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Crane flies - three families or one?
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Abstract. Arguments defending the "one family system" (i.e., Tipulidae comprising 3 
subfamilies: Tipulinae, Limoniinae and Cylindrotominae) against the "three families 
system" (Tipulidae, Limoniidae, Cylindrotomidae) are given, mainly derived from the 
history of studies o f  Tipulomorpha.
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Some of my European colleagues have asked me why I group all crane flies into a single 
family (Tipulidae s.l.) instead of recognizing three separate families: Tipulidae s.s., 
Limoniidae and Cylindrotomidae. The most honest response would be "bccause that is 
what my teachers, J. Speed ROGERS and Charles P. ALEXANDER, did". Although long 
aware of this difference in taxonomic treatment, I never gave much thought to why it 
existed.

The three families of crane flies recognized by some taxonomists correspond exactly 
to the three subfamilies recognized by others. That is, the families, or subfamilies, are 
differentiated by the same respective sets of characters. Clearly, then, it is a matter of a 
difference in taxonomic opinion. My opinion has been influenced by the opinions of those 
whose studies of crane flies I turned to most often for answers relating to my own work. 
Accordingly, I think it could fairly be said that taxonomic opinion is largely a matter of 
historical precedent.

If that is so, a survey of the historical development of the concept of family, as applied 
to crane flics, could be instructive. LlNNAEUS was not troubled with families. He did not 
deal with large numbers of species in his orders, and it sufficed for him simply to divide 
his orders into genera and their species. The idea that genera could be arranged in groups 
having similarities at a level below the order began to emerge late in the 18th century and 
early in the 19th. LATREILLE, for example, developed the concept of family-group in the 
early 1800’s. He recognized a family Tipulariae in 1802, the name subsequently being












