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The nature of plant species
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Many botanists doubt the existence of plant species1–5, viewing
them as arbitrary constructs of the human mind, as opposed to
discrete, objective entities that represent reproductively independent lineages or ‘units of evolution’. However, the discreteness of
plant species and their correspondence with reproductive communities have not been tested quantitatively, allowing zoologists
to argue that botanists have been overly influenced by a few
‘botanical horror stories’, such as dandelions, blackberries and
oaks6,7. Here we analyse phenetic and/or crossing relationships in
over 400 genera of plants and animals. We show that although
discrete phenotypic clusters exist in most genera (>80%), the
correspondence of taxonomic species to these clusters is poor
(<60%) and no different between plants and animals. Lack of
congruence is caused by polyploidy, asexual reproduction and
over-differentiation by taxonomists, but not by contemporary
hybridization. Nonetheless, crossability data indicate that 70%
of taxonomic species and 75% of phenotypic clusters in plants
correspond to reproductively independent lineages (as measured
by postmating isolation), and thus represent biologically real
entities. Contrary to conventional wisdom8, plant species are
more likely than animal species to represent reproductively
independent lineages.
Previous attempts to assess the discreteness or objectivity of plant
species have relied on evidence from floras9, monographs10 and the
degree of correspondence between folk and western taxonomies11,12.
However, these studies are inconclusive because of potential biases
associated with human neurological processes13,14. Also, they fail
to address whether discrete clusters, if they exist, correspond to
reproductively independent lineages.
A more rigorous approach derives from the application of statistical procedures to classification—so-called numerical taxonomy15.
To bring objectivity into taxonomic practices, numerical taxonomists
advocated a classification based on the quantitative analyses of as
many characters as possible, with each character given equal weighting. Although now largely replaced by phylogenetic methods, these
statistical practices continue to be broadly employed by taxonomists
working on species-level problems.
We surveyed the biosystematic literature for numerical taxonomic
studies of plants and animals that sampled multiple populations per
species taxon (see the Methods). For each of 218 such studies that
were identified (Supplementary Tables 1 and 2), we tabulated the
number of discrete phenotypic clusters as revealed by statistical
methods. We then calculated the proportion of taxonomic species
(based on the last taxonomic treatment of that group before phenetic
analyses) that correspond directly to discrete phenotypic clusters. To
identify biological factors that influence species discreteness, multifactor analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to test for significant
effects of taxon (division, class), life history, mating system, polyploidy and contemporary hybridization on the proportion of species
that correspond directly to phenetic clusters (see the Methods).
In the majority of genera for which five or more species taxa were
assessed, phenetic analyses revealed discrete clusters: 83% for plants
1

(n ¼ 30) and 88% for animals (n ¼ 9). Thus, phenotypic discontinuities do exist in most taxonomic groups. However, the percentage
of species taxa that correspond directly to these clusters was low
(52.8% for plants and 52.1% for animals), particularly when compared to earlier estimates of the proportion of ‘good’ plant species
from floristic (83.1%)9 and monographic (93%)10 studies. Lack of
correspondence was mostly due to over-differentiation (.1 species
taxon per cluster) by taxonomists (87.4%) rather than underdifferentiation (13.6%).
So how do we account for the poor concordance between species
taxa and phenotypic clusters? Possibly, taxonomists are too willing
to split taxa on the basis of one or a few traits that ostensibly
discriminate groups. Lack of correspondence may also have a
biological basis, a hypothesis supported by ANOVA conducted on
the plant and animal phenetic data (Table 1; Fig. 1). While taxonomic
group, life history and contemporary hybridization had no effect on
correspondence between species taxa and phenetic clusters, asexual
reproduction and polyploidy reduced correspondence. Because
both asexuality and polyploidy are attended by significant crossing
barriers, phenotypically intermediate hybrids in these groups may
persist without recombining with parental forms16. However, the
importance of these factors in botanical classification may be
exaggerated in our study by a bias towards problematic taxa in the
application of phenetic methods; our compilation included 21
phenetic studies of agamic complexes (13.1%) compared to an
expectation of ,1% if taxonomic effort were distributed randomly
across genera17. More generally, groups that do not contain polyploid
or agamic taxa, yet have been a source for taxonomic confusion, are
also heavily represented in our data set. However, there was not a
significant effect of these difficult taxa on correspondence (model
F 1,164 ¼ 1.20; P ¼ 0.28; see the Supplementary Methods and
Results).
A more surprising observation was that contemporary hybridization among species of the same ploidal level failed to cause taxonomic problems, despite its frequent mention as the primary cause of
‘fuzzy’ species-boundaries in plants8. Perhaps diploid hybrids rarely
cause taxonomic problems because they tend to be pulled back into
the orbit of the parental species by backcrossing. Indeed, another
study also reported that hybridization was rarely associated with
Table 1 | ANOVA of factors affecting correspondence between species
taxa and phenetic clusters
Source

d.f.*

Sum of squares

F

P

Taxon
Life history
Mating system
Polyploidy
Hybridization
Error
Asexuality versus sexuality
Selfing versus outcrossing

3
1
2
1
1
159
1
1

0.38
0.04
1.63
1.16
0.32
25.02
1.64
0.51

0.81
0.28
5.20
7.39
2.07
–
10.40
3.24

0.49
0.60
0.0065
0.0073
0.15
–
0.0015
0.074

* d.f., degrees of freedom.
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problematic taxa10. Finally, we found marginal statistical support (see
Table 1) for Baker’s16 hypothesis that selfing lineages are more likely
to be separated by phenotypic discontinuities than are outcrossing
taxa.
To determine whether species taxa and/or phenetic clusters also
represent reproductively independent lineages, as measured by
postmating isolation, we searched the plant biosystematic literature
for crossing studies involving the same genera employed in the
phenetic analyses. If hybrids from intraspecific/intracluster crosses
were fertile and viable, but crosses with closely related congeners were
significantly less successful, then the species/cluster probably represents a reproductively independent lineage. Thus, we calculated a
crossability index (CI)18 for each interspecific (or intercluster) crosscombination within a given study, by dividing the mean interspecific
(or intercluster) crossability by the average intraspecific (or
intracluster) crossability. Interspecific crossability was considered
to be significantly lower than intraspecific crossability if CIs were
reduced by two standard deviations of intraspecific crossability
differences within a given group, typically a CI of ,0.8. Counting
a species taxon (or phenetic cluster) as a reproductively independent
lineage required that CIs from all cross-combinations involving that
species or cluster fall below this threshold.
Analyses of 37 taxonomic groups having both phenetic
and crossability data (Supplementary Table 3) revealed that both
species taxa (71.2 ^ 7.1%; mean ^ s.e.m.) and phenetic clusters
(75.2 ^ 6.8%) generally exhibit reproductive independence, and a
paired t-test failed to detect a difference in means (n ¼ 37, t ¼ 0.12,
P ¼ 0.91; two-tailed paired t-test). However, there was a trend for
taxonomists to outperform phenetic clustering when polyploids were
present (n ¼ 9; t ¼ 1.44, P ¼ 0.08; one-tailed paired t-test). This
latter result is expected because phenetic clustering fails to take into
account variation in ploidy, which often generates strong reproductive isolation. In addition, single factor regression, weighted by the
number of species per genus, indicated that mean CI had a strong
influence on the fraction of species taxa that correspond to phenetic
clusters (model F 1,28 ¼ 7.93, P ¼ 0.009; R 2 ¼ 0.22). That is, taxa
that are strongly reproductively isolated also tend to be distinct
phenotypically, an observation which is consistent with an important

Figure 1 | Proportion of species taxa that correspond directly to phenotypic
clusters compared on the basis of taxon, life history, mating system,
polyploidy and contemporary hybridization. Refer also to Table 1. For each
comparison, means with different letters are significantly different at
P , 0.05 (Tukey’s ‘honestly significant difference’ (HSD) test). Error bars
indicate s.e.m.

role for reproductive barriers in the formation and maintenance of
discrete morphological groups.
While these results imply the majority of plant species represent
reproductively independent lineages, the number of taxa included in
this initial analysis is small. Therefore, we extended the crossability
analysis (see the Methods) to a much broader array of plant
and animal groups (in the absence of phenetic data, we assume
species represent morphologically distinct units), including 114 plant
genera representing 1,231 interspecific cross-combinations and 170
genera of animals representing 694 interspecific cross-combinations
(Supplementary Tables 4–6).
Contrary to expectations8, plant species taxa were significantly
more likely to represent reproductively independent lineages (as
measured by postmating isolation) than animals (69.5 ^ 3.7%
versus 39.2 ^ 4.3%; model F 1,306 ¼ 42.30, P , 0.0001). However,
there was considerable heterogeneity among plant and animal groups
in the fraction of species taxa that exhibit reproductive independence
(model F 7,299 ¼ 6.61, P , 0.0001), with ferns and fern allies showing
the highest levels of independence, and birds the lowest (Fig. 2).
Surprisingly, none of the biological factors considered in the phenetic
analyses (see the Methods) had a significant impact on the fraction of
species that represent reproductively independent lineages.
Analysis of variation in the strength of postmating reproductive
isolation also revealed that plant species taxa were, on average, more
strongly isolated than animal species (mean CI for plants
0.43 ^ 0.03, versus 0.71 ^ 0.03 for animals; model F 1,278 ¼ 39.97,
P , 0.0001). This result should be viewed cautiously, however,
because only qualitative estimates of hybrid fitness are available for
many animal species.
Overall, our data indicate that many plant species do reflect
reproductively independent lineages (,70%) and thus appear to
represent biologically real entities. However, we recognize that the CI
is a fairly crude measure of reproductive independence because only
postmating reproductive barriers were assayed. Species in some
groups may be isolated entirely by premating barriers19, which
would lead to an underestimate of congruence between species
taxa and reproductive communities. This might explain the poor
correspondence between species taxa and CI found in many animal
groups (Fig. 2), where behaviour has an important role in reproductive isolation. More generally, our focus on postmating barriers
implies that our estimates of correspondence between species taxa
and reproductively independent lineages are conservative.

Figure 2 | Fraction of species taxa that represent reproductively
independent lineages in major taxonomic groups of plants and
animals. Means that do not share any letters are significantly different at
P , 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD test). Error bars indicate s.e.m.
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Also, full fertility of intraspecific hybrids is not necessarily equivalent to the reproductive cohesion of conspecific populations. Indeed,
botanists have frequently questioned whether there is sufficient gene
flow among conspecific plant populations to allow them to evolve as
an evolutionary unit1–3. However, historical estimates of gene flow
from molecular marker studies20 imply that gene flow levels are much
higher than suggested by earlier direct estimates21, and are roughly
equivalent across plants and animals. Theoretical advances in population genetics further indicate that even low-migration species may
evolve in concert through the spread of advantageous alleles20 or
through local extinction/colonization and source–sink dynamics in
subdivided populations22. The latter two processes, which are common in natural populations of plants23, lead to a reduction in
effective population size and shortened species-wide fixation times
for both beneficial and deleterious alleles22.
Botanists have been accused of poisoning Darwin’s mind about the
nature of species24 and our results at least partly validate this
accusation. Although the taxonomic problems caused by agamospermy in plants are real, apomixis has been reported for only 126
(,1%) of 13,000 genera of seed plants15. Thus, the large impact of
agamic complexes on the psyche of botanists1–4,8 may have more to do
with the abundance of certain agamic groups (for example, dandelions and blackberries), and fascination with them by taxonomists,
than to their contribution to overall plant diversity. In the majority of
sexual plant taxa, discrete entities that correspond to reproductively
independent lineages do exist at the species level and a useful
classification would reflect this.
METHODS
Phenetic analyses. To identify appropriate numerical taxonomic studies of
plants and animals, we surveyed journals with an experimental taxonomic
or evolutionary focus (Plant Systematics and Evolution, Systematic Botany,
Watsonia, Botanical Journal of the Linnaean Society, Systematic Zoology/Biology
and Journal of Zoology), as well as The Bryologist and the American Fern Journal to
increase representation from basal vascular plants. We also searched ISI’s Web of
Science using the search terms, “plant and phenetic” and “principal component
and phenetic” and “morphometric and taxonomy”.
For each taxon, we recorded the number of discrete (that is, non-overlapping)
clusters identified by either ordination or clustering methods (Supplementary
Tables 1 and 2). Taxa differentiated by discriminant analysis, but not by
other phenetic approaches, were not considered to be discrete because discriminant analysis weights characters that are perceived to be of importance in
discriminating previously recognized groups.
Multifactor ANOVA was used to test for significant effects of taxon, life
history (iteroparous versus semelparous), mating system (asexual, outcrossing,
selfing), polyploidy (absence versus presence) and contemporary hybridization
(absence versus presence) on correspondence between species taxa and phenetic
clusters. When feasible, taxonomic groups polymorphic for life history were
subdivided into groups that were monomorphic for life history; otherwise, life
history was treated as ‘missing’. Likewise, taxa containing both selfing and
outcrossing species were either subdivided into groups that were monomorphic
for mating system, or mating system was treated as ‘missing’. However, groups
containing both sexual and asexual taxa were treated as ‘asexual’ in the analyses
because asexual taxa often overlapped phenotypically with multiple sexual taxa.
Multiple studies within a genus were pooled to avoid phylogenetic bias.
Contrasts compared asexual versus sexual taxa and selfing versus outcrossing
sexual taxa. All analyses were performed using SAS PROC GLM (SAS Institute,
2001). Because studies in some genera included few taxa, leading to a discontinuous distribution of correspondence values, we tested significance using
10,000 randomization tests as well as F-tests based on the untransformed
percentages (see the Supplementary Methods). Similar results were obtained by
both methods.
Crossability analyses. For plants, we screened Plant Systematics and Evolution,
Systematic Botany and the American Journal of Botany (from 1960 on) for studies
that reported on crossability from both intra- and inter-specific crosses (Supplementary Table 5). We also used ISI’s Web of Science to search for crossability
studies of the same genera used in the phenetic analyses (Supplementary Table 3).
As before, genera that were polymorphic for important biological factors were
subdivided into groups that were monomorphic for these factors for statistical
analyses (see below). If intraspecific fertility data were unavailable for a group,
then crossability indices (CIs) had to fall below 0.8 (the average significance
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threshold) before significance was declared. Also, if multiple measures of
reproductive isolation were provided, a multiplicative fitness function was
used to calculate CI (calculation of CI based on the single-lowest factor yielded
the same results; see the Supplementary Methods and Results).
Quantitative estimates of both intra- and inter-specific crossability are rarer
in animals, so we relied mainly on several large compilations that provide an
‘isolation index’ between species of birds25, flies26, fishes27, frogs28 and lepidopterans29 (Supplementary Table 6). For mammals, we extracted hybrid fitness data
from Gray30, whereas the remaining animal crossing studies were obtained from
the primary literature following searches on ISI’s Web of Science. To enable
comparisons between the plant and animal data sets, the various isolation
indices were converted to a crossability index. For flies26, frogs28 and lepidopterans29, isolation indices that ranged from 0 (no isolation) to 1 (complete
isolation) were inverted. For birds25, fishes27 and mammals30, isolation
indices were converted to a crossability index as follows: 1, both sexes
fully fertile and viable; 0.75, one sex fertile, the other sex some individuals
recorded as fertile; 0.5, one sex fertile, one sex viable but infertile; 0.25, one sex
sometimes fertile, one sex viable but infertile; 0, both sexes either inviable or
infertile or both25. As before, if no information was provided on intraspecific
compatibility, then the mean CI threshold of 0.8 was employed to assess
correspondence. This classification maximizes estimates of the proportion of
‘good’ animal species (as compared to plant species); animal species are scored as
reproductively independent lineages if their hybrids show any loss of fertility or
viability.
One-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether kingdom or class/
division significantly affected correspondence between species taxa and CI. The
analysis of the effects of kingdom was repeated with mean CI as the dependent
variable. Although no significant departures from normality and equality of
variances were observed, all analyses were performed with and without arcsinesquare root transformations, with only the latter reported here.
Analysis of biological factors that might affect correspondence between
species taxa and CI in plants was also conducted by ANOVA, with taxonomic
division, life history, mating system and polyploidy included as main effects (see
Supplementary Table 4). Mean correspondence was analysed with and without
arcsine-square root transformations.
Received 26 July; accepted 3 November 2005.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20.

Levin, D. A. The nature of plant species. Science 204, 381–-384 (1979).
Raven, P. H. in Modern Aspects of Species (eds Iwatsuki, K., Raven, P. H. & Bock,
W. J.) 11–-29 (Univ. of Tokyo Press, Tokyo, 1986).
Hickman, J. C. The Jepson Manual of Higher Plants in California (Univ. of
California Press, Berkeley, 1993).
Bachmann, K. Species as units of diversity: an outdated concept. Theory Biosci.
117, 213–-230 (1998).
Mishler, B. D. in Species: New Interdisciplinary Essays (ed. Wilson, R. A.)
307–-316 (MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1999).
Fisher, R. A. in Evolution as a Process (eds Huxley, J. S., Hardy, A. C. & Ford, E. B.)
84–-98 (Allen and Unwin, London, 1954).
Diamond, J. M. Horrible plant species. Nature 360, 627–-628 (1992).
Grant, V. in The Species Problem (ed. Mayr, E.) 38–-90 (American Association
for the Advancement of Science, Washington DC, 1957).
Mayr, E. A local flora and the biological species concept. Am. J. Bot. 79,
222–-238 (1992).
McDade, L. A. Species concepts and problems in practice: Insight from
botanical monographs. Syst. Bot. 20, 606–-622 (1995).
Berlin, B., Breedlove, D. E. & Raven, P. H. Principles of Tzeltal Plant Classification
(Academic, New York/London, 1974).
Wang, J. X., Liu, H. M., Hu, H. B. & Gao, L. Participatory approach for rapid
assessment of plant diversity through a folk classification system in a tropical
rainforest: Case study in Xishuangbanna, China. Conserv. Biol. 18, 1139–-1142
(2004).
Ridley, M. Evolution (Blackwell Scientific Publications, Oxford, 1996).
Mishler, B. D. & Donoghue, M. J. Species concepts: A case for pluralism. Syst.
Zool. 31, 491–-503 (1982).
Sokal, R. R. & Sneath, P. H. A. Principles of Numerical Taxonomy (W.H. Freeman
and Company, San Francisco, 1963).
Baker, H. G. Race formation and reproductive method in flowering plants.
Symp. Soc. Exp. Biol. 7, 114–-145 (1953).
Carman, J. G. Asynchronous expression of duplicate genes in angiosperms may
cause apomixis, bispory, tetraspory, and polyembryony. Biol. J. Linn. Soc. 61,
51–-94 (1997).
McDade, L. A. & Lundberg, J. G. A new tabular and diagrammatic method for
displaying artificial hybridization data, with an example from Aphelandra
(Acanthaceae). Syst. Bot. 7, 13–-25 (1982).
Arnold, M. L. Natural Hybridization and Evolution (Oxford Univ. Press, New York,
1997).
Morjan, C. L. & Rieseberg, L. H. How species evolve collectively: implications of

© 2006 Nature Publishing Group

LETTERS

NATURE|Vol 440|23 March 2006

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

gene flow and selection for the spread of advantageous alleles. Mol. Ecol. 13,
1341–-1356 (2004).
Ehrlich, P. R. & Raven, P. H. Differentiation of populations. Science 165,
1228–-1232 (1969).
Whitlock, M. C. Fixation probability and time in subdivided populations.
Genetics 164, 767–-779 (2003).
Levin, D. A. The Origin, Expansion, and Demise of Plant Species (Oxford Univ.
Press, New York, 2000).
Mayr, E. The Growth of Biological Thought (Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 1982).
Price, T. D. & Bouvier, M. M. The evolution of F1 postzygotic incompatibilities
in birds. Evolution 56, 2083–-2089 (2002).
Coyne, J. A. & Orr, H. A. “Patterns of speciation in Drosophila” revisited.
Evolution 51, 295–-303 (1997).
Russell, S. T. Evolution of intrinsic post-zygotic reproductive isolation in fish.
Ann. Zool. Fenn. 40, 321–-329 (2003).
Sasa, M. M., Chippindale, P. T. & Johnson, N. A. Patterns of postzygotic
isolation in frogs. Evolution 52, 1811–-1820 (1998).
Presgraves, D. C. Patterns of postzygotic isolation in Lepidoptera. Evolution 56,
1168–-1183 (2002).
Gray, A. P. Mammalian Hybrids: A Check-list with Bibliography (Commonwealth
Agricultural Bureaux Farnham Royal, Slough, England, 1972).

Supplementary Information is linked to the online version of the paper at
www.nature.com/nature.
Acknowledgements Funding for this work was provided by the US National
Institutes of Health, the US National Science Foundation, and the Guggenheim
Foundation (to L.H.R.). We thank M. Barker, S. Bickford, A. Buerkle, J. Burke,
B. Gross, M. Moody, J. Strasburg, Y. Supir, M. Tseng and K. Whitney for helpful
comments on an earlier version of the manuscript, and the Centre for Plant
Biodiversity Research at CSIRO Plant Industry, Australia for providing office
space and library resources for this project. W. Hastie, M. Hearn and
M. Thornton, from the CSIRO Black Mountain Library, provided extensive
bibliographic assistance.
Author Contributions L.H.R. conceived of the literature surveys, T.E.W. and
L.H.R. collected the data, and E.J.B. and L.H.R. conducted the data analyses. The
manuscript was written by L.H.R. with comments and assistance from T.E.W.
and E.J.B.
Author Information Reprints and permissions information is available at
npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions. The authors declare no competing
financial interests. Correspondence and requests for materials should be
addressed to L.H.R. (lriesebe@indiana.edu).

© 2006 Nature Publishing Group

527

