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EFFORTS TO LEARN about plants are called botany, when they are
sufficiently rational. Efforts to grow plants and make new ones and
to destroy the harmful and unwanted are parts of agriculture and
sylviculture, when they are sufficiently profitable. Our enjoyment
of plants, wild or in the garden, has no name, but it is an aspect of
civilisation as essential as art and literature; and horticulture is a
sign of progress. Thus, in concourses of men, the academic, the
applied, and the recreational sides of plant-lore have developed
into the botany schools of universities, the plant-breeding stations
of agriculture, the research institutes of forestry, the nature-reserves
of wild-life services, the parks and botanical gardens of cities, and
the flower-beds, window-boxes, vases, and books of the home.
Wretchedly barren is that community unmindful. In this concrete
age, which hardens our lives, we should reflect upon the appeal of
kampong, sawa, pasir panjang, gunong hijau, sungei berassau, and
kayu chondong. The beauty of Rio de Janeiro, so inspiring to the
visitor, is the city in the bay of forested mountains. Seeing then
that botany, if we use that word for all ways in which plants enter
our lives, is a subject vital to learning, practice, and recreation, let
us consider the harder word taxonomy.

Taxonomy. All sciences split up as particular methods are used
in their study. Botany, too, is sundered into an increasing number
of “-ologies”, many of which require not a knowledge of plants so
much as of other natural sciences, and an electron-microscopist or
radiographer may be a botanist. One of these divisions is now
called taxonomy. It is the old core of professional botany, derived
from the herbalists through the systematists who variously im-
proved the classification of plants. It is regarded as old fashioned,
being the parent, but rather is it the trunk to the branches, ever
swelling as they multiply, gathering the information, and, I believe,
still the core and heart of botany. Several “-ologies” and “ogra-
phies” are indeed, attributed to taxonomy, which means the method
of orderly classification but we can understand better what it is
from its outcome. Nowadays taxonomy is the classification of plants
according to their evolution. The early botanists and zoologists
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discovered that plants and animals were constructed in definite
ways, from which an orderly classification could be thought out
and named, so as to give a better and international understanding
of biology. A good classification is needed in science to pigeon-hole
the enormous and ever-increasing number of facts: that it is objec-
tive and satisfactory, international recognition proves. Until a hun-
dred years ago, however, this classification was an enigma because
there was no adequate explanation of the expanding, varying, and
yet coherent, marvellous pattern of life which it revealed, or why it
should have been satisfactory. Darwin’s theory of evolution was not
a flash in scholastic darkness, but the sun which rose on biology.
The orderliness of classification was seen to express the evolution
(and extinction) of plants and animals in the past. They were being
classified on the peculiarities of their various lines of descent, or
heritages; being founded on “raison d’étre”, this was the order so
satisfactory. The sun, I think, was the spontaneous combustion of
taxonomy, but that is another story. To appreciate the importance
of taxonomy, as evolutionary classification, we must consider a
method of scientific enquiry which it has introduced. This is the
distinction between homology and analogy. The method is most
useful in other branches of biology which have not been able,
because of the baflling complexity of protoplasm, to advance as far
as morphology, or the study of structure, on which taxonomy is
based. I refer particularly to physiology, genetics, biochemistry,
and other experimental subjects which are incapable of classifying
living things, of correlating the facts of biology, and of organising
biological thought.

Homology and Analogy. There are two ways of studying plants
and animals, namely the particular and the comparative. In the
particular we investigate one kind of plant or animal, or one part
of it, intensively. Thus, we may study the respiration of a root or
muscle, or the absorption of mineral salts by root hairs, or the in-
heritance of certain characters such as flowering-time, grain-size, or
seed-production in a plant such as the rice-plant. As any of these
subjects, or the means by which they are studied, can be developed
into a particular branch of science, it can be seen how these bran-
ches multiply in modern research. Sooner or later comparison must
be made with other plants or animals, but what ones? Obviously
comparison of objects superficially similar, as fish and whales, or
ferns and palms, may be exceedingly misleading, for their similari-
ties are analogous, not fundamental; and, as we are dealing with
the minute and intricate behaviour of this exceedingly complex,
largely unknown, protoplasm of living things, we must avoid as
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