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Democracy and botanical nomenclature 

Werner Greuter' & Dan H. Nicolson2 

Botanists are praised and envied by other biological taxonomists for the demo- 
cratic way in which they set up, amend and follow the rules that govern the names of 
organisms of their concern. There is every reason for us to treasure this democratic 
tradition of long standing: it is the only means to ensure general abidance by our 
rules which, having no penalty for infringement attached, cannot be otherwise en- 
forced. 

But what is democracy? A frail and easily wrecked institution, as history keeps 
telling us. It is not striving through polemics, which we shall try to avoid, but is more 
seriously threatened by demagogy. Faced with Strother's foregoing essay, a tissue of 
half-truths, errors and innuendoes in the worst tradition of demagogic defamation, we 
cannot keep silent. 

No, we are not the "emperors" of the Code; we neither feel nor behave as such. 
We have been given a mandate by the XV International Botanical Congress which, 
following the advice of its Nomenclature Section, appointed us to officership of the 
General Committee for Botanical Nomenclature. This mandate is to make sure that 
the decisions taken by that Section, and ratified by Congress, be put to effect. Do tell 
us, please, if we fail in that task - but before telling us, be certain that you got your 
facts right. 

Leaving aside Strother's misinformation relating to Registration and Names in 
Current Use, both marginal to his main subject, the facts in a nutshell are as follows: 
the Nomenclature Section decided to set an end to name changes resulting merely 
from the strict application of the Code. It therefore permitted conservation of species 
names without restriction, and rejection of names at any rank; it urged the permanent 
nomenclature committees to make full use of these new options in the interest of 
nomenclatural clarity and stability; and using the Congress itself to broadcast its 
message, it resolved to encourage botanists not any longer to displace well-estab- 
lished names for purely nomenclatural reasons, whether by change in their applica- 
tion or by resurrection of long-forgotten names. All these decisions were taken by 
such large and evident majorities that a count of votes could be dispensed with. 

Yes, indeed, we did "get the message"; and there certainly was no "lack of 
supporting votes" to go with it! The message was heard in the higher quarters of 
biology, too: the International Union of Biological Sciences, which is the patron of 
International Botanical Congresses and of which the IAPT is a member organization, 
undertook to address science editors and the like to the request of IBC XV, through a 
letter of its President to its membership, from which we quote: "Editors and referees 
need to be alerted to this changed situation. In particular they should be encouraged 
to ask two questions of any paper proposing name changes: (1) Do changes result 
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from new scientific evidence? (2) If not, has advantage been taken of the expanded 
conservation, rejection, and typification possibilities newly available?" 

Dr. Strother does not like this urge, and he is entitled to his opinion. It is, however, 
a minority opinion, and it is unreasonable for him to expect that we should applaud. 
Scientific freedom is such that Strother will still be able to clutter nomenclature with 
useless new names and combinations that he feels are needed to do justice to the 
priority rule and to safeguard historic truth, whatever this be. But he must know, in 
doing so, that he is going against a majority of his peers, and that what he may 
propose will likely become obsolete through apposite committee action conserving 
useful or rejecting harmful names. 

"The most fundamental principle of botanical nomenclature is priority of publica- 
tion" - and we, the "emperors" (or more correctly the Nomenclature Section of the 
Tokyo Congress), are accused to "overthrow" it "by wholesale conservation of some 
names and rejection of others", because we want to "use the name we [the "em- 
perors" again; but in fact the permanent nomenclature committees] prefer". A dread- 
ful crime indeed. 

But wait a minute. Who rules that priority is "the most fundamental principle"? It 
is the third of six principles presently enumerated in the Code, and is the youngest of 
the six: it was first introduced into the Paris Code of 1956, having before been 
implicit in the forerunner of our Art. 11. So fundamental is this principle that it is not 
even universal, being limited to the ranks of family and below and by several special 
provisions. 

Let us for a moment turn the question around and ask for "priority among prin- 
ciples". We find the answer in the Candollean Laws of 1868 (Art. 3), which we quote 
[with the bracketed insert translated from their 1882 revision]: "The essential points 
in nomenclature are [1. to aim at fixity of names; 2.] to avoid or reject the use of 
forms and names which may cause error or ambiguity or throw science into confu- 
sion. Next in importance is the avoidance of all useless creation of names. Other 
considerations ... notwithstanding their undeniable importance are relatively acces- 
sory." This became Art. 4 of the Vienna Lois of 1906, of the Brussels (1912) and 
Cambridge Rules (1935) and of the Stockholm Code (1952), without even the slight- 
est of changes. It was somewhat rephrased and transferred to the first paragraph of 
the Preamble of the Paris Code (1956) where it still stands. It is in many a way the 
red thread running through botanical nomenclature from its onset to the present day, 
an awesome testimony of the profound sense of fairness and practicality of its found- 
ing father, Alphonse de Candolle. 

But slightly less venerable is the preceding sentence in the Preamble, which first 
entered the scene in 1912 in the Brussels Rules as Art. 16, was rephrased into Art. 15 
of the Cambridge Rules, to become Art. 9 of the Stockholm Code: "The purpose of 
giving a name to a taxon is not to indicate its characters or history, but to supply a 
means of referring to it." This sentence has barely changed through the last 60 years, 
yet it aptly foreshadows the requirements of present-day information technology. 

Having thus dipped into history, we have learnt that the Tokyo Congress was 
perhaps less innovative in matters of nomenclature than we had thought, and cer- 
tainly less ruthless than some still believe. Rather, it has shown us the way back to 
the reasonable early principles of botanical nomenclature and away from the golden 
calf of a Code written to its own glory. 
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