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Female Genital Mutilation or Cutting is Unethical according to Natural Law Theory

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is one of the most divisive and physically damaging cultural traditions to women and girls in the world today. A 2024 World Health Organization report on the subject defines FGM as “all procedures involving partial or total removal of the female external genitalia or other injury to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons”. [footnoteRef:1]Despite the widely publicized risks, the procedure remains extremely common in some cultures where it is a symbol of purity, adulthood, or family honor. Those who reject the procedure are often socially ostracized, at risk of becoming marriage prospects, and even considered “unfinished” as a woman. Due to these severe social ramifications, FGM continues to be practiced even in the face of its permanent and potentially fatal effects. [1:  “Female Genital Mutilation.” January 31, 2025. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation.] 

Examining from the Natural Law point of view, the ethical issue of FGM is unmistakably evident. According to the Natural Law, moral behavior must preserve the fundamental goods on which human flourishing consists, like life, health, bodily integrity (including human procreation and human sexuality), knowledge, and human sociability.
My thesis, then, is that FGM is unethical because it violates the foundational goods of life, human procreation (health), bodily integrity, and the natural operation of human sexuality; therefore, it is contrary to right reason, subverts authentic autonomy, and weakens the common good. Hence, even when culturally conditioned, FGM is not morally acceptable under Natural Law.

This paper will present five reasons why FGM is unethical under natural law theory.  The World Health Organization classifies FGM into four major types. Types I and II are the most common, but all forms are harmful. Type I: Partial or total removal of the clitoris (clitoridectomy). Type II: Partial or total removal of the clitoris and the labia (the inner and/or outer “lips” around the vagina). Type III: Sewing the labia together to make the vaginal opening smaller (infibulation). The clitoris may or may not be removed. Type IV: All other harmful procedures to the female genitalia for non-medical purposes, including pricking, piercing, cutting, scraping, and cauterization (burning). [footnoteRef:2]This medical and descriptive framework makes clear that FGM involves intentional harm to healthy genital tissue for nonmedical reasons.  [2:  “Female Genital Mutilation or Cutting | Office on Women’s Health.” n.d. OASH | Office on Women’s Health. https://womenshealth.gov/a-z-topics/female-genital-cutting.] 


Firstly, FGM violates the basic good of life and health. Natural Law holds that human beings are naturally inclined to preserve life and avoid unnecessary harm. FGM directly contradicts this inclination by inflicting severe physical, sexual, and psychological damage with no medical benefit. According to the World Health Organization, FGM can lead to excessive bleeding, infection and sepsis, childbirth complications, pelvic pain and infertility, long-term psychological trauma, and death. Natural Law demands that the basic goods of human life, health, procreation, knowledge, and sociability be protected, not attacked. FGM does not protect a healthy body; it actively injures it, turns a basic good into harm. In 2021, Fartun Hassan Ahmed, a thirteen-year-old, bled to death after FGM in Somalia’s Galmudug region, where about 98 percent of women are reported to have been cut. Her death caused outrage, and communities still defended it in the name of tradition and honor. Sacrificing a human life for “honor” is irrational and immoral according to Natural Law.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Female Genital Mutilation or Cutting | Office on Women’s Health.” n.d. OASH | Office on Women’s Health. https://womenshealth.gov/a-z-topics/female-genital-cutting] 

Secondly, FGM violates bodily integrity and the natural purposes of sexual organs. Thomas Aquinas teaches that the human body and each of its functions has a God-given purpose (telos). Sexual organs exist for procreation, marital intimacy, and pleasure that binds partners together. FGM destroys or severely impairs these natural purposes by removing tissue essential for healthy sexual pleasure, causing chronic pain during intercourse, restricting normal sexual function, and creating scarring that disrupts pregnancy and childbirth. From a Natural Law perspective, deliberately damaging organs so that they cannot fulfill their natural ends is intrinsically disordered. FGM is not a neutral “cultural practice”; it is a direct attack on the natural goods of sexuality and procreation.

The third point is that FGM violates authentic autonomy and right reason. Natural Law also requires that humans act according to right reason, which includes free choice, informed consent, and the absence of coercion. In most societies where FGM is practiced, girls are cut as children and cannot meaningfully consent, so child FGM is clearly a moral violation. The 'choice' exercised by adult women to undergo FGM is often the product of fear of social exclusion, a desire to marry, threats of shame, cultural manipulation, and internalized gender norms. It is therefore hard to view as authentically autonomous. A decision made under extreme social coercion and fear is not fully free and therefore fails the Natural Law criteria of bodily autonomy and right reason. 

The fourth reason why FGM violates the principles of Natural Law is that it is contrary to the common good. One of the precepts of Natural Law is that morality requires serving the common good. The common good is what our morality aims to protect and promote, which includes human equality and dignity, stable, loving families, and flourishing communities. FGM undermines the common good because it enforces gender inequality and exists largely to control women’s sexuality. It restricts sexual pleasure, reinforces patriarchal power structures, and marks women’s bodies as objects to be controlled for the sake of family “honor” or marital expectations. In this way, FGM is a system of inequality, rather than a truly moral tradition. It splinters communities by validating violence against women and girls, and weaving injustice into the social fabric.

Finally, FGM is unethical even though many cultures still support the practice. Widespread Practice Does Not Make It Moral Under Natural Law. According to the U.S. Office on Women’s Health, an estimated 100 to 140 million women alive today have undergone FGM/C, and about three million girls and women are at risk of FGM/C each year (Office on Women’s Health 2025). Prevalence rates vary widely by country. For example:
a) In Indonesia, an estimated 86–100 percent of girls and women have been cut.
b) In Guinea and Somalia, more than 95 percent of girls and women have been cut.
c) In Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, and Sierra Leone, the rate is near 90 percent.
d) In Cameroon and Uganda, less than 2 percent of girls and women have undergone 
FGM is performed in at least 28 African countries. UNICEF estimates that over 230 million girls and women around the world have experienced the practice.[footnoteRef:4] Available estimates in the U.S. suggest that over 513,000 girls and women have experienced FGM/C or are at risk of the practice, despite its illegality in the U.S. Of course, Natural Law does not make right what is popular. A practice can be both wrong and widespread. A custom does not become right merely by being customary. It doesn’t matter how normalized or normal it becomes. No tradition, no matter how honored, should outweigh the fundamental good of health, the naturalness of sexuality, the dignity of the human body, and the rational requirement not to harm. FGM fails the moral test written into Natural Law. [4:    Ofori, Michael Arthur, Daniel Biftu Bekalo, David Kwamena Mensah, and Niharika Jha. 2025. “Female Genital Mutilation Among Children in Ethiopia: A Time-to-event Analysis of Age at Circumcision.” PLoS ONE 20 (1): e0317966. ] 


In conclusion, FGM is not ethically justifiable in any form or context. It involves the destruction of natural goods, the harm to healthy bodies, the violation of true autonomy, and the perpetuation of gender-based oppression. Cultural acceptance or historical continuity does not erase the moral wrongness of it. A framework genuinely committed to human flourishing must reject any practice that attacks the basic goods of life, health, bodily integrity, and the natural purposes of sexuality. In this sense, FGM is one of the clearest examples of an unjust and irrational practice that Natural Law condemns. 

