


YORMS AND AGE AT.CLRCUMCISION: SOME PSYCH0LXK;ICA.L 
LMPLICATIONS FOR WOMEN'S FERTILITY. 

7 h  M c r  unemp& t~ emmug the fonpu'und age ai #ircm&n with tnb g d  of hlghlighthg k, 
prychologiml irnplicdions of the proccdurt lor wmcn 's fertility, 17p f i ~ r d i ~ s  arc a p-t i fa 
involving a mndon~iy wkckd sample of 214 women conduckd k iwo h d  go*-W -113 ( O M  
Sapclt) of Delta State in Nigsrla. r t d u  rcwoled that clrcwnckd wonlen wdmx s ~ m d  Qf 
fiar ad anxiety s#t& becaw of #he practice and this hm some inyilicaflomfir women 3 @ be-. 
11 u b  rew~ledthat lh t  pcrbdof remwryhrn the operation a h  lends td q@ct thc ~ ~ n l o l  -C of WMR 

~ n d  by extension scxrral relctionship~ Arising front zhc o k m d  *r$c cBc& the p p r  COnckdW by 
calling fir the e d i c P f i o n  ofthc practice In our sock fy. 

1 

Female ~irc&&ion is as old as hc hum race. In fact, SO- authors pee Ulc pnclkc aa m 
componentof tbckfficanculauc(~ibbs 1965) in theslmcwnyasitiswithother~rwpsof tk 
world ( H a s h  Amongst some groups in ~frica ,  the practice k sam as a m W *  of rite which 

undergo before atmining wommhd. It is a form of tradi- wit8 lbs 
widespread nature of the practice world wide, &&on on the subject is still viewed wilb much 
d ' i m  so much that lhere is a lot of secrecy s u r r d i g  the practice, Today, not very inany p@e 
know ahout h e  subject. Even those who p r o f a  to know, have only very little howledge a h  
the workingo of ~ k + e & .  ~ h c  rnyslery surrounding the act is so much that cvcn pemw m 
whom L c  act has.&b performed do not h o w  whether it was p e r f o d  on them. With this kind 
of situation, wherd&ly very liulc is known a b u r  the phenomcnun, il is not surprising that attempts 
at s t e h h g  the p&tice or educating the people MI the d u s  oprandi of thc c h d o n  Is 
rendered problematic. 

1 L,::> 

F o m  of Female 4Ymumcision 
The nature of ~e procedure and the age at which it is p m c W  varies from om cdtum to 

mother. n i s  is a h  true of h e  resultant effects of the act and the, favour it gets from h e  geople. 
There are thtec l&ic.furms of female circumcision hown all over the world wben the system is 
in vogue. It is hd er net-ry lo note that all lhese three systems are qlmclst never a d o p a  
wi.in one cdtua#oup. SaIah Abu Bvkr (1979). identified Uuw bvir forrxis of rircmMm 
amongst the peo$&kif the Sudan. TIE llAw basic forms identified are In no way different from 
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l h k d r r  (1982) e&ii~~tron except that it is mom embmive and &tailed. The first is known as 
tba Swum ch-kjam which invoive h e  mnoval of the prep- of the clitoris, Ihi is similar to 
the foresldn of mak organ or circumcision.  he clitorls'is preserved together with the posterior 
larger parts of tbE labia miaora . A second form Is excKm (or reduction). This imp lies h e  removal 
of the prep- and glands of the clitoris together with the adjacent parts of the whole of the Iabi 
minora witbwt kluding the labia majora and without clasure of the vulva. 'Chi according to the 
author is common 6 Egypt. Tbe fvst and second cktssFwalion of Salah Abu Bah conform with 
E h k ' s  fust typology of cirmision.  

Tbe third methd in tbe author's view is infibulation, which in addition to excision entails the 
c b  of tBe OMI  of tbe female external genitalm. I r  is also called tht Phaaaonic circumcision. 
In this system, tb whole of tk clitoris, the labia minora and Ihe medial parts of h e  labia rnajora 
are IWM)V& b t h  sides of the vulva are thus brought togetber using silk or catgut or thorns, A 
aimall opening is lefi to atlow for urine, and later menstrual flow. This taxonomy approximates 
-k's (1979: 145) clepotf~ltion of circumhion w h i i  b tagged type I-IV. 

The Phamoak u d d  scctns the most severe and detptating of aU the forms of the practice 
in existem% Apart from rhc primary process of the method, the system of deifibulation and 
~iafrbulaticm maZre the entire prmess a "hell" on earth for the victtns of the acL The nature of the 
system m y  have b u n t 4  for its decline and limited ams where it is pracW and the Iack of 
favtlur whklfp@%fmd in this prticular form (Ccak, 1979). The sums method is preferred to 
any other forni and&vi&ly praclised in m y  parts of t I ~ e  world (Hosken, 1979). For the purpose 
of details, it b &%my to relate h e  account of Matly of an after treatment experience by an 
informnt 

71re kgs ore #ld togetherfirnrly above a d  below the hdee and at the ankles, and the 
chUd is h p t  'fh' bed on a diet of come1 's milk A.er  three dtys, she Lr alto wed ro ger up 
and move aBbhr as ntuch as she is able. Since her legs ore still lied together, ntuving 
ahut  k accbmplished with the aid of apole which rhc padetrt holds in from of her with 
both hands probress and In sntall jumps, A . r  seven dnys, rhc wound is conridered to be 
healed and thk1lirgs releared - 

! ,  . , 

Cook (1 982) h ract 'Wcribcd a fourth type, which according to him is more drastic. He called 
this k i s i o n .  Winvolves the enlargement of the vaginal orifice at pukrty by tearing it 
downward m~nualM'$r.spli#ing of h e  perineum with a stone knife. This mthd he associated with 
thc RU-~atta gr* b f . h  Australian ahorighc,. The method descrihd here can be likened to the 
h& Circm&Pon (of Hosken, 1979 & Salah Abu Ehkr, 1982) which might bring a b y t  
dp. ihht ion  of c&&wised at puberty to aid sexual activities or 'at labour times or at the 

of marriage. 



Farms and age or Circumcision 

Age At ~ircuncir ioi  ' . 
The age at which the female is circumcised in different societies d e s  (Rushm,  1984) and 

it marks the coming o t age of the woman. In  Upper-Volla (Burkina Faso) and Ivory Coast (Cok 
d'lvorc) at the age of terween 10 and 12 years the femaIe is circumcised (Triendrcgeogom, 1982. 
Eh yed 1982) white W Yorubas on the olhex hand perform the operation on their female infants 
without ritual (Lloyds, 1965). 

G ivcn the above background numerbus speculations and mys~ries abou t the prac tice, the need 
for a discussion a b u t  female circumcision is inevilable at a time like this. It is in this light fitat thL 
papr attempts to focus on h e  issue of female circumcision wilh Ihe aim of identifying he forins 
of and age at circumcisi+ and its implications lor women's fertility. 

METHODOLOGY 

Stlting 
The study was cotducted among the Okpe people who are a distinct ehnic group in Della 

Smk. For h r i p  tiwr p*mx, the Okpe people have been desc t i k d  as Ukpe-sob (Fellows 1929) 
and Urhobo kingdom rrT ORpe (Otice 1973). The Okpe people are the "largest" of all the Urhobo 
C h  in terms of #opulation and lsnd mass. Its territory is about 500 square kilometers which lie 
approximately betw&?atiwle f 3' Norh and lot~gitude P 3' and 6" West. 

The bkpes inhadit'huo local governnlent areas of the State (Okpe and Sapele). From the= 
council areas, four ~ o ~ v i l l a g e s  were purposely selected based on h e  expen howledge of chc 
researcher. Two of IJi& were rural (Amukpe and Aghofokpe) whiIe the othtr two were seats 01 
the local governmnts brerokpe and Sapele). 

Sampk 
From each of tbe:&@k~ed town~vilIagm,anequalmmpleof one hundredand fifty respondents 

were randomly selea tkd'for the study. iota l san~ple of six hundred respondents wre surveyed. 
'This sample included an qua1 nunlber of the male and Female sexes. After editing the returned 
questionnaires, a subttital number of two hundred and fatirteen respondents representing rhe 
f e k k  were analysed, 

' Pro,cedurt 
D e  two hundr&'hhd fourma responde~~ts were administered a structured questioru~aiw 

schedule consisting +f-'%xty one questions. Six  questions were on d ~ e  demographic profile of the 
respondents (e.g. d$b$ge,. a r i d  status, occupation, education ant! abodc) while fifty-[iw 
questions addr-df'kfibus issues on t e i ~ ~ r b  circur~lcision (suclr as 'At whal age wen you 
circumcised?*: "~h<@r'cttnleiscd you?"; "why wcre you cikumcised?" wWl,at pad of the fenlalc 
organ is operated updd?'; "Do you enjoy  st:^.?" ek.1 



To these respondents a set of questiomaire ~ h e d d e  were administered to each of them on 
mailability h i s .  The data gathered from this study were &lysed here through simple percentage 
m d  inferential staWtcs. 

RESULT 

Forms of Cbcumkwn 
In this shldy, it was found that the Sunna type of Circumcision is mb1y practid by h e  Okpc 

peapk 91 -9% of the c*ktmcised in the sample indicated that the clitoris is the part of tht femb 
loqau that is operated upon. I n  thetr view, it is h e  dp of the clitoris that is severed off during tbe 
opemkion, The remainiig 8. I % did not respond to the questiw. It is interesting to note that majodty 
of t h~  circumcised either had their operation performed by a western trained pxmmel. Only 3.7 % 
and 16.4% had their operation performed by Traditional B i d  Attendants and Natlve Doctors 
respeclively . The duraiion it takes the wound to heal ranges from four days to over 9 week (Table 
1). 

Table 1: TI# c Drrrutw n It Takes T ~ C  Circunrcisiun Wound k Heal, 

six da; 
i 

6 2.8 
Seven days and a b e  143 66.8 
Don't Know . . I ,  5 2 4  
Not Applicable I.. 42 19.6 
Twl 214 100% 

. L 1 ,  

Age At Circun~ciriop 
Table two clearly s h o y  that female circumcision is performed on the femte at a much later age 
among the Okpe pwplethan the Yorubas (Iloyd 1965). 

t i !  , 

Table Two: A E ~  d Circunrcision 



On a elaset gtudy of the data, it wap dixovered hat majority of the circumcised, had their 
performed bctw- tbc ages of 13 and 18 years:66.8 % of the circumcised respondents 

weebetwculthe%gc 13/15and 1~18yearsold,wbentheoperatiwwaspetfo~~~Onthewhole, 
. w mqmdmt re@ below age ~tn years as at Iht timc of cIrc~~~:isIm. This point suggests that 

' cbe OLge p p Z e  do noL c-b Mi female infants and children ks than ten years old. Of all 
tbe Who wet8 C ~ U ~ C ~ S C ~ ,  cmfy 38% were about b he! married. 56.4% were not, but 
w m  c h c u d i  h u 9 c  tbey bad cwne of age or their p m t s  m k  the decision or in accordance 
whh the t d h i c m  where tbe msms given for Wi Wig circum:*lsed. 5.2% did not m d  to the 
Qucgtioa 

~~ch~bgkal~n~pkoifo~~ for WoWn 
CIivea tbt ciifferurt forms h d  Ibe age at cirmmiiion in the various C U I ~ ,  it is important 

k & aome of tbt psychological inrpbtlons of the practice amongst Nigerian women and 
by~~wwnenwwldover.~tiveofthefactthatthepracticeIspartof~esociaSization 
p m  (Owumi 1993) wbich nmd females undergo, there is d l  some element of fear and mxiev 
statts wamiptcd wh the ptactice. Due to lhesc conditions, so= females who are intended lor 
ci--kh ~re'hhhll~ infor@ about the impendig opcratiun (chumcision cxemk). For 
-, m khb &db, it was found that 32.7 percent of a sample of tyo huded  and fourteen 
f& hvolvd h'tbt sQldy.ind'ited that they were not bid  earlier about the exercise while 47.2 

hdkatad'&lt they were infond.  The proportion of those circumcised without prior 
Imowkdge of tbd'idpcmtim is very significant when it is observed that 20.1 percent of the total 
-la al8 felm&wfio we* nor yet c ~ ~ k l .  

What k k  aM% findiag suggest is that mast of the elements of the category of the circumcised 
who wtre m t m l a f d  of tbe hqmd'ig exercise may bavebeen coerccd. For example, one of thc 
mqxmchb pointed out that she was not told before the operation was performed. She reported 
tbnr: 

"011 the day df 1Hc operation, the nurse came in while some ofmy remans (d women) 
w b  w e * e I ~ c  ofthe exmAse were around iwas cdkd into the room and held down 

, f i r  tk o&rhtion to k pelfonnedw. (emphsir mind. 

Frbm tbt abovc:~  rieocci there is no doubt rhat some form of muma may have been created foi 
tb ' vkhY .?&  %" monsowbenitkobscmdthat~hildrcnansubjecledtorhhactThcmm 
huge hi& tbisf& of experience may have erealcd could lead lo anxiety states and coosequm 

sexual we of *, kcmak. 

J 
redwe ibc ur@ff f  scxunl activities later in life apart from the fact that the practicc affects tb) 

 be fmdddlofihe study also revealed that the wound inflicted as a result of thecifcwdW 
h h  r number 8-f day8 to heal. TI& b above clearly reveals this. 



As indicated in tabt one abve, a gmter proportion of Ihe sample bad to c m t d  wih tbs 
wound ofthe opwatEoa ifor about even days and above. M g  this pcdd, tbe c h u m i d  d 
have suffered ~ ~ Y s b l  palm a d  pryohdogid muor duc to tha w ~ , c c m f ~ t  4 
possibly nausea t upan he exercise. 

~ i n n t b c a ~ ~ B , i t i s i m p e m t i * c t h t - ~ ~ ~ l r m g a i l u t ~ ~ ~  
. Sedaetivr$tsbtkrcfori;,~lMytobe~ 

willing cocoa a c x d  d in p yay. c i m m d k i  
i n t c ~ i n ~ l t X U B f ~ t i v i t i e s d w o i d o f ~ ~ h a s o c i t t J  

p e o p l e w p 6 c i i l l y ~ a r e ~ k d , c b e f ~ w s i b ' i l i t y c !  
But inplrtccsSi.tbeSudaa~E%yptwbcretbePbaraoair 

~ m m y b e m w b m o r e s c v c m k r w m m a c i f c u m e ' i m r k  
stxual activitkandchild bttb k ~ % ~ o f t b a  M M a f i w  

Vaginalc~t i011~Put ing  maternity am mdcd problematic wh&iaexttemeers~s, childid 
m y  k a d b v e s m y a g ~ l  or recto-vaginal ~ ~ a n d ~ y  tbwomen'a h b i i  tacmtrc 
tbedi=hgeoCwaskpr~tsfromherbady(Ba~ 1993).Thisstatedkadwdegte9sia 
and in ex- case suicide. All these affect tbe womaa'a Mi for acx d -y be 
rcpmductiye ability 

ConclusSon 
If for b t a m x  l f l d  ~ i e t k s  the m s m s  for tbt adoption of f e d  c*kcumis€cn is to stu 

promiscuity amo&fthe women, the 'psychod i  and f ea ty  ~ ~ c a t i m s  of tbe pmtice u 
enommu aadgra~kliough lo bring abouta e h a n g e o f a ~ t u d c ~ t b c p r a ~ b u t & i s  ism 
just rmify:ient. TkEbhouid bt attempts by govcmmnt aad waum's groups to s c n s b  d 
&mbws of societ$h the ills of ihe practice and ihc posnibility of briDgmg it b .n md 

Nottr 
~ ~ p e r i s ~ & c e F p t f m m a f i j w w o r k ~ b y  tbeI&r~fhCannrirraeWt 

w T m d i t i ~ ~ ~ l  ~ a &  Affecting Women lad fa N i g d  

~ ~ ~ C E S  
W- S.K (19'93) Illr&cmenm!h m p s v C M  Wel l -kb  4 W F  YICnYS MID W Y  Nm&d F e h  

~ ~ r r d o ~ 8 ~ ~ t p o r t ~ t o k k - ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ c ) m ~ ~ ~  
~ ~ O f W ~ d ~  

Cmk, R o k t  (1982) m e  to Pbydcd H& dran Phnarle C h m I s h  WlWdh) oC * A r w h  
mearcll IWgw l k d r i o t d  haaim @airy ik He& o/ Women old # i h n  WH-0 Tsdal 
PuMicodm No. Z'vd 2. 
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