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Circumcision - Making a Difficult Decision
by Kelli Way, ICCE, CD(DONA) 1997

If  yo u  h av e a s o n , o n e o f  t h e m o s t  em o t io n ally w r en c h in g  d ec is io n s  yo u  m ay f ac e in  t h e f ir s t  d ays  o f  h is
lif e is  w h et h er  t o  h av e h im  c ir c u m c is ed  o r  n o t .   It  is  es p ec ially d if f ic u lt  w h en  m o t h er  an d  f at h er  h av e d if f er en t
o p in io n s ;  eac h  p ar en t  m ay h av e ex c ellen t  r eas o n s  f o r  t h e w ay t h ey f eel.   M ed ic al s t u d ies  w ill in f lu en c e yo u r
d ec is io n , alt h o u g h  m o s t  p ar en t s  w ill als o  c o n s id er  t h eir  f eelin g s  an d  f am ily h is t o r y, es p ec ially s in c e t h e f ac t s  ar e
s o  c o n f u s in g .   H er e ar e s o m e o f  t h e ben ef it s  an d  r is k s  f o r  yo u r  c o n s id er at io n .

BENEFITS

T h e ben ef it s  o f  c ir c u m c is io n  ar e h o t ly d ebat ed  in  t h e m ed ic al c o m m u n it y, bu t  ev en  o p p o n en t s  o f
c ir c u m c is io n  g r an t  t h at  t h er e ar e a f ew  ben ef it s .

UR INA R Y  T R A C T INFEC TIO NS ( UTI)

Cir c u m c is io n  s eem s  t o  g r eat ly r ed u c e t h e in c id en c e o f  u r in ar y t r ac t  in f ec t io n s  in  baby bo ys .   Alt h o u g h
t h er e is  o n ly a 1%  c h an c e o f  a baby w it h  an  in t ac t  p en is  c o n t r ac t in g  a u r in ar y t r ac t  in f ec t io n  (w h ic h  m ean s  a 99%
c h an c e o f  n o t  c o n t r ac t in g  a U T I), t h e in f ec t io n  c an  be q u it e s er io u s  f o r  babies  w h o  g et  it .   T h e c h an c es  o f  a
c ir c u m c is ed  baby g et t in g  a U T I ar e 0 . 1% , abo u t  t en  t im es  les s .

L A TER  FO R ESK IN P R O B L EM S

Cir c u m c is io n  c o m p let ely elim in at es  t h e c h an c es  o f  lat er  p r o blem s  o f  t h e f o r es k in , s u c h  as  in abilit y t o
r et r ac t  t h e f o r es k in  af t er  p u ber t y o r  in f lam m at io n  o f  t h e f o r es k in .   Ag ain , t h o u g h , t h e c h an c es  ar e o n ly 5 - 10 %  t h at
an  u n c ir c u m c is ed  m ale w ill ev er  h av e o n e o f  t h es e p r o blem s , w h ic h  m ean s  t h at  90 % - 95 %  o f  in t ac t  m en  w ill n ev er
n eed  t o  be c ir c u m c is ed  f o r  a lat er  f o r es k in  p r o blem .

SEX U A L L Y  T R A NSM ITTED  DISEA SES

T h er e is  s o m e ev id en c e t h at  c ir c u m c is io n  m ay r ed u c e t h e c h an c es  o f  s ex u ally t r an s m it t ed  d is eas es ,
in c lu d in g  AIDS , alt h o u g h  an t i- c ir c u m c is io n  ad v o c at es  s t r en u o u s ly p r o t es t .   H o w ev er , c ir c u m c is io n  c an n o t  p r ev en t
s ex u ally t r an s m it t ed  d is eas es ;  t h e o n ly p r o t ec t io n  ag ain s t  AIDS  an d  o t h er  S T Ds  is  n o t  t o  en g ag e in  u n p r o t ec t ed
s ex u al ac t iv it ies , an d  it  w o u ld  be f o o lis h  t o  believ e t h at  c ir c u m c is io n  o f f er ed  s o m e s o r t  o f  m ag ic  s h ield .

PENIL E A ND  CER V IC A L  CA NC ER

Alt h o u g h  t h er e ar e s o m e s t u d ies  t h at  s h o w  a c o r r elat io n  bet w een  c ir c u m c is io n  an d  lo w er  r at es  o f  p en ile
an d  c er v ic al c an c er , t h e in t er p r et at io n  o f  t h o s e s t u d ies  is  h ig h ly q u es t io n able.   T h e Am er ic an  Can c er  S o c iet y
r ec en t ly r eq u es t ed  t h e Am er ic an  Ac ad em y o f  P ed iat r ic s  t o  s t o p  u s in g  t h is  as  a r eas o n  f o r  c ir c u m c is io n .  
Cir c u m c is io n  is  n o t  ef f ec t iv e in  p r ev en t in g  t h es e c an c er s ;  av o id in g  s m o k in g  an d  u n p r o t ec t ed  s ex u al r elat io n s  w it h
m u lt ip le p ar t n er s  is .

SU R G IC A L  RISK S

T h e c ir c u m c is io n  s u r g er y it s elf  is  n o t  f o o l- p r o o f  an d  c ar r ies  r is k s  o f  bleed in g , in f ec t io n , an d  d am ag e t o  t h e
p en is .   T h e r is k  o f  c o m p lic at io n s  f r o m  t h e s u r g er y is  0 . 2  -  0 . 6 % .
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P A IN

F o r  m an y year s , d o c t o r s  t o ld  p ar en t s  t h at  babies  w er e in c ap able o f  f eelin g  t h e p ain  o f  c ir c u m c is io n , w h ic h
w as  p r o bably s o  t h e d o c t o r s  t h em s elv es  c o u ld  s t an d  t o  d o  t h e s u r g er y w it h  n o  an es t h es ia.   No w , o f  c o u r s e, w e
k n o w  t h at  babies  c an  c er t ain ly f eel t h e p ain  o f  t h e s u r g er y.   H o w ev er , m o s t  c ir c u m c is io n s  ar e s t ill d o n e w it h o u t
an es t h es ia, bec au s e t h er e ar e r is k s  t o  an es t h es ia.   S o m e p h ys ic ian s  u s e a lo c al an es t h et ic  s p r ay o r  c r eam , an d  if
yo u  c h o o s e t o  h av e yo u r  s o n  c ir c u m c is ed  yo u  m ay w an t  t o  as k  f o r  it .

MY TH S

Myth #1:  Caring for an uncircumcised penis is more difficult.

T h e t r u t h  is  t h at  t h er e is  n o  s p ec ial c ar e f o r  t h e in t ac t  p en is  u n t il p u ber t y;  g en t le w as h in g  w it h  s o ap  an d
w at er  in  t h e bat h  is  all t h at  is  n ec es s ar y.   At  p u ber t y, bo ys  m u s t  r et r ac t  t h e f o r es k in  an d  w as h  ben eat h  it , bu t  by
t h at  t im e t h ey s h o u ld  be w as h in g  t h em s elv es !

Myth #2 :  I f your son look s different from the other b oys,  he w ill b e teased.

B o ys  w ill alw ays  lo o k  f o r  d if f er en c es  an d  t eas e eac h  o t h er ;  if  it ' s  n o t  t h e c o n d it io n  o f  t h e f o r es k in  it  w ill be
t h e s iz e o r  t h e s k in  c o lo r .   M o s t  bo ys  liv e t h r o u g h  t h is  t eas in g , an d  it ' s  im p o s s ible t o  p r ed ic t  h o w  t h e m aj o r it y o f
bo ys  in  yo u r  s o n ' s  lo c k er  r o o m  w ill lo o k .  In  Calif o r n ia, yo u r  s o n  w ill lo o k  lik e abo u t  h alf  t h e o t h er  bo ys  eit h er  w ay.

Myth #3 :  Mutilating your son’ s genitals is a v iolation of his human rights.

T h e u n f o r t u n at e t r u t h  is  t h at  p ar en t s  ar e f o r c ed  t o  m ak e m an y d ec is io n s  f o r  t h eir  c h ild r en  d u r in g  in f an c y
an d  c h ild h o o d .   Cir c u m c is io n  is  n o  d if f er en t  f r o m  an y o t h er  c h o ic e;  p ar en t s  m u s t  w eig h  t h e p r o s  an d  c o n s  an d
m ak e t h eir  o w n  d ec is io n s  bas ed  o n  w h at  t h ey f eel is  bes t  f o r  t h eir  s o n s .   No  o u t s id e p er s o n  h as  t h e r ig h t  t o  t ell
yo u  t h at  yo u r  t h o u g h t f u l d ec is io n s  ar e abu s iv e.

T h e d ec is io n  o f  w h et h er  o r  n o t  t o  c ir c u m c is e is  o n e t h at  is  yo u r s  alo n e.   T alk  t o  yo u r  p ed iat r ic ian , r ead  t h e
s t u d ies  f o r  yo u r s elf , an d  t ak e yo u r  f am ily h is t o r y an d  c u lt u r al p r ac t ic es  in t o  c o n s id er at io n .   Wh en  in  d o u bt , w ait .  
Y o u  c an  alw ays  c h o o s e c ir c u m c is io n  lat er , bu t  yo u  c an ' t  r eally u n d o  it .   Wh at ev er  yo u  d ec id e, yo u  h av e a g r eat er
t h an  90 %  c h an c e o f  h av in g  n o  c o m p lic at io n s .   M ak e t h e d ec is io n  w it h  yo u r  baby' s  bes t  in t er es t  at  h ear t ;  yo u  w ill
m ak e t h e r ig h t  c h o ic e.


