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INTRODUCTION

Few issues have captured the public arena in Germany to the degree of a recent debate about the risks and legality of circumcision. The decision by German lawmakers to implement legislation on circumcision was triggered by a local Cologne court
decision in May 2012 criminalizing circumcision procedures done without medical
necessity.
Although no more than an individual judicial opinion, the verdict created a legal vacuum. As a result, medical professionals as well as the Jewish and Muslim communities in Germany were uncertain about the legality of the procedure. Some hospitals
stopped performing circumcisions until the court decision was better understood.
There were also global repercussions, with the Cologne case covered extensively in
worldwide media. In response to the concerns of the Jewish and Muslim communities, the German Parliament convened a special session on July 19, 2012, during
its summer recess, to ask the federal government to draft legislation that would
provide legal protection for existing practices of circumcision. The Federal Minister
of Justice subsequently presented a draft bill in September, 2012, that was extensively debated during parliamentary commission hearings, political party hearings,
as well as during parliamentary debates.
In response to the Cologne court ruling and ensuing public debate, a group of secular humanistic organizations and medical associations launched a broad lobbying
campaign against circumcision. Numerous members of parliament reported that
they seldom have received so much correspondence on a single issue as they have
regarding the topic of circumcision. Meanwhile, a nonpartisan parliamentary group
comprised of representatives of the center-left Social Democratic Party, the leftwing Green/Alliance 90 Party, and the Left party proposed an alternative bill that
would prohibit circumcision of boys below the age of 14.
To view the discussion merely as a legal debate about the balance between various
constitutional rights, including the right to bodily integrity, the right of parents to
raise their children and the right to freedom of religion, does not do justice to the
broader implications of the controversy. A starting point for all discussion about circumcision must be the historic and religious significance of the procedure for Jews
4 | AJC Berlin—Facts & Myths in the Circumcision Debate

and Muslims. While there are individual expressions of dissent within both religions,
circumcision remains a vital and identity-sustaining part of Jewish life. Indeed, the
ritual of circumcision is one of the few practices in Judaism that enjoys widespread
unanimity among all religious streams, from Reform Judaism to Orthodox Judaism.
Given that circumcision is uncommon in German society, it was not entirely unexpected that such a discussion triggered strong feelings about a sense of “otherness” about Jews and Muslims. However, few were prepared for the degree to
which the debate triggered anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim stereotypes in cartoons,
media reports, letters-to-the-editor and social media
In light of the importance of circumcision as a religious practice, it is notable that
its significance for Judaism and Islam has barely registered in public debate. Instead, circumcision is characterized as an archaic and medically harmful practice.
While there is some occasional medical controversy, the most recent medical evidence overwhelmingly supports the practice of circumcision. In August 2012, the
largest association of pediatricians in the world, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), concluded after a comprehensive scientific evaluation of existing studies
that the health benefits of circumcision by far outweigh its minor risks. The World
Health Organization (WHO), which conducted its own long-term studies, also recommends circumcision and promotes it as a major health benefit.
Amidst the din of public debate it can become difficult to distinguish between facts
and myths. This report is intended to provide some orientation to this complex subject. It offers background information on circumcision as a component of Jewish religious practice, draws attention to the historical context of the discussions around
circumcision, and throws light on key medical and psychological arguments in the
circumcision debate.
Our thanks go to the numerous international experts who helped us and encouraged us to address in detail the objections to circumcision raised by opponents
of the practice. We can only hope that the emotional debate on circumcision will
eventually result in an affirmation of freedom of religion as an essential part of a
democratic and pluralistic society.
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RELIGIOUS
DIMENSIONS
OF EARLIER DEBATES

Circumcision is a key component of Islam and Judaism. The Torah, the Jewish Bible,
clearly states: “This is my covenant, which you shall keep […] You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between
me and you. He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised” (Gen. 17
10-12). Despite periods of intense persecution for upholding this rite over its long
history, Judaism has never wavered on the requirement
Circumcision is a necessary element for the Jewish identity of males. Uncircumcised boys, for example, may not be called to the Torah and cannot celebrate a Bar
Mitzvah on their 13th birthday. Circumcision is also indispensable for conversion to
Judaism, since it signifies membership in the Jewish community. It is practiced by
all streams of Judaism. The Jewish community trains its own experts, known as
mohalim, to carry out circumcision. Before a mohel can practice independently, he
must be trained by an experienced colleague both on the medical and religious aspects of the ritual.
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CIRCUMCISION
AND ANTI-JEWISH
PREJUDICE

Attempts to limit or ban circumcision began in antiquity. The Hellenistic ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes outlawed circumcision under penalty of death, one of the
reasons for the Jewish revolt still commemorated today by the Hanukkah holiday.
The Roman Emperor Hadrian, too, issued a decree banning circumcision, a step
that helped lead to the Bar Kokhba revolt against the Roman Empire. Clearly, Jews
perceived attacks on circumcision as explicit, existential threats. Christianity, too,
opposed the practice. Although Jesus and Paul, both Jews, were circumcised, the
need to Christianize pagans required the Jewish tradition to be portrayed as outdated. Baptism was promoted as an alternative means of entering the community.
Since the mid-19th century and the ascent of modern anti-Semitism, there have
been several public debates in Germany about state regulation of circumcision. In
her book Contested Rituals: Circumcision, Kosher Butchering, and Jewish Political Life
in Germany, 1843–1933,1 historian Robin Judd notes the anti-Semitic aspect of the
opposition to circumcision, with its emphasis on Jews’ supposed brutality, bloodthirstiness and anti-social behavior. Circumcision was also alleged to be proof of
the late-medieval legends about ritual murder.2 Here, ignorance about the Jewish
tradition was mixed with anti-Jewish hatred. Critics of circumcision denounced Judaism as backward and isolationist.
This type of rhetoric plays a role in the current discussion, too. Online comment
postings are full of insults against Jews and Muslims, who are described as cruel, deviant, and recalcitrant. Demonizing imagery and terminology are common. A
cartoon in the tabloid newspaper Berliner Kurier showing a man with a large nose
holding a blood-drenched knife and the severed penis of a boy is strikingly similar
to Nazi propaganda.3

1 Judd, Robin (2007): Contested Rituals: Circumcision, Kosher Butchering, and Jewish
Political Life in Germany, 1843–1933, Cornell
University Press, Ithaca and London.
2 Judd, ebd., S. 113.

A cartoon by Jacques Tilly published by the Giordano Bruno Foundation depicts the
supposedly powerful Jewish and Muslim religious representatives in a manner that
recalls conspiracy theories of old. The caricature shows a Jewish and a Muslim clergyman with scissors; parliamentarians are shown in a submissive pose. The idea is
that members of the German Parliament are being forced to vote for upholding the
right to circumcision. Initially, the Giordano Bruno Foundation published a version

3 Vgl. Bild auf: www.qpic.ws/images/berlinerkurier.png (08.10.2012).
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of this cartoon incorporating knives and bloodstains but altered it later by removing the blood and replacing the knives with scissors.4
On July 21, 2012, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung published an open letter by more
than 600 doctors and lawyers to the federal government and parliament charging
that circumcision is “sexual violence,”5 implying further that Jews and Muslims
were criminals who should be liable to prosecution.
The campaign against circumcision is being conducted by an alliance of groups
such as the Giordano Bruno Foundation, which features a campaign page on its
website collecting information to protest circumcision practices. On August 21,
2012, a Hessian doctor and co-signer of the anti-circumcision letter pressed charges
against Daniel Goldberg, the rabbi and mohel of the town of Hof. On the same day,
the Giordano Bruno Foundation commenced its campaign against circumcision,
commenting on the criminal complaint against Rabbi Goldberg on its Facebook
page: “Here we go!”
A few days later, the website Pro Kinderrechte (“pro-child rights”) was launched by
the Giordano Bruno Foundation, featuring the image of a boy covering his genital
area with his hands. The slogan of the campaign, “My Body Belongs to Me” refers
back to earlier campaigns against sexual abuse and abortion, thus placing circumcision into this context.
The poster goes on to use the term “forced circumcision,” evoking linguistic parallels to the Nazi practice of forced sterilization. In reaction to this campaign, someone wrote in an online post on the Bruno Foundation Facebook page about the “homoerotic pedophile inclinations” of Jews, another called circumcision “slaughter,”
without any challenge from the foundation to such anti-Semitic comments.
On July 20, Deutsche Kinderhilfe, a children’s welfare charity, initiated a petition
against circumcision, demanding a roundtable on the issue and a moratorium until
a new law is in place. The petition was supported by the conservative Association of
Catholic Doctors as well as by the organization Terre des Femmes.6 Its chairperson,
Irmingard Schewe-Gerigk, compared circumcision to sati, the burning of widows
in India, a historical practice that was challenged and eventually made obsolete.7
On the website of the Social Democratic Party’s “Laicists,” a secular stream of the
party, circumcision is portrayed as part of a long row of “most bizarre aberrations”
that were abandoned over the course of history, including pogroms against Jews
and the practice of stoning.8 These historical comparisons are clearly meant to legitimize the prohibition of circumcision. Similar remarks have been made in past
years by Dr. Rolf Dietrich Herzberg, a professor emeritus of criminal law, for whose
70th birthday a commemorative publication with articles arguing against circumcision was published. The foreskin, he says, like the appendix, is “a part of the body
intended by evolution.” He compares circumcision not only to kosher slaughter, but
also to human sacrifice.9
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4 Cf. image www.giordano-bruno-stiftung.
de/meldung/bundestag-will-kinderrechtebeschneiden (accessed 8 October 2012).
5 Cf. www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/
offener-brief-zur-beschneidung-religionsfreiheit-kann-kein-freibrief-fuer-gewaltsein-11827590.html (accessed 8 October
2012).
6 Cf. www.kinderhilfe.de/blog/artikel/
bundestagspetition-zu-beschneidungen/
(accessed 8 October 2012).
7 Cf. www.fr-online.de/politik/
beschneidung-aerzte-sehen-in-traditionkeine-rechtfertigung,1472596,17238330.html
(accessed 15 October 2012).
8 Cf. www.laizistische-sozis.eu/inhaltemenu/meinung/111-neun-thesen-zur-beschneidungsdebatte-aus-laizistisch-humanistischer-sicht (accessed 8 October 2012).
9 Rolf D. Herzberg: Steht dem biblischen
Gebot der Beschneidung ein rechtliches
Verbot entgegen? MedR 2012, p. 169 ff.

ANTI-SEMETIC CONSPIRACY THEORIES
The anti-circumcision proponents also sometimes allege that circumcision is carried out not for religious or medical reasons but rather to make money. The Giordano Bruno Foundation claimed: “Circumcision is a two-billion-dollar business, from
which not only physicians, but also pharmaceutical and cosmetic industries draw
their profits, by producing skin transplants and anti-wrinkle creams from ‘freshly
harvested’ foreskins.”10
Indeed, important scientific research is conducted with cell cultures, known as fibroblast lines, which, once established, can be reproduced. Foreskin tissue is one
source for such cell cultures. These cultures are used, among other things, for cancer
research and to create artificial skin to use with burn victims. The Giordano Bruno
Foundation’s charge of an alleged profit-oriented industrial exploitation of human
body parts calls forth the age-old anti-Semitic legend of ritual murder, according to
which Jews kill non-believers to obtain blood for ritual purposes. The persistence
of this allegation also manifests itself in recurring claims about a purported Jewish organ trade. In 2009, for instance, a Swedish journalist claimed, without proof
that Israelis were stealing the organs of dead Palestinians.11 In 2010, when Israel
received international praise for its humanitarian aid following the severe earthquake in Haiti, anti-Semites accused Israeli doctors of exploiting the catastrophe
as a source of human organs. The anti-Semitic conspiracy theory of organ trade has
also been propagated through films such as the Turkish-produced “Valley of the
Wolves: Iraq” and “Zahra’s Blue Eyes,” produced by Iranian television.

10 Cf. Giordano Bruno Foundation’s leaflet
for the campaign “my body belongs to me”,
p. 2: www.giordano-bruno-stiftung. de/
sites/default/files/download/

Another conspiracy theory focuses on alleged secret Jewish power over the world.
On the Facebook page of the “Social Democratic Party Laicists,” there was open
discussion of the alleged financial power of a Jewish “pro-circumcision lobby” This
anti-Semitic stereotype was underscored in an article by the Financial Times Germany that claimed a Jewish multimillionaire in Switzerland had singlehandedly
created a10 million Euro fund in order to combat the verdict of the Cologne court
against circumcision.12 Upon inquiry, the Swiss Federation of Jewish Communities
and other European Jewish organizations said no funds had been offered to them
to fight circumcision and they have no knowledge of any such secret fund set up for
this purpose.

flyer- beschneidung.pdf
(Accessed 12 October 2012).
11 Cf. www.thecuttingedgenews.com/index.
php?article=11828&pageid=44&pagename=
Slices (Accessed 13 October 2012).
12 Financial Times Deutschland (2012),
Jüdische Organisationen gehen gegen das
Beschneidungsurteil vor, 12 July 2012:
www.ftd.de/politik/deutschland/:

Another claim about supposed Jewish global power asserts that unknown Jewish
financial backers control the media and exert influence on scientific studies of circumcision. Circumcision opponent Sami A. Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh, a Swiss citizen of
Christian-Palestinian origin, claims that such “interests” are responsible for the
lack of scientific investigation of the rate of complications arising from circumcisions.13

religioes-motivierte-koerperverletzungjuedische-organisationen-gehen-gegenbeschneidungsurteil-vor/70062755.html
(accessed 5 November 2012)
13 Sami A. Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh (2012),
“Male and Female Circumcision. Religious,
medical, social and legal debate”:
www. sami-aldeeb.com/files/article/339/
Circum- cision.pdf
(accessed 8 October 2012).
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THE DISCUSSION ON CIRCUMCISION AS A MEANS OF GRAPPLING WITH
THE HOLOCAUST
The current discussion regarding the issue of circumcision includes multiple references to = the Holocaust and German guilt. One circumcision critic, Professor
Reinhard Merkel, one of the strongest critics in Germany of circumcision, testified
before the German Ethics Council that the only reason to allow circumcision in
Germany is the memory of the Holocaust. Such references promote wide-spread
stereotypes that Jews are receiving receive special treatment due to the memory
of the Holocaust.
Indeed, the Social Democratic Commissioner for Children’s Rights, Marlene Rupprecht, alleged that “Jewish circles” were wielding “the bludgeon of the Shoah,” in
a manner that purportedly brought in line the head of the Social Democratic parliamentary group, Frank-Walter Steinmeier.14 The “bludgeon of anti-Semitism” or
“moral hammer” has been common in German discourse at least since 1998, when
writer Martin Walser used the term during an award ceremony for the prestigious
Peace Prize of the German Book Trade. The “anti-Semitism bludgeon” is a code
phrase denoting that ostensible truths cannot be addressed publicly because of the
influence of an alleged Jewish lobby on the definition of German history.
Rupprecht stated that Jews outside Israel should take care not to become too rigid
in their views. In her opinion, Jews are an adaptable people who should refrain from
maintaining obsolete rituals.15 She declared that she would be reluctant to use coercion, pointing out that Germany is not a “theocracy” regulated by religion.16 Her
comments echo historical Christian rejection of the rite of circumcision.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF JEWS AS “OTHER”
With her comments, Rupprecht depicts Jews as the “other,” a people who refuse
to adapt to the norms of German society. An incident that typifies this stereotype
occurred on the holiest of Jewish holidays, Yom Kippur, when the General Secretary of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Stephan Kramer, was threatened
by a pedestrian in broad daylight who told him to “go back where you come from!”
While the background and motives of the perpetrator remain unclear, it is not difficult to imagine that this act of anti-Semitism was linked to the highly emotional
public debate on circumcision, which has galvanized anti-Semitic tendencies. One
user of the Giordano Bruno Foundation’s Facebook page proclaimed that he would
be happy to assist Jews and Muslims pack their bags. The author of a letter to the
AJC Berlin Ramer Institute similarly advised AJC employees to abandon the ritual
of circumcision or leave the country.
Editors of major daily newspapers, representatives of the Central Council of Jews
in Germany, and various members of parliament have repeatedly informed the AJC
Berlin Ramer Institute that the circumcision debate has triggered a wave of anti-Semitic hate mail. This has been abundantly clear through comments in online
media, as well as statements on Twitter and Facebook.
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14 Die Zeit (2012), „Die Sache mit der
Beschneidung“ (11 October 2012).
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.

MEDICAL
DIMENSIONS OF
THE CURRENT DEBATE
Circumcision is one of the most commonly performed medical procedures: slightly
more than one third of all men worldwide are circumcised.17 The procedure is considered an intervention low in potential complications. Nevertheless, opponents
of circumcision repeatedly point to alleged negative medical consequences. These
claims are highly doubtful, and come from a small circle of jurists, physicians and
activists who cite one another without presenting substantive evidence. As a result, opinions are portrayed as if they were facts.
Information about the supposed danger of circumcision is often decontextualized,
lacks a verifiable scientific basis, originates from countries where the factors are
neither known nor constant, or is published on websites of opponents of circumcisions or in journals without peer-review mechanisms. While the highest number
of verifiable statistics on circumcision comes from Israel, the arguments against
circumcision of children and newborns in Germany are based mainly on studies and
presented cases from developing countries. And the fact remains that of the 5,000
circumcisions carried out in the Jewish hospital in Berlin, “only one complication”
occurred, a case of “bleeding that could be controlled quickly.”18
Longitudinal studies from Western countries recommend circumcisions because
of a multitude of medical advantages—i.e. prevention of urinary tract infections
and penis carcinomas, protection from sexually transmitted diseases, including
HIV—or arrive at a neutral conclusions while stressing the cultural and religious
significance of the ritual. The most comprehensive long-term study from the
United States to date, carried out by the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP),
has received little attention in Germany so far, since German medical associations
deny the reliability of the AAP and insinuate that American doctors derive financial
advantages from circumcision. A position paper from Australia also largely reflects
the conclusions of the AAP study.
In the following section we respond to some of the most common claims about
the alleged dangers of circumcision that have entered the public discourse. A seminal event was a hearing on August 23, 2012, held by the German Ethics Council, at
which several medical and legal experts expressed concerns about circumcision. In
the first section, we examine claims about medical dangers made during the session of the Ethics Councils. Next, we look at assertions made by leading medical
associations during a press conference on September 12, 2012, held in the Federal
Press Conference hall. Following this, we examine statements made by officials of
medical associations and representatives of secular humanist organizations that
have been leading the campaign against circumcision. Finally, we discuss some of
the claims against circumcision that have been widely disseminated, largely without challenge, in the media.

17 Circumcision Independent Reference and
Commentary Service (CIRCS) (2012):
Global Circumcision Rates.
Link: www.circs.org/index.php/Reviews/
Rates/Global (accessed 8 October 2012).
18 Die Welt (2012), “Absurder Zahlenstreit in
der Beschneidungsdebatte”: www.welt.de/
politik/deutschland/article109579055/
Absurder-Zahlenstreit-in-derBeschneidungsdebatte.html
(accessed 8 October 2012).
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1. German Ethics Council:
Plenary Session on the Issue of Religious Circumcision
The German Ethics Council, an independent body of experts, held a session on the
issue of circumcision on August 23, 2012. Representatives from the areas of medicine, jurisprudence and religion gave presentations on the topic.
Claim: A 2009 study from the Department of Pediatrics at Stanford University,
utilized as an important piece of evidence at the Ethics Council, proves typical
complications encountered during circumcision.19
The list in question is not a study but an enumeration of potential complications
from circumcision of the medical procedure, prepared by the Stanford University
School of Medicine as technical information for medical personnel. As Dr. Hugh
O’Brodovich, chairman of the Department of Pediatrics, assured the AJC Berlin
Ramer Institute in a written statement, this list does not provide information
about possible rates of complications. “This web site informs health care professionals and the lay public. One of its goals is to assist caregivers in making
informed decisions regarding a surgical procedure, in this case circumcision. All
procedures have potential benefits and potential risks” (cited from a letter to the
AJC Berlin Office).
Professor Reinhard Merkel (University of Hamburg) presented the list as important evidence of alleged complications of circumcision. He modified the list
by inserting three red arrows that are directed, according to Dr. O’Brodovich,
towards three known but extraordinarily rare complications of this procedure
(“necrosis of the penis, amputation of the glans, death”).20 Dr. O’Brodovich fur-

19 Cf. Presentation by Professor Reinhard
Merkel before the German Ethics Council
on 23 August 2012: „Zur religiös motivierten
frühkindlichen Knabenbeschneidung –
Strafrechtliche und rechtsprinzipielle Probleme“, slide 11: www.ethikrat.org/dateien/
pdf/plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-merkel-ppt.
pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
20 Ibid.
21 Study published in Thymos: Journal of
Boyhood Studies, Volume 4, Number 1 /
Spring 2010 (not available free of charge):

ther referred to the recommendation of the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP), according to which the advantages of circumcision of newborns vastly
outweighs the risks.

www.mensstudies.com/content/b64n267w4

Claim: Approximately 117 deaths of boys directly related to circumcision occur
every year in the United States. 21

22 Transcript of the plenary session of the

7m333x0/?p=0e70a9fdd43643dc821f2dfcc07
2b9d9&pi=3 (accessed 8 October 2012).

German Ethics Council on 23 August 2012,
p. 8: http://www.ethikrat.org/dateien/pdf/

The proponents of this claim, such as Professor Reinhard Merkel, cite a study by
Dan Bollinger with the title “Lost Boys: An Estimate of U.S. Circumcision-Related
Infant Deaths,” published in the Journal of Boyhood Studies in 2010. In it, Bollinger
uses his own statistical estimations to arrive at the conclusion that approximately 117 neonates die annually in the US in connection with circumcisions. Professor
Merkel told the Ethics Council that the finding was “extraordinarily important.”
He considers this “a comprehensive study, which develops a complex statistical
model”.22
But the figures provided by Bollinger are nothing more than estimates. Bollinger
cites as his source an evaluation of medical discharge records from an unknown
number of US hospitals between 1991 and 2000, carried out by market observer
Thomson Reuters (now Truven Health Analytics). In its evaluation, Thomson Reuters notes that according to the hospitals’ discharge records, following an average
hospital stay of 2.4 days, an average of 35.9 male infants died from all causes each
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plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-simultanmitschrift.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).

year during their stay.23 The causes of death were not noted. The only thing the
fatalities listed by Thomson Reuters had in common was that the children died in
the hospital in which both their birth and circumcision occurred, independent of
their actual cause of death. Nowhere does Thomson Reuters allege a connection
between the children’s death and their circumcisions.
According to Bollinger, and, according to Thomson Reuters’ statistics, male infants
in the US generally have a 40.4 percent higher risk of dying of infection or hemorrhage during the first days of life than females. Because this generally higher mortality rate occurs in a time frame between one hour after birth and discharge from
the hospital after an average of 2.4 days, Bollinger concludes that the higher mortality rate of male infants must be linked to circumcision, as the deaths occurred in
“the time frame in which circumcisions are typically performed”24
23 Bollinger, Dan (2010): “Lost Boys: An

On the basis of this speculation, Bollinger asserts that 40.4 percent of the average
of 35.9 boys mentioned above who died in the same hospital in which they were
born and circumcised, must have died of causes connected to their circumcision.
And from this Bollinger arrives at the figure of 14.5 deaths due to circumcision prior
to release from the hospital for the period from 1991 to 2000. Over that time period,
1,243,392 boys were circumcised in the United States.

Estimate of U.S. Circumcision-Related
Infant Deaths”, Thymos: Journal of Boyhood
Studies, Volume 4, Number 1 / Spring 2010,
p. 81 (not available free of charge): www.
mensstudies.com/content/b64n267w47m333x0/?p=0e70a9fdd43643dc821f2dfcc072b9d9&pi=3 (accessed 8 October 2012) .

Since, irrespective of the cause of death, there is a 772 percent higher risk of an
infant dying after being released from the hospital, Bollinger extrapolates from the
14.5 deaths caused by circumcision—calculated by him—and infers that 112 children must have died as a result of circumcisions annually in the United States between 1991 and 2000.

24 Ibid., p. 82.
25 Morris, Brian J.; Bailey, Robert C.; Klausner, Jeffrey D.; Leibowitz, Arleen; Wamai,
Richard G.; Waskett, Jake H.; Banerjee, Joya;

Applied to the number of circumcisions carried out in the United States in 2007,
Bollinger comes up with 117 neonates died from their circumcisions that year in the
US. Thus the figure of 117 circumcision-related deaths per year in the US, which is
often cited in the German debate, rests on estimates of the author and on data
having no direct relationship to circumcision.

Halperin, Daniel T.; Zoloth, Laurie; Weiss,
Helen A.; and Hankins, Catherine A. (2012):
“Review: A critical evaluation of arguments
opposing male circumcision for HIV prevention in developed countries”, AIDS Care:
Psychological and Socio-medical Aspects

Clearly, Bollinger’s speculations are unreliable, since the differing mortality rates
of male and female infants are based on medical factors other than circumcision.
Furthermore, these diverging sex-specific infant mortality rates have been established not just for the US, but also in countries with very low rates of circumcisions.25 The New York Times, in fact, recently published a correction to an article
on circumcision that referred to the study in question, and distanced itself from
Bollinger’s findings. It further cites the Center for Disease Control and Prevention
in Atlanta stating that infant deaths caused by circumcision are not documented
because they are so rare. Indeed, the most recent report of the Center for Disease
Control, reporting on the year 2010, found that no deaths connected to circumcision.26

of AIDS/HIV, p. 4: www.ph.ucla.edu/epi/
faculty/detels/epi227/reader/Morris_AIDSCare_2012.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
26 New York Times (2012): “Corrections:
September 24, 2012”: http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/09/24/pageoneplus/
corrections-september-24-2012.html
(accessed 8 October 2012).
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Claim: There is evidence from the United States and Canada that deaths as result
of circumcisions occur consistently. 27
During the plenary session of the German Ethics Council on August 23, 2012, Professor Reinhard Merkel, speaking on the topic of “fatalities,” referred to a report by
ABC Television news with the headline “Brooklyn Toddler Dies After Circumcision.”
The boy was two years old. Merkel used this case to argue that circumcision has
grave complications, among them “deaths resulting from circumcision.” Claiming
that there are “reports about deaths again and again,” he mentioned the Brooklyn
incident as a “case from last year.”28 Professor Merkel neglected to mention that
at the time the article appeared, the cause of the toddler’s death was still under
investigation (and remains under investigation, according to AJC information on
the case). Furthermore, the article as displayed on the power point showed to the
Ethics Council was cropped just before a paragraph that provides critical context:
The case, which has been reported as an accidental death to the New York State Department of Health, highlights the extremely rare complications of the procedure performed widely throughout the United States. “Circumcision is a surgical procedure and
so with that there are certain risks, although the risks are quite small,” said Dr. Ari
Brown, a pediatrician in Austin, Texas, and author of Baby 411.
The most common complications are local infections and bleeding, but Brown says the
risks are about one in 1,000 and one in 3,000 respectively. “Both are easily treatable
and not usually life-threatening,” she said.

27 Merkel, Reinhard (2012): Presentation
before the German Ethics Council on23 August 2012: “Zur religiös motivierten frühkindlichen Knabenbeschneidung – Strafrechtliche und rechtsprinzipielle Probleme”,
slide 14: www.ethikrat.org/dateien/pdf/
plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-merkel-ppt.pdf
(accessed 8 October 2012).
28 Transcript of the plenary session of the
German Ethics Council on 23 August 2012,
p. 16: http://www.ethikrat.org/dateien/
pdf/plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-simultan
mitschrift.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
29 Cf. the statement of the Texan pediatrician in ABC News (2011): “Brooklyn Toddler
Dies After Circumcision”:
http://abcnews.go.com/Health/Wellness/

In addition, there is no indication of whether the procedure in the case of the fatality was carried out for medical or religious reasons. Circumcision under full anesthesia, often the procedure for medical purposes, generally bears a slightly higher
risk of complications than those under local anesthesia or without any anesthesia,
though the risks are low in any case.29 Thus Professor Merkel’s claim that the death
of this two-year-old child is an example of “death resulting from circumcision” has
no basis, as certainly is his further claim that such deaths occur “again and again.”

brooklyn-toddler-dies-circumcision/
story?id=13544632 (accessed 8 October 2012)
30 Cf. Vancouver News (2012):
www.vancouversun.com/health/Routine+circumcision+boys+advisable+study+says/7152805/story.html
(accessed 8 October 2012).

The professor also cited a case from Canada in which a five-week-old boy died
shortly following his circumcision. Here, too, the reports stress that the cause of
the fatality is unknown and that it is unusual for this normally low-risk procedure to
lead to death. The Canadian Pediatrics Society (CPS), in fact, is currently evaluating the AAP’s positive recommendations on circumcision, and is expected to adopt
them.30
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Claim: There is evidence from Kurdistan that grave complications such as processes of necrosis and amputations of the penis occur as a consequence of circumcision.
During the August 23, 2012, plenary session of the Ethics Council, Professor Merkel
presented a case from Iraqi Kurdistan under the heading “Severe Consequences:
Penis Amputation”31 which, he said, had been leaked to him by a “group of Muslim
women.”32 No further information on the source was given. Two boys were circumcised and the wounds became infected. “This is the beginning of a process of necrosis of the penis, which occasionally goes back to genetic dispositions of the children
that one does not know about in advance – and the doctors consequently completely removed both of the boys’ entire penises.”33 In its letter to Professor Merkel,
the group providing the information stated that circumcision is not as harmless “as
imams and rabbis try to make us believe.”34 The reference to rabbis in a region where there are hardly any Jews is surely notable.
According to the AJC’s own research, the cases took place in the Khanaqin region,
which is not located in the Kurdistan autonomous region, but in an area disputed between the Kurdish Regional Government and the Iraqi central government.
According to information from the Kurdish Health Ministry, the complications resulted from medical errors due to faulty execution of the circumcision. The case is
still under investigation by the Kurdish Health Ministry. It appears, however, that
this is an unfortunate isolated case, which cannot be used as evidence. The hygienic and medical conditions under which circumcisions are carried out in this region
cannot be compared to the conditions in a country like Germany.

31 Merkel, Reinhard (2012): Presentation
before the German Ethics Council on
23 August 2012: “Zur religiös motivierten
frühkindlichen Knabenbeschneidung –
Strafrechtliche und rechtsprinzipielle
Probleme”,
slide 12: www.ethikrat.org/dateien/pdf/plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-merkel-ppt.pdf
(accessed 8 October 2012).
32 Transcript of the plenary session of the
German Ethics Council on 23 August 2012,
p. 16: http://www.ethikrat.org/dateien/
pdf/plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-simultanmitschrift.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
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2. Federal Press Conference:
The Circumcision Debate from a child protection perspective

35 Recording of the Federal Press
Conference „Circumcision Debate
from the Child Protection Perspective“

On September 12, Georg Ehrmann, chairman of Deutsche Kinderhilfe, Dr. Ulrich
Fegeler, spokesperson of the Professional Association of Pediatricians, Professor
Matthias Franz, Deputy Director of the Clinical Institute for Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at the University of Düsseldorf Medical Center, Eran Sadeh,
Founder of Protect the Child, Israel, and Irmingard Schewe-Geringk, Chairwoman
of Terre des Femmes, assembled at the Federal Press Conference to present their
organizations’ petition for a moratorium on circumcisions, and to discuss circumcision from the viewpoint of child protection.

on 12 September 2012 (0:21:35 ff.).
36 Putzke, Holm (2008): „Rechtliche Grenzen der Zirkumzision bei Minderjährigen.
Zur Frage der Strafbarkeit des Operateurs
nach § 223 des Strafgesetzbuches“, p. 269
and „Die strafrechtliche Relevanz der Beschneidung von Knaben“, p. 678.
37 Putzke, Holm; Stehr, Maximilian; and

Claim: Circumcisions cause trauma and long-term psychosomatic consequences

Dietz, Hans-Georg: „Strafbarkeit der
Zirkumzision von Jungen. Medizinrechtliche

Trauma claims in Germany are largely based on the work of Professor Matthias
Franz, Deputy Director of the Clinical Institute for Psychosomatic Medicine and
Psychotherapy at the University of Düsseldorf Medical Center. During the Federal Press Conference on 12 September 2012, Professor Franz stated: “As a physician
and psychoanalyst, I have learned from my patients over the course of the past
ten years, what dramatic traumatic, psycho-traumatic long-term consequences –
which we have not even yet spoken of here – the traumatic genital circumcision of
boys can have.”35

Aspekte eines umstrittenen ärztlichen Eingriffs“, p. 3: www.holmputzke.de/images/
stories/pdf/2008_mschr_kinderheilkunde_
zirkumzision.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012)
and Stehr, Maximilian; Putzke, Holm; and
Dietz, Hans-Georg (2008): „Strafrechtliche
Konsequenzen auch bei religiöser Begründung“, p. 2: www.aerzteblatt.de/pdf/105/34/
a1778.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).

There is, however, no scientific study by Professor Franz or anyone else that establishes a connection between circumcision and trauma. There are only individual
opinions on the matter, and even those who claim there is trauma refer to adult
circumcisions carried out e.g. to deal with phimosis (tight foreskin). Writings by
anti-circumcision activist Professor Holm Putzke36 and articles in medical journals
authored jointly by him and other pediatricians and pediatric surgeons dealing
with the psychological effects of circumcision37 refer to a 2001 article by Professor
Stehr, Dr. Schuster, Professor Dietz and Professor Joppich, physicians at the Clinic
for Pediatric Surgery in Munich. It states: “Circumcision, no matter at what age it
is carried out, undisputedly acts as a trauma.”38 The basis for this claim is an article
by Dr. Ronald Goldman, an American psychologist and vocal critic of circumcision.39
Goldman, however, presents no empirical evidence for his claim.

38 Stehr, Maximilian; Dietz, Hans-Georg;
Joppich, Ingolf; and Schuster, Tobias (2001):
„Die Zirkumzision – Kritik an der Routine In:
Klinische Pädiatrie“, Stuttgart: Thieme Vol.
213, No. 02 (3. 2001), p. 54: http://finden.
nationallizenzen.de/Record/ZDB-1-TCE@
NLZ226932907 (accessed 8 October 2012)
(not available free of charge).
39 Goldman, Ronald (1999), „The psychological impact of circumcision“, British Journal
of Urology, January 1999, Volume 83, Issue

The assertion that Jewish or Muslim men are traumatized by circumcision (or experience limited sexual sensation, to be discussed below) has not been scientifically
verified. Professor Leo Latasch, Chairman of the Jewish Community in Frankfurt,
confirmed this in his presentation during the plenary session of the German Ethics
Council: “Until today – and I am happy to submit the evidence for this – there has
not been one study that can be reasonably discussed from which one could conclude that someone who is questioned or examined at the age of 40 has retained
trauma from the fact that he was circumcised on the eighth day, and especially how
one would want to determine that”.40
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S1, p. 1–113: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1046/j.1464-410x.1999.0830s1093.x/
pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
40 Transcript of the plenary session of the
German Ethics Council on 23 August 2012,
p. 8: http://www.ethikrat.org/dateien/pdf/
plenarsitzung-23-08-2012-simultanmitschrift.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).

There are no known scientific studies that examine what proportion of the total
number of circumcised men (according to WHO statistics, one third of the global
male population) suffer from trauma connected to their circumcisions as infants.
Similarly, with regard to Germany, there are no scientific studies about the incidence of trauma among Jewish or Muslim boys as compared to uncircumcised
non-Jewish/non-Muslim Germans, or those who were circumcised as adults for
medical reasons.

41 Cf. Putzke, Holm; Dietz, Hans-Georg; and
Stehr, Maximilian: “Religiöse Beschneidungen”, Deutsches Ärzteblatt, Vol. 109,

Claim: Circumcisions cause pain trauma in infants and older children perceive circumcision as a traumatizing attack. 41

Issue 31, 6 August 2012: www.aerzteblatt.de/down.asp?id=9526 (accessed 8
October 2012) as well as Putzke, Holm;

It is difficult to establish whether infants feel pain during circumcision, and if so, to
what degree. On this issue, Professor Holm Putzke refers to the “current research in
medicine” carried out by Professor Matthias Franz, which allegedly indicates that a
pain memory is developed during circumcision. “Children who are exposed to pain
are more sensitive to pain later on in life and suffer from pain trauma.”42

Stehr, Maximilian; and Dietz, Hans-Georg:
“Strafbarkeit der Zirkumzision von Jungen.
Medizinrechtliche Aspekte eines umstrittenen ärztlichen Eingriffs”, p. 3.: www.
holmputzke.de/images/stories/pdf/2008_
mschr_kinderheilkunde_zirkumzision.pdf

Professor Franz bases his assertion on the elevated heart rate of a newborn during
circumcision, the fact that the child may cry or display pained facial expressions,
and that stress hormones are secreted. “Lasting effects of stress are also demonstrable. When inoculating the infant half a year later, he reacts with a much more
severe pain reaction. Apart from this, circumcision of newborns falls into a highly
sensitive phase, during which the mother-child bond is developed. This complex
procedure can be severely disturbed.”43 Accordingly, such “transferred pain reactions to inoculations” remain detectable in the bodily memory up to one year
later,44 thereby proving that circumcision causes pain trauma and other negative
effects on the body.

(accessed 8 October 2012).
42 Discussion on the talk show Anne Will
(ARD): “Streit um das Beschneidungsurteil:
Religionsfreiheit ade?” on 12 July 2012
(0:30:28 ff.): www.youtube.com/watch?v=bL2jTkS0k_U (accessed 8 October 2012).
43 Cf. taz online (2012): “Es ist ein genitales
Trauma”: www.taz.de/!97961/ (accessed 8
October 2012).

However there are no known scientific long-term studies properly demonstrating
this, and so it remains a matter of speculation. General observations about differentiated pain sensations among children cannot be attributed exclusively to one
specific procedure carried out during infancy.

44 Cf. Press release of Heinrich Heine University of Düsseldorf: “Psychosomatische
Medizin und Psychosomatik: Genitalbeschneidung bei Jungen”: www.uni-dues-

Claim: Circumcisions result in psychosexual disorders in later life.

45

seldorf.de/home/universitaet/weiterfuehrend/pressebereich/pressemeldungen/

Scientific opinions differ starkly on this issue. Professor Matthias Franz stated, at
the Federal Press Conference on September 12, 2012, that he had personally treated numerous circumcised patients who could only enter into sexual relations with
great fear and insecurity. They complained about loss of sensitivity in the area of
the glans or the member, pain, adhesions, painful or difficult erections, and sexual
dysfunction when with their partner. “A very recently published Danish study confirms, on an epidemiological basis, to what extent this is a problem for many circumcised and circumcision-traumatized men,” Professor Franz noted.46

news-detailansicht/article/genitalbeschneidung-bei-jungen.html (accessed 8 October
2012).
45 Recording of the Federal Press Conference “Circumcision Debate from the Child
Protection Perspective” on 12 September
2012 (0:21:35 ff.).
46 Ibid.

AJC Berlin—Facts & Myths in the Circumcision Debate | 17

This Danish study, a national health survey from 2011, researched the potential effects of circumcision on sexual fulfillment by way of questionnaires and interviews.
Of the 2,573 men participating in the survey, only 5 percent (125 men) indicated they
were circumcised (141 did not say whether they were or not). Due to the selection
criteria (age and sexual experience), only 1,996 men (103 of them circumcised) were
included in the analysis. Thus all conclusions of the study are based on the answers
of 103 circumcised men, and only 15 of these were circumcised before their sixth
month of life.

47 Frisch, Morten; Lindholm, Morten; and
Grønbæk, Morten (2011): „Male circumcision
and sexual function in men and women:
a survey-based, cross-sectional study in
Denmark“, p. 3. Link: www.davidwilton.
com/files/mc-and-sexual-function---denmark-2011.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
48 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (2012):

The study in fact found no differences between circumcised and uncircumcised men
with respect to sexual needs or dysfunctions.47 The thesis propagated by Professors
Stehr and Franz that “in this study, circumcised men report difficulties in achieving orgasm three times more frequently than those who are uncircumcised”48 are
based on answers provided by just ten circumcised survey participants. Surely, the
conclusion of the study, that there are no differences, should be considered decisive: sexual dysfunctions occur to the same degree among circumcised and uncircumcised men.49

„Auch die Seele leidet“. Link: http://m.faz.
net/aktuell/politik/inland/beschneidungsdebatte-auch-die-seele-leidet-11827698.
html (accessed 8 October 2012).
49 Frisch, Morten; Lindholm, Morten; and
Grønbæk, Morten (2011): „Male circumcision
and sexual function in men and women:
a survey-based, cross-sectional study in

Assertions on the supposed psychological effects of circumcision came up during
the talk show Phoenix Runde on the topic “Religious Circumcision – permit or prohibit?” that aired on September 5, 2012. Professor Reinhard Merkel stated that between 38 and 45 percent of men say, “I have a problem [with circumcision] … and I
experience significant … psychosexual consequences”.50

Denmark“, p. 3. Link: www.davidwilton.
com/files/mc-and-sexual-function---denmark-2011.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
50 Cited from a recording of PhoenixRunde: „Religiöse Beschneidung – Erlau-

Asked about the sources of his statement, Professor Merkel referred to an American study from 2002 titled “Adult Circumcision Outcomes Study: Effect on Erectile
Function, Penile Sensitivity, Sexual Activity and Satisfaction.”51 This study examines the possible impact of circumcision on sexual functions such as erection and
sensitivity of the penis. For this study, 40 heterosexual men who had been circumcised as adults were surveyed; men circumcised during infancy were not examined.
And even so, the researchers did not discover that circumcised men display a much
higher frequency of sexual dysfunction. In the findings, 38 percent of respondents
(15 men) reported experiencing problems or difficulties following their circumcisions (the majority of which were performed out of medical necessity), while 50 percent (20 men) perceived an improvement in their sexual life following circumcision.
In total, 62 percent of respondents reported satisfaction with their circumcision.
The results of the survey are based on a small number of evaluable questionnaires,
already putting into question the representativeness of the survey in relation to
all circumcised men. The researchers themselves confirm this, writing: “Our small
sample size reduces the power of the study and, therefore, the ability to detect
small but significant change and ... generalizability may be limited. ”52

ben oder verbieten?“ of 5 September 2012
(0:30:00 ff.). Link: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=iYolHK9afWg0
(accessed 8 October 2012).
51 Fink, Kenneth; Carson, Culley; DeVellis,
Robert (2002): „Adult Circumcision Outcomes Study: Effect on Erectile Function, Penile
Sensitivity, Sexual Activity and Satisfaction“,
Journal of Urology, Volume 167, Number
5. Link: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11956453 (accessed 30 October 2012).
52 Ibid., p. 7.
53 Kim, DaiSik; Pang, Myung-Geol (2006):
“The effect of male circumcision on sexuality”, BJU International. Link: www.ncbi.nlm.
nih. gov/pubmed/17155977
(accessed 30 October 2012).
54 Giordano Bruno Stiftung, “AK Kinderrechte: Fragen und Antworten zur
Knabenbeschneidung”, p. 6. Link: http://
pro-kinderrechte.de/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/faq_beschneidung.pdf
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(accessed 30 October 2012).

The study Professor Merkel cites, then, cannot prove a connection between a man‘s
circumcision status and the lack of sexual pleasure or occurrence of dysfunctions.
He also referred to a study from South Korea titled “The Effect of Male Circumcision on Sexuality”53 published in 1999. But this deals only with masturbation. Positive
or negative effects of circumcision on sexual intercourse were not taken into account. Nevertheless, the Giordano Bruno Foundation and others cite this study as
proof for the purported “qualitative decline of sexual fulfillment especially during
masturbation.”54

55 Kim, DaiSik; Pang, Myung-Geol (2006):
„The effect of male circumcision on
sexuality“, BJU International, p. 2. Link:
www.ncbi.nlm.nih. gov/pubmed/17155977
(accessed 30 October 2012).
56 Willcourt, Robin (2007): „Letters to the
editor: The effect of male circumcision on
sexuality“, BJU International. Link: http://

The authors of the study come to a different conclusion: “There were no statistically significant differences in sexual drive, erection, ejaculation, and ejaculation
latency time between circumcised and uncircumcised men.”55

onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1464-

The South Korean study, which sampled 138 circumcised men, is also unrepresentative. It concluded that 66 men (48 percent of respondents) perceive less satisfaction during masturbation than before their circumcision.56 At the same time,
74 percent reported that the circumcision had no influence on their sexual life. It
cannot be deduced from the study whether the masturbation experience, on the
one hand, and the experience of sexual intercourse, on the other, before and after a
circumcision at a sexually active age can even be compared. So conclusions about
the sexual satisfaction of men who were circumcised during early infancy cannot be
drawn from these findings.

57 Recording of the Federal Press Confe-

410X.2007.06895_3.x/full (accessed 30
October 2012).

rence „Circumcision Debate from the Child
Protection Perspective“ on 12 September
2012 (0:32:00). Link: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kPq8KrCDo88 (accessed 8 October
2012).
58 Ibid.
59 Wissenschaftliche Dienste, Deutscher
Bundestag (2012): „Aktueller Begriff. Be-

Claim: Alternative rituals such as symbolic circumcision can serve as an adequate
substitute for circumcision, and are common in places such as the United Kingdom. 57

schneidung und Strafrecht“, p. 2. Link: www.
bundestag.de/dokumente/analysen/2012/
Beschneidung_und_Strafrecht.pdf (accessed
8 October 2012).

Dr. Ulrich Fegeler, Federal Spokesman of the Professional Association of Pediatricians, stated during the Federal Press Conference that evidence from other countries show that not all religious Jews practice circumcision. “In England there is a
large movement in which symbolic circumcisions take place on the eighth day and
where the actual circumcision is delayed to an age at which the children are capable
of taking their own decision.”58

60 On this, Herzberg writes: „The rhetorical
question by no means demands giving up the
ritual of circumcision. It only requires sublimating it into the unbloody-symbolic realm in the
case of the child (for instance through mere
touching of the foreskin with a knife or through

The German parliamentary research service also, in a report dated July 29, 2012,
said that “with reference to the relevant practices in Great Britain, representatives
of the dominant opinion in the criminal law literature … are meanwhile promoting”59 the painless ritual. This information comes from Professor Rolf Dietrich Herzberg, who proposes shifting circumcision into the realm of the “unbloody-symbolic.”60 He, in turn, refers to Thomas Exner, whose book Social Adequacy in Criminal
Law - on Circumcision of Boys makes reference to “such ‘alternative rituals’ (bris
shalom) widely spread in England.”61 Exner does not note that this is done by a neg-

a substitutional cutting of dead objects).“
From: Herzberg (2012): „Steht dem biblischen
Gebot der Beschneidung ein rechtliches Verbot
entgegen?“ Zeitschrift für Medizinrecht (MedR)
(2012) 30: 169–175, p. 174.
61 In a footnote, Herzberg notes on this:
„Exner, Social Adequacy in Criminal Law - on
Circumcision of Boys makes reference to
such ‚alternative rituals‘ (bris shalom) widely
spread in England.“ From: Herzberg (2012):
„Steht dem biblischen Gebot der Beschneidung ein rechtliches Verbot entgegen?“
Zeitschrift für Medizinrecht (MedR) (2012) 30:
169–175, p. 174.
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ligibly small minority of Jews. He, in turn, cites a book and an article from 1999, both
of which were written by self-professed opponents of circumcision.62

62 Cf. Goodman, Jenny (1999):
„Jewish Circumcision: An Alternative Perspective“, British Journal of Urology, January 1999,

In fact it is largely unheard of in the Jewish world for circumcision to be replaced by a
“symbolic” act. The claim that “symbolic, pain-free circumcisions” are widespread
in the United Kingdom was refuted by the British Board of Deputies—the central
institution for Jewish life in the UK— in response to an inquiry from the AJC Berlin
Ramer Institute. “Symbolic circumcisions” are not accepted as an alternative to
circumcision in any of the streams of Judaism, from Orthodox to Reform Judaism.
There are no reliable numbers on the performance of symbolic circumcisions, as
this ritual is a choice made by individual parents largely outside of the framework
of established Jewish community life. The concept of “symbolic circumcisions” is
virtually unknown to most in the organized Jewish world. Certainly in Israel, nearly
all Jewish boys are circumcised.63

Volume 83, Issue S1, p. 1–113, and Goldman,
Ronald (1998): „Questioning Circumcision.
A Jewish Perspective“, p. 65 ff.
Link: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1046/j.1464-410x.1999.0830s1022.x/abstract (accessed 11 October 2012).
63 Chaim, Jacob Ben; Livne, Pinhas M.; Binyamini, Joseph; Hardak, Benyamin; Ben-Meir,
David; and Mor, Yoram (2005): „Complications
of Circumcision in Israel: A One Year Multicenter Survey“. Link: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/

Indeed, there was a lively discussion during the Jewish enlightenment in the 19
century about the meaning of Jewish traditions, including circumcision, insofar as
had the effect of distancing Jews from the majority-Christian society. While some
Jews wanted to give up circumcision, this proposal was never accepted; even the
vast majority of adherents of Reform Judaism retains circumcision and does not
substitute alternative acts for it.64 The consensus of Jews across the religious specth

trum from Reform to Orthodox affirms circumcision, in its traditional form, as a
central element of Judaism.
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pubmed/15984378 (accessed 8 October 2012).
64 Cited from and interview with Professor
Michael Brumlik in Deutschlandradio Kultur
on 27 July 2012. Link: www.dradio.de/dkultur/
sendungen/ausderjuedischenwelt/1823866/
(accessed 8 October 2012).

3. Medical Associations and Humanist Federations

65 Giordano Bruno Stiftung, „AK Kinderrechte:
Fragen und Antworten zur Knabenbeschnei-

Organizations such as the German Academy for Pediatric Medicine, the Professional Association of Pediatricians, and the Giordano Bruno Foundation have repeatedly criticized the circumcision of boys. They disseminate “fact catalogs” with claims
that are subsequently picked up, unchecked, by a variety of media and information
portals, and these disseminate them further.

dung“, p. 5. Link: http://pro-kinderrechte.
de/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/faq_beschneidung.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012)
and statements by und Professor Maximilian
Stehr, Munich University Medical Center in
an interview for Frankfurter Rundschau: „Das
Wohl des Kindes ist nicht verhandelbar“. Link:

Claim: Every fifth infant experiences problems following circumcision, occasionally necessitating reoperation. Among those advancing this claim are child rights
organizations and physicians.65

www.fr-online.de/politik/beschneidungdas-wohl-des-kindes-ist-nicht-verhandelbar,1472596,16659000.html (accessed 8
October 2012).

Upon inquiry by the AJC Berlin Ramer Institute, the author of this claim, Professor
Maximilian Stehr, a pediatric surgeon from Munich, was not able to provide reliable
data to back it up. Instead, he referred to a 1999 issue of the British Journal of Urology66 in which proponents and opponents of circumcision engage a range of issues
related to the topic. The rate put forth by Professor Stehr does not follow from the
information provided by this source.
Professor Stehr names as another source a report from the Center for Arab and Islamic Law in Geneva.67 The author is Sami A. Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh, a Swiss man of
Christian-Palestinian origin. Abu-Sahlieh, a religious activist and opponent of circumcision, is founder and director of the Center. His extensively documented but
one-sided report does not support the rate stated by Professor Stehr, and actually
admits that there are no reliable figures on the rates of complications from circumcisions.68

66 All chapters of this issue of the British Journal of Urology deal with the topic of circumcision and are available free of cost here: http://
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/bju.1999.83.
issue-S1/issuetoc (accessed 8 October 2012)..
67 Sami A. Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh (2012): „Male
and Female Circumcision. Religious, medical,
social and legal debate“. Link: www.samialdeeb.com/files/article/339/Circumcision.pdf
(accessed 8 October 2012).
68 Ibid., p. 250: „One can say therefore that
reliable figures on complications do not exist.“

Figures from Israel help us estimate the actual proportion of complications during
circumcision. According to Rabbi Moshe Morsenau, Head of the Division for Circumcisions (Brit Milah) at the Office of the Chief Rabbi in Israel, in 2011 approximately 60,000 circumcisions were carried out, of which 54 resulted in minor complications. In three of these cases additional treatment or surgical procedures were
necessary. In light of the comparable medical and hygienic standards in Germany
and Israel, the rate of complications following the circumcision of German infants
cannot be significantly higher than in Israel.

69 Response of the German Academy for
Pediatric Medicine: http://dakj.de/media/
stellungnahmen/ethische-fragen/2012_Stellungnahme_Beschneidung.pdf (accessed 8
October 2012).
70 Summary by the Deutsche Kinderhilfe of
the Federal Press Conference „Circumcision

There is no proof for a 20 percent rate of complications following circumcision for
Germany or any other country.

Debate from the Child Protection Perspective“
on 12 September 2012. Link: www.kinderhilfe.
de/blog/artikel/verbaende-und-experten-fordern-moratorium-und-einrichtung-eines-run-

Claim: Circumcisions lead to many complications. Organizations such as the German Academy for Pediatric Medicine69 as well as the Federal Spokesman of the
Professional Association of Pediatricians, Dr. Ulrich Fegeler,70 provide a complication rate of 6 percent.

den-tisches-in-der-diskussion-um-beschneidungen-von-einwilligungsunfaehigen-jungen/
(accessed 8 October 2012).
71 Full version of the study titled „Complica-

The 6-percent figure of complications is based upon a meta-analysis published
in 2010 by a group of British scientists.71 However the study does not support the
claim. It drew upon 16 other studies about complications occurring after circum-

tions of circumcision in male neonates, infants
and children: a systematic review“: www.
biomedcentral.com/1471-2490/10/2 (accessed
8 October 2012).

AJC Berlin—Facts & Myths in the Circumcision Debate | 21

cisions of children and newborns in developing countries. Upon closer inspection,
the majority of the studies utilized in the report found no noteworthy complications
(“Most studies reported no severe adverse events”72), and concluded that traditional circumcision after birth is among the types of circumcision with the lowest
risk.73

72 Weiss, Helen; Larke, Natasha; Halperin,
Daniel; and Schenker, Inon (2010): „Complications of circumcision in male neonates, infants
and children: a systematic review“, BMC Urology, p. 6. Link: www.biomedcentral.com/14712490/10/2 (accessed 8 October 2012).

Upon further inquiry from the AJC Berlin Ramer Institute, Dr. Helen Weiss, principal
author of the analysis, stated the following: “The median complication risk among
neonates & infants (aged up to 1 year) is 1.5%. The median risk of severe adverse
events was 0%. (SAEs include complications defined as ‘severe’ or ‘serious’ by authors, or with long-term or life-threatening sequalae).
The risk of 6% was among children aged over 1 year following circumcision by
medically trained providers. Again, the median risk of serious adverse events was
0%. It’s important to note that this data includes boys circumcised for medical reasons (e.g. phimosis) who may be at higher risk of complications.” On the basis of
various studies, Dr. Helen Weiss estimates that the risk for complications overall is
between 0.1 and 02 percent.

73 Ibid. p. 8: „However, as noted in our review,
neonatal circumcision following traditional
circumcision in Israel has low complication
rates overall.“
74 Cf. Leaflet of the Working Group on child
rights, Giordano Bruno Stiftung: „Mein
Körper gehört mir! Warum Zwangsbeschneidung Unrecht ist – auch bei Jungen“. Link:
www.giordano-bruno-stiftung.de/sites/default/ files/download/flyer-beschneidung.
pdf (accessed 1 November 2012) as well as

Thus the actual findings of the study unmistakably contradict the claims of Dr.
Fegeler; in fact, his statements distort the results of the British research.

Giordano Bruno Stiftung, „AK Kinderrechte:
Fragen und Antworten zur Knabenbeschneidung“. Link: http://pro-kinderrechte.de/
wp-content/uploads/2012/08/faq_beschnei-

Claim: Circumcision does not bear any health advantages, such as protection
from HIV. Studies positing this have been refuted. 74

dung.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
75 The studies were carried out in Kisumu,

In a leaflet supporting its campaign “My body belongs to me!” as well on a list
of frequently asked questions, the Giordano Bruno Foundation addresses the
connection of circumcisions to HIV infection. It claims that a study by the World
Health Organization (WHO) has been refuted. That study, conducted in cooperation with the joint UN program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), recommended circumcision
as a preventative measure for protection from HIV infection. In three randomized
controlled trials, it was found that circumcision lowers the rate of transmission of
HIV from women to men by approximately 60 percent.75 Follow-up studies have
shown that circumcision had a proven protective effect for men in up to 73 percent
of cases. These results were further corroborated by systematic reviews. WHO and
UNAIDS particularly recommend circumcision of men in countries where the HIV
infection rate is especially high.

Kenia; Rakai District, Uganda; and Südafrika. WHO: „Voluntary medical male
circumcision for HIV prevention“, Fact Sheet
July 2012. Link: www.who.int/hiv/topics/malecircumcision/fact_sheet/en/index.html#
(accessed 1 November 2012).
76 Morris, Brian; Bailey, Robert; Klausner,
Jeffrey; Leibowitz, Arleen; Wamai, Richard;
Waskett, Jake; Banerjee, Joya; Halperin,
Daniel; Zoloth, Laurie; Weiss, Helen; Hankins, Catherine (2012): „Review: A critical
evaluation of arguments opposing male

It is a fact that neither the results of the three randomized controlled trials undertaken by the World Health Organization nor the follow-up reviews have been
refuted. Thus, contrary to the claim, the advantage of circumcision has been scientifically proven by the WHO and various scientists. Furthermore, irrespective of
circumcision, the risk of contracting sexually transmitted infections of all kinds (i.e.
gonorrhea, syphilis) is generally higher in countries with insufficient contraceptive
protection through condoms. That is why the use of condoms, which cannot provide100 percent protection and circumcision are both recommended as protection
from HIV infections.76
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cir- cumcision for HIV prevention in developed countries“, AIDS Care: Psychological
and Socio-medical Aspects of AIDS/HIV, p. 4.
Link: http://fogarty.ph.ucla.edu/AIDS%20
Care%20Male%20Circumcision%20%20
4.2012.pdf (accessed 5 November 2012).

The Giordano Bruno Foundation, however, claims that meta-studies prove that
“circumcised men in most countries have an even higher risk of being infected
with HIV than men with an intact foreskin”77 It cites a report of the US Agency for
International Development (USAID) according to which “in 10 out of 18 African
states, [circumcised men] are more often carriers of HIV than men with an intact
foreskin”.78 The report is entitled “Levels and Spread of HIV Seroprevalence and
Associated Factors: Evidence from National Household Surveys.” It summarizes
the prevalence of HIV in 22 developing countries, primarily in sub-Saharan Africa.
According to expert opinions, however, the findings are unreliable since they merely capture self-reported information.79 The authors of the USAID report themselves admit this problem: “Because the analysis is based on self-reported behaviors, findings may be biased to the extent that respondents may misreport these
behaviors.”80 Self-reported information is not sufficient for examining the connection between circumcision and infection with HIV. A more reliable source would be
randomized, controlled trials investigating the incidence of HIV over a longer time
period and not just HIV prevalence at one time.

77 Cf. Leaflet of the Working Group on child
rights, Giordano Bruno Stiftung: „Mein
Körper gehört mir! Warum Zwangsbeschneidung Unrecht ist – auch bei Jungen“. Link:
www.giordano-bruno-stiftung.de/sites/default/ files/download/flyer-beschneidung.
pdf (accessed 1 November 2012)
78 Giordano Bruno Stiftung, „AK Kinderrechte: Fragen und Antworten zur Knabenbeschneidung“, p. 12. Link: http://pro-kinderrechte.de/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/
faq_beschneidung.pdf (accessed 8 October
2012).
79 Hewett,Paul; Haberland, Nicole;
Apicella, Lous; Mensch, Barbara (2012):

The assertion that, in certain countries, circumcised men are more often infected
than uncircumcised men is due to other circumstances, according to expert opinions provided to the AJC Berlin Ramer Institute. Especially in countries such as
Zimbabwe, most men are circumcised at a later point in life for medical reasons,
not for reasons of tradition. These are men with a high number of different sexual
partners, who were probably circumcised after their infection with HIV.

„The (Mis)Reporting of Male Circumcision Status among Men and Women in
Zambia and Swaziland: A Randomized
Evaluation of Interview Methods“, PLoS
ONE 7(5): e36251. Link: www.plosone.org/
article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.
pone.0036251#s3 (accessed 1 November
2012). Cf. also Wamai, Richard; Morris,
Brian; Bailis, Stefan; Sokal, David; Klausner,
Jeffrey; Appleton, Ross; Sewankambo,
Nelson; Cooper, David; Bongaarts, John;
deBruyn, Guy; Wodak, Alex; Banerjee,
Joya (2011): „Male circumcision for HIV
prevention: current evidence and implementation in sub-Saharan Africa“, p. 5: „Since
DHS data involve self-reported surveys,
multiple factors have to be considered when
examining the relationship between MC and
HIV prevalence. These include risky sexual
behavior, time of MC, whether circumcision was complete, partial or performed at
all, marital status, education, wealth and
patterns of residence (urban vs. rural).“
Link: http://www.biomedcentral.com/17582652/14/49 (accessed 1 November 2012).
80 USAID (2009): „Levels and Spread of HIV
Seroprevalence and Associated Factors: Evidence from National Household Surveys“,
DHS Comparative Reports 22, p.15. Link:
www.measuredhs.com/pubs/pdf/CR22/
CR22.pdf (accessed 1 November 2012).
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4. Media

81 Cf. Giordano Bruno Stiftung, „AK Kinder
rechte: Fragen und Antworten zur Knaben

Claims about the purported dangers of circumcision pervade the debates on television talk shows as well as the print press and internet; individual stories are taken
up there as examples of broader problems.

beschneidung“, p. 12. Link: http://prokinderrechte.de/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/
faq_beschneidung.pdf (accessed 8 October
2012).

Claim: The American Academy of Pediatrics only recommends circumcisions out
of financial interest. 81

82 Cf. American Academy of Pediatrics
(2012): „AAP Technical Report on Male
Circumcision“. Link: http://pediatrics.aap-

In August 2012, the renowned American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) published
a policy statement clarifying its 1999 rather neutral position on circumcision. The
AAP, which represents 60,000 pediatricians in the United States, publishes statements on scientific and medical issues affecting its membership, and formulates
positions.

publications.org/content/130/3/e756.full.
pdf+html (accessed 12 October 2012).
83 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
(2012): Circumcision Policy Statement. Link:
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/

In 2007, members of the AAP founded an interdisciplinary Task Force On Circumcision, including representatives from the areas of anesthesiology, pain treatment,
pediatrics, neonatal medicine and infectious diseases, as well as other stakeholders such as the Center for Disease Control (CDC) und the American Academy of
Family Physicians (AAFP). The group’s task was to evaluate scientific materials on
circumcision and re-assessment the APP’s position from 1999.
This extraordinarily comprehensive review of the scientific literature was carried
out by means of a medical database; in total, 1,031 studies and articles were viewed
and evaluated. This review eventually resulted in the recommendations in the AAP
position paper.82

content/130/3/585.full.pdf+html (accessed
8 October 2012). Cf. also American Academy
of Pediatrics (2012): AAP Technical Report on
Male Circumcision. Link: http://pediatrics.
aappublications.org/content/130/3/e756.
full.pdf+html (accessed 12 October 2012).
84 Phoenix-Runde, 5 September 2012:
„Religiöse Beschneidung – Erlauben oder
verbieten?“ (0:31:16). Link: www.youtube.
com/watch?v=iYolHK9afWg0 (accessed 8
October 2012).

In it, the AAP points out the medical benefit of circumcision during infancy, and
recommends performing the procedure as early as possible, when there are lower
risks of complications.83 The opinion of the US pediatricians has so far not been
taken into account in Germany; instead, the chairman of the Professional Association of Pediatricians, Dr. Wolfram Hartmann, said during the Phoenix Runde discussion of September 5, 2012: “You just mentioned the AAP, the American Association
of Pediatrics. They have given different statements. And the most recent opinion,
which people like to quote, has not been verified through studies. And we know,
Mr. Merkel also researched this again in the United States, that economic interests
obviously play a very significant role here, because circumcision costs money. It’s
not for nothing that gynecologists in America supported this position of the AAP,
precisely because they also earn money with circumcisions.”84

85 Giordano Bruno Stiftung, „AK Kinderrechte:
Fragen und Antworten zur Knabenbeschneidung“, p. 12. Link: http://pro-kinderrechte.de/
wp-content/uploads/2012/08/faq_beschneidung.pdf (accessed 8 October 2012).
86 Cf. Leaflet of the Working Group on child
rights, Giordano Bruno Stiftung: „Mein
Körper gehört mir! Warum Zwangsbeschneidung Unrecht ist – auch bei Jungen“. Link:
www.giordano-bruno-stiftung.de/sites/default/ files/download/flyer-beschneidung.

In its “Frequently Asked Questions,” the Giordano Bruno Foundation also states
that “the circumcision of boys in United States is a two-billion-dollar business, that
has many profiteers.”85 Pharmaceutical and cosmetics companies also profit from
circumcision, according to the foundation, because they “produce skin transplants
and anti-wrinkle creams from ‘freshly harvested’ foreskins.”86

pdf (accessed 1 November 2012)
87 Ärztezeitung online (2005): „Baby-Vorhaut-Gewebe regeneriert verbrannte Haut
narbenfrei“. Link: www.aerztezeitung.de/
medizin/krankheiten/haut-krankheiten/

Indeed, cells from the foreskin are suitable for research “because they are very
metabolically active. Moreover, the risk of infection is still relatively low.”87 In Germany, too, research in several areas is carried out with the help of human foreskin
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article/348430/baby-vorhaut-gewebe-regeneriert-verbrannte-haut-narbenfrei.html
(accessed 5 November 2012).

fibroblasts. It is possible to use the cells to develop artificial skin layers for the purpose of transplantation as an alternative to the patient’s own skin. This procedure
is also used in cancer research. The cell culture lines derived from a foreskin can
be reproduced or grown in a nutrient solution. But the last time American biotech
companies such as Advanced BioHealing (now Shire) or SkinMedica derived cell
lines from a single foreskin was 20 years ago.88 Contrary to what has been claimed,
then, this is not an industrial exploitation of foreskins. In addition, before performing infant circumcision (as before every medical procedure in the United States), a
consent form must be signed, in this case by the parents. In it, they are informed
about the procedure and the risks of circumcision. The parents must also grant
permission for any potential scientific or medical (re)use of the removed foreskin
following the operation.

88 Cf. San Diego CityBeat online (2010):
„The $140-million foreskin“. Link: http://
www.sdcitybeat.com/sandiego/article7356-the-$140-million-foreskin.html
(accessed 1 November 2012).
89 Morris, Brian; Wodak, Alex; Mindel,
Adrian; Schrieber, Leslie; Duggan, Karen
A.; Dilley, Anthony; Willcourt, Robin J.;
Lowy, Michael; Cooper, David A.; Lumbers, Eugenie; Russell, Terry; and Leeder,
Stephen (2012): „Infant male circumcision:
An evidence-based policy statement“, Open

The allegations regarding the AAP recommendations are not tenable. A recent policy statement by scientists from the Royal Australian College of Physicians and other medical schools independently supports the recommendations of the AAP: “The
current scientific evidence is more than adequate to support a recommendation of
MC [male circumcision] in Australia and other developed countries as a low-risk,
highly beneficial procedure that is best performed in infancy using a local anesthetic. Infant MC should appear on the check-list of decisions responsible parents
need to make for their children.”89 This statement is based on a risk-benefit analysis showing that the benefits of circumcision outweigh its risks by 100 to 1.

Journal of Preventive Medicine, 2, p. 79–92.
Link: www.scirp.org/journal/PaperInformation.aspx?paperID=17415 (accessed 8
October 2012).
90 Website of Sebastian Guevara Kamm,
who has assembled information and studies
on circumcision Link: www.gegen-beschneidung.de/mydownloads,singlefile,lid,15.html
(accessed 8 October 2012).

Claim: A 2007 study by Massachusetts General Hospital suggests that circumcisions are associated with a high rate of complications, and that 7.4 percent of all
outpatient visits to the clinic, for instance, are due to severe long-term complications of neonatal circumcision. 90
This claim originates from the website of circumcision opponent Sebastian Guevara Kamm from Pohlheim, who pressed charges against Rabbi Goldberg of the
Jewish community in Hof for bodily harm caused by circumcision. Kamm’s claim
misinterprets the study in question.
Dr. Laurence Baskin, Professor of Urology and Pediatrics at the University of California, San Francisco, informed the AJC Berlin Ramer Institute that the figure of 7.4
percent of all visits in the clinic represents medical consultations sought by parents, not conditions requiring treatment. We cannot know from the data how many
of the recorded consultations resulted in treatment.
It should be noted that during the five-year period of the study, 8,967 surgical procedures were carried out at Massachusetts General Hospital, of which 4.7 percent
were procedures for treatment of post-circumcision complications. How many of
these cases concerned the after-treatment of higher-risk, medically necessitated
circumcisions was not studied, nor was the number of circumcisions carried out at
Massachusetts General Hospital during those years. Thus, no rate of complications
can be established for the circumcisions performed at the hospital.
Since this study is primarily a clinical report on which, and especially how many,
surgical cases were treated at the clinic, the portrayal by Mr. Kamm is untenable.
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CONCLUSION

The debate about circumcision poses fundamental legal, medical and social questions. This report has responded to claims about the health consequences of circumcision. The in-depth research carried out by the AJC Berlin Ramer Institute has
yielded a clear result: Numerous charges about the risks of circumcision are based
on studies that do not withstand the application of serious scientific control criteria, or which have not undergone scientific peer review .
Statements are frequently taken out of their scientific context, and newspaper articles or essays are cited without scientifically verifying them. Even the authors of
studies used to oppose circumcision often underscore that the information cannot
serve as the basis for broad assertions. While scientific claims are made that derive from writings by resolute opponents of circumcision, important scientific studies from Western countries are not sufficiently taken into consideration. Indeed,
American pediatricians and gynecologists are often accused of carrying out circumcisions for financial reasons.
Clearly, criticism of circumcision is a matter of opinion, not scientific findings. The
discussion suffers from a lack of awareness of the historical, cultural and religious
aspects of the practice of circumcision.
It is therefore not surprising that the discourse about circumcision has furthers anti-Semitic stereotypes. This is apparent in media reports, public comments, and
cartoons. Because of this millennia-old ritual, Jews are depicted as primitive, archaic, and bloodthirsty; religious circumcision and its proponents supposedly do
not fit into a modern, democratic society. This is just a new variation on the old
stereotype of “Jews as Other,” a community that purportedly does not want to assimilate to the existing culture. The discussion is peppered with historical analogies, including comparisons to the Holocaust. Surely there is an element of denial
guilt when Germans accuse the people victimized by the Holocaust of violating the
rights of their children and disregarding basic democratic principles.
The most desirable solution would be a quick end to the circumcision debate, and
its replacement by attention to broader societal issues, such as the rights of all
children. In that spirit we welcome the submission of a comprehensive and balanced draft law by the Federal Ministry of Justice, under Federal Minister Sabine
Leutheusser-Schnarrenberger. It amends the German code of civil law and clarifies
the section on care for the person of the child by recognizing the significance of
religious upbringing for personality development and identity formation.
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It is important to view the debate, as does the proposed legislation, as a matter of
religious freedom and minority rights. The levels of freedom accorded to religious
and cultural minorities, as well as the acceptance of the majority for differences in
lifestyle and the perceived otherness of minorities is the measure of a democratic
society.

AJC Berlin - Fakten und Mythen in der Beschneidungsdebatte | 27

