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I. Introduction 
 

The issue of genital circumcision addresses the extent to which genital circumcision, both 
male and female, is a violation of human rights. Genital circumcision is the cutting or removal of 
part of the genitalia. The process is often performed on a child that cannot consent. Genital 1

circumcision is more common and accepted in males. Female Genital Circumcision is widely 
referred to as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), and is recognized as a human rights violation 
by the UN. Recently there have been movements 
against male circumcision that call for stricter 
measures and regulations to be implemented, also 
for it to be recognized as a human right violation. 
This brings up the question of to what extent can 
male circumcision and female circumcision be 
equalized in terms of the human rights violation. 
This topic has two angles, which are female genital 
circumcision, FGM, and male circumcision, a 
practice that is more widespread and often backed 
up with medical, religious or cultural motives. 
While the UN bans female genital mutilation, the 
practice is still present in several places, and is 
mainly prominent in African countries as shown in 
the map. Regardless, seeing as genital circumcision 
is performed on children that cannot consent to the 
procedure, the debate of human rights and 
preservation of bodily integrity stands.  

II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

[Denmark] 
Around 1,000 to 2,000 circumcisions are performed in Denmark each year, mostly on 

Jewish and Muslim boys.  The Danish government agrees that it is a human right for parents to 2

circumcise their male children, as shown by a UN report regarding human rights.  Despite that, a 
poll shows that 74% of the Danish population is in favor of banning male circumcision.  3

Nevertheless, the Danish government will not be passing legislation on the issue. A 

1 “Male circumcision and the Rights of the Child.” N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 
2 McCann, Erin. "Danish Doctors' Group Wants to End circumcision for Boys." The New York Times. The New York 
Times, 08 Dec. 2016. Web. 13 July 2017. 
3 "Denmark Has Declared the circumcision of Boys a Human Right - but 90% Want to Ban the Practise." Business 
Insider. Business Insider, n.d. Web. 12 July 2017. 
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spokesperson for Venstre, the government party explained, “Venstre doesn’t want a 
ban on circumcision, but it is paramount to us that the practice is in line with Danish law and that 
it is performed by a doctor.” Opposing parties such as Enedsilsten and Liberal Alliance, and 
children advocacy organizations such as Borns Bilkar, are vocal when expressing their 
disagreement towards the practice. Liberal Alliance spokesperson Merte Rilsager announced the 
party’s position stating, “It is grotesque … It’s not a human right to cut into one’s children. It is a 
human right, however, to wait until a person is an adult and can decide for themselves.”   4

The debate about male circumcision is an ongoing one in Denmark, and has received 
excessive media coverage in 2012 and 2013. The Danish Health and Medicine Association 
carried out a study to investigate the cost-benefit of the practice, weighing out the potential 
health risks and the possible health benefits. It was then determined that there was neither 
enough risks to justify outlawing circumcision, nor enough benefits to promote it. The major 
doctors’ association has recommended ending circumcision for reasons that are ethical, saying 
that the procedure should be “an informed personal choice” and that “young men should consent 
when they reach adulthood.” Regardless, they did not call for a legal ban. Lisa Moller, the 
president of the association’s ethics board stated, “This area is ethnically, culturally and 
religiously complex, and we worry whether a legal ban might result in unauthorized 
circumcisions.”  5

 Concerning female circumcision, it is illegal in Denmark and is punishable by law. The 
Danish government signed the European Council convention that   The Danish government 
signed the European Council convention that devoted them to investigate the degree of female 
genital mutilation (FGM) in Denmark.   However, no action  was taken to obtain the statistical 6

data, therefore, Denmark is being accused of violating the convention and putting vulnerable 
women at risk. Even though FGM is not widespread in Denmark yet, according to unofficial 
statistics, 20,000 women of African origins living in Denmark are at risk of FGM. 

[Egypt] 
Female circumcision, often referred to as Female Genital Mutilation has been illegal in 

Egypt since 1997. The practice was allowed in exceptional cases until 2007, when Egypt banned 
all FGM. Regardless, the practice is still prevalent; a study carried out by the Egyptian ministry 
of Health and Population showed that 94.6% of Egyptian married women had been exposed to 
FGM and 69.1% agreed to perform FGM on their daughters. The issue is more prevalent in rural 
areas, especially in Southern Egypt. Female circumcision is punishable by imprisonment and a 
fine. In 2016, the parliament passed a law to impose stricter punishment on FGM.  
 

4 Denmark Has Declared the circumcision of Boys a Human Right - but 90% Want to Ban the Practise." Business 
Insider. Business Insider, n.d. Web. 12 July 2017. 

5 McCann, Erin. "Danish Doctors' Group Wants to End circumcision for Boys." The New York Times. The New York 
Times, 08 Dec. 2016. Web. 13 July 2017. 
6 "Women in Denmark Remain at Risk of FGM." Murmur RSS. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 
<http://murmur.dk/women-in-denmark-remain-at-risk-of-fgm/>. 
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Concerning male circumcision, it is legal in Egypt. “Our plan and program over the 
next two years is aiming to take it down 20 percent nationwide,”- Dr. Nasser el Sayed assistant 
of the Minister of Health in Egypt on FGM  7

 
[Somalia] 

FGM is a widespread issue in Somalia, since an estimate of 98% of girls undergo female 
genital cutting, marking Somalia as the country with the highest percentage of FGM.  Despite 8

that, FGM is illegal in Somalia, noting that Article 12, which was added in 2012 to the 
constitution, prohibits the practice stating that, “female circumcision is a cruel and degrading 
customary practice, and is tantamount to torture,”.In November 1999, the Parliament of the 
Punfland administration unanimously approved legislation making the practice illegal. Somalia 
has also signed the “Convention of the Rights of the Child”.Nevertheless, the efforts to end FGM 
are not sufficient in Somalia, seeing that the issue is still prevalent.  

In regards to Somali culture, circumcision is practiced for males and females.  It is 9

viewed as a ritual allowing a person to be accepted as an adult member of the community, or in 
other words, a rite of passage. It is viewed as a necessity for marriage, and those uncircumcised 
are viewed as unclean. Male circumcision is legal in Somalia, and it is performed by a traditional 
doctor, a nurse, or a doctor at a hospital. The practice takes place between the times of birth and 
the age of 5 and is followed by a ritual. Several NGOs have put effort into spreading awareness 
on the physical, and psychological harms of FGM in Somalia. 

[UN Women] 
UN Women is an organization that actively works to eliminate FGM and spread awareness 

regarding its dangers. They also outline the importance of education on ending FGM, and have 
demonstrated that through their work and effort in several countries, including Egypt. In addition 
to that, they work with legal structures on introducing prevention strategies, including mobilizing 
communities, influencing social norm change, and engaging those who have power in society 
and can bring change such as men, civil society and faith-based leaders. The Executive Director, 
Phumzile Mlambo-Nguka writes: “The existence of the practice of FGM concentrates some of 
the most intractable problems we face in trying to change the future for the world’s girls.” They 10

also address the vulnerability of women and girls around the world stating,  “Women and girls 
are still extremely vulnerable, even in countries which are not traditionally associated with the 
practice of FGM, if families on the move maintain the practice.”  11

 
 

7 “Refugee Review Tribunal AUSTRALIA.” Ref World.org, Ref World, 15 Feb. 2008, 
www.refworld.org/pdfid/4b6fe1cd0.pdf+.  
8  "Somali Cultural Profile." Somali Cultural Profile — EthnoMed. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 
9  "Female Genital Mutilation in Somalia." International Women's Initiative. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 
10 "It's Time to End FGM and Give Girls Choices for Their Bodies and Their Future." UN Women. N.p., n.d. Web. 
13 July 2017. 
<http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2017/2/statement-ed-international-day-of-zero-tolerance-for-fgm>. 
11 Ibid 

3 



 

[ United Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) and United Nations 
Children's Fund  (UNICEF)] 

UNFPA and UNICEF lead the largest programme that aims to speed up the elimination of 
female genital mutilation . The joint programme by UNFPA-UNICEF, Joint Programme on 12

FGM/Accelerating Change, often partners with other organizations, and social scientists. Using a 
“human rights safe and culturally sensitive approach,” the programme aims to protect women 
and girls from genital cutting. Furthermore, they offer protective services to those who have 
experienced FGM. It was initiated in 2007, is aligned with a statement and a mission to eliminate 
FGM, and is associated with ten UN agencies that deal with “women’s rights and health”.  

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 
1) Female Circumcision  

Female circumcision is the deliberate mutilation of the female genitalia. It often involves 
the cutting of the labia and clitoris. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), Female 
Genital Mutilation is “any procedure that injures the female genital organs for non-medical 
reasons.” The practice is proven to have no health benefits and is in fact detrimental to physical 13

and psychological health. More than 200 million girls and women alive today have experienced 
genital cutting in thirty countries in Africa, the Middle East and Asia, where FGM is more 
common. It is mostly carried out on young girls between infancy and the age of 15. The WHO 
describes FGM as a violation of human rights of girls and women. It is mostly conducted by 
traditional circumcisers, who often have a role in the community relating to birth. Healthcare 
providers are often present in many settings, based on the belief that the procedure is safer with 
their presence. However, organizations such as WHO urge health professionals not to perform 
such procedures.  

The Human Rights perspective views the  practice of FGM to  reflect “deeply rooted 
inequality between the sexes”.Not only that, but it is also considered a violation of the rights of 
children, seeing that it is mostly carried out on minors. It is a violation of a “person’s rights to 
health, security and physical integrity,” as well as the right to be free from inhumane treatment 
and suffering, and the right to life (since the procedure can cause death).Adding to that, FGM 
damages or removes sexually sensitive skin, which results in sexual intercourse being painful 
and difficult for women, which violates a woman’s right to her sexuality.   14

a. Reasons behind the practice  

FGM happens to women and girls in adolescence or childhood. In some cultures, it is 
seen as a necessity for marriage and a ritual to move into womanhood. The practice stands on 
beliefs such as that the female genitalia needs to be cut for a woman to be clean and healthy or 

12 "Female Genital Mutilation." Unfpa. N.p., 2 Feb. 2017. Web. <http://www.unfpa.org/female-genital-mutilation>. 

13  "About FGM." Daughters of Eve. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

14 “Female Genital Mutilation.” World Health Organization, World Health Organization, 
www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/.  
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worthy. In many cases, FGM is a social norm, and the belief is heavily instilled in 
parents and community leaders that believe that they are doing the right thing for their daughters. 
 In communities where FGM is common, it is seen as a social norm and it is very difficult for 
girls to challenge these traditions or escape from the social pressure. FGM is often due to the 
belief that women must control their sexuality, meaning that it aims to ensure premarital 
virginity. This is also a violation of human rights. On the other hand, FGM is often associated 
with religious belief, even though it is not primarily backed up by religious scrip t. . 15

b. Health Risks 

There are several health risks which are consequential to FGM, including short-term 
and long-term risks. Cutting the nerve ends and sensitive genitalia tissues causes extreme pain 
for the victim of FGM. Adding on, proper anesthesia is rarely used and is not effective when 
used. Excessive bleeding is another health risk, which can result if a clitoral artery or other 
blood vessel is cut during the procedure. Shock is also extremely common due to the intense 
pain and/or infections. In addition to that, genital swelling occurs to inflammatory response or 
infection. HIV is also associated with FGM due to the usage of unsterilized surgical 
instrument .  16

c. Psychological Effect 

Women and girls who experienced genital cutting face psychological consequences. 
Studies have shown an increased chance of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety 
disorders and depression resulting from FGM/C. In addition to that, many suffer from sexual 
dysfunction and are not able to enjoy sexual intercourse. 

d. Role of Government and NGOs 

Passing laws is not sufficient when it comes to eradicating FGM, for legal instruments 
cannot function alone, since traditions and beliefs are strong and deeply rooted in societies. 
Therefore, legal actions must be combined with initiatives that bring change to these beliefs. For 
that reason, education is critical to ensure that the correct knowledge on the health risks are 
delivered to the communities that practice FGM. Furthermore, the strict supervision of the laws 
and their implementation is another crucial necessity.   

2) Male circumcision  

Male circumcision is the surgical removal of the foreskin, the tissue covering the glans of 
the male genitalia. The practice is ancient and has its origin in religious rites, however, in 
modern days some parents choose to circumcise their sons for religious or health reasons.  

15 Hayford, Sarah R., and Jenny Trinitapoli. “Religious Differences in Female Genital Cutting: A Case Study 
from Burkina Faso.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2011, 
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4064295/.  
 
16 Female Genital Mutilation.” World Health Organization, World Health Organization, 
www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/.  
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a. Violation of Human Rights  

The human rights debate surrounding male circumcision often challenges why female 
genital circumcision is widely disagreed upon and combated, while male genital circumcision is 
accepted, even though both involve cutting parts of a child’s genitalia. In both cases the child 
cannot consent, which raises the issue of bodily integrity. On the other hand, male circumcision 
is backed up by several health benefits such as reduced sexually transmitted diseases  that is 
viewed to outweigh the risks,  unlike FGM which causes the loss of sexual pleasure and several 17

health risks. Also several UN organizations promote male circumcision to prevent sexually 
transmitted diseases such as HIV and AIDS. From another view, if one adheres to the 
perspective that male circumcision is unnecessary medically, and that the procedure can be 
performed under unhygienic conditions, then the procedure is a threat to a child’s health. The 
procedure is often done for ritual, cultural or religious reasons rather than medical ones, which 
brings up the human rights question of cultural and religious self-determination, meaning the 
right of the child to decide their cultural and religious beliefs, and hence decide upon themselves 
if they want to carry out the procedure. From the other viewpoint, it is sometimes viewed as a 
necessity for people of a certain culture or religion. Seeing that there are no sufficient findings 
which show that the health risks outweigh the benefits as well, there is a strong argument for 
those who want to allow their children to undergo this procedure.  

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Bodily Integrity: Self determination of human beings over their own bodies 

Circumcision is often viewed as a violation of bodily integrity seeing that a permanent physical 
alteration is performed on the body of a child who cannot and does not determine whether they 
want this alteration or not.  

Self-determination: a free choice of one’s own acts or states without external compulsion 

Circumcision can be viewed as a breach of self-determination, since a child does not consent the 
physical alteration that is performed on their body. 

Consent: to give assent or approval. A child that undergoes circumcision is unable to give 
consent, hence this can be brought up in debate as a violation towards bodily integrity, it can also 
be suggested that an age limit should be set so that one can consent for the procedure.  

 

 

17 “Circumcision Basics.” WebMD, WebMD, www.webmd.com/sexual-conditions/guide/circumcision.  
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V. Important Events & Chronology 

Date (Day/Month/Year) Event 

December 12 1989 
The UN’s GA sets the convention on the rights of the child which was 
the first binding instrument that states that traditional practices such as 
FGM are harmful  

20 December 2012 The UN’s GA adopted a resolution to ban all FGM worldwide 

18 December 2014 
The GA adopted a resolution which was cosponsored by the 
Group of African States and an additional 71 Member States, and 
was adopted by consensus by all UN members  

 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

Convention on the Rights of the Child  

This convention states the rights of the child, which prohibits torture and violence. It explicitly 
states that FGM is a violation of a child’s rights. This convention is often used to debate against 
male circumcision aswell, seeing that it is viewed to violate body integrity.  

E/CN.6/2008/L.2/Rev.1 

Even though this resolution provided effective solutions and approaches to aid in eradicating 
FGM, yet it failed in the main goal which is the total eradication of FGM, seeing that several 
countries did not fully commit to the goals of the resolution.  

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 
● The failure to eradicate FGM is often due to the hostile or unfriendly approaches to 

societies that practice circumcision, as well as inactive involvement with the stakeholders 
of the community and lack of involvement with the culture. 

● The criminalization of cultures and societies that practice FGM and hostile advocacy. 

● Failure of local leaders imposing laws and supervising the implementation of the laws 
related to FGM. 

VIII. Possible Solutions 
● Focusing on advocacy for either FGM or male circumcision and the understanding of 

cultural roots in order to better communicate with the communities. 
● Providing therapy for victims of FGM. 
● Setting guidelines for procedures of male circumcision such as the presence of the doctor 

and use of anaesthesia. 
● Spreading education to Less Developed Countries on the dangers of FGM, the health 

risks, and so on. 
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https://www.unicef.org/crc/files/Rights_overview.pdf
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● It can be suggested that an age limit should be set so that one can consent 
for the procedure of male circumcision 

 

IX. Useful Links 

"About FGM." Daughters of Eve. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 
 
"Convention on the Rights of the Child." Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). N.p., n.d. 
Web. 13 July 2017. 
 
Andarge, Masresha Y., Masresha Yazew Andarge. "The Difficulties of Ending Female Genital 
Mutilation (FGM): Case of Afar Pastoralist Communities in Ethiopia." The Difficulties of Ending 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM): Case of Afar Pastoralist Communities in Ethiopia (2014): 
48-58. Print. 
 
Circumcision and the Rights of the Child. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

X. Works Cited 

"About FGM." Daughters of Eve. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

Andarge, Masresha Y., Masresha Yazew Andarge. "The Difficulties of Ending Female Genital Mutilation 

(FGM): Case of Afar Pastoralist Communities in Ethiopia." The Difficulties of Ending Female 

Genital Mutilation (FGM): Case of Afar Pastoralist Communities in Ethiopia (2014): 48-58. 

Print. 

"Convention on the Rights of the Child." Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). N.p., n.d. Web. 13 

July 2017. 

"The Copenhagen Post - Danish News in English." CPHPOST. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"Denmark Has Declared the circumcision of Boys a Human Right - but 90% Want to Ban the 

Practise." Business Insider. Business Insider, n.d. Web. 12 July 2017. 

"Denmark Has Declared the circumcision of Boys a Human Right - but 90% Want to Ban the 

Practise." Business Insider. Business Insider, n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"E/CN.6/2008/L.2/Rev.1 Ending Female Genital Mutilation E." The Commission on the Status of 

Women, (2008): n. pag. Un. Web. 

8 

http://www.dofeve.org/about-fgm.html
http://www.dofeve.org/about-fgm.html
http://www.dofeve.org/about-fgm.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/FGM/NGOs/ActionForIntegratedSustainableDevelopmentAssociation.pdf


 

<http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw52/AC_resolutions/Final%20L2%20ending%20fe

male%20genital%20mutilation%20-%20advance%20unedited.pdf>. 

"Female Genital Mutilation in Somalia." International Women's Initiative. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

Hansen, Kristina. "U.N. Calls for circumcision Ban — for Females Only." A Voice for Men. N.p., 01 Aug. 

2013. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"The Invisible Scars of FGM." Girl Effect. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

Male circumcision and the Rights of the Child. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

McCann, Erin. "Danish Doctors' Group Wants to End circumcision for Boys." The New York Times. The 

New York Times, 08 Dec. 2016. Web. 13 July 2017. 

Ramachandran, Jaya. "UN Women Urges Renewed Efforts To Eliminate FGM." IDN-InDepthNews. N.p., 

03 Feb. 2017. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"Refugee Review Tribunal AUSTRALIA RRT RESEARCH RESPONSE." Refworld. N.p., 15 Feb. 2008. 

Web. 13 July 2017. 

"Somali Cultural Profile." Somali Cultural Profile — EthnoMed. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"United Nations Official Document." United Nations. United Nations, n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

U.S. Department of State. U.S. Department of State, n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

"Worldwide Ban on Female Genital Mutilation: UNGA Resolution Adopted Today Signals Increased 

Support to Address This Human Rights Violation." Worldwide Ban on Female Genital 

Mutilation: UNGA Resolution Adopted Today Signals Increased Support to Address This Human 

Rights Violation | No Peace Without Justice. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 July 2017. 

9 


