
 
SYSTEM OF PLANT CLASSIFICATION: 3 TYPES 

Biological classification is the process by which scientists group living organisms. Organisms are classified based on how similar they are. Historically, 
similarity was determined by examining the physical characteristics of an organism but modern classification uses a variety of techniques including genetic 
analysis. 

 
ARTIFICIAL CLASSIFICATION NATURAL CLASSIFICATION PHYLOGENETIC CLASSIFICATION 

 The earliest systems of classification which 
remained dominant from 300 B.C. up to 
about 1830 were artificial systems, which 
were based on one or a few easily 
observable characters of plants, such as 
habit (trees, shrubs, herbs, etc.) or floral 
characters (particularly the number of 
stamens and carpels). 

 Such types of classification using some 
arbitrary or at least easily observable 
characters, often irrespective of their 
affinity, is called artificial. 

 The sexual system of Linnaeus is a good 
example of artificial classification, which 
uses only one attribute i.e. the number of 
stamens for grouping plants into 24 Classes 
as a result of which, various unrelated taxa, 
which are not at all related but, similar in 
one respect only, have been placed under 
the same 

 E.g. systems of Theophrastus, Dioscorides 
 
MERIT 

 Artificial system is very easy to remember 
as it uses only one or a few characters for 
comparison. 

 It is practical and is akin to use of keys for 
identification of various taxa. 

 These systems of classifications are based 
upon overall resemblances, mostly in gross 
morphology, thus, utilizing as many 
taxonomic characters as possible, to group 
taxa. 

 Charles Darwin’s proposed theory of 

evolution (1859) postulates that, the present 
day plants have descended from those 
existing in the ancient past, through a series 
of modifications in response to changing 
environmental conditions, which means that 
all present day plants are related to each 
other in one way or another. 

 Thus, the closely related plants should 
naturally be grouped together. This is called 
natural classification. Thus, larger the 
number of characters shared by different 
taxa, the more closely related they are to 
each other. This is the basis of modern 
classification. 

 E.g. Bentham and Hooker is example of 
Natural system. 

 
MERITS  

 The description of families and genera is 
very accurate 

DEMERIT 
 The system does not give any idea as to the 

 The classification systems proposed after 
Darwin’s theory are mostly phylogenetic i.e. 
they use as many taxonomic characters as 
possible in addition to the phylogenetic 
(evolutionary) interpretations. These are 
expressed in the form of phylogenetic trees 
or shrubs showing presumed evolution of 
the groups. 

 Cronquist’s Engler and Prantle and 
classification system of Bessey are example of 
phylogenetic system. 

 
MERITS  

 Relationship and origin of taxa can be 
classified  

DEMERIT 
 Practical application is not easy 



DEMERIT 
 The artificial system of classification was 

mainly based on vegetative characters or on 
the androecium structure (system given by 
Linnaeus). Such system separated the 
closely related species since they were 
based on a few characteristics.  

 The artificial system gave equal weightage 
to vegetative and sexual characteristics. This 
is not convincing because the vegetative 
characters are more easily affected by the 
environment. 

evolutionary history of any genus, family or 
order. 
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