This opening paragraph will likely be one of the most grotesque you have read, it is certainly one of the most upsetting I have written. And this is the sanitised version.  Please don’t turn away. Every day in many countries of the world, a girl between the age of 5 and 12 years old, will be having her legs held apart by an elderly female relative. A surgical implement of some sort is then used to cut off her inner labia and clitoris. The gashing wound and most of the vagina is then sewn up (a small hole left for urination and menstruation) and her legs then tied together to prevent them from moving, thus facilitating the formation of scar tissue. When the woman gets married, her stitched vagina lets her new husband know that she is still a virgin. It is his job to enlarge her vagina, usually over a period of weeks. Sometimes midwives have to assist in this process. When the woman gives birth, she has to be cut open in order to allow delivery then sewn back up again. 
Now, why would any sane person visit such horror on their own child? Odd as it sounds, there are ‘arguments’ in favour of female genital mutilation (FGM). These include: that the practice is ‘traditional’; that it is a religious requirement; that it is a rite of passage; that it improves marriage prospects; that it prevents promiscuity; that it prevents excessive clitoral; that  it enhances male sexual pleasure. In the interests of fairness we should also mention that FGM is often supported because it can be used apparently to treat lesbianism, masturbation, hysteria, and epilepsy. The factual errors of these arguments require no further comment. Morally speaking, in the interests of politeness, I will say nothing more about them.
FGM is common in 26 of 43 African countries, but it is most prevalent in Egypt, Mali, Eritrea, the Central African Republic, the Sudan and Somali. It is also practiced in Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Yemen, as well as parts of Asia, including parts of India, Indonesia and Malaysia. Moreover, FGM has increased in recent decades in western countries such as Australia, Canada, the US, New Zealand and England, as some immigrants have brought the barbaric practice with them. FGM is illegal in these countries, and most of Europe. Moreover, since 2003 it has been illegal in the UK to take girls abroad to be ‘cut’. The maximum penalty is 14 years. However, it is estimated that at least 2000 schoolgirls are taken abroad during the summer holidays to be mutilated despite these tough laws, and according to some experts, 15,000 British girls are at risk. No-one has ever been prosecuted in this country. Girls return from ‘holiday’ in severe pain, with potentially life-threatening bleeding, infection, and long term damage to their reproductive heath, and are treated in UK hospitals, particularly in London. No one can be in any doubt about how these injuries were sustained. Yet to reiterate - no-one in the UK has ever been prosecuted. Why not?
FGM is child abuse. And all child abuse is morally unacceptable. So why isn’t the practice loudly, clearly and universally condemned? Why hasn’t the law been enforced? I would suggest that one reason why FGM is low on the law-enforcers list of priorities is that there is no public demand for action for three reasons. Firstly, unintentional discrimination: the victims are not white middle class girls. The second is sexism. FGM is on a par with selective female abortion. We know the answer to the question would the practice be tolerated if victims of such grotesque genital mutilation were male? The third is residual and misguided cultural and moral relativism which often serves to mask reasons one and two. 
At least two generations in the west have been raised on the doctrine of moral relativism, and it has led to uneasiness about cultural interference. The idea is that the West has no business imposing its values on communities which are culturally distinct. This line of thought is and has been useful for curbing imperialist tendencies, but the unintended consequence has been a licence to ignore genuine moral obligations to others. The philosopher Bernard Williams described moral relativism as ‘possibly the most absurd view to have been advanced in moral philosophy’. It is not just pernicious (attitudes to FGM being a case in point); it is intellectually coherent. It is worth elaborating on this point.  
Relativism holds that nothing is objectively right or wrong: each community or society chooses what is morally acceptable in accordance with its traditions. Williams identifies three distinct claims of this position: first, that ‘morally acceptable’ can mean only ‘morally acceptable in a given society’. Second, that ‘acceptable for a given society’ means ‘this practice works for them’. Finally - a conclusion drawn from the first two: it is morally wrong for people in one society to interfere with the values and practices of another.
 
The problem is that these claims are inconsistent - they cannot all be true at once. If the relativist’s first two claims are true, then the desired conclusion must be false, because in the first two claims what is deemed morally acceptable is so only within a given society or community. But the relativist’s conclusion is that it is wrong for all societies regardless of cultural differences to interfere with others despite originally stating that nothing is right or wrong for all human beings or cultures. Consequently, if the first two premises are right, then the conclusion that none of us should ever interfere in other cultures cannot be right.
 
There is no doubt that in the past colonialists interfered in local practices and customs in the most abominable way. But in the case of FGM, the replacement dogma of relativism has prevented successful eradication of practices we know in our heart of hearts to be wrong. Uneasiness about interfering in other cultural or traditional activity must not hinder the authorities from clamping down on this totally unjustifiable, excruciatingly painful, and psychologically crippling operation on female children, and the public ought to start demanding that they do so. As a realist I would say this: there are no grounds whatsoever for the practice of female genital mutilation: it is wrong now, was wrong 3, 000 years ago, will be wrong in the future -  anywhere in the world where it was and is practiced. 
