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Abstract: In this note, I discuss the advantages of the usage
of subgenera as a practical taxonomic rank in mamma-
lian taxonomy. Use of this category preserves traditional
usage, reduces nomenclatural instability and avoids
unnecessary change of names. Subgenera are useful to
label diagnosable clades of closely related species, espe-
cially in morphologically and ecologically diverse mono-
phyletic genera, without alteration of traditional binomial
usage. Contrary to informal names such as “divisions”
or “groups”, subgenera are governed by the rules of the
International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature
(ICZN), having usage constrained (and stability promoted)
by typification and priority.
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Molecular techniques have greatly enhanced our ability
to recognize clades, leading some to propose new genera
for these groupings (e.g. Weksler et al. 2006, Byrne et al.
2016). This has had the effect of disrupting traditional
classification and thus communication among biologists.
In some cases, the resurrection or the creation of new
generic entities is mostly beyond doubt (e.g. Weksler et al.
2006). However, a more complex situation arises when
well-supported clades, involving a variety of morphotypes
and distinctive evolutionary and ecological variants, are
included under a single monophyletic nominal genus,
producing a classification of dubious heuristic value
(Wheeler 2004, Ford 2006).

The subgenus is a category recognized in zoological
nomenclature intermediate between the genus and the
species (Dubois 2007, 2008). Its use varies greatly from
one group of organisms to another (Winston 1999). Its
application has been criticized, being for some research-
ers “an obscure rank at best” (Frost 2018). For other
authors, the nature of higher-category taxa (i.e. taxa
above the species level) is inevitably subjective (e.g.
Laurin 2010, but see Humphreys and Barraclough 2014),
an issue that is not my intention to discuss here. In turn,
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I want to debate the usage of subgenera as a practical

taxonomic rank, which maintains traditional usage but

also allows the storage and retrieval of systematic infor-
mation. My defense of the subgenera is best explained by
the following points:

1. A main goal of the zoological nomenclature is to pro-
mote nomenclatural stability whenever possible, in
order to help a more efficient communication among
scientists. The use of subgenera is in agreement with
this goal as the recognition of this category preserves
traditional usage and avoids unnecessary change of
genera (e.g. Giarla et al. 2010, Voss et al. 2014, Teta
et al. 2016, Pavan and Voss 2016).

2. Group names represent a nested system for informa-
tion storage and retrieval (Mayr 1969, Benton 2007),
being not only referents for sets of taxa (e.g. De Quei-
roz 2007). A main strength of the Linnaean nomen-
clature is its value in generating predictions, which
depends on assigning specific coordinate rankings
for coordinate entities (Patterson and Upham 2014).
Accordingly, subgenera are useful to label diagnos-
able clades of closely related species, without altera-
tion of traditional binomial usage.

3. The use of informal names for well-supported clades
within monophyletic taxa, such as “divisions”,
“sections” or “groups”, has several inconveniences. On
one hand, informal group names do not denote hier-
archical relationships [as Voss et al. (2014) expressed:
“do sections contain groups or do groups contain sec-
tions?”]; in fact “divisions”, “sections” or “groups”
were variably used to refer both to well-defined clades
within monophyletic genera (e.g. the olivacea and lon-
gipilis groups by Cafion et al. 2014 for Abrothrix Water-
house 1837) or to group different, phylogenetically
close and well-established genera [e.g. the five sections
recognized by D’Elia (2003) for the tribe Akodontini].
On the other hand, informal names are not regulated,
leading to some chaos in its application and use. On
the contrary, subgenera are governed by the rules of
the International Commission on Zoological Nomen-
clature (ICZN) (1999), having its usage constrained
(and stability promoted) by typification and priority
(cf. Voss et al. 2014).

A good example of the points previously discussed is
given by the recent taxonomic history of the bat genus

Lasiurus Gray 1831. This monophyletic genus was recently
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split, based mostly on molecular data and external dif-
ferences in coat color (Baird et al. 2015), into three differ-
ent genera, namely Aeorestes Fitzinger 1870, Dasypterus
Peters 1871, and Lasiurus s.s. However, as was noted by
Ziegler et al. (2016) and Novaes et al. (2018), the use of
a subgeneric classification would be sufficient to recover
the phylogenetic information presented by Baird et al.
(2015). Recognizing the well-established monophyletic
genus Lasiurus, with Aeorestes and Dasypterus as subgen-
era within it, provides information about the taxonomic
position of different species within it and also maintains
nomenclatural stability. In this case, the genus name
Lasiurus is informative about the close relationship that
exists between the subgenera Aeorestes, Dasypterus and
Lasiurus, which is supported by molecular and morpho-
logical evidence (Ziegler et al. 2016, Novaes et al. 2018),
whereas the subgeneric names, Aeorestes, Dasypterus and
Lasiurus, are indicative of different evolutionary lineages
within Lasiurus s.l. [e.g. Lasiurus (Aeorestes) cinereus and
Lasiurus (Aeorestes) villosissimus are more closely related
to each other than either are to Lasiurus (Dasypterus) egal.
Against the arguments expressed by Ziegler et al. (2016),
Baird et al. (2015) claimed that “...subgenus distinction is
almost never utilized in the literature and would quickly
become obsolete...using subgeneric names would not
solve the problem of having taxonomy under-represent
the distinction among red, yellow, and hoary bats. In the
past.. literature that referred to that genus (i.e. Lasiurus)
was ambiguous as to whether the study included red,
yellow, or hoary bats...With the revised taxonomy, litera-
ture searches will become clearer as to which groups are
being studied.” I disagree with this opinion by the follow-
ing: (i) there are several other recent taxonomic contribu-
tions guaranteeing the use of this taxonomical rank, that
is far from being obsolete (e.g. Giarla et al. 2010, Voss et al.
2014, Pavan and Voss 2016, Teta et al. 2016, Gutiérrez and
Marinho Filho 2017) and (ii) the use of a name such as
Aeorestes, previously not employed for the species within
Lasiurus (cf. Ziegler et al. 2016), surely complicates the
searches, rather than facilitating them. For example, a
search in GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility;
conducted on 28th February 2018) for Aeorestes cinereus
villosissimus retrieved zero results against 65 for Lasiurus
cinereus villosissimus.

In summary, I strongly encourage the use of sub-
genus, evaluating each case in particular. Even when
some authors may not see it necessary to defend a valid
and regulated taxonomic category such as the subgenus,
numerous recent examples highlight the need to return
to a more austere and stable taxonomy. For example, as
was discussed by Gutiérrez and Marinho-Filho (2017),
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several recently erected or resurrected genera of Neotro-
pical monkeys (e.g. Cheracebus, Leontocebus, Plectoroce-
bus, Sapajus; Byrne et al. 2016, Rylands et al. 2016) could
be regarded as subgenera within other well-recognized
genera, in order to preserve nomenclatural stability.
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