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Guest Editorial - The Role of the Amateur in Entomology 

Entomology has now become an e s s e n t i a l l y p ro f e s s iona l s c i e n c e . 
Many younger en tomologis t s - p ro fe s s iona l s in the t r u e mean ing of the 
word and exper i enced in a l l the m o d e r n techniques of entomology, such 
as genet ics and s t a t i s t i c s a n d u s i n g complex tools l ike the e l e c t r o n m i c r o -
scope - a r e poss ib ly not fully consc ious t he se days of the dominant r o l e 
the a m a t e u r has played in the pas t . 

P r o g r e s s in the sc i ence of entomology p r o c e e d e d slowly f rom the 
e a r l y beginnings in China, Greece and R o m e , but a l r e a d y in the 17th and 
e a r l y 18th c e n t u r i e s a c c u r a t e obse rva t ions and i l l u s t r a t i o n s w e r e being 
r e c o r d e d by such people a s M a r i a Sibylla M e r i a n i n Holland and E . Albin 
in England and John Ray m a d e a signif icant advance with h i s c l a s s i f i ca t ion 
of i n sec t s publ ished in 1710. The g rea t l eap fo rward , however , took 
p lace f rom the midd le of the 18th cen tu ry following publ icat ion of the 
f i r s t edit ion of the "Sys tema N a t u r a e " by Linnaeus in 1738. 

The g r e a t e r a of a m a t e u r entomology followed f rom the end of the 
18th cen tu ry and throughout the 19th with a f lour ishing of individual co l 
l e c t o r s , loca l soc ie t i e s and j o u r n a l s . V a s t n u m b e r s of new spec ies w e r e 
d e s c r i b e d and the f i r s t ma jo r s y s t e m a t i c works 'were publ i shed . This 
was l a r g e l y the work of a m a t e u r s . It is t r u e that g r ea t confusion has 
been caused by the u n c r i t i c a l na tu re of much 19th cen tu ry work but, as 
any t axonomis t knows, the p r o b l e m s of c l a s s i f i ca t ion a r e not e a s y . M i s 
t akes w e r e inev i t ab le . The i m p o r t a n t thing, however , was that the e n o r 
mous p r o b l e m of a t t empt ing to n a m e and c lass i fy a l l i n s e c t s throughout 
the wor ld had begun. Without the e n t h u s i a s m , dedica t ion and p a s s i o n a t e 
i n t e r e s t in i n s e c t s shown by the a m a t e u r in the pas t , the t r e m e n d o u s a d 
vances in en tomologica l knowledge and ach i evemen t i n r e c e n t y e a r s would 
not have been p o s s i b l e . 

Ju s t p r i o r to and following the Second World War , the dominance 
of the p ro fe s s iona l in wor ld entomology b e c a m e comple te and a m a j o r 
expansion in the o rgan i sa t i on of entomology began which is s t i l l continuing 
at the p r e s e n t t i m e . The d r a m a t i c deve lopment in entomology dur ing the 
pa s t 50 y e a r s i s c l e a r l y r e f l ec t ed by the a t t endance a t World C o n g r e s s e s . 
Both a t the 1910 C o n g r e s s in B r u s s e l s and the 1912 C o n g r e s s in Oxford 
t h e r e w e r e l e s s than 150 m e m b e r s , while a t the second C o n g r e s s held in 
England in 1964 in London the n u m b e r s w e r e approach ing 2, 000. While 
a m a t e u r s played an i m p o r t a n t p a r t in the o rgan i sa t i on of the e a r l y Con
g r e s s e s , only a handful w e r e m e m b e r s of the 1964 C o n g r e s s and p a p e r s 
w e r e r e a d by an even s m a l l e r n u m b e r . 

. 1 
. 3 
91 



2 Spencer 

In view of the overwhelming p ro fes s iona l i s a t ion of entomology to 
day, what contr ibut ion of i m p o r t a n c e can now be m a d e by the a m a t e u r ? 
The life h i s t o r i e s even of m a n y of the commoner i n s e c t s a r e not fully 
known and the deta i led work of r e a r i n g individual spec ies is the so r t of 
•work a d m i r a b l y sui ted to the l imi ted t ime and m e a n s of younger a m a t e u r s. 
Careful obse rva t ion will r e v e a l m a n y unknown fac t s . The jou rna l s of 
local soc ie t i e s will n o r m a l l y provide an outlet for publicat ion of such 
s m a l l sca le s tud ie s . F o r the pure co l lec tor the p r e p a r a t i o n of local l i s t s 
e i ther of al l o r d e r s in a l imi ted a r e a or of one o r d e r in a wider field will 
a lways provide informat ion of va lue . The col lect ion of any of the l e s s e r 
known o r d e r s or of p a r t i c u l a r biological groups such a s gal ls or leaf 
m i n e s offers un l imi ted scope for exci t ing new d i s c o v e r i e s . 

The ach ievement of any or ig ina l taxonomic work by a m a t e u r s b e 
c o m e s i nc r ea s ing ly difficult. The mul t ip l i c i ty of s p e c i e s , the complexi ty 
of the code of nomenc l a tu r e and the p ro l i f e ra t ion of l i t e r a t u r e , now pub
l i shed in numerous languages , n e c e s s i t a t e y e a r s of pat ient study and 
work before one can ven tu re into o r ig ina l publ icat ion. Few a m a t e u r s 
a r e p r e p a r e d to devote the i r en t i re f ree t ime for y e a r s on end to ento
molog ica l study of this kind which alone will qualify them as t a x o n o m i s t s . 

A fur ther major difficulty for any taxonomis t i s the study of t y p e s . 
Numerous spec ies cannot be identified with ce r t a in ty from the d e s c r i p 
tion alone and, in c a s e s of doubt, p e r s o n a l examinat ion of the holotype 
will a lways become e s s e n t i a l . Confronted with this p r o b l e m , the a m a t e u r 
is not in a posi t ion to apply for a g ran t and fly off to examine the type in 
quest ion. He is dependent on the ins t i tu t ion, whe reve r it m a y be , sending 
the type to h im as a loan. Unfortunately, m a n y leading m u s e u m s and 
ins t i tu t ions re fuse to lend types and h e r e I would l ike to emphas i s e how 
much this negat ive policy m u s t be d e p r e c a t e d . The inabil i ty to study 
types can r e p r e s e n t a se r ious handicap to scient if ic work and not only 
a m a t e u r s suffer in this way. The re is even one well known European 
m u s e u m which, in the pas t , h a s re fused to a l low a number of i t s types 
even to be examined at a l l "owing to the i r g rea t h i s t o r i c a l va lue" . With 
such a policy the scientif ic value of the types concerned becomes ni l . 
Surely the whole policy i n r e l a t i o n to types m u s t hinge on the i r value for 
the advancement of scient if ic knowledge and any policy which f r u s t r a t e s 
this m u s t be wrong. 

The e a r l y Chinese a round 500 B . C . l i s t ed in the E r h - y a 53 spec ies 
of i n s e c t s , while Ar i s t o t l e r e c o r d e d 47 spec ies and P l iny in Rome 300 
y e a r s l a t e r 61 . Today the number of d e s c r i b e d spec ies is approaching 
the mi l l ion m a r k , while a l m o s t ce r t a in ly an equal number r e m a i n to be 
d i s cove red and d e s c r i b e d . Despi te the i m m e n s e p r o g r e s s of the pas t the 
t a sks s t i l l facing entomology a r e formidable and any contr ibut ion which 
can be made by the dedicated a m a t e u r should be given every poss ib le 
encouragemen t by p r o f e s s i o n a l s . The en thus i a sm of the one combined 
with the exper ience and ski l ls of the other will a lways p rove a fel ici tous 
combinat ion which can only benefit the sc ience to which we a r e a l l devoted. 
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