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Introduction
The human body is a marvel of complex systems working in 
perfect harmony. One such system is the respiratory system, 
responsible for the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide to 
sustain life. At the core of this system lies the pharynx, a crucial 
structure that serves as a gateway for both air and food. In this 
article, we will delve into the intricacies of the pharynx, exploring 
its anatomy, functions, and significance in our everyday lives [1].

Anatomy of the pharynx
The pharynx is a muscular tube situated in the throat, extending 
from the base of the skull to the level of the sixth cervical 
vertebra. It is approximately 12 to 14 centimeters in length, 
and its diameter varies depending on the region. The pharynx 
is divided into three regions: the nasopharynx, oropharynx, 
and laryngopharynx.

Nasopharynx: The nasopharynx is the uppermost part of 
the pharynx, positioned behind the nasal cavity. It serves as 
a pathway for air, connecting the nasal cavity to the rest of 
the respiratory system. The nasopharynx also contains the 
adenoids, a collection of lymphoid tissue that plays a role in 
immune function. Oropharynx: Located behind the oral cavity, 
the oropharynx acts as a common passageway for both air and 
food. It is the region where the pathways of the respiratory 
and digestive systems intersect. The tonsils, which are part of 
the body's defense mechanism against pathogens, are found in 
the oropharynx. Laryngopharynx: The laryngopharynx is the 
lowest part of the pharynx, positioned behind the larynx and 
extending to the esophagus. This region serves as a pathway 
for food and connects the pharynx to the digestive system [2].

Functions of the pharynx
The pharynx plays a vital role in two essential functions of the 
human body: respiration and digestion. Respiration: During 
inhalation, air passes through the nasal cavity or mouth, enters 
the pharynx, and travels down to the lower respiratory tract. 
The pharynx serves as a conduit, ensuring the smooth flow of 
air to the trachea and eventually the lungs. The muscles of the 
pharynx contract and relax to facilitate breathing, allowing the 
passage of air while preventing food or liquid from entering 
the respiratory system. Digestion: The pharynx is involved 
in the initial stages of digestion. After we chew and swallow 
food, it passes through the oropharynx and laryngopharynx to 
reach the esophagus. The muscles in the pharynx help propel 
the food bolus downwards through peristaltic contractions, 

facilitating its entry into the esophagus and initiating the 
digestive process [3].

Significance in everyday life
The pharynx's functions are integral to our everyday lives, 
ensuring our survival and well-being in numerous ways. 
Speech and Communication: The pharynx is essential for 
speech production. The movements of its muscles, along 
with the vocal cords and oral articulators, help shape sounds 
and produce speech. Without the pharynx, the ability to 
communicate through spoken language would be greatly 
impaired. Protection Against Aspiration: The pharynx acts 
as a safeguard against the aspiration of food or liquids into 
the respiratory system. The epiglottis, a flap-like structure 
in the laryngopharynx, prevents the entry of swallowed 
material into the trachea. This protective mechanism prevents 
choking and respiratory complications. Immune Function: 
The adenoids and tonsils, located in the nasopharynx and 
oropharynx respectively, are crucial components of the body's 
immune system. They help trap and filter harmful pathogens, 
preventing them from entering further into the body [4].

Common disorders and conditions

Several disorders can affect the pharynx, leading to 
difficulties in breathing, swallowing, and speaking. Some 
common conditions include: Pharyngitis: Pharyngitis refers 
to the inflammation of the pharynx, often caused by viral or 
bacterial infections. Symptoms include sore throat, difficulty 
swallowing, and hoarseness. Tonsillitis: Tonsillitis is the 
inflammation of the tonsils, typically caused by viral or 
bacterial infections. It can result in a sore throat, difficulty 
swallowing, and enlarged tonsils. Pharyngeal Cancer: 
Although relatively rare, cancer can develop in the tissues of 
the pharynx. Symptoms may include persistent sore throat, 
difficulty swallowing, and changes in voice [5].

Conclusion
The pharynx is a remarkable structure that serves as a crucial 
gateway for air and food. Its intricate anatomy and coordinated 
muscular movements enable us to breathe, speak, and consume 
food. Understanding the functions and significance of the 
pharynx enhances our appreciation for the intricate balance 
within the human body. By recognizing the common disorders 
and conditions that affect the pharynx, we can appreciate the 
importance of maintaining its health and seek appropriate 
medical attention when necessary.

*Correspondence to: William Hardie, Department of Cardiothoracic Surgery, Wythenshawe Hospital, Manchester, UK. E-mail: williamhardie@hotmail.com 

Received: 02-May-2023, Manuscript No. AAJCRM-23-108358; Editor assigned: 04-May-2023, PreQC No. AAJCRM-23-108358(PQ); Reviewed: 18-May-2023, QC No. 
AAJCRM-23-108358; Revised: 20-May-2023, Manuscript No. AAJCRM-23-108358(R); Published: 26-May-2023, DOI: 10.35841/aajcrm-7.3.147       

https://www.alliedacademies.org/journal-clinical-respiratory-medicine/


2J Clin Resp Med 2023 Volume 7 Issue 3

Citation: Hardie W. Understanding the pharynx: An essential gateway in human anatomy. J Clin Resp Med. 2023;7(3):147

References
1. Dobran M, Gladi M, Mancini F, et al. Rare case of 

anterior cervical discectomy and fusion complication 
in a patient with Zenker’s diverticulum. BMJ Case Rep. 
2018;11(1):e226022.

2. Hammond CS, Davenport PW, Hutchison A, et al. Motor 
innervation of the cricopharyngeus muscle by the recurrent 
laryngeal nerve. J Appl Physiol. 1997;83(1):89-94. 

3. Kim JH, Lee SK, Hong JH, et al. Retropharyngeal 

granulation: delayed complication of anterior cervical 
diskectomy and fusion in C2–3. World Neurosurg. 
2019;125:87-92.

4. Matsuzaki H, Paskhover B, Sasaki CT. Contribution of the 
pharyngeal plexus to vocal cord adduction. Laryngoscope. 
2014;124(2):516-21.  

5. Mu L, Sanders I. Sensory nerve supply of the human 
oro‐and laryngopharynx: a preliminary study. Anat Rec. 
2000;258(4):406-20.

https://casereports.bmj.com/content/11/1/e226022.abstract
https://casereports.bmj.com/content/11/1/e226022.abstract
https://casereports.bmj.com/content/11/1/e226022.abstract
https://journals.physiology.org/doi/abs/10.1152/jappl.1997.83.1.89
https://journals.physiology.org/doi/abs/10.1152/jappl.1997.83.1.89
https://journals.physiology.org/doi/abs/10.1152/jappl.1997.83.1.89
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1878875019302566
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1878875019302566
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1878875019302566
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/lary.24345
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/lary.24345
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/(SICI)1097-0185(20000401)258:4%3C406::AID-AR9%3E3.0.CO;2-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/(SICI)1097-0185(20000401)258:4%3C406::AID-AR9%3E3.0.CO;2-5

