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Taming the 
Taxonomy

CHRISTOPH MILER views existing botanical classification systems 
to be the result of design. He poses the question: if we reframe 

conventional – perhaps outdated – perspectives on the plant world, 
could this help us to reconsider our relationship with nature?

The kingdom of plants is a place of overwhelming 
diversity. Leaves, flowers, fruits, and stems come in  
a kaleidoscopic expression of shapes, textures, and  
colours. Some plant species remind the innocent human  
eye of peach-coloured tongues (Cryptostylis subulate), 
ultra-long phalluses (Titan arum), or life-sized pistachio 
ice cream scoops (Azorella compacta). With these  
endless variations, botany – the scientific and orderly 
study of plants – has always posed a challenging 
endeavour to the human mind. 

The first attempts to design a system of plant  
classification were made in India and Greece over 2300  
years ago. In Europe, however, many of the early  
botanical insights fell into oblivion during the Middle  
Ages, when scholars focused on the medical aspects  
of plants and not their taxonomic traits.1 It was only 
with the rise of botanical gardens as a place of sci
entific curiosity that serious efforts of tackling plant 
systemization were reintroduced in Renaissance 
Europe. In the gardens of medical universities and 
monasteries, including Orto botanico di Pisa (opened 
1544) and Orto botanico di Firenze (opened 1545),  
botanists such as Italian Luca Ghini cultivated and 
classified plants. Their work led to a new type of publi-
cation, the herbarium, in which they documented  
and compared dried specimens in a systematic manner.

Nonetheless, there was no universal system in 
place; plants were classified inconsistently and names 
for new species were a matter of taste, often volumi-
nous and complicated. The tomato, for example,  
was called Solanum caule inermi herbaceo, foliis pinnatis 
incises, which translates in English as “the solanum 
with the smooth stem which is herbaceous and  
has incised pinnate leaves”. This kind of tongue-twister 
must have been rather impractical for a chat between 
two botanists. 

In the eighteenth century, now legendary Swedish  
botanist Carl Linnaeus set out to clean up what he 
perceived as a mess. While working as head gardener 
for the director of the Dutch East India Company, 
George Clifford, at his summer home in Hartekamp 
near Haarlem, Linnaeus had access to a vast botanical 
library, greenhouses, a grand garden, and the com-
pany’s vegetal prey from overseas explorations. His 
studies of the sumptuous flora would provide the  
basis for a radical idea: the kingdom of plants could  
be neatly organized by applying “the social hierarchy  
of his day, with its kingdoms, provinces, parishes  
and villages, to the natural world. He slotted plants […] 
into a framework of five main categories – kingdom, 
class, order, genus, species”2 – and from there  
each plant was called by just two succinct Latin names, 

→ Carl Linnaeus established 
three kingdoms in his Systema 
Naturae, namely Regnum 
animale, Regnum vegetabile, 
and Regnum lapideum. 
Tabular representation of the 
plant kingdom, from Linnaeus, 
Systema Naturae, 1735.
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← Illustration by Georg 
Dionysius Ehret, depicting 
Linnaeus’s sexual classi
fication of plants from 
Systema Naturae, 1735

↗ “A Garden of Parallel 
Plants” from Leo Lionni,  
La botanica parallela, 1976

René Descartes wrote in 1637  
that if we can describe, understand, 
and organize life, we can also 
“render ourselves the masters and 
possessors of nature”.

representing genus and species. He then went on to  
consider the number and arrangements of sexual 
organs as the most important character for designating 
the class of a plant within his system. In a rather  
sexualized and patriarchal version of nature, Linnaeus  
formulated an index based on the number of “hus-
bands” (male stamens) and concubinae (female pistils) 
that were sharing the “bed” within a “house”.

The method of Linnaeus to bring order into the 
overflowing world of living things wasn’t merely  
an act of scientific need, but should also be viewed as 
an act of design. If we consider the roots of design  
in the Latin term designare, which translates as “to mark  
out, to choose, to designate”, then we might also see 
the parallels to his classification system. Linnaeus’s 
work equally designates and chooses “constant, certain 
and organic”3 plant features as representative, and 
thereby predefines what one should actively look at 
and what one should simply ignore. In order to render 
the sweeping kingdom of plants into numerical  
and standardized terms, one could argue that Linnaeus 
had to design this highly selective, new botanical gaze.

Shortly after Linnaeus published his theories  
in Species Plantarum in 1753, he was critically acclaimed 
by his contemporaries, amongst them philosopher 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau who praised him as the “greatest  
man on earth”.4 Linnaeus claimed success in what  
so many before had failed to do: taming the vast plant 
kingdom through the human mind. The foundations 
for modern taxonomy had been laid, fitting to the 
emerging world view of the time – rationalism. 

Famous rationalist René Descartes wrote in 1637  
that if we can describe, understand, and organize  
life, we can also “render ourselves the masters and  
possessors of nature”.5 The idea was that if we could 
comprehend and control (and ultimately exploit)  
our planet through intelligence and technological  
innovation, we could continue to claim top position  
in nature’s hierarchy. Fast-forward nearly 400  
years: if Linnaeus, a firm believer in the idea of plants  
as God’s creation, was to take a walk through our  
contemporary landscape, he would likely encounter 
genetically engineered species resistant todisease, 
plants with new DNA strands that glow at night, plants 
that grow without soil, and plants that are mere 3D 
replicas of their long-lost originals. Welcome to the 
age of the Anthropocene, Mr. Linnaeus, we have taken 
God’s creation into our own hands! 

However, cracking glaciers, rising sea levels, and 
increasing extinction rates draw a very different  
picture of our position within the world. The manifes
tations of our ecological crises tell us that the ratio
nalist fantasies of total control and endless growth  
have reached their limits – our relationship with plants 
can no longer be a simple one-way street of domina-
tion. We need to change something. But where to start?

Perhaps the first thing to recognize is that the 
rationalist perspective on the world is a powerful one, 
for it suggests control, order, and hierarchies when  
in fact there are none. It’s a way to look at the world 
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that we have found comforting, a story that we’ve  
constructed to feel safe as part of a complex and some-
times chaotic reality. By circulating this narrative  
we’ve learned to perceive the world in a certain way: 
mainly through numbers, abstractions, and logical 
arguments, which created a particular reality for us  
in turn. 

Philosopher Timothy Morton proposes a different 
perspective, not one of hierarchy but of an ecological 
mesh that interconnects all living beings, including  
us. Here, human beings are not an outside force distur
bing an otherwise natural system, rather they are  
an integral and interacting part of the system itself.  
But if we tell the stories of plants solely through  
the lens of scientific objectification, static taxonomies 
made of fixed categories and their related economic 
value, it is hard to see the dynamic mesh that plants 
and humans are part of. This is what biologist and  
philosopher Donna Haraway implies when she says,  
“It matters what stories tell stories”.6

Looking for new perspectives and novel stories  
of plant life is to reconsider what Linnaeus did and to  
add a new chapter. Instead of taming life’s variable 
expressions, it is time to tame the taxonomy. We don’t 
have to kill the ideas of rationalism and its applica-
tions, but we do have to find ways of subverting and 
expanding its hegemonic, reductionist horizon  
towards more complex symbiotic relations, which we 
all rely on in the end.7

The potential to narrate the structures and experi
ences of the mesh seems to be particularly promising 
for designers. Speculative fiction has already paved  
the way for this. As a thought experiment it allows  
us to use our current reality as raw material for build-
ing stories about potential ways of coexisting. With  
the tools of science fiction, speculative evolution, 
and botanical fiction we can blow up bacteria, shrink 
humans, and let trees talk. We are also free to ask 
“what if?” Such a speculative way of thinking enables 
us to explore possible futures, while reflecting on  
our current day and age. It becomes a tool for structur-
ing our present experience and making sense of  
reality from a different vantage point. 

Authors, artists, and designers have used botanical  
fiction since the 1850s to discuss humanity’s role 
within the larger scheme of things. H. G. Wells criticized 
the colonial exploitation of nature in his short story 
“The Flowering of the Strange Orchid” (1894), Leo 
Lionni drew and sculpted fictional plants to question 
the reductionism of botanical reality in his fantastical 
herbarium La botanica parallela (1976; Eng. Parallel  
Botany, 1977), and Ursula K. Le Guin explored ideas  
of consciousness in plants in her sci-fi story “Vaster 
than Empires and More Slow” (1971), in which the  
forest of World 4470 senses and emanates fear as  
“one big green thought”.8 Today, artists like Hito Steyerl,  
Suzanne Treister, or Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg – the 
latter visualizes plants as the means for the production  
of consumer goods in her project Growth Assembly  
(2009) – continue in the tradition of botanical fiction. 

← Alexandra Daisy 
Ginsberg and Sascha 
Pohflepp, Growth 
Assembly (Herbicide 
Gourd), 2009

These approaches go far beyond a mere reflection  
of modern science and technology, they question what 
plants essentially are and how they escape their nor
mative categorizations. And all suggest a view of seeing 
the interconnectedness between the planet and the 
creatures that live on it.

If we want to make these entanglements graspable, 
methods of botanical fiction, eco-fiction, and spec
ulative evolution are clearly needed. Used in the right 
way these strategies can help us reconsider our  
way of looking at the plant kingdom, and in turn our  
role within the ecosystem – from domination to  
collaboration. A redesigned botanical gaze will contri
bute to narratives that break with the outdated idea  
of human mastery over nature and a hierarchy of  
living beings. Obviously, there is much to do within  
the “basic survival project in our present context”9  
as ecofeminist and philosopher Val Plumwood phrases 
it, but reconsidering our position within the living  
world through new narratives might be a healthy and  
necessary starting point. Not least because this  
might allow us to experience the world for what it is:  
a highly dynamic network of infinite connections  
and interdependencies ●
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