
8 N O R T H  A M E R I C A N  B I R D S

Birders have lately been think-

ing about the power behind 

bird names: whom they af-

fect, what they signify, how they facil-

itate or impede access to birding, and 

even who is in charge of assigning 

them. As vibrant and vigorous com-

munities of Latin American birders 

have emerged and continue growing 

throughout the Americas, including 

within the ABA Area, one might rea-

sonably wonder whether it is time 

for a comprehensive list of Spanish 

bird names for all of the Americas—

a prospect that seems valuable and 

perhaps urgently needed. 
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The most obvious benefit of such a list 
would be increased accessibility to birding and 
ornithology for native Spanish speakers. Many 
Latin American birders and bird researchers 
currently use either English or Latin names 
because of their uniformity, so a Spanish list 
would allow Spanish speakers to bird or work 
more comfortably in their own language. A 
universal list might also make it easier for 
collaborative efforts between ornithologists 
and conservationists of different nationali-
ties, including between Spanish-speaking and 
English-speaking birders, but conceivably also 
between Spanish-speaking birders from differ-
ent Latin American countries.

For birders learning Spanish, or bilingual 
birders like myself, such a list would make 
it easier for birders visiting Latin America to 
talk about birds with local birders in the domi-
nant language of those local birders. It would 
also facilitate access to knowledge contained 
within Spanish bird names themselves that 
might not be evident in English names. While 
“Collared Redstart” references a plumage de-
tail, one of its Spanish language names, amigo 

de hombre, illustrates a fascinating aspect of its 
life history: the bird has a habit of following 
people down forest trails because it feeds on 
insects attracted to and scared up by people, 
making it a “friend of man.” 

These potential benefits are enticing. 
What, then, are the difficulties? Why does it 
not exist? The simple answer is that there is 
a complex problem: for a great number of 
the species found throughout Latin America, 
there are many, many regional variations in 
names. Some vary by country, but even with-
in countries there can be multiple names for 
a single species. The Cornell Lab of Ornithol-
ogy’s Birds of the World (BOW) is to be praised 
and acknowledged for already compiling 
Spanish bird names from many countries, 
but it does not list more than one name per 
country. Some common Spanish names are 
also in use for multiple species. For instance, 
pájaro estaca can refer to various different po-
too species, such as Great, Common, and/or 
Northern. Some Latin American countries, 
such as Costa Rica, have already created 
standardized lists of Spanish names for their 
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creation of a standardized list of Spanish 
bird names. The creation of the compiled list 
must come first; otherwise, Spanish names 
representing birds from different regions are 
sure to be overlooked and not considered for 
any standardization efforts.

Here we arrive at an important question 
that is worth considering for its many broad 
applications to bird names: what are the 

costs of standardization? The convenience 
gained comes at the expense of linguis-

tic diversity, in which there is inherent 
value, not just as a matter of interest, 

but also for how it represents dif-
ferent forms of knowledge and 

perspectives. Any standardized 

birds. Others, such as Colombia, do not have 
a list of Spanish names. Still others, such as 
Mexico, have two or more competing lists. 

It might be productive to conceive of the 
project as a two-step effort: first, the creation 
of a compiled list of all Spanish names for 
birds currently in usage, 
and then the possible 

Spanish bird names will be circulated more 
broadly than before and become a form of 
dominant discourse; and nondominant dis-
courses, like the bird names not chosen as the 
standard name, will recede in usage. 

One might suggest that names already in 
the widest overall circulation be chosen as 
the standard Spanish name (when that is 
even determinable with any degree of accu-
racy), but such a standardized list of Span-
ish bird names will elevate selected names in 
wider circulation over those in more mod-
est circulation, inevitably displacing and 
diminishing the use of at least some bird 
names. This has already happened with the 
standardization of English bird names— 

In English, the bird shown here is widely known as and understood to be a Black 
Vulture. But in Latin America, it is known as buitre, chombo, chulo, cuervo, curumo, 
cute, gallinazo, gallote, golero, guaraguao, jote, nopo, sucha, urubú, yryvu, zamuro, 

zoncho, zope, zopilote, and more. In addition, the word zopilote alone has at least 
the following three permutations: Zopilote Común, Zopilote Negro, and Zopilote 

de Cabeza Negra. Coming to a consensus on a standardized Spanish name for 
just this one species will take a lot of work. Orange Co, Florida.

3 Jan 2017. Photo © Alex Lamoreaux.
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common names used in different regions 
were invalidated, leading to their diminished 
usage and possible extermination.

Another solution might simply be to His-
panicize already standardized English names, 
an approach that has previously been used 
for various places. But consider the irony 
here: the primary objective is to create a list of 
Spanish bird names so that Spanish speakers 
can use the list, not to make Spanish speakers 
adopt English-speaking conventions. 

Rather than conceiving of the lack of stan-
dardized Spanish bird names as some kind of 
lack or ineptness, which carries the implica-
tion of Anglophonic cultural superiority over 
Hispanophonic culture, perhaps it should be 
re-evaluated as a positive or even preferable 
state. The standardization of English names 
undoubtedly resulted in the diminished cir-
culation of various regional names for birds, 
which represented different regional, cul-

Key West Quail-Dove has a relatively small range 
compared to the other species illustrated here, 

but even it has a variety of Spanish names to 
choose from. Among these are Barbiquejo, Paloma 
Perdiz Áurea, and Paloma Perdiz Grande. Cayo Coco, 

Cuba. 31 Dec 2016. Photo © Robert Tizard.

tural, or vocational understanding of birds.
Given this, is it worth standardizing all 

Spanish bird names? Maybe and maybe not. 
In order to maximize the potential benefits 
of standardization while mitigating potential 
detractions, any effort to standardize Span-
ish bird names should be approached in a 
way that both facilitates communication and 
access to birds while also preserving linguis-
tic and cultural diversity. How can both be 
achieved? That is the important question 
that must always be asked. One answer is 
that a compiled list should be promoted 
alongside a standardized one. For a com-
piled list, such a resource could be dynamic 
and ever-growing as more regional names are 
accounted for and added to the list. 

In addition, every effort should be made 
to avoid any list of standardized Spanish bird 

Mottled Owl is an incredibly widespread Neotropical 
species. Across its range, it is known as Cárabo Café, 
Búho Café, Búho Moteado, Lechuza Café, Lechuza de 
Cola Larga, Lechuza Estriada, Tecolote Café, and Tecolote 
Tropical, among many others. Should just one Spanish 
name be used across its range? If so, which region’s 
name should take precedence? Quetzaltenago, 
Guatemala. 28 Apr 2011. Photo © Dominic Sherony.
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not in Mexico. Key West Quail-Dove, for 
instance, has various names in Cuba (Bar-
biquejo, Paloma Perdiz Grande) and Puerto 
Rico (Paloma Perdiz Áurea and possibly oth-
ers)—how would one choose among differ-
ent names not just between nations but also 
within those countries? And is some kind 
of hierarchy needed for which region’s list 
would take precedence? For instance Mex-
ico, then Puerto Rico, then Cuba, and on 
down the line until a Spanish name is avail-
able? And, again, which Mexcian list?

Then there is also the question of what to 
do for birds endemic to the ABA Area and 
not found in Latin America, such as Gunni-
son Sage-Grouse, Red-bellied Woodpecker, 
and Tufted Titmouse. A fairly straightfor-
ward answer presents itself: use the names 
provided by Birds of the World, although it 
should be noted that their naming practices 
seem to defer to Peninsular Spanish rather 
than any Latin American dialect. Birds of the 
World names should probably also be used 

for Old World vagrants on the ABA Checklist. 
Finally, for an effort covering all of the 

Americas or just the ABA Area, there is the 
question of whose authority any list creation 
effort would fall under. The default answer 
is that of the American Ornithological So-
ciety, whose checklists cover the entirety of 
the Americas. Still, enterprising birders or 
ornithologists acting independently might 
also find validation for either compiled or 
standardized lists by submitting their efforts 
through peer review or other channels.

Diversity is something many birders val-
ue, so any creation of a list of Spanish bird 
names in the Americas should seek to cel-
ebrate rather than diminish linguistic diver-
sity. A compiled list of Spanish bird names in 
circulation throughout the Spanish-speaking 
world would be invaluable, both as a tool of 
practical use as well as an item of immense 
intellectual interest, but it would be a colos-
sal undertaking fraught with many potential 
cultural pitfalls. 

names being implicitly deferential to stan-
dardized English names. It must always be 
acknowledged that any effort to standardize 
bird names will privilege the discourses of 
certain areas over that of others, and for the 
Spanish-speaking birders whose names are 
delegitimized by standardization, that might 
be insulting. 

Standardizers of any Spanish bird name 
lists should develop a firm methodology be-
fore commencing the project. Compilation 
might not require rigorous methodology, but 
it wouldn’t hurt to consult linguists and an-
thropologists conducting linguistic surveys 
to help effectively compile names from a 
huge geographic region encompassing many 
dialects.

A Spanish version of the ABA Checklist, 
whether compiled or standardized, would 
be of benefit in any effort to make birding a 
more inclusive activity within the ABA Area. 
Native Spanish speakers would be able to 
learn bird names in their native language. 
Even if they preferred to learn the names in 
English or Latin, the existence of a Spanish 
language list indicates that they are welcome 
and wanted in the community. 

But which country’s or countries’ names 
should appear on the ABA Checklist? For a 
compiled version of the list, all bird names 
should be included from every Latin Ameri-
can country or territory for which they ex-
ist, because there are representatives from all 
those places and cultures in the ABA Area—
so the effort is gargantuan. For a standardized 
list, how can one choose which names take 
precedence? More than half of Latin people 
in the United States are Mexican Americans, 
but there are millions of Latin people with 
ties to Puerto Rico, Cuba, El Salvador, and 
the Dominican Republic. Faced with these 
complexities, one might suggest that an im-
perfect list, mostly reliant on Mexican bird 
names, for example, is better than no list; but 
such a suggestion signals that Spanish names 
from certain places have greater value than 
Spanish names from others, undermining an 
effort that is ostensibly about promoting in-
clusivity and respecting cultural differences.

Another complication is that the various 
Mexican lists do not have names for sever-
al species that appear in the ABA Area but 

Since there is no standardized list of Spanish bird names 
for the Americas, many Latin American birders use English 
and scientific names to ensure they are understood. Santa 

Catarina Pinula, Guatemala, Guatemala. 13 Mar 2021. 
Photo © Daniel Aldana Schumann.


