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‘Googleology’ revisited: an additional tool for preventing zoological homonymy
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Homonyms at the genus-group level in zoological nomenclature are not just “embarrassing for an author to discover or
be told that his proposed name is preoccupied, but for all concerned it is a nuisance and an expense to make the
corrections required” (Oehser 1935: 962). Names at the genus-group level are also the most “abundant source of
homonyms” (Patterson et al. 2009: 688). Most preoccupied names will require a published article of at least half a page
to replace them, and can lead to acrimonious debates in scientific literature, especially if this is done by data-miners who
are not specialists of the groups (see Krell 2009: 274).
Dubois et al. (2011: 59) recommended a procedure for minimising the probability of the creation of a new homonym
at the genus-group level, suggesting that authors check potential names against the electronic Nomenclator Zoologicus
(NZ, http://uio.mbl.edu/NomenclatorZoologicus; Remsen et al. 2006) which has 343,143 names, and the Index of
Organism Names (ION, http://organismnames.com) which has 1,561,937 names.
Here, we highlight an additional database: the Global Names Index (GNI, http://gni.globalnames.org/name_strings)
which contains 17,275,622 name strings, which are “correctly and incorrectly spelled scientific names with or without
author information, or nomenclatural annotations” (Patterson et al. 2010: 688). The utility of the GNI is highlighted by
the example of Jonesius. The name as used by Sankarankutty (1962) is listed in both the NZ and ION, but not its earlier
use by Yamaguti (1959), which is listed only in the GNI (see Low & Ng 2012).
An additional strength of the GNI is that the search result is returned within the context of related name strings, akin
to viewing a page of the paper NZ volumes. All combinations of species-group names captured in the GNI can also be
listed, which can aid in preventing cases of secondary homonymy in species-group names as well. Genus-group names
with similar spellings will also be listed (for example, a hypothetical “Jonesia”) and may help in preventing future
homonymy at the family-group level.
The use of ‘Googleology’ as a tool in nomenclature has been criticised due to its earlier misapplication in other
nomenclatural contexts (Lawrence et al. 2010: 246–253). However, the usefulness of this tool in preventing homonymy
becomes clear when simply searching for <“Jonesius” site:gni.globalnames.org>; entering such a string allows a user
search the GNI website (gni.globalnames.org) for the name exactly as spelled within the quotations marks (Jonesius).
There is no need to call up the website first before searching for the name. Further refinement of Google searches is
possible (http://google.com/insidesearch/tipstricks/all.html).
Two other features of Google will prove to be indispensable in the current context. The first is Google’s Custom
Search Engine (http://google.com/cse) which allows users to create, save and share a customised search. Using this tool,
a customised search that checks the NZ, ION and GNI websites could be created. Another tool is Google Books (http://
books.google.com) with millions of pages of digitised and searchable text. Google Books also allows users to search
within books published during a selected period, the relevant period being post-1758. Locating possible senior
homonyms is also possible with the search being restricted to the period between 1758 and the year a potentially
preoccupied junior homonym was proposed.
We acknowledge that using a search engine that encompasses all forms of information will often return many ‘false
positives’. Nevertheless, having to check an additional number of potential senior homonyms is better than creating
another junior homonym. As Dubois et al. (2011: 60) rightly remarked: “Having to change a nomen because of
homonymy shortly after its publication consumes more time, energy and paper than searching for potential homonyms
initially”.

Accepted by A. Minelli: 31 Mar. 2014; published: 6 May 2014
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0

299

References
Dubois, A., Minelli, A. & Zhang, Z.-Q. (2011) Recommendations about nomenclature for papers submitted to Zootaxa.
Zootaxa, 2943, 58–62.
Krell, F-T. (2009) ZooBank and the next edition of the Code – challenges and new developments in the 250th year of
zoological nomenclature. Aquatic Insects, 31 (Supp. 1), 269–282.
Lawrence, T., Pelkey, N. & Soares, S. (2010) Comment on the proposed conservation of usage of Testudo gigantea
Schweigger, 1812 (currently Geochelone (Aldrabrachelys) gigantea) (Reptilia, Testudines). Bulletin of Zoological
Nomenclature, 67 (3), 246–254.
Low, M.E.Y. & Ng, P.K.L. (2012) The decapod crustaceans described by C. Sankarankutty, and a replacement name for
Jonesius Sankarankutty, 1962 (Crustacea: Brachyura: Domeciidae), preoccupied by Jonesius Yamaguti, 1959
(Cestoda: Cyclophyllidea: Hymenolepididae). Zootaxa, 3363, 59–62.
Oehser, P.H. (1935) Homonyms and nomenclators. American Midland Naturalist, 16 (6), 962–964.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2420232
Patterson, D.J., Cooper, J., Kirk, P.M., Pyle, R.L. & Remsen, D.P. (2010) Names are key to big new biology. Trends in
Ecology and Evolution, 25 (12), 686–690.
Remsen, D.P., Norton, C. & Patterson, D.J. (2006) Taxonomic informatics tools for the electronic Nomenclator
Zoologicus. Biological Bulletin, 210 (1), 18–24.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/4134533
Sankarankutty, C. (1962) On Decapoda Brachyura from the Andaman and Nicobar Islands: 2. family Xanthidae. Journal
of the Marine Biological Association of India, 4 (1), 121–150.
Yamaguti, S. (1959) Systema Helminthum. Vol. II. The Cestodes of Vertebrates. Interscience, New York, vii + 860 pp.,
pls. 1–70.

300

· Zootaxa 3794 (2) © 2014 Magnolia Press

LOW & NG

