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Latin, the Renaissance lingua franca, and English, the 20th century language of 
science: their role in biotaxonomy 

J. McNeill' 

Summary 

McNeill, J.: Latin, the Renaissance lingua franca, and English, the 20th century language of 
science: their role in biotaxonomy. - Taxon 46: 751-757. 1997. - ISSN 0040-0262. 

In response to the plea by Filgueiras that Latin diagnoses remain mandatory for the establishment 
of names of new taxa, and to his protest against the use of English as an alternative to Latin, 
foreseen in the Draft BioCode, the role of these two languages in biotaxonomic descriptions is 
discussed. It is pointed out that the origin of the existing requirement for Latin diagnoses of new 
taxa under the botanical Code is based not on Latin being a neutral language, or a simple 
language, but on the fact that it was the language of scholarship in the 18th century, at the point of 
origin of modem biological nomenclature. Likewise the suggestion that a BioCode should permit 
English diagnoses is not a matter of linguistic chauvinism but a simple reflection of the reality that 
English is the dominant language of science as we enter the 21st century. 

Introduction 

The Draft BioCode (Greuter & al., 1996; Hawksworth & al., 1996) specifies (Art. 
8.2) that "in order to be established, a name of a new taxon must be accompanied by 
a Latin or English description or diagnosis, or by full and direct reference to a 
previously published Latin or English description or diagnosis...". Filgueiras (1997) 
supports the mandatory use of Latin for describing new taxa and claims that "the 
optional use of English under the new BioCode is unacceptable". As one involved in 
developing the Draft BioCode, but, more particularly, as the lead author of the first 
formal attempt (McNeill & al., 1986) to change the requirement for Latin diagnoses 
of new taxa under the International code of botanical nomenclature since its adop- 
tion, effective 1 January 1935, in the Cambridge Rules (Briquet, 1935), the first truly 
international botanical Code, I have given some thought to the use of Latin and 
English in biotaxonomy. 

Arguments for mandatory Latin 

Filgueiras's arguments for wanting the BioCode to require Latin diagnoses for the 
establishment (valid publication in "botspeak"; availability in "zoospeak", cf. 
McNeill, 1997: 21) of new [presumably non-fossil botanical?] taxa can be considered 
to fall under three headings, two of which have previously been widely advanced, 
and are discussed, and to some degree rebutted, in McNeill & al. (1986). These two, 
numbered as "concerns" 4 and 5 in McNeill & al. (1986: 881), are, respectively, the 
need for taxonomists to read Latin in order to understand the literature of the past, no 
matter what language requirements may exist for establishment of new taxa; and the 
fact that, by permitting English (or any modem language) to be an official language 
for international communication, one gives native speakers of that language a privi- 
lege that others lack. 
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The first of these concerns is undoubtedly well founded, although it will likely be less 
so when the BioCode is operational (see below); but, in any case, it is not the strong 
argument for maintaining mandatory Latin diagnoses that Filgueiras claims it to be. The 
paper by McNeill & al. (1986) was written while I was a professor in one of Canada's 
few truly bilingual Universities, the University of Ottawa/Universitd d'Ottawa; all its 
professors were (and are) required to be bilingual, but our contracts spelled out two very 
different kinds of bilingualism: "passive", in which only an understanding of the other 
language was required, not an ability to speak or write it, and "active" in which there 
was a commitment to teach in both languages. The difference, for me, between under- 
standing a student's question in French (and answering it in English), and giving a course 
in, say, Taxonomie vegetale, is so profound as to have been a matter of employability by 
the University. The difference may be less profound "between reading descriptions in, 
say, de Candolle's Prodromus and writing one's own descriptions (or even diagnoses) of 
new taxa" (to quote from our 1986 paper), but, even with the wonderful aid of Steam's 
(1966, 1992) Botanical Latin, constructing grammatically correct and lucid Latin de- 
scriptions is still a challenge of a different magnitude from reading descriptions. 

The second of Filgueiras's two arguments was well summarized by one of our 
1986 correspondents in the remark that, with mandatory Latin, "all botanists are at an 
equal disadvantage". As I discuss below, I find it extraordinary that anyone can see 
any virtue in creating unnecessary and time-consuming obstacles to modern biotaxo- 
nomic scientists communicating their research findings, but, more seriously, as 
authors such as Kostermans (1990) and Chaudhri (1991, 1992) have pointed out, the 
Latin requirement places many Third World scientists at a particular disadvantage. 

Filgueiras has, however, introduced one new argument in favour of retaining 
mandatory Latin for establishing names of new taxa. It is an interesting argument in 
that it claims that "The Latin used in biology is not a language in the ordinary sense 
of the word" and, unlike any moder language, biological Latin is a "'frozen' language", 
and has remained and will remain exactly as used by the earliest taxonomists whose 
works are relevant today, e.g. Linnaeus in 1753. This implies that Latin, or at least 
biological Latin, is not a "language" like English, French or Portuguese, but rather a 
codified set of rules, into which we substitute the "descriptors" of the organisms 
being described as new, rather as we might substitute the actual values of an observa- 
tion into a mathematical equation. This is an interesting concept, and, if it were true, 
might conceivably have some appeal, although, alas, it is all too reminiscent of 
Barneby's (1990) insightful criticism of the mandatory Latin requirement. Barneby 
noted that "in practice the Latin diagnosis as published today is often so barbaric in 
form as to be devoid of meaning, being syntactically and grammatically inscrutable, 
and only to be deciphered by back-translation into the speech of its composer, its 
function having dwindled to that of a spell or incantation, as likely to conceal as to 
impart information". Would not intelligently written descriptions in a language 
understood by most scientists be more informative? 

But is Filgueiras's claim about the Latin language true? A cursory examination of 
Steam's (1966, 1992) Botanical Latin suggests that this is not the case. Steam (1966: 
34-35) draws attention to the change in usage of descriptive terms such as lanceo- 
latus and oblongus since Linnaeus wrote in the 18th century, and makes clear (I.c.: 
8-13) that, far from being unchanged for "roughly 2000 years", botanical Latin 
evolved from medieval Latin (itself a derivation of classical Latin) in the 18th cen- 
tury, and, in fact, has continued to evolve. 
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While some of this evolution has been of the undesirable sort to which Barneby 
(1990) referred, not all has. This is most evident in the near universality of use, in 
20th century botanical Latin, of the nominative case without verbs for descriptions of 
taxa - with, of course, comparatives in the ablative (e.g. petala calyce longiora), and 
occasionally also still with ablative dependants (e.g. corolla rosea, petalis quaternis) 
- whereas in earlier centuries an entirely ablative construction was commonly 
preferred, e.g. by Boissier (1867-1888). The distinction is to be seen in J. G. 
Agardh's description of Nitophyllum berggrenianum (Delesseriaceae), quoted as an 
example of an algal species description by Steam (1966: 166-167, 1992: 164-165). 
Agardh, writing in 1876, has three paragraphs: the first is in the ablative, the second 
comprises nominative phrases without verbs (though with regular subordinate 
clauses in the ablative), while the third is written in regular classical Latin prose, with 
transitive verbs and the nouns and adjectives in their appropriate grammatical case. 

The use of nominative phrases with their characteristic punctuation (cf. Steam, 
1966, 1992: chapter 15), rather than classical Latin constructions with their extensive 
use of the ablative and different, more limited, punctuation, facilitates ease of inter- 
pretation by modern botanists and allows clearer presentation of descriptive compari- 
sons than would be possible with, for example, the ablative of classical Latin, even in 
cases less extreme than the problem alluded to by Steam (1966: 199, 1992: 194) of 
reading Prain's 180-word diagnoses written in the ablative and classically free of 
punctuation. The evolution away from the ablative that was often favoured by 19th 
century botanists is borne out by the fact that, of the more than 50 examples of good 
Latin descriptions given by Steam (1966, 1992: chapter 14), mostly from the mid 
20th century, only four are not presented entirely as a succession of phrases in the 
nominative, without verbs, and three of these four are among Steam's few examples 
from the 19th century and very early 20th century. 

Reasons for permitting English descriptions or diagnoses 

Although I have commented on some of the specific points that Filgueiras makes 
in his paper, I believe the issue is more fundamental: Filgueiras does not appear to 
appreciate the basic reason for the original use of Latin for publications in biological 
systematics that were intended for an international audience, nor the background to 
the suggestion to require either Latin or English for establishment of new names 
under the BioCode. It is not because Latin is a neutral language, nor indeed a simple 
language, that it was adopted in the botanical Code, nor is it through any sense of 
linguistic "arrogance" that English is being added in the BioCode. 

Quite simply, the international language of learning, and hence of science, from 
the 15th to 18th centuries, and well into the 19th, was Latin. To be an internationally 
recognized scientist in that period demanded fluency in Latin (cf. Steam, 1987). Like 
it or not, in the mid to late 20th century the language of science is English; today to 
be an internationally recognized scientist in any field demands a fluency in English. 
Why should a biological scientist, whether Chinese, Indonesian, Portuguese, or Rus- 
sian, having mastered English as part of his or her scientific training, be required to 
achieve fluency in another, and scarcely used, language for one particular scientific 
endeavour. It seems to smack of a desire to make taxonomy more esoteric and less 
obviously relevant to the rest of contemporary science - a dangerous attitude. This 
point has been made most poignantly by authors working in what is commonly called 

753 



TAXON 46 - NOVEMBER 1997 

the "Third World". Kostermans (1990), writing from Bogor, Indonesia, pleads to 
make English "compulsory", saying that without Latin, "the squandered time in 
solving grammatical puzzles" could be "better used for collecting and describing the 
quickly dwindling world of living things". Although not all agree (e.g. Kabuye, 
1990), and although Steam's Botanical Latin has been translated into Chinese and 
Japanese, very many do, and Chaudhri (1991, 1992) appealed to botanists to recon- 
sider the matter, and try "to understand our difficulties and help the cause of taxo- 
nomy in the Third World". In resubmitting to the Tokyo Congress the proposal made 
by McNeill & al. (1986) to the Berlin Congress, Chaudhri (1992) noted that the 
English language has not only the advantage of being widely understood but "can be 
more easily translated into other languages than [can] Latin". In other words, far 
from botanists being at an "equal disadvantage" in using Latin, those whose native 
language is not to some degree rooted in Latin (and even English is well rooted in 
Latin!) are at an even greater disadvantage. 

In this context, it is worth noting that the proposal by McNeill & al. (1986), to 
permit English as an alternative to Latin for validation under the botanical Code, was 
first stimulated by the observation that the Second Circular for the International 
Botanical Congress held in Berlin, Germany in 1987 stated: "The working language 
at the Congress will be English. No simultaneous translation service will be pro- 
vided." This statement, concerning a Congress organized in a non English-speaking 
country, reflected the realities of research activity in the plant sciences in the 1980s. 
Filgueiras raises the possibility that "unforeseeable natural, social or economic cata- 
strophes" may jeopardize the dominance of English. He is perfectly correct. It may 
well be that another language will be the dominant language of science as the world 
enters the 22nd century; that would be the time to add it and perhaps abandon 
English (and, who knows, Latin). 

The International Committee for Bionomenclature had no doubts that, if taxonomy 
is to be regarded as a serious scientific endeavour, it is essential, as we enter the 21st 
century, to permit the use of English for the establishment of new taxa. A much more 
relevant question is whether any other languages (including Latin!) should also be 
permitted, or indeed whether there should be any restraint on the language of descrip- 
tion of new taxa. 

Currently, only the botanical Code has a mandatory requirement for Latin - and that 
only for non-fossil plants and fungi. (Names of new taxa of fossil plants, previously 
established by means of a description in any language, follow, since 1 January 1995, the 
same rule as proposed in the BioCode, namely a diagnosis in either Latin or English.) 
Under the zoological Code, the description may be in any language (Ride & al., 
1985: Art. 13 (a)(i)); likewise, taxa of bacteria can, in theory, be described in any 
language (Lapage & al., 1992: Rule 25a & Rec. 25a), but, in practice, as all new 
names must appear in the International Journal of Systematic Bacteriology, the vast 
majority of new taxa of bacteria are described in English (see McNeill, 1997, for 
comparison of the Codes in this and other respects). 

Absent other determining criteria, the Draft BioCode tends to seek compromise 
between the usages of the existing Codes. The Committee looked at the possibilities. 
It accepted the predominance of English, but concluded that any attempt to go further 
and recognize a restricted list of so-called "major languages" would be fraught with 
difficulty, given the problems of assessing these and the reality that, in the world as a 
whole, languages such as Chinese, Hindi, Russian, Arabic and Bengali have many 
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more speakers than any of the languages using the Roman script, with the exception 
of English and Spanish (Famighetti, 1995: 642; Crystal, 1987: 287). 

For the BioCode, there is, of course, one important criterion. The BioCode is a 
Code for the future, not for the past. Speaking personally, and not necessarily for all 
the members of the International Committee on Bionomenclature, I believe adoption 
of the BioCode is essential, so that it will be ready for use in those groups, and only 
in those groups, in which it is possible to emulate the excellent bacteriological 
example (cf. Sneath, 1992) of establishing a new starting date. Presumably this will 
be through adoption of something along the lines of names in current use (NCU; 
Hawksworth & Greuter, 1989; Greuter, 1991, 1993), as, for example, was achieved, 
albeit indirectly, at the Tokyo International Botanical Congress in 1993 for the Tri- 
chocomaceae, comprising the genera Aspergillus and Penicillium (cf. Greuter & 
McNeill, 1994: x; Greuter & al., 1994: 235-237). 

This being the case, users of the BioCode will largely escape the need to compre- 
hend the descriptions of authors of the distant past, often written in Latin. Like most 
moder scientists, they will generally only be concerned with contemporary and 
relatively recent literature; they will rarely need to read Latin, so why should they 
write it? Indeed, for the BioCode, the logical choice is between permitting descrip- 
tions in any language and restricting them to the one dominant language of interna- 
tional science, currently English. In truth, the option of permitting Latin for descrip- 
tions of new taxa under the BioCode is anachronistic and a little illogical! Why then 
is it proposed that Latin be permitted as well as English? Partly for the reasons of 
compromise referred to above - the Nomenclature Section of the last International 
Botanical Congress has resolutely determined to maintain the Latin requirement in 
the botanical Code but has approved the use of English or Latin for new names of 
fossil plants (cf. Greuter & al., 1994: 160-164) - and partly because retaining Latin, 
the scientific lingua franca of an earlier era, does a little to mitigate against the charge 
of "linguistic imperialism", to which I personally and most anglophone botanists are 
very sensitive, i.e. the "concern" number 5, discussed by McNeill & al. (1986). 
Filgueiras, and others who might genuinely resent the obligation to prepare diagnoses 
of new taxa in English, would retain the option of preparing them in Latin. Modernity 
and logic are not the only criteria; even in science, there is still some place for emotion! 

The form of scientific names of organisms 

At the end of his paper Filgueiras addresses a rather different matter, that of the 
Latin form of scientific names of organisms. This refers to a proposal that was 
widely canvassed in the current revision of the International code of zoological 
nomenclature, but ultimately rejected, namely that of abandoning the need for the 
inflection of epithets to agree in gender with the nouns they qualify. Taking a botani- 
cal example, when Panicum glaucum is transferred to the genus Setaria, a feminine 
noun in Latin, the resultant combination would be "Setaria glaucum ", retaining the 
original neuter termination -um, and not the grammatically (and botanically) correct, 
Setaria glauca. I completely agree that this would be "barbaric". The issue is dis- 
cussed further in McNeill (1997: 23) and is primarily a matter of whether or not the 
Codes maintain scientific names as "Latin or treated as Latin", as all currently do. If 
so, Latin grammar should apply; if not, then it must be made clear how scientific 
names are to be formed: entirely arbitrarily, or, as with virus-nomenclature (Murphy 
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& al., 1995), with specific rules of construction (for suggestions in the context of the 
BioCode, see Greuter, 1997) - and in the case of viruses with a Latin form for genera 
and higher ranks and an English form for species, but repetition of the generic name 
prohibited, hence no binomials! 
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