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(313)-(316) Proposals on the provision for the use of English, as an alternative to Latin, for the valid
publication of the names of new taxa.

Alphonse de Candolle, the pioneer of botanical nomenclature, is reported to have said that because
of its “comparatively simple declensions and conjugations, its facility for forming compound words,
and its abundance of short declamatory expressions, English is likely to become the universal language
of the future” (Hooker, 1895). While de Candolle’s prediction is a long way from being realised (and
the cultural impoverishment that would result, were it ever to come to pass, would be distressful to
many), it is certainly true that the role of English as an international language has increased immea-
surably since de Candolle published his Lois (de Candolle, 1867), or even since the formulation of
the Vienna Code (Briquet, 1906) or the Cambridge Rules (Briquet, 1935). This is exemplified by the
statements on page 9 of the “Second Circular and Preliminary Programme” for the XIV International
Botanical Congress to be held in Berlin (West), Germany, viz. “The working language at the Congress
will be English. No simultaneous translation service will be provided.” Nothing could express more
clearly the extent to which English has become the working language of science—including plant
taxonomy—than the fact that in the city of Willdenow and Schlechtendahl, Link and Garcke, Asch-
erson and Graebner, and Engler and Harms, a Botanical Congress is to be held in which the sole
working language is to be English.

In this late twentieth century reality, there is a striking anachronism: Art. 36 of the International
Code of Botanical Nomenclature, which requires a Latin description or diagnosis for the valid pub-
lication of the name of a new taxon of plants (fossils excepted). The Nomenclature Commission of
the Botanical Club of the American Association for the Advancement of Science thought this anach-
ronistic as long ago as 1907, when they commented on the requirement for Latin adopted by the
Vienna Code (Briquet, 1906) as follows: “The progressive disuse of Latin, its elimination from the
curricula of scientific schools, and the general teaching of two or three modern languages, leads us to
regard this action as unnecessary and unwise” (Nomenclature Commission, 1907).

Nevertheless, the establishment of a Latin requirement from 1 January 1935 in the Cambridge
Rules (Briquet, 1935), which healed the American Code schism, has served a useful purpose. It has
not, in fact, proven as unnecessary and unwise as the authors of the American Code predicted. Those
of us whose languages are written in the Roman alphabet and who have used the Russian, Chinese
or Japanese literature of the past 50 years have been thankful for the Latin descriptions, and for the
fact that botanical nomenclature did not take the same route as the Zoological Code in permitting
descriptions in any language (Ride et al., 1985).

Despite the Latin requirement for valid publication of the names of new taxa having served plant
taxonomy well, the plain fact is that fewer and fewer plant taxonomists are familiar with Latin, whereas
virtually all scientists the world over are required to have at least some knowledge of English. Ac-
cordingly we propose to add a provision for the use of English as an alternative to Latin in publishing
validating descriptions or diagnoses of new taxa.

There are at least three ways in which this can be done: 1) permit valid publication by use of an
English diagnosis or description at any date; 2) provide for English diagnoses or descriptions from 1
January 1990, but otherwise retain all the present provisions of Art. 36, including the exclusion of all
fossils from the Latin requirement (Art. 36.1), or 3) permit English or Latin diagnoses or descriptions
for validation of the names of a// taxa from 1 January 1990. The first is the most logical and easiest
to apply in the future, in that there will be no need to remember the Latin-only “window” from 1935-
1989 (or 1958-1989 for algae— Art. 36.2); it will, however, undoubtedly involve nomenclatural changes
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even though some of these will only involve author citation. The second should have no nomenclatural
effect on existing names, but with English permitted prior to 1935 (or prior to 1958 for algae), and
then only from 1990, confusion could arise in the future. The third possibility, like the second, will
have no nomenclatural effect on existing names and has the advantage of treating all groups equally,
although there will, of course, still be the 55- (or 32-) year Latin required ‘“window”; this option has
the support of the palaeobotanist amongst us (A.T.).

An earlier draft of this paper was circulated by the first author to a wide selection of his nomenclatural
correspondents, particularly to those whose first language is not English. From the response it was
quite clear that there is virtually no support for the first option. The nomenclatural changes that it
would engender and the sense of unfairness to those who had accepted the Latin requirement and
worked hard to follow it, are the primary reasons for opposition to this suggestion. Accordingly this
approach will not be pursued further.

Response to the suggestion of permitting English as an alternative to Latin from 1 January 1990
was more mixed, with a 6:5 majority of correspondents opposed. The reasons for opposition are worth
noting, because we believe them all to be valid concerns.

1) Permitting English as an alternative to Latin will open the door to similar proposals for other
languages (*‘if we allow English why not French, Spanish, Russian and Chinese?”; “‘we would not want
to see a linguistic free for all”’), leading to the translation problems met with by zoological taxonomists;
this was of particular concern to those anglophones who opposed the proposal.

We have no desire to initiate linguistic rivalries. The proposal is based solely on the fact that our
reviews of the world’s scientific literature suggest that English now holds the pre-eminent position for
international communication occupied by Latin in Renaissance times.

2) The removal of the Latin requirement will permit the validation of names by unthinking authors
in, for example, popular English-language publications, whereas enforcement of a Latin diagnosis
precludes the possibility of such ‘“‘accidental’” publication.

This is certainly a potential problem, but one which can be addressed in other ways than the retention
ofan obligatory Latin requirement. The best of these —because it seems desirable anyway —is to amend
Art. 37 to ensure that from 1 January 1990, a name is not validly published unless the intent to
publish a new name is clearly stated (by an entry such as “gen. nov.” or “new species”) and the type
is specifically cited.

3) Removing the Latin requirement will often have the effect of removing the brief (Latin) diagnosis,
leaving one to work through a long description in English in which the diagnostic characters are
hopelessly buried.

This situation is already addressed to some extent by Rec. 32B.1, but an addition to it emphasising
the need to highlight the “points” in which the taxon differs from its allies would be desirable.

4) Regardless of whether the Latin requirement is retained in Art. 36, plant taxonomists will always
have to have an understanding of Latin in order to read and understand the taxonomic literature of
the past. The suggestion was made that the removal of the Latin requirement, so far from helping
non-Europeans who know English but not Latin, would actually be doing them a disservice in cutting
them off from the essential taxonomic heritage of the 18th and 19th centuries.

We accept the importance of being able to understand the literature of the past, but suggest that
there is a big difference between reading descriptions in, say, de Candolle’s Prodromus and writing
one’s own descriptions (or even diagnoses) of new taxa.

5) Latin is a neutral language: English, however widespread its use, “belongs™ to one particular
group of countries (with Latin “all botanists are at an equal disadvantage”; “do not underestimate
the spiritual effect of Latin”; “I think we should avoid creating difficulties for our colleagues from
countries with strong nationalistic feelings”). Several who expressed this concern, also expressed the
view that it would be better not to proceed with this proposal at the Berlin Congress.

As noted below, we take this reason for opposition very seriously. We would, however, emphasise
that we are not trying to replace Latin for the description of new taxa; we are merely suggesting that
the language that has by far the widest scientific usage currently, namely English, be permitted as an
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alternative to Latin, a language which owes its status not primarily to its neutrality (Esperanto is also
neutral) but to its having been the lingua franca of the 15th to 18th centuries.

Given the opposition that the proposal has engendered amongst a sizeable proportion of the botanists
consulted, why do we go ahead with it? This is partly answered by our responses to the specific
objections that have been raised, but there is another reason. We believe that the time is ripe to test
the views of all plant taxonomists. As one correspondent put it this is “‘a nettle that must be grasped”.
We are influenced strongly by the support of non-angléphone correspondents who, for example,
comment “My 14-year old son has not studied any Latin; at his age I had already taken 3 courses
and was going on with my fourth™; “we do not have any courses in Latin ... so we must spend
enormous time mastering Latin for the descriptions of new taxa”. We wish to emphasize that we are
not making this proposal in any divisive spirit. Indeed if the mail vote is negative, or even if the vote
from non-English-speaking countries is shown to be substantially opposed, we will not pursue the
issue at Berlin (although we cannot prevent anyone else from seeking to discuss it there). It might
even be deemed desirable to require a 75% majority instead of the usual two-thirds majority for a
change of this emotional significance.

As noted above, we are not pursuing the first option of permitting the use of English retroactively.
We are making three preliminary proposals (313, 314 and 315) to deal with some of the objections
discussed above, and then our substantive proposal (316) to provide for either English or Latin for
the validation of the names of new taxa of all groups of plants from 1 January 1990.

(313) Proposal to amend Art. 37.1 to read “Publication on or after 1 Jan. 1958 of the name of a new
taxon of the rank of family or below is valid only when the holotype is indicated; on or after 1 Jan.
1990 this indication must take the form of specific citation using the word “typus” (‘“holotypus”) or
its linguistic equivalent (see .. ..”

(314) Proposal to add a new Art. 37.2 to read “37.2. Publication on or after 1 Jan. 1990 of the name
of a new taxon of the rank of family or below is valid only if the author clearly indicates an intent to
publish a new taxon by the use of a phrase such as gen. nov. or new species etc.”

(315) Proposal to add to Rec. 32B.1, the sentence: “Where a full description is provided these points
should be indicated clearly, either by the provision of a separate diagnosis, or by some typographical
emphasis.

(316) Proposal to a) add a new Article 36.3 to read: ““36.3. In order to be validly published, a name
of a new taxon, published on or after 1 Jan. 1990, must be accompanied by a Latin or by an English
description or diagnosis or by reference to a previously and effectively published Latin or English
description or diagnosis.

b) add after the dates in Articles 36.1 and 36.2 the words “and until 31 Dec. 1989”.
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(317) Proposal to clarify typification of a name published by one author on the basis of a description
provided by another.

As discussed in Perry and McNeill (1986), the Code does not clearly indicate the basis for typification
of a name provided by one author for a taxon described by another. I believe that in such cases, it is
preferable for the type to be chosen from the context of the description, even if there is a specimen
of the taxon in the publishing author’s herbarium. For this reason I am suggesting that the following
new paragraph be added to Art. 32 of the Code which will make this more evidently permissable.

“Art. 32.3. A name validly published by a description or diagnosis provided by another is to be
typified by an element selected from the context of the validating description or diagnosis, unless the
publishing author has definitely designated a different type.”

In addition, in Art. 7.4, replace “If no holotype was indicated by the author who described a taxon
...” by “If no holotype was indicated at the time of publication of a name of a taxon . . .”.

Finally, in Art. 7.7, replace ““A syntype . . . cited by the author . . .” by “A syntype . . . cited by the
publishing author . . .”.
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(318) Proposal on names of subdivisions of families.

Art. 4.1 of the Code allows for recognition of ranks of subfamilia, tribus and subtribus as subdivisions
of familia. Arts. 18.1, 19.1 and 19.2 stipulate that names at these ranks must be formed by adding
an appropriate termination to the stem of a legitimate name of an included genus. However, Art. 4.2
allows for intercalation of further supplementary ranks, provided that confusion or error is not thereby
introduced, but there is nowhere any statement that for subdivisions of families such names must
also be formed from the legitimate name of an included genus.

In compilation of Index Kewensis we occasionally come upon such intercalated ranks. A recent
example has arisen in a generic revision of the Orchidaceae by F. G. Brieger in Rudolph Schlechter’s
Die Orchideen, Band 1, Lief. 11-12, pp. 633-752 (1981), where the author has divided the subtribe
Dendrobiinae into six taxa to which he gives the rank ‘ser. gen.” or in German ‘Gattungsreihe’. Two
of the six names are based on a generic name (ser. gen. Dendrobia based on Dendrobium, and ser.
gen. Eriae based on Eria), whereas the other four are not (ser. gen. Apoda, Caulescentes, Parcivaginata
and Dimorphophyllae). In fact types are not designated for any of these names, though they may be
inferred for Dendrobia and Eriae, and four names must be regarded as invalid. These do, however,
raise the question of whether names at such intercalated ranks above genus, or such names without
clear indication of rank published before 1953 (see Art. 35), must be based on the name of an included
legitimate name of a genus or not. The problem probably arises in early literature on many families,
and another example in Orchidaceae which we have come upon recently involves the groups Diandrae,
Monandrae, Convolutae, Duplicatae, etc. published by Pfitzer, Entw. Nat. Anordn. Orchid. (1887). It
seems desirable that all names above rank of genus up to family, and not only those of family, subfamily,
tribe and subtribe, should be based on a legitimate generic name, and the following proposal seeks to
establish this. The combination of Art. 32.1(b) with our proposal would rule that such names not
based on a legitimate generic name would be invalid except as allowed for by Art. 18.3.
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