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“ loathsome 
harlotry ”

Carl Linnaeus is famous for many things. 
One of these is how he came up with a 
system for grouping plants.

It was SCANDALOUS... kind of.
 
Linnaeus wanted to find a way of 
ordering the hundreds of plants that he 
knew. He could order them by colour, or 
by height. He could group them by their 
habitat, or by their textures.

In 1735, Linnaeus announced a system 
that he’d been working on. It was based 
entirely on the number of stamens and 
pistils the plant had. He created 24 
groups of stamen-pistil combinations - the 
first being simple ‘One stamen with one 
pistil’ plants, and the last being plants 
that didn’t seem to have stamens or pistils 
at all. He proudly called this: ‘The Sexual 
System of Plants’.

Now, in 1735, that was probably racy 
enough. Yet Linnaeus went further in his 
descriptions. He called the first group 
of plants Monadria - ‘One husband’. 
The second he called Diandria - ‘Two 
husbands’, and he cheekily added “Mariti 
duo in codem conjugio” which means 
“Two husbands in the same marriage 
[with a woman]”.

The horror! The blasphemy!

Linnaeus went on and on for 22 
more categories describing more and 
more complex marital scenarios (e.g. 
Syngenesia - ‘the husbands form an 
alliance of the genitals’).

Blimey... we need to sit down!



Unfortunately for Linnaeus, this system 
has not stood the test of time (although it 
was quite successful for a while).

The Sexual System is flawed in many 
ways and Linnaeus himself admitted that 
it was a system used for ease, rather than 
accuracy.

Scientists nowadays call this system 
‘artificial’ in that it groups species based 
on a characteristic that doesn’t reflect 
what truly connects them.

For example, dry broad beans (Vicia faba) 
were placed in Linnaeus’ Diadelphia (R), 
while the flowering plants he named 
Cassia were placed in  Decandria (K).
They are now both understood to belong 
to the same Family, Fabaceae, aka 
legumes.

This is similar to the way you might first 
think that bats are birds, because they can 
fly, but by using a more natural system 
of classification you can reclassify bats as 
mammals, as they give birth to live young 
(i.e. not in eggs) and produce milk via 
mammary glands - neither of which birds 
do.

Plant taxonomy is still changing, 
particularly in light of DNA analysis. 
The current widely-accepted classification 
system was published in 1998, and its last 
update (version 4) was published in 2016.

I guess we can’t blame Linnaeus for not 
getting it quite right in 1735.










