5) the clitotis is ‘notably erectile’..; (6) ‘eroti-
cism is clearly in evidence on examination, as shown
by dusky flush of the parts, with free flow of clear,
glairy mucus, and with definite clitoris erection...’”
The study concludes that all “these findings can be
the result of strong sex urge {presumably an innate or
congenital condition], plus: (a) Vulvar and vulvovagi-
nal self-friction; or (b) Homosexual digital or oral play;
or (c) Heterosexual manual or coital techniques, sin-
gly or in any combination.” % Terry rightly emphasizes
the researchers’ apparent fascinarion with the concept
chat homo/hypersexual desire (often conflated) could
be strong enough that it could make the vulva a site
of transformarion. The prurience behind this possibil-
ity that perverted sex play could “rebuild” a vagina,
seems great enough that it is allowed to overshadow
the theory of a congenital distinction between hetero-
sexual and homosexual anatomy.
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Many American and British clitoridectomies and
female castrations (the removal of healthy ovaries) were
performed in the nineteenth century and as recently as
the 1970s, as a response to just such indicators.”’ Isaac
Baker Brown began to perform clitoridectomies in
Britain in 1858, in order to reduce “hysferia” and other
nervous ailments, but particulatly to combat “exces-
sive” masturbation. He was, by the 1860s, soundly cri-
tiqued: in his own country and indeed expelled from
Britain's Obstetrical Society in 1867; but his procedurg
(and its milder variant, circumcision of the clitoral
hood) became popular in the United States by the late

1860s and was performed in this country for decades.
Although experimentation in the development phases
of sexual surgeries generally was exacted on the bod-
ies of poor and disenfranchised women (mostly African
American), the lady of leisure became the expressed
target for these operations. Upper-middle-class and
upper-class women had disposable incomes and time
on their hands (to masturbate...or to recover from
genital surgery). Robert Battey developed the practice
of removing healthy ovaries to address a whole slew
of complaints, from kleptomania to epilepsy, and this
procedure was surprisingly widespread, particulatly
between 1880 and 1910. One 1893 proponent of fernale
castration claimed that “the moral sense of the patient
is elevated. . .. She becomes tractable, orderly, industri-
ous and cleanly.” Although depleted misrule seems an
unsurprising “benefit” of such operations, one would
not expect aestherics to spring up as a concern in this
context, but Ben Barker-Benfield cites some clitoridec-
tomy and castration patients who thought of the trend
as 2 “fashionable fad” and found their scars “as pretcy as

the dimple on the cheek of sweet sixteen.” 3

In the 1970s and 1980s, James Burt, an Ohio gyne-
cologist, gained notoriety—and eventually lost his
license—petforming what he called “the surgery of love”
on more than 4,500 patients, apparently often without
even garnering the pretense of informed consent, while
they were anesthetized and “on the table” for another
procedure. This procedure inctuded a clitoral circum-
cision and a vaginal reconstruction that changed the
angle of the vagina; he insisted before and after the
malpractice suits that he had enhanced the sexual plea-
sure of 99 percent of the women upon whom he'd oper-
ared and that he was “correcting” the female anatomy,
which he saw as God’s mistake, by repositioning the
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genitalia. Women were left with loss of erotic sensa-

tion, enormous pain during intercourse, chronic bowel

and urination problems requiring regular catheter use,
and ongoing serious infections; the same set of medi-
cal sequelae have been reported among infibulated
women.? In 1997, the Ohio Supreme Court ultimately
awarded forty women compensation amounting to a
total of $20 million. This award came after spectacu-
lar struggles in the courts over an eleven-year-period.
The organization Patients-in-Arms, led by Carla Miller
(who describes herself as “a victim of EGM” {female
» genital mutilation]), is devoted to helping women
speak out about abuse and disfigurement at the hands
of gynecologists. A review of the cases toward which
Ms. Miller can direct one makes it excruciatingly clear
both that this phenomenon is quite widespread and
that it is made possible by the common and interlinked
phenomenon of the “white wall of silence” that reduces
the doctors’ risk of being brought to task. ™
In a related phenomenon that persists to this day, the
erotic tissue of “intersexed” or ambiguously gendered
babies and children is routinely, in fact just about ubig-
uitously, modified through sutgery without the minor’s
in what the medical profession calls a “psy-

consent,
fications have been

chosocial emergency.” These modi
shown to leave behind serious psychological scarring;
often epough, the surgeries profoundly compromise
the sexual sensation of the people forced to undergo
them. In a piece called “The Tyranny of the Aesthetic:
Surgery’s Most Intimate Violation,” Martha Coventty
explains that “girthood is falmost always} the gender
approximated through surgery in such circumstances.”
“It’s easier to poke a hole than build a pole,” as one sut-
geon remartks. Coventry quotes Suzanne Kessler, whose..
work represents an imporeant contribution to the study
of intersexed experience: “Genital ambiguity is cor-.
rected not because it is threatening to the infant’s life;-
but because it is threatening to the infant’s culture.” "’
The genitalia are cultural terrain that must con-
form to identificatory norms; this has been driven:
home by the historians of gynecological science..
When mid-nineteenth-century physician Marioh,‘v
Sims developed the duck-billed speculum and an
examination protocol that gave him a good views
he used the language of an imperial conquistadofy
beholding still uncharted territory: “I saw everything{»
25 o man had seen before.” ©* Much has been writtely

articul i
E e arly by Irigaray, abour the mythologization of
ale itali “
f genitalia as “the dack continent” the “noth
to see,” : .
peie“atez, ban Unknown supposedly waiting to be
penerrs Y pioneering masculine experts; Mary
0a i :
pon D ne and Anne McClintock are among those
e d‘./e etched out the linkage that such a metaphor
me
med iately suggests between gender politi
racial imperialism poics and
What if “ ing,”
beoac i the nothing,” the furor about femnale
ebsen . ; in part a stand-in scandal for the somethin
is tfe vaginal bloom—just as the “vast wild :
nesses” i e
pesse ho the Americas and Africa were an invader's
‘ .
. oyﬂ_) : ét suppressed the inconvenient fact of inhabita.
s ?Ieis ;.-xactly in the realms where gender and race
ersect that we can s i i
e this being pl
e ; g played out. Sander
: d.n and Michele Wallace are among those wh
ave di ji .
" scussed Saartjie (or Sara) Baartman dubbed the
ott :
o er;tot Venus. She and other African women were
aken from their ho
mes and put on show i
' ow in the ear]
ninetee 31 is di ar
pine nth czntt;ry, in this display, their labial “zq:»rons?j
rumored about and i
. .and peeked at with as i
pere : . much eroti-
cized o;xdemnatxon as were their “steoptygic” burtocks
y ug Crhe lacter were more plainly in view.* Wher;
eorge Cuvier, Geoffr ilai .
ey St. Hilaire, and i
Blainville, i e e s
, éminent naturalist
: s all, attempted
Dlainvil it na s pted to force
: :;ﬁ; examination of Baartman, de Blajnville
ported that “she hid h
' et apron carefully b
thighs-her mov. A
ements were brusqu ici
e and capri i
gl he usq pricious like
phose hpesl:l ... It was ‘only with great sorrow that she
" p her handkerchief for 2 moment” * The outr
of i i i i b
n.vasnhon 5(; evident here is aggravated by the dehﬁ
manization of Baartm .
an that drove chy i
panizaci e tragic endeavor.
o appme commex;tary, Cuvier describes elements
earance as being “lik
appe € an oranguran,” “{j
;r; 'ammal, and “like a dog.”* Eager to insp;ct ll:ke
abia, i o
b " p:;rtxcularly as they were seeking a classificatory
ge that would distingui
guish the Hott
pede th ' entot from the
threepd on'the level of species, the scientists spent
hree alzys trying to convince Baartman to submit to th
physical, even offeri ;
ng her money, which
ohy Y, which she refused.
as, her early death afforded them ready access to her
riva
pf N tebpz;rts, however, and Cuvier made a plaster cast
of her body and had h i
er brain and geni
of | itals preserved
in jars. Although th, % Mosé
: e skeleton remai is’s
o e . ins at Paris’s Musée
Africao;nm':, }Tei body is due to be returned to South
or burial...and her brai
: rain a i
oy nd genicals have
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N nf;,lzar;?ycxrr:elzl'ence that the aforementioned Marion
p O:lanbgynecologxst, developed his sur-
e bt s on y X repgated, public operations on
e of Afr alr; \merican sla-ves and poor, white
vasher [he.Euro ng 'symbolxc work, nonwhite

-American context have endured

the exposure of their Bodi
¢ Bodies only i
and desired, first as heathenishy o e decried

: then as “abn "
o
Meanwhile, the nonprostitute wi o

hite wo X i
e h mans vagina
: .1dden, protected—shamed, too, but ®
i 3 out of the

OUR VULVAS, OUR SELVES

Perhaps this context needs to be kept i i
: pt in mind w
iwﬂ;;::zx;i;er ar;other‘role played contemporarilyhte);
mag lrrlna e gemte'als: among activists opposed to
Whoc;zuemmslonl of African females, even among those
: xtremely sensitive to the liabilities of cu
,:VI;Z; ;I;Z Socurgentmg photo has a special, and slc:;r:.l
henka Wzmanc’,’ status. In “Desiring the ‘Mutilated’
fhican ahe::;l, ;Wacv..xka Mungai points out that
v e airées:ie;;); :rurient interest expressed
o ooy aceesing cumentary photos of girls
exc.isions, and inﬁbulation?gjiiiliigcilt;;z;iecmmiesj
:;(Cgs&% and ilnﬁbulated vaginas ate available afriﬁ’:i; f
€D sites alongside other images deemed freaki
gijz;y, i I:agree Wl.th Mu‘ngai that, even beyonejkrl;:
“Othereg" x;ogt:ap.hlc,‘ their status as emblems of an
e atbarity is also tinged with unacknowl-
sdged cism. As .Mungai explains, these photos
e yp%cally taken with something like consent, but
u V:lrr E:;;m;tanc'es yvhen a girl would be hard pr;:ssed
: id permission—in exchange for
foreign, light-skinned doctor who%i ,"eatmem’ :
language asks that you let her photc:)esnt;peak o
are not likely to refuse her, even thougg}farilerzo:{a o
Z:::[ﬁ:; emtt:e ta‘lklxjng, and even though the photos tyhclajz
cireulace the i ;.e, representing only the wounded
o he African female. Like the gynecological
gram, like Baartman's genitals so long on fc
aldehyde display in Paris, like the “mons;ge h Orm-
porn flicks, these images are partial headle;sS g,
nas emphatically dissevered from wl;ole 0] lmvagl-
creatures of their own—treated, perhaps, aps ck}:eek;sr;:i:
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of the woman, the cur vagina the cruest thing about
her, a dangerous metonymy. Mungai points out that, by
the same token, in media coverage of the debates over
female circumcision among immigrants, the portraits
of “cut” women's faces that accompany articles decry-
ing the practice often serve to bring about the same
delimiting reduction.

One North American woman with whom I spoke
who had elected to have a labiaplasty laughed uproar-
iously with me at the nerve of a European televi$ion
news program that had approached her to ask if she'd
like to do a segment on their show about her operation:.
The very thonght of her face being linked to her imag-
ined, modified vagina was preposterous to her, and she
would certainly never have consented to being pact of
the show. Our laughter should continue to ring until it
has turned livid, as we think about the many African
girls and women who experience just this representa-
tional conflation.

[In keeping with the concerns voiced here about
circulating images of “cut” female genitalia, I have
decided not to present illustrations like those at the
plastic surgeons’ web sites mentioned here or those
found in some anti-FGO (female genital operations)

materials. ...

CONFOUNDING THE BOUNDARIES

The U.S. Congress passed a measure criminalizing the
circumcision of a minor female in 1996, and nine or ten
states have passed anti-FGO acts since 1996 as well. In
Illinois, Minnesota, Rhode Island, and Tennessee, this
legislation felonizes operations performed on adults as
well as on minors. But which operations? Anti-FGO
laws that now exist in a number of U.S. states describe
procedures that would definitely include those practiced
by Drs. Alter and Matlock, but they use only language
that addresses the “ritual” or custom and belief-based
cutting of African immigrant bodies. Meanwhile, this
legal language either elides or okays both the “correc-
tive” cutting of the intersexed child and the surgery
sought by the unsettled consumer who has been told by
plastic surgeons that her labia are unappealing and aber-
rant. Thus American law marks out relations between
the state and its citizen bodies that differ depending on
birthplace, culcural context, and skin color.

1n fact, however, it is a (prevalent) mistake to imag-
ine a quantum distinction between Euro-American and
African reshapings of women's bodies: far too often,
they are measured with entirely different yardsticks,
rather than on a continuum. Nahid Toubia, executive
director of the advocacy group Rainbo, remarks that
“[tthe thinking of an African woman who believes that
‘FGM is the fashionable thing to do to become a real
woman' is not so different from that of an American
woman who has breast implants to appear more femi-
nine.”® In keeping with Toubia's remark, I propose
here that a subtler and less culturally binaristic analysis
of such phenomena will lead, not to political paraly-
sis in the name of cultural relativism, but o deeper
understanding of core issues like the nature of consent,
of bodily aestherics and social control, and of cross-
culeural activist collaboration.’
Soraya Miré, Somali maker of the film Fire Eyes,
remarks in Inga Muscios (wo)manifesto, Cumz: A
Declaration of Independence: “[Western women} come into
conversations waving the American flag, forever project-
ing the idea tha they are more intelligenc than Tam. Tve
learned that American women look at women like me to
hide from their own pain. ...In America, women pay the
money that is theirs and no one else’s to go to a doctor who
cuts them up so they can create or sustain an image men
want. Men are the mirror. Western women cut them-
selves up voluntarily” * Significantly, in Miré’s construc-
tion, consent to genital surgery does zo# okay it so much
as it marks the degrading depths of women's oppression:
Although consent is at the heart of the issue of genital
operations on children, a topic both urgent and not to
be downplayed, we must also look at the social and cul-

tural means whereby consent is manufactured, regard-’

less of age, in the West as well as in African and other
countries engaging in FGOs. In the Norch American

popular imagination, the public address of advertising'is’-
not understood as infringing upon our power of consent.:
Indeed, the freedom to “pay the money that is fone’sh:
own” is too often inscribed as the quintessential exem=
plar of life in a democracy. Perhaps due to that presump-

tion, beauty rituals hatched on Madison Avenue or i

Beverly Hills do not bear the onus of “barbarism” here;
despite the social compulsions, psychological drives, and’;

magical thinking that impel them.
By the same token, American oversimplificationi

suppress the fact that African women's relations t0’;

female genital operaions are complex and variable

are the operations themselves, of course. The operati, -

can be roughly grouped into four sores: circumcisi(;ns
th.e rt?moval of the clitoral hood or “fernale prepuc “’
c.hforxde:‘c.tomy, “the partial or total removal of thelzlitf) ’
£is’; excision, “the removal of the clitoris and all or ‘
of the labia minora”; and infibulation “the remo iar;
all external genitalia followed by the s,titchin to, Vaho

of most of the vaginal opening.” * As wil| be iisci:efir
motivations for any of these practices are highly vari-’
able across time and berween individuals as well as

l?ecween cultures. Vicki Kirby points out the disto

Flons that come with Western monolithizing: “What s

other’ for the West must thereby forfeir its ;>wn inteIS

nal contradictions and diversities in this singular a ’Z
homogenizing determination of altericy.” 4 ’

- {‘xdditionally, African vaginal aesthetics are not
limited to such sheerings away of vulvular tissue
Although now it is predominantly the members of th .
royal family who still practice this technique (which e
thus a sign of status), the Buganda people in U andl:
have a tradition of stretching and massaging theglab'
ar.ld clitoris from childhood to extend them (for feml‘a
nine beautification). As Londa Schiebinger describe:
some say that the “Hotrentot aprons,” so fetishized b ’
Europeans, were also the result of cosmetic manipula}j
tions, on the part of African women seeking beaury®

If one considers all female circum. .

. cision practices in
Africa to be analogous, as is too com

popular American analysis of che phen?;r:ri]o;heng:so;;n
does one miss the dramaric differences betwee;x the dit}j
ferent forms of FGO, buc one also fails to understand
Fhe relevant differences betrween people who practi
it as a part of their cultural life and those whopex erC:
ence it as a part of their religious life. Crucial issulss of
consent are blurred with such elisions, Western critic:
of African genital surgeries can also miss completels
the role that it often plays in the symbolism of resis}-’
tal;lﬁce and political struggle, both colonjal and trib-
al’® In Facing Mr. Kenya: The Tyibal Life of the Kikuyy
-(1953), Jomo Kenyatta remarks that “the overwhelm-
ing majority of {the local people} believe that it is
the secret aim of those who attack this country’s old
customs to disintegrate their social order and thereb
hasten their Europeanization.” 5" An additional oint}']
although female circumcision is not explicitly diicteci
by any religious text, it is practiced as an expression
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of Muslim,l Christian, and Jewish religious observance
among various African populations. Overall, it should
not be imagined as concomitant with Islamy {which i
regularly is, often in an anti-Arab conflation), or ev .
4 primarily religious practice. ’ o

In mosF regions, female circumcision Ppractices
are determined more by cultural facrors, and
nic, national, ,
by religion. Th
“ritualistic”

b -
tribal, and postcolonial politics,ytit:n
They are by no means solely or exotically
o nOﬁimmla way that .entirely dis'ringuishes them
migrane American operations on vaginas
Femgle genital operations are understood various) aA
hygiene, as beaucification, as a curb o ferr;ale sexua}ll"t i
as a clarification of the difference between the sexesl :) ’
an enhAat?cement of male sexual pleasure, as conduc’iv:
to fertility and/or monogamy, as disease prevention
and as a means of conforming wich social norms anc;
ensurfng that one's daughter wil] be marriageable, th,
she will be able to take her place among her age set, j
thar the solidarity and social strength of older wo ’ an’
organizations will be able to flourish % e

SURGERY, SISTERLINES
) S,
THE “RIGHT TO CHOOSE”AND

Among the key motivating factors raised by Africa
v%'?me'n who favor female genital surgeries are beaj -
tification, transcendence of shame, and the desire o
conffmm; these clearly matter to American wometr(:
seeklpg ‘cosxtnetic surgery on their labia, as well. Thus
the motivations that impel African-rooted FGOs and,
Amﬁncaﬂ labiaplasties should not be envisioned
rfzdxcally distince. Not only does such oversimplifi N
[1-01'1 lead to a dangerous reanimation of cthe un/cisi;izzz
binary, but it also leaves the feminist with dull tool
for analysis of either phenomenon. There are aesth e
parallels between the Western and the African rerlc
dures. The enthusiasm for the clean slit voiced si 3'@—
orously by the American plastic surgeon I consultedlgi;
?choed among a group of Egyptian mothers discuss-
ing female genital operations for their daughters in the
1990 documentary, Hidden Fuces, Although several of
the women laughingly nudge each other and say the
wouldn't want the excisers to interfere much with “thy
front” (showing a clear zest for clitoral pleasure) on:
woman voices an aesthetic principle about whici; she
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feels strongly. Energetically, she decries the ugliness of
dangling labia, and explains to the filmmaker, with
appropriate hand gestures, “Do you want her to be like
a boy, with this floppy thing hanging down? Now, it
should be straight Shhh. Smooth as silk.” This aes-
thetic judgment is in keeping not only with the views
of labiaplasters in the United States but also with the
vocabulary of Mauritanian midwives: one such woman,
who has argued to her colleagues fora milder version of
circumcision in place of vigorous excision, “usels} two
words to refer to female circumcision, ‘tizian, which
means to make more beautiful, and ‘gaaad, which
tmeans to cut off and make even.””
The group of women chatting ona rooftop in Hidden
Faces invokes another continuum beeween African and
American women’s approaches to feminine beauty ritu-
als and vaginal modifications. Simplistic depictions of
a global patriarchy, wherein men curb, cow, cut, and
dominate “their” women, may drive home the ubiquity
of femnale subjugation, but they leave out an important
factor at the same time: although both labiaplasties and
African female circumcision should be (and are here)
investigated through a feminist lens, that feminism
should be informed by an awareness of women’s agency.
A knee-jerk celebration of that agency misleads, but
its disavowal in the name of victimhood leads to dan-
gerous blind spots. Across many different cultural con-
texts, fernale genital operations are conternplated and
undergone by girls and women ina social and psycho-
logical framework shaped in part by other women.

The plastic surgeon whose ‘office I visited provided
me with two referrals, patients who had bad the pro-
cedure done by him. As part of what seemed a well-
worn sales pitch, he referred often to “self-help groups,”
a network of supportive, independent women help-
ing each other find the professional care they wanted
and deserved, in the face of an unfeeling, disbelieving
medical profession. 1 was interested by what seemed
an invocation of racher feminist sensibilities and won-
dered about this swelling, grasstoots support group he
seemed to be conjuring up for me. And, indeed, the
image of the surgery consumer as a liberated woman
and an independent self-fashioner did provide a cru-
cial spin for the doctor, throughout his consultation.
The consumer-feminist in support of other women he
condoned; by contrast, he expressed an avowed disap-
proval of the women who came to him solely to please a
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domineering partner. He brought up this posited bad,
weak, man-centric woman three times as we spoke,
and each time his face clouded, he frowned, and his
brow furrowed: he said that it was only this type of
woman who complained of pain after the procedure, for
instance, just to get the atcention of her partner, whereas
for most women, he insisted, the pain was minimal. He
seemed to use these diverging models of female behav-
ior to answer in advance any reservations che prospec-
tive client might have about a cosmetic operation on
the genitalia (such as, “Should I really do something
sovdrastic to my body just to please men?"). By insist-
ing on his antipathy toward women who kowtowed to
the male perspective, and celebrating the fearless vision
of the pioneer consumer of “cutring edge” surgery, the
doctor tried, I suspect, to ward off potential surges of
feminist resistance to the procedure.

In the same spirit, one web site advertising the sut-
gery fuels itself on a long-standing feminist call fora
more responsive medical establishment by contrasting
the surgeon being advertised with other doctors less
sensitive to the needs of women. “Very few physicians

ned with the appearance of the female external
genitalia. A relative complacency exists that frustrates
many women.”® Rache! Bowlby has addressed the
theoretical conflations between feminist freedom and
che “freedom” to choose as a consumer.”! The surgeon
to whose sales pitch I listened and che creators of the
web site noted here certainly understood that the femi-
nist discourse of choice can be appropriated, funneled
coward the managed choosing-under-duress of the
consumer, becoming saturated along the way with

are concer

commodity culture’s directives.

One goal of this article is to raise the question of
this ready appropriation. In Stases of Injury: Power and
Freedom in Late Modernity, Wendy Brown examines
some of the liabilities of the Left's reliance on the theto-
ric of identity, injury, and redress, suggesting that it
can result in a politics of state domination.”? From
Bakke on, we have certainly seen the language of affir-
rmative action hauled into the arena of “reverse racism.”
Perhaps by the same token, the language of choice, as
central to the ferninist project in this country as we
could imagine, sprang up ina cultuse where the glories
of consumer “choice” had already been mythologized:
Revisiting and perhaps refiguring the conceptual
framework behind “choice” in the face of manufactured

consent,'then, is to enable, not critique feminism. Th
hand mirror that allowed femninists of the 1960; j
197F)§ to get familiar with “our bodies, our selv iy
Posmoned again so that we can see our’vaginas eOSnlls
1t comes now with the injunction to look critic.all Z,;
what we see and to exert our selfhood through ex er):d'
ture and remodeling of 2 body that is nor "oursell; " any
longer but which is “ours,” commodified and est o
to rebuild. roneech
Although the approach of the doctor I visited seemeéd
agenda-driven and rather theacricalized, when | talked
with the women to whom he referred n;e I was str ek
by how very friendly and suppottive the’y did see ucI
had found the doctor likable but showy, like a m.h
rehearsed salesman, bur these women v:rere en, m“;
can-did, and genuinely warm. They were generougsag? l;
their time (and with their permission ro be cited anzllt
mously in che present article), and they made it d“y'
tha.[ they really did want to help other women w(?al:
their “experience, strength, and hope.” Perhaps th;t
women were “incentivized” to speak well of thi doct(s>e
(about whose care they raved): maybe they received di )
cgunted 'work in exchange for talking with pros ect'ls-
c'hents. Even with this possibility in mind the siemwj
s:nc.ergly ready to assume a common perspectiwz’e in fae
an intimacy, between women discussing their’ bodiCt
and k?ody image. To overlook their candor generosi "
and ssterliness in order to critique the miso,t;vynist j Scllty’
menc.s that may have driven them to surgery wou’IIch lf .
to mischaracterize the phenomenon of gender displ :
We typically learn about and develop a gendered b(fdi'ily.
performance, not in isolation, but as members of b II}’:
real and imagined female “communities.” % AndOEn
2002, one senses the cultural shading that twentieth-
century feminism has, ironically, brought to this com
munity building: the rhetoric of choice making and ;7
solidarity developed during the Second W/aveg hy .
through our conversations. It's a stereotypical 'okge tohs .
women really dress for each other—a deeper looJk at h -
this female-to-female hodgepodge of peer pressfl)rw
andn peer support really manifests icself is useful An;
I”Lglau;,la. Iookdat the web of relations among worx;en is
helpful in u i i
e :S itine In erstanding African female genital opera-
' One on-line World Health Organization report
discusses the impact of female circumcisions on Fi)rl ’
psychological health. Importantly, it mentions notinl;
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experiences of suffering, devaluation and impotence”
b\'Jt al.so the “desirability of the ceremony for rﬁe c:iclcei
Wth its social advantage of peer acceptance personai
pride and material gifts.” Claire Robertson ;;oints o
Fhat among the functions of the circumcision cerem v
in ‘Cen\fra.l Kenya is the role female initiation pla sO o
maintaining the social strength of organizafiorfs ”;
older W?menF“‘ The flip side of approving support Zf
cour§e, Is peer pressure. “When girls of my age vs;e
looking after the lambs, they would talk among ch .
selves about their circumcision experiences andgl lim-
'each other’s genitals to see who had the smallesr(z)o eat
ing. If there was a gitl in the group who was still ul:lin_
fibulated, she would always feel ashamed since sh d
nothing to show the others.” ceshebad
A reminiscent bodily shame lurks behind th
support for labial modifications that my Ameri .
patient contacts expressed. One (heterosexual) wo:lan
explained to me that although none of her bo ftien:in
had ever remarked on her labia, “ever since I W};S fol :
teen, I felt like I had this abnormalcy; I fele uncomfoii:

. able changing in front of girlfriends.” She went on to

say that she felt she had to hide her vagina around other
women and could never enjoy skinny-dipping becaus

of her concerns about ocher women judging her appe: ;
ance. {&nother labiaplasty patient reported a FE(:;
'Shlft" in her “mental attitude,” and a “night-and-da 0
improvement in the looks of her genitalia, thanks i]o
the surgery. “As sad as it is, it makes you feel inferior,”
sheAcommented.66 Her use of the second person (or th,

thxcal dative, as it’s known), so intimate in its e :
sion of subjectivity, meant thac her language incl):xfnc;
n?e. ... Ttoo felt sad, I too felt inferior. And for a fe li

kind doctor was there to correct me, e

NEW RITES

It is probably obvious from this piece that, even in th
age where both informational and medica,l technol :
have led to bodies being reshaped, extended recon(f)Lgy
uted, and reconceptualized like never before’ I belieg
that erotic tissue is far better enjoyed than ;emoved (’s
In approaching the politics of female genital operation.s
however,. I would argue that it is imperative that both)
consent issues and vaginal modifications themselves be
considered oz « continuum that is not determined along
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hemispheric, national, ot racial lines. Instead, we peer
at female genital operations with a prurient, bifurcat-
ing tunnel vision and pretend a clean break between
the “primitive barbarism” of “ricual” cutting of African
women, who are far too often represented as undiffer-
entiated victims, and the aesthetic or medical “fixings”
of those Amero-Eutopean women who are presented as
either mildly deformed people in the wise hands of experts
or consumer-designers of a cyborgian gender display.
In “Arrogant Perception, World-Traveling, and €
Multicultural Feminism: The Case of Female Genital
Surgeries,” Isabelle R. Gunning attempts 0 define and
model a responsible approach to thinking about genital
operations across cultures. She urges activists “t0 look
at oné’s own culture anew and identify {...] practices
that mighe prove ‘culturally challenging’ or negative to
some other,” and “to look in careful detail at the organic
social environment of the ‘other’ which has produced
the culturally challenging practice being explored.” T
have tried, in this article, to meet her first criterion, and I
hope that rendering American cosmetic surgery strange
through 2 heedful look ac this latest, not-yet-naturalized
procedure can aid us in contextualizing and understand-
ing geniral surgeries born in other contexts as well.
Gunning examines some of the ramifications of legal
“remedies” for African genital operations and concludes
chat criminalization of FGOs, whether on the grounds
of violating hurnan rights, women's rights, or children’s
rights, can seem to characterize African women and men
as morally blighted, criminally bad parents, and blinded
by a cultural tradition cthat would best be replaced

 with Western values. Stan Meuwese and Annemieke

Wolchuis of Defense for Children International remark
that a “legal approach to the phenomenon.. .especially
the use of criminal law, shows very clearly che limita-
tions of che juridical system to combat historically and
socially deeply-rooted behavior.” One Somali woman
points out that “if Somali women change, it will be a
change done by us, among us. When they order us to
stop, tell us what we must do, it is offensive to the black
person or Muslim person who believes in circumcision.
To advise is good, but not to order.”

Gunning, Robertson, and writers at Rainbo's web
site are among those who advise that the socioeconomic
dependency of women upon men is pethaps the key
context for understanding and ultimately abandoning
femnale genital surgeries”® They call for a two-pronged
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strategy: (1) work to improve women's socioeconomic
autonomy, both globally and locally and (2) facilitate
autonomous, community-generated cultural evolution
rather than imposing punitive restrictions. These do
seem fruicful emphases, as applicable in the American
as in the African context. That they are realizable can
be seen with the following story.

In 1997, Malik Stan Reaves reported in the Africen
News Service about an alternative ritual chat was replac-
ing female circumcision in some rural sections of
Kenya. I quote from his article:

AEN
A growing number of rural Kenyan families are turn-
ing to an alternative to the rite of female circumcision
for their daughters. “Circumcision Through Words”
grows out of collaborations berween rural families
and the Kenyan national women's group, Maendeleo
ya Wanawake Organization (MYWO), which is
committed to ending FGM in Kenya,.. .with the
close cooperation of the Program for Appropriate
Technology in Health (PATH), a nonprofit, nongov-
ernmental, international organization which seeks to
improve the health of women and children....

“People think of the craditions as themselves,”
said Leah Muuya of MYWO."! “They see themselves
in their tradicions. They see they are being themselves
because they have been able to fulfill some of the ini-
tiations.” . . . Circumcision Through Words brings the
young candidates together fora week of seclusion dur-
ing which they learn traditional teachings abour their
coming roles as wornen, parents, and adults in che
community, as well as more modern messages abour
personal healch, reproductive issues, hygiene, com-
munications skills, self-esteem, and dealing with peer
pressure. The week is capped by a community celebra-
tion of song, dancing, and feasting which affirms the
girls and their new place in the community.”?

Willow Gerber, of PATH, confirms that as of December
2001, the Ciscumcision Through Words program is
still ongoing and has been, over the last several years,
expanded to other districts by a consortium of donors.”
Considering this impressive endeavor, which has seen

more than 1,900 gitls grow to womanhood uncut, one;

is reminded of the words of Claire Robertson: “Central

Kenyan women have been making increasingly success=-
ful efforts to stop EGM .. .{they show} strengths that’

US women might well emulate in seeking to better
their own starus.” ™
How might we emulate “Circumcision Through
Words"? Newly formed rituals in this country, at least
Fhos? formally recognized as such, usually emerge
in either New Age or evangelical setrings and can
grate the sensibilities of people beyond those spheres
Initiation of our girls into womanhood is often enougt;
lleft to the devices of Madison Avenue and magazines
like YM, Teen Pegple, and CosmoGirl, And yet, for all
the unconsciousness with which so many of us muddle
through our life transitions in this country, nonethe-
less we too “feel that we have been ourselves” when we
fulfill what we see as society’s expectations for peo-
ple at our stage of life. This is not an emotion to be
belittled. (One Arabic term for the genital scar is nafs,
my own self”)” Without the “years of research ané
discussion” that helped MY WO develop Circumcision
Through Words, we would be hard pressed to gener-
are new ways of bringing “our bodies, ourselves” into
a symbolic relation with the social world that would
prove both inteliigible and afficmative. Just as analo-
gies between genital cuttings are both important and
exceedingly difficult to draw, so too is the conscious
development of new, performative practices both worth
emulating and only circuitously “applicable.” Even in
rural Kenya, the approach to “circumcision through
words” varies dramatically from district ro district.”
So I will not conclude this article with a glib, faux rie-
ual for American women trained to hate the specificities
of their bodies in the interest of capital accumulation
T'will see, however, if I can leave you in a performative‘
mode, offering a coda that I hope can “act” upon and
through the reader as a textual “rite of antidote,” speak-
ing back to the cited language of abnormality, pathol-
ogy, and sexual distrust with which this article began.

CODA

Dan Savage, syndicated sex advice columnist, responded
0 one reader concerned about the aesthetic effect of
1er long labia minora, by suggesting the work of Dr.
Stubbs. He received many letters of protest, providing
»aeans to the appeal of prominent labia and/or suggest-
ng that he advise self-admiration, not surgery. The
:nthusiastic adjectives these letter writers employed
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(“lavish,” “luscious,” “extravagant”), coupled with their
emphasis on erotic pleasure, can remind us that per-
haps “beauty” results from a harmony between form
and function, and one key genital function is pleasure. 1
offer excerpes from some of these letters here.” '

... Y?u might have told Jagger Lips to toss her
unappreciative lovers out of bed and find a boyfriend
who sees the beauty of her as she exists. . . .

’ *...I have long inner labia and most of the women
I've seen naked have inner labia that extend past the
outer labia....If someone wants to see what vulvas re-
ally look like, they should put down Penthouse and start
sleeping with lots of women.

*...many men, myself included, don't find a thing
wrong with longer labia minora. My girlfriend has one
[7c} and I find it quite the enjoyable thing to suck on. ..

* Does female sexual pleasure mean anything té)
you? Not only do the labia minora engorge during
sexual stimulation and have lots of nerve endings, they
also increase friction. . . . ’

* I am writing to Jagger Lips to discourage her
from chopping off her labia minora. I prefer long labia
I find that they lend themselves more readily to being:
tugged, stretched, nibbled, etc. . . .

e...I remember a gorgeous actor, Savannah, who
sadly committed suicide in the mid-1990s, who ,had a
beautiful snatch with extravagant labia spilling (an inch
and a half, easy) from her soft and salty cornucopia of
tove. She was rad, I hope she’s resting in peace, and I'd
recommend your reader try and rustle up a video. ...

* Our society tends not to be so pussy-positive,
and most commercial pussy pictures are airbrushed or;
}?Ianet Barbie, and shouldn’t be considered reality. Labia
(inner and outer) have lots of nerves and feel really good
when they get stroked.

® ... Please tell the woman with the lavish labia not
to have them removed. . .. You were much too hasty to
recommend clipping her butterfly wings! . ..
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