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SEPTEMBER 1953 
VOL. II No. 6 

TAXON 
Official News Bulletin of the International Association for Plant Taxonomy, Edited and Published for I.A.P.T. 
by the International Bureau for Plant Taxonomy and Nomenclature, 106 Lange Nieuwstraat. Utrecht, Netherlands 

EXPEDIENCY VS. PRIORITY IN NOMENCLATURE 
by 

H. W. RICKTTrr (New York) 

The first chapter of the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature1) consists of 

"general considerations, guiding principles, and definitions." First among these we read that 
"botany cannot make satisfactory progress without a precise system of nomenclature which 
is used by the great majority of botanists in all countries." 

This statement is patently untrue. It is easy to show (and it is shown below) that botanists 
have almost never agreed upon a precise system of nomenclature; certainly not before 1930. 
Between 1867 and 1930 there were times in which four systems of nomenclature competed 
for the acceptance of botanists 2); and even the current rules, which the vast majority of 
botanists are "disposed to accept", have proved anything but precise. Yet those who would 
maintain that during this period botany did not make "satisfactory progress" must 

be, 
hard 

to satisfy. One need only call to mind such names as De Bary, Boysen-Jensen, Burrill, Darwin, 
Goebel, von Sachs, Strasburger, de Vries, Warming; or, if "botany" here means only 
systematic botany, then Ascherson, Bentham, Britton, de Candolle, Engler, Gray, Hegi, 
J. D. Hooker, Komarov... Was the work of these men unsatisfactory? The answer depends, 
of course, on one's expectations. But I doubt whether it would have been of much greater 
value even if a single precise code of nomenclatural rules had prevailed. 

Rules of nomenclature began with Linnaeus; he established the sorts of names which we 
still use. But in deciding between competing names his rules relied chiefly on etymology, 
grammar and propriety. A concept. of nomenclature which we may recognize as more akin 
to our own appeared in 1813 with the publication of Augustin Pyramus de Candolle's 

Thdorie 9ldmentaire de, la botanique. Here the principle of priority is clearly enunciated: 
"que le premier qui d6couvre un etre ou qui l'enregistre dans le catalogue de la nature, a 
le droit de lui donner un nom, et que ce nom doit tre n6cessairement admis, 'a moins qu'il 
n'appartienne dBji A un autre etre ou qu'il ne peche contre les ragles essentielles de la 
nomenclature" (p. 228). The "essential rules" were such matters as the necessity of using 
Latin, of placing the generic name before the specific epithet, of grammatical agreement, 
and of some degree of harmony between names and ."essential character"; in short, the 
Linnaean principles. But the principle of priority was the decisive factor in any conflict, 
"un terme fixe, positif, qui n'admet rien ni d'arbitraire, ni de partial" (p. 250). 

De Candolle was one of the most influential botanists of his day; but, after all, his rules 
of nomenclature were but the pronoucements of one individual, and not all botanists were 

ready to follow them. Moreover, he could not foresee the difficulties of those who came 
after. His son Alphonse Louis Pierre Pyramus de Candolle, writing in 1867, expressed the 

general dismay at the profusion of names applied to plants. Botanists were confronted by 
diversity in points of view on the limits of genera and species, and were seeking for some 

way of fixing names in the midst of an unceasing variation of facts and ideas. Horticulturists 
could no longer find their way in the abundance of new names and accumulated synonyms, 

1) Lanjouw et al. 1952. 
2) cf. Weatherby 1949. 
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a chaos which they had themselves helped to create 3). In this atmosphere of discontent 
it was suggested at the Congress held in London in 1866 that future Congresses do something 
about nomenclature; and the committee on organization of the Paris Congress of 1867 asked 
Alphonse de Candolle to prepare a draft of a code of laws of nomenclature to serve as a 
basis of discussion. The result was the well-known Lois de la nomenclature botanique. 
These established anew the principle of priority, specified the categories of taxonomic 
groups and the kinds of names to be applied to each, and included regulations for the 
retention of names when groups are remodeled and for the citation of authority after names. 

But even these laws did not end all difficulties and uncertainties in naming plants. 
Everyone accepted priority as guiding principle; but how far back should one go in searching 
for the first name? Binomial names began, clearly enough, in 1753; but when did generic 
names begin? The years 1737, 1752, and others (including those of Vergil and Pliny) had 
their champions. And it was all very well to speak of priority of names; what was the name 
of a species? Did the "specific name" (what we now call the specific epithet, the second 
part of the binomial) itself have a separate priority, or did dates only apply to the entire 
binomial? Lively and at times acrid discussion was carried on in the botanical literature 
of the late nineteenth century. Such authorities as Jean Miiller (1874), Alphonse de Candolle 
(1877), Edward Lee Greene (1887), Nathaniel Lord Britton (1888) maintained the rights of 
the earliest epithet, no matter what genus it was published under. Teodoro Caruel (1877), 
on the other hand, Henry Trimen (1878), and William Philip Hiern (1878), with George 
Bentham (1879), Asa Gray (1887), James Britten (1888), and lesser lights admitted only 
complete names - binomials - to considerations of priority; the correct epithet of a species 
was that which was first published under the genus to which it was finally assigned. The 
latter group of botanists continually protested against the creation of unnecessary synonyms 
by the making of new combinations; their opponents pointed out that synonymy was 

chiefly a product of taxonomy, not of nomenclature, and was even a sign of health in the 
science; and why (to quote Britten himself in 1892) should a change of name be more 
confusing for literary reasons than for taxonomic? One side argued for expediency, the use 
of the "accepted" names; the other denounced "convenience" as an entirely unjustifiable 
principle on which to found a scientific nomenclature. The "amenities of discussion" were 
often lost, especially in trans-Atlantic exchanges in which the "eccentricities of the neo- 
American school of nomenclature" were criticized even by those who supported some of the 

principal American tenets (see Britten 1890a, 1890b). 
It was inevitable also that with the remodeling of genera conflict should arise over 

citation of authority. Was one to cite the original author of the binomial even in a new com- 
bination, thus "making him say what he did not say"; or thei author of the combination, 
thus denying proper credit to the man who first distinguished the species? Was the authority 
a bibliographic convenience or an act of homage to a discoverer? Was it a part of the 
name or merely the history of the name? And so on and so on.4) Among the American 
"eccentricities" was the introduction of the parenthetic method of citation which we 
use today. 6) 

Jackson wrote in 1881, "It is the period of transition that is trying; let the original and 
true name be set forth once for all, and difficulties will vanish, but the attempt to uphold 
certainx names because we are used to them must result in ultimate failure..."I But in 1888 
Charles Cardale Babington was still saying that there must be exceptions to priority, and 
excoriating the "botanical rag-collectors" who raked up obscure publications in order to 
attach their names to new binomials. (How modern all this sounds!) Matters came to a 
head in 1891 with the publication of Carl Ernst Otto Kuntze's Revisio generum plantarum. 
He repeated with new vigor the old arguments for rule as against convenience ("dem 
Bequemlichkeitsprincip steht das Ordnungsprincip gegeniiber"), saying that the latter would 
lead to the same state of affairs as that which prevailed before Linnaeus. The so-called 

3) Lois, p. 3, 4. 
4) cf. J. D. Hooker 1872 (p. vii), de Candolle & Cogniaux 1876, Jackson 1881, Britten 1888. 
5) The first use of this device that I can find is in the Britton, Sterns and Poggenberg 

Preliminary catalogue of 1888; but it is reported to have been proposed in a meeting of the 
B.A.A.S. as early as 1842. 
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Kew Rule ("das Bentham'sche Nomenclaturprincip") 6) must, like everything else, be 
abandoned in favor of priority. But besides this he demonstrated that application of the 

principle of priority - strict adherence to the Lois of 1867, he claimed - would result in 
some 30,000 changes in specific names and about 800 in generic names. He proposed also 
a number of modifications in the Candollean rules, intended to make them more precise 
and to provide for situations not therein foreseen. 

In the words of Alphonse de Candolle (1892), many botanists were terrified ("6pouvant&s") 
by the magnitude of the proposed changes, by the consequences of the Law according 
to Kuntze. German botanists, led by Ascherson, Engler, Schumann and Urban, circulated 
their own set of proposals, including a list of 81 generic names to be retained in spite of 

priority-genera of "more than a merely scientific interest, or that are very large." 7) Instead 
of strict adherence to principle, nomenclature was to compromise with convenience; the 81 

exceptions formed an entering wedge of nomenclature according to "expediency". (How 
shocked Engler and his colleagues would have been by the present list of 958 conserved 

generic names - with many more to come!) In 1897 the Berlin group published their own 
set of rules, supplementary to the Candollean, based on the idea that extreme reform was 

impracticable ("der Weg der extremen Reformer in der Nomenclaturfrage nicht weiter 

gangbar ist"); they included what we should now call a recommendation against homonyms, 
the abandonment of generic names not "in general use" 50 years after publication, the 

priority of epithets, and concerned themselves greatly with spelling and capitalization. 
Tautonyms and erroneous names could be corrected.8) In short, "the impulse that led to 
the acknowledgment of the right of priority was only the vivid desire to create a stabile 

[sic] nomenclature. If we see that by the absolute and unlimited observance of the prin- 
ciple we probably gain the contrary of what we intended, we, who have ourselves made 
the rules of priority as a law, have the right to amend the latter." 9 

Briquet -also, in 1894, produced a set of proposals for modification of the Lois, dealing 
with validity of publication, nomina nuda, starting-points, a homonym rule which he said 
was clearly stated in the original rules, and superfluous names ("noms mort-nes"). De Toni 
and Voglino in 1887 pointed out some of the pairs of homonyms which were causing "great 
confusion in scientific studies." 

On the other side - both of the question and of the Atlantic Ocean - a group of 

American botanists had meanwhile issued their so-called "Rochester code". x) This was 

not really a code of nomenclature, but a set of resolutions designed to amend existing rules. 

Priority was announced as the fundamental principle of nomenclature, admitting of no 

exceptions. In determining priority one must begin with 1753. The oldest epithet, under 

any genus, must be maintained. Later homonyms were invalid. Parenthetic authority-citations 
prescribed. The appearance of the Rochester resolutions evoked a number of energetic 
protests by other Americans (often quoted with approval by English writers; see Britten 

1895): Liberty Hyde Bailey, William Gilson Farlow, John Macoun, Thomas Meehan, 

Benjamin Lincoln Robinson, and others - carrying the torch list by Asa Gray ("personally 
I detest the use of a parenthesis and the use of the oldest specific name" 

1t). 
The dissension 

in Europe was faithfully reproduced in the United States. 
The International Congress held at Genua in 1892, for which the Rochester resolutions 

were prepared, took no action on them, although they formed the subject of discussion. 2) 

6) The "Kew Rule" was that rule, already referred to, which admits to consideration 

only a complete binomial. Petroselinum vulgare Lag. would be maintained as the earliest 
name of the species as long as it is held to belong to this genus, in spite of the prior 
existence of Apiunm crispum Mill. for the same species. 

7) Ascherson et al. 1892; Ascherson 1892. 
8) Engler et al. 1897. Many of the more unworkable and uninformed provisions on ortho- 

graphy in the third edition of the International Rules (Briquet 1935) had their origin in this 
German code. 

9) Ascherson et al. 1892. 
10) Fairchild 1892. 
"1) Quoted by Britten in 1895; see also Gray 1887. 
12) See Penzig 1892; Underwood 1892a, 1892b. 
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The Congress did consider and accept the first three Berlin proposals; postponing action, 
however, on the controversial fourth, that concerned with the conservation of certain generic 
names. No action was taken at the Paris Congress of 1900, except to make provision for 
the appointment of a committee to make proposals at the following Congress. 13) The 
session on nomenclaure of 2 October 1900 was marked principally by a vehement defense 
of the 1867 rules by Louis Edouard Bureau; in his opinion they needed little or no mo- 
dification. 14) 

In 1904 a new and much larger committee of American botanists (including almost all 
of the committee of 1892) published an entirely new code of botanical nomenclature, for 
submission to the Congress to be held in Vienna in the following year. This was the so-called 
"Philadelphia code".1) Its proponents felt that no satisfactory result could be obtained 

by the amendment and modification of the old rules of 1867 "for the reasons that their 

arrangement is not philosophical in the light of modem experience and knowledge" and 
that they were vague and did not admit of clear construction. They therefore proposed the 
abandonment of the old laws and the substitution, of the new code. This was based on the 
Rochester resolutions; but its most important feature was the introduction of the concept 
of "nomenclatorial types". 16) 

It was unfortunate that in some respects the code represented the views of a minority 
rather than the practice of the majority of botanists in the United States. For instance, it 
made mandatory the use of "subspecies" instead of "variety"; the principle of 

"priority of position" was included. Such provisions, though of minor importance, 
made the code as a whole unacceptable to most Europeans (as well as many 
Americans) and denied the type concept a fair hearing by itself. The Vienna 

Congress re-enacted the rules of 1867, with important amendments. 7) Nomina generica 
conservanda were established, and a requirement was inserted that descriptions of new 

groups must be in Latin; both provisions were instantly resented in America. However, 
parenthetic citation of authority was recognized, the invalidity of later homonyms was 
established, the "Kew Rule" was finally disqualified. One cannot but be impressed by the 
number of "American eccentricities" that were adopted and the failure of the most 

distinguished names in systematic botany to be on the winning side. But the time was not 
ripe, apparently, for important innovations (acceptance of the type method was postponed 
until 1930). The spirit of compromise ruled; the desire to retain certain well-known names 
was already too strong in many botanists; and sentimental attachment to the phrases of the 
father of botanical nomenclature probably played a part. So the simplicity of strict priority 
was once and for all rejected. 

The preceding brief sketch of the history of botanical nomenclature was written not 

merely to demonstrate the absurdity of a statement in the International Code, but to illustrate 
a trend. During the last century botanists have worked under the influence of two competing 
principles: priority and conservation. According to strict priority and the American code, 

13) Perrot 1900. 
14) The Rochester resolutions were slightly modified by amendment at Madison, Wis- 

consin, in 1893. It is interesting to notice the differences in the two published reports of 
this meeting. In the Botanical Gazette (Coulter et al. 1893) four amendments are listed; 
the meeting is reported under the heading "Proceedings of he Madison Botanical Congress"; 
in the Bulletin of the Torrey Botanical Club (Britton 1893) only three amendments appear, 
under "Proceedings of the Botanical Club, A.A.A.S.". The two reports are quite different; 
each contains material lacking in the other, though both were obviously reports of the 
same meeting. 

15) See Arthur et al. 1904. 
16) The word "type" had been used in the Rochester resolutions, but without its modern 

significance; as it had, indeed, by Rafinesque many years earlier, by Britten in 1886, and 
by Jackson in 1887. De Candolle in 1867 clearly foresaw the need for the type method 
(p. 52, 53), but without providing the solution. 

17) See Briquet 1906. The American code was published in 1907 (Arthur et al.). 
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the earliest published name for a given taxon is (in principle) the right name; if through' 
ignorance we do not use the earliest but a subsequently published name, the earliest is 
still the right name, and must, if and when it is discovered, displace all others. Conservation 
(or, before it attained legality, "expediency") maintains a name which is considered desirable 

regardless of the date of its publication or the existence of other names. During the latter 
half of the nineteenth century there was a growing insistence on, the strict application of 
law in the naming of plants, a growing feeling that anything else was unworthy of the 

dignity of a science. This movement culminated in Kuntze, who not only demanded that 
nomenclature adhere to a principle, but demonstrated what such adherence meant. Many 
welcomed this clarification, and were ready to inaugurate the revolution. Others, however, 
sought to compromise with existing practice by incorporating in their rules numerous 

exceptions to them. Both sides claimed that only thus could stability be attained; neither 
side demonstrated any appreciable gain in stability. Perhaps Jackson and Britton were right 
in saying that after a brief period of confusion there would be no more trouble with names. 

Perhaps, however, in view of the continued activity even in these latter days of those who 

dig in obscure places for neglected names, the name-changing would have endured in- 

definitely - even apart from the manipulations of the systematist. 
It is now too late for revolution. It would be useless to suggest the formulation and 

adoption of a new code based simply on priority. Botanists patched up the old rules in 
1905 just in order to avoid such a revolution (which at that time would have been com- 

paratively bloodless). The American code was jettisoned largely to preserve certain familiar 
names against the rules. The rules were again patched up, to some purpose, in 1930; the 

type method was tacked on, in spite of the antithesis between it and many of the older 
articles. We patched once more in 1950, still trying to eliminate the inherent contradictions 
between the phrases of 1867 and the science of the twentieth century. 18) The lists of 
conserved generic names are still growing, and names of higher rank may now be conserved; 
the pressure to admit specific names to the same treatment is unrelenting. 

What is the conclusion? Is it not evident that naming by rule - i.e. by priority and 
the rules necessary to administer priority - is constantly losing ground to the conservation 
of preferred names? And is it not also clear that the adoption of the type method gives 
conservation a wholly new meaning? A name is no longer defined, as it was for Alphonse 
de Candolle, by a description of a taxonomic group, with all the variation therein contained 
- i.e. by circumscription of a population. For the purposes of nomenclature a name is 
attached to a single specimen, or to a subordinate name which is ultimately connected with 
a single specimen. The name Hydrocotyle ambigua is associated with a certain plant 
collected by John Bradbury on the Mississippi River in 1810 and now preserved in the 

Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia. No rule of priority can disturb that association, 
and no taxonomic manipulation can separate the epithet ambigua from that specimen; no 
conservation is necessary, other than what is already implied in the International Code, to 
maintain that name (or epithet) against all others for that specimen. 

Competition between names arises in three ways: (1) a taxonomist brings two or more 
existing types into the same taxon; (2) he recognizes (or thinks he recognizes) that two or 
more descriptions of taxa, associated with names but not with types, apply to the taxon 
which he is studying; (3) both of the foregoing contingencies arise at once, i.e. types and 

untypified descriptions must compete among themselves and with each other. 
Is it always best to select the prior name, with or without a type, and to designate a 

lectotype or neotype if no holotype is available? History has answered in the negative, at 

18) But, after all these revisions, much of de Candcolle's wording is faithfully preserved. 
His first Article read: "L'histoire naturelle ne peut faire de progres sans un systeme 
r6gulier de nomenclature, qui soit reconnu et employe par l'immense majorite des natura- 
listes de tous les pays." Those who followed him differed only in limiting their remarks 
to botanists. Another Article of the present Code which provokes thought is the fourth: 
"The essential points in nomenclature are: (1) to aim at fixity of names; .... 

" 
This goes 

back not to Alphonse de Candolle but to his father, who wrote in 1813, "Pour qu'une 
nomenclature puisse devenir universelle, il faut qu'elle soit fixe...." (Theorie 6lgmentaire, 
p. 228). In what sense can the names of taxa be "fixed"? 
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least for genera. We prefer to maintain a name in general use against an unknown prior 
name. How should we choose betweeAr names equally meritorious in this respect? Obviously 
it would be advantageous to choose one with a good type over one without a type or with 
a fragmentary or unidentifiable type. But this argument applies to species with ever greater 
force. When Vernonia illinoensis Gleason and Vernonia missurica Rafinesque are united 
(as Palmer and Steyermark thought they should be 19), what do we gain by adopting the 
prior name? Gleason's type is preserved in the Britton Herbarium of the New York 
Botanical Garden; a Rafinesquian fragment labeled Vernonia missurica may possibly exist 
in Paris or elsewhere, but more probably does not; if and when such a specimen does come 
to light, it may be that nomenclatural disposition must again be revised, to the detriment 
of stability. In short, if we could "conserve" the name Vernonia illinoensis over Vernonia 
missurica for as long as these should be applied to the same taxon, a well-typified name 
would be secure against further nomenclatural disturbance - for instance, against the 
discovery of yet another Rafinesquian name possibly applied to the same taxon. 

Such "conservation" mounts in reality to no more than a system of registration of names 
and types, with decisions on the relative status of competing names. Moreover, there is no 
reason to limit such a register to names adopted in spite of priority. All names could be 
registered. 20) (To create such a register would certainly require considerable time and 
clerical work but would not be otherwise impracticable, especially since we now have a 
more active international organization than ever before.) Nuttall's choice of the epithet 
bulbosa from the three epithets available to him for one species (Hydrocotyle ambigua 
Pursh, H. composita Pursh and Sison bulbosum Michx.) was presumably based on priority, 
but perhaps merely) on what he considered the most appropriate; it does not matter; 
registration of the three names, their types, and preference for one of them based 
primarily on typification would stabilize the name as much as any name can be - i.e. until 
some taxonomist decides to merge Erigenia in some other genus or Erigenia bulbosa in 
some other species. 

Under present rules, if I find in a little-used but early publication a forgotten epithet 
bestowed upon a scantily described plant by a traveler who made no collections, I can - 
indeed I must -- adopt this epithet in place of the familiar but later one in current use, 
perhaps transferring it to a different genus and seeing my reward in my name as authority 
for the new combination. If, however, I amn instructed to register the name, making known 
the lack of a type and so disqualifying it for competition with the familiar name, I am less 
likely to join the ranks of nomenclatural trouble-makers. 

To sum up, a trend has been demonstrated away from priority as a decisive factor in the 
selection of names and towards conservation of names preferred on the basis of usage. 
It is here proposed to widen this trend on the foundation of the type method; to include 
satisfactory typification as a basis for choosing among competing names; and to extend 
this method to names in all categories. 

The New York Botanical Garden 
New York 
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ON NOMENCLATURE: THE "TYPE-METHOD" 

by 

LE6N CROIZAT (M6rida) 

(continued from p. 107) 

The very least we may demand of the sponsors of a "Type Method" to be worth its salt 
is that they have clear in mind the concept of type, and prove capable to discriminate 
among its various aspects. In so demanding, we do not press philosophical or legal 
requirements beyond the rational capacity of the average botanist, rather, we beg that 
everybody at least knows what he is talking about, for in the contrary case it is useless to 
discuss. In sum, before patiently tolerating the flag-weaving of those who believe that the 
American Code clarified the concept of type, we should like to ask that the gentlemen sit 
down and ponder, for the contrary is certainly the truth. 

Two concepts of type are known to every practising botanist. When one of their number 
asks a colleague to loan him the type of a certain species knownr to be extant in the latter's 
herbarium, the borrower evidently expects to receive a 'specimen, pressed or preserved in 
usual fashion. By the same token, a botanist may ask a more fortunate friend to send him 
copy of the original description or figure of a species, in the understanding that this description 
or figure substitutes for the specimen that may not be extant for any one of a great many 
reasons. Accordingly, the term type answers in the first place the idea of a tangible essential 
to determine the application of a name, whether specimen, description or figure. 

A second, well known meaning of type is biological. No botanist will fail to understand 
an author writing, e.g., "It is unfortunate that the biological average of Planta vulgaris is 
poorly represented by the specimen in the original publication." Indeed, it may happen 
that the type, description or figure, rests upon an indifferent or somewhat aberrant specimen, 
and that, for instance, a group of forms properly to be understood as a single species and 
heavily pubescent are on the contrary represented in herbarium, or in the library, by an 
original with very little indument. It is manifest that the type-specimen and the biological 
type of the same aggregate may thus be at odds, which, let us notice, speaks well for the 
Briquetian understanding, that only a competent monographer is qualified to work out - 
so far as still possible - a compromis between the two. The original describer of a species 
may indeed know far less about it than his successors, and may thus not be best qualified 
to decide what is to be its type whenever he has open choice among several 

.specimens or collections. 
Finally, a third concept of type exists which, though easily recognizable and oftentimes 

currently recognized, has given rise nonetheless to fundamental errors. To illustrate: 
Euphorbia heterophylla L. is understood by Boissier (in DC. Prodr. 15(2): 72. 1862) to 
consist of four subspecific groups of unspecified rank, namely, genuina, cyatophora, 
graminifolia and minor, identified in succession by Greek letters from alpha to delta. The 
first of these groups, genuina, is the type-subspecies by current understanding, and, as 
such, is necessarily typified by one of the original Linnaean references i.e., Plukenet's or 
Morison's, possibly also Dissertatio Euphorbiarum's. A critical study of the Boissierian 
concept demands in addition a consideration of the specimens and references Boissier 
introduces, such as Lindheimer 696, 697; Moritz 801, etc. It is thus crystal-clear that the 
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