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FEMINISM AND ANTI-RACISM:
PROSPECTS FOR THE FIGHT
AGAINST FGM IN BELGIUM
Summary of the webinar
On the 19th of May 2020, GAMS Belgium organised a webinar on the theme of
feminism and anti-racism with the aim of opening up reflections on the fight
against female genital mutilation (FGM). It is part of a long-term project to
deconstruct the preconceived ideas surrounding migrant women affected by FGM
and is supported by Equal.Brussels.

Deconstructing stigmatising language
Diariou Sow and Oumar Diallo, both Board members and peer educators for GAMS
Belgium, introduced and moderated this virtual conference. It aimed to address the
stigmatising and racist discourse that FGM is a "barbaric" practice in sub-Saharan Africa,
which is often coupled with the victimisation of those concerned and strong guilt on the
part of the parents. The webinar paved the way for a reflection on the best way to move
away from a backward-looking and Eurocentric
way of thinking in order to build reflections
conducive to women's independence and
empowerment on the issues that directly affect
them.
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The importance of the words we use
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Isma Benboulerbah, Programme Officer with the End FGM
EU Network which works on the fight against genderbased violence, FGM and the network of young
ambassadors, gave an overview of the racism surrounding
FGM. The very choice of words used to broach the subject
and speak about the communities and the affected
community was questioned. Far from being insignificant, it
affects both the representations and self-perception of
women and, consequently, their well-being.

Political instrumentalisation and racist discourse
With the political instrumentalisation of the subject, the use of negative vocabulary and the
misleading approach to the issue are purposeful and pursue racist, Islamophobic or antiimmigration agendas. The resolution brought by extreme right-wing groups before the
European Parliament in February 2020 is the culmination of the re-appropriation of the
fight against FGM in an openly racist and anti-immigration discourse that takes up the ageold argument of civilisational opposition and cultural incompatibility.

Hateful and racist comments are also made openly and blatantly on social networks,
violently attacking those who perform FGM and, in turn, the women and girls affected.

The shift away from diversity to a romanticised depiction
Isma also stressed that within the fight against FGM, questions need to be raised first of all
about the romanticisation of FGM and then about the lack of diversity of the actors dealing
with the issue.
Indeed, very often, the subject is dealt with using stories of survivors, images of young black
girls and/or images referring to Islam, and tearful scenes, all of which do not work towards
the empowerment or greater involvement of the affected communities. They even
contribute by minimising the phenomenon and reducing it to a specific geographical area,
religion and type even though it covers a diversity of practices and motives.
Finally, the associations and the NGOs involved in the fight against FGM provide little
diversity and inclusiveness for the communities directly concerned by the problem.
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On the 5th of February 2020, a resolution on a European Union strategy to end FGM worldwide, supported by the

majority of parliamentary groups, was tabled. In response, a counter-resolution was proposed by extreme right-wing
groups calling the practice "barbaric", a "Muslim problem" and using it to justify anti-immigration rhetoric by arguing that
"cultural and religious beliefs that defend, condone or tolerate female genital mutilation have no place in liberal societies".
Although completely rejected, this counter-resolution shows the attention and caution that must be maintained in the
fight against FGM in the face of its instrumentalisation.
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Colonial legacy
Betel Mabille, a queer Afrofeminist and decolonialist
activist, went on to address in greater depth the issue
of racism as a system, highlighting three major
concepts - in this case neo-colonialism, Western
imperialism and white saviourism.
Racism as a system affects all areas of society by
establishing a hierarchy between social races. In countries such as Belgium or France, it is a
direct descendant of the colonial period during which it justified the exploitation and
domination of the colonised countries and populations. Now commonplace and insidious, it
invites itself into even the most elementary daily interactions with a simple "where are you
from?"
Neo-colonialism continues to develop in the former colonies,
perpetuating colonial relations of domination, particularly in the
form of humanitarian action, associations run by white people
with an educational aim in the formerly colonised country,
economic or military interference. At the same time, Western
imperialism feeds the actions and the minds by presenting the
way of functioning of the West as the best and therefore the
one to be followed and adopted everywhere.
These mechanisms can appear in the fight against FGM, as the
practice may be perceived from a stereotypical Western
perspective without the communities practising it and the
issues underlying the phenomenon being heard or understood.
The whole thing extends into the concept of white saviourism,
embodied in the idea of "saving the South". In such a context, before taking any action, it is
advisable to ask whether there is a need, a request for help from the population, to bear in
mind that the stance of white people is never neutral, and finally to investigate the reasons
behind the action which may often be dictated by the desire to clear one's conscience
without taking into account the real needs of the population. Knowing how to stay in one's
place and to put more emphasis on racialised people in the struggles and issues that
directly concern them is also essential.
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How can one get involved in the fight against
FGM?
Following these two interventions, the question of commitment in the fight against
FGM arose. How can one get involved? Should we simply give it up for lack of
legitimacy when the issue does not concern us?
⎯ For Isma, one must be careful. Commitment is too often guided by morbid

curiosity, inappropriate motivations and no appropriate in the context of an antiracist struggle. We need to question our role, what we can bring to the fight and
we need to listen to and learn from the main stakeholders.
⎯ Betel concurred, stressing the importance of giving due consideration to those

concerned who face racism on a daily basis and have a practical knowledge of
the issue. White people tend to be experts on these issues, taking the lead having
leadership roles in dedicated associations when racialised people remain only
witnesses, spectators, and volunteers.
⎯ Diariou shed light on the issue by showing a lack of confidence from the affected

communities, who consider anti-FGM activists to be "sold to Westerners", that
the abandonment of FGM would be in favour of forced Westernisation, even
though FGM is a socialisation problem related to social codes, norms and sociocultural values.
⎯ Isma and Diariou agreed that it can even be dangerous for people in the affected

communities to campaign against FGM. Isma then stressed the need to protect,
secure and connect these activists. It is thus the responsibility of organisations
fighting against FGM to reflect on themselves in terms of their discourse,
structure, and possible role in perpetuating stigmatisation, as Sokhna Fall of the
NGO EquiPop and Isma have argued.
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More information

(Re)view the complete webinar on Youtube (French):
https://youtu.be/dxg4Sb0yicA

Listen to Lisette Lombé’s poetry slam
summarising the webinar (French):
https://youtu.be/dAUTz2JgmRc
(The text in French is also to be found
hereunder)

Read GAMS Belgium - End FGM EU
(2019) “Genital Mutilation—Addressing
common myths and misconceptions”,
2nd edition, Brussels.

Read the End FGM EU Network’s report
FGM/C: A Call for a Global Response

Read the End FGM EU Network's guide
"How to talk about Female Genital
Mutilation"
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LISETTE LOMBÉ’S POETRY SLAM
( Fr e n c h )
Je ne suis pas là pour redire ce que Betel, Isma, Diariou et Oumar ont déjà dit, il y a quelques
jours, sans artifices et de manière très pédagogique, à propos des mutilations génitales
féminines.
Je suis là pour souffler sur la braise.
Je suis là pour tenter de nous relier, aujourd’hui, autour de leurs paroles précieuses.
Je suis là pour la langue de feu contre la langue de bois, pour ce qui ne sonne pas creux et ce
qui ne sonne pas faux.
Je suis là pour les mots qui nous saisissent par leur justesse et leur authenticité, pour les
mots qui viennent percuter nos certitudes et bousculer nos représentations, pour les mots
qui donnent envie de se lever et de se mettre en action.
Il n’y a pas de claquements de doigts dans cette famille, pas de baguettes magiques, pas
d’accélérateurs de particules, pas de tours de passe-passe.
Battre en brèche les stéréotypes, ça prend du temps !
Déconstruire des discours paternalistes et stigmatisants, ça prend du temps !
Dénoncer l’instrumentalisation de nos luttes à des fins racistes et électoralistes, ça prend du
temps !
Il y a urgence mais nous devons prendre le temps.
Prendre le temps de la transmission et de la vulgarisation.
Prendre le temps du regard complexe posé sur des situations complexes.
Prendre le temps de la vigilance langagière et de la précision sémantique.
Parce que nous savons que les mots peuvent offrir et arracher de la confiance aux femmes.
Parce que nous savons que les mots peuvent redresser des victimes d’excision et les
transformer en survivantes de mutilations génitales féminines.
Prendre le temps de la compréhension des mécanismes de socialisation, compréhension qui
ne saurait être confondue avec l’acceptation et la minimisation des violences.
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Prendre le temps de poser des questions frontales et d’exiger des réponses sans fauxfuyants.
Comment peut-on prétendre respecter l’expérience de femmes que l’on juge en
permanence ?
Comment peut-on prétendre soutenir des filles dont on traite les parents de barbares ?
Comment peut-on sincèrement entendre l’Autre en parlant sans cesse à sa place ?
Comment peut-on ignorer le dressing colonial en portant soi-même une cape blanche de
sauveur ?

Il y a une bataille du récit à gagner !
Il y a à aller à l’abordage de narrations obsolètes !
Il y a à sécher les petites larmes d’un féminisme européo-centré !
Il y a à arrêter de se comporter en sale petit badaud curieux avec l’entrejambe des
survivantes !
Il y a à dénoncer les expositions de corps noirs, d’enfants noires, de vulves noires et il y a à
revendiquer un droit à l’image comme un droit à une identité commune !
Il y a à considérer les expertes comme des expertes et plus comme de « simples » témoins.
Il y a à assurer la sécurité des ambassadrices de la cause au sein de leurs propres
communautés !
Il y a soutien !
Il y a humilité !
Il y a patience !
Il y a courage politique !
Il y a évolution des traditions !
Il y a femmes debout contre le patriarcat !
Il y a sororité !
Il y a espoir, il y a feu et il y a espérance !
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