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ABSTRACT

The common names of birds have always been changed to reflect societal trends in language
usage. We suggest that guidelines should be developed for assessing the current acceptability of
names associated with people from Australia’s past, particularly from colonial times.

Australian ornithology has a long history of revising
bird names in ways that reflect contemporary societal
views (e.g. RAOU (Royal Australasian Ornithologists
Union) 1926; Schodde et al. 1977). Changes tend to
have been made reluctantly and infrequently - there is
value in stability and individuals can develop a deep
attachment to vernacular names (Ehmke et al. 2017).
The time has come, however, for BirdLife Australia to
foster debate about how to ensure that Australian bird
names, birding and bird conservation are culturally and
socially inclusive, and do not cause offence. Here we
explore issues that we hope will guide constructive and
productive debate leading to the next generation of
vernacular names for the Australian avifauna.

Bird names, like all names (Gramsci 1982), inevitably
reflect the prevailing power structures and political prio-
rities of the dominant society. This was particularly appar-
ent during colonial expansion from Europe. In naming
both the features of ‘new’ lands and the creatures that
lived there, the colonists and the naturalists who accom-
panied them illustrated their dominance over the societies
they colonised. The result for large parts of the world is
common names firmly embedded in the 19" century
British Empire with common names reflecting experience
of English avifauna (Driver and Bond 2021). As a result,
despite extraordinary endemism, Australia has a legacy of
wrens and robins, magpies and treecreepers named after
taxa from the source of imperial power (Fraser and Gray
2013; Driver and Bond 2021). Likewise, topographic
epithets, such as Cape Barren Goose and Nullarbor Quail-
thrush, reflect colonial geographies. Among the 1692
Australian species and subspecies on the BirdLife
Australia Working List V3 (excluding vagrant and
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introduced taxa; BirdLife Australia 2019), 18.7% derive
from unrelated entities (e.g. shrike-tit that is neither shrike
nor tit). Just 82 reflect First Nations names for birds (1.6%)
or places (3.3%).

In contrast, 3.8% of taxa are named after colonists (i.e.
eponymous) and 13.3% after places named after colonists.
Of the 56 people honoured (all but seven being men), most
either never visited Australia or did so briefly as maritime
explorers or as children. The remainder were honoured
because they were naturalists, explorers or a governor or
premier of one of the states. Few received their eponym on
the basis of ornithological merit. A further 32 pay homage
to colonial power structures with words like ‘emperor’,
‘imperial’, ‘royal’, ‘monarch’, ‘king’ or ‘regent’.

The question we now face, over a fifth of the way
through the 21" Century, is whether valorising 19"
Century colonial people and imperial structures in
bird names can be justified. Colonial histories are
often ugly when revisited (Satia 2021). Not only were
First Nations names replaced, so too were whole Peoples
and their languages (Stegemann 2021). The trope that
the imperialists commemorated in names, statues and
other celebrations of the colonial past were simply ‘men
of their time’ does not make them men of ours.

For example, explorer Major Thomas Mitchell made
significant contributions to the colonial Australian story,
but does he really need to be commemorated in the name
of one our loveliest cockatoos, a bird that he encountered
only briefly? While he issued a directive to surveyors to use
First Nations names where possible (Windsor 2009),
Mitchell was involved in an incident at ‘Mt Dispersion’
during which Kureinji and Barkandji people were shot and
killed (Mitchell 1839) and for which he was reprimanded
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by the New South Wales Executive Council at the time.
Removing Mitchell’s name from a cockatoo will not erase
him from history where his role as a colonial explorer is
firmly recognised. There has also long been an alternative -
Pink Cockatoo is increasingly favoured over Major
Mitchell’s Cockatoo in print and social media.

The argument for changing eponymous names is not
just that they are anachronisms. The purpose of names
is to communicate important information about the
object they describe (Mill 1879). The information in
eponymous names conveys little information about the
birds to which they are attached but can cause harm and
offence (Buchmann and Downs 2018; Driver and Bond
2021). The conservation and nurturing of our magnifi-
cent avifauna will require the efforts and co-operation of
all Australians, and so their names should not be exclu-
sive or offensive. Just as names associated with many
threatened birds worldwide may reduce social support
because they evoke negative emotions (Gregg et al.
2020), so names with reference to historical figures
with tarnished reputations could stand in the way of
both local, on-ground action and community support
for this work. Acknowledging and repairing the ongoing
hurt and alienation caused by such names and all they
represent is thus not only a moral obligation but also
a conservation imperative.

While revising names is rarely easy, several ornitho-
logical organisations have started changing their recom-
mended vernacular names to reflect contemporary
social values (Driver and Bond 2021). For example, the
American Ornithological Society has consulted widely
about procedures for reviewing proposals to change
English bird names as part of a process to increase
inclusion and diversity in ornithology. As part of this
they acknowledge that even long-established names
could warrant changing if they ‘refer to individuals or
cultures who held beliefs or engaged in actions that
would be considered offensive or unethical by present-
day standards’ (American Ornithological Society
2020b). On this basis they changed the recommended
name for Rhynchophanes mccownii from McCown’s to
Thick-billed Longspur because of the association
between General John McCown and slavery (American
Ornithological Society 2020b).

The purpose of this paper is to initiate discussion in
Australia of whether bird names should respond to societal
trends in a similar manner and to raise some issues that
should be part of that conversation. Apart from one exam-
ple of a common name that is already subject to some
debate, we have avoided listing other names that might be
considered for change because each case is complex and
the criteria for changing names should first be agreed in
a transparent process to ensure replacement names avoid

further shortcomings. Out of this discussion we hope new
guidance can be provided to the Australian Bird Names
Committee of BirdLife Australia on appropriate names for
Australian birds in the 21* Century. As part of an ongoing
process balancing consistency and currency, we recom-
mend that criteria are developed for assessing both the
acceptability of bird names and the costs and benefits of
changing them in a process that includes all relevant sta-
keholders. These criteria can then be used to assess the
social acceptability of bird names and inform recommen-
dations on new names appropriate to our times.
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