
FGM victims’ fury as academics compare
practice to cosmetic surgery

The physical and mental scars of female genital mutilation last a 
lifetime, say experts, after a medical journal accused the West of 

‘stigmatising’ migrants

Alice Evans, Janet Barter and Juliet Albert. They all have worked with FGM
victims and criticised the paper

Eleanor Hayward, Health Editor
Friday December 19 2025, 2.45pm, The Times
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W
hen Dina was ten years old, she was pinned
down on the kitchen floor of her auntie’s house
and had her genitals cut off with a blade. She is
49 now, but can still vividly recall every detail of

that day. 
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“It was very traumatic. It still is. Three women held me down so
the lady could cut me. It didn’t last long but it felt like an
eternity. I can’t describe the pain,” she said. “It is child abuse.
It’s like assault. They grab you. They put you on the floor. You’re
fighting to get away.”

Dina, who now lives in the UK, was taken for female genital
mutilation (FGM) by her mother, who was Gambian and said it
was part of their culture. “I was angry with my mum for years.
I’ve never forgiven her,” she said.

Knives and blades used in female genital mutilation in Kenya
ALAMY

Before FGM, Dina said, little girls are happy, confident,
inquisitive. Afterwards, they “are not the same again. It is like
something has been taken out of them”. The psychological and
physical scars last a lifetime.

This week, Dina was horrified to learn the British Medical
Journal Group had published a 9,000-word essay from global
academics that appeared to defend FGM. 
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The co-authors, including from Cambridge and Bristol
universities, claimed laws banning FGM were “stigmatising”
towards migrant communities. Global efforts to end FGM are
based on “racialised stereotypes” and “western sensationalism”,
the scholars said, arguing that cutting off the clitoris and labia
of a child is no different to a British woman having cosmetic
surgery to get a “designer vagina”.

There has been a furious response. The article — published in
the Journal of Medical Ethics — has been criticised as an
example of “academia digging its own grave” in the name of
progressivism.

The Times has spoken to survivors, doctors and midwives who
are aghast that a medical journal would minimise the harms.
They fear it could set back decades of progress.

‘It is horrendous — this is what we see in my
clinic every day’
The journal paper claims it is “problematic and misleading” to
characterise FGM as traumatic, and that it is actually “anti-FGM
discourse” which is traumatising.

Try telling that to Juliet Albert, a midwife who has been
working with women who have had FGM since 1998. She runs a
specialist clinic at an NHS hospital trust in London, seeing
about 300 women every year.
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In minimising the harm of FGM, the article “misrepresents all of
the women I’ve seen in the last 17 years”, Albert said. “More
than 95 per cent have had some form of being held down,
bleeding, in pain, with no anaesthetic. It is deeply, deeply
traumatising. The long-term health consequences are very well
evidenced: constant pain, difficulties having sex, a lot of
psychological trauma, nightmares, flashbacks, PTSD. 
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Juliet Albert said the article was “misrepresentative” and ignored victims’
trauma

“Having met survivors and heard their stories, it’s really
bewildering that a bunch of academics have written this. An
article like this sets us back 20 years.”

Most of the women who are referred to Albert’s NHS clinic
underwent FGM abroad as young girls. It is practiced in 28
countries in Africa, the Middle East and southeast Asia, and
involves removing external genitalia including the clitoris. In
Somalia, 99 per cent of women undergo FGM, mainly type 3 —
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the most severe form, when the clitoris and labia are removed
and the vagina is stitched shut. 

“The intention behind FGM is to make women behave, keep
them in their place, stop them enjoying sex,” Albert said. “For
type 3, women have their labia cut off, then repositioned, pulled
together and stitched shut, sometimes with thorns, without any
pain relief. Women are left with a tiny remaining hole through
which to have sex, pass urine and menstrual blood.

“It is horrendous. That is what we see in the clinic every day. I
saw a woman in my clinic last week who was 18, from Somalia.
She was cut four years ago and arrived in the UK on a boat this
year. She has been left with a hole that is 4mm in diameter.”

‘There is a difference between a screaming
child and cosmetic surgery’
FGM has been illegal in the UK since 1985, although there have
only been three convictions. The new journal article, titled
Harms of the current global anti-FGM campaign, claims such
bans on FGM are “neocolonial”, “objectify girls as victims” and
“have resulted in the marginalisation of migrant communities”.

The academics claim there is a “double standard” in western
laws because a type of cosmetic surgery to reduce the size of the
labia is legal, while FGM is met with harsh penalties.
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This comparison appalled Dr Janet Barter, an NHS consultant in
sexual and reproductive health who has worked with FGM
survivors for 20 years. “It is belittling how horrific FGM is,
saying it is the same as having a ‘designer vagina’,” she said.

“There is a difference between doing this to a small screaming
child, and under general anaesthetic to a consenting adult
having cosmetic surgery,” Barter said. “It’s thoughtless to treat it
as an interesting academic concern.”

Dr Janet Barter, an NHS consultant and former president of the Faculty of
Sexual and Reproductive Healthcare, has worked with FGM victims for 20 years
VICKI COUCHMAN FOR THE TIMES

The article also equates FGM with male circumcision, but
doctors point out that circumcision does not involve cutting off
a sexual organ or carry the risk of bleeding to death. Type 2
FGM would be anatomically equivalent to cutting off half a
penis. 
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Dr Zara Haider, president of the College of Sexual and
Reproductive Healthcare, added: “I am shocked by the assertion
that FGM is in any way acceptable or comparable to other
medical interventions such as cosmetic surgery or circumcision.

“It cannot and should not be compared to cosmetic surgery,
particularly when it is carried out on young girls who are not
able to give their consent.”

‘Academic journals have a responsibility to
challenge this’
The article was co-written by 25 academics, from prestigious
institutions including the universities of Toronto, Melbourne
and Chicago.

Its UK authors include Mamasa Camara, a PhD student at
Cambridge’s Centre for Gender Studies, and Natasha Carver, a
senior lecturer at the University of Bristol’s School for Policy
Studies. 

For some, the article epitomises a rot in academia: doctrines of
cultural relativism and “neocolonialism” have created an
alternate reality, where campaigns against FGM can be
portrayed as more harmful than the bloody realities of the
practice itself.
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Alice Evans, a lecturer at King’s College London specialising in
gender and international development, who has worked for an
NGO in West Africa that tackled FGM, said it is indicative of “a
broader set of problems in academia”.

She said it is important that journals do not “give a free pass” to
academics and scrutinise their arguments, ensuring they are
grounded in logic and reason not ideology.

Evans said: “The goal of academia is to investigate the truth, not
to be ideological, not to be an activist, but to understand what’s
going on using all kinds of evidence and whatever tools and
methods we can.

“Across much of the West, there has been declining public
confidence and public trust in universities. If universities want
continued public support and government financial handouts,
academics need to ensure that we’re doing research that serves
the public interest in terms of being logical, empirical, rational.

“My belief is that the role of academia should be to investigate,
to understand and to inform the broader public, using the
principles of logic, reason, empiricism.”
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UK Healthcare

NHS Universities

Related articles

The article revealed a broader set of problems with academia, Alice Evans said
ALAMY

A spokeswoman for the BMJ group said: “The Journal of
Medical Ethics publishes ethical viewpoints and arguments in
often controversial areas. BMJ Group does not necessarily agree
with the opinions of authors who publish in our journals.

“Indeed, it is important that we are open to considering the
strengths and weaknesses in arguments that we do not agree
with, especially in a field such as medical ethics. BMJ Group has
a long history of publishing articles on the ethical concerns and
the medical harms related to female genital mutilation.”

Any women reading who would like support with FGM can
contact Juliet Albert at juliet.albert@nhs.net
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Laws banning FGM are harmful and ‘stigmatising’, say
academics

Eleanor Hayward, Health Editor

JANICE TURNER | NOTEBOOK

These FGM apologists are western privilege personified

Janice Turner
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Comments are subject to our community standards and
participation guidelines policy, which can be viewed here. By

joining the conversation you are accepting our community rules
and terms. Update your commenting notification settings here. Our
policy is for readers to use their real names when commenting, find

out more here.
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Show 9 more replies

M M Lawrence
19 DECEMBER,  2025

I’m pretty sure that if the female academics that signed 
the letter, were made to experience FGM now, they would 
be singing from a different hymn sheet afterwards.

Reply · Recommend (709) · Share

13 replies

M Mark Ripon
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Done not by a registered surgeons fully qualified to 
do this, but by those back street religious fanatics.

Reply · Recommend (344) · Share

T Tom Simpson
19 DECEMBER,  2025
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Show 7 more replies

As a Bristol graduate and long term member of staff I am 
ashamed to be associated with this madness.

Reply · Recommend (512) · Share

1 reply

S SRooks
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Then please let them know - they need to 
understand that this is not acceptable 

Reply · Recommend (242) · Share

Show 4 more replies

L Laurence Wolff
19 DECEMBER,  2025

FGM is a barbarically cruel act for which there is no 
defence or justification in any context. The fact that this 
article could be produced by academics in a number of 
universities in the West shows a deep intellectual and 
moral malaise. It is the result of the most discredited 
theories of intersec...
See more (Edited)

Reply · Recommend (445) · Share

1 reply

M M Sheridan
19 DECEMBER,  2025

"Produced by  so called academics "

Reply · Recommend (114) · Share

R R Rhys
19 DECEMBER,  2025

These are not and cannot be academics. They believe in 
fairy tales. 
How any rational person regardless of their proclaimed 
gender, could ever put their name to such torture and 
torment is beyond belief. 
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Show 12 more replies

Their universities should demand immediate 
resignations from all of them. 
 
Have they actually met...
See more

Reply · Recommend (345) · Share

1 reply

L L Bucke
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Totally barbaric mutilation shocking that so called 
academics can take such an ill informed view in this 
day and age… 
 

Reply · Recommend (202) · Share

M M Durrani
19 DECEMBER,  2025

What a horrible "practice" and how equally shameful of 
these "academics" for minimising this abuse? The photo 
of the "tools"used in Kenya just show you how horrific it 
must be.  So tired of everyone trivialising racism to score 
cheap points. This barbaric practice is exactly that and 
should be call...See more

Reply · Recommend (246) · Share

6 replies

I I A Rose
19 DECEMBER,  2025

They are worse then minimizing it, they are 
suggested that it should be tolerated.
 
The it, FGM, ranging from: Clitoridectomies (the 
partial or complete removal of the clitoral glans 
and/or the clitoral hood); Excision (the partial or 
complete removal of the clitoral glans and the labia 
minora, inclu...
See more (Edited)
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Show 3 more replies

This comment violated our policy.

T T Jensen
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Agree with you 

Reply · Recommend (58) · Share

J J Jowsey
19 DECEMBER,  2025

This concept is completely revolting and undermines any 
credibility that these academics might have had. 

Reply · Recommend (180) · Share

Show 1 more reply

I Ian Stewart
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Next week the BMJ publishes a paper on the benefits of 
sexual child abuse; the following week, how strangling 
your partner during sex has health benefits.

Reply · Recommend (173) · Share

3 replies

P Pete Morris
19 DECEMBER,  2025

No need to wait until next week.  Papers already 
exist advocating incest and pedophilia.  (Though 
some researchers prefer to use the term "minor 
attracted person, since it is less stigmatizing than 
pedophile and we really shouldn't be hurting their 
feelings.)

Reply · Recommend (89) · Share
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W William Lee
19 DECEMBER,  2025

The BMJ used to be an academic medical journal not a 
mouthpiece for activists. Same as the union it has lost its 
way.

Reply · Recommend (157) · Share

2 replies

C CTrueman
19 DECEMBER,  2025

And they try to excuse themselves by saying they 
often publish papers of a controversial nature, as if 
doing so in this case provides some form of balance 
between differing views.

Reply · Recommend (53) · Share

B B Smith
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Can we now all agree that cultural relativism is bunk and 
there are universal human values we can aspire to - 
cutting the genitals of girls is simply bad, no academic 
nuance required 

Reply · Recommend (135) · Share

M Mr A Hay
20 DECEMBER,  2025

Absolutely. The universalism of humanity has 
never been true but must be actively dismissed. 

Reply · Recommend (6) · Share

C C Hutchby
19 DECEMBER,  2025

The BMJ group fail to understand that they are the 
gatekeepers for unacceptable papers.  This is not a 
reasonable argument to maintain FGM and it should 
never have been published.

Reply · Recommend (118) · Share

I I A Rose
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1 reply

19 DECEMBER,  2025

The Journal of Medical Ethics publishes ethical 
viewpoints and arguments". It would nice if it 
would explain in what way, even the slightest, is the 
savagely barbarous practice of FGM in any way,  
ethical.
 
This is result of the scourge of cultural relativism, 
where anything goes, there is no right o...
See more (Edited)

Reply · Recommend (80) · Share

J Jonathan Dawson
19 DECEMBER,  2025

A paper that, if the reports were correct, is an insult to 
the survivors of mutilation. 

Reply · Recommend (109) · Share

R R Stuart-Hamilton
20 DECEMBER,  2025

It’s an insult to objective dispassionate research. I 
know that it sounds precious but when you see 
dogma replacing thought, even nastier things will 
follow. 

Reply · Recommend (2) · Share

M M Baddeley
19 DECEMBER,  2025

I am appalled by this. Puberty blocking drug trials on 
children, men in women's toilets and now this. We are 
witnessing the end of morality, decency and rationality 
and it is affecting the weakest in our society the most.

Reply · Recommend (103) · Share

M Mr A Hay
20 DECEMBER,  2025

Yes, and all funded by the taxpayer. I actually don’t 
begrudge the public-funded restorative surgery to 
foreign women as it’s a form of aid and a universal 
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Show 1 more reply

good. I do resent the institutions defending such 
barbarism though. 

Reply · Recommend (18) · Share

J James Gilbey
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Endorsing barbarism. 

Reply · Recommend (100) · Share

Show 1 more reply

R Roderick Jaques
19 DECEMBER,  2025

In conclusion, the three senior editors of the British 
Journal of ethics , who allowed this piece to be published, 
should hold their heads in shame and do the ethical 
thing and resign

Reply · Recommend (98) · Share

1 reply

R Roderick Jaques
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Ah now I see why ! 
One of the authors is a senior editor of the journal, I 
assume this gross conflict of interest was declared 
……
 

Reply · Recommend (69) · Share

C C Hutchby
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Would any of those academics like to submit their young 
female children for this backstreet barbarity?  I think it 
highly unlikely, yet they support the practice under the 
banner of culture protection and inclusion which actively 
maims children, risks their lives, is not consented to, and 
upholds a...
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See more

Reply · Recommend (92) · Share

V V Tucker
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Or have it themselves.

Reply · Recommend (13) · Share

Show 1 more reply

A Anton Lefray
19 DECEMBER,  2025

I’m sure the BMJ mean well…
What’s a bit of female mu tilation?
 
I’m sure their judgement is entirely unaffected by 
massive funding to the BMJ by such noble pioneers of 
democratic values and human rights - Qatar, such as via 
their WISH foundation.
 
It all sounds eminently above board and quite 
reasonabl...
See more (Edited)

Reply · Recommend (91) · Share

R R Courtney
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Well said (with adequate degree of sarcasm aimed 
at these terrible institutions). 

Reply · Recommend (35) · Share

A Alana R MacKenzie
19 DECEMBER,  2025

There was a heart-breaking piece on FGM in The Times 
some years back written by a GP.  She described a patient 
asking her if "she could get her clitoris back".  When the 
GP examined the patient she, the GP, discovered a case of 
wanton mutilation.
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Show 1 more reply

It was a horrific description, but should anyone find...
See more

Reply · Recommend (78) · Share

S Stuart Parker
19 DECEMBER,  2025

or sending it to the authors of this "paper". 

Reply · Recommend (29) · Share

Show 12 more replies

This comment violated our policy.

Show 3 more replies

M M Adams
19 DECEMBER,  2025

.
 
Were their contributions in agreement?
 
If so then it is frightening that, with very few 
exceptions, all the names quoted appear to be 
female.
.

Reply · Recommend (64) · Share

C Carol Cunningham
19 DECEMBER,  2025
Replying to M Adams

It would be interesting to know if any of these 
women have undergone FGM, if not perhaps they 
would consider having this done without 
anaesthetic and a rusty knife in the interests of 
academic research?

Reply · Recommend (64) · Share

A Adam Robertson
19 DECEMBER,  2025
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An absolutely barbaric practice which has no place in any 
country. I understand that the BMJ is linked to the BMA!  
If this is the case then although it horrified me it does not 
surprise me. Was this article even Peer reviewed? If it 
was then the rot is even deeper! 
My total sympathy is with the gi...
See more

Reply · Recommend (74) · Share

P Peter Hirsch
19 DECEMBER,  2025

A shocking article.  The practice itself is appalling, 
dangerous and cruel. Even more shocking is the 
involvement of the universities of Toronto, Melbourne 
and Chicago in its execution.  I had assumed they were 
reputable places of learning..  I find, to the contrary, they 
sponsor ignorance and sava...
See more

Reply · Recommend (64) · Share

Show 1 more reply

S Steven Dobson
19 DECEMBER,  2025

All cultures are not equal. Some are barbaric. 

Reply · Recommend (58) · Share

V V Tucker
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Western academia, for instance.

Reply · Recommend (6) · Share

N N Wijetunge
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Its seens to always be the 'educated' who get taken in by 
mad half baked ideologies. They tend to be seeded by 
academics and delivered through universities to the  
unsuspecting  minds of under grads.  The theories get 

Home UK World Comment Money Life & Style Business Sport Culture Travel Ob

01/06/2026, 13:47 FGM victims’ fury as academics compare practice to cosmetic surgery

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/healthcare/article/fgm-victims-news-78bxv6s00 21/25

https://www.thetimes.com/
https://www.thetimes.com/search?q=
https://www.thetimes.com/
https://www.thetimes.com/uk
https://www.thetimes.com/world
https://www.thetimes.com/comment
https://www.thetimes.com/money
https://www.thetimes.com/life-style
https://www.thetimes.com/business
https://www.thetimes.com/sport
https://www.thetimes.com/culture
https://www.thetimes.com/travel
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/obituaries


more crazy over time until it is evident to the wider 
public and media that refor...
See more

Reply · Recommend (51) · Share

S Simon Darcy
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Whoever pays the authors of this should face a class 
action suit. "Academic freedom" does not extend to 
excusing sexual mutilation of children. At the very least 
there should be a safeguarding investigation into them. 
Cosmetic surgery is a whole different debate.....

Reply · Recommend (44) · Share

P P Lankshear
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Just when you think misogyny can't get any worse, you 
get a moronic essay comparing barbaric child abuse to 
unnecessary and vacuous surgery for a 'designer vagina' 
among the pampered and privileged in the developed 
world. 

Reply · Recommend (40) · Share

S S Hutchings
19 DECEMBER,  2025

When I first read about this I thought it must be some 
kind of sick joke.  These so called academics should be 
ashamed of themselves.

Reply · Recommend (37) · Share

C Carol Lynn
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Completely disgusted by these supposed educators. Ask 
any ten year old if she wants to be butchered in this way.  
Aha, multiculturalism.
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A Alison Jenner
19 DECEMBER,  2025

I don’t want any young girl to be troubled to 
contemplate such an activity. I’d like these practices 
to be stopped immediately, never to be used again.

Reply · Recommend (13) · Share

E E Kensdale
19 DECEMBER,  2025

Absolutely disgusting and indefensible practice, 
anywhere, and anyone, medic or not, should appreciate 
that. I hope the authors are taken to account by friends 
and family and issue apologies and retractions. Perhaps 
the BMJ could help that process along and offer some 
guidance on barbarism.

Reply · Recommend (30) · Share

2 replies

D Dr B Reay
19 DECEMBER,  2025

I very much doubt the authors are medics - I think 
they are social science/academics/policy studies 
types. 
No doctor who has seen the results of FGM - as I 
have - would ever defend this barbaric mutilation of 
helpless children. 

Reply · Recommend (51) · Share

S S Webb
19 DECEMBER,  2025

A shameful piece from these so called "academics" 
Society seems to be rolling back on safeguarding children 
aided and abetted by those in their ivory towers ignorant 
of the real lives of children. .

Reply · Recommend (26) · Share

J Jonathan Pinkney
19 DECEMBER,  2025
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They should have involved a bit of PPI input from 
women who have suffered this horrific abuse as children, 
and perhaps the journal editor could have foreseen the 
problems with publishing and mainstreaming such 
opinions. 

Reply · Recommend (24) · Share
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