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Botanical Latin, quo vadis? 

Per M. J0rgensen' 

Introduction 

The Draft BioCode (Greuter & al., 1996) proposes to permit English as an alter- 
native to Latin when establishing a name for a new taxon, mostly as a compromise, I 
believe, to facilitate merging the botanical and zoological traditions smoothly. Nev- 
ertheless this has initiated a new discussion on the old theme: is not the time ripe for 
a change from the antiquated Latin, which few of us know, to a language most of us 
understand and communicate in: English. There is little to add to Filgueiras' (1997) 
and McNeill's (1997) arguments, but both miss an important point about the Latin 

diagnosis, and entangle themselves in philological discussions which are sensitive 
and not clearcut matters, wherein I partly disagree with them. The Latin diagnosis is 

part of a formal, nomenclatural system developed by Linnaeus and maintained from 
his times. Changing from Latin to English implies much more than simply finding 
another, more easily understandable language. 

What is a diagnosis? 
The Latin diagnosis is closely linked to the Linnaean shaping of binary nomen- 

clature (Steam, 1957: 69-70). Linnaeus characterised each species in Species plan- 
tarum (1753) by a diagnostic phrase, as had many authors before him, but he 
realised that this was rather inconvenient in daily use and therefore invented a catch- 
word (called nomen triviale), now known as the epithet, which he added in the mar- 

gin. He often added a fuller description of the plant underneath and discussed differ- 
ences with similar species. Thus the formal basis for the epithet was the diagnosis 
which Linnaeus developed to perfection. He claimed (Linnaeus, 1737: 288) that a 

diagnostic phrase-name should not exceed 12 words which "can distinguish this 

species from others speedily, safely and pleasantly" (translation from Steam, 1957). 
This diagnosis was the basis for his specific epithet, and one might say that it mainly 
had nomenclatural purposes as it served as the equivalent of a type specimen (a 
concept developed much later, when it was realised that even the most exact diagno- 
sis might lead to misunderstandings and confusion). 

These days, unfortunately, the distinction between the diagnosis and the descrip- 
tion is not fully understood, and many contemporary taxonomists mistakenly have 
their detailed English descriptions translated into Latin, to fulfil the requirements of 
the Code. No wonder that the writing of diagnoses is regarded as unnecessary, diffi- 
cult and cumbersome! My message is: follow the Linnaean example, make the diag- 
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nosis as short and pertinent as possible, and use the printing space for the more de- 
tailed descriptions and discussions. 

The main question is not which language one should allow in the diagnosis, but 
whether this formal, nomenclatural exercise is still needed. Now that we have estab- 
lished a type system, the diagnosis may appear not to be as necessary as before. 
However, I still believe we need it, for practical reasons, in order to be able to un- 
derstand which plant is treated (types may disappear or be unavailable!), and it is a 
good thing to have a standard for a descriptive diagnosis. It also gives the publishing 
author more freedom in choosing the language he prefers for the accompanying 
description. 

Some philological aspects 
I agree with Filgueiras' (1997) view of Latin as a more stable, more precise lan- 

guage than English. McNeill's attempt to prove the contrary suffers from several 
misconceptions. The development of botanical Latin in diagnoses mostly concerns 
style and syntax, not the vocabulary and certainly not the grammar, unlike English 
which erodes and changes by daily use in all parts of the world. 

The problem with English in nomenclatural matters is obvious even in the preface 
to the Tokyo Code (Greuter & al., 1994), which states that it is written "in English 
(British, rather than American)", - and what about all the other variants: Australian, 
South African, and pidgin English, to mention a few. 

As someone with a minority language as his mother tongue, I am flattered by 
McNeill's belief in our ability to write correct English. I am afraid that he is over- 
estimating us. My experience as editor and referee is the opposite of his. In a recent 
paper from South America, I had no difficulty in understanding the diagnosis, in 
spite of several grammatical mistakes, while the English description and discussion 
made no sense to me. This clearly supports Filgueiras' view that Latin is better 
suited than English for those Third World countries where the Romance languages 
are in use, so the oft repeated argument about Latin diagnoses as a curse for Third 
World taxonomists is at most an oversimplification. I believe it has been more diffi- 
cult for me than for botanists in, for example, Brazil to learn Latin, though I have 
had the benefit of excellent teachers and textbooks. Of course colleagues speaking 
Arabic, Cantonese, Hebrew, Hindi, Japanese, etc. have greater difficulties with 
Latin, as indeed they have with English or other European languages. 

The lingua franca of the world, also that of science, is changing according to po- 
litical and economic power. At the end of last century German was dominating, 
though French had, and to some extent still has, this position in diplomacy. I am not 
certain that English is the scientific language for the next century, as claimed by 
McNeill in the title of his paper. Above all it appears nothing less than short-sighted 
to base a formal requirement on something as changeable as the most widely used 
language rather then on a foundation as stable as Latin. With a change to English, I 
foresee endless attempts to change to yet another language, by some regarded, 
rightly or wrongly, to be the scientific language of the day. 
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Conclusion 

Consequently I will warn against allowing English diagnoses. If the proposal 
should pass, someone must write a book called Botanical English to avoid the re- 

sulting confusion. I wonder if that is worth the effort, as we already have an excel- 
lent guide, Botanical Latin (Steam, 1983), summing up the necessary terminology 
for diagnoses as developed in Latin through the centuries. Further, I doubt that it 
then will be possible to maintain the distinction between the diagnosis, as a formal 
nomenclatural necessity, and the taxonomic part: the description; and I believe that 
under such circumstances it might be better to give up the requirement of a diagnosis. 
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