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The Fabrication of Female Circumcision: The UN, Walter Roth and Ethno-Pornography

The United Nations Commission on Human Rights details various forms of female genital cutting in a Fact Sheet entitled Harmful Traditional Practices affecting the Health of Women and Children. One of the forms catalogued is introcision, which the Fact Sheet notes is specifically practised by “Pitta-Patta” aborigines in Australia. Introcision is also noted as “current practice” in Australia by the Inter-Parliamentary Union. This report of the “Pitta-Patta” ritual appears to have its genesis in chapter xiii of Walter Roth’s Ethnological Studies among the North -West-Central Aborigines. Roth’s report of the Pitta Pitta emerged at the focus of the UN human rights campaign by way of Allan Worsley, a surgeon in the colonial administration of the Sudan.

In this paper I explore the provenance of this report in the work of Walter Roth, a doctor in the Boulia area of Queensland in the 1890s, and later Northern Protector of Aborigines, and then Chief Protector of Aborigines in Queensland. I place Roth’s work on sexual anthropology in the context of other studies of Aboriginal sexual life, and of the scandal surrounding the photos he took of Aborigines. In doing so, I uncover evidence of a not uncommon practice of (sexual) slavery in which white men forced or paid Aborigines to perform sexual spectacles. That is, the harmful traditional practice at issue in this episode turns out not to be female circumcision by Aborigines, but enslavement of Aborigines by white men.
