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OPINION PIECE

Magallana or mayhem?
Richard C. Willana,b

aMuseum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Darwin, Australia; bHonorary Member, Malacological Society of Australasia

ABSTRACT
Given the competitive side of human nature, it is inevitable that some people will wish to
suppress the openly available (i.e. published) hypotheses of others in favour of their own.
This opinion piece uses three molluscan examples at the level of genus – involving oysters
(Magallana: Ostreidae), land snails (Powelliphanta: Rhytididae) and nudibranchs (Trinchesia:
Trinchesiidae) – wherein workers suffering from ‘revision shock’ have used non-taxonomic
courses of action to express their dissidence by attempting to suppress the taxonomy of
others (i.e. by recommending avoidance, personal attacks, or omission, respectively).
Although ‘revision shock’ is understandable following change at any taxonomic level and
universal consensus within the research community is not always achievable, none of these
courses for suppression is beneficial to scientific knowledge or endeavour in the long term.
Such dissidence should be contained within the bounds of evidence-based published
science; certainly not posted on social media sites. In the interests of objectivity and ethics,
everyone should adopt the latest justified and openly published taxonomic hypothesis, even
though they do not necessarily agree with it, and expect further changes with future research.
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Discourse

All organisms struggle for existence (Darwin 1859) and
the human species uses its sophisticated brain to
struggle with competitors for scientific credibility in
the mental space of the biological world. Those who
have worked closely with molluscs seem to have
struggled with widely accepted taxonomic conven-
tions more than most taxonomists and expressed
their dissidence more vehemently than most. Such
challenges are, however, not confined to molluscs by
any means (e.g. the works on Australasian Herpeto-
fauna by Wells and Wellington (1983, 1985a, 1985b)
or by Hoser (2000, 2007) which run strongly counter
to taxonomic convention), but I am most conversant
with those works related to molluscs and I want to
use three examples to draw out the best way to treat
works by ‘taxonomic dissidents’.

The avoidance response

My first example of an attempt to suppress the taxon-
omy of others relates to the genus for a species of
oyster newly invasive in Australia (Willan et al. 2021).
Salvi et al. (2014) and Salvi and Mariottini (2016)
investigated genetically a large group of so-called
‘cupped’ oyster species and proposed the erection of
a new genus, Magallana Salvi & Mariottini, 2016, for
the numerically larger Indo-Pacific clade of species
separating it from the numerically smaller Atlantic

clade, Crassostrea Sacco, 1897. Thus the Indo-Pacific
Crassostreinae formed a monophyletic lineage com-
prising the genus Magallana. The genus Magallana
was valid based on the 2016 description (the earlier
designation in 2014 being deemed invalid), and all
the species (including the type species Ostrea gigas
Thunberg, 1793) were included by the then editor of
MolluscaBase and entered into WoRMS in 2017.
However, the genus Magallana was contested as ‘dis-
ruptive and destabilizing’ and ‘disruptive of the inter-
ests of the aquaculture industry’ by others (Bayne
et al. 2017). Clearly, this argument was heard because
the then editor of WoRMS (i.e. a different person to
the previous editor) included the annotation (in red)
‘alternate representation’ alongside the taxonomic
status for all 10 species of the genus Magallana recog-
nised on WoRMS. The ‘alternate representation’ was
the genus Crassostrea. So to this day, we have Magal-
lana bilineata and Crassostrea bilineata as ‘alternate
representations’ of the accepted name for the same
species on WoRMS (2020a).

WoRMS purports to be an authoritative and com-
prehensive list of names of marine organisms arranged
in the most up-to-date and stable hierarchy as deter-
mined by the appropriate taxonomic editor (Horton
et al. 2017). For most people, myself included, the
concept of ‘alternate representation’ of a scientific
name is confusing and unacceptable. However, I now
understand the editors of WoRMS interpret ‘alternate
representations’ as meaning ‘any combination that
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appears in the literature, is distinct from the “accepted”
name, but is not currently wrong or unaccepted’
(Horton et al. 2017). Such a dual stance seems to me
an Achilles heel of WoRMS because one cannot have
‘alternate representations’ for every species whenever
a name changes and there is not instant agreement
among all workers. Nomenclature of organisms
would degenerate into chaos if there were multiple
representations of a name derived from successive
taxonomic changes as, for example, with the
common, widely naturalised and widely cultivated
land snail that was universally known until recently
as Helix aspersa O.F. Müller, 1774, then briefly as Can-
tareus aspersus (O.F. Müller, 1774), and presently as
Cornu aspersum (O.F. Müller, 1774) (ICZN 2015:
Opinion 2354; WoRMS 2020b). Would the heliciculture
industry prefer to maintain the name Helix aspersa
forever and oppose any change (of genus or of
specific epithet) from that name only?

Bayne et al. (2017) concluded their paper with a
remarkably non-scientific request: ‘We urge the
authors proposing this change and the international
bodies involved in accepting it to reconsider and with-
draw it.’ The editors of WoRMS may have vacillated but
many taxonomists (myself included), ecologists,
marine biosecurity personnel, and some in the oyster
aquaculture industry itself (e.g. Kumar et al. 2019;
Suja et al. 2020), are now using the genus Magallana.
In my opinion, it is scientifically inappropriate for
Bayne and colleagues to encourage the authors and
other influential international bodies to ‘withdraw’
such nomenclatural changes. Indeed, the International
Code of Zoological Nomenclature contains no pro-
vision for withdrawing a nomenclatural act (ICZN
1999), even if a paper were retracted (because, for
example, it contained fraudulent data). The nomencla-
tural acts contained in that paper would still stand
unless they were suppressed by the Commission.

Bayne et al. (2019) subsequently published another
paper in the international journal Aquaculture in which
they requested the editor to require all manuscripts
submitted for publication in that journal ‘to use Crassos-
trea as the accepted genus for all Pacific and Atlantic
“cupped” oysters, until a more detailed and comprehen-
sive genetic analysis resolves the correct nomenclature.’
I think this request is also inappropriate.

A strong and thorough scientific rebuttal of the
requests in both papers by Bayne et al. (2017, 2019)
including a new molecular analysis that provides
additional, unambiguous support for Magallana has
been published very recently (Salvi and Mariottini
2020).

The personal attack

In 1980 I was preparing a bibliographic paper listing all
the works on New Zealand molluscs that had appeared

between 1973 and 1980 (Willan 1981); that is the
period immediately after the publication of Powell’s
(1979) seminal book New Zealand Mollusca: Marine,
Land and Freshwater Shells that contained an incom-
plete analytical addendum of some papers on molluscs
published between 1974 and 1979. One work I could
not include in that bibliography was that by Parkinson
(1979) because my efforts to obtain a copy were unsuc-
cessful, despite me making a written request to the
author for a copy for my own reference. That work,
of which I subsequently obtained a copy (number 13,
of 40 supposedly published), had a tone that was
intemperate in part and contained a personal attack
on F.M. Climo for his ‘ring cline’ hypothesis on the evol-
utionary biogeography of the New Zealand land snail
genus Powelliphanta O’Connor, 1945 (Climo 1977,
1978). The language used by Parkinson contained sen-
tences like: ‘This classification is so contrary to
common sense, established evidence and the
opinion of others who have studied the group that it
can only be dismissed as a ludicrous exercise in whim-
sical fantasy.’ The work ended with: ‘Regretting that
the grip of the professional academics on publishing
is now so strong that the good work of amateurs no
longer stands a chance of publication when con-
fronted with their blinkered myopia, arrogant self-
interest and pusillanimous nit picking, he hopes that
the private issue of this study will encourage other
victims of the scientific mafia to issue their own work
in such a guide.’ I believe such defamatory language
is unacceptable in a scientific publication; indeed, it
reduces the credibility of the entire work.

The omission response

Using morphology, Alexander Martynov and Michael
Miller, two specialists in heterobranch sea slugs, inde-
pendently examined aeolid nudibranchs previously
assigned to the genus Cuthona Alder & Hancock,
1855. They each restricted Cuthona just to its type
species, C. nana (Alder & Hancock, 1842), and reintro-
duced the genus Trinchesia von Ihering, 1879 for the
remainder of the species previously included in
Cuthona (Martynov 2002; Miller 2004). Although the
change, which affected many named species, was
accepted by many researchers internationally and is
now incorporated into WoRMS, it was inexplicably
omitted by the authors of the influential guide books
Field Guide to the Sea Slugs of the Tropical Eastern
Pacific (Camacho-García et al. 2005), Eastern Pacific
Nudibranchs: A Guide to the Opisthobranchs from
Alaska to Central America (Behrens and Hermosillo
2005), Caribbean Sea Slugs: A Field Guide to the Opistho-
branch Mollusks from the Tropical Northwestern Atlantic
(Valdés et al. 2006), Opistobranquios de México: Guía de
babosas marinas del Pacífico, Golfo de California y las
islas oceánicas (Hermosillo et al. 2006) and Nudibranch

76 RICHARD C. WILLAN



& Sea Slug Identification: Indo-Pacific (Gosliner et al.
2015). Consequently, the separate usage of Cuthona
and Trinchesia for the same genus caused great con-
fusion for some 20 years among citizen scientists
who were finding ever more species of ‘tergipedid’
aeolids, but it has now been largely settled by the rec-
ognition of three separate families in the ‘tergipedid’
clade – Cuthonidae, Cuthonellidae, and Trinchesiidae
– with Cuthona in the former family and Trinchesia in
the latter family (Korshunova et al. 2017).

Solutions

‘Revision shock’, a term coined by Hedges (2013), is
real and to be expected in people who have become
accustomed to one particular scientific name for a life-
time and discover it changed unexpectedly. I would
liken the ‘revision shock’ reaction by Bayne et al.
(2017, 2019) to the genus Magallana to that of those
who opposed the reassigning of the former Drosophila
melanogaster to Sophophora (van der Linde et al. 2007;
ICZN 2010; Dalton 2010), or the dismemberment of the
bloodwoods from Eucalyptus (Hill and Johnson 1995;
Brooker 2000). After some time the scientific ‘commu-
nity’ (i.e. both researchers and non-academics)
recovers from ‘revision shock’, and the names Sopho-
phora melanogaster for the ‘Drosophila fly’ and Corym-
bia for the bloodwoods are now embraced (albeit not
universally).

Bayne et al. (2017) argued that the ‘research com-
munity, including other phylogeneticists’ ought to
have had the opportunity to reflect and to comment
on a new genus. This is akin to the argument ‘let’s
just wait and see what the consensus is’; however tax-
onomy doesn’t operate on consensus. If not achiev-
able, then the search for consensus perhaps may be
considered illusory, and maybe rightly so because it
could stifle the production of alternative hypotheses.
There is of course nothing stopping the scientific com-
munity reflecting on taxonomic hypotheses (such as
those for Magallana, Powelliphanta or Trinchesia) or
countering them, provided they produce some scien-
tific evidence to render a balanced objection. In fact,
Parkinson (1979) did this in his work by presenting
arguments for a new classification of the New
Zealand Rhytididae.

I acknowledge that universal or even widespread
consensus on taxonomic issues is not always achiev-
able. Collareta et al. (2020) have put the wider issue
succinctly: ‘…while widespread scientific consensus
may often be hard to reach, the search for it can
neither be sidetracked nor limited to a relatively
small group of researchers.’

In conclusion, I observe that some professional scien-
tists now advocate for a utopian solution of a ‘universal
governance framework’ as a formof consensus for decid-
ingwhich species names shouldbeacceptedwhen there

are alternative taxonomic treatments (and, by extension,
which scientific names should be applied to those
species) (Garnett et al. 2020). But any agency overseeing
such ‘universal governance’ of names will inevitably
have internal dissidence, and, in reality, even the suppo-
sedlymost august scientific bodies are not immune from
discreditable action arising from dissidence. For
example, in one case in which I was involved, the sec-
retary of the agency deliberately altered the page
proofs, after final approval had been given by the
authors, in such a way that an application to the Inter-
national Commission on Zoological Nomenclature was
affected (Alvarez and Willan 2003a, 2003b).

The strength of open science is its capacity to adopt
taxonomic change (as presented in a new phyloge-
netic hypothesis or a new name), to test it, and to
produce an alternate hypothesis, even though this
might be (temporarily) uncomfortable for some prac-
titioners because it involves accepting a different
name.

Given human nature, it is inevitable that some
people will wish to suppress the taxonomic hypoth-
eses of others to advance their own causes. I rec-
ommend they do so within the bounds of evidence-
based published science (which is tolerable, testable
and durable) rather than ignoring them or making
attempts to suppress them. Being ephemeral and
non-archiveable repositories, people certainly should
not voice their dissidence in postings on social media
sites. Therefore, in the light that dissidence should be
expressed in published science, I continue to advocate
for the only scientifically objective and ethical course:
that is, scrupulously following the latest taxonomy,
though not necessarily agreeing with it, and expecting
further changes with future research (Spencer and
Willan 1996: 6). Ironically, this course applies most
strongly to the aquaculture industry which has the
most to benefit from further taxonomic work (Salvi
and Mariottini 2020).
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