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To the Editor,

The Oxford English dictionary states that term 'morphology'
literally means ‘‘the study of forms of animals or plants’’.1 If a
search on 'morphology' is made in standard publication index
websites like Google Scholar or PubMed, we can get innumer-
able number of studies on morphology: the form and
appearance of a structure – in medical, basic biological and
botanical fields. But it is a strange fact that such a simple term
is currently being used in anatomy medical education in India,
as an equivalent for 'evolutionary remnant'. This has even
crept into the vocabulary of academicians and faculty and is
found in textbooks. As examples, Essentials of Anatomy by A.
K. Datta, a popular and authoritative anatomy textbook, states
that morphology of palmar aponeurosis is that it is the
remnant of tendon of Palmaris longus.2 Clinical Anatomy for
Students, written by Neeta V. Kulkarni, states that the
temporomandibular joint articular disc is morphologically a
part of lateral pterygoid.3 Textbook of Anatomy and Physiology
for Nurses by Ashalatha et al. states that tibial collateral
ligament is morphologically the distal part of adductor
magnus and the fibular collateral ligament is morphologically
the primitive origin of peroneus longus muscle.4 These
excellent textbooks are of immense educational value, and
have been a rich academic resource and are loved and adored
by teachers and students alike, but the use of this specific term
'morphology' needs to be reviewed. Questions based on these
statements appear even in university level examinations,
professional competitive medical examinations and viva voce
for students, in India, where they are asked about the
morphology of a particular structure and the examiner expects
that candidate to comment about the evolutionary counter-
part of that structure. The student often gets confused, if he/
she remembers the genuine meaning of the word morphology.

This fact has created unnecessary confusions and uncer-
tainty for years, in the Indian medical education scenario. As
these sort of questions keep on appearing in exams, students
are forced to somehow believe that this term also means
'evolutionary remnant'. Another interesting fact is that the
term 'morphology' is widely used in clinical medicine when
considering anatomical descriptions of an organ or a lesion, in
disciplines such as pathology, surgery and dermatology, where
the term clearly means the form or external appearance.5

The word morphology just means 'form and structure' and
nothing else. The use of the term 'morphology' to mean
something else has to be strictly discouraged, as this creates an
unnecessary ambiguity among students and academicians.
The closest term that can be used to mean 'evolutionary
remnant' would be 'phylogenetic remnant' and not 'morpho-
logic remnant'. Recognition and correction of facts as simple
as these are important to lift the quality of basic medical
education in India.

So, if a question arises in an anatomy viva as ‘‘What is the
morphology of dens?’’ the answer must be ‘‘Dens has the
morphology of a tooth, or a peg’’.
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