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DISCUSSION A N D  CORRESPONDENCE 

PRIORITY OVERWORKED 

I~AVINCpersonally been a consistent advo- 
cate and practiscr of the generally accepted 
rules of priority, for about fifty years,l I have 
no desire to criticize those who have, in recent 
years, talren up the subject reasonably and 
temperately, but i t  is possible in this, as in 
most other things, to overdo the matter. My 
objections to some of the recent rulings and 
applications of the rigid priority rx1le are 
threefold : 

First: I believe that the rejection of obvi- 
ously obscene names should be enforcd re-
gardless of priority. This has been done by 
many excellent writers. 

Second: Names that have been pirated or 
stolen from one author by another should be 
rejected, if the dishonesty can be clearly 
shown. The cases of this kind are fortunately 
not numerous, but some are surprising. Such 
names should not be allowed to pass current 
any more than counterfeit money or forgccl 
checks. 

Third: Names of species so badly described 
that they can not be identified with reasonable 
certainty should be rejected, especially if no 
type is preserved. The writings of ~ i h n e  aud 
other early writers contain many such species. 
The arbitrary decision of any committee does 
not alter the case. unless new evidence be 
given. 

To illustrate the second proposition, I will 
cite a case within my personal lmowledge, only 
omitting names and dates, for obvious reasons, 
although the incident i s  not very recent and 
the parties personally interested are mostly 
dead. 

I n  this case two eminent and able natural- 
ists and experts, equally interested in the same 

1As an evidence of my earlier sentiments, I 
would call attantion to the fact that  in 1869 (Am. 
Jour. Scie?ace, Vol. XLVII., p p  92-112), I re-
printed the 1845 British Association "Rules of 
Zoological Nomenelatnrc," with personal notes 
and suggestions, as footnotes, nearly all of which 
have been subsequently approved. See also samo 
Journal, Vol. III., 1872, p. 387. 

subjects, attend the meeting of a learned soci- 
ety. Mr. A. reads a paper announcing the 
discovery of a remarkable new genus and spe- 
cies, say of vertebrates, giving i t  a MS. 
generic and specific name. I n  the description 
entirely new anatomical terms had to be 
defined. Mr. 13. listens and talres notes. 
Within a few days B. publishes, in a scientific 
journal, the discove~). of the identical germs 
and species as his own, and gives i t  a new 
name, with no reiereilce to A. His description 
precedes that of A. by, say, two weeks. The 
former description is practically the same as 
the latter, only abbreviated, and even the same 
newly coined anatonlical terms are used, thus 
proving that the description was a stolen one. 
Moreover, i t  afterwards develops that 33. had 
never even seen a specimen of the creature 
thus described. 

Under such circumstances, would the Inter- 
national Committee decide that the pirated 
descriptions and false names should be adopted 
in place of those of the real author? 

I t  would be a delicate matter, perhaps, for 
colleagues to place before the committee re- 
quisite evidence in such a case, if recent; but 
if i t  were done, what would be the decision? 
Evidently under the rigid rules of priority, 
the names given by B. would be upheld, and 
later on A. would be wrongly accused of copy- 
ing from B. and changing his names! 

Such things have happened more than once, 
as many zoologists know. Again, suppose that 
Professor X. is monographing a large collec- 
tion, say of insects, in his laboratory, to which 
his assistants and' students have access, as is 
usually the case, and that one of the young 
men, Air. Y., looks over his notes, lists or 
preliminary labels, and then publishes, with-
out permission, the new names of genera and 
species in some unimportant local list of his 
own, without descriptions or figures, merely 
saying that '' Professor X., in his forthcoming 
work, is going to describe such and such 
genera, with this and that species as types"; 
ant1 suppose, further, that when Professor X. 
does publish his work he does not recognize 
the previous work, and uses entirely different 
types for the same generic names. Whose 
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names, in sach a case, should be adopted? 
3fr. Y. has pirated the names, but they are in  
print and have priority. My opinion is that  
they should be rejected as stolen goods. 

This is not an imaginary instance, and 
such cases have happened more than once. 
Mr. Y., in such a case, may be thoughtless, 
rather than criminaL but the resulting con-
fusion in nomenclature is the same. 

I t  seems to me that the case of Fr.  Weber, 
1795, versus Fabricius, 1798, concerning the 
genera of Crustacea, is a case of j u ~ t  about 
this sort, yet the commit&ee has decided in  
favor of the obscure and rare pamphlet of 
Reber, as against the important work of 
Fabricii~s, from whom tlle generic names were 
apparently stolen, or improperly borrowed, 
for Fabricius did not adopt or recognize many 
of the gcnera in tlie forms prematurely pub- 
lished. To adopt the pirated generic names is 
to throw crustacean nomenelat~~rc into mnc l~  
confilsion. 

If  tlic r~nauthorized publisliir~g of scientific 
names is to be upheld as valid, thcn a reporter 
for any newspaper or magazine who chooscs 
to report tccl~nical papers and note down the 
names used in a meeting of a learned society 
may lrave to be rllxoted as the author of the 
names, whethcr rightly or wrongly spelled. I 
could givc cases of this kind, but i t  is best to 
forget them, no doubt, for somebody might 
revive them, as valid publications. 

To illustrate the first and third propositions 
we may talce up an article by Professor J. 
Playlair McMurrich, "The Actillaria of Pas- 
samayuoclcly Ray, with a Discussion of Their 
Synononly." 

I n  this article the author tries to restore 
certain names given by Linn6 to some obscure 
Norwegian spccies, in place of those almost 
universally adoptcd by European and Amer- 
ican writers for some of the best known spe- 
cies common to both coasts. 

H e  brings forward no evidence that has not 
been well Bnoml to nearly all writers on the 
subject. ITe himselC admits that the descrip- 
tions given by LinnE are insufficient to iden- 
tify any species, and lie therefore depends on 

2 Trans. Royal Soc. Canadn, Vol. IT.,1911, p. 59. 

t l ~ e  references made by Linn6 later (in edi- 
tion XTT.) to variou~ earlier writers, as was 
his habit i n  many groups. Every one familiar 
with his work must recognize that he often 
madc such references very loosely, mainly to 
give some general idea of the loolis of a 
thing, without intending to imply absolute 
identity. NcMurrich picks out certain 
figures, among several referred to by Linn6, 
that hc tlrinlts can perhaps represent the spe- 
cies intended, but he rejects various others, 
and thuq guesses at what Linn6 had in mind, 
even when the figures disagree with the 
descriptions. 

1x1 fact, 1,innF wac: profoundly ignorant in 
respect to n~ost  marine Invertebrates, except 
shells. TIis descriptions of Actinians are no 
better than an intelligent boy twelve years 
old conld write, after five minutes of watch- 
ing t21ese crcaturcs, and his references tto 
figures are as careless as his descriptions. 
l'liercfore his actiiiian species should be 
(1roppc.d as inileterminahle, even if there were 
no other good rcasons. The lcading European 
authorities, familiar with the actinians of the 
same region, have never been able to agree as 
to his species, and they surely ought to have 
an advantage over an American in snch 
matters. 

T3ut this is not the only reason why most 
writers, before McMurrich, have wisely re-
jected the names. The most convincing rea- 
son has been their obscenity. No writer has 
been more familiar with north European 
actinians than I?. H. Gosse. I n  his '"ctino- 
logia Brit.," 1860, 11e quotes both A. senilis 
and A. jzcdaica of Linn6 under A. diantlzus; 
ant1 also A. senilis and A. felinia under Tealia 
crassicornis. But he dismisses these names as 
entirely "out of the qnestion," on account of 
their objcci ionable significance. 

1;inni: gave obscene names to some genera 
ant1 to many species. These, i n  many eases, 
were inerely the dirty names given to many 
marine creatures by tlie local fishermen and 
put into a Latin forin by LinnB or his pre- 
decessors. Such obscene names (often the 
same) are still in use, emn by Aincrican fisher- 
men, as 1lciiow from long experience. 



609 APRIL24, 19141 SCIENCE 

Once, when I asked the captain of a Cape 
Ann fishing schooner what names they gave 
to certain actinians, holothurians, ascidians, 
etc., he said, "We should not dare to tell our 
wives and daughters," and I agreed with him. 
Such are the names that McMurrich and some 
others would like to revive! 

I t  is rather embarrassing, when asked by an 
educated Lady the name of a beautiful sea-
anemone, to have to say that its name is 
"Priapus senilisis," or even Xetridium senilis; 
or "Priapus humanus " Linn6, for another 
creature; or to give other equally unjustifiable 
names. 

That Linn6 used these and other names in 
an obscene sense is evident, not only because 
often derived from fisherinen's dirty names, 
but because he described his species in the 
terms of human anatomy of sexual organs, in 
many cases, too absurd to mention. 

I t  is, therefore, unfortunate that a zoologist 
of such excellent ability as Professor Yc-
Murrich, should waste his time trying to re- 
vive these old, dirty, indeterminable names, 
which Ire himself adinits can not be definitely 
applied to any species by means of the descrip- 
tions themselves, while his indirect evidence 
is equally uncertain. The names that he thus 
adopts are Metridium senilis for M. dianthus; 
Urticina felina for U. crassicornis; Priapus 
equinus for Aciinia nzesembryandhemum. 

I n  the tenth edition of the "Syst. Nat.," 
1758, p. 666, the two species of "Priapus" are 
P. equinus and P. kumanus. The latter is a 
sipunculoid worm. I do not know that any 
one has receiltly tried to revive this name. It 
has better claims than some of the others. 

For P. equinzcs the only description 
(1758) is " semiovalis l~viusculus." Surely 
not very edifying! I n  Fauna Suecica, p. 
510, he has three more species: P. senilis; P. 
judaicus; P. felinus. The first has, as a diag- 
nosis, only this : "subcylindricus rugosus," 
with a three-line descriptive note, to the effect 
that i t  is the size of the last joint of a finger; 
that it is fuscous, sordid, rough, with a sub- 
coriaceus tunic, with the upper part soft, thin 
and sangxineous. These characters surely do 

riot apply to &I. dianthus, which is large, soft 
and smooth throughout, and especially deli- 
cate and translucent, when as small as the one 
mentioned by Linn6. I t  does not have the 
upper part sanguineous, however much it may 
vary in color. Thcre are other species on the 
Norwegian coast that agree with the brief 
description far better. This identification by 
McMurrich is then in itself untenable, as 
well as undesirable. 

As for "Priapus felinus," 1'761, the case is 
no better. The diagnosis is " cylindricus 
lawis glande muricata." The descriptive note 
is " simillarius priori," " sed g l a d e  muricata." 
No reference to earlier works. What he 
means by a "muricate glans" is hard to 
understand, if he had a soft actinian before 
him, like Actinia mesemBryantkemum. Per-
haps he refers here to another sipunculoid 
worm. 

As for the generic name Priapus, 1758, if 
i t  is to be used at all, it must be applied to 
the second species, humanus, as the type, for 
the first species was very early (1767) placed 
in Actinia. Whether helminthologists will 
adopt the name remains to be seen. 

A. E. VERRILL 

THE EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF MATHEMATICS 

TOTIIE EDITOR I n  a speech be- OF SCIENCE: 
fore the Cincinnati Schoolmaster's Club on 
February 21, 1914, Professor E. L. Thorndike, 
of Columbia University, made certain state-
ments with regard to the educational value of 
mathematics and the classical languages, 
which were quoted in the issue of the Cin-
cinnati Enquirer for February 22. One of 
the statements as quoted was that 
the old notion that Latin or mathematics made the 
mind more effective in all the morlr of business, 
law or other professions was largely superstition. 

The phraseology of this statement is cer-
tainly misleading. By the use of the expres- 
sion "old notion " Professor Thorndilre tends 
to convey the impression that no up-to-date, 
intelligent person has such a notion. That 
this is the very reverse of the truth may be 
seen by quoting from an article by Professor 
C. J. Keyser in the issue of forSCIENCE 


