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Introduction

Circumcision— the surgical removal of the foreskin from the penis— has been practiced for millennia across
diverse cultures and religions. Its origins are intertwined with ancient rituals, medical beliefs, and societal norms,
and its significance has evolved dramatically over time. From the earliest records in Mesopotamia to contemporary
debates about health benefits and human rights, the history of circumcision reflects humanity’'s complex
relationship with body modification, faith, and science. This article explores the rich tapestry of circumcision’s past,
tracing its journey from primitive customs to modern medical practice, while examining the cultural, religious, and
ethical forces that have shaped its trajectory.

Early Origins

Mesopotamia and Egypt

Archaeological evidence suggests that the practice of circumcision may date back to the third millennium BCE in
the Fertile Crescent. In ancient Mesopotamia, cuneiform tablets from the city of Uruk mention a rite of passage that
involved the removal of the foreskin as a marker of maturity. Likewise, Egyptian medical papyri such as the Ebers
Papyrus (c. 1550 BCE) describe circumcision as a treatment for certain infections, indicating an early
understanding of its hygienic potential.

Ancient Israel and Judaic Tradition

The most documented early religious context for circumcision comes from the Hebrew Bible. In the Book of
Genesis, God commands Abraham to circumcise himself and his household as a covenant sign. This command,
codified in the Torah, established circumcision as a foundational rite in Judaism, symbolizing obedience, covenant,
and identity. The practice was so integral that it was transmitted orally and later written into religious law, ensuring
its continuity across generations.

Ancient Greece and Rome

While not widespread, circumcision in ancient Greece and Rome was occasionally performed for medical or
hygienic reasons. Greek physician Hippocrates, often called the “Father of Medicine,” mentioned circumcision as a
remedy for certain ailments, suggesting a rudimentary medical appreciation. In the Roman Empire, circumcision
was practiced among certain ethnic groups, such as the Jews and some African tribes, but remained largely
uncommon among the general populace.

Religious and Cultural Significance

Judaism

In Jewish tradition, circumcision— known as brit milah— is performed on the eighth day of a male infant’s life. The
ritual is steeped in symbolism: the removal of the foreskin represents the covenant between God and the Jewish
people, a physical reminder of faith and commitment. The ceremony is usually conducted by a mohel, a trained
practitioner who also performs the blessing and the naming of the child.



Islam

Islamic teachings also embrace circumcision, referred to as khitan. While not explicitly mandated in the Qur'an, it is
widely regarded as an important Sunnah (practice of the Prophet Muhammad). Many Muslim cultures perform
circumcision in early childhood, viewing it as a sign of cleanliness, health, and adherence to religious tradition. The
practice varies in timing and method across regions, but the underlying spiritual significance remains consistent.

Christianity and Other Religions

Early Christianity inherited the Jewish practice of circumcision but gradually moved away from it as a requirement
for conversion. By the fourth century, most Christian churches viewed circumcision as a cultural, not theological,
necessity. In contemporary times, certain Christian sects, such as the Seventh-day Adventists, encourage
circumcision for health reasons, while others remain neutral.

Medical and Hygienic Perspectives

Ancient Medical Theories

Ancient physicians linked circumcision to the prevention of disease. In the Ebers Papyrus, circumcision was
recommended to treat “pseudocyesis” and to prevent “mucous discharge.” These early medical theories, though
rudimentary, foreshadowed modern understandings of hygiene and disease prevention.

Renaissance and Enlightenment

During the Renaissance, European physicians began to document circumcision more systematically. The
16th century French surgeon Jacques de la Roque published a treatise arguing that circumcision could reduce “foul
odors” and “sexual vices.” Enlightenment thinkers, such as Thomas Sydenham, further examined the procedure,
though their conclusions were often mixed with moral judgments.

19th Century Medicalization

The 19th century marked a pivotal shift: circumcision transitioned from a cultural rite to a medical procedure. British
surgeon Sir John Latham advocated circumcision as a preventive measure against venereal diseases, while
American physician William T. G. Morton promoted it as a means to curb “moral degeneracy.” The era also saw the
rise of the “circumcision craze,” especially among the Victorian middle class, who viewed the practice as a marker
of cleanliness and propriety.

20th Century Developments

Public Health Campaigns

In the early 1900s, public health officials in the United States and Europe promoted circumcision to reduce the
incidence of urinary tract infections and sexually transmitted diseases. The 1930s saw the first large-scale
epidemiological studies linking circumcision to lower rates of penile cancer and HIV infection. These findings
spurred government-sponsored campaigns, particularly in the United Kingdom, where the National Health Service
(NHS) offered free circumcision for newborns in the 1940s.

Controversies and Debates

Despite medical endorsements, circumcision became a flashpoint for ethical debates. Feminist activists in the
1970s argued that the procedure infringes on bodily autonomy, especially when performed on infants. The
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) issued statements in 1999 acknowledging the health benefits while
emphasizing parental choice. In the 2000s, legal challenges emerged in countries like Canada and the



Netherlands, where courts examined whether circumcision without consent violated human rights.

Contemporary Era

Global Practices and Statistics

e North America: Approximately 70% of male infants are circumcised, largely due to medical and cultural norms.

* Middle East and North Africa: Circumcision rates exceed 95%, rooted in religious tradition.

¢ Sub-Saharan Africa: Rates vary widely; some regions practice circumcision as a preventive measure against
HIV.

« Europe: Rates have declined, with only about 20% of male newborns undergoing the procedure, reflecting
secularization and shifting attitudes.

Ethical, Legal, and Human Rights Issues

Modern discussions emphasize the tension between cultural heritage and individual rights. Human rights
organizations, such as Amnesty International, have called for a global ban on non consensual circumcision, while
religious groups argue for the preservation of tradition. Legal frameworks differ: some countries, like Israel and
Saudi Arabia, mandate circumcision, whereas others, such as Sweden, restrict the practice to medical necessity.

Scientific Research and Health Outcomes

Recent meta-analyses have reinforced the protective role of circumcision against urinary tract infections, penile
cancer, and HIV transmission. However, critics point out that benefits can be achieved through alternative hygiene
practices and safe sex education. The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends that circumcision be offered
as part of comprehensive sexual health programs, emphasizing informed consent and cultural sensitivity.

Conclusion

The history of circumcision is a mirror of humanity’s evolving views on health, faith, and autonomy. From ancient
rituals in Mesopotamia to contemporary debates over bodily integrity, the practice has been shaped by religious
mandates, medical discoveries, and societal values. While modern science acknowledges certain health benefits,
the ethical imperative to respect individual choice remains paramount. As societies continue to navigate the
intersection of tradition and human rights, circumcision will likely remain a focal point for dialogue, research, and
policy— a testament to our ongoing quest to balance cultural identity with the dignity of the individual.
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