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TAXON 39(2): 244. MAY 1990 

COMMENTS UPON KILLING THE HOLY COW 

Frederick M. Bayer' 

The plea by A. J. G. H. Kostermans to "Kill a Holy Cow" raises some points of interest to zoological 
taxonomists. Latin diagnoses of new animal taxa are not required, and such a requirement was not a 
part of the Regles Internationales de la Nomenclature Zoologique, although Latin was one of the five 
languages recommended for diagnosis of new taxa. Nevertheless, it was a common practice in zoology 
until late in the 19th Century, when regional languages were more circumscribed and Latin was a 
universal scientific language. Neither were Latin diagnoses required in Editions 1 and 2 of the Inter- 
national Code of Zoological Nomenclature, and are not required by the Code now in force (Edition 
3, 1985). 

I agree with Dr. Kostermans that retention of the Latin requirement by the Botanical Code is an 
anachronism, if not exactly a "holy cow." At one stage in the development of biological taxonomy it 
seved a useful purpose, but that day is as long past for botanists as it is for zoologists. 

The greater familiarity of Latin among members of the scientific community in the 18th and early 
19th centuries may have been a valid reason for requiring Latin diagnoses in addition to the vernacular 
descriptions when local languages had more distinct boundaries. It was a useful scientific linguafranca 
when educated people everywhere knew Latin but not the local languages of other countries. Today, 
few scientists have even a rudimentary knowledge of Latin, but most can at least read English, French, 
and German. 

In his paragraph 1, Dr. Kostermans actually argues in favor of retaining Latin, by admitting that 
he is unable to read descriptions in Chinese. The compulsory Latin diagnoses may be a nuisance to 
the Chinese taxonomist, but at least they can be read by Dr. Kostermans or anyone else, given a little 
effort. 

The replacement of Latin by a mandatory modern language for purposes of diagnosis would doubtless 
prove unworkable. The zoological procedure of requiring only that scientific names be spelled in Latin 
letters, with no restriction on the language of either diagnosis or description, has been in use for many 
years without undue inconvenience. Admittedly, it may be necessary to obtain professional translations 
of descriptions in languages not using the Latin alphabet, but that inconvenience is surely less frequent 
than obtaining professional translation of all new diagnoses into Latin. It is, perhaps, a gratuitous 
insult to suggest that local languages may be used to limit external readability in order to avoid 
criticism. 

Even though English is tending to become a global language, and for some purposes (e.g., air traffic 
control) is already mandatory, to require English for scientific papers, or even for diagnosis of new 
taxa, is premature. However, as taxonomic literature is for the most part not used orally, the phonetic 
irregularity of English is not a great disadvantage. 

I doubt that anyone today, "old guard" or new, considers Latin to be a superior language for science. 
Its retention in the name of more effective and universal communication is nothing more than 
ostentatious erudition. However, its retention for scientific names of organisms is an absolute necessity, 
as anyone who has dealt with vernacular names is certain to know. The use of Latin in a scholarly 
way for scientific names is hardly a burden, as it by no means requires detailed knowledge of Latin 
grammar. The pertinent Codes could certainly incorporate the simple rules for gender that are necessary 
to preserve gender concordance in adjectival names, and could specify the correct spelling for the 
small number of irregular endings found in Latin and Latinized Greek, as the International Code of 
Zoological Nomenclature already has begun to do. 

In short: drop the Latin requirement for diagnoses of new taxa, and incorporate in the Code the 
simple rules for recognizing gender and the special irregular cases that may be difficult. 

' Dept. of Invertebrate Zoology, National Museum of Natural History, Washington, D.C. 20560, 
U.S.A. 

244 


	Article Contents
	p.244

	Issue Table of Contents
	Taxon, Vol. 39, No. 2 (May, 1990), pp. 151-374
	Front Matter
	Women Who Studied Plants in the Pre-Twentieth Century United States and Canada [pp.151-205]
	Sequential Paedomorphosis among the Endemic Hawaiian Lobelioideae (Campanulaceae) [pp.206-211]
	Janice Carson Beatley (1919-1987): Taxonomist and Ecologist [pp.212-217]
	A Tale of Two Synthyris (Scrophulariaceae), the First Collected, S. missurica (Raf.) Pennell and the Type Species, S. reniformis (Douglas) Benth.: A Case of Mistaken Identity [pp.218-222]
	Short Communications
	A New Documentation Technique [pp.223-225]
	A Device for the Protection of Spore Samples from Isoetes (Isoetaceae) Voucher Specimens [pp.226-228]
	Marian Raciborski's Malesian Pteridophyta in KRA [p.229]
	Rediscovery of Bresadola's Herbarium at Trento (TR) [p.230]

	Points of View
	Rejoinder on Excerpta Botanica [p.231]
	Tinkering with Italics: How to Give Taxonomy and Nomenclature a Bad Name [p.232]
	Comments on the Opinions of Nooteboom and Bramwell [p.233]
	Plea to Kill a Holy Cow [pp.234-235]
	A. J. G. H. Kostermans: "Plea to Kill a Holy Cow": Comment [pp.236-238]
	The Practicality of Latin [p.239]
	Comments on Latin Descriptions [p.240]
	Commentary upon Killing the Holy Cow [p.241]
	Anyone for Hittite? [p.242]
	A Note on Hagiobouctony [p.243]
	Comments upon Killing the Holy Cow [p.244]

	Index Hepaticarum Supplementum: 1982-1983 [pp.245-254]
	Reviews and Notices of Publications
	untitled [p.255]
	untitled [pp.255-256]
	untitled [p.256]
	untitled [pp.256-257]
	untitled [pp.257-258]
	untitled [p.258]
	untitled [p.258]
	untitled [pp.258-259]
	untitled [pp.259-260]
	untitled [p.260]
	untitled [pp.260-261]
	untitled [p.261]
	untitled [p.261]
	Fungi versus Angiosperms [p.262]
	Comparative Morphology Done in a Taxonomic Vacuum [pp.263-264]
	Flora of India (Series 1-4) [pp.264-268]
	Notices [pp.268-288]

	Nomenclature
	Report of the Committee for Bryophyta: 1 [pp.289-292]
	Report of the Committee for Spermatophyta, 37 [pp.293-296]
	Isn't the Generic Name Part of the Protologue of a New Species? [pp.297-298]
	To Correct or Not to Correct? [pp.298-306]
	Wathenia, the Correct Generic Name for Tanydorus (Lycopodiales) sensu Skog, Not as to Type [pp.306-307]
	Nomenclatural Notes in the Cyanophyceae [pp.307-310]
	On Chytroeisphaeridia hyalina (Raynaud) Lentin & Williams (Pyrrhophyta, Dinophyceae) [pp.311-312]
	Nomenclatural and Taxonomic Notes on Cirriphyllum (Brachytheciaceae, Bryophyta) [pp.312-322]
	Cyperus echinatus and Cyperus croceus, the Correct Names for North American Cyperus ovularis and Cyperus globulosus (Cyperaceae) [pp.322-327]
	The True Identity of Sporobolus poiretii (Gramineae) [pp.327-328]
	The Neotypification of Lemna minuta Humb., Bonpl. & Kunth, an Earlier Name for Lemna minuscula Herter (Lemnaceae) [pp.328-330]
	Neotypification of Aloe glabrata, Basionym of Haworthia glabrata (Asphodelaceae: Alooideae) [pp.331-332]
	The Correct Publication Date of Chamaealoe Berger (Asphodelaceae: Alooideae) [pp.332-334]
	Correct Author Citation for the Tribal Name Indigofereae (Fabaceae: Faboideae) [pp.335-337]
	Typifications and a New Combination in Lupinus Group Microcarpi (Leguminosae) [pp.337-340]
	Corchorus deccanensis, a New Name for C. velutinus Pardeshi (Tiliaceae) [p.341]

	Proposals to Conserve or Reject
	(973) Proposal to Conserve a Type for Sarcoscypha (Fries) Boudier, S. coccinea (Jacq.) Lambotte (Fungi) [pp.342-343]
	(974) Proposal to Conserve Pyrenopsis (Nyl.) Nyl., and Nomenclatural Comments on Some Related Genera (Lichenized Fungi) [pp.343-348]
	(975) Proposal to Conserve Drepanocladus (Musci, Amblystegiaceae) [pp.348-351]
	(976) Proposal to Conserve Pelekium (Musci, Thuidiaceae) [pp.351-353]
	(977) Proposal to Reject the Name Cenchrus carolinianus Walter (Poaceae) [pp.353-355]
	(978) Proposal to Conserve the Name and Type of Arum triphyllum L. (Araceae) [pp.355-357]
	(979) Proposal to Conserve the Name and Type of Carpinus virginiana P. Miller (Betulaceae), the Basionym of Ostrya virginiana (P. Miller) K. Koch [pp.357-359]
	(980) Proposal to Conserve the Name and Type of Cuscuta americana L. (Cuscutaceae) [pp.360-361]
	(981) Proposal to Conserve the Name and Type of Acalypha virginica L. (Euphorbiaceae) [pp.361-363]
	(982) Proposal to Conserve Marsdenia R. Br. against Stephanotis Thouars (Asclepiadaceae) [pp.364-367]

	Proposals to Amend the Code
	Two Proposals on Botanical Compound Names and Epithets [pp.368-371]

	News and Notes [pp.372-374]
	Deaths [p.374]
	Back Matter



