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Rites of Passage and body modification Humans have used a variety of tools to alter their bodies for thousands of years. 
From tooth filing or chipping in central African pygmy societies and the Mendawi Islands, 
to piercings, scarification, foot binding, tattoos (where the insertion of pigments, usually 
soot, recruits immune cells that gobble up the soot and then remain in place) to lip plates, 
skull forming in young children and neck rings…..

Cultural roots of genital cutting

Samburu, Laikipia, Kenya

Male and female circumcision (called khatna and 
khafz respectively) are religious rites that have 
been practiced by Dawoodi Bohras throughout 
history. Religious books, written over a thousand 
years ago, specify the requirements for both 
males and females as acts of religious purity.

Indonesia

Canada

The Dawoodi Bohras are a sect within the Ismā'īlī branch of 
Shia Islam. The largest populations of Dawoodi 
Bohras reside in India, Pakistan, Yemen 

It should not come as a surprise, that our genitals have become the targets of such modifications 
as well. When asked about customs involving genital cutting, people often refer to age-old 
traditions and religions or otherwise symbolic signification, as well as group membership, proper 
rites of passage into reproductive age etc. The original motivations behind genital cutting can only 
be guessed at, one interesting idea is that removing protruding clitoris makes women even less 
male-like and removing the foreskin that keep the glans penis moist (and more smelly), makes 
males even less woman like. This would be similar to accentuation of male (wide shoulders) and 
female (waist hip ratio) in fashion design.



Cultural roots of genital cutting

Spell 1117
But if a man wants to know 
how to live, he should recite it 
[a magical spell] every day, 
after his flesh has been rubbed 
with the b3d [unknown 
substance] of an 
uncircumcised girl ['m't] and 
the flakes of skin [šnft] of an 
uncircumcised bald man.
— Inscription on Egyptian 
sarcophagus, c. 1991–
1786 BCE

The oldest historical evidence for both male and female genital cutting come from 
Egypt and are ~ 4000 years old.

The extent of genital cutting is not clear from these records. The practice almost 
certainly goes back much earlier, and theoretically could have started with the 
invention of stone/obsidian blades.

Practice question: How old are the oldest records about genital cutting?

About 4000 years in ancient Egypt.

Variation in genital size, proportions, and appearance
We humans are troubled by outliers, rare examples of extreme variation?

Given the large variation in female genital morphology, variation perceived as too unusual 
such as an exceptionally protruding clitoris tip or large labia could have been the initial 
targets of genital cutting. The widespread use of cosmetic surgery of the vagina in 
industrialized countries might be an indication of such motivations.  Female genital cutting 
as a means to negatively impact female sexuality could have been a secondary 
phenomenon or alternatively might have been at the root of such modifications. 
What is a common form of genital surgery prior to marriage in the middle East? 
Hymen reconstruction surgery.

Genital Modification Culture
The most extreme form of female genital cutting, involving the complete removal of the external clitoris and labia and the 
suturing close of the vaginal opening with the exception of a tiny passage for menstrual blood and urine is difficult to interpret as 
anything else than total control of female genitalia by the societies who where this is practiced. The procedure is mostly carried 
out by women who help perpetuate this societal form of control of female sexuality. Not having undergone female cutting in 
societies where cutting is the norm creates important problems for women who are trying to find a husband.Female genital 
cutting is done most often on young girls who have to be held by force and do not receive any anesthesia.The procedure 
violates several internationally accepted human rights and is associated with a number of severe health effects. Among these 
are obstetric complication during birth, where increased vaginal resistance is contributing to the risk of fistulae. 
If female genital cutting represents a form of male control of female sexuality, then why is it almost alway 
performed by women? 
Women buy into the prevailing norms of the society that considers only cut women as proper women.



Public Education French NGO fighting female excision 
http://combattrelexcision.org/ 
A doctor, a nurse and a graphic designer produced tools for public education including a silicone vulva with a complete clitors. 

Female genital cutting The geographic distribution of female genital cutting overlaps with prevalence of Islamic 
faith, despite the fact that the practice is much older and not directly anchored in islamic 
scriptures. Wit increased intercontinental migration, the practice has spread to new 
places where it has added to cultural and legal clashes between non-cutting western and 
Eastern cultures and the cultural norms of immigrants. Several western countries have 
outlawed female genital cutting.

Update on FGM 2016 leaflet from Unicef.



Update on FGM 2016 leaflet from Unicef.

Update on FGM 2016 leaflet from Unicef. 
https://www.unicef.org/media/files/
FGMC_2016_brochure_final_UNICEF_SPREAD.pdf 

FGM among immigrant populations in the USA
Young women in immigrant families in the USA can be at risk for being subjected to FGM.



Cultural Evolution and genital Cutting

Frequency dependent: self-amplifying  in frequency.

Can have adaptive effects mediated through biology and/or culture. 
in FGC cultures, cut women have higher social capital

Howard, J. A. & Gibson, M. A. Frequency-dependent female genital cutting

behaviour confers evolutionary fitness benefits Nat. Ecol. Evol. (2017). 

It is probably disheartening to those working to protect girls from FGC to think 
of cutting as ‘beneficial’.

Nonetheless, understanding FGC in these terms points to a new target for 
intervention: the cost– benefit balance of FGC. For example, if the mechanism by 
which women benefit from being cut is through accrual of social capital, 
interventions may attempt to foster social connections between cut and uncut 
women in a community to alleviate the social cost to remaining uncut, shifting the 
balance between costs and benefits away from cutting. 

A recent study of female genital cutting in five West African countries has documented 
potential apatite effects for cut women in societies where cutting is common, as 
measured by their lifetime reproductive success, i.e. total number of live children.

Cultural Evolution and genital Cutting

Howard, J. A. & Gibson, M. A. Frequency-dependent female genital cutting

behaviour confers evolutionary fitness benefits Nat. Ecol. Evol. (2017). 

Predicted probabilities of having a cut daughter by mother’s FGC status and country at different 
ethnic FGC frequencies. Mali: n = 7,634; Ivory Coast, n = 3,241; Nigeria: n = 7,916; Burkina Faso: 
n = 10,305; Senegal, n = 6,941; Predicted probabilities calculated from a single-level logistic 
regression model controlling for mother’s wealth,education, religion and age. In the model, ethnic 
FGC frequency was a continuous variable; values are grouped into tertiles here for visual clarity. 
Mother’s FGC status: FGC, solid line; no FGC, dashed line. The Authors took advantage of the fact 
that within each of these five countries (each of them famous for their cultural diversity) there are 
cutting and non-cutting societies.

Cultural Evolution and genital Cutting

Howard, J. A. & Gibson, M. A. Frequency-dependent female genital cutting

behaviour confers evolutionary fitness benefits Nat. Ecol. Evol. (2017). 

Predicted probabilities of having a cut 
daughter by mother’s FGC status at different 
ethnic FGC frequencies.

Correlation between ethnic FGC frequency and the 
percentage difference in average number of 
surviving offspring for women aged 40–49 yr with 
FGC compared to women without FGC.

A B

A: Predicted probabilities of having a cut daughter by mother’s FGC status at different ethnic FGC 
frequencies. (Level 1: individual,n = 36,038; level 2: ethnic group, n = 47; level 3: country, n = 
5.)Predicted probabilities calculated from a multilevel logistic regression model controlling for 
mother’s wealth, education, religion and age. Dotted lines, 95% confidence intervals. 
B: Correlation between ethnic FGC frequency and the percentage difference in average number of 
surviving offspring for women aged 40–49 yr with FGC compared to women without FGC. Mali: n = 
1,650; Ivory Coast: n = 847; Burkina Faso: n = 2,512; Nigeria: n = 2,274; Senegal: n = 1,866.



Cultural Evolution and genital Cutting

Howard, J. A. & Gibson, M. A. Frequency-dependent female genital cutting

behaviour confers evolutionary fitness benefits Nat. Ecol. Evol. (2017). 

Predicted number of surviving offspring by mother’s FGC status and ethnic FGC frequency.

Predicted number of surviving offspring by mother’s FGC status and ethnic FGC frequency. (Level 
1: individual, n = 10,067; level 2: ethnic group, n = 47; level 3: country, n = 5). Predictions 
calculated from a multilevel linear regression model controlling for mother’s FGC status, religion, 
education and wealth. 
Importantly, relatively few places had 50:50 rates of cutting and not-cutting, but women in those 
few places showed no effect of the procedure on their reproductive success. 
The authors point out that this indicates that working to lower the prevalence o cutting locally, 
might lead to a rapid decrease of cutting and its positive impact on reproductive success. 
Practice question: How could female genital cutting lead to higher lifetime reproductive success in 
cut women? 
Following the prevailing norm may ad value or prestige, making women more desirable as brides. 
What is frequency dependent selection? 

Cultural Evolution and Genital Cutting

Howard, J. A. & Gibson, M. A. Frequency-dependent female genital cutting

behaviour confers evolutionary fitness benefits Nat. Ecol. Evol. (2017). 

Positive frequency-dependent transmission is a well established mechanism of social 
learning in which the probability that an individual adopts a behavior depends on how 
common the behavior is within a relevant group. Conformity bias is a subset of positive 
frequency-dependent biases, where individuals are disproportionately likely to acquire 
the most common behavior.

Conformity bias is immensely powerful in most human societies. 
It is also strongly frequency-dependent. This was utilized by the tobacco industry when 
targeting female tobacco users, resulting in sky-rocketing smoking in women and the 
stark increase in female lung cancer. It is currently used by the gun industry.

Medical roots of genital cutting

Isaac Baker Brown 19th Century 
English Gynaecologist”set to work to 
remove the clitoris whenever he had 
the opportunity of doing so"

In On the Curability of Certain Forms of 
Insanity, Epilepsy, Catalepsy, and Hysteria in 
Females, he gave a 70 per cent success rate 
using this treatment

In the United States from the 1880s to the 1950s, 
excision was performed to supposedly prevent, frigidity, 
hysteria, depression, epilepsy, kleptomania, and 
melancholia in women (Watson, 2005).

Watson, MA. Female circumcision from Africa to the Americas: 
Slavery to the present The Social Science Journal (2005)

In the United States from the 1880s to the 1950s, excision was performed to supposedly prevent, frigidity, 
hysteria, depression, epilepsy, kleptomania, and melancholia in women (Watson, 2005). Circumcisions were 
also performed to cure masturbation, lesbianism, nymphomania (desiring excessive amounts of sex), and any 
other form of abnormal sexual behavior. In 1910, De Forest Willard, in his book The Surgery of Childhood, 
claimed that an irritated clitoris— one whose hood bound it down too tightly and therefore caused irritating 
adhesions to remain trapped—could cause a woman or girl to masturbate in order to quell the discomfort (as 
cited in Webber, 2003). Willard claimed that a girl’s prepuce should therefore be circumcised to relieve this 
discomfort. In 1948, a five-year-old girl in the United States underwent a clitoridectomy to cure masturbation 
(Ehrenreich and English, 1978).  
Practice question: What is hysterectomy? 
The surgical removal of the uterus. 



Defending FGM on anthropological grounds

Fuambai Sia Ahmadu, PhD 
Sierra Leonean Anthropologist

The feminist theorist Obioma Nnaemeka, herself 
strongly opposed to FGM, argues that renaming 
it female genital mutilation introduced "a subtext of 
barbaric African and Muslim cultures and the West's 
relevance (even indispensability) in purging it.

Opposing FGM but also its western renaming.

Ahmadu is known for her work on female genital mutilation (FGM) and, in particular, for her decision 
as an adult and member of the Kono ethnic group to undergo clitoridectomy in Sierra Leone as 
part of an initiation into the Bundu secret society. Contrary to the official position of the World 
Health Organization, she has argued that the health risks of FGM are exaggerated, its effect on 
women's sexuality misunderstood, and that critics are wrong to see it as an oppressive practice. In 
2009, Ahmadu received support from one other anthropologist who decried how the anti-FGM 
movement has worked to marginalize and discredit the voices of dissenting African women. 
Practice question: What are the arguments advanced against calling female genital cutting 
“mutilation”? 
The term introduces a subtext of barbaric African and Muslim cultures and the West's relevance 
(even indispensability) in purging it.

Conducted on children and using physical force

Martha Nussbaum , PhD 
Philosopher and Law Professor U. Chicago

Arguing against suggested similarities between FGM and dieting or body shaping, the 
philosopher Martha Nussbaum writes that a key difference is that FGM is mostly conducted on 
children using physical force. The distinction between social pressure and physical force is morally 
and legally salient, she argues, comparable to the distinction between seduction and rape. She 
argues further that the literacy of women in practising countries is generally poorer than in 
developed nations, and that this reduces their ability to make informed choices. 
Practice question: What is a key ethical distinction between traditional female genital cutting and 
plastic surgery? 
Female genital cutting is done on children without consent and using physical force.

United Nations Stance: The United Nations is taking a very string stance against any kind of female genital 
cutting/Mutilation. 
The UN is totally silent on male genital cutting. 
Practice question: The UN has a clear position on female genital cutting, what is its 
position on male genital cutting? 
None, completely silent.



Skull shaping (Maya  and others): Several ancient societies had traditions that involved shaping the skull bones of 
children….. 
These traditions seem very strange to us today, but almost certainly led to some prestige 
in past societies  (and possibly higher reproductive success associated with it).

Surma women in Southern Sudan

Where to draw the line?
Many cultures use body modification for a variety of reasons. Ethical issues are much 
diminished if the persons involved are adults.

Fulan, Berber and Woodabe woman

Where to draw the line?
Many cultures use body modification for a variety of reasons



Infants sleeping alone in a separate room A cultural idea of western industrialized nations, considered child abuse by certain 
traditional societies. 
This practice certainly does not consider the child’s “informed consent”.

Variation in genital size, proportions, and appearance
We humans are troubled by outliers, rare examples of extreme variation?

Like female genitals, male genitals come in all shapes, sizes, proportions and colors. 
The foreskin or prepuce is most often targeted in male genital cutting. Infant boys are 
born with the foreskin fused to the glans by connective tissue. 
As men age, the foreskin can become retracted in men who are not circumcised.

Us versus Them
The global distribution of male circumcison 
The map does not include traditional subincision in Australia and Polynesia. in North 
America and Australia, widespread circumcision is rather recent (just over 100 years) and 
was chiefly motivated by the goal of curing “masturbatory insanity” 
Practice question: Name two continents where male genital cutting is very rare. 
South America and Asia.



Genital Modification Culture Types of male genital cutting, from removal of the tip of the prepuce to pealing the entire 
glans penis and removing part of the skin of the penis shaft, to slitting the base of the 
penis (subincision), females in the same tribes undergo introcision (cutting of vaginal 
opening)! 
Practice question: What is the difference between circumcision and subincision of the 
penis? 
Circumcision remote the prepuce and parts of the skin of the penis shaft, subincision 
opens the entire underside of the penis all the way to the urethra.

Male circumcision A sample of excellent recent books mostly critical of male circumcision

Cutting males

From Bris Milah, the symbolic cut of the covenant to 

Periah: the laying bare of the glans (~ AD 140) 

Metzitzah: sucking of blood from wound (500 AD) 

Late 1800s routine infant circumcision to prevent masturbation. 

The original circumcision mentioned as the covenant between God and Abraham (as a sign that Abraham was 
willing to sacrifice his son to God!!) involved the simple cutting of the tip of the prepuce. 
More extreme forms involving pealing of the glans only became customary later. Som e have interpreted this as 
preventing the option of “passing” as non-circumcised by males who simply pulled their prepuce forward….. 
In Some orthodox jewish communities, the cricumcision involved sucking of the blood by mouth  by the 
Rabbi….not surprisingly there have been infections of children by herpes Simplex virus through this  practice. 
CDC report from 2012: https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6122a2.htm?s_cid=mm6122a2_w 
Practice question: How could a sexually transmitted infection be passed on during 
orthodox Jewish Metzitzah? 
The person performing the surgery can infect the child during the oral sucking of the 
blood. 



Trends in male circumcision in the US
Different regions of the USA have different rates of male newborn circumcision 
Practice question: Which part of the USA has the lowest circumcision rates? 
The West.

Bodily Integrity?

A four-year-old Muslim boy is comforted by his father before being circumcised during a ceremony at a mosque in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia.

A Jewish religious male circumcision ceremony performed by the Stavropol regional Jewish community at the 
Pyatigorsk synagogue in Russia.

WORLD NEWS 02/19/2018 08:09 am ET


Iceland’s Proposed Ban On Male Circumcision Alarms Religious Leaders

Backers of the proposed law say circumcision violates the rights of children. Religious leaders say it tramples their beliefs.


Germany, 2012: only trained doctors,  Denmark 2016: non-medical circumcision deemed unacceptable in children under age 18.

Societies around the world have discussions about the legality of performing (medically 
unnecessary) surgery on healthy babies. Such surgeries theoretically violate the 
Hypocratic Oath of “First do no harm”…..

Paying money for unnecessary surgery

200 to 1200.-$ 
for male circumcision

Male circumcision makes money! 
Human foreskins are not discarded but used for skin graft production and a variety of 
cosmetic products by for profit corporations…..



Anderson et al. HIV Infection and Immune Defense of the Penis Am. J. Reproductive Immunology 2011

Foreskin immunology
HIV target cells in the human penis. Penile skin/foreskin: (a) CD1a+ dendritic cells in epithelium of 
penis. (b) CD1a+ dendritic cells in epithelium of foreskin. (c) Macrophages present in foreskin. 
Urethra: (d) CD4+ T cells in the penile urethra present in the epithelium and lamina propria. (e) 
Macrophages were located primarily in the epithelium of the urethra. (f) CCR5+ cells were abundant 
and detected in the epithelium and lamina propria. 
The presence of dendritic cells (Langerhans cells) in the human prepuce is a strong indication that 
this anatomical part is functional for immune surveillance. HIV viruses target the very immune 
surveillance cells present in the prepuce.  
Practice question: Which type of cells in the prepuce are targeted by HIV? 
The dendritic or Langerhans cells.

For Religion: Hijra of India

Castration

footprints at Bahucharaji Temple covered in red paint, Gujarat 

for ART:
Alessandro Moreschi, the last of the Sistine castrati

for punishment:

for Control:
Arab and Ottoman empires

Males of different ages have been routinely castrated for thousands of years. 
the motivation can be religious, artistic (castrati singers), punitive to punish transgressions 
of many different natures, controlling as done on slaves to be used as eunuchs. 
Castration can include mutilation of the penis, leaving the victim with a simple opening for 
urination.

Castration of Eunuchs

The Caliphate in Baghdad at the beginning of the 10th Century 
had 7,000 black eunuchs and 4,000 white eunuchs in his palace.

Infibulation of women: 
also has sources in slavery

Jéan Léone Gérôme Title: Eunuch Guarding a DoorErnst, Harem guard in Tunisia

African slaves taken by the Arab slave trade that took place for 13th centuries involved 
the castration of legions of men, often with a mortality rate of 90%. 
Survivors could be sold at much higher prices and engaged as eunuchs by powerful men 
to protect their harems. 
What are the sources of infibulation of women in North Eastern Africa? 
Slavery as infibulated young women are considered untouched “merchandise”.



Zheng He,��, 15th century navigator 

Castration, Zheng He,��
Zheng He was castrated at age 10 as punishment for his father’s political transgressions. 
Castration  before puberty often causes extreme tallness, as  body growth is not stifled by reaching 
maturation. Just as with many other mammal species, castrated males are less aggressive but can 
get very tall and strong. Zheng He was highly educated and became one of the world’s greatest 
navigator. he visited the East Coast of Africa in the 1400s and even bright back giraffes to China. 
His boats were five times larger than the largest Portuguese boats and he travelled with over 
20,000 men! Recent DNA studies have discovered Chinese DNA variants in Kenyan inhabitants off 
Lamu island, off the coast of Kenya.

Castration, Eunuchs at the Imperial Court

Chinese Empress is carried and 
accompanied by palace eunuchs, before 
1908

Castration, as preventive medicine 
Prostate cancer often requires castration, as reducing testiesterone levels is imperative to 
slow the spread of the disease. 
Practice question: name an example of medically required castration. 
Treatment of prostate cancer.



Sensation is retained through the clitoral tissue at the base of the neophallus, and surgeons will often 
attempt to connect nerves together from the clitoris or nearby. Nerves from the flap and the tissue it has 
been attached to may eventually connect. This does not necessarily guarantee the ability to achieve genital 
orgasm after healing, as the most important task of nerve reconnection is to ensure the penis is able to 
sense injury, but it is rare to lose the ability to orgasm.

Phalloplasty and Metoidioplasty

Clitoral release

Vaginectomy

Scrotoplasty

Sex change surgery based on recent surgical techniques has open up new possibilities for 
individuals who feel the need to transition to the opposite sex. 
Female to Male transition is 3 time rates than M to F transition. There is no single established 
surgical methodology for phalloplasty (surgically creating a neophallus). Skin above the pubis or 
skin grafts from arm or leg can be used. Clitoral release refers to the surgical freeing of the clitoris, 
with maintenance of the nerve connections and relocating of the clitoris into the base of the 
neophallus. Vaginectomy involves removal of the vaginal opening, scrotoplasty, the formation of a 
“scrotum” usually using the skin of the labia. These surgeries are usually preceded by hormonal 
treatment that induces growth of the clitoris and body hair.

When changing anatomical sex from male to female, the testicles are removed, and 
the skin of foreskin and penis is usually inverted, as a flap preserving blood and nerve 
supplies, to form a fully sensitive vagina (vaginoplasty). A clitoris fully supplied 
with nerve endings (innervated) can be formed from part of the glans of the penis. If the 
patient has been circumcised (removal of the foreskin), or if the surgeon's technique 
uses more skin in the formation of the labia minora, the pubic hair follicles are removed 
from some of the scrotal tissue, which is then incorporated by the surgeon within the 
vagina. Other scrotal tissue forms the labia majora.

Penetcomy, clitoroplasty, vaginoplasty, labiaplasty

breast augmentation

voice feminization

tracheal shave

facial feminization surgery 

Male to female transition surgery is more common and standardized,  several 
accompanying surgeries can be chosen to make the body appear more female like. 
Practice question: Males transitioning to female often require several surgeries in addition 
to genital modification, name a few. 
Facial feminization, voice feminization, tracheal reduction, breast augmentation.

Dr. Preecha, Pioneer of sex reassignment surgery



Marion Sims, known as the “father of modern gynecology,” used female slaves to treat vesico-vaginal fistula 
(abnormal fistulous tract extending between the bladder and the vagina that allows the continuous 
involuntary discharge of urine into the vaginal vault.) Sims didn’t anesthetize these women during these 
excruciatingly painful surgeries. 
His belief was that Black women, unlike upper class White women, could endure the pain at a higher level.

Black bodies

removed April 2018

Generations of white doctors have used the large population of slaves in the US for medical 
research. This was mostly done without patient consent and in blatant disregard fro patient well-
being. That some of these doctors, such as Marion Sims, at one time President of the American 
Medical Association are worshipped without attention to their complete lack of ethics has finally 
become a topic of discussion.  
Practice question: The work of Dr. Marion Sims, the father of US Gynecology has recently been 
heavily criticized, why? 
Because he used his own slaves and many other African-American women as surgical test 
subjects.

Missisippi Appendectomy

Beginning during the heyday of the American eugenics movement (1920s and 
1930s), poor black women were made subject to hysterectomies or tubal 
ligations against their will and without their knowledge. The practice was 
considered particularly frequent in the Deep South, although coercive 
sterilization practices took place in many areas of the country and also affected 
other women of color, women with physical disabilities whom physicians 
judged to be “unfit to reproduce,”

Missisippi Appendectomy
	 ▪	 Mississippi Appendectomy – A phrase made 
popular by Civil Rights leader Fannie Lou Hamer 
referring to involuntary sterilization procedures. 
Beginning during the heyday of the American eugenics 
movement (1920s and 1930s), poor black women were 
made subject to hysterectomies or tubal ligations 
against their will and without their knowledge. The 
practice was considered particularly frequent in the 
Deep South, although coercive sterilization practices 
took place in many areas of the country and also 
affected other women of color, women with physical 
disabilities whom physicians judged to be “unfit to 
reproduce,” and poor white women as well. 

	 ▪	 “She went into the doctor for a cold and came 
out with a Mississippi appendectomy.” 

Civil Rights leader Fannie Lou Hamer 



Hysterectomy
Hysterectomy is the most common non–pregnancy-related major 
surgery performed on women in the United States. This surgical 

procedure involves removal of the uterus and cervix, and for some 
conditions, the fallopian tubes and ovaries.

Treatment of uterine cancer and various common noncancerous 
uterine conditions such as fibroids, endometriosis, prolapse that leads 
to disabling levels of pain, discomfort, uterine bleeding, and emotional 
stress. 

In November 1843, Charles Clay performed the first hysterectomy in 
Manchester, England. In 1929, Richardson, MD, performed the first 
total abdominal hysterectomy (TAH), in which the entire uterus and 
cervix were removed.

Oophorectomy: 
Ovaries only

Hysterectomy is a common surgery that consists in the complete removal of the uterus 
and fallopian tubes (oviducts) and often also includes the removal of the ovaries 
(oophorectomy). This surgery only exists since the mid 19th century and it has ben widely 
overused, such as in the “treatment” of female “hysteria”, a condition that has pretty 
much been defined away….. 
Practice question: What non-existent condition did 19th century surgeons try to 
cure by performing hysterectomies? 
Hysteria.

HIStory of histerectomy

Rock-Hertig Study in Cambridge Mass (211 women). Carnegie 
stages are named after the famous US Institute which began 

collecting and classifying embryos in the early 1900's.  
Rock, J., and Hertrig, A. T., Amer. J. Obstet. Gynecol.(1942)

The number of French 
psychiatric theses on 
hysteria 
Micale MS (September 1993). "On the 
"disappearance" of hysteria. A study in the 
clinical deconstruction of a diagnosis". Isis; An 
International Review Devoted to the History of 
Science and Its Cultural Influences. 

Scientists at the Carnegie Institute in Cambridge Massachusetts in the 1940 
convinced over 200 women to conceive prior to undergoing a hysterectomies. 
This allowed for the harvest of human embryos is in all stages of 
development.

Plastic Surgery

The economist

Plastic surgery is a rapidly growing industry around the globe. 
Patients range from individuals with congenital malformations, accident related 
injuries to elective surgeries for strictly esthetic  reasons.



Plastic Surgery

The Guardian

Cosmetic surgery including botox and filler injections are done 10 times more on women 
than men. 
Possibly reflecting the perceived importance of physical looks for the mating game  and/
or self-esteem.

The condition received public attention in 
the late 1990s after a Scottish surgeon, 
Robert Smith, amputated limbs of two 
people who were desperate to have this 
done and were otherwise healthy

Apotemnophilia  
Body integrity identity disorder (BIID),

Rare disorders include the insurmountable need to have a limb amputated. Some of 
these patients report a strong erotic attraction to amputees.

Unnecessary and widespread vs necessary and absent!

pelvic prolapse obstetric fistula

A hole in the birth canal caused by obstructed labor

A profound irony exists in the fact that hundreds of thousands of women across Africa 
and Asia suffer from fistulae, which often go untreated causing massive suffering and 
societal stigma. 
Practice question: What are fistulae and what can cure these? 
Fistulae are holes in the birth canal most often caused by obstructed labor.



Denis Mukwege, Noble Peace Prize 2018 Denis Mukwege provides surgical care to women affected by fistula in the DRC.

Fistula awareness songs, Tanzania and Senegal 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Q8dSrfdhxI 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=axNznGGEzhE 

Recruiting famous musicians across Africa to raise awareness about fistula.

Humans can use tools to alter their bodies.

Summary

For thousands of years, some societies have evolved cultural norms that encourage the cutting of genitalia 
in both sexes.

Female genital cutting faces much opposition, as it is usually done on young girls, results in the loss of  extremely 
nerve-rich clitoris, and in its most extreme form (infibulation) contributes to  major health risks (fistulae from 
complications during birth).

Male circumcision has become anchored in a divine covenant through the Hebrew Bible.
There are strong opinions about the potential harm and the ethical implication of performing unnecessary 

surgeries on children.

Among the conspicuous target for alteration are genitals.

There is a long history of genital cutting for oppression, punishment and control (castration of eunuchs).

Modern medicine allows radical cosmetic surgeries including gender reassignment. Many of these surgeries are 
very complicated and carry significant risks. 

Historically, western medicine has abused vulnerable populations for scientific research involving genital surgery.


