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introduction 

The prepuce is a common anatomical structure of tbe 

male I J j and l'emale P] external genitalia of all human 

and non-human primales: il has been present in 

primates for al lenst 65 million years. and is likely to 

be over 100 million years old. based on its cornmonalily 

as an anatomical feature in mammals [3). Certain 

cultures have excised the prepuce from chjJdren to 

conform to societal standards. while other cultures 

accept the complete external genitalia as normal 

(Fig. 1). The motives for circumcision i.n preliterate 

Fig. "I. /\ Japanese fertility fostival al Nagoya; nole the banner 

with ridged bands (arrow) of 1hc prepuce emanating from Lhe 

frenulum I phowgraph by Dr R. l:lrinsko and G. Crnigmylcs}. 
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cultures are difficult to deliac. but include rites or 

passage. blood sacrifices and cultural markings 14 ]. 

Ritualistic. childhood genital surgery has become popu­

lar in the last several thousand years. making the 

prepuce the most vilified normal anatomical structure 

or the human body. Rather than acknowledging the 

prepuce as normal anatomy. some contemporary phys­

icians consider the penile [ 5 I and clitoral prepuce (or 

clitoral hood) 16,7] to be dangerous and unhealthy. 

However. before theoretical justilications for circum­

cision can be considered. a complete understanding of 

lhe normal ,matomy and !'unction of the prepuce is 

requJred. This paper reviews the embryology. anatomy 

and function or tbe prepuce. 

Overview 

The prepuce is an integral. normal part of the external 

genitalia. that forms the anatomical covering of the 

glans perus and cliL01is. The outer epithelium has the 

protective fw1ction of internalising the glans (clitoris and 

penis). urethral rueatus (in the male) a11d the inner 

preputial epithelium. thus decreasing external irritation 

or contamination. The prepuce is a speciali1.ed. junctional 

ruucocutaneous tissue which marks the boundary 

between mucosa and skin: it is similar to the eyelids. 

labia rninora. anus and lips. The male prepuce also 

provides adequate mucosa a11d skin to cover the entire 

penis during erection. The unique innervation of the 

prepuce establishes ils function as an erogenous Lissue 

[8]. 
Ritualistic circumcision involves the involuntary 

removal of normal. healLhy genital tissue from infants 

and children for religious. societal or theoretical medical 

benefits. Although Lbe amount of genital tissue removed 

is variable. the penile prepuce is removed in nearly all 

male circumcisions, and the clitoral prepuce is removed 

in a Pourcroy grade 1 female circumcision (9] (see 

Elchalal. pp. 103-108). 

Embryology 

The male prepuce is l'ormed by a midline collision of 

ectoderm. neuroectoderm and meseachyme. resulting in 
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