
Professionalism vs Academic Activism 
A critical analysis of The Lancet and the 

standard for medical science –the case of 
FGM/C 



Highest standard or Academic Activism?



The Lancet (March 2021) tells their readers:
2 millions new cases of FGM

The Lancet. Public Health, (2021).  6(3), e136-e136. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-
2667(21)00030-X

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(21)00030-X


What are the sources for the highest
’scientific truth’ in The Lancet?

A report from an  NGO –’The Orchid Project ’ , September 2020



What is NGO’s source of information? 

Material and Method

A strategic sample of 38 employed grassroot activists in 14  
NGO’s in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East

Question

How had their work been affected by COVID-19?

Orchid Projects (2020). Impacts of COVID-19 on female genital cutting. https://www.orchidproject.org/impacts-of-covid-19-on-female-genital-cutting-fgc/

https://www.orchidproject.org/impacts-of-covid-19-on-female-genital-cutting-fgc/


Empirical data?

NGO report was built on information from grassroots activists’ opinions 
and that they were “witnessing elevated rates of FGM.” 

“Because of the restriction of movement during this pandemic, more 
than 85% of women and girls, particularly in rural communities, are 
exposed to the practice; making it difficult to track the practice and 
create more awareness on the devastating effects on the survivors.” 

- Dr Chris Ugwu, Executive Director, SIRP, Nigeria.

However, no data presented 



What did the activists answer?
“We could not do our work”



What did the activists answer?
“We need more money”



Lancet second source of information for 
highest standard of science - UNFPA

”The latest UN Population Fund projections suggest that due
to the disruption of programmes to prevent FGM in response
to COVID-19, 2 million cases might occur over the next
decade that could have been averted. “

When and on what did UNFPA based the estimation on?

United Nations Population Fund (2020). Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Family Planning and Ending Gender-based Violence, Female Genital Mutilation and Child Marriage. New York, 



UNFPA January 2020 UNFPA a letter from April 
2020
This work builds on a global impact and 
cost analyses published but before the 
pandemia



Limitation of empirical data
-however, not recognized by The Lancet

• “Due to the pandemic, organisations with monitoring and reporting 
mandates have been unable to verify information and collect real-
time data” Orchid

• “There is not a large body of research on the effectiveness of a range 
of interventions to combat GBV/FGC” UNFPA 2020



Research vs Activism

RESEARCHERS 

want to find out the facts about 
the practice (proven experience, 
causal connection, scope, care 
needs, girls vs women, healthy o 
risk factors)

ACTIVISTS

want to work for girls at risk protected and 
that tradition ceases completely. Purpose 
sanctifies funds

Prof Sara Johnsdotter , Malmö University 2019



Facts not reflected by The Lancet

• Evaluation of anti-FGM programmes are scar (Berg et al 2012, WH0 2011)

• No large body of research on the effectiveness of interventions to combat 
FGC  (UNFPA 2020)

• FGM activism have been critized for being based on western, ethnocentric 
and discriminatory viewpoint  (Njambi, 2007, Ahmadu 2007, Gruenbaum
2001, Schweder 2000)

• The deeply rooted practice of circumcision of girls, but not boys, is rapidly 
changed after migration from a high to low prevalent context 

(Johnsdotter & Essén 2016)



What are the risks of Academic Activism?

• The very nature of academic scholarship is the critical investigation
and the critical dialogue in relation to policy and professionalism.

• The greatest threat to scholarship is therefore when such dialogues
are closed down, censored, or compromised

”Almost every activist I have ever met
whether deliberately or, unknowingly, 
exaggerates the problem to which they
have dedicated themselves”. 

“Factfulness: The stress-reducing habit of 
only carrying opinions for which you have 
strong supporting facts.”


