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TAXON 39(2): 234-235. MAY 1990 

PLEA TO KILL A HOLY COW 

A. J. G. H. Kostermans' 

Why do we use Latin for diagnoses of newly discovered plants and have made this compulsory? 

1. If taxonomists use their own language for describing new entities, the greater part of their 
colleagues will be unable to understand them. However, I doubt whether this is a valid reason. Of 
late I have had to deal with Chinese taxonomic literature. New taxa are provided with a short Latin 
diagnosis, but the bulk of the description and the all-important discussion is written in Chinese. I 
cannot read the collector's names, nor the localities. Chinese authors think-like me-that the com- 
pulsory Latin diagnosis is a nuisance. 

2. Taxonomists will be at each other's throats, deciding what language should eventually replace 
Latin. This argument, however, does not hold true any more. In taxonomic literature, papers in local 
languages are diminishing, although in under-developed countries the use of local languages may be 
advocated for political reasons, with the result that such papers do not reach the scientific forum 
(perhaps better so, as their quality is usually below par and some are written in a local language on 
purpose to prevent them to be read abroad to preclude criticism), but there is a general trend to publish 
reasonably good papers in English (or some other Congress language). 

The problem is now, are we in a situation to make English, the most favourable and certainly the 
most dominant language of scientific papers, compulsory? I personally think, that this will give no 
trouble, but will take time. 

At the time of Linnaeus, professors lectured in Latin and it was believed, that academic standing 
could only be achieved and maintained by writing and speaking in Latin. This pomposity has changed 
now, but not completely. There are hardly any papers now published in Latin and those that are have 
been composed by persons who still believe that Latin improves the scientific value of their work. 

But time has brought already changes in the direction for the abolishment of Latin. In the Roman 
Catholic Church the Latin liturgy has been changed into a vernacular one, but again there are still 
people that believe that in this way some of the holiness of the text had disappeared, a parallel of the 
belief, that science is improved by Latin. 

In Zoology, compulsory Latin diagnoses have already disappeared. And even in taxonomical no- 
menclature, a shift is visible, as English takes priority over all other languages. 

There has always been a desire to have a single worldwide language to replace the Babylonic confusion 
of languages and ... Esperanto was created. It did not work, because it was too artificial, too unnatural. 

Now we are in a situation that English, which acquired its dominance naturally, is available, although 
English has the enormous disadvantage of its non-phonetic written language and some very difficult 
diphthongs (like th). 

Replacing languages by other languages is not new. There are scores of examples and in my country 
Indonesia hundreds of languages will disappear (there are ca. 200 real languages in this country) to 
be replaced by the Indonesian language (itself artificial). 

Opposition to abolishing Latin in taxonomy, will come mostly from the Old Guard, which still 
considers Latin a superior language for science and thus by itself raising the standard of science. This, 
of course, is nonsense and makes our science ridiculous in the eyes of the practical world. 

Let us now look at the disadvantages of keeping Latin. 
Most taxonomists do not read or write Latin any more and are for their compulsory diagnoses 

dependent on a few Latinists (or what happens more and more: produce language-faulty diagnoses, 
which, nonetheless, are good enough to be understood). Many consider the Latin texts as evil or 
antiquated; the actual description is presented in a modern language, like the discussion and the Latin 
one is made as short (and hence insignificant) as possible. 

An enormous drawback is also the squandered time in solving grammatical puzzles, like gender. 
What does it matter whether a specific name ends in um or a? 

Without Latin this trouble could be completely eliminated and time better used for collecting and 
describing the quickly dwindling world of living things. 

Herbarium Bogoriense, J1. Juanda 22-24, Bogor, Indonesia. 
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Taxonomy has a bad name, is not considered a science. One has tried to have it look more scientific 
by creating phylogeny, cladistics, numerical taxonomy, and the like. 

Forgotten is that, although Europe and the U.S.A. are practically finished with taxonomy, the 
situation in the tropics is completely different. Here we are at the zero-stage: making an inventory 
which, especially now, is extremely urgent. We should try to collect everything that is collectable and 
describe it, in order to make phylogeny, palaeontology, etc., less speculative than it is now. 

Concluding I should say, that the time has come, to modernize our Rules by getting rid of Latin 
diagnoses. Latin names should of course remain; they are generally accepted, also by applied botanists, 
horticulturists, etc., but grammatical puzzles in orthography could be considerably simplified. 

Objection will come from those old timers (and some new timers) who believe that Latin enhances 
the scientific image and by those, for whom taxonomy or collecting became too difficult and have 
disappeared in the realm of judiciary problems in a Rule system, that they themselves created. 
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