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SO WHAT IS A TAXON? 
H. W. Rickett (New York) 

The word embodies the primary concept of taxonomy and is found in the writings 
of all taxonomists; yet it still lacks a definition and is subject to misconstruction. 
This is surely evidence of some lack of precision in taxonomic thought. I admit to 
having been startled and a bit confused by Dr. Morton's article (Rhodora 59: 43; 
reprinted in Taxon 6: 155). Now Dr. Lam (Taxon 6: 213) does not help me 
very much. 

Morton says: "Taxon ... denotes any nomenclatural category." So it does: it 
denotes a category, in the quoted Article of the Code; which is to say, it indicates, 
it points out, it refers to a category. But it is not itself a category, as we use that 
term taxonomically. What is a category? It is a word notoriously difficult to define. 
Roughly it means a concept, a class of things or ideas. The concept "species" is a 
category; "genus" is another; this at least seems to be the sense of "categories" in 
Article 4 of the Code; also in Article PB 6A of Appendix II. But one individual 
species - named, for instance, Quercus robur - is not, I hope, wholly conceptual. It 
is not an abstraction, except as all scientific data are abstractions from the raw material 
of our senses. It is composed of plants, distributed in space and time, having what 
we call objective reality; it is a population; if it is not this it is nothing. A genus 
- Quercus - also has some degree of objectiveness, so far as it is considered to 
be composed of species. Likewise a leaf is not a category, in our sense, though it 
exemplifies a number of categories. I have not here taken sufficient pains to provide 
exact philosophical meanings for the terms I am using. But unless we can distinguish 
between the concept "species," a category of taxonomic groupings, and the individual 
species which that concept embraces, then all our code of nomenclature is nonsense. 

So what is a taxon? As Morton says, the word was introduced to replace the more 
cumbersome "taxonomic group" in the Code; that is quite clear. (It should also 
replace the "entity" of much recent writing, this word being much more difficult 
to define and having philosophical connotations quite foreign to taxonomic thought.) 
The old Rules (ed. 3) referred, for instance, to "an alteration of the diagnostic 
characters ... of a group" (the word "taxonomic" is to be understood, and "group" 
has been replaced by "taxon" in the current Code). To what can such words refer 
if not to an objectively understood collection of plants grouped together on the 
basis of common characteristics? Any group is in a certain sense, of course, a 
concept, since some one has selected the particular characteristics which make it a 
group. But when we mention a taxonomic group, a taxon, we are not speaking of 
the concept "group" but of a particular group. And this group has characteristics. 
It has leaves, it has a certain distribution ... If this is not true then all our manuals 
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and floras should be thrown away. Again: "A name of a taxonomic group must be 
rejected . . ." This does not mean that the word "group" must be rejected, or the 
word "species," or the name of any other concept; it means the name of a certain 
assemblage of plants - an abstraction if you like, but embracing real plants having 
certain characteristics (as leaves) in common. This is a taxon, one of the objective 
realities with which taxonomy deals. 

"To use the word [taxon] to mean plants, populations, races, species ... is to 
debase it and to turn it into a meaningless catch-all." Well, perhaps to call a single 
plant a taxon would strain the sense a bit; I have not noticed such usage by a 
taxonomist. But if a particular species (not the category "species") is a taxon, why 
then you must recognize that a population is - or may be - a taxon. And if a 
particular variety is a taxon, and a particular form, why not a particular race? 

But is this interpretation contrary to the intention of the botanist who introduced 
it to taxonomy? That I cannot say. But I was present when it was proposed at Utrecht 
and immediately adopted in place of the old "taxonomic group." And if it must 
now mean something different, then the Code must be rewritten. For, as I have 
shown above, the "taxonomic groups" of the Code were actual species and genera 
and families and so on. 

Lam is now worried about what constitutes a "natural" group. "Any group of 
organisms with some common character ... has some right to be called a natural 
group." Quite right: we can classify objects by any criteria we like. A group of 
botanists discussing the meaning of "taxon" do indeed form a group which can be 
called "natural." This word has been much misused, especially in modern writing. 
Botanists discussing the history of taxonomy will assure you that the "natural 
system" dates only from Darwin and the acceptance of a classification of organisms 
based on descent. They ignore the "natural system" sought by Linnaeus, de Jussieu, 
and other pre-evolutionists; "natural" meant something different to them. However, 
in modern taxonomy there is no dissent from a system based on evolution, and no 
disposition to use the word "natural" in any other sense than that of relatedness by 
descent. A taxon or taxonomic group, as taxonomists use such expressions, can 
mean only a group of organisms related genetically (or so related to the best of 
our knowledge). 

If the foregoing remarks are correct, a taxon is not an abstraction, nor does it 
include the categories of taxonomic thought. It is a taxonomic group or assemblage 
of plants or animals, having certain characteristics in common which we take as 
evidence of genetic relationship, and possessed of some degree of objective reality. 
We can use the word wherever we can use "taxonomic group," in referring to the 
characteristics, dynamics, distribution, or uses of such an assemblage. 

A PROPOSAL ON "DATE OF PUBLICATION" 
H. W. Rickett (New York) 

One of the preoccupations of taxonomists is the "date of publication" of printed 
matter. It is often difficult to discover, sometimes impossible; when it can be fixed, 
it may be valuable in establishing a stable nomenclature. Many modern publishers 
are careful to state on their covers or title-pages or elsewhere the date on which 
a book or an issue of a serial is published. 

"'The date of effective publication is the date on which the printed matter became 
available as defined in Art. 29." So runs Art. 30. The reference is apparently to the 
statement in Art. 29 that publication is effected "by distribution of printed matter 
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