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Editorial: When is a ligament really a ligament? 
 
Whilst Paul Segond in 1879 first reported a fibrous band of tissue passing through the lateral aspect 
of the knee, which tightened during forced internal rotation, it was not until Vincent [1] and Claes’ [2] 
work in 2012 and 2013 respectively, that the anterolateral ligament (ALL) was really brought to the 
fore. Unsurprisingly there has been a mixture of scepticism and uncertainty regarding the existence 
of this structure let alone its actual role. This has, in some circles, created an aura around the ALL 
which has been very exciting in the world of the ‘die-hard’ knee lover. This has been illustrated through 
an explosion of publications in the last five years on the ALL with sensational titles such as “solving the 
mystery of the antero lateral ligament” [3] and “anterolateral ligament of the knee: myth or reality?” 
[4] to name but two.  
 
The story of the ALL raises a controversial question for clinicians and anatomists alike as to when is a 
ligament a ligament and when it is merely a thickening of the capsule or surrounding tissues. The 
previous definition of a ligament is that of a non-contractile structure (non-muscular) which limits 
excessive movement (specific role in joint stability) and has an origin and an attachment (anatomically 
distinct). The ALL has been reported as having a clear and specific role in joint stability, namely 
restricting forced internal rotation, and there appears general agreement regarding its tibial insertion. 
However numerous papers have reported variability in the ALL’s femoral insertion and its relationship 
to the lateral collateral ligament.  
 
In this edition of The Knee, Neir et al [5] reports a histological analysis of 30 fresh-frozen cadaveric 
knees from 15 subjects. In this, the researchers microscopically examined the histological 
organisation, architecture and composition of ALL samples, comparing these to the surrounding 
articular capsule and the femoral insertion to the lateral collateral ligament. Histologically Neir et al 
[5] reported  that the consistent presence of an organised central strip of dense collagen, orientated 
in a parallel alignment and surrounded by loose peripheral collagen fibres was indicative of a separate 
ligamentous structure. They reported distinct and consistent differences in the architecture of a dense 
collagen band and bony insertions. Whilst there was a distinction between the femoral aspect of the 
ALL to the lateral collateral ligament, and with a clear bone-ligament interface, the tibial aspect was 
less clear with no connection between the lateral tibial articular cartilage and an extra-articular 
localisation of the ALL.  
 
This paper is therefore important as it provides further histological evidence of the existence of the 
ALL and further re-enforces the differences between the femoral and tibial attachment, the latter 
remaining elusive to a conventional bone-ligament interface [5]. This opens further questions around 
not only the ALL’s mechanisms of failure but also how it may behave under load and strain when acting 
in synergy with surrounding tissues. However, I think these debates can await for another day. 
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