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CAPITALS AND PRINCIPLES 
R. Ross (London) 

In the latest number of Taxon both Pinto da Silva (Taxon 8: 117. 1959) and 
Pesante (tom. cit.: 131) state that the capitalisation of initial letters is a matter of 
grammar, and not of typography as stated in Art. 73, Note 1. In that Note, however. 
the antithesis is with spelling, and there can be no question that, e.g., "linnaei" 
"Linnaei", and "LINNAEI" do not vary in spelling but only in typography. It is 
true that in modern langiages using the latin alphabet the use, in minuscule texts. 
of majuscules for the initial letters of proper names, the first words of sentences. 
etc., is regulated by precepts of the same general nature and with the same force as 
those which deal with accidence and syntax. In Latin itself, however, such precepts 
have much less authority, for there is no evidence that the majuscule was regularly 
employed in this way in minuscule texts before the second half of the first milleniun 
of our era, i.e. many centuries after classical times. 

There is, however, a more general reason for rejecting an appeal to grammatical 
authority. A language is no more than a tool for the expression of meaning, and 
it works by the attaching of a particular significance to a particular symbol or series 
of symbols (either sounds or letters) by a mutually agreed convention. There is 
therefore no reason why the conventions should not be altered by mutual agreement 
of the users of the language, if they consider this desirable. For ordinary words, 
the conventions are established and altered through usage by tacit agreement, 
recorded and to some extent stabilised in dictionaries. The vocabulary of botanical 
Latin, and especially the nomenclature of plant taxa, because it consists almost entirely 
of words for specially defined concepts and categories, has to be regulated explicitly, 
but those competent to regulate it, viz.: the International Botanical Congresses, may 
regulate it as they please without violating any absolutes. It is greatly to be hoped 
that the majority will continue to think it desirable that specific epithets should all 
be written with a small initial letter. 

The basis of the argument in the previous paragraph applies not only to questions 
of grammar, spelling, and typography, but throughout botanical nomenclature. 
being one of its two principles; these, defined in single words, are firstly expediency 
and secondly independence. The first follows from the fact indicated above that 
botanical names, like all words, are no more than symbols with which meaning is 
associated by convention; the greater the ease and precision with which symbol 
and meaning are associated, the fitter for its purpose is the system of conventions. 
The second follows from the fact that botanical nomenclature deals with the names 
of taxa, and, if it is properly to subserve the science of plant taxonomy, must not 
limit the expression of any taxonomic conclusions to which the facts may lead. It is 

important to remember that the Principles which form Division I of the Code are 
not the basic principles of nomenclature - these are indicated in the first paragraph 
of the Preamble - but only statements in summary form of the system currently 
found desirable, which is set out in detail in Division II. There is no reason 
stemming from nomenclatural principles why the binomial system should not be 
completely scrapped if it were decided that a different system would be simpler 
and clearer. Equally, any proposals to amend the current Code must be judged 
not by whether they are in accordance with the principles in Division I but by 
whether they will make it easier for authors and readers to associate a taxonomic 
category and a plant name. Variance from the principles of the Code is not an 

argument against an amendment but only a warning that an exception is being 
made and that care is needed to keep the Code self-consistent. The type method. 

priority, grammatical correctness - these are not the absolutes of botanical nomen- 
clature; clarity and ease in the use of names are. 
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