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Breaking the Silence: The Courageous 

Struggle Against FGM 

MaryAnn Mohamoud 

With an Introduction by Andrea Korte 

MaryAnn Mohamoud will never forget the excruciating pain she experienced 

as a child when her genitals removed without anesthesia.  MaryAnn is not 

alone – anywhere from 100 to 140 million women and girls around the world 

are currently suffering from the aftermath of female genital mutilation. And in a 

country where the harrowing consequences of female genital mutilation are 

hardly on the radar, many survivors of FGM in western Massachusetts aren't 

alone either, thanks to MaryAnn's efforts. Inspired by her own story, MaryAnn 

has organized support groups for victims of female genital mutilation.   

Founded last year in Springfield, Mass., Breaking the Silence provides medical 

resources, personal counseling and safe spaces for women to discuss their 

experiences. 

 

Though female genital mutilation is a little-known practice in the United States, 

its reach is global, affecting millions of women and girls. FGM, which is 

defined by the World Health Organization as "procedures that intentionally 

alter or injure female genital organs for non-medical reasons," does not 

provide any health benefits for its victims. FGM is not a medical choice; it is 

instead something foisted upon girls and women resulting in severe, 

lifelong consequences. Even when victims recover from immediate 

complications that can include hemorrhage, bacterial infections, severe pain 

and shock, they are also at risk for chronic problems like infertility, recurrent 

bladder infections or childbirth complications, according to the WHO. 
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Breaking the Silence: 

The Courageous 

Struggle Against 

FGM 
MaryAnn Mohamoud 

Introduction by Andrea Korte 
 

With such grim medical evidence as 

this, it is easy to understand why female 

genital mutilation is recognized 

worldwide as a violation of 

human rights. As Article 5 of 

the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights states, "No one 

shall be subjected to torture 

or to cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment or 

punishment." Yet it is 

difficult to understand why 

such a harmful and 

demeaning practice 

continues. 

 

Female genital 

mutilation is rooted in 

sexism at its most 

damaging, with men as 

controllers of women's 

bodies and protectors of 

their virginity. Its practitioners and 

proponents deem FGM a necessary act 

for the development of girls, and this 

assertion reinforces ideals of virginity 

and cleanliness as decided and 

presided over by men. Additionally, its 

continuation often depends simply upon 

the fact that it already occurs – that it has 

become ingrained in many places as a 

social and cultural convention. 

 

Yet cycles such as this can be broken.  

MaryAnn Mohamoud's own efforts 

demonstrate an astounding display of 

courage, as she puts forth her own story 

to educate the uninformed and raise 

awareness about the harrowing effects 

of FGM. In just one year, she has also 

bettered the lives of many local women 

who are victims of this practice, 

reminding them that they are not alone 

and that they need not remain quiet. 

 

At the same time, the World Health 

Organization, the United Nations   

Population Fund and UNICEF, backed 

by wider UN support, issued a joint 

statement in 2008 against female 

genital mutilation, as the organizations 

continue efforts in advocacy, research 

and medical support. 

 

This combination of extraordinarily 

personal grassroots efforts 

and organizational international 

support can truly break the silence 

surrounding FGM, and any 

moment would be 

an 

opportune 

time for journalists, writers, 

researchers and activists to join 

MaryAnn's fight, lending platforms and 

resources to expand the reach of 

her cause. MaryAnn's voice has broken 

the silence, and now is the time   

for many more to join the chorus to stop 

female genital mutilation. 

  

MaryAnn’s Story 

 

It’s curious to me what people tell 

themselves when a story is very painful 

to hear. We tell ourselves that it only 

happens to a few people or to people 

with a very isolated lifestyle. Somehow 

it makes it easier to think, “This is not 

me or anyone I know.” That’s human 

nature, I guess. Yet pushing the truth 

over to one side insulates a person 
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from the pain. I could scream 

“genocide” or “global warming” or 

“female genital mutilation” from the 

rooftops, but no one would really hear. 

They think it doesn’t affect them or that 

it’s not their problem. 

 

I want to tell you my story. 

 

I was raised in Mogadishu. In the early 

1970s, it was a city of nearly 200,000 on 

the southeast coast of Africa. When I was 

5 years old, my aunt and the women 

from our neighborhood gathered up 

three of my cousins, my brother and me. 

The oldest among us might have been 6, 

and my brother, the youngest, was 4. My 

aunt told us that a “clinical guy” was 

going to come from the hospital and do 

our “procedures.” I knew, even at that 

young age, what she was talking about. 

It was part of childhood, like losing your 

first tooth or getting shots before you 

start school – except indescribably 

harder.   

 

My 5-year-old mind assumed it wouldn’t 

be too bad – that I would be safe. He was 

from the hospital. We lived in a city.  

Precautions would surely be taken. All 

five of us were gathered on a porch 

outside the living room. I volunteered to 

go first. My idea was to get it over 

quickly and be done with it, but what I 

didn’t know, nor could I possibly have 

imagined, was that I would relive the 

experience every day of my life, for the 

rest of my life. 

 

I was stripped from the waist down. I was 

put on a table. Even on the table, I had a 

child’s trust that the adults would help 

me through this.  The next part moved 

quickly in time, yet it felt like forever as I 

experienced it. My aunt and the three 

neighborhood women held me down. 

They held my shoulders, arms and torso 

firmly. They held my legs open. The 

“clinical guy” stuck a small towel into 

my mouth and said, “Here is your pain 

killer. Bite down on this.” Even then – 

seconds before the worst pain of my life 

– I still naively hoped that, somehow, 

biting down on that rag would lessen the 

pain.  The man said, “Every time you 
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hear a clip, bite down.” 

He took his scissors and cut off my 

clitoris and labia. To this day, my body 

remembers every detail of the agony 

that tore through me, all the way up to 

my ears. 

 

Still without anesthetic, he stitched me up 

with a needle and thread, not just the 

wound where my clitoris had once been 

but my labia as well – sealed.  He placed 

a small wooden tube about the size of a 

straw where my urethra might be, so that 

some urinating function would be left to 

me. My legs were bound together so 

tightly that the binding prevented any 

separation. I was carried to a home 

nearby and placed on a mattress where I 

listened to the screams of my cousins 

and my brother for over an hour. 

 

I remember that my body continued to 

shake for hours. I have heard it said that 

one forgets certain types of pain, but I do 

not know a single woman mutilated in 

this way who has forgotten the pain. The 

part that followed this attack is a bit of a 

blur, but the cutting itself remains 

crystal-clear in my mind to this day. 

 

For the next two weeks, when I had to 

urinate or defecate, I had to roll myself 

across the floor to get outside. Walking 

was not possible. No cleansing of the 

wound was possible, even after I 

urinated through it, because my legs 

were bound so tightly. I hurt. I smelled. I 

couldn’t walk. I was confused that the 

adults who loved me had allowed such 

an attack on a little girl. 

 

At the end of two weeks, I was taken to 

an old woman who specialized in 

“checking.” My bandages were 

removed and I was spread open again. 

She checked to make sure that the body 

Allah had given me had been 

successfully mutilated – cut away and 

sealed off like the property of some man 

and not the beautiful, perfect creation of 

Allah that I already was. She “approved” 

of my mutilation, but my cousin was not 

so lucky. The old woman said her 

opening was too large, so my cousin was 

forced through the procedure again. 

 

As horrible as it might sound, this story - 

my story – is true. It is one story out of 

millions. It is a horrifying experience that 

no child should have to go through. 

Those of us who survive it are scarred for 

life: physically, mentally and spiritually. 

Continued… 
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Nobody ever mentions the millions 

girls who haven’t survived it.  

 

This is why it was so important to me to 

start Breaking the Silence and provide 

educational support groups helping 

women who have gone through what I 

have gone through.  I am very 

passionate about it, as much for other 

women as for myself. It is vital to talk 

about FGM so we can begin to heal 

and move on. We are also educating 

doctors and other medical 

professionals about FGM so they can 

provide proper, culturally sensitive 

care.  

 

Breaking the Silence is just one year 

old, and we are struggling for funds to 

stay alive. Regardless of this and 

regardless of human nature, I am 

fighting against FGM and for those 

vulnerable women and girls whose 

voices are not heard. I will scream 

from the rooftops if I have to, because 

this is everyone’s problem. It affects us 

all. I will be silent no more. 

 

 

 

When I first set out 

to write this article, 

I was determined 

to highlight the 

ridiculous and 

shameful ways in 

which the music 

industry—

specifically 

“urban” 

music—has 

cashed in on 

defaming women.  Whore, 

slut, bitch, trick—we’ve heard the 

insults creatively woven into the lines 

of a catchy tune or hidden amongst a 

hypnotizing beat.  Well, after a great 

deal of research, I discovered how 

much this topic has been beaten into 

the ground by critics, feminists, and 

Female Artists Help 

to Reverse 

Damaging Cycle in 
Music 

Christine Deloatch, WIFP 

even the artists themselves.  Despite 

the publicity, music has evolved 

minimally in this arena. Disrespecting 

the honor of women is still “in” and can 

be easily found with the simple click of 

a radio dial. 

 

Rarely though has emphasis been 

placed on the ladies of the rhythmic 

game that are artistically fighting back. 

By selecting themes that empower their 

gender, these successful females are 

dodging the slurs and stereotypes 

handed down to them by their 

chauvinistic counterparts.  Their songs 

declare an end to male domination and 

crippling dependence and express to 

listeners how plausible it is for women 

to stand up for themselves and to build 

lasting self-esteem.  

 

So, standing on my feminist soapbox 

(and in response to the offensive lyrics 

that I have unfortunately soaked in over 

the years) I have created the five basic 

categories in which I feel women are 

unjustly placed in the music industry.  

They are as follows:  the “gullible gal”, 

“dependent damsel”, “gold digger”, 

“sneaky whore” and “bitter bitch”. 

These personalities are fed to the 

masses on a daily basis.  Luckily, recent 

chart topping female artists have 

decided to duke it out with these 

stereotypes, creating beautiful 

melodies that paint women in a much 

better light.  

 

Round One:  Britney Spears and 

Rihanna go toe-to-toe with the 

“gullible gall” 

 

In Spears’ recent hit “Womanizer” she 

makes it clear that she will 

not fall victim to a man 

who moves swiftly from 

female to female.  He can 

almost be compared to an 

animal preying on women 

who easily and stupidly 

give in to his sexual desires 

right before he leaves for 

the next chase.  Spears does 

a great job stressing the fact 

that she will not fall victim to 

his trap of promiscuity.  

Rihanna’s “Take a Bow” 

similarly shows low tolerance 

for a manipulative man.  In her song, 

she beautifully sings about how she 

sees right through his lies despite the 

“innocent victim” act.  Spears and 

Rihanna do a great job of depicting 

women as perceptive beings who are 


