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(260-261) Two proposals concerning the terms “description” and “diagnosis”

Paul C. Silva'

If the International code of botanical nomenclature is taken literally, as should all
codes of law, the user will be perplexed by the employment of the terms ‘‘descrip-
tion”” and ‘‘diagnosis”, which suggests differences in meaning that are not readily
apparent. Analysis of the Berlin Code (Greuter & al., 1988) clearly shows that any
differences that might have been intended in the past or may be intended at present
are lost in a fog of imprecision. Comparison of Art. 7.15 and 7.16 illustrates this
point. Art. 7.15 states that “When valid publication is by reference to a pre-starting
point description, the latter must be used for purposes of typification”, but what is
the situation if the reference is to a pre-starting point diagnosis? Art. 7.16, like 22
other articles, recommendations, and examples, uses the wording ‘‘description or
diagnosis”’, thus covering both possibilities, if indeed there is a distinction.

The favored expression is ‘‘description or diagnosis”’, which is used 37 times. The
opposite wording, ‘‘diagnosis or description”, which differs in emphasis if at all, is
used three times. The wording ‘‘description and diagnosis’’ is used twice, with ‘‘dia-
gnoses and descriptions” appearing once. ‘‘Description” is used by itself 31 times,
while ‘“‘diagnosis’ is used by itself five times. These different expressions are in
some instances juxtaposed in the same sentence.

Before concluding that this usage is indiscriminate, we must consider those pas-
sages that offer hope of clarification. The definition of ‘‘protologue” (footnote to
Art. 8) implies that a diagnosis is to be distinguished from a description. Art. 32.2
defines ‘‘diagnosis” as ‘‘a statement of that which in the opinion of its author distin-
guishes the taxon from others”. ‘“‘Description” is not defined. When the definition of
“diagnosis” is kept in mind (Art. 32.2), Rec. 32B.1 makes no sense, saying in effect
that the description or diagnosis should be diagnostic. If a description is diagnostic,
does it cease being a description? Rec. 36A.1, which calls for “‘a full description in
Latin in addition to the diagnosis” (presumably the diagnosis should also be in
Latin), sheds some light on the matter. I conclude that the Code encourages the use
of full descriptions that include diagnostic statements, but that mere diagnoses are
acceptable. No lower limit is placed on diagnoses, and in certain instances a single
word may satisfy the requirement for descriptive material.

Stearn (1966) discussed the historical development of diagnoses and descriptions
and the differences between them. Observing that diagnoses are inadequate as scien-
tific records, he devoted 42 pages to models of Latin descriptions. Most present-day
authors offer a brief Latin description (which may or may not be diagnostic) and a
longer description and/or discussion (in which the new taxon is sometimes compared
with quite unrelated taxa). Rec. 36A.1 is generally ignored, especially if the author is
paying someone to prepare the Latin.

Although the distinction between a description and a diagnosis is of interest when
dealing with historical aspects of nomenclature, the two categories of descriptive
material are accorded identical roles by the Code and this fact should be made
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immediately clear to the user. In fact, the indiscriminate use of the words ‘‘descrip-
tion” and ‘‘diagnosis’ stems from what Nicolson (1991: 39) has called “the first
imposed international Code”, i.e., the Vienna Rules (Briquet & al., 1906). The two
words are scrambled throughout Art. 37 and 38. The closest approach to either term
in Candolle’s Lois (1867) is to be found in Art. 46, which uses the wording “‘ren-
seignement sur les caracteres’, perhaps best translated as ‘“‘indication of the
characters.”

In the interests of consistency and simplicity, I make the following proposals to
amend the Code:

(260) Add a new Art. 6.9, delete Art. 32.2, and, elsewhere in the Code, change the
indiscriminate use of the words ‘‘description” and ‘‘diagnosis’ to a uniform use of
the word ‘“‘description’:

“6.9. A description of a taxon is a listing of its characters. A diagnosis of a taxon is
a statement of those characters which in the opinion of its author distinguishes the
taxon from other taxa. For purposes of this Code, the two treatments are identical and

9 9

the word “‘description” should be interpreted as including ‘‘diagnosis”’.

Editorial changes will involve: Art. 7.16, Rec. 7B.5, footnote to Art. 8, Art. 32.1
(including Ex. 1 and 2), Art. 32.3, Art. 32.4 (including Ex. 4 and 5), Rec. 32A.1, Rec.
32B.1, Rec. 32E.1, Art. 36.1 (including Ex. 1), Art. 36.2, Art. 38.1, Art. 39.1, Ex. 1
under Art. 40.1, Art. 41.1 (including Ex. 1), Art. 41.2 (including Ex. 2), Art. 41.3,
Art. 42.1, Art. 42.2, Ex. 1 and 2 under Art. 43.1, Art. 46.2, Ex. 1 under Rec. 50B.1,
and Art. 59.2.

“Description” seems preferable to ‘‘diagnosis’ because (1) it is the more in-
clusive of the two words, (2) the verbal forms ‘“‘describing” and ‘‘described” are
used 11 times in the Code while the verb ‘“‘diagnose” is not used in any form, and (3)
“description” is consecrated in the phrase ““(descriptio generico-specifica)”’ in Art.
42.1.

(261} Delete the final five words of Rec. 36A.1.
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