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Prologue

Male circumcision is an ancient religious practice, primarily
rooted in the beliefs of two Semitic religions, Judaism and
Islam. However, due to health justifications, it has expanded
beyond religious boundaries into some other societies.
According to Morris et al. (2016), circumcision is practised on
at least 30% of boys in around 90 countries across the world,
and a significant number of these boys are not affiliated with
either the Muslim or Jewish faith. While these statistics
indicate the importance of the practice in various societies,
they do not imply its correctness or usefulness. Despite its
widespread prevalence, male circumcision also faces
significant opposition, with arguments centred around the
violation of children’s rights, adverse psychological effects, and
multiple medical consequences.

The primary objective of this research is to gain scientific
insight into male circumcision and assist in developing
effective programmes and policies to mitigate its negative
consequences in society. To achieve this aim, the study
explores the meaning and concept of circumcision, its
historical roots and geographical extent, religious and
scientific approaches to the practice, the reasons for its
continuation, and the experiences of participants in the
research areas. The book is structured into eight chapters, with
a logical organisation based on the general principles of
scientific research and Grounded Theory methodology.

Chapter 1, like any other scientific research, focuses on stating
the problem. The personal motivations of the researcher, the
status of circumcision in Iran, some findings from a field study,
several issues about circumcision, the importance of the
subject, research goals and questions are headings that
together provide an overall picture of the problem of male
circumcision for the reader.
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Chapter 2 is an inquiry into the essence of circumcision, in
which several perspectives have been cast on this
phenomenon. For this purpose, first, the conceptual and
semantic meaning of the word circumcision has been studied.
Then, in subsequent sections, indirect but more concrete and
objective methods have been tried to further explain this
operation. The typology of circumcision and the methods of
performing it, circumcisers, and finally the timing of
circumcision are the topics discussed in this chapter to explain
it.

Chapter 3 focuses on some historical and geographical
dimensions of circumcision in the world. In this chapter, first,
a brief description of the historical origins of this phenomenon
has been provided and an attempt has been made to also shed
light on its maternal roots. The second part of this chapter
focuses on how circumcision is distributed in the geography of
today’s world. For this purpose, first, a global image of this
phenomenon has been provided, and then an attempt has been
made to examine the distribution of circumcision in the
geographical geography of the world. Therefore, the
geographical distribution of circumcision in Asia with
emphasis on the Middle East has been studied and
subsequently, the geographical regions of Africa, English-
speaking countries and Central and South America have also
been examined.

Chapter 4 is important in this book, both in terms of covering
most of the total volume of the book and in terms of being a
very important and determining factor in understanding and
explaining the phenomenon of circumcision in the world
today. The title of this chapter is “The Religious Background of
Circumcision in the World.” The main goal of this chapter is to
explain the religious nature of circumcision from the past to
the present. For this purpose, the three major religions, all of
which fall within the sphere of Abrahamic religions, namely
Judaism, Christianity and Islam, have been studied. In the two
religions of Judaism and Islam, the focus of the discussion is
on clarifying the positive aspects of circumcision among the
followers of these religions. In these two religions, the religious
foundations of circumcision, which have a relatively
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widespread prevalence among their followers, are explained.
While Judaism and Islam have relatively widespread
prevalence of circumcision among their followers, the chapter
delves into how Christianity has historically taken a different
approach towards this practice. In fact, the main focus of the
discussion is on the critical view of circumcision in
Christianity, which has been adopted from the very beginning.
With the exception of a few subsidiary and traditional
branches, Christianity generally rejects circumcision. Thus, the
chapter presents a distinct narrative from the other Abrahamic
religions, highlighting the unique religious perspectives
towards circumcision across different faiths.

Chapter 5 is also one of the important chapters of this book. In
this chapter, the author has tried to discuss the issue of
circumcision from a disciplinary perspective and determine
the general approach of each of the prevalent scientific
disciplines in the world today toward male circumcision. For
this purpose, five scientific disciplines that have the greatest
relationship and confrontation with it have been selected:
biological and medical approach, anthropological approach,
psychological approach, sociological approach, economical
approach, and legal approach. In the related discussion of
biology and medicine, the main focus is on the prepuce of the
male genitals, and an attempt is made to explain the
importance of the prepuce and what happens to this part
during circumcision. The discussion of the anthropological
approach, like anthropology itself, is an intuitive approach, and
in this section, anthropological evidence has been presented to
provide the reader with a deeper understanding of the
phenomenon of circumcision. The section also included a
discussion of the sociological approach to circumcision, which
was primarily viewed from the perspective of the ‘sociology of
the body.” The psychological approach is also generally an
approach based on body image from a psychological
perspective. In addition, a discussion was also devoted to the
psychological harms resulting from circumcision or the
negative functions of circumcision. In the concluding section
of this chapter, circumcision is examined from a legal
perspective, and the main effort of the researcher has been to
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uncover the capacities and weaknesses of national and
international laws from the perspective of children’s rights and
the idea of ‘the right to the body.’

Chapter 6 aims to answer a fundamental sociological question:
What functions and reasons have continued circumcision in
the world from past to present? In other words, it seeks to
determine what circumcision has been based on positive
functions to survive so far. To answer this question, three main
categories of circumcision functions have been carefully
examined: health and medical functions, social functions, and
economic functions. In regard to health and medical functions,
some positive effects of this act in preventing diseases such as
AIDS, penile cancer, and urinary tract infections have been
mentioned. In social functions, which also include religious
functions, functions such as religious and ethnic acceptance,
purification of individuals, ritualisation for transition, sexual
identity formation for boys, and control of men’s sexual
instincts have been explained. In the economic function, the
employment dimensions of this act in the ancient world and its
commercial and profit-seeking dimensions in modern
medicine have also been addressed.

Chapter 7 can rightly be called the heart of this research
because this chapter is devoted to reviewing and extracting the
views of the research participants from the perspective of their
lived experiences. This chapter is based on the paradigm of
Grounded Theory and the experiences of the participants and
has been categorised and explained in several main axes,
including methods and tools of circumcision, ethnic and
religious contexts of performing this act, benefits and harms of
circumcision from the perspective of participants, biological,
psychological, legal and jurisprudential harms of this act in the
lived experiences of participants. The findings of this chapter
demonstrate how circumcision continues in different societies
and groups based on diverse cultural, religious, medical and
social functions and interpretations. The participants’ lived
experiences, which form the core of this chapter, reveal the
multi-dimensional nature of circumcision and its complex
relationship with cultural, religious, social and medical factors
in different contexts. By combining theoretical and empirical
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dimensions, this chapter aims to provide a comprehensive and
in-depth understanding of circumcision and the reasons for its
continuity or discontinuity in different societies.

The final chapter of this book, Chapter 8, focuses on
concluding remarks and providing solutions to improve the
current situation. In this chapter, an attempt has been made to
use the collected data to provide suggestions for overcoming
the problematic issue of circumcision or at least improving its
situation in Iran. The presented suggestions have been offered
at three strategic, programmatic and practical levels in the
hope that attention to these suggestions can lead to eliminating
some of the issues related to boys’ circumcision in the country.

As a final note, it would not be devoid of benefit to mention
that this research, although it has few similar studies within the
country and is therefore unique, has a strictly limited and
operational claim; namely, the results of this study are neither
for nor against ardent supporters and opponents of
circumcision but rests on the claim that boys’ circumcision
cannot be without defect from the perspective of the rights of
the child, even if assuming some positive functions. Deferring
circumcision until individuals can make their judgment
regarding the practice seems the very least that should be done.

This research is the product of a group of assistant researchers,
field researchers and researchers, hundreds of participants
who responded to the questions of this study, and a relatively
large number of individuals with whom consultations were
held at various stages of the work and whose opinions were
used when compiling and authoring. Acknowledging the
efforts of all these individuals is the least that should be done,
although some wish not to be named for personal and work
reasons. Of course, mentioning the names of all these
individuals is impossible and omitting a few names is even
more impossible. Therefore, above all else I am grateful for the
participation of all dear ones who did not spare expert opinions
at all stages of the research: First, Sepehr Estiri, who from the
very beginning of this research, from collecting primary
sources to analysing the first round of field interviews and
repeated re-readings of this work, they have always been very
supportive. I am very grateful to Associate Professor Alireza
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Kermani for providing unlimited advice and help in initially
formulating the sections of the theoretical literature review,
analysing field data and giving very helpful guidelines. I thank
Fatemeh (Sayeh) Rahimi for initially integrating the field
sections and obtaining additional interviews that enriched the
work. I thank Dr Fatemeh Mousavi Mirak for repeated reviews
and consultations and completing and organising sections and
editing field analyses and formatting references. I appreciate
the advice and support of Dr Mahnaz Alizadeh for improving
and rewriting some titles, the analysis section and strategies. I
also thank Mullah Jamal al-Din Vazhi, Susan Rezaei, Katayoun
Aslani, Fatemeh (Sayeh) Rahimi and Dr Farshid Khezri for
rereading all or parts of it and providing advice for completing
the work. I thank field colleagues and researchers who helped
obtain interviews inside and outside Iran, including Sepehri
Istiri, Fatemeh (Sayeh) Rahimi, Roshanak Emami, Sima
Sattari, Faraz Kariminia, and Masoumeh Barz Bineh. I thank
the book editor Mrs Marzieh Nekokar for her precision and
professional ethics. I appreciate for cooperating and providing
related resources and information on the subject of male
circumcision from various groups and pages of awareness
raising and opposing circumcision of men, including
Instagram pages and admins of pages of ‘Untold Aspects of
Male Circumcision,” ‘Ban Circumcision,” ‘Anti-Circumcision,’
among more Instagram pages.

Kameel Ahmady

Autumn 2022



Foreword

Kameel Ahmady’s research here on male circumcision is
timely. Like quite a number of others, he and I have been
researching female genital ‘circumcision’ (more accurately
‘mutilation’, FGM) for years; and over time it has become
unavoidably apparent to both of us that the documentation of
assault on female genitals requires also careful consideration
of that on male genitalia.

In this view Ahmady and I are joined by some others, such as
the redoubtable Dr Tobe Levin von Gleichen, but not by all who
campaign to end FGM. Discrepancies in this position are, I
suspect, shaped by direct experience of the harsh inequities in
all parts of society of power between women and men, and by
perceptions, accurate or not, of the differentials in levels of
harm between the practice inflicted on the former as opposed
to the latter.

Nonetheless, both female and male ‘circumcision’ can cause
deep anticipatory fear in children, and then protracted pain
and sometimes life-long trauma; and both can result in
permanent harm, or even death. Whatever the traditional
rationales, it is, as Ahmady says, difficult to make a cogent case
for any such practices in the modern world. Somewhere in the
fundamental underlying theme for either there is always power
(‘Because I can’), and often plain economics (the relative ‘value’
of people of varying status or standing).

‘Cutting’ — the intentional non-medically-therapeutic physical
incursion of blade or other sharp object into a live human body
— is a practice reaching back millennia. How far back into
history we cannot be sure, but probably even further than the
empirical evidence demonstrates. Certainly, human sacrifice,
the ultimate ‘cut’, originates somewhere in the mists of time.

Whatever, we know there have always been people with
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enough authority and influence to enable them, whatever their
stated intention, to display their power by causing physical
(and psychological) harm to other human beings.

Considered rationally, it is astonishing that throughout history
people have conceded to more powerful others the right to
cause pain and often peril to actual bodies and persona. How
does, and did, this gaslighting on such a massive scale ever
come about?

If we consider the genital mutilation (so-called ‘cutting’) of
either men or women, perhaps there was a time when practical
matters offered some justification.

In the case of male circumcision, arising in hot, dry parts of the
world, was a response to the risk that sand and other debris
would cause painful inflammation and infection, especially if
good hygiene provisions such as clean water were in short
supply. Removal of the foreskin could in that context be seen
as a sensible prophylactic measure. (Maybe there was a
parallel sensible rationale for skull caps, in locations where
balding men needed protection from the sun?)

Similarly for female genital mutilation (FGM): It seems likely
that in ancient Egypt - one of the earliest known locations for
female genital incursion - the infibulation (sewing up of labia)
of women and female slaves in the top tiers of society preceded
other ablation of the genitals. Almost certainly this practice
was employed to ‘ensure’ those highly prized wives (and their
slaves) were sealed against impregnation or other sexual
activity except as required by powerful men. The ownership of
the wife and / or mother was thereby secured, and family
fortunes were kept intact.

But such justifications or precautions are no longer acceptable,
even to many who still live in overtly authoritarian or
patriarchal societies. Over centuries understandings of genital
cutting have to whatever degree mutated, not always obviously,
but somehow continuing. For women family inheritance has
been replaced by ideas about ‘purity’ (which apparently applies
only to women), and for both women and men original
concerns and practicalities have morphed into expressions of
solidarity — everyone like us (whether we men be traditional
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African or contemporary American) is cut; we (women or men
in closed communities) are a special group of people.

And so on it goes; traditional practices chameleon-like bending
to circumstance, but always finding rationales, or perhaps
materialising myths, to ensure that cutting continues; for if we
stopped, the painful paradox of what is done would become
apparent. Parents would be accountable for harm to their
children. Religious leaders and politicians would be held
responsible for damage over countless generations.

It is through such a suffocating omerta that Kameel Ahmady
and colleagues in this book finds his way. Iran, the country on
which Ahmady focuses as he explores MGM/C (male
circumcision), is probably one of the most opaque countries
when it comes to discovering the practice and beliefs which
underlie genital mutilation of any sort. The social motivation
to avoid the topic at all is substantial, and the sanctions for
untoward commentary are sometimes perilous; but it is in such
contexts that we can learn the most about what is ‘really’
happening.

In a previous book Kameel gave us substantial accounts of
FGM/C in Iran; and now he adds to that the same personal
narratives, contexts, and insights for MGM. The value of first-
hand, direct observational experience reportage is unique.

Bringing to public scrutiny (where one can) the genital
mutilation of either sex will not of itself achieve eradication of
this cruel and unnecessary practice, costly both to some people
who experience it and, where their health suffers, to their
economies. In many societies tradition, custom and practice
easily over-ride more rational and modern human rights
perspectives.

At the very least, change implies admission of previous error.
Why would traditionalists want to concede that what has
occurred with their full endorsement consistently over
millennia is ‘wrong’? Why jeopardise their unspoken, assumed
authority unless they absolutely must?

But scrutiny leading to eradication is the path Ahmady invites
us to follow; and within the narratives he shares here perhaps
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we will find a chink in the armour of traditional
authoritarianism.

I have often referred to FGM as ‘patriarchy incarnate’ — the
imposition of (some, powerful) men’s will quite literally onto
the bodies and minds of women and girls. It is however
becoming better understood that the same process, the same
over-arching patriarchal power, can be said to apply to men
and boys. Kameel Ahmady’s work gives impetus to this wider
view. Genital (or any other sort of imposed, literal) mutilation
is a marker of power. Those who impose that marker may well
themselves be so-marked, but it is the powerful ones who insist
that with no dissent the tradition be continued.

In the modern world, with its global communications, even
countries like Iran cannot be entirely closed to contemporary,
so-called ‘western’, perspectives such as human rights. Slowly,
whatever constraints are imposed, the idea of personal and
bodily autonomy — already a concept accepted but observed for
particular specifics in the converse by some major religions - is
seeping into almost every society the world over. And with that
idea comes the logical conclusion that consent is a ‘right’.

The concept of consent, especially in matters of individual
bodily autonomy, is an idea which once sown will not easily
wither. Likewise, once perceived, the idea is taking root in
many locations that children cannot give informed consent to
matters they can’t understand.

So perhaps this is a first step towards eradicating painful and
dangerous genital mutilations in traditional societies? Genital
‘cutting’ should be consigned as only for consenting adults.
From that, as Kameel Ahmady’s and his colleagues research
indicates, it would not be a step too far for most people to
decide that the best kind of cutting in the modern world is none
at all.

Hilary Burrage

www.hilaryburrage.com
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Chapter 1: A Critical Review of Male
Circumcision

Introduction

Male circumcision is one of the most important and common
events during the childhood of boys in an important part of the
world’s communities today. Despite this, there is no
appropriate and proportional scientific knowledge related to
this phenomenon and its problematic dimensions. The main
goal of this section is to discuss the different dimensions of the
issue of circumcision in societies such as Iran. For this purpose,
first, the researcher’s personal motivations for raising this
issue have been discussed and then, based on several topics in
this regard, an attempt has been made to examine and identify
its various dimensions.

Personal Motivations

As a field researcher whose area of study focuses on social
issues and topics related to children, I have always strived to
approach subjects with a corrective perspective and mindset.
Specifically, I aim to address topics that are directly related to
harmful traditions, which have received less attention for
various reasons. While it has been a difficult journey, I believe
that my mission is to bring attention to these issues that have
obstructed or slowed down the path toward sustainable
development of society through taboos. It is worth noting that
many of my research topics have been derived from personal
experiences or those of my peers and have served as a mirror

of what I have experienced or witnessed.

In social anthropology studies, it is common for the
researcher’s field of work and targets society to guide their
research and direct them toward related topics. This is
particularly true when studying social harms because they are
often interconnected and may reveal additional harm during a
study of one particular issue. Therefore, for various reasons
that I will discuss further, I can say that researching the topic
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of female genital mutilation (FGM) was a turning point in my
personal and professional life. From a professional standpoint,
it allowed me to expand my research to studies of other areas
of harm such as child marriage, temporary marriage, white
marriage (a new form of unregistered temporary marriage),
and extramarital affairs. Furthermore, the research served as a
guide for my career path in the years after its completion,
clearing the way for further exploration of related issues and
topics.

This study, although painful, provided a profound learning
experience for me and my colleagues, and initiated a
collaborative, group-based, and field-based process on social
harms in Iran. However, the collective research on female
genital mutilation, published under the title Comprehensive
Research on Female Genital Mutilation in Iran and A
Changing Paradigm, also marked a turning point in my
personal life. Years later, due to my involvement in this field,
specifically in conjunction with another study on -child
marriage, I was pursued by the authorities and faced multiple
accusations, along with some of my colleagues. Eventually, I
was sentenced to 9 years and 3 months in prison after being
arrested, held in solitary confinement, and subjected to
unlawful interrogations by Judge Salavati.

This research delved into the issue of female genital mutilation,
its harmful effects, and the changes and developments
surrounding it throughout the years. The findings of this study
highlighted the issue of female genital mutilation in Iran as an
important topic in international forums such as the United
Nations and UNICEF. As a result, international organisations
recommended that Iran should further investigate this issue
along with child marriage. While working on this research, I
always hoped to conduct a similar investigation into male
circumcision, and with the completion of this study, that
dream became a reality. Although it may seem like a long time
has passed since the publication of ‘Female Genital Mutilation,’
there has been a pause between that book and this research.
However, the issue of female genital mutilation opened up two
paths for me, both of which ultimately led to the same
destination: the first path was related to gender issues
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concerning girls and women, while the second path was related
to gender issues concerning boys and men. As someone who
saw part of their mission as addressing harmful issues and
providing solutions to social problems, I decided to pursue
both paths.

In the first path, after studying female genital mutilation, we
became aware of the issue of child marriage and the high
statistics surrounding this harmful phenomenon in Iran. As a
result, we conducted a field study on child marriage. The
findings of this research, The Echo of Silence: A
Comprehensive Study of Child Marriage in Iran, were
published by Shirazeh Publishing in Iran, along with an
English version in Europe and the United States, as well as a
book titled ‘In the Name of Tradition.” The next research
project focused on temporary marriage and the ‘sigheh’
contract, which was inspired by the previous study on child
marriage. In fact, during the study of child marriage, we
realised that many children enter into ‘sigheh’ contracts and
marry each other without any legal intervention, and this
‘sigheh’ contract, along with legal gaps and some societal
norms, provides a basis and facilitates early marriage for them.
Therefore, we simultaneously began to study the ‘sigheh’
contract and temporary marriage, which is a type of ‘sigheh’
contract, as well as the emergence and prevalence of new forms
of ‘sigheh’ contracts (in adults), its legal weaknesses, and its
effects and harms on individuals, especially women. The result
of this research, titled ‘A House on Water: A Comprehensive
Study of Temporary Marriage and the “Sigheh” in Iran,” was
published by Shirazeh Publishing, with an English version
published by Mehr Publishing in London.

Another research project related to previous studies is the issue
of ‘temporary marriage’ in Iran, which has been published
under the title ‘A House With an Open Door: A Comprehensive
Study of Temporary Marriage in Iran.” In this work, for the first
time, the visible and hidden aspects of this phenomenon have
been comprehensively and field-wise addressed. ‘The Tale of
the Forbidden City: A Study of Marginalised People in Iran’
was the title of our next research project, which was rooted in
our previous work. Both of these studies were published by
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Mehr Publishing in London, and later by Avaye-Buf in
Denmark.

During fieldwork and group studies on temporary marriage
and white marriage, I became aware that some same-sex
individuals live together in Iran. It was noteworthy that despite
relative awareness of their existence in society, there had been
little to no academic and field research on male, female, and
bisexual individuals in Iran. Thus, I decided to conduct
research in this area to gain a better understanding of the topic
in Iran. Female genital mutilation, child marriage, temporary
marriage, white marriage, and alternative lifestyles were the
five research projects conducted by me, interviewers, and field
collaborators, which were all related to each other and focused
on children and gender. Although I was already familiar with
the subject matter related to gender, which included a
significant portion of children, I realised that children are the
primary victims of harmful traditions, poverty, and
deprivation. They are minorities who require comprehensive
care and are more vulnerable to harm than anyone else. This
issue is doubly important because we must recognise that if
this group is harmed, addressing its consequences will be very
complicated and problematic, and it will have long-term
repercussions for society.

My concern for children’s issues led me to focus on topics and
risks that threaten children, such as child labour and child
waste picking, in my continued research in anthropology. The
first work in this area was a joint research project with the
Society for the Protection of Children’s Rights in Tehran titled
‘Childhood Garbage Dump: A Study of Understanding,
Prevention, and Control of Child Waste Picking Phenomenon,’
which was published in Tehran in 2019. The following year, a
comprehensive research project on the forms, causes, and
consequences of child labour, titled ‘Traces of Exploitation in
the World of Children,’ began, which includes all forms of child
labour. Recently, in the winter of 2021, Ava-ye-Buf published
both of these books in electronic and audio formats. Avaye Buf
has now made all of these books available for free in electronic
and audio formats on their website, as well as on Amazon,
Google Books, and Google Play.
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However, seven years after the publication of In the Name of
Tradition about female genital mutilation, and considering
that gender issues had been a priority in my research
endeavours, it was time for me to embark on the second path
after FGM. Therefore, I began my initial research and
investigations on male circumcision with a small but highly
passionate and capable team, at the same time as I was making
my last efforts to stay and not leave Iran. This issue was more
important to me because since I intended to work on male
circumcision after researching female genital mutilation, I
wanted to conduct a comprehensive investigation of the
circumcision practice without discrimination based on gender
and respond to the concerns and repeated demands of activists
in this field. This issue was more important to me because
circumcision in both male and female genders is nearly
identical in terms of the method of performing the operation,
prevalence, and continuity, and both can cause emotional,
psychological, and physical harm to the individual. The painful
experience that girls have from FGM is also applicable to boys.

When I was a five-year-old boy, I was circumcised, and I still
remember the painful memory of that day. There was a man in
our city, Naghadeh, Kurdistan, who was called ‘Dallak’ or
‘Kirbor,” literally meaning penis cutter in Kurdish. When he
came to our house with his black leather bag, I had hidden
myself in the bathroom, and my mother and grandmother
searched the whole house and the large courtyard to find me.
They forcibly took me under the blade of Dallak, and it was
there that I faced the excruciating and bitter experience of
circumcision. At that time, there were no local anaesthesia
methods in our town and in that community, and circumcision
was usually performed at an older age, which made the
procedure even more painful.

I designed and initiated research on male circumcision
intending to examine its potential effects and consequences on
children, just as I had done in the research on female genital
mutilation—In the Name of Tradition. After conducting
scientific and field research, I discovered that female genital
mutilation had emotionally, psychologically, sexually, and
physically harmful effects on girls. Regarding male
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circumcision, I was seeking an answer to the question of
whether it could have physical, emotional, sexual, and
psychological consequences for male children or not.
Therefore, the research project was initiated to investigate this
matter.

The practice of circumcising children has always been
accompanied by promises of sweets, chocolates, toys, or
justifications for entering adulthood, both for girls and boys.
Of course, female genital mutilation is performed in secrecy
and silence due to its association and sensitivity with women’s
reproductive organs, but male circumcision is apparent and is
celebrated with circumcision parties and wearing special
clothes. All of these are superficial similarities and differences
between female and male circumcision. However, the hidden
consequences of circumcision are issues that, despite their
significant importance, have received less attention or are not
addressed at all. The prevalence of this practice and its
uncritical acceptance in some Islamic, Jewish, and occasionally
Christian societies raises the big question of why this
phenomenon has persisted and why questions about its
motives and the lucrative benefits it provides to the medical
industry and the job market are not asked. As a researcher who
was born into a traditional community where circumcision is
prevalent, but has also lived experience in societies such as
Europe, South America, and Africa where this practice is not
widely performed and has friends from various cultures and
religions who are uncircumcised, this question holds double
importance for me. Hence, the current research aims to find
answers to these questions.

Throughout my studies in anthropology, I have always been
steadfast in my belief and endeavoured to provide a better
understanding of customs, the importance of traditions, and
culture, while also being a voice for the direct stakeholders,
supporters, and opponents of these harmful social phenomena
and traditions. Of course, I have also proposed practical
solutions, applicable to the current situation, emphasising
cultural empowerment. Therefore, this research is not
intended to endorse or reject the practice of circumcision but
rather to provide executable solutions, in line with children’s
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rights, alongside a comprehensive examination of this
sensitive and important issue that has not received enough
attention. I hope that this study collection will serve as a
starting point for new and practical research endeavours in this
field, motivating experts in their respective fields, including
medicine, law, child studies, psychology, and sociology, to ask
questions, explore, and conduct research on this topic within a
scientific and specialised framework, leading to further
discussion and investigation.

Circumcision in Iran: Past and Present

Male and female circumcision is not documented in ancient
Iranian texts, documents, and artefacts. There is no mention of
circumcision or any other form of genital mutilation in the
Avesta and other ancient Pahlavi texts of Iran. Therefore, the
available evidence suggests that circumcision was not
performed in Iran before the advent of Islam, and the tradition
of male and female circumcision became prevalent in Iran after
the introduction of Islam. Even in some historical sources, it is
mentioned that some Iranians who converted to Islam did not
practise circumcision. As an illustration, historical accounts
have reported that Afshin, an Iranian commander in the courts
of Ma’'mun and Al-Mu’tasim, did not undergo circumcision due
to his concerns about its potential negative health effects
(Tawhidi, 1964). Similarly, Abu Hiyan Al-Tawhidi narrated
that during the early Islamic period, Farazdaq, a renowned
Arabic-language poet, referred to his Iranian rival Ziyad Ajam
as ‘unwrapped,’ a term indicating that he was uncircumcised
(ibid.).

In addition to Islamic religious beliefs, which play a
fundamental role as the main factor in the prevalence of
circumcision in Iran, geographical and regional characteristics
and international relations should not be ignored in this
matter. Iran is located in the Middle East and has had
longstanding relations with Egypt, which is believed to be one
of the main origins of circumcision throughout history.
Therefore, these three factors, namely the geographical region,
the connection with Egypt, and the Islamic religion have
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contributed to the prevalence of circumcision in different
periods of Iranian history. As a result, according to the latest
estimates, 99.7% of Iranian men have been circumcised
(Maurice et al., 2016). Furthermore, the discussion of
circumcision in Iran has been raised in conjunction with
female genital mutilation, and understanding it without
considering the issue of female circumcision would be very
difficult.

Through a careful examination of historical texts, one can
discover the importance of male circumcision in the culture of
Iranians, where circumcision is considered a significant factor
in transforming a man into a complete Muslim. Therefore, the
importance of male circumcision, and to some extent, the
circumcision of Iranian Muslim men, in Iranian marriages is
undeniable. While Islamic denominations generally approve of
marriages between Muslim women and uncircumcised Muslim
men, Iranian Muslim women and families tend to emphasize
the importance of the groom being circumcised. This is evident
from surveys conducted on the topic, which suggest that
circumcision is considered a significant factor in Iranian
marriages, with the groom's circumcision status being a
notable consideration.

In Corners of Iran’s Social History: Behind the Scenes of
Circumcision in the Court regarding the circumcision of one of
the court’s youths, the following is mentioned:

On this day, the ceremony of circumcision is held for
Aziz al-Sultan, the second Malijak. He is a youth of 17
to 18 years of age. The Shah has shown great
compassion towards him, and thus he has remained
uncircumcised until now. Whenever his parents
expressed their desire for their son to be a true Muslim,
they would say, ‘An uncircumcised man is not
considered among the Hanafi nation.’ To this, they
would add, ‘Is the Russian Emperor circumcised? Only
the King of Russia remains uncircumcised!’ Recently,
Aziz al-Sultan wrote a letter to the Shah stating, ‘If I
am to be your son-in-law, why do you not give me
your daughter Astar-al-Doleh?’ It was decided that the
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wedding would take place in the month of Rabi’ al-
Awwal. Saghra Khanum, the bride’s mother, had sent
a message stating, ‘If you wish to become my son-in-
law, then you must first undergo circumcision.” Habib
had a desire for the girl and convinced Aziz al-Sultan
to undergo circumcision (Azad, 1979).

31

FGM/C

Female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) is an ancient ritual that,
despite violating various women'’s rights, is still prevalent today. The
practice is referred to as ‘partializing’ or cutting women’s genital
organs and is considered more accurate than the term ‘female
circumcision,” which has gained traditional legitimacy. Certain
beliefs, norms, attitudes, and political and economic systems play a
role in the continuation of this practice. In some cases, the third type
of FGM/C is performed on girls to ensure their loyalty and fidelity to
their husbands. In other words, the vaginal opening of the girls is
stitched to ensure that only their husbands can have access to their
genitals on their wedding night. This practice guarantees women’s
loyalty to men and also ensures the transfer of excessive sexual
pleasure to men, making it a tool in the service of male desire. It is not
surprising that patriarchal structures resist the abandonment of this
practice. In some cultures, FGM/C is considered a rite of passage into
adulthood and joining the ranks of adults. However, in all countries,
including Iran, FGM/C is not recognised as a transitional stage, as it is
often performed at a very young age. Other beliefs associated with
FGM/C include linking it to beauty, chastity, and female modesty.
However, some believe that the hidden motive behind this practice is
to restrict and control women’s sexual behaviour before marriage.
Sexual purity is considered a necessary condition for marriage, and in
some cases, families (and religious leaders) believe that circumcising
girls minimises their sexual desires outside of marriage. Interestingly,
in some of these societies, circumcised girls have more suitors. The
significance of FGM/C in societies where it is common is such that
uncircumcised girls and women are considered dirty or
contaminated, or that if they do not cut off their clitoris, it will grow
larger and, therefore, uglier. Based on the belief that women’s genitals
are disgusting and dirty, FGM/C is considered an act that beautifies



32

Chapter 1: A Critical Review of Male Circumcision

and cleanses their genitals. In some parts of Kurdish and Hormozgan
provinces in southern Iran, when these girls are circumcised and
married, the food they cook is considered halal, or permissible, and if
they are not circumcised, even drinking water from an uncircumcised
girl’s hand is considered haram, or forbidden. Of course, in other parts
of Iran, the expression ‘the hand of an uncircumcised person is not
halal,” meaning that an animal slaughtered by an uncircumcised man
is not halal, is also used for boys, indicating that beliefs about FGM
and male circumcision have similarities and cultural and religious
affinities regardless of different cultures and religions in Iran.

The practice of female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) in Iran has
been decreasing in recent years due to cultural education and a shift
in the younger generation’s attitudes. However, it is still a relatively
unknown issue. FGM/C is a traditional practice that persists in some
Iranian provinces, including Hormozgan, Kurdistan, Kermanshah,
and West Azerbaijan. While one opinion suggests that FGM/C in girls
was introduced to Iran through maritime trade with India and
Somalia, most groups performing FGM/C in Iran justify their actions
based on religious beliefs, even though education and cultural change
have decreased the prevalence of FGM/C.

The recent decrease in FGM rates can be attributed to societal change,
increased awareness of the physical, sexual, and psychological harms
caused by FGM, rural-urban migration, the passing of elderly women
who performed FGM, and the younger generation’s lack of interest in
continuing the practice, as well as the influence of social media and
the media in creating awareness and reducing the legitimacy of
traditional and religious beliefs. To address the critical phenomenon
of FGM with a holistic approach, a research report titled In the Name
of Tradition was published to empower and utilize the capacity of all
active agents against FGM. Capacity-building activities have been
continuously used to raise awareness of the physical harm caused by
FGM, including staff education and increasing awareness within the
target community, as well as education in universities.

As a result of these capacity-building activities, a significant number
of the target community members have become sensitive to the threats
and dangers of FGM/sexual mutilation. The increase in awareness and
familiarity with the modern world has also brought about a significant
change in people’s attitudes towards FGM, resulting in a significant
decline in FGM rates. The downward trend in FGM rates has multiple
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reasons, including becoming familiar with the modern world, the lack
of new FGM practitioners to replace local ones, the younger
generation’s disinclination towards FGM, education, media influence,
and the support of some local religious leaders and social leaders.
Over the decade that this research has been conducted, the practice of
FGM on girls has decreased year by year, partly due to the reasons
mentioned above, as well as education and awareness-raising among
communities. This has been verified through the evaluation of regions
assessed in the study named ‘Tradition” and the effects of education
on the target community in recent research, resulting in a reduction in
FGM/C rates.

|

Further Study 1: Reviewing Female Genital Cutting (FGM/C) in Iran
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The UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on the Elimination of Female
Genital Mutilation: Accelerating Change aims to eliminate the
practice of female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) globally. The
programme has been actively contributing to the accelerated
elimination of FGM for over a decade [0]. UNICEF and UNFPA work
together to tackle FGM through interventions in 17 countries,
including Burkina Faso, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal,
Somalia, and Uganda among others [1]. The Joint Programme has a
global coordination team that developed the technical content of the
guidance, including a comprehensive approach to accelerating the
elimination of FGM. The team includes Stephanie Baric, Berhanu
Legesse, Thierno Diouf, Harriet Akullu, Haithar Ahmed, Mar Jubero,
and Julie Dubois.

The UNFPA-UNICEEF Joint Programme on the Elimination of Female
Genital Mutilation: Accelerating Change works at the community,
national, regional, and global levels to raise awareness of the harms
caused by FGM and to provide care for its consequences. The
programme partners with key stakeholders in the 17 countries to
create an enabling environment through supportive policies and
legislation and empower communities to transform social and gender
norms that sustain FGM [8]. The programme has been evaluated and
assessed by the Evaluation Offices of UNFPA and UNICEF, which
assesses the programme contributions to outputs and outcomes
during Phase III, from 2018 to 2021.

The UNFPA-UNICEEF Joint Programme on the Elimination of Female
Genital Mutilation: Accelerating Change calls upon all stakeholders,
including new donors and partners, to join hands with the Joint
Programme to provide additional funding and support the global
movement to realising the shared vision of eliminating FGM by 2030
[4]. The programme also works to address the impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on girls and women at risk of and affected by FGM
through a technical note developed by the Joint Programme. The Joint
Programme has documented its activities in its fifth year of
implementation in 15 African countries, including Burkina Faso,
Dijibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, The Gambia, Guinea, Guinea
Bissau, Kenya, Mali, Mauritania, Senegal, Somalia, Sudan, and
Uganda.
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In summary, the UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on the
Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM): Accelerating
Change is a comprehensive approach aimed at accelerating the
worldwide eradication of FGM. This program operates on multiple
levels, from the community to the global arena, to raise awareness
about the harm caused by FGM and to provide care for its
consequences. The program collaborates with key stakeholders across
17 countries to create a conducive environment by implementing
supportive policies and legislation and empowering communities to
transform social and gender norms that sustain FGM. The program
calls upon all stakeholders, including potential donors and partners,
to join hands with the Joint Programme in providing additional
funding and support to the global movement, thereby realizing the
shared vision of eliminating FGM by 2030.

Further Study 2: Introducing The UNFPA-UNICEF Joint
Programme on the Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation?
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Willem Floor’s book A Social History of Sexual Relations in
Iran offers an overview:

Monsieur Richard, who came to Iran in 1848 to teach
French at Darolfonoon [the first technical university
established by Amir Kabir], took a more
straightforward path. Instead of engaging in
temporary marriage, he bought a Kurdish slave girl
and dressed her in boys’ clothing. He told everyone
that the girl was his servant, but at night, away from
the eyes of others, she would serve him as his lover-.
When one of his servants revealed this relationship, he
claimed that the girl was his servant’s wife, but he
eventually had to end the relationship. When Richard
found out that the girl was pregnant, he went to Shah
Abdul-Azim’s shrine and sat in seclusion. After a while,
he circumcised himself to prove that he had converted
to Islam and announced that the young woman was
his wife (Floor, 2010).

1 Source: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/unfpa-unicef-joint-programme-
elimination-female-genital-mutilation-accelerating-change
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Based on the above historical account, we understand the
significance of male circumcision for Iranians during marriage.
In a way, it can be said that although there was no legal
problem for uncircumcised men to get married, circumcision
was considered a fundamental requirement for Muslim
identity among Iranian men. This important matter is evident
even in the way Iranian non-circumcised women interacted
with men. As a quote from the Pahlavi period states:

Muslim women were strict about not sleeping with
uncircumcised men, but there were those among them
who demanded twice the usual payment to accept only
half of it and give the rest as compensation for their
sins to a cleric. However, there was an Italian
prostitute who would always turn the statue of the
Virgin Mary towards the wall when sleeping with a
customer. It shows how different the West and the East
are from each other! (Floor, 2010)

As mentioned, adherence to religious orders and social and
cultural norms has been the primary and most important
motivation and reason for the continuation of circumcision in
Iran. With the entry of Islam into Iran and its rapid spread, the
integration of Iranian society with Islamic principles and
beliefs has significantly accelerated. Therefore, familiarity with
this phenomenon and its dos and don’ts in Islam facilitates the
understanding of some historical events. In the following,
some of the findings of research conducted in the field studies
carried out in Iranian society and some Iranians living abroad
are discussed.

Some Findings From Field Studies

Based on the findings of this study, which was conducted
through qualitative methods and interviews with a purposive
sample of circumcised Iranians residing inside and outside the
country, about 60% of the study participants had been
circumcised at the age of five or younger. Figure 1 shows the
distribution of study participants according to their age at
circumcision.
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Chart 1 Frequency distribution of the studied subjects according to the
age of circumcision

Based on these findings, the results of participants’ responses
to the question, ‘Where were you circumcised?’ indicate that
36% were circumcised in hospitals, 24% at home, 20% in
private medical clinics, 8% in clinics, 4% in health centres, and
approximately 8% were circumcised in unspecified locations.
Among all interviewees in this study, only one person stated
that they knew someone who was not circumcised. In this
study, when study participants were asked, ‘Are you in favour
of circumcision?’” about 80% of respondents were in favour of
circumcision.
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Chart 2: The frequency of those who support and oppose male
circumcision in per cent

According to the results obtained from this study, only 50% of
respondents stated that they had circumcised their children,
and about half of them had not performed this procedure on
their children. However, when asked, ‘Do you intend to
circumcise your child?’ about 55% of those individuals

responded positively while approximately 45% responded
negatively.

Another finding from this study was the age of circumcision of
the children of those who had circumcised their sons. Based on
these results, about 50% of all individuals who had circumcised
their children had performed this procedure at six months of
age or younger.
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Chart 3: Circumcision age of the children of the studied subjects!

Some challenging issues regarding circumcision
1 The unbalanced portrayal of circumcision in Iranian
society is a cause for concern, as it fails to provide a
comprehensive view of the potential benefits and harms
of the procedure. While the positive aspects of
circumcision, such as the prevention of certain infections,
are often emphasized, the negative aspects, such as a
decrease in sexual desire, are not given equal attention.
This one-sided approach to circumcision neglects the
importance of considering the procedure's potential risks
and benefits in a critical and holistic manner. To address
this issue, officials in the Iranian government and
academic institutions must prioritize the dissemination
of global research and studies on circumcision to the
public. By doing so, individuals will be empowered to
make informed decisions about the procedure and its

potential consequences.

! This question was asked only to people who agree with circumcision and those
who had a male child.
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2 Emphasising the necessity of performing religious rituals

and following religious models is of great importance, to
the extent that it convinces some individuals that there is
no other way except to continue the path of their
ancestors, even if they have to sacrifice their well-being.
However, the general public’s knowledge and
information about the root causes and factors
contributing to circumcision are not sufficient, and if
awareness is raised in this regard, many parents may
choose a path other than that of their ancestors. But in
the absence of complete informational data and
awareness, this approach is passed down as an
inheritance from generation to generation throughout
history, and fathers who have themselves suffered the
pain and suffering of circumcision not only have no
conception of standing up to traditions, but also have no
ability or intention to confront them, and they only try to
heal their children’s wounds in any way possible, by
soothing them.

From a medical standpoint, limited studies have focused
on circumcision, primarily highlighting its positive
outcomes and legitimacy. However, societal views on
circumcision vary greatly today. While it is prevalent in
Muslim and Jewish communities, it is not as common in
other parts of the world. Unfortunately, the lack of
comprehensive information and one-sided propaganda
has led the public to overlook the reasons behind this
practice, assuming it 1is universally performed.
Insufficient information, cultural and religious
influences, and social pressure contribute to the
continuation of circumcision in societies like Iran.
Parents may choose circumcision for their child to avoid
social stigma, even without fully understanding the
reasons behind it. This is particularly true when
comprehensive information on the potential harms and
consequences of circumcision is inaccessible, and
medical, therapeutic, and traditional advertisements
endorse the practice. The second part of this book delves
into the reasons for the medical community's support and
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approval of circumcision. However, the profit motive
within the medical industry has led some doctors to
overlook potential risks associated with circumcision,
especially when government permits swiftly endorse the
practice. Government agencies' endorsement is evident
through well-equipped clinics and increasingly advanced
equipment for circumcision procedures. Traditional
circumcisers have been replaced by specialists operating
in stylish, upscale clinics. Furthermore, circumcision is
institutionalized within hospital regulations during
childbirth, with the cost included in childbirth expenses.
Consequently, the pursuit of profits not only blinds the
medical community to potential harms but also promotes
and defends circumcision from all angles. Religious,
cultural, traditional, and legal justifications further serve
the commercial goals of circumcision.

4From a historical and religious standpoint, circumcision
has deep roots. Despite the Quran’s affirmation of God’s
perfect creation, ! circumcision has been subjected to
cultural and traditional norms, the -circumcision
industry, medical interests, the circumcision ceremony
and its profits, religious emphasis, and legal voids, all of
which have hindered any change or reform in this area
(Yoxall, 2008). In other words, circumcision has been
transformed into a commercial phenomenon,
commercialised by medical approaches that derive
legitimacy from traditional and religious
recommendations and legal voids, and in harmony and
complicity with the structure of capitalist economics.
However, regardless of these factors, the crucial matter
that should not be compromised is the respect for
children’s rights and their right to their bodies and
health. The act of touching the most private part of a
child’s body, as an act that violates children’s rights,
cannot be justified. Parents do not have the right to touch

1 Surah Al-Mulk, Verse 3: ‘He who created the seven heavens, one above the
other, you can see no fault in the creation of the Beneficent Allah; then look
again, can you see any flaws?’
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and change the most private part of their child’s body in
the name of tradition, social pressure, or religious
command. Instead, they should let their child decide for
themselves when they reach adulthood, based on their
own beliefs and choices. If these children were asked the
question, ‘Why did you allow them to cut off the most
private part of your body?’ when they reach adulthood,
what answer would they give? The critical point in this
regard is the issue of human rights over the body and the
rights of children.

The significance of the issue of circumcision is heightened
by the fact that it is typically performed on individuals
during their infancy and childhood, both girls and boys
alike. They are circumcised at an age when they are not
only unable to make decisions but also lack an
understanding of the procedure, which has led to
widespread criticism. It should be noted that the concept
of childhood varies across different societies, with
differing definitions, but the one commonality is the lack
of maturity in various dimensions and the child’s
unfamiliarity with their rights. Perhaps this is why
humans throughout history have often viewed
individuals lacking full mental and intellectual
capabilities (such as infants and the mentally ill) as
incomplete and as property that they can possess, and
therefore deprived of their social rights. This sense of
ownership over children and the belief that children
belong to their parents has been one of the main reasons
for neglecting and disregarding the rights of children
(Khavanin Zadeh, 2015). This neglect or disregard can
encompass a wide range of imposed events on children,
including the most severe cases of violence against them,
and sometimes even the illegal practice of female genital
mutilation. It should not be overlooked that the physical
and psychological damages that children may suffer as a
result of their parents’ or society’s neglect or disregard
can have long-term effects on groups and institutions
such as friends, family, schools, etc., to which the child
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will become a member, and may have negative
consequences.

6 The aim of this research is not to advocate for a particular
stance on the practice of male circumcision, as you
correctly pointed out. Instead, the objective is to present
a thorough and unbiased examination of various aspects
related to the subject. This includes an exploration of the
historical background of circumcision, the factors
contributing to its prevalence and continuation, religious
and cultural justifications, medical arguments,
psychological consequences, legal and economic
implications, and the interconnections between these
domains. Rather, by providing comprehensive and
insightful information on these various dimensions of
circumcision, the research seeks to enable readers to
make informed decisions on the matter.

The Significance of the Subject

The study and research on male circumcision is significant
because, despite its widespread prevalence in traditional and
religious societies such as Iran, there has been little inquiry
into this subject. Due to a lack of independent and
comprehensive research into the reasons for this practice, and
a homogeneity of perspectives, the social phenomenon of
circumcision has been considered a natural occurrence rather
than a complex issue with various implications. However,
circumcision has significant biological, cultural, social,
psychological, and legal consequences for individuals,
particularly for children who constitute approximately one-
third of the population in societies like Iran. Neglecting their
issues equates to an entire community’s failure to address
these problems. In fact, to disregard children is to ignore the
phenomenon of childhood, which affects all other stages of an
individual’s life and determines their mental health and
subsequent life periods. Studies like this endeavour to provide
the necessary scientific knowledge and groundwork for any
social action, planning, or policy-making in this area.
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Furthermore, it is imperative for responsible institutions such
as the Ministry of Health and medical communities to fulfill
their obligation of disseminating comprehensive and up-to-
date information about circumcision. They should move away
from one-sided advocacy and promotion, and instead provide
the public with a balanced understanding of the global
perspectives and criticisms surrounding this practice, as you
rightly pointed out. In this regard, the development of
comprehensive guidelines and protocols for performing any
procedure on children, including circumcision, should be
considered mandatory. It is crucial to take into account the
rights of the child when making decisions regarding any
medical procedure. Regrettably, it seems that fulfilling these
responsibilities has been entirely neglected within the country,
primarily due to a lack of transparency in media institutions,
denial mechanisms prevalent at all levels of society, and gaps
and negligence within the legal framework. Conducting
research on this subject can help to some extent in addressing
these gaps and shortcomings.

Compared to Iran, noteworthy efforts have been made at the
global and regional levels over the past decade to raise
awareness among people regarding circumcision. Numerous
perpetrators of circumcision have now spoken out against the
practice. As a result, circumcision has exhibited a decreasing
trend in many countries. An instrumental factor in this process
has been the openness of these societies in discussing
circumcision and their freedom in the media domain,
including the publication of scientific materials and the
presence of electronic media, leading to a reduction of this
issue across all areas of coverage. However, the primary
transformation within these societies has been achieved
through government interventions and support from non-
governmental organisations in collaboration with these
institutions. In stark contrast to other societies, Iranian society
has remained entrenched in traditional approaches and the
continued practice of circumcision. This can be attributed to
several factors, including a lack of media transparency that
aligns with the religious and ideological structure of the
society. Additionally, there exists a taboo surrounding any
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topics related to sexuality, further perpetuating the status quo.
Furthermore, reduced government intervention can be
observed, as duties are often outsourced in pursuit of absolute
financial interests. This, in turn, contributes to the weakened
structures and functions of non-governmental organizations,
which lack the necessary power to effect change. These issues
and challenges of civility within the society have further
hindered progress in this area.

Research Objective and Questions

This study aims to advance scientific understanding of male
circumcision and inform the development of effective
programs and policies to mitigate its negative social and health
consequences. The study will examine circumcision from
multiple perspectives, including medical, social, and cultural,
to understand the reasons for its continuation and develop
critical approaches to policy-making in this area.

This research has been pursued in an effort to answer several
questions, including:

1 What is the meaning and concept of circumcision?

2 What are the historical roots of circumcision and its
geographical extent in the world today?

3 What is the approach of major religions to
circumcision?

4 What are the scientific approaches in various fields to
the phenomenon of circumcision?

5 What are the most important functions and reasons for
the continuation of circumcision throughout history
and in the world today?

6 What are the dimensions and characteristics of the
experiences of the participants in this study?

7 What proposals can be put forward to reduce the
negative consequences and problematic dimensions of
circumcision?
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Men aged
15-49

Men aged
15-49

Men aged
15-49

Men aged
15-49

Men aged
1549

Acceptance of
circumcision

45.7% of men
not circumcised
said they
would consider
being
circumcised

67.1% of men
said they were
aware of the
HIV protective
effect of male
circumcision

71.2% of men
said they
would support
their partner
getting
circumcised

62.9% of men
said they
would
recommend
male
circumcision to
their friends

75.6% of men
said they were
satisfied with
their
circumcision

Reasons for I
acceptance |
Awareness of the HIV I

protective effect of
male circumcision,
support of partners
and friends, believe
that circumcision is
hygienic, belief that
circumcision is
aesthetically pleasing.

Media campaigns,
conversations with
healthcare providers,
conversations with
friends and family

Belief that
circumcision can
protect their partner
from HIV, belief that
circumcision is a sign
of love and
commitment

Belief that
circumcision can
protect their friends
from HIV, belief that
circumcision is a
healthy choice

Pain relief during the
procedure, quick
healing time, no
complications
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Further Study 3: Summary of studies evaluating the acceptance of
male circumcision in societies where it is not customary in Southern
Africa






Chapter 2: What is Circumcision

Introduction

This chapter can be considered as an explanation and to some
extent a definition of the subject matter of this research.
Perhaps it would be better to consider the purpose of this
chapter as clarifying the conceptual framework of
circumcision. To this end, an attempt has been made to first
explain the meaning and concept of circumcision, with a
greater emphasis on its literal meaning. In the following
section, traditional and modern forms of circumcision have
been introduced, and a section has been dedicated to the
introduction of old and new circumcision practitioners to
further clarify the conceptual framework of circumcision.
Finally, a brief description of the history of circumcision in
Islam and among Muslims, as the largest population that
believes in circumcision in the world, has been provided.

The Meaning and Concept of Circumcision

Circumcision is one of the oldest surgical procedures that have
persisted throughout the world to this day and involves the
removal of all or part of the foreskin of the male or female
genitalia. The word ‘circumcision’ comes from the Latin term
‘circumcidere,” which is a combination of the prefix ‘circum,’
meaning ‘around,” and ‘caedere,” meaning ‘to cut.” The term
was first used in English in the 13th century to refer to the
surgical removal of the foreskin of the penis, which is a
common practice in Judaism and Islam, as well as in some
African and Pacific Island cultures. However, the practice of
circumcision has much older roots. It is believed to have
originated in ancient Egypt, where it was performed as a rite of
passage for young boys and was also associated with religious
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and cultural beliefs. The ancient Greeks and Romans also
practised circumcision, although it was not as widespread as in
Egypt. The Greeks believed that circumcision was a mark of
effeminacy, while the Romans saw it as a barbaric practice.

The practice of circumcision also appears in the Hebrew Bible,
which describes the circumcision of Abraham and his
descendants as a sign of their covenant with God. It is
mentioned in Genesis 17:10: ‘This is my covenant which ye
shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after thee; Every
man child among you shall be circumcised. And ye shall
circumcise the flesh of your foreskin; it shall be a token of the
covenant betwixt me and you. ’ In Judaism, circumcision is
known as ‘brit milah,” and is performed on the eighth day after
a baby boy is born.

Semantically, circumcision is an Arabic word referring to
cutting off the skin or covering the male or female genitalia.
The word ‘khatan’ in Arabic means cutting or severing and is
related to the root, ‘kh-t-n.” However, it can also be related to
the word ‘khatam’ which means to place an identifying mark
on a runaway slave. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, in his work
Tuhfat Al-Mawdud bi-Ahkam Al-Mawlid,' mentions that
circumcision is a sign of slavery and submission to God
(Saeedi, 2011, p. 70). In the Persian language, ‘khatam’ also
means to seal, and ‘khatneh’ has its roots in ‘khatan’ meaning
to cut or sever the foreskin. Therefore, an uncircumcised man
is called ‘aghlaf’ in Persian. According to the Dehkhoda
Dictionary, an uncircumcised man or woman is colloquially
referred to as ‘namkhtun’ (literally meaning ‘not circumcised’)
among the people.

Since Arabic and Hebrew are both branches of the Semitic
languages, they share many common words, including terms
related to circumcision such as ‘gharla’ (a piece of skin that is

1 Tuhfat al-Mawdud bi-Ahkam al-Mawlid can be translated to English as ‘The
Gift of the Intimate With Rulings on the Birth (of the Prophet). It is a book
written by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, a famous Islamic scholar and theologian, that
discusses the birth and life of the Prophet Muhammad and provides guidance on
various issues related to childbirth and infant care.
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cut during circumcision) and ‘aghral’ (uncircumcised). The
precise meaning of male circumcision, according to hadith and
jurisprudential texts, is the removal of all or part of the foreskin
that covers the glans, while female circumcision involves
cutting a part of the skin above the urethral opening (Jahiz, no
date; Majlesi, 1983).

The word ‘khitanah’ is derived from the root ‘khitan’ in Arabic
and has other meanings as well, including individuals who
have a relationship with their spouse through kinship, such as
mother-in-law, father-in-law, sister-in-law, daughter-in-law,
and brother-in-law. In common parlance, ‘khitanah’ is used for
both genders, male and female. However, in Arabic, the cutting
and removal of all or part of the male genitalia is called
‘khitanah,” while the cutting and removal of all or part of the
female genitalia (clitoris) is called ‘khafd.” ‘Khafd’ means
reducing or diminishing. ‘Khateen’ performs circumcision for
both males and females and ‘khatoon’ is used by Persian and
Turkish speakers to refer to noble and dignified women (Parsa
and Youssefpanah, 2012, p. 43).

The Arabic word ‘khitan’ has other meanings as well, including
individuals who are related through marriage to a spouse, such
as mother-in-law, father-in-law, sister-in-law, daughter-in-
law, and brother-in-law. ! In common usage, the term
‘khitanah’ is used for both males and females, but in Arabic, the
cutting and removal of all or part of the male genitalia is called
‘khitan,” while the cutting and removal of all or part of the
female genitalia (clitoris) is called ‘khafd.” ‘Khafd’ means
reducing or diminishing. ‘Khateen’ is someone who performs
circumcision for both males and females, while ‘khatoon’ is
used by Persian and Turkish speakers to refer to noble and
dignified women. (Parsa and Yousefpanah, 2012, p. 43).

Sometimes the word ‘sunnah’ or words like ‘tahur,” which have
their roots in ‘t-h-r,” are used instead of the word ‘khitan’ or

! For example, there is the narrative that: ‘Ali was the Prophet’s son-in-law and
was circumcised’ or they say: ‘Abu Bakr and Umar were circumcised by the
Prophet ¢ (Abu Bakr and Umar—may God be pleased with them—were the
father-in-laws of the Prophet) (Parsa and Yousefpanah, 2012, p. 43).
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‘khateen,’ to the extent that one of the meanings of ‘khitan’ has
come to be understood as ‘purification.” As Allamah Majlisi has
quoted: ‘It appears that circumcision is an interpretation of
purity, as the term “taharat” is commonly applied to
circumcision.” Kulayni also titled the chapter on circumcision
as the chapter on purification and quoted Imam Sadiq as
saying: ‘The Prophet of God commanded his children to be
purified on the seventh day, which is more pleasant, cleaner,
and more effective for hair growth.’ It is also possible that the
intended meaning is purity from blood and impurities. In
Islam and in some religious texts, ‘khitanah’ is also referred to
as a natural practice that indicates the observance of hygiene.
For example, Abu Hurairah quoted the Prophet of Islam as
saying: ‘There are five practices that are part of the natural
disposition: circumcision, trimming the hair below the navel,
cutting the nails, plucking the hair from under the armpits, and
shaving the pubic hair’ (Qushayri Nishaburi, 2012). In the
Torah, those who have not been circumcised are known as
individuals who are not legally pure (Genesis, 17:14).

Forms of Circumcision

Circumcision of men and women has been performed in
various forms throughout history. As mentioned in studies on
the subject of tradition, circumcision of both men and women
has its roots as one of the oldest surgical procedures, beginning
in the region of Mesopotamia and continuing to this day in
some parts of the world (Ahmady, 2015). Circumcision is
performed in different ways among men and women, and
understanding these variations can provide us with a deeper
understanding of this term. Based on conducted studies, four
main forms of 'female circumcision' have been identified, as
outlined by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the
United Nations (UN) typologies. These typologies provide a
framework for understanding the variations in the practice of
female circumcision:

The first type: This is the mildest form of female
circumcision, which involves the removal
of the skin around the