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INTRODUCTION

In 2013, we wrote a letter, “On MeSH: Have Female
Genitalia Fallen into Oblivion?,” addressing the responsibility
that the US National Library of Medicine (NLM) had in
defining the “clitoris.”1 Today, a terse definition of the “clitoris”
is indexed in the Medical Subject Heading (MeSH). The
“clitoris” is “an erectile structure homologous with the penis,
situated beneath the anterior labial commissure, partially hidden
between the anterior ends of the labia minora.” Its primary
erotogenic function is not mentioned. In contrast, the MeSH
definition of “penis” mentions its reproductive function but does
not equate it to being homologous to the “clitoris.” This is
problematic.
FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION AND CUTTING,
FEMALE GENITAL COSMETIC SURGERY, AND THE
PRESSURE ON WOMEN NOT TO LOOK LIKE MEN

Some infibulation-practicing tribes in Somaliland believe that
purification is the goal of removing the masculine remnants that
are evidenced in external female genitalia.2 Similarly, some plastic
surgeons view the external parts of female genitalia as extra skin,
the removal of which is not necessarily mutilation but rather
rejuvenation.3 These analogous notions contribute to confusion
about how to criminalize female genital mutilation and cutting
(FGM/C) in contexts where female genital cosmetic surgery
(FGCS) is legitimized.

Scientists are documenting the contributing factors to the
failure of FGM/C eradication programs. The perception that the
clitoris is a female penis can play a significant role. In some
cultures, its removal establishes women as women. This illustrates
that multiple traditions dictate strict divisions between female and
male entitlements. Defining the clitoris as homologous to the
penis perpetuates notions such as the ones some groups in areas
such as Somaliland believe in.2

Many women use the internet to obtain guidance on how to
surgically alter their genitalia.4 Especially vulnerable are internet-
savvy teenagers whose self-image might be affected by the
perception that their genitalia is diseased. In normalizing FGCS,
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plastic surgeons’ websites—alongside pornographic websites for
contemporary heterosexual men—tend to de-normalize the wide
variability in genitalia appearance.5 Most of these websites are
hosted in Northern countries where families who practice
FGM/C are prosecuted. Ironically, these families pursue a similar
goal: to normalize what, according to their values, they perceive
as abnormal.

Furthermore, some women with vulvar malignancies might
need reconstructive surgery. Transgender persons seek surgical
sex reassignment. In addition, many migrant women who
underwent FGM/C request defibulation in their host countries.6

The lack of honest and inclusive definitions of external female
genitalia complicates the demand for surgeries that—contrary to
FGM/C and FGCS—have therapeutic indications. Which
genital features would these persons request? Will the demand for
reconstruction, vaginoplasty, and defibulation be driven by what
looking female is according to academic and clinical bodies,
according to Western pornography-influenced paragons, or
according to their societal traditions?

This debate, rather than outdated, is alive and thriving. In
2016, the Liberian Parliament refused to include a ban on
FGM/C in its Domestic Violence Act. If legislators fail to see
the harm associated with FGM/C, then we must be doing
something wrong, especially considering the increased mar-
keting of FGCS. Some of these FGCS procedures (ie, labio-
plasty, hoodectomy) are disturbingly akin to Western versions
of medicalized FGM/C.
SEMANTICS: THE DEFINITION OF GENITALIA
PARTS REFERS TO THEIR VALUE

There has been an increase in research on how societal norms
dictate how the genitalia should shape gender identities. This
effort is leading to a more nuanced understanding on the myriad
of preferences, meanings, and values with regard to female and
male genitalia. Social scientists are working to shed light on why
Western women use surgery to attain a clean slit,7 and on why,
in Western countries, migrant women use hymenoplasty to
attain a virginal state.8 Men are not free from societal demands to
prove their manhood; for example, Southeast Asian men have
penile beads implanted under the foreskin.9

Gender-sensitive definitions are necessary for women to
celebrate the non-reproductive functions of their genitalia.
Women must take ownership of their genitalia through the
nomenclature of its parts. In this regard, the NLM has a
responsibility to halt the bodily politics that contribute to women
feeling that the appearance of their genitalia must conform to
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societal norms. The wide variability of shape, color, size, and
texture of the genitalia needs be incorporated into the MeSH
definitions. This diversity need not be linked to whether it
conforms to normality or to mainstream ideals of femininity.

Women are conceded little space to develop a vocabulary that
assists in the promotion of female sexual health. The NLM could
contribute in providing space for women to pay tribute to the
indispensable erotogenic functions of their external genitalia
parts. In 2016, under “Genitalia, Female > Vulva,” only the
“Bartholin’s glands” and the “clitoris” were included as MeSH
descriptors. The “vulva” was defined simply as female external
genitalia. It included the clitoris, the labia, the vestibule, and its
glands. There was no mention of the mons pubis, which also
plays a role in eroticism. The variability of the pudendal cleft was
not mentioned, although misconceptions that its protrusion is
abnormal have led to an increase in esthetic vulvovaginal pro-
cedures without any medical basis.

Unlike the penis, the clitoris has no reproductive function. It
is a sexual organ, similar to other external female genitalia parts.
Delineating all parts and functions is integral for their compre-
hensive anatomic definition; for sexual ill-health to be studied in
depth (eg, the vulvar vestibule is an important landmark to
understand the phenomenon of vestibular pain); for women’s
eroticism and pleasure to be given their well-deserved place; for
improving the psychosexual care that FGM/C survivors require;
and for enhancing the psychosexual care that women who feel
compelled to undergo risky FGCS are entitled to.
A SHARED GLOBAL RESPONSIBILITY

Bodily politics continue to endanger women’s identities,
rights, and dignity. The external female genitalia parts do exist,
are relevant, and are not male. FGM/C and FGCS can harm
genitalia structures and can affect women’s self-image and
deprive them of the sexual pleasure they could obtain by keeping
their genitalia intact. Thus, we must emphasize the need to
translate sexual medicine research findings into sexual health
education with the aim of ensuring that the women who seek
surgeries on their genitalia do so to regain an impaired sexual
function and not to comply with increasingly homogeneous
notions on how the appearance of the female genitalia must
dissociate from erroneous equivalences with male or non-normal
appearances.

The NLM, through tools used worldwide such as the MeSH,
could contribute to the recognition of the functions of all parts
of the female external genitalia. If the MeSH defines them as
homologous to the external male genitalia, it inadvertently
contributes to the scientifically unsound pathologization of
female genital diversity. It deprives women from seeing their
sexual functions sanctioned by the academic and health estab-
lishment. Therefore, we argue that defining a female sexual organ
as being homologous with the penis is an injustice to all women
around the globe, as if the existence of any female body part
depended on the validation provided by the existence, under-
standing, and recognition of male body parts.
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