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NOMENCLATURE 

Edited by Dan H. Nicolson (US) 

In defense of Latin for describing new taxa 

Tarciso S. Filgueiras1 

Summary 

Filgueiras, T. S.: In defense of Latin for describing new taxa. - Taxon 46: 747-749. 1997. - ISSN 
0040-0262. 

Latin should remain mandatory for describing new taxa. The optional use of English under the 
proposed BioCode is unacceptable. Whereas the English language is the expression of certain 
living cultures, a certain political and economic system, Latin belongs to no single nation and yet 
it belongs to all. Latin is a patrimony of humanity. 

The Latin used in biology is not a language in the ordinary sense of the word. 
Rather it is an artificial, simplified subset of a very complex language that is used as 
a code for international communication amongst scientists, mainly botanists. The 
obligatory use of Latin in describing new taxa has been recently challenged and there 
is a firm intention to make it optional in the proposed BioCode (Greuter & al., 1996) 
on the grounds that few people know it well, that it is a dying art and that it is a 
difficult language, whose principles are alien to modem thinking. 

In my opinion we should continue to use Latin only, as prescribed in the present 
International code of botanical nomenclature (Greuter & al., 1994). First of all, Latin 
is a "frozen" language, i.e., its grammar will never change. Whereas English, Ger- 
man, Swahili, etc. are still actively evolving, Latin grammar has not changed an iota 
for roughly 2000 years (Stear, 1983). The practical consequence of this fact is that a 
text written by Linnaeus in the 18th Century can be read and understood with the 
same facility or difficulty today as 200 years ago. The same cannot be said of a text 
written at about the same time in English, French or Spanish. The spelling and the 
way the ideas are expressed have changed so drastically as to render entire passages 
unintelligible by the non-specialist. 

The proposed BioCode (Greuter & al., 1996) offers a choice between Latin and 
English to describe new taxa. But why English? Indeed, why English and not Portu- 
guese, Japanese, French, Guarany or Xavante? If grammatical simplicity is a crite- 
rion then Esperanto becomes a likely candidate. Why do all scientists from non- 
English-speaking countries have to learn a foreign language (English) and those from 
the chosen countries do not? The arrogance behind the proposition of English as an 
alternative language to describe new taxa is difficult to accept. 

Reserva Ecol6gica do Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, Caixa Postal 08770, Brasilia, DF 70312- 
970, Brazil. 
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If any modem language is elected as the official language for international com- 
munication at this level then a certain culture, a certain political and economic 
system, and even certain races, will be privileged (no Asiatic or South American 
country for instance has English as the official language, except India). On the other 
hand, if Latin is maintained we would avoid discrimination because botanical Latin 
is not spoken by any modem culture and is not the expression of a dominant culture 
or economic system, as the English language clearly is. Latin, on the contrary, 
belongs to no single nation and yet it belongs to all. Indeed, it has become a patri- 
mony of humanity. Besides there is no guarantee that unforeseeable natural, social or 
economic catastrophes may not affect the present day English-speaking countries, 
jeopardizing their economic and cultural dominance. 

I concede that Latin is not an easy language. Yet linguists inform us that there is no 
easy language (see Collins, 1995). To really learn any language one has to apply oneself. 
Latin is no exception. The argument that few people nowadays know it well is as feeble 
as an argument can be. Until recently few of us knew anything about computers. What 
did we do then? Instead of trying to find an alternative to circumvent the use of com- 
puters we sat down and learnt how to operate them, often painstakingly so, simply 
because computers facilitate the preparation of texts for publication. Those who think 
English is easy have never experienced the trials of learning it as a second language. 
Most students have serious difficulties to master English grammar and syntax. The so 
called "2-3-word" verbs, where the meaning of a sentence may change entirely when 
one changes a single preposition (e.g. get on, get off, get up, get down) are but one 
example. Irregular verbs are another case in point. Examples of grammatical difficulties 
abound in English and could be cited ad nauseam. Yes, English is a difficult language, 
but that did not prevent the authors of the proposed BioCode (Greuter & al., 1996) from 
shamelessly presenting it as an alternative to the rest of the world. 

The bottom line is that all scientific texts should be reviewed prior to publication. 
Even Nobel Prize winners have their texts routinely reviewed by their peers. Latin 
texts should be no exception. The argument that few people know Latin these days is 
not acceptable. We should encourage our students to learn Latin by including this 
subject in post-graduate curricula. Where to find the instructors? Easy, try the lan- 
guage departments of your universities. You will be surprised. Take Brazil as an 
example (Brazil, a developing country of South America, is not notorious for love of 
classical traditions). Several universities in Brazil offer post-graduate courses in 
Latin. Recent literature on this subject is available both in Brazil (Rizzini, 1978; 
R6nai, 1986; Garcia, 1993; Furlan & Bussarello, 1993; R6nai, 1996) and elsewhere 
in South America (Manara, 1989). If one looks in the right places the human re- 
sources and the pertinent literature are available. Young professional Latinists are 
eagerly waiting for an opportunity to make themselves useful to the biological scien- 
tific community. Let us give them jobs! 

By not teaching our students Latin we are not really helping them. On the con- 
trary, if they got rid of Latin for the description of new taxa they still would have to 
deal with it when consulting important taxonomic literature. For the better or worse 
the bulk of the foundations of taxonomic knowledge is in works written in Latin 
only. For those of us who speak Romance languages, this difficulty is less evident. 
After all, "folia verticillata" is certainly much closer to "folhas verticiladas" than to 
"leaves whorled". But even for those who speak Romance languages the basic struc- 
ture of Latin remains a mystery. 
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Zoologists do not fare any better because Latin is no longer required for the 
description of new taxa under their Code (Ride & al., 1985). They too, still have to 
deal with Latin because of their classical taxonomic literature. Last year, when I 
presented a course on Botanical Latin at the Universidade de Brasilia, to my surprise 
several students of mycology and zoology sought permission to enroll, not because 
they wanted to learn how to write Latin descriptions and diagnoses (like botany 
majors) but because they wanted to be able to read and interpret the "old texts" in 
their respective fields of interest. 

A last comment in connection with the use of Latin in the proposed BioCade 
(Greuter & al., 1996). The suggestion to maintain the original spelling of an epithet 
to make things easier for the end-users of scientific names (Passer domestica is the 
example given by McNeill, 1996) is utterly ridiculous and would mean reverting to 
barbaric times. It is the equivalent of teaching those studying English as a second 
language to conjugate "teach" in the past tense as "teached" instead of taught, 
"think" as "thinked" instead of thought simply because irregular verbs might cause 
difficulties. This is clearly unacceptable. The suggestion to use English instead of 
Latin for scientific names (Frodin, 1996) is not even worth commenting, in view of 
the ideas expressed here. 
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