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Introduction

Man has always applied on his body and the body of others all kinds of marks for all sorts of reasons, in truth contradictory: divine order, mortification, domination, beauty, punishment, identification, purification, check to sexuality, sexual excitement, fertility, marking of the offspring, song in choirs, etc. In this survey, we limit ourselves to male and female circumcision.

I) THE PRACTICE

1) Numbers

Annually, about 15 millions of people are mutilated, thirteen millions are boys and two millions are girls. With each heartbeat, a child passes under the knife
.

Male circumcision is practiced in the five continents by about a billion of Moslems, three hundred millions of Christians, sixteen millions of Jews and an indeterminate number of animists and atheists.

Female circumcision was and continues to be practiced in the five continents by the Muslims, the Christians, the Jews, animists and atheists. But it is especially common in 28 countries, mainly African and Muslim
. In Egypt, brought on the foreground these days, 97% of women are circumcised: 99.5% in the countryside and 94% in urban areas
.

The Muslims are therefore the principal religious group that practice male and female circumcision. The latter is in expansion in the Asian Moslem countries under the effect of the Azhar that gives about hundred of scholarships to students coming of these countries. According to some informations, fundamentalist parties in Tunisia and Algeria are in favor of female circumcision while this practice is not known in these two countries.

2) Definition of male circumcision

Male circumcision consists of cutting, often without anesthesia, a smaller or bigger part (up to a third) of the skin (said foreskin) of the penis situated under the glans, sometimes damaging the “frenelum”.

Is Michelangelo’s David circumcised? Among Jews, the circumcision consisted initially in cutting a minute part of skin or to get a drop of blood from the penis (blood of the alliance). The present Jewish double practice to cut the maximum of skin (milah) and to pull the skin between the incision and the glans with a sharp finger nail (periah) was introduced in the second century of our era by rabbis, to prevent that the Jews hide their religious mark when faced with Greek-Roman hostility by pulling the skin of the penis above the glans. Lately, rabbis required redoing the circumcision of a young Hungarian who converted to Judaism and wanted to immigrate to Israel because the severed patch of skin was insufficient in their eyes
.

This debate is found among the Moslems. Some classical Moslem jurists are satisfied with a round cut of a small part of the foreskin. Others think that the circumcision must involve the entire foreskin in order to clear the glans completely. If the foreskin grows again to cover the glans, or if the circumcision is not complete, some Jewish and Moslem authors recommend redoing the circumcision. If the child was born without foreskin, the Jewish recommend to draw blood from the glans, and some Moslem propose to pass the knife on the site of the child's foreskin as a sign that divine command has been achieved
.

The circumcision among Jews is generally done at the eighth day. It is delayed in case of a health problem. The child is only spared if the mother already lost two, sometimes three other sons because of the circumcision
. One that converts to Judaism must undergo the circumcision even though he is older. If he is already circumcised, a drop of blood of his glans is drawn
. If a Jew dies and is not circumcised, one generally recommends circumcising him after his death
. With the Muslims, the circumcision must preferably been done at an early age, and inevitably before puberty. Blood will not be drawn of a circumcised man who converts to Islam. But as with the Jews, some Muslim jurists recommend to circumcise men who die without being circumcised
.

Circumcision among the Jews is accompanied with a religious ritual. The father does it, but he often delegates it to a specialized cleric called mohel, which can be a rabbi, rarely, a physician. Among the Muslims, there is less ritual, but some classical Shiites texts prescribe the recitation of a religious formula
. A barber, a professional or any physician does it. Among the Jews and the Muslims, festivities follow it.

In the United States, where the rate of circumcision among men is 60%, the medical body does the circumcision during the first days after birth, before leaving the maternity ward, often without anesthesia, without religious rituals and without festivities.

The cut foreskin has many uses. In certain tribes, it is served in the soup given to circumcised children, swallowed between two slices of banana by the father or the uncle of the circumcised child, worn on the finger by a family member like a wedding ring, or buried under a tree whose vigor foretells the child's vigor. In certain Jewish families, it is used against barrenness in women, or to insure the love of a husband while secretly making him eat it. In other families, the foreskin is dried up and is buried with the person who did the circumcision. In Syria, Muslims wrap it and put it before the door of a store. In Egypt, one throws it in the Nile. In modern medicine, it is used for the manufacture of hair oil, for medical research or for skin transplant (profitable market in the United States).

3) Definition of the female circumcision

Female circumcision consists of cutting, generally without anesthesia, partially or completely, the foreskin of the clitoris (anatomical equivalent of the foreskin of the penis) or the clitoris (anatomical equivalent of the glans of the penis). One speaks then of clitoridectomy or excision. Sometimes, the small and the big lips are also cut, partially or completely. In the infibulation, called a Pharaonic circumcision, the two sides of the vulva are sewn together with silk or catgut (in Sudan) suture or with thorns (in Somalia), so that the vulva is closed with the exception of a minuscule opening for the passage of urine and the menstrual flux
. During the wedding night, the husband should “open up” his wife, most often with the help of a dagger. In certain tribes, the woman is resewn after giving birth, if the husband leaves or in case of a divorce
.

One often finds the expression of Sunni circumcision (in conformity with the tradition of Mohammed). According to the classic authors, it consists of cutting the “skin in the shape of a pit which is at the top of the organ and that resembles the crest of a rooster”. One must therefore cut the protuberant epidermis, without complete ablation. This indication does not tell us if is about the hood of the clitoris, about the clitoris itself or about both as it happens in practice.

There is not any precise age for the female circumcision. It can vary from some months to 16 years. In certain Muslim settings, one recommends the woman be circumcised in case of conversion to Islam. A traditional midwife (daya) or a barber generally makes the circumcision, sometimes by the medical body. The operation rarely comes with festivities.

The severed skin of the female sex knows a fate similar to the male foreskin, with less imagination. The girl around the neck as a talisman sometimes carries it. In Egypt, one throws it in the Nile. Some have concluded that the circumcision derives from the ancient practice of sacrificing girls to get favors from the Nile.

4) Circumcision of the hermaphrodite

Jewish authors debate the circumcision of the hermaphrodite, a person having two sexes
. Muslim authors wonder if it is necessary to circumcise the two organs, to limit it to the organ that urinates, or to wait until one knows which one predominates to circumcise it. To be safe, modern Egyptian author Al-Sukkari, chooses to cut the two organs in order to avoid a mistake
.

II) RELIGIOUS DEBATE

Religious arguments serve to either legitimize or to condemn male and female circumcision, including in the United States where male circumcision is done under medical pretenses.

 1) Debate among the Jews

A) The Bible

The Bible (Ancient Testament) contains no rule for female circumcision. It constitutes the basis on the other hand for the practice of male circumcision for the Jews, the Muslims and the Christians. Two texts govern this practice:

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and said to him: I am God Almighty, walk before me and be blameless. And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will make you exceedingly numerous. Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him: As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after you, throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. And I will give to you, and your offspring after you, the land where you are now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God. God said to Abraham: As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you, throughout their generations. This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. Throughout your generations every male among you shall be circumcised when he is eight days old, including the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring. Both the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money must be circumcised, so shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. And uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant (Gen. 17:1-14).

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the people of Israel, saying: If a woman conceives and bears a male child, she shall be ceremonially unclean seven days, as at the time of her menstruation, she shall be unclean. And on the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised. Her time of blood purification shall be thirty-three days; she shall not touch any holy thing, or come into the sanctuary, until the days of her purifying are completed. If she bears a female child, she shall be unclean two weeks, as in her menstruation; her time of blood purification shall be sixty-six days (Lev. 12:1-5).

In the first text, the circumcision is sign of a covenant between God with Abraham and his offspring; the circumcision in Hebrew is called Berit milah, literally the covenant of the cut. The second text, on the other hand, situates the circumcision in the norms related to the purification of the mother and her child. In many other texts, the Bible opposes the circumcised ones to the ones who are not circumcised, the latter being considered unclean. The uncircumcised, for this reason, is forbidden to participate in religious ceremonies (Ex 12:48), to enter in the sanctuary (Ezek 44:9) or even in Jerusalem (Isa 52:1). The Bible sometimes makes a distinction between the physical circumcision of the foreskin, and the spiritual one of the heart (Jer 4:4) and of the ears (Jer 6:10).

B) Recent debate

Jews have practiced female circumcision
. It continues to be done by Ethiopian Jews (the Falachas)
. But, to our knowledge, there is not a religious debate around this practice. One finds on the other hand, many Jews who fight against female circumcision while refusing to do the same for male circumcision. It is the case of Edmond Kaiser, founder of “Terre des Hommes” and “Sentinelles” 
. So one preaches morals to Africans instead of preaching it to Americans and Jews. This stems from hypocrisy, cowardice and cultural imperialism.

Male circumcision continues to be practiced by the striking majority of Jews although they abandoned other numerous biblical norms: the law of “an eye for an eye”(Deut 19:21), the stoning of the adulterer (Deut 22:23), etc. One can however note that some opposed it since ancient times. Some Jews had dropped the practice, and some even redid their foreskin (I Macc 1:15; see also I Cor 7: 18), reason for which God would have rejected Esau, son of Jacob
. Certainly, the Greek-Roman authorities were hostile to this practice, sometimes punishing it with death. But the Jewish religious authorities were not more tolerant of those who were not circumcised. Elijah complains bitterly about those who have abandoned the circumcision. (I Kings 19:10). The book of the Maccabees reports that some Jewish zealots went out to... circumcise by force all uncircumcised children that they found on the territory of Israel (I Mac 2:45-46). Today still, Cohen writes that in eyes of the Jews of all time, those who resist the abolition of the circumcision by sacrificing their life are heroes
.

In modern time, the debate against male circumcision started after the French Revolution of 1789, whose goal was to create a secular society where the connection to religious communities is replaced by a national cohesion. In 1842, in Frankfort, a group of Jewish proposed the suppression of circumcision and its replacement by an egalitarian religious ceremony for boys and girls, without drawing blood
. In 1866, sixty-six Viennese Jewish physicians signed a petition against the practice of the circumcision. In 1871, in Augsburg, rabbis decided that a child born of a Jewish mother and who remained uncircumcised for any reason had to be considered Jewish
. One notes that Herzl’s son was not circumcised at birth; he was circumcised later as an adolescent on the insistence of his father's disciples
.

This debate transferred to the United States with the Jewish immigrants. In this country, the reformed rabbis decided in 1892 to not impose the circumcision on the new converts
. But with the increase of births in American hospitals and the generalization of male circumcision, rabbis were confronted with a practice of the circumcision which does not conform to Jewish norms, done by physicians, in the three days that follow the birth and without the religious ritual. They tried to remedy this by training some Jewish circumcisers. And as a religious marriage is recognized in the United States, rabbis tried to take the lost ground back by refusing to marry those who are not circumcised
. The events of World War II reinforced the practice of circumcision. In 1979, the American rabbi congress decided that circumcision was mandatory and that it had to be done according to the Jewish norms with the religious ritual
.

Currently, one sees a renewal of the critique against circumcision in progressive Jewish American milieu mostly based on its medical benefits and disbenefits. Because of the increasing hostility of the medical body towards circumcision and the dwindling rate of circumcised, Jews find themselves once more alone to decide. Their religious feeling being weak, they are not motivated to practice the religious circumcision anymore, either by refusing to circumcise their children, or by having them circumcised in hospitals without ritual. Faced with this situation, some Jewish authors ask that the practice of the circumcision be softened, that the ritual shall come before the amputation of the foreskin, that there should be a parallel ritual for girls and that women should be permitted to practice the circumcision
. But others have opted for the suppression of the mutilation altogether while maintaining an egalitarian religious ritual for boys and girls. Instead of cutting the foreskin, some propose to cut a carrot as a symbol. Finally some others reject the ritual as well as the mutilation
.

This debate has reached Israel where in 1997 human rights activists created an organization to fight against sexual mutilation. Dozen of parents, in spite of the opposition of their families, refuse to circumcise their children, a practice that they consider to be contrary to the Israeli legislation that forbids the abuse and the bad treatments of children. The singer and literary critique Menachem Ben says that he had his son circumcised his way, by referring to the text of the Bible that speaks of the circumcision of the heart. To those who advance the benefits of the circumcision, they reply that there are more children who die because of the circumcision than of the infections against which it is said to protect, and that it is enough to wash the penis to keep it clean. Quoting Maimonides, they further add that circumcision reduces sexual pleasure.

The head rabbi of Israel Eliahu Bakshi Doron says that to his big chagrin he knew what would happen: self-hate has taken hold of the people. The idea that anything Jewish is abominable has spread to the Brith Milah (circumcision) as well, that most Jewish sign, a simple procedure against which nothing can be said. Even claims about possible damage caused by circumcision do not, in the Rabbi’s opinion, justify any doubts about this ancient custom. “Who can decide that we are dealing with something primitive, antiquated, and painful. God be blessed, the Jewish people lived like this already for many generations. Even if circumcision harms sexual pleasure, that is not a tragedy”
.

2) Debate among the Christians

A) The New Testament

Jesus strongly attacked the religious authorities of his time. He denounced the law of the talion [an eye for an eye] (Mt 5:38-39) and the stoning of adulterers (Jn 8:3-11). But we don't find any concrete position of Jesus concerning circumcision. Of the four Gospels, only the gospel of Luke reveals that Jesus was circumcised when he was eight days old (Lk 2:21). One finds another reference to circumcision in John's gospel:

Why are you looking for an opportunity to kill me? The crowd answered: You have a demon. Who is trying to kill you? Jesus answered them: I performed one work, and all of you are astonished. Moses gave you circumcision – it is, of course, not from Moses, but from the patriarchs – and you circumcise a man on the Sabbath. If a man receives the circumcision on the Sabbath, in order that the Law of Moses may not be broken, are you angry with me because I healed a man’s whole body on the Sabbath? Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment (Jn 7:19-24).

Note here that Jesus doesn't say that the circumcision comes from God, but from patriarchs.

The Acts of the Apostles reports that, when the non-Jews began to become Christian, the question of the circumcision raised a big debate. After Peter had answered the invitation of an uncircumcised Roman centurion and converted him, the circumcised Christians of Jewish origin questioned him, blaming him for having gone among uncircumcised and have eaten with them (11:2-3). Peter justified his gesture by a vision in which he had heard a voice telling him three times: “What God has maid clean, you must not call profane” (10:15-16 and 11:8-10). But the circumcised didn't hear him this way; some people descended from Judea and taught to their brothers: “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved (15:1). The question was addressed in a meeting of apostles and elders that took place in Jerusalem (15:2). Jacob arbitrated the debate by deciding that it is not necessary to bother those pagans who convert to God. The only thing to ask of them is to “abstain from thing polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever has been strangled and from blood” (15:19-20).

Paul, responsible for converting pagans, came back repeatedly to this question. Two passages summarize his position:

[...]let every one lead the life, which the Lord has assigned to him and in which God has called him. This is my rule on all the churches. Was any one at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove the mark of the circumcision. Was any one at the time of his call uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God. (I Cor 7:17-20).

You have put off the old nature with its practices and have put on the new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of his creator. Here there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all. (Col. 3:10-11).

From mandatory, circumcision thus became optional, for theological and tactical reasons. One will notice here that one finds no reference in the texts of the Old or the New Testament evoking the sanctity of an unwilling person's physical integrity nor a medical justification for circumcision, main arguments used today in the discussion of male and female circumcision.

B) Recent debate

The debate about male circumcision continued in the first centuries among the Christians. Origen (185-254) compares the physical circumcision of Abraham to a spiritual circumcision: a lot of things showed in images the reality to come (1 Cor. 10:11). He adds that the circumcision asked by God is the one of the heart (so-called spiritual) and not of the foreskin (so-called physical) 
. For him, man must not only circumcise the foreskin, but all his members while abstaining from using them to commit sin
. He treats physical circumcision as a shameful, repugnant, hideous practice, and, just its practice and its external appearance make it obscene
.

This allegorical interpretation of the circumcision is found again in Cyril, Patriarch of Alexandria (v. 376/380-444), who blames the Jews for having taken the Bible to the letter. Mentioning Paul (I Col 7:19), he writes: The real meaning of circumcision reaches its fullness not in what the flesh feels, but in the will to do what God has prescribed
. To this religious argument, Cyril adds one of the perfection of human nature:

You consider [...] the circumcision of the flesh as something of importance and as the most suitable element of the cult [...]. Hey well, let's examine the use of the circumcision and what favors the Legislator will bring us through it. Indeed, to inflict circumcision on the parts of the body which nature uses to beget, unless you have one of the most beautiful reasons to do so, is not without ridicule, furthermore, it equates to blame the art of the Creator, as if he had overloaded the shape of the body with useless growths. However, if it goes like that and if we envision in this sense what has been said, how does one not judge that the divine intelligence is mistaken in what fits? Because if circumcision is the best way to conform to the physical nature, why was it not better and preferable from the beginning? Tell me then, if someone says that the infallible and intact nature is mistaken, does it not look like unreason? 
 .

[...] the God that is above all things created thousand of races of living beings devoid of reason. However it appears that in their constitution oriented toward the most exact beauty, there is nothing either imperfect or superfluous. They are quite free of these two lies and escaped this double accusation. How could God, the artist by excellence, who gave such attention to the smallest things, make a mistake in the most precious of all? And when he introduced in the world the one that is after his image, would have he made him uglier than the beings devoid of reason, if it is true that in them there is no mistake, whereas there is one here
?

The circumcision continues to be practiced in certain Christian communities in the Middle East in contact with Moslems. It is notably the case of the Copts of Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia, who practice male and female circumcision. In my discussions with the Copts of Egypt, I noted that they use the same Muslims’ arguments: the circumcision of Abraham and Jesus. They are not informed of the view of Acts of the Apostles or epistles of St. Paul. As for the Coptic religious leaders, they say that baptism replaced the circumcision for the Christians. Referring to St. Paul, Anba Gregorius repeats that circumcision is nothing. He only sees it as a custom or an optional hygienic measure. The Christian who wants to be circumcised must however do it before baptism; if he does it later, he commits a great sin
.

Maurice As'ad said that God created man and woman in a splendid form, and no one has the right to cut a part of his/her body. For As'ad, female circumcision is forbidden because it consists of cutting a part of the sexual organ, whereas the male circumcision is optional because one touches the sexual organ only in a superficial manner
.

In our century, the religious debate around male circumcision started again in earnest among the Christians, notably the Protestant fundamentalists of the United States. In that country, scientific reason is used to justify the Old Testament. And it does not limit itself to circumcision.

Published in 1963, currently in its 15th edition
, the book “None of these diseases” by Christian physician McMillen has sold more than a million of copies. The title of this book comes from a quote of Exodus mentioned in the foreword:

If you listen to the voice of the Lord your God and do that which is right in his eyes, and give heed to his commandments and observe all of his laws, I will put none of the diseases upon you which I put upon the Egyptians, for I am the Lord, your healer. (Ex 15:26).

This work says that the promise contained in this verse remains applicable even to the twentieth century
. He dedicates a chapter to the wisdom of circumcision
. Reporting a case of death by cancer, he says: What makes his death even more tragic is the fact that medical science has now proved that cancer of the penis is almost entirely preventable by following an instruction God gave to Abraham over four thousand years ago
. He misrepresents that Jews rarely suffer from cancer of the penis, because of the circumcision instituted by God
. Circumcision must be done as prescribed by God on the eighth day... for medical reasons: vitamin K matures on the eighth day. If the operation is done before, it will bring about hemorrhage; done later, it traumatizes the child
.

Pastor Dan Gayman wrote a pamphlet: “Lo, children... our inheritance from God”
, title inspired by Psalm 127:3: “It is the inheritance of the Lord that reward the sons”. He depicts circumcision not only like a guideline for male health, but also for his morality and his spirituality. Circumcision was given to Abraham and must be practiced by all his descendants on the eighth day, including by the Christians
. It helps to maintain purity by curtailing sexuality and by fending off numerous illnesses. Those who disobey the divine orders must expect to suffer from the ominous aftermath
.

The TV evangelist Pat Robertson, presidential candidate in the United States in 1988, said:” If God gave instructions for His people to be circumcised, it certainly would be in good judgment as God is perfect in wisdom and knowledge.”

Pastor Jim Bigelow opposes this use of the Bible. If it is true that the circumcision prescribed by God to the Jews is good, then it is also necessary to conceive how good all biblical prescriptions are such as those relating to the purification of women, to kosher food, etc. The Bible says: “You will not eat the flesh of a dead animal. You will give it the stranger who resides in your home, or sell it to a stranger on the outside. Are you indeed a people dedicated to the Lord your God” (Deut 14:21). How can God forbid to some and allow others to eat the flesh of a dead animal? 

Bigelow adds that circumcision practiced today differs from the symbolic circumcision predicted in the Bible. One could therefore not give it all the benefits advanced by scientists
. And if God considered that circumcision on the eighth day was necessary for health, why would he have let his people wander in the desert for 40 years without circumcision
? In the same way, it would be inconceivable that the New Testament considers it as nothing (I Cor 7:19). Could God expose his followers to danger for two thousand years if circumcision was really useful? However, the Holy Spirit inspires texts of the New Testament
. That is why Bigelow concludes:

Logically, you cannot pick and choose at will. Old Testament law handed down by an all-wise God is either all good medicine or it is altogether something else! In looking over just those ordinances we've discussed in this chapter, it seems quite justifiable to conclude that God's intent and purpose was not to reveal medical knowledge in the law but to fashion a unique people upon the earth
.

Rosemary Romberg, a Christian nurse married to a Jew and author of a great piece against circumcision
, explains that Christian parents, while knowing that circumcision is not right on a medical level, figure that circumcision is good since it is prescribed by the Bible. In disagreement with this position, she wrote a small six-page document to dissuade some of them
. Her position can be summarized as follow:

- Some practices prescribed by the Bible are not accepted nowadays, like burning birds and animals.

- For Christians, the question of circumcision has been decided by the New Testament, which considers it as nothing.

- The Bible didn't prescribe the circumcision for hygienic reasons. Besides, it talks of it a metaphorical manner: circumcision of the heart, of the ears.

- Jesus was circumcised, but Marie and Joseph were Jewish and didn't have the choice at that time. St Ambrosius explains: Since the price has been paid for all by Christ by his suffering, there is no need to draw blood by circumcision anymore.

- By making children suffer, the circumcision is in opposition with the two principles of the New Testament: ‘The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self/control”. (Ga 5:22-23), and “Everything that you want men to do for you, do it for them” (Mt 7:12).

3) Debate among the Moslems

A) The Koran and the Sunnah

The Koran, primary source of Moslem law, neither mentions male circumcision nor female circumcision. Some Moslem authors find however a justification for male circumcision in the verse 2:124: “… when his Lord tried Abraham with His commands (kalimat), and he fulfilled them. He said: Lo! I have appointed thee a leader for mankind”.

Resorting to certain sayings of Mohammed, the classic and modern Moslem authors interpret the term orders as referring to the circumcision of Abraham as reported by the Bible. However, as Abraham is a model for the Moslems, they must act as he acted: We have then revealed to you: follow the religion of Abraham, a true believer (16:123).

For lack of a Koran text, classic and modern Moslem authors resort to Mohammed’s text. Here are some examples of writings of contemporary Arabic authors:

- Mohammed asked a “circumciser” if she continued to practice her profession. She answered in the affirmative while adding: unless it is forbidden and that you don't order me to quit this practice. Mohammed replied to her: But yes, it is permitted. Come closer to me so that I can teach you: If you cut, don't go too far because it gives more glow to the face and it is more pleasant for the husband
. According to other reporters, he would have told her: Cut slightly and don't exaggerate because it is more pleasant for the woman and better for the husband. The Shiites mention Al-Sadiq as the reporter of this account
.

Mohammed said: Circumcision is “sunnah” for men and “makrumah” for women
. The term sunnah means here that it is accommodating to the tradition of Mohammed or simply a custom in the days of Mohammed. The term makrumah means “meritorious action or noble deed”. Which implies that it is preferable to practice female circumcision. The Shiites mention Imam Al-Sadiq: Female circumcision is a makrumah; is there anything better than a makrumah? 
.
- Mohammed said: The one who becomes a Moslem must let himself be circumcised even though he is older
.
- One asked Mohammed if an uncircumcised could make the pilgrimage to Mecca. He answered: No, as long as he is not circumcised
.

- Mohammed says: Five [norms] belong to the fitrah: the shaving of the pubis, the circumcision, the cut of mustaches, the shaving of armpits and the size of nails
. The term fitrah would indicate practices that God taught his creature. The one who seeks perfection must conform himself to these practices. Those are not mandatory practices, but simply advised
.

- Mohammed said: If the two circumcised parts meet or if they touch each other, it is necessary to do an ablution for the prayer
. There have been some deductions that the woman and the man were circumcised Mohammed’s time.

- Mohammed said: The earth becomes impure for forty days by the urine of an uncircumcised person
. This account is reported in Shiites texts.

Classic Moslem authors also relate that Sarah, jealous of Hagar, argued with her and swore to maim her. Abraham protested. Sarah answered that she could not recant. Then Abraham told Sarah to circumcise her, so that circumcision became a norm among women
.
B) Recent debate around male circumcision

Male circumcision doesn't seem to have always been practiced by the Moslems:

- Classic authors are not unanimous about the circumcision of Mohammed. Some think that he was born circumcised and others believe that he was circumcised by an angel or by his grandfather
.

- Having learned of the death of old men who have been ordered by a governor to be circumcised after their conversion, Hassan Al-Basri, a companion of Mohammed, was indignant and says that a lot of people belonging to different races became Moslem in the days of Mohammed and no one looked under their clothes to see if they were circumcised, and they were not circumcised
.

- Ibn-Hanbal recounts in his Al-musnad compilation: Uthman Ibn Abi-al-As was invited to a circumcision, but he declined the invitation. Asked why, he answered: in the days of Mohammed we didn't practice the circumcision and we were not invited
.

Closer to us, some rejected the interpretation that is made of the verse above 2:124, interpretation that Muhammad Abdou assigns to the Jews to ridicule the Moslem religion
. Imam Mahmoud Shaltout also says that this interpretation is excessive (israf fil-istidlal)
. The latter, relying on the authority of Imam Al-Shawkani, add that texts regarding male and female circumcision are neither clear nor authentic
. In spite of it, the overwhelming majority of modern Moslem authors maintain that male circumcision is mandatory.

According to the Saudi religious authorities, a man who converts to Islam must get circumcised, but to avoid that he refuses to enter Islam for fear of this operation, this requirement can be delayed until the faith is consolidated in his heart
. Al-Sukkari grants the woman the right to dissolve the marriage if the husband is not circumcised, because the foreskin could be a vector of diseases and a reason for disgust that would prevent the realization of the goals of the marriage, assumedly love and good understanding in the couple. The woman, he says, has the right to have gotten married to someone beautiful and clean, Islam being the religion of cleanliness, of purity
. Ahmad Amin reports that a Sudanese tribe wanted to adhere to Islam. Its chief wrote to a scientist of the Azhar to ask him what it was necessary to do. The scientist sent him a list of requirements, placing circumcision at the top. The tribe then refused to become Moslem
.

We have however found five modern Moslem authors that dispute the practice of male circumcision:

- The Egyptian thinker Issam-al-Dine Hafni Nassif translated in 1971 the work of Joseph Lewis: In the name of humanity
, under the title: Circumcision is a harmful Jewish mistake
. In foreword, longer than the text itself, Nassif asks to put an end to male circumcision that he considers a barbaric practice introduced by the Jews in the Moslem society.

- The sarcastic journalist Muhammad ' Afifi published in the magazine Al-Hilal in Cairo, in April 1971, a long report of the aforesaid work translated by Nassif. He doesn't hide his hostility to male circumcision.

- The Libyan judge Mustafa Kamal Al-Mahdawi, currently charged with apostasy, regards male circumcision as a Jewish custom. The Jews believe that God only sees them if they carry the mark of the circumcision or if they mark their doors with blood. He refers here to God's command given to the Jews that they put the blood of the sacrificed animal on the two sides and the lintel of houses because he intended to strike all first- born in Egypt (Ex 12:7-13). Al-Mahdawi adds that the Koran doesn't mention such a smooth logic. God does not jest like that, just as he did not create the foreskin solely as a superficial object to be cut. He mentions the verse: Our Lord, you have not created all this in vain! Glory to you! Protect us from the punishment of the fire (3:191) 
.

- Gamal Al-Banna, Imam Hassan Al-Banna’s younger brother (founding of the Moslem Brother movement), invoking the verse “Yes, we created Man in the most perfect form (95:4), says that male and female circumcisions are not part of the Moslem religion since they are not present in the Koran
.

- Turkish author, Edip Yuksel, representative of a Moslem group in the United States founded by the Egyptian Rashad Khalifa who rejects all reference to Mohammed’s story, said in a release on the Internet: One must ask how a merciful God could commend such pain and injustice of children.... For all true savants of the Koran, the answer is clear. God, in his infinite mercy, cannot accept such a cruel ritual. This act is not mentioned at all in the Koran. It is only in recent inventions (hadiths), human work, that one can find such laws and cruel rituals... Let us put an end to this old crime against our children dating back many centuries. This release refers the readers to my article on the Internet, titled To mutilate in the name Jehovah or Allah
. Contacted by e-mail, Yuksel confided to me that the article in question opened his eyes and the eyes of his friends
.

Let us consider that the Koran speaks of the perfection of the human nature in ten verses
. One of it reads as follow: [The Satan said]: "I will surely take of Your servants an appointed portion, and I will surely lead them to perversity, and I will stir whims in them, and I will enjoin them and they will cut off the cattle's ears; and I will enjoin them and they shall alter God's creation. But whoever takes Satan for patron, apart from god, shall surely suffer a plain perdition" (4:118-119). This verse considers changing God's creation obedience to the demon. Therefore, the silence of the Koran in regard to male circumcision must be interpreted as an opposition to this practice.

C) Recent debate around female circumcision

Although one finds a lot of Moslem authors who condemn female circumcision, the majority of these authors, including in countries which do not see this practice, maintains that it is a makrumah, based on Mohammed’s words. The debate is especially furious in Egypt where 97% of the women are excised. In this country, the Commission of fatwa gave three fatwas:

- The fatwa of May 28, 1949 declared that the abandonment of the female circumcision does not constitute a sin
.
- The fatwa of June 23, 1951 considers that it is desirable to practice female circumcision because it restraints nature. It does not permit to take into consideration the opinions of physicians regarding its detriments
.

- The fatwa of January 29, 1981, whose author is Gad-al-Haq, who become thereafter the Sheik of the Azhar, affirms that he is not possible to abandon the teachings of Mohammed in favor of the teaching of another, even a physician, because medicine evolves and is not constant. The responsibility for the girl’s circumcision falls on the parents and those in charge of her. He adds: “If the people of a region refuse to practice male and female circumcision, the chief of the state can declare war on them”
.

Gad-al-Haq reiterated his position in another fatwa in October 1994, in which he repeats three times the sentence relating to the declaration of war against those who abandon male and female circumcision
.

The Moslems who practice female circumcision think that it is part of the religion. The uncircumcision has some serious consequences on the social level. In certain countries, an uncircumcised girl will not get married and people will speak of her as of a person of bad conduct, possessed by the devil. In the Egyptian countryside, the matron who practices female circumcision delivers a certificate for the marriage
. El-Masry relates the words of an Egyptian midwife who had circumcised more than 1000 girls. According to her, the fathers who would oppose the excision of their daughters should be lynched, because these fathers accepted in sum that their girls become prostitutes
.

 Numerous organizations in the Moslem countries where female circumcision is practiced try to oppose it. They recall that the Koran affirms the perfection of God's creature. Doctor Nawal El-Saadawi, an Egyptian, herself excised, writes:

If religion comes from God, how can it order man to cut off an organ created by Him as long as that organ is not deceased or deformed? God does not create the organs of the body haphazardly without a plan. It is not possible that He should have created the clitoris in a woman's body only in order that it be cut off at an early stage in life
.

Aziza Kamel says: The excision is a distortion of what God created, whereas God is satisfied of his creation
.

Opponents to female circumcision add that texts assigned to Mohammed are of little credibility. It is the opinion of Imam Shaltout
 and Sheik Mohammad Al-Tantawi
 who argues that in the absence of certain basis in the Koran and texts of Mohammed, it is the opinion of physicians that makes the law.

III) DEVELOPMENT OF THE MEDICAL DEBATE

The Bible does not give any medical justification for the circumcision. The Koran says: No one interrogates Him on what he does, but men will be interrogated (21:23). There is however a recent tendency among the Jews, the Christians and the Moslems, to want to justify the religious norms post facto, while assigning them medical benefits.

1) Benefits of the male circumcision

The Moslem authors pass quickly on the male circumcision. They only see benefits in it. The male non-circumcision, affirm Dr. Al-Hadidi, causes infections of the penis when drops of urine are caught by the foreskin. It can lead to cancer requiring to amputate the penis entirely
. Circumcision would prevent cancer for the partner, a benefit noted by Dr. Al-Fangari who adds that it helps to prolong intercourse by reason of the clearing of the glans of the penis
.

Imam Shaltout does not see a basis for male or female circumcision, neither in the Koran nor in the Sunnah of Mohammed. It must therefore be judged after general Islamic principles, which forbids injuring someone, unless it proves to be beneficial for him and that the advantage is superior to the disadvantage. For boys, they say, circumcision is beneficial because it suppresses the foreskin that keeps dirt and promotes cancer and other illnesses. It is therefore a preventive and protective measure. From which its mandatory character in Moslem law
.

These Moslem authors have only repeated summary arguments used by the Jewish and Christian scientists in the Western world
. They see in circumcision (male and female) a way to prevent masturbation previously considered a social curse having caused more losses in human life that wars. Besides, circumcision is supposed to heal a vast number of illnesses: hysteria, epilepsy, pain of the joints, stiffness of the back, incontinence, etc… In the United States, between 1890 and 1920, the Orificial Surgical Society bought slaves (men and women) - dying or who refused to work - and practiced on them all kinds of medical experiments on their genitals. These contributed to attribute cancer and venereal illnesses on lack of hygienic care. The smegma was the perfect culprit. It was considered to be carcinogen that one could only eliminate by cutting the foreskin that contained it.

Previously, circumcision was a way to limit masturbation and sexual pleasure. Today, one sees it as a mean to increase this pleasure. By cutting the foreskin, a very sensitive part, one prevents premature ejaculation and one maximizes pleasure. In Germany, a group of about 500 members believes that the circumcised penis is more aesthetic and gives more pleasure
. It rehashes the arguments about cancer, cleanliness and AIDS
.

In regard to this last argument, a scientific article maintains that circumcised men are 1,7 to 8,2 times less likely to be exposed to the AIDS virus than the uncircumcised ones
. As a take on this information, a popular Swiss magazine finishes an article as follows: Finally, it appears that circumcised men are eight times less exposed than others are
. This theory is praised by Dr. Peter Piot who works at the WHO in the ONUSIDA program (United Nation Program on the VIH/SIDA)
.

2) Disadvantages of male circumcision

Considered a threat to the physical integrity and a child abuse, male circumcision meets an increasing opposition in the United States on behalf of different organizations. To mention a few:

- NOCIRC (National organization of circumcision information resource centers) 
;

- Nurses for the rights of the child
;

- Doctors Opposing Circumcision
;

- NOHARMM (National organization to halt the abuse and routine mutilation of males) 
.

Rare are those who oppose this practice in western Europe: among them it is necessary to mention Dr. Gérard Zwang of Paris who does not see any benefits in male circumcision, but points to its drawbacks. He writes:

Great skepticism is required when “griots” [charlatans] and “féticheuses” [soothsayer] try to irrefutably legitimize ritual sexual mutilation (unless one is affiliated with these incurably naive anthropologists). Sole heirs of an extra-European culture often influenced by scientific thoughts, and contributing often to its work, it is from the [New Jews] that the supposedly logical arguments in favor of circumcision come from
.

After having proven the mistake of scientific argument in favor of circumcision, he shows that the foreskin serves as a condom for the child, preventing the glans to bathe permanently in pee while protecting from irritations and inflammations when in contact with clothes, diapers soaked in urine. He maintains that circumcision at birth is almost always responsible for the inflammatory shrinkage of the urethra. The protection of the glans and the verge continues in the sexual act, whereas the benefit of the foreskin in emotional life during childhood, adolescence and in adulthood
.

Zwang concludes that "there is no [medical] reason to systematically deprive newborns, small boys or adults of an integral part of the normal human anatomy. Even for the diseased foreskin, he cautions against circumcision and prefers a simple surgical intervention designed to protect the foreskin. He recommends that plastic surgeons study the technical possibility of reconstituting the foreskin for circumcised men suffering from “balanique peeling”, an injury due to circumcision
. He argues that a surgeon asked to practice circumcision should refuse to perform it. If an adult asks for it, the surgeon has the right to make the same argument of conscience that some use, in all liberality, not to perform abortions. If the parents bring in a normal child, the surgeon can argue the obligation of not committing assault on a minor, and advise to wait for the offspring’s majority
.

With regard to the protection against AIDS, I shared the diffusion of this information in Europe with Marilyn Milos, chairwoman of NOCIRC. There is her answer:

[...] it is not a foreskin that causes AIDS, a virus does. The virus is transmitted by unsafe sex. Cutting off foreskins has not proved useful in the USA, where most AIDS victims are circumcised.

The medical excuses used to justify and perpetuate genital mutilation in the western world has been consistent with the dreaded disease of the time when the excuses is introduced, i.e., during the mid-1800s it was the fear of self-abuse (masturbation); in the early 1900s when the germ-theory was coming forth, hygiene became the excuse; in the mid-1900s, cancer was the reason, both penile and cervical. Today, they use AIDS as the scare tactic to rationalize a cruel and barbaric practice. For those of us who recognize the surgical genital alteration of unconsenting for what it is - child abuse - it is easy to see through the excuses. Shame on those who use them! 

As for NOHARMM, his founder, Tim Hammond, says: Circumcision clearly does not protect from AIDS. To suggest so sends a dangerous message to circumcised males that they can ignore safer sex guidelines or relax their guard. He adds that if circumcision prevents AIDS, it is necessary to also practice it on adult men and women
.

In addition of the medical aspects, opponents estimate that the circumcised child suffers a trauma that affects his relations with his mother and society, and hurts his psychic faculties. A principle is well known: What you do to a child, the child gives back the society. Circumcision would be one of the reasons for violence in the United States
. Research in this domain is only beginning. It would be necessary to see for example if circumcision encourages homosexuality. Two men who are penetrated justify their homosexuality by the fact that they don't feel pleasure in their relation with a woman because of the deformity of the circumcision. One also observes that the Semitic, so much the Arabs than the Jews, react often in a paranoiac and irrational manner to criticism. Is there a relationship between this phenomenon and male circumcision? Is there also a relationship between this and drugs? One will see thereafter that female circumcision is thought to encourage the use of drugs. Only research can answer these questions.

It is necessary to mention that there are American organizations
 with ramifications in Europe and in Australia
 that help, free of cost, to repeal the aftereffects of this practice by the non-surgical restoration of the foreskin, a method known in the two Greek and Roman empires (between 323-30 BC. and 140 AD). This method consists in inducing the extension (stretching) of the skin of the penis to compensate for the part cut off by the circumcision. The skin of the penis is pulled and taped in a first stage before metallic objects of a certain weight are attached with gauze. After fifteen months, the skin of the penis recovers the length that it would have had but for the circumcision. This method is described extensively in a paper by pastor and psychologist Jim Bigelow, who experimented it on himself
. All necessary information about this restoration can be found on the Internet.

3) Benefits of female circumcision according to the Sunnah

The same arguments used in the West for male circumcision have been used to justify female circumcision
. Physicians resorted to it notably to prevent masturbation, which was seen as the reason for numerous illnesses. The work of an Egyptian physician at the end of the last century rings an echo of this debate: The experience is [...] there to prove it to us everyday: the extreme sensitivity of the clitoris, while radiating through the nervous system, can generate various illnesses, all presenting a character of real gravity. This radiance, he adds, can provoke barrenness, congestion, pulmonary troubles, nervous palpitations, indigestion, lack of appetite, vomiting, and dyspepsia. Sometimes it goes to the brain and provokes neuroses: lunacy, epilepsy, hysteria, etc.. And if it reaches the sympathetic nerve, a complete weariness that ends up with death will result
.

Again today, one sometimes resorts in the West to female circumcision to prevent masturbation. And in the United States, female genital organs undergo different kinds of mutilation to increase pleasure
.

Moslem religious milieus use scientific arguments to justify female circumcision in compliance with the Sunnah:

A) It promotes cleanliness: the bad odors of a woman can only be suppressed by cutting the clitoris and the small lips off
.

B) It prevents illnesses: the number of women suffering from nymphomania is less among circumcised women. This illness can infect the husband and even kill him
. Female circumcision prevents cancer of the vagina
 and the swelling of the clitoris that promotes masturbation or homosexual relationships
.

C) It gives quietness and radiance to the face, according to the text of Mohammed: Circumcision is makrumah for women and gives them a beaming face
. Circumcision gives the girl good health, female beauty and protection for her morals, her chastity and her honor while maintaining the necessary sexual sensitivity without exaggeration
.

D) It keeps a couple together and prevents the use of drugs: female circumcision reduces the sexual urge in a woman, but this is only seen as an advantage. With age, the man's sexual urges falter. His circumcised wife will be at the same level of sexual urge at that moment. If she was not circumcised, the husband could not satisfy her, which would push her to resort to drugs to get there
.

E) It prevents the fall in the forbidden: it is the argument mostly evoked. Al - ' Adawi, professor at the Azhar, says that the girl's circumcision is makrumah, which means that it helps her to keep her modesty and protects her from leanings that excite her sexual instinct. The girl in Orient, region often very hot, if she is not circumcised, has a very active sexual instinct that reduced her modesty and renders her more prone to answer to this sexual instinct except the ones for which God has mercy
. Gad-al-Haq, Great Sheik of the Azhar, adds that our time requires female circumcision because of the mixity between men and women. If the girl is not circumcised, she exposes herself to the numerous excitations that push her to vice and perdition in a society without checks
.

F) It protect against AIDS: Sheik Al-Badri, after the annulment of the decree of the Egyptian minister of health by a court in Cairo (see below), declared: It is our religion. We pray, we fast and we circumcise. Since the 14th Century our mothers and our grandmothers practiced the circumcision. Those who are not circumcised get AIDS more easily
. The Egyptian newspaper Sawt al-ummah titles in big letters: Circumcision protects the woman against AIDS! It mentions an Egyptian professor of the Faculty of medicine at Mounoufiyyah who repeats this argument while referring to western medical science according to the declaration of an American university
.

4) Disadvantages of all form of female circumcision

Opponents of female circumcision reject it because of its misdeed that vary in gravity according to the form practiced.

A) It is harmful to physical and psychic health: female circumcision causes

- Immediate complications: shock, pain, bleeding, infections, urinary complications and accidental lesions of the surrounding organs;

- Ulterior complications: painful scars, formation of scar tissue, labial adhesions, cysts of the clitoris, mutilation of the vulva, vaginal stones, barrenness;

- Psycho-sexual complications: for the woman: a feeling of reduced femininity, weakening of sexual desire, reduction of the coitus frequency, absence of orgasm, depression and psychosis, elevated divorce rate; for the man: impotence and precocious ejaculation, polygamy;

- Obstetric complications
.

Defenders of the female circumcision don't deny these complications, but they assign them to the manner with which it is practiced, and notably to the fact that one doesn't respect the forms prescribed by Moslem law
.

B) It pushes to drug use
: female circumcision warps sexual relationships. The man, often at his wife's urging, has recourse to narcotics in order to satisfy himself on a sexual level. The excision making the woman lose her sensitivity, the man is obliged to take narcotics to be able to last the necessary time
. The Cairo magazine, Al-Tahrir, in its August 20, 1957 issue came to the following conclusion: If you want to fight against narcotics, forbid the excision
.

C) It causes troubles in families: unable to satisfy her sexual instinct, the circumcised woman becomes revolted and neurotic, and instead of protecting her morality, female circumcision pushes her to look for sexual satisfaction at all cost and outside of the conjugal setting. It has for consequence the belief in the diabolic obsession (zar) that exists nowhere but in Egypt as if devils don't find any other countries to live than Egypt
.

D) It does not protect from illnesses: for Dr. Al-Hadidi, there is no medical interest for female circumcision, contrarily to male circumcision since the woman doesn't have a foreskin, which keeps the microbes
. Dr. Nawal El-Saadawi denies also that female circumcision reduces the number of cases of genital cancer
.

IV) TABOO, CULTURE, LAW AND EDUCATION

1) Taboos of male circumcision

United Nation documents and the European Convention of human rights do not mention the principle of physical integrity.

Certainly, the Convention for the Right of the Child says in article 24 paragraph 3: “States Parties shall take all effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional practices prejudicial to the health of the children”. But no definition is given for the notion of traditional practices damaging to the health of children. Therefore it is up to the good will of States.

Numerous international and regional organizations fight against female circumcision, without ever mentioning male circumcision. Why this forgetfulness? Geneviève Giudicelli-Delage writes:

Without doubt, consequences of male circumcision are less serious than those of female circumcision (although some light female circumcisions can appear equivalent enough to a male circumcision). But, in any case, to stand in the realm of consequences would be a mistake. The custom justifies more serious acts, even death; the main thing is not the act but the culture. If a family from Mali can, in France, have the son circumcised but cannot have the daughter excised, it is that male circumcision belongs to a cultural order that, more or less, is ours, that is a Judeo-Christian order that is the crucible of our culture, and that this order does not know and has never known excision
.

For Dr. Gérard Zwang, the reason for the distinction between these two types of circumcisions is simple: most sex therapists and persons responsible for the diffusion of information are themselves circumcised; they prevent all debate around male circumcision
. At the conference of the Fourth international symposium on the sexual mutilations, he said:

The movement against female sexual mutilations must begin with the eradication of ritual or routine male circumcision in our own countries. This is a difficult struggle, one that is contrary to many prejudices, many habits, and, indeed, one that must confront many organized lobbies, such as the circumcision lobby in the United States, this is not, however, a reason to be discouraged
.

This fear to talk about male circumcision shows in the one-sided struggle of the UN and the WHO. So the preparatory Works of the Convention of the Rights of the Child talks about the circumcision of girls, but never the circumcision of boys
.

At the time of the UN seminar in Ouagadougou, the majority of participants was of the opinion that justifications for female circumcision drawn from the cosmogony and from religious issues must be compared to superstition and must be denounced as such, since nor the Bible, nor the Koran doesn't prescribe women to be excised. They recommended dissociating, in people’s mind, male circumcision, as a hygienic function, from excision, which has serious consequences for the woman's physical integrity
. This reasoning is without foundation and very dangerous. If female circumcision were in the Bible or in the Koran, would it be then authorized? And if one applies everything that the Bible or the Koran say, to start with the law of the Talion?!

Referring to a letter that I had sent, the Sub-Commission on Prevention of discrimination and protection of minorities answers:

Certain universities are beginning to take a closer look at the problem. In early January 1997, a lecturer from the Swiss institute of comparative law sent the Special Reporter a questionnaire, that was to serve as a basis for a book on male and female circumcision. In her reply, the Special Reporter made a point of mentioning that the circumcision of male children did not concern the United Nations as only female circumcision was deemed a harmful practice to be eradicated. Consequently, it would seem inappropriate to consider under one head both female circumcision which is harmful to health and male circumcision which has no undesirable effect and it is even considered to be beneficial
.

This position is the result of the ignorance and the arrogance of the United Nations, ignorance and arrogance that show in western countries. They begin to adopt laws to forbid and to punish female circumcision, but nothing is said about male circumcision. Courthouses of these countries have laws, condemning female circumcision, but that do not apply to male circumcision.

In the Moslem countries, the only measures being taken concern male circumcision and are aimed at barbers and mid-wives who fail in their surgeries. An Egyptian court condemned a barber who had circumcised a boy resulting in the boy’s death. Contrarily to physicians, said the judgment, the law does not protect the barber if his act leads to death or an infirmity. It refused to take into consideration the charitable intent of the barber or the absence of criminal intent
. In another judgment, the Court of Appeal affirmed that the midwife did not have the right to practice the circumcision, an operation reserved only to physicians in virtue of Article 1 of Law 415/1954. It added that all harm to physical integrity, except in case of necessity prescribed by the law, and is criminal, except when done by a physician. The midwife in question had circumcised a boy in a wrongful manner, cutting off the glans of the penis, a permanent infirmity estimated by the court at 25%
.

2) Culture and universalism

In an article titled “Circumcision, excision and racism”, Michel Erlich tries to demonstrate that the critique of male and female circumcision is often motivated by anti-Semitism and racism. He makes a clear distinction between male and female circumcision; the latter, he says, could not be advised in the name of differences
.

Egyptian professor, Al-Sukkari, writes that if one looks today to suppress female circumcision, it is because the West has succeeded in imposing its materialistic laic views on our sciences, our manners and our arts
. Jomo Kenyatta, late president of Kenya, said: The excision and the infibulation keep us together; they are the marks of our fertility
. To that Pierre Leulliette answers:

Millions of children from two to fourteen years old are frightfully tortured in a collective hysteria atmosphere, in contempt of their sex, in contempt of their body, in contempt of their life [...]. Is not the native culture in this case, the lowest demonstration of the omnipresent, unlimited machismo? Are these mutilations not an act of hate and secret fear of a man towards a woman? 

The problem of the cultural difference can be found among the international organizations. On July 10, 1958, the Economic and Social Counsel of the UN invited the WHO to “undertake a study of the persistence of customs which subject girls to ritual operations and of the measures adopted or planned for putting a stop to such practices”
. The answer of the WHO was clear in 28 May 1959: “The Twelfth World Health Assembly … considers that the ritual operations in question are based on social and cultural backgrounds, the study of which is outside the competence of the World Health Organization”
.

In an announcement about female excision on September 23, 1980, the Unicef explains that its approach for the eradication of a practice founded on cultural and traditional models older than 2000 years is based on the conviction that the best manner to approach this problem is to trigger conscience raising through education of the public, of members of the medical profession and the traditional healers, and with the involvement of the local communities and their organizers
.

In 1984, the Inter-African Committee (whose seat is in Geneva) recommended that for comprehensible psychological reasons, the last word in this domain should be left to Negro women. It asked to stop, for reasons of efficiency, the zeal of this violent and arguable reaction from the western countries to denounce these mutilations
. It warns against an inappropriate rashness that would lead to hasty legislative measures that would never be applied
. With regard to health professionals, it was enough to condemn the medicalization and the modernization of the practice of female excision, for being not in compliance with medical ethics and to recommend forbidding all medical and paramedical personnel to practice it for the same reason
.

3) Passing laws

The debate around the right to cultural difference was decided in favor of the right to the physical integrity of girls (and not of boys).

The WHO abandoned the aforesaid reservations laid out in 1959. It pushed in 1977 for the creation of the first Working Group on female circumcision. In February 1979, its regional office in the Eastern Mediterranean organized in Khartoum the first international Seminar on traditional practices affecting the health of women and children. This seminar recommended the adoption of precise national policies for the abolition of female circumcision
. In June 1982, the WHO submitted to the United Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, Working Group on slavery a formal statement opposing female circumcision. It approved the recommendations formulated at the end of the seminar of Khartoum and added: “WHO has consistently and unequivocally advised that Female genital mutilation, in any form, should not be practiced by any health professionals in any setting – including hospitals or other health establishments”. In 1989, the regional Committee of the WHO for Africa passed a resolution recommending that States members adopt policies and suitable strategies in view to eliminate female circumcision, to prohibit its medicalization and to discourage health personnel from performing this operation
.
A turn around is also noted in the position of the Inter-African Committee. Whereas in 1984 it warned against the enactment of laws against female circumcision, it demanded in 1987 such laws because no efforts, no research, no campaign had a true impact
. Three years later, it reinforced its position by asking for the enactment of specific law forbidding the practice of female genital mutilation and sexual abuse, providing punishment for all people guilty of such act. This law should provide for particularly severe punishment for health professionals
.

Some Western countries timidly followed the aforementioned organizations. France adopted in 1981 Article 312 Sec. 3 of the Penal Code:

Where violence or deprivation have usually been practiced, the prescribed punishment will be as follow: a life term if mutilation, amputation or loss of the use of a limb, blindness, the loss of an eye or other permanent infirmities or death result, even if the actor did not intent to cause the harm.

This article is used against female circumcision even though the term is not used. In Sweden, a 1982 law forbids any changes to the external organs, destined to mutilate them or to provoke a definitive change, if consent was given or not
. Great Britain did the same in 1985
. In Switzerland, the central Commission of medical ethics of the Swiss academy of the medical sciences took in 1983 a clear position, after the intervention of M. Edmond Kaiser, against female circumcision and its practice by medical personnel
.

This one-sided attitude is condemned by organizations, which fight against male and female circumcision. During the 3rd International Symposium on sexual mutilations (Maryland, 1994), the majority of participants, with the exception of the Jews, was of the opinion that it was necessary to pass a law that would cover male circumcision as well as female circumcision. One may notice that if such a law were to be adopted, the United States would be the first to be able to do it because of their unconditional support to Israel. It is the only country, which does not fear to be called anti-Semitic, and it is in this country that the opposition to circumcision is best organized.

4) Distinction between female circumcision forms

A distinction is wrongly made for the law and the mentalities, between the harm from male circumcision, generally admitted and that from female circumcision, generally condemned. One could have logically expected that another distinction be made by international and regional organizations and the western countries between the different forms of female circumcision in the light that benign female circumcision is similar to male circumcision. However, this is not the case since all forms of mutilation of the woman are condemned.

The Moslem law does not share this attitude. The latter distinguishes between the so-called sunnah form of female circumcision, which is authorized, and the other forms whilst extensively practiced, are condemned by the religious authorities
. Egypt is confronted with this problem. This country promulgated in 1959 ministerial decree relating to female circumcision:

1. Physicians are forbidden to do operations of female circumcision. If one wishes it, only a partial circumcision can be done, and not the total circumcision.

2. Operations of female circumcision are forbidden in the divisions of the Ministry of Health.

3. Licensed midwives don't have the right to do any surgical intervention, including female circumcision operation.

On September 7, 1994, during the international Conference on population and development in Cairo, CNN distributed a movie showing the circumcision of a ten year old girl by a barber in Cairo. The Egyptian authorities arrested the producer of the movie, the girl's father, the circumciser and his helper. The father informed the police that as a Moslem, he believed he acted rightfully
.

In reaction, the Minister of Health passed on October 19, 1994 a decree aiming to medicalize the operation by designating a number of hospitals authorized to do the operation for an amount of 10 EL (about US $3)
. Invoking the absence of religious basis for female circumcision and its dangers for the woman's health, the minister of health recommended the following measures:

1) Interdiction to practice circumcision by non- physicians and in places not equipped for it in public hospitals and application of the law relating to the medical profession, including legal measures for the law-breakers.

2) Every public, central or academic hospital must designate two days per weeks for male circumcision and one day for female circumcision.

3) On the day dedicated to the reception of families wanting female circumcision, a commission composed of gynecologists, anesthesiologists, social workers, surgical nurse and preachers, will be responsible for disclosing the damages on physical and psychic health of this operation and the position of the religion. It is not necessary to hurry the operation, taking all measures to limit progressively the expansion of this practice in view of its final eradication.

On October 17, 1995, under the Egyptian and international non-governmental organization pressure, the minister of health dismissed the aforementioned decree by a memo addressed to the directors of health. It forbids state hospitals to practice circumcision. The letter says:

Following the letter of 19 October 1994 relating to female circumcision,

As per the encouraging results communicated by the governors of districts, directors of health affairs and the civic organizations indicating a regression of female circumcision, following the efforts of different organizations of the health ministry, and the resulting consequences and bodily hazards for the sanitary, psychic and social well-being of the woman, the family and the society, female circumcision will not be practiced anymore in public and central hospitals. The role of gynecology, obstetrics, maternity and pediatrics wards in these hospitals will limit itself to educate as to have this practice regressed.

This interdiction was confirmed by the ministerial decree # 261 of 1996. But the latter was declared invalid June 24, 1997 by an administrative court in Cairo following complaints by Islamic authorities. The court held that the minister had overreached its authority by passing a decree, which belongs to the legislative power. This decree exposes physicians contrarily to sanctions of Article 66 of the Constitution that prescribes that there is neither a crime nor a sanction without a law. It infringes on a right that some consider controlled by Islamic law, which is contrary to two articles of the Penal Code,

Art. 7 - In no case will transactions of the present code touch individual rights dedicated by Moslem law.

Art. 60 - Arrangements of the penal code does not apply to acts perpetrated in good faith in virtue of a recognized right of the Moslem law.

The court also blamed the minister to have treated female circumcision and male circumcision differently whereas they both constitute a medical act. It held that this decree would have been valid if it had limited itself to forbid the practice of female circumcision by non-physicians, however it also reached physicians.

After the judgment, Sheik Youssef Al-Badri declared: “God bless, we won and we are going to apply Islam”
. A veiled Moslem woman declared: “Circumcision is Islamic. The Court says that the interdiction violates the religious law. There is nothing that says that circumcision is a crime but Egyptians said that Islam is a crime. It is a disaster.” 

The Minister of Health instituted an action to appeal the administrative judgment. According to him, the decree remains applicable, as long it has not been invalidated. Others believe that the decree is not applicable, unless the judgment of the court is invalidated by a decision of the administrative Supreme Court
.

In October 1997, another court in Cairo rejected the action instigated by a fundamentalist lawyer against CNN asking for 500 millions of dollars in damages for having defamed Egypt in its aforementioned movie. The court judged that the lawyer did not have a direct interest in the action and that the girl's father agreed to shoot the scene. The judge also attacked female circumcision. He argued that one couldn’t deduct from texts assigned to Mohammed the obligation for female circumcision. It is not permissible since it has harmful effects on the woman's physical and psychic health, weakens the sexual drive, harms conjugal relationships and can lead to sterility
. In 28 December 1997, the Supreme administrative Court decided that the Health Minister had the right to issue a decree forbidding female circumcision, as this practice has no basis in the Koran or in the Hadith.

Currently, female circumcision has become a battlefield where judges, religious authorities, non-governmental organizations and the government face each other. The American Department of State itself was involved by summoning the Egyptian government to attack the decision that annulled the ministerial decree. The Sheik of the Azhar considered it as an inference in the Egyptian internal business. The Sheik argues that female circumcision does not involve judges, but physicians
.

5) Médicalization

One agrees that legal measures alone won't be sufficient to abolish female circumcision. It is necessary to understand the reasons for this practice and to educate the people involved. In the meantime, would it not be better to try to avoid the worst by permitting female circumcision, temporarily, in a moderate form, in hospitable surroundings?

As seen above, the WHO, the Inter-African Committee and the Swiss Medical Science Academy reject this possibility as contrary to medical ethics. They even recommend stern punishment against medical personnel who practice female circumcision.

This attitude can be criticized. A radical legal interdiction will only encourage the practice of the clandestine circumcision by people who don't have the requisite knowledge, who risks endangering the woman's health. The representative of Senegal noted this problem at the time of the development of the Convention for the Rights of the Child
.

Dominique Vernier thinks that it would be necessary to accept the medicalization as it is practiced among the urban intellectual elite in certain countries of Africa and as accepted in certain hospitals in Italy, in spite of the hostility of physicians. She proposes as a substitution for the real excision a symbolic excision as she did in Guinea. In this country, the circumciser does a simple cut, in order to draw blood. It is a way to preserve the ritual, without mutilating the child
.

The medicalization might however legalize female circumcision and perpetuate it, notably for its economic fallout. At the time of the UN seminar in Ouagadougou, some intervening parties declared that the medical personnel, essentially for pecuniary motives, tended to substitute themselves to matrons and “exciseuses” to do the excision more often in hospitals. These health providers not only make a profit from the practice, but they perpetuate it while reducing the minimum risks. Motivated by greed, they ignore the deliberately sinister side of the sexual mutilations. Aware of the confidence and considerations of the population, they abuse the innocence of parents by showing the rightfulness of the custom. According to participants to this seminar, such a direction should be strenuously fought because it might give a new legitimacy to the excision
.

In a report of July 1997, Marie As'ad, spokesperson of the Egyptian group against female circumcision, rejected the idea that the first step to suppress this practice is to limit it to physicians when they judge it necessary. It is a deception to make believe that circumcision is a medical operation and that it is a necessity when there is none. This would put it back in the hands of physicians.

Here comes the question of the adult circumcision. Dr. Seham Abdel-Salam doesn't allow the physician to circumcise an adult man or a woman because adults are still not free, and because it against medical ethics. The physician’s function is to heal. However, circumcision is an intervention on a healthy organ. Therefore, one who wants to be circumcised must cut his penis or her clitoris him or herself
. The President of NOCIRC defends the same position.

Without doubt, this position is the only one to conform to medical ethics. But to avoid medical complications, I argue that it is necessary to give the physician the right to practice male and female circumcision on adults over 18, while hoping that at this age these people will be intelligent enough not to mutilate themselves. It is besides the proposition used to fight female circumcision among the Sabiny people of Uganda
.

6) Understanding

To punish and medicalize won't be sufficient to put end to the millennial practices. It is also necessary to try to understand the reasons that motivate them.

Nawal El-Saadawi, herself excised, explain the maintenance of female circumcision in the Arab society by the will of domination of the man:

The importance given to virginity and to an intact hymen in these societies is the reason why female circumcision still remains a very widespread practice despite a growing tendency, especially in urban Egypt, to do away with it as something outdated and harmful. Behind circumcision lies the belief that, by removing parts of girls' external genital organs, sexual desire is minimized. This permits a female who has reached the dangerous aged of puberty and adolescence to protect her virginity, and therefore her honor, with greater ease. Chastity was imposed on male attendants in the female harem by castration, which turned them into inoffensive eunuchs. Similarly female circumcision is meant to preserve the chastity of young girls by reducing their desire for sexual intercourse
.
She adds that female circumcision is a mean to dominate the woman, especially in a patriarchal society in which a man can have several wives. One has recourse thus to different means to submit them sexually to only one man and to control to whom the children belong
.

This will to dominate the woman is found again in the classic works. So Ibn-Taymiyyah notes that an uncircumcised woman looks more at men than a circumcised one
. Al-Qarrafi recommends circumcising the woman slave if he wants to keep her at home. But if he plans to resell her, he doesn't have to circumcise her
.

For Dr. Gérard Zwang, male and female circumcision is motivated by metaphysical guilt. It is the incentive for all sexual mutilations that humans inflict upon themselves since they invented knives of stone or metal. Which renders null and void all non-religious, metaphysical consideration. Out of metaphysical guilt, most human beings offer to the gods, to the divinities, to the spirits, sacrifices. Of earthly pleasures, carnal joys, of organs intended for pleasure. With the goal to get a good situation in the extra, supra or infra-terrestrial life that necessarily follows (!) death. Therefore fasting, fasts, ramadans, taboo foods, prescriptions limiting sexual life, chastity, continence, various genital organ mutilations (circumcision, excision, infibulation, subincision, hemi-castration, etc.) 
.

The economic interest can also explain the maintenance of male and female circumcision. We saw that above concerning the circumcision in hospitable surroundings. It is the same in traditional surroundings where midwives, who benefit financially from such practices, are not ready to renounce them
. In certain regions, the profession of “exciseuse” is transmitted from mother to daughter, and the family's survival depends on it. The eradication of the practice of the excision would have for consequence to suppress the only source of income for the family. In this regard, some recommend a system of retraining in order to make matrons out of “exciseuses”, allowing them to abandon the excision for another paying activity
. Economic interest also plays a role with regard to male circumcision. In Canada, where insurance companies begin to refuse to pay for circumcision, this one is in clear regression
.

It is necessary to add that the dowry is higher when the girl is virgin at the time of the marriage that if she is not; the virginity of girls is therefore a monetary advantage. This often explains the ardor of certain people to defend the practice of infibulation
.

7) Educating

After having understood the reasons, it is necessary to try to convince the numerous actors involved in male and female circumcision: victims, parents, physicians, nurses, insurance companies, and religious authorities.

To convince, it is especially necessary to avoid errors of logic. Following the judgment in Cairo that annulled the decree of the health minister, Dr. Seham Abdel-Salam expressed her anger to the media. People who surrounded her told her: But Madam, why do you complain about the circumcision of girls? We also circumcise our boys! In the mind of people, the two practices are the same thing. How can one convince an Egyptian family father that he must stop circumcising his daughter whereas one permits him to circumcise his sons?

Mentalities must also be taken into consideration. Those who practice circumcision for medical reasons must be confronted with medical reasons. But when circumcision is practiced for religious reasons, it is the religious arguments that must be undermined first. In September 1994, Dr. Shimon Glick, director of the Center for Medical Education at the University Ben-Gurion in Negev, sent me an article about the relation between uncircumcision and AIDS with a piece of paper on which he wrote: If God commands an action it cannot be harmful. Even in academia, the irrational wrings the neck of the rational!

How are religious arguments undermined? Certainly, it is necessary to use the exegesis to discuss it with religious authorities, but there is little chance that the latter will change their opinion when they believe they are vested with the monopoly of interpretation and that the people blindly follow them. It is therefore necessary to open people's eyes and to move them away from the harmful influence of these religious authorities and the sacred texts on which they rely. Humorous and sarcastic arguments can prove to be a very efficient way to lead a person away from taboos, to resort to reason and to accept to question what is considered sacred.

For example, Voltaire, with his intelligent sarcasm, contributed extensively to free Europe from religious dark ages. But the Moslems and the Jews will not easily accept Voltaire, being a Western philosopher. For this reason, Eastern philosophers capable to chip away at the bark of religion in order to get to the brain must be found.

Mohammed Ibn Zakariyya Al-Razi (in Latin: Rhazes, about 854-925 or 935), director of the hospital of Baghdad, is the most important philosopher to rely upon. His medical works have been taught in European universities until the 16th century. He wrote many philosophical books of which, unfortunately, little has been published. It is necessary to push researchers to publish his manuscripts if they still exist. Of a few available, this philosopher is considered the most liberal thinker of the Moslem community. He believes in God but rejects all revelation. By weakening the importance of revelation and the sacred books, we help people to think in a rational manner and to reject the barbaric practice of male and female circumcision
.

CONCLUSION: SOME FUNDAMENTAL POINTS

1) The principle of physical integrity

You cannot be against female circumcision and in favor of male circumcision, unless you want to convince us that:

- Your culture is better than the one of others,

- Your religion is better than the one of others,

- Your sacred books are better than those of others are,

- Girls have the right to protection, but not boys.

There is a principle that you must accept or reject in totality: the right to physical integrity. If you accept this principle, you must apply it to all whatever their religion, their race, their color, their sex or their culture. As I accept this principle, I consider male circumcision as much as a crime as female circumcision that must be punished when it practiced against a non-consenting person without any effective and serious medical reason. For this reason, I consider immoral all legislation (Western or other) that condemns female circumcision but accepts male circumcision.

2) Differences

One can admit that female circumcision (notably the one called Pharaonic) is more harmful than male circumcision is. In the same way, one can admit that the amputation of the small finger is more serious than the amputation of the hand. Such a difference does not give as much the right to cut the small finger of others without their consent and without effective and serious medical reason.

3) Medical benefits

One can admit that the male or female circumcision (as to amputate the hand or the small finger) is practiced, in very rare cases, for medical reasons. But it seems to me that those medical benefits aiming to generalize this practice are only arguments to justify the barbaric act de post facto. Although I am not a physician, it seems to me that it would be too much conceit to believe that nature committed a mistake requiring a surgical intervention of such large scale.

4) Respect of the will of others

When Abraham pretended to receive from God the order to circumcise himself, he was 99 years old, according to the Bible (and 80 or 120 years according to the Islamic sources)! For me, a God that asks his adepts to mark themselves on their sex as one marks livestock, is a God of a doubtful morality. Unless we assume that Abraham was not of right mind at that age, and that God never gave such an order to the poor Abraham. In both cases, one can forget Abraham and his strange story. Those who do not accept such liberal manner to interpret the Bible must however recognize that Abraham was an adult when he circumcised himself. If we respect our children, we must let them whole at least until the age of 18. They will be able to decide for themselves if they want to mutilate their penis or not. They might even decide to cut their ears off, if it pleases them.
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