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TAXON 48 - FEBRUARY 1999 

Why English? 

Felix Llamas' 

I began to be interested in the relationship of nomenclature and languages some 
years ago. Since then, I have read, talked, discussed, etc. about it many times. As a 
result, I think I can point out some interesting ideas. 

A nomenclatural system must be stable. This means that the rules of nomencla- 
ture must stay with no alteration for as long as possible. Only minor changes should 
be allowed and only when strictly necessary. Perhaps we are now facing great 
changes if the BioCode is accepted. 

I will concentrate my efforts on the languages used for diagnoses and descriptions 
of new taxa. First of all, I think we should maintain the present rule in the botanical 
Code requiring Latin (Art. 36). In my opinion no further languages should be ac- 
cepted for descriptions or diagnoses, as is permitted, for example, under the bacte- 
riological and zoological Codes. 

It has been said that, in developing countries, some taxonomists have to look for a 
priest to translate their diagnoses into Latin, and also that using English instead of 
Latin would help the taxonomists in these countries (Chaudhri, 1991). I think the 
latter statement is not true. This problem would continue with the use of English 
since there are journals that state that "authors are responsible for submitting their 
text to linguistic revision prior to submission", or a similar sentence. Thus, taxono- 
mists who have difficulty with the English language as well as with Latin would 
continue to depend on other people, or else, in publications from non-English 
speaking countries, the descriptions or diagnoses would be as barbaric as they 
sometimes are now in Latin. 

The main problem with the acceptance or non-acceptance of English as an alter- 
native to Latin (Chaudhri, 1992) is the imposition of a single modern language in 
which many people are not comfortable. Another problem with English taken as a 
single language is regional variation, as frequently journal editors tell us to make 
corrections because the wording used is not American English, or is not British 
English. Some journals even distinguish the two as different languages, e.g., Grana 
which, in the instructions for authors, states: "Papers should be consistently written 
in British English or American English". These problems can be solved by adopting 
a multilingual system. Moreover, as pointed out by Kostermans (1990), short Latin 
diagnoses are not very useful because of their limited content. 

If the BioCode were to be accepted, a new era would begin and we then could 
look for other languages. Under this option, there are voices against the present pro- 
posal, e.g. that of Filgueiras (1997) who opposes the proposal in the Draft BioCode 
(Greuter & al., 1996) requiring English or Latin and finds no reason for this choice. 
He is of the opinion that if grammatical simplicity were a criterion then Esperanto 
would be a candidate, but this has not been proposed. Filgueiras also writes that 
English would be an imposed language. If this is true, as I think it is, then such im- 
position would be a source of conflict. Some time ago I faced my colleagues with a 
similar option, tying to ascertain the support for Esperanto as a single neutral 
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language, as it is still used in some scientific fields. Most preferred maintenance of 
the Latin requirement to any change. 

McNeill (1997) seeks to counter Filgueiras's arguments and states that English is 
the scientific language of the 20th Century. This affirmation is true or almost true. 
Nevertheless, divergent opinions on the importance of languages in science have 
been expressed and are valuable, even if they do not directly concern nomenclature. 
I was pleasantly surprised when I read a book review in which Harriman (1997) 
suggested that doctoral students should understand French, German, and Spanish. 
He will have included English by implication, as he was writing in English. Any of 
these four languages would thus be suitable for validating descriptions, because 
most taxonomists begin describing new species during their doctoral studies. 
McNeill (1997) referred to the number of native speakers of several languages, and, 
taking this into account, I think Chinese, Hindi, Russian, Arabic, and Bengali should 
also be included. This must be taken into account if a multilanguage option is to be 
offered for describing new taxa. 

We all must remember that Linnaeus (1751), who developed our binominal sys- 
tem of nomenclature, used Latin when he explained it. The divergent attempts to 
make the provisions of de Candolle's (1867) Lois more precise led to the 25-year 
schism between those who followed the international rules (e.g., the Vienna Rules of 
1906) and those subscribing to the American Code of 1907, a schism only resolved 
at the Cambridge Congress of 1930 and in the Cambridge Rules of 1935 (see Izco, 
1997; and Nicolson, 1991, for more detail). Thus the history of botanical nomen- 
clature teaches us how important general agreement is among botanists on all topics 
related to the nomenclatural Code. This includes language as well as other matters 
like the form of names, descriptions, types, synonyms, dates of publication, etc. 

Unless general agreement is reached, it is advisable to maintain the present status, 
trying to solve the problems in the way we are doing now. Other solutions could be 
very dangerous. 

Furthermore, since there are objections to the use of English for descriptions of 
new taxa, other proposals should be considered. My preference goes to the use of a 
multilingual system. In order not to put anyone at a disadvantage, or then an equal 
disadvantage for all, I propose that to publish a new name under the BioCode, it be 
made compulsory to provide a description of the taxon - not merely a diagnosis - in 
two different major modern languages. These major modern languages should be 
selected from among those quoted by Barneby (1990: 241), Harriman (1997) and 
McNeill (1997). Other modern languages could be added later, when modifications 
were made to the BioCode. 

The names will continue to be in Latin, and, optionally, Latin could be a substi- 
tute for one of the modern languages used for description. This would be a good 
thing as it would maintain Latin as a language in our tradition while opening new 
possibilities to several modern languages, none of them being imposed in preference 
to all the others. Another advantage would be that full descriptions would be avail- 
able in two languages and thus the problems pointed out by Kostermans (1990) 
would disappear or at least substantially decrease. 

Furthermore, by accepting such a proposal we would give to some other lan- 
guages the chance of becoming, in the 21st Century, as important as English is at 
present, at the same time avoiding the imposition of a single modern language as if it 
were the single language of science. 
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Although McNeill (1997) stated that the Draft BioCode tends to seek compromise 
between the requirements of the existing Codes, this is difficult to accept. There is 
indeed a trend to impose English everywhere. Formerly, any language was accept- 
able for the description of new fossil plants, but since 1 January 1995 only English 
or Latin are accepted. Under the zoological and bacteriological Codes, new taxa can 
be described in any language, but if the provision of the Draft BioCode is accepted, 
the choice of languages will be restricted to English or Latin. Even if, as I believe is 
the case, the vast majority of bacterial taxa are described in English, there is no need 
to impose English; let people simply choose it, as they may now! 

This will be a good solution for most except for some (a few) English-speaking 
taxonomists who do not know, nor want to know, any language other than English. 
Probably they will be opposed to my proposal, and they are perhaps the ones who 
stand behind the proposal for English as an alternative to Latin. For them there is 
only one naughty and simple solution: to write everything in English because it is 
the 20th Century's scientific language. 

As pointed out by Barneby (1990) it is advisable to eliminate barbaric translations 
from the literature of science. As a solution, we may propose that some botanists 
fluent in (Botanical) Latin offer their services as translators against a fee. This might 
well be a welcome option for some educated people wanting a position at a botanical 
institution. They could also provide translations from Latin into modern languages, 
thus offering easy access to those publications from Linnaeus's time that must be 
studied in taxonomic work. 
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