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POINTS OF VIEW 

Edited by V. A. Funk' 

The sacred cow and the plight of taxonomy in the Third World countries 

Mohammad Nazeer Chaudhri2 

We are very grateful to Dr. Kostermans for raising a very important issue. He has, in 
fact, represented the feelings of the taxonomists working in almost all the countries of 
the Third World, especially of Asia and Africa. The botanists in the West simply can- 
not imagine the enormity of the problems and the extent of hardships being faced by 
the students of taxonomy in our parts of the world. The lack of proficiency in the 
Latin language (or even of working knowledge of it) is certainly one of our major 
stumbling blocks, which most of us encounter almost every day. The practical 
unreadability of the Latin keys and descriptions of professor Rechinger's 'Flora 
iranica' (otherwise an excellent piece of work) for the botanists of this region vividly 
portrays the futility of imposing Latin as a means of taxonomic communication for a 
vast majority of taxonomists of the developing countries. However, this issue is inex- 
orably linked with some other matters which are equally responsible for impeding the 
development of plant taxonomy in the Third World countries, and for the solution of 
which I very earnestly solicit the active help and assistance of all plant scientists of the 
world. 

Of these, next to Latin deficiency is the shabby condition of the herbaria in these 
countries, particularly in those for which floras have been compiled in the western 
world. It is indeed ironic to note that floras have been written of a number of countries 
or regions in which the herbaria are still in an embryonic stage. Of course, the local 
authorities and the policy makers cannot be absolved of their responsibilities in this 
regard (the basic sciences are undoubtedly placed very low in their priorities), but, I 
believe, the situation could have been rendered relatively less discomforting had the 
taxonomists tried to help develop herbaria in the developing countries rather than 
concentrating on the compilation of floras in the western centers of taxonomy. It may 
seem incredible to many to learn that even today there are some western taxonomists 
(wielding enormous influence in various ways through their remote-controlled 
methods) who do not allow our local students to take up revisionary works on a 
regional basis. 

Yet another problem that galls our students every now and then is the absence of a 
photographic type register for our type specimens, invariably located in the western 
herbaria, which are practically inaccessible to most of the taxonomists in this part of 
the world who do not have funds (in hard currencies) to subscribe to the IAPT (or to 
'Taxon'), not to speak of embarking on a foreign journey to Europe or the USA. 

I Department of Botany, NHB-166, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20560, USA. 
2 The Herbarium, Department of Biological Sciences, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad, Pakistan. 
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The picture is not all that gloomy, though. Our new generation of taxonomists is 
working with zeal and enthusiasm, even with their limited means, to establish their 
herbarium collections and libraries, develop data bases, prepare check-lists of their 
endangered taxa, and compile photographic registers for their type specimens. But 
their efforts and endeavors have to be materially supported and encouraged by the 
international taxonomic community. Let us all, therefore, declare the nineties as the 
decade for the development of taxonomy in the Third World. I very earnestly hope a 
special session will be devoted to this topic in the next Botanical Congress scheduled to 
be held in Japan in 1993. 

The taxonomy in most of the Third World countries, as Dr. Kostermans has very 
rightly pointed out, is still in a stage of infancy, and if at all this important discipline 
has to be nurtured and developed in these countries, then obviously the sacred cow 
will have to be sacrificed at its altar and be replaced with the English language which is 
understood by more than two-thirds of the world population. 
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