Intellectualist premise of
folk names support their
restoration in formal
taxonomy

F. Merlin Franco

Editorial

In a recent article, Gillman and Wright (2020) have
called for a debate on the need for ‘assigning and
reinstating’ folk names in taxonomic protocols. This
is a commendable proposal, as it would undo the
historic injustice meted out to local communities
whose knowledge often forms the basis for discovery
of new species. Also, assigning exotic hames to
plants already known to local communities alienates
them from the respective taxa and landscapes with
which they have historically interacted.

Gillman and Wright (2020) identify three factors in
support of their argument for according priority to folk
names while coining new specific epithets: i) folk
names communicate knowledge on ‘form, uses,
distribution, and ecology’, ii) folk names remain
unchanged for longer period of time, and iii) the need
for de-colonizing nomenclature practices. Folk
names of flora and fauna are not just names meant
to identify taxa, but also condensed forms of local
knowledge. Recognizing this intellectualist nature of
folk names is the first step towards reinstating them
in formal nomenclatures. However, implementing
this is an uphill task.

By arguing that folk names communicate local
knowledge, Gillman and Wright has set the ball
rolling on an important topic that taxonomists have
often disregarded while describing new species. In
‘The Savage Mind’, Claude Levi-Strauss (Levi-
Strauss 1966) proposed that folk classifications have
an intellectual basis. Folk names encode local
knowledge on morphology, ecology, utility value of
the denoted taxa (Kakudidi 2004). However, what is
often overlooked is their capability to encode
knowledge on ecological, and/ or cultural relationship
between multiple denotata. Folk names that show
such properties are usually metaphors or metonyms
(Turpin 2013, Evans 1997). For instance, in the
Dalabon language, both the cheeky yam and
grasshoppers are denoted by the metonymic (Evans
1997) folk name yawok (Cutfield 2016). The name
encodes the cultural knowledge that the yam is ready
for harvest when the mating call of the grasshopper
is heard. The Mayali term nakarndekin is a
metaphoric name denoting both Capparis spp. as
well as dingo (Evans 1997). Here, the spiky nature
of Capparis spp., is compared to the sharp teeth of

the dingo. The ability of folk names to encode local
knowledge related to specific taxa as well as multiple
denotata attest to the intellect of local communities
and their languages.

Folk names could also incorporate names of
prominent personalities who introduce germplasms,
to acknowledge their contribution. In Ethiopia, dulla
a folk cultivar of Sorghum is named after Dulla, the
farmer who introduced the cultivar to the locality
(Mekbib 2007). Geographical locations from where
cultivars originate are also acknowledged in the
same way. This ability of folk nhames to recognize
introducers of cultivars should be juxtaposed against
the reluctance of formal taxonomy to acknowledge
the prowess of local communities, and the priority
they deserve. Indeed, colonial researchers who
made substantial use of local knowledge in their
discoveries are portrayed as solo discoverers
(McCormack 2017). Such colonial legacies are not a
thing of the past, but continue even today. | would
like to point out the existence of three current
nomenclatural trends here:

i) a new taxa is described and published with no
notes on the contribution of local knowledge or prior
existing folk names (Karunarathna et al. 2020, Jain
2020), ii) a new taxa is described with a new name,
and published with clear notes on the contribution of
local knowledge and prior existing folk names
(Geissmann et al. 2011), and iii) a new taxa is
described acknowledging the contribution of local
knowledge, and also incorporating the folk epithet
(Gillman & Wright 2020).
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As proposed by Gillman and Wright, the third
scenario is the best practice for taxonomy to
embrace. For that, the first and essential step would
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be to recognize the intellectual premise of local
knowledge and folk names, and the priority of the
latter. However, | identify three major bottlenecks
that would make this difficult.

Folk names are dynamic

Folk names are products of both local knowledge
and languages (Franco et al. 2015). Naturally, they
undergo changes as communities come into contact
with new knowledge and languages (Hidayati et al.
2018). In instances where there are more than one
folk name existing prior to the describing of a new
taxa, it would require robust linguistic analyses to
establish priority.

Local power dynamics underplay indigenous
rights

Countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and
Canada have made rapid strides in restoring
indigenous rights. However, for a vast majority of
countries, majoritarianism is the prevailing norm. In
such cases, the languages and folk names of the
politically powerful majoritarian communities would
wield power in dialogues aimed at generating
consensus for naming new species. For instance, in
the Indian subcontinent, learning Sanskrit until
recent years was a privilege reserved exclusively for
the politically powerful elite castes (Ramaswamy
1999). Yet, a good number of species described
newly from India using local knowledge are given
Sanskrit names, superseding extant folk names.
Likewise, a considerable percentage of biodiversity
in Southeast Asia exist in the highlands that are
home to communities classified as minorities, while
political power is retained by communities from the
lowlands, especially coasts (Enfield & Comrie 2015).
Navigating such local majoritarian power dynamics
is not easy in reality, when funding and policies are
controlled by communities that form the majority.

Number of taxa requiring nomenclatural revision
would be high

Gillman and Wright (2020) are of the view that taxa
requiring ‘retrospective name changes would be
limited’. This might be far from reality. Given the co-
occurrence of biological and linguistic diversity
(Gorenflo et al. 2012), the proportion of described
taxa that would become eligible for such
retrospective changes would be humongous.

In the light of the bottlenecks identified above,
limiting retrospective name changes to those taxa
where it can be clearly established that the
respective authors had made use of local
knowledge, and /or were aware of the pre-existing
folk names would be a better option. The codes of
nomenclature could be then amended to ensure that
in future, priority be accorded to pre-existing folk
names. Gatekeeping taxonomy journals should also
make it mandatory for authors publishing new taxa to
include information on local knowledge and folk
names of the respective taxa. If not, local
communities, their knowledge, culture and
languages will continue to remain underappreciated
pillars of biodiversity (Frainer et al. 2020).
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