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The contents of this memorandum are

intended to convey general information

only and are not intended to provide legal

advice or opinions for any purpose or

particular circumstance. 

The contents of this memorandum should not

be construed as nor relied upon for legal

advice in any particular circumstance or

situation. 

An attorney licensed to practice law in the

State of California should be contacted for

advice on specific legal issues. 

This memorandum is not a substitute for an in-

person or telephone consultation with an

attorney licensed to practice law in

California concerning any specific legal issue.

D I S C L A I M E R
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This Guide aims to provide survivors of female genital mutilation
(“FGM”) with an understanding of the three main remedies

available to them in the courts of California. 

                            survivors can potentially recover under
several California state laws not directly related to FGM.

                   California has enacted anti-FGM laws creating a
criminal cause of action against FGM’s perpetrators.
F I R S T ,

S E C O N D ,

                      California law provides survivors with various
rights and protections in California’s criminal justice
system.

T H I R D ,

Please note that California law provides that minors cannot sue on
their own and must be represented by an adult.
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INTRODUCTION

HOW DO I KNOW IF
I AM A SURVIVOR

OF FGM?

FGM is a practice that spans many different countries and communities, each
with their own customs that occur at different ages. For example, in the

Somali community, most girls are cut between the ages of 5 and 10 years old,
while in some Nigerian communities, girls are often cut when they are

christened at 8 days old. A description of the different types of FGM can be
found at www.who.int, and the different practices in various communities and

countries of origin can be found at www.28toomany.org. If you are unsure
whether you have been the victim of FGM, you should consult your

OB/GYN or contact help@theahafoundation.org.

1



California is one of 40 states that has criminalized
the practice of FGM. This means that perpetrators

of FGM can be prosecuted under criminal law.
Victims of the crime also have many legal remedies
at their disposal to punish their perpetrators and

receive forms of compensation. While there is
currently no civil action specific to FGM, survivors

may be eligible to seek remedies under several
related civil causes of action.

 
A civil lawsuit is brought by a private citizen (the

“plaintiff”). In the case of FGM, the plaintiff is
usually the victim, and the person being sued (the

“defendant”) is usually the cutter or someone who
assisted the cutter. If the defendant is found liable

in a civil case, he or she may be ordered to pay
money to the plaintiff. 

 
A criminal case is a lawsuit brought by a public

prosecutor, who is an employee of either the
federal, state or local government. Victims may

participate in the trial, but only as witnesses and
only if the prosecutor allows them to. If the

defendant is found guilty in a criminal case, he or
she may be punished with fines or time in prison. 

 
The same wrongful conduct may give rise to both

criminal and civil charges, and so survivors should
always consider pursuing both forms of relief.

 
We will discuss the criminal and civil options in

turn.

REMEDIES AVAILABLE TO SURVIVORS
UNDER CALIFORNIA LAW
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Criminal prosecutions against perpetrators of FGM under California law can be
brought only by state prosecutors. While victims of FGM cannot themselves
bring criminal actions, they can provide valuable assistance to the prosecuting
attorneys bringing those actions. California law defines FGM as the excision or
infibulation of the labia majora, labia minora, vulva or clitoris for nonmedical
purposes.   While the statute only punishes FGM performed on minors, it
provides broad protections to victims. 

Any adult can be found guilty of FGM regardless of their relationship to the
victim, so long as they either (i) performed the FGM or (ii) willingly allowed it to
happen.  Guardians can be found guilty under the FGM statute even if they were
not present when FGM was performed, so long as they willfully caused or
permitted the victim to be placed in a situation resulting in FGM being
performed.  Accordingly, a parent or guardian could potentially be found guilty of
violating the FGM statute if they left their child unattended for a prolonged time
with a person known to perform FGM. 

The FGM statute expressly states it does not preclude prosecution under Sections
203, 205 or 206 of the California Penal Code, or “any other provision of law.”
Thus, perpetrators of FGM may be prosecuted for a less specific offense (such as
torture, mayhem or aggravated mayhem, among others), despite the existence of
the statute directly penalizing FGM. This is advantageous for victims, as it allows
a cause of action to be strategically chosen based on the specific circumstances
under which the FGM occurred and the available evidence, and potentially
increases the likelihood of obtaining a conviction.  Several of the alternative
criminal causes of action available to victims of FGM are discussed in greater
detail in Section 4.  FGM is a felony and is punishable by up to seven years in jail.

The most important way a survivor can assist a prosecuting attorney is by
providing evidence, especially in the form of live testimony at trial. However, there
are other forms of evidence that prosecuting attorneys may request from the
survivor, including medical records, documented correspondence with the
defendant, the names of other witnesses, the identities of other victims, and
information about the defendant.

1 .  C R I M I N A L  P R O S E C U T I O N  U N D E R  T H E  A N T I - F G M  S T A T U T E
C A L .  P E N .  C O D E  §  2 7 3 . 4

CRIMINAL PROSECUTION
OF FGM PERPETRATORS:
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A D D I T I O N A L  C R I M I N A L  L A W S

OTHER CRIMINAL AND CIVIL
CAUSES OF ACTION AVAILABLE TO
SURVIVORS OF FGM IN CALIFORNIA:

Mayhem occurs when a person maliciously deprives the victim of her body, or
disables, disfigures or renders it useless.  Since California courts have found
defendants to be guilty of mayhem where they disfigured, severed or destroyed an
appendage or body part of the victim,  it’s likely that a “prick” or “nick” to the
clitoris would not be sufficiently severe to bring a charge under this cause of
action.  Mayhem is a felony and is punishable by up to eight years in prison.

1 .  MAYHEM (CAL. PEN. CODE§ 203)

Aggravated Mayhem occurs when the perpetrator unlawfully and under
circumstances demonstrating extreme indifference to the physical or psychological
well-being of the victim, intentionally causes permanent disability or
disfigurement to the victim or deprives her of a limb, organ or member of her
body.  Aggravated Mayhem requires specific intent, meaning that the perpetrator
must have intended to perform FGM on the victim.  California courts consider a
variety of factors in determining whether a perpetrator had the necessary intent,
including (i) the circumstances surrounding the act, (ii) the manner in which it was
performed and (iii) the means used.  They have even held that a defendant’s
“repeated systematic abuse to that body part over time” demonstrated the required
level of intent for purposes of Aggravated Mayhem.

Examples where California courts have found a defendant to be guilty of
Aggravated Mayhem include (i) the repeated slashing of the victim’s face with a
razor blade knife,  (ii) a parent consciously deciding to beat his child for a
prolonged period with a garden hose having a metal fitting on the end   and (iii) the
attacker slamming a victim to the ground, beating her with a hammer and refusing
to bring her to the hospital afterwards.

2. AGGRAVATED MAYHEM (CAL. PEN. CODE § 205) 
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In addition to the anti-FGM law, there are several other
criminal laws for which a perpetrator of FGM may be convicted.  
The statute of limitations for each of the below crimes
identified as a felony is three years, while the statute of
limitations for all others is one year.6
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A defendant commits this offense when they assault the victim with intent to
commit any one of an enumerated list of felonies, including mayhem.  This
offense is a felony and is punishable by up to six years’ imprisonment.

A perpetrator could be found guilty of this offense, even if they never actually
performed FGM on the victim.  However, the victim must show that the
perpetrator intended and attempted to perform FGM on the victim and had
the present ability to do so.  To show attempt, the prosecution must
demonstrate the defendant (i) had a specific intent to commit FGM and (ii)
undertook an act in furtherance of performing FGM.  With respect to the
second element, California courts have held an attempt occurred where the
defendant undertook, “an unequivocal overt act that could be said to be a
commencement of the commission of the intended crime.”   Thus, whether a
defendant attempted to commit FGM hinges on whether his or her conduct
included an overt act in furtherance of cutting the victim’s clitoris for non-
medical purposes.  This offense is a felony and is punishable by up to six years’
imprisonment.

3 .  A S S A U L T S  W I T H  I N T E N T  T O  C O M M I T  F E L O N Y ,  O T H E R  T H A N
A S S A U L T S  W I T H  I N T E N T  T O  M U R D E R  ( C A L .  P E N .  C O D E  §  2 2 0 )

Battery occurs when there is a willful and unlawful use of force or violence upon
another person.  Battery is punishable by a fine of up to $2,000 or a jail
sentence of not more than six months.

4 .  B A T T E R Y  ( C A L .  P E N .  C O D E .  § § 2 4 2 - 2 4 3 )

Aggravated Mayhem is a felony punishable by up to life imprisonment with the
possibility of parole. 

ADDITIONAL CIVIL CAUSES OF
ACTION
In addition to the crimes summarized above, victims may
commence a cause of action in civil court.  Civil court may be
more convenient, as victims only need to show that it is more
likely than not that the defendant is responsible for the
alleged FGM. Additionally, civil courts may be more willing to
allow certain types of evidence that would not be permitted in
a criminal trial. 

14
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While victims can receive compensation in civil court for the
harms they have suffered, such compensation is generally
limited to the defendant’s actual resources. Note that victims
of FGM may choose to pursue both criminal and civil causes of
action. The statute of limitations for each of the below listed
causes of actions is two years from the occurrence.

Assault happens when the defendant unlawfully attempts to inflict immediate
injury on another person.  It is worth noting that physical contact is not a
necessary element of assault; however, the threat of violence (and the victim’s
belief that violence is imminent) is.  This means that, an assault could occur even
if FGM was never performed, so long as the defendant made an intentional and
unlawful attempt to cause bodily injury to the plaintiff, the plaintiff had a well-
founded fear of immediate danger, and the defendant was readily able to carry
out the act.   Please see #3 above for a discussion of the elements of “attempt."

1 .  A S S A U L T

Battery is any intentional, nonconsensual contact of another person that is
harmful or offensive.   In other words, (i) the defendant must have intended to
perform the act resulting in the harmful or offensive contact   (in the case of
FGM, cutting), (ii) the contact must have been harmful or offensive to a
reasonable person,  (iii) the victim did not consent to the contact    and (iv) the
contact caused injury, damage, loss or harm.

2 .  B A T T E R Y

Intentional infliction of emotional distress happens when the defendant
intentionally or recklessly engages in extreme and outrageous conduct which
causes severe emotional distress to the plaintiff.    The distress must actually be
caused by the defendant’s outrageous conduct   and must be serious or severe.
In determining whether a victim’s distress is sufficiently severe, California
courts have looked to the degree and length of the distress experienced, stating
that it must be so substantial and enduring that “no reasonable man in a
civilized society should be expected to endure it.”     While evidence of a
physical injury is helpful to show the victim has suffered severe emotional
distress, it is not necessary.

3 .  I N T E N T I O N A L  I N F L I C T I O N  O F  E M O T I O N A L  D I S T R E S S
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Negligent infliction of emotional distress is a claim pursuant to which close
relatives of a victim may recover against the perpetrator of FGM.  As this cause
of action is based in negligence, the plaintiff must first show that the
defendant’s breach of a duty of care owed to the victim caused the victim’s
injuries.   Next, the plaintiff must show that (i) the plaintiff was present at the
scene of the accident at the time it occurred,   (ii) the plaintiff witnessed or
sensed the accident   (for example, by hearing the victim’s screams), (iii) the
plaintiff is an immediate family member of the primary victim    and (iv) the
plaintiff has severe emotional distress as a result.

Any claim for negligent infliction of emotional distress must be brought by a
close relative of the survivor, not the survivor herself.  Also, the plaintiff must
show causation between the defendant’s actions and the plaintiff’s emotional
distress.    It should be noted that this is a separate and independent cause of
action, which may be maintained regardless of whether the victim has recovered
money from the defendant.

4 .  N E G L I G E N T  I N F L I C T I O N  O F  E M O T I O N A L  D I S T R E S S
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RIGHTS OF ALL SURVIVORS UNDER THE
CALIFORNIA CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

 Survivors of FGM are provided numerous protections
under both the California Constitution and state law.
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The California Constitution requires that the crime
victim be treated with fairness and respect for her
privacy and dignity and be free from intimidation,
harassment and abuse, throughout the criminal
justice process. The California Constitution also
guarantees crime victims the right (i) to privacy and
the protection of confidential information that could
be used to locate or harass the victim or their family,
(ii) to confer with the prosecution upon the arrest and
filing of charges against the defendant and (iii) to be
informed upon the defendant’s conviction,
sentencing and place of incarceration.

Additionally, while victims have the right to
participate and be heard at any proceeding involving
a plea, sentencing, post-conviction or release decision
or any proceeding where the rights of the victim are
at issue, they are by no means required to do so.

The California Constitution also explicitly provides
all victims who have suffered a loss with the right to
restitution (compensation) from the persons
convicted of the crimes causing such losses.  The
California Constitution states that restitution shall
be ordered from the convicted wrongdoer in every
case where the victim suffers a loss, regardless of the
sentence or disposition imposed.
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Further, California law requires that law
enforcement officers provide victims with
information summarizing their rights under the
California Constitution at initial contact or as soon
as deemed appropriate, at no cost to the victim.
Except in the case of a narrow set of extenuating
circumstances, victims have the right (but are not
required) to be present at any court proceeding
where the prosecuting attorney and the general
public are entitled to be present.
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For more information, please contact AHA
Foundation at info@theahafoundation.org.

C O N C L U S I O N
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