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in belief systems, therapeutic practices, artistic 
expressions, and, in some cases, even in culinary 
traditions (Carlini 2022; Costa Neto 2002a). In Brazil, 
these cultural associations are reflected in folklore and 
artistic representations, where butterflies are evoked 
as emblems of transformation, beauty, and renewal 
(Costa and Soares 2015). 

Ethnoentomology, a branch of ethnobiology, is 
dedicated to studying the relationships between 
human societies and insects, taking into account local 
knowledge, traditional uses, naming systems, and the 
cultural meanings attributed to these organisms (Balée 
1994; Berlin 1992; Costa Neto 2005; Posey 1986). 
Within this framework, common names play a central 
role, as they reflect communities’ empirical 
perceptions of insects’ morphological, behavioral, 
ecological, dietary, and symbolic traits. Beyond this 
descriptive function, common nomenclature also 
embodies cultural metaphors and ecological memory, 

Introduction 
Butterflies (Lepidoptera: Papilionoidea) stand out not 
only for their remarkable diversity but also for the 
important ecological and economic roles they play in 
terrestrial ecosystems, contributing to essential 
processes such as nutrient cycling, food resource 
provision, and pollination (Brown Jr. 1996). It is 
estimated that there are over 160,000 species of 
Lepidoptera worldwide (Bowden et al. 2025), of 
which approximately 12% are butterflies, totaling 
around 18,768 described species (Mitter et al. 2017). 
In Brazil, more than 3,500 butterfly species are known 
(Catálogo Taxonômico da Fauna do Brasil 2025), a 
number that continues to grow as new species are 
discovered and described. 

Butterflies transcend their ecological role and 
emerge as cultural symbols across various societies 
throughout history (Alves and Souto 2011; Hoshina 
2020; Petiza et al. 2013; Posey 1986). They are present 
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encoding how local societies connect insects to plants, 
habitats, daily activities, and cosmologies (Apodonepa 
and Barreto 2015; Costa Neto 2013). 

The case of butterflies, common names often 
refer to attributes such as coloration, size, flight 
patterns, feeding habits, life cycle stages, or ecological 
relationships with host plants (Alves et al. 2019; 
Ulysséa et al. 2010). Far from being mere folkloric 
expressions, these linguistic records contain valuable 
ecological information that can support environmen-
tal education and biodiversity conservation strategies 
(Costa Neto 2004; Melo et al. 2015; Santos et al. 
2015). 

In a country of continental dimensions like Brazil, 
understanding the diversity and distribution of 
common names helps reveal regional patterns of local 
ecological knowledge shaped by cultural, linguistic, 
and environmental factors. Studies show that, from 
north to south, butterflies are named based on 
analogies with elements of nature, cultural objects, or 
even mystical beliefs, highlighting the richness and 
variability of this knowledge (Melo et al. 2015; Santos 
et al. 2015; Ulysséa et al. 2010). Recognizing and 
incorporating such knowledge into environmental 
education and biodiversity conservation programs 
strengthens participatory management practices and 
ensures more effective and culturally appropriate 
strategies. 

Although still in an early stage, ethnoentomologi-
cal studies have been gaining greater visibility thanks 
to interdisciplinary approaches that integrate 
taxonomy, ecology, anthropology, and linguistics 
(Alves et al. 2019; Cajaiba and Silva 2017; Posey 
1987). In this context, the documentation and analysis 
of common butterfly names across Brazil’s diverse 
biomes and regions become essential for recognizing 
and valuing traditional knowledge, highlighting its 
potential as a tool for supporting the conservation of 
biocultural heritage. 

The present study aims to inventory the diversity 
of common butterfly names recorded in bibliographic 
and documentary sources—including scientific 
articles, books, book chapters, field guides, and 
identification manuals—and to assess the 
correspondence between these common names and 
the morphological, behavioral, ecological, dietary, and 
symbolic traits of the species. By combining 
quantitative and qualitative analyses, this study seeks 
to strengthen the field of ethnoentomology in Brazil 
and highlight the value of traditional knowledge as a 

tool to support the conservation of biocultural 
diversity. 

Methodology 
This study adopted the PRISMA protocol (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses; Page et al. 2021), adapted to an ethnoen-
tomological scope, with the aim of identifying, 
compiling, and analyzing the common names 
attributed to butterflies in Brazil. It is important to 
note that this study considered only butterflies, as they 
are diurnal, conspicuous, and culturally salient insects, 
more frequently represented in ethnobiological 
surveys, while moths were rarely reported in the 
analyzed literature. The methodological process was 
structured into four main and sequential stages: 
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion 
(Figure 1). 

During the identification phase, a broad and 
systematic search was conducted in scientific 
databases (Google Scholar, Scopus, SciELO, and Web 
of Science) and academic repositories, as well as in 

Figure 1 Adapted PRISMA flowchart representing the 
stages of study selection included in the analysis of com-
mon butterfly names in Brazil. 
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complementary literature, including books, book 
chapters, field guides, and identification manuals. 
Search terms in both Portuguese and English were 
used, including butterflies, common names, 
ethnoentomology, common nomenclature, 
Lepidoptera, and Papilionoidea. The aim was to 
retrieve publications up to April 2025 that mentioned 
common names associated with morphological, 
ecological, dietary, behavioral, or symbolic 
descriptions. In total, 132 potential sources were 
identified. 

During the screening phase, the documents were 
evaluated for thematic relevance. A total of 89 
publications were excluded for lacking explicit 
mention of butterfly common names. The remaining 
43 studies were then subjected to full-text reading in 
the next stage. In the eligibility phase, data were 
extracted and organized into a spreadsheet containing 
the following variables: taxonomic classification 
(family, species), scientific name, common name (EN) 
= common names in English, common name (PT) = 
common names in Portuguese, categories, and 
reference (author and year). After this detailed 
screening, 26 studies were excluded for not fully 
meeting the inclusion criteria. 

The final inclusion phase, 17 studies were 
consolidated to support the quantitative and 
qualitative analyses. The quantitative analysis involved 
calculating the frequency of common names per 
species and the diversity of names attributed to a 
single species, with results presented through charts 
and tables. The qualitative analysis consisted of 
interpreting the cultural and symbolic meanings 
underlying the common names, taking morphological, 
behavioral, ecological, dietary, and symbolic traits into 
account. This framework allows not only for 
descriptive categorization but also for identifying how 
common names act as cognitive tools that systematize 
local ecological knowledge. 

Results and Discussion 
Based on the analysis of 17 publications, 189 scientific 
names of butterflies (Papilionoidea) were recorded, 
associated with 111 distinct common names and 
distributed across five taxonomic families (see 
Appendix 1). The variation observed in these records, 
where a single scientific species corresponds to 
multiple common names, can be interpreted as 
regional synonymy, since different communities often 
apply distinct names to the same species, reflecting 

Figure 2 Proportion of interpretative categories attributed to common butterfly names by taxonomic family. 
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linguistic diversity and local cultural perspectives 
(Berlin 1992; Costa Neto 2002a). A notable example is 
Hamadryas februa, which concentrates a relatively high 
number of folk names. Its wide distribution, striking 
wing patterns, and characteristic clicking sounds 
during flight make this species particularly 
conspicuous and memorable, favoring the creation of 
multiple local designations (Yack et al. 2001). In other 
cases, common names such as borboleta-asa-de-vidro 
(glass wing butterfly) are not restricted to a single 
species but encompass broader folk categories that 
include several genera with translucent wings, such as 
Episcada and related taxa. This phenomenon reflects 
perceptual salience, in which recurring morphological 
traits shared across taxa are cognitively grouped by 
local communities, resulting in generalized naming 
systems (Berlin 1992). Among the families, 
Nymphalidae presented the greatest diversity, with 
164 species and 88 common names, totaling 203 
records. Pieridae followed with 10 species and 10 
common names (15 records), then Hesperiidae with 8 
species and 5 common names (8 records), 
Papilionidae with 6 species and 7 common names (8 
records), and finally Lycaenidae, represented by a 
single species and a single common name (1 record). 
These proportions reflect not only the taxonomic 
richness but also the cultural variability of butterfly 
nomenclature in Brazil. 

Family Lycaenidae, with only one record, was 
exclusively associated with a morphological category. 
In the families Nymphalidae and Papilionidae, 
morphological associations were also predominant 
(42.9% and 37.5%, respectively), followed by 
symbolic or undefined categories. Hesperiidae showed 
a balanced distribution between behavioral and 
undefined categories, reflecting their reputation as fast 
and discreet insects (Figure 2). Although initially 
categorized as “undefined,” several names associated 
with Pieridae, such as borboleta-amarelinha (little yellow 
butterfly), borboleta-gema (yolk butterfly), and borboleta-
gema-de-ovo (egg yolk butterfly), are clearly related to 
coloration and, therefore, to species morphology. 
Thus, when applying a more refined semantic analysis, 
it is possible to state that the common names in this 
family are also predominantly linked to the 
morphological category. 

Taxonomic Distribution and Common Name 
Frequency 
High representativeness of the Nymphalidae family 
within Brazil’s butterfly fauna—widely supported by 

entomological surveys (Freitas and Brown Jr. 2004)—
stems from its remarkable ecological and morphologi-
cal diversity, factors that contribute to both broad 
geographic distribution and easier recognition by local 
communities. Among the most conspicuous taxa are 
the genera Morpho, whose iridescent wings aid in 
thermoregulation and defense through glare; Caligo, 
characterized by eyespots that mimic real eyes to deter 
predators; Heliconius, known for Müllerian mimicry 
and a specialized diet in Passifloraceae; Hamadryas, 
with cryptic patterns that facilitate camouflage on tree 
trunks; Mechanitis, associated with chemical 
aposematism; and Zaretis, notable for its compact 
wingspan and fast flight (see Figure 3). These visual 
and behavioral traits not only illustrate the 
morphological richness of Nymphalidae but also 
explain its prominence in ethnoentomological studies 
and in the diversity of common names. 

Genus Morpho is widely recognized for the intense 
blue iridescence of its wings, which is an optical 
phenomenon caused by light diffraction on 
microscopic structures within the wing scales. Typical 
of humid tropical forests, these butterflies are often 
referred to by local communities using common 
names such as borboleta-bruxo-azul (blue wizard 
butterfly; Costa Neto 2022) and borboleta-azul-seda 
(silky blue butterfly; Lenko and Papavero 1996), both 
directly alluding to their striking coloration. 

In shaded habitats, species of the genus Caligo 
display large eyespots on their hindwings, which 
function as defense mechanisms by mimicking the 
eyes of birds of prey to deter predators. This trait has 
inspired the common name borboleta-coruja (owl 
butterfly; Lenko and Papavero 1996). 

Genus Heliconius is distinguished by aposematic 
color patterns that serve as models in key mimicry 
systems. In Müllerian mimicry, toxic species such as 
Heliconius erato phyllis and Heliconius melpomene share red 
and yellow color combinations to signal unpalatability 
(Mallet and Joron 1999; Merrill et al. 2015; Müller 
1879). Conversely, Batesian mimicry occurs in taxa 
such as Dismorphia and Eueides, whose harmless 
species visually imitate these patterns (Bates 1862; 
Mallet 2001). Among the common names associated 
with this clade are borboleta-maria-boba (silly mary 
butterfly) and borboleta-castanha-vermelha (red chestnut 
butterfly; Lenko and Papavero 1996). Species like H. 
erato phyllis and Heliconius ethilla narcaea maintain close 
ecological relationships with Passiflora L. 
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(Passifloraceae) plants, from which they derive 
defensive alkaloids. 

Butterflies of the genus Hamadryas are remarkable 
for producing audible clicks during flight, a behavior 
associated with territorial disputes and courtship, 
which has earned them the common name borboleta-
estaladeira (clicking butterfly; Lenko and Papavero 
1996; Yack et al. 2001). These sounds originate from 
specialized structures on the hindwings (Monge-
Nájera and Hernández 1991). Specifically, Hamadryas 
amphinome is locally known as borboleta-assenta-pau-da-
barriga-vermelha (red bellied percher butterfly), a 
reference to its reddish ventral coloration and habit of 
landing on tree trunks. Meanwhile, H. februa is 
referred to as borboleta-angolinha (little angolan 
butterfly) or borboleta-angolista (angolan butterfly), 
names likely inspired by its wing patterns, although 
further ethnozoological research is required to 
confirm this etymology (Costa Neto 2002a). 

Species of the genus Mechanitis (Ithomiinae) are 
characterized by translucent wings with black and 
orange patterns, an aposematic trait resulting from the 
ingestion of alkaloids from Solanum L. (Solanaceae) 

plants. This distinctive morphology has inspired 
common names such as borboleta-tigre (tiger butterfly), 
typically applied to Mechanitis polymnia (Linnaeus, 1758) 
and Mechanitis lysimnia, and borboleta-confusa-asa-de-tigre 
(confused tiger wing butterfly), alluding to the visual 
similarity among closely related species. Other names, 
such as borboleta-josé-maria (josé maria butterfly) and 
borboleta-esponja (sponge butterfly), could not be 
conclusively interpreted and remain of uncertain 
origin and meaning, highlighting the limits of current 
ethnoentomological knowledge. 

Genus Zaretis, whose cryptic mimicry is a 
prominent feature, includes species such as Zaretis itys 
and Zaretis isidora that effectively blend in with tree 
trunks and the forest floor by resembling dry leaves, 
hence the common names borboleta-folha (leaf butterfly) 
and borboleta-folha-seca (dry leaf butterfly). Under certain 
lighting conditions, pinkish tones on the wing margins 
have led to the name borboleta-canoa-rosa (pink canoe 
butterfly), while the reddish dorsal pattern of Zaretis 
galanthis inspired the name borboleta-asa-de-listras-
vermelhas (red striped wing butterfly). These examples 
illustrate how morphological, behavioral, ecological, 
dietary, and symbolic traits shape the construction of 

Figure 3 Main genera of the Nymphalidae family, highlighting A Morpho, B Mechanitis, C Heliconius, D Hamadryas, E Caligo, 
and F Zaretis. Photographs by Caique Dantas. 
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common names in the Nymphalidae family. More 
than descriptors, these names function as cultural 
analogies that link butterflies to everyday objects, 
symbolic values, or ecological interactions, thereby 
reinforcing both scientific taxonomy and the cultural 
significance of butterflies. Although less numerous, 
the families Pieridae (5 records), Hesperiidae (3), 
Papilionidae (4), and Lycaenidae (1) also contribute to 
the semantic richness of common naming. For 
Pieridae, for instance, with the predominance of 
species with white and yellow wings, names such as 
borboleta-gema-de-ovo (egg-yolk butterfly) and borboleta-
amarelinha (little yellow butterfly), are common while 
the gregarious behavior of Anteos menippe has inspired 
the name borboleta-de-bando (flock butterfly) (Wijnen 
2007; Figure 4). 

The differences among Papilionoidea families 
regarding the origin of common names do not appear 
to result merely from sampling variation but instead 
reflect specific biological and perceptual traits. In 
Hesperiidae, the small body size, generally brown 
coloration, and fast, erratic flight hinder the 
attribution of names based on striking morphological 
features, which explains the predominance of 
behavior-related names, such as borboleta-diabinha (little 
devil butterfly) (Lenko and Papavero 1996; Uehara-
Prado and Ribeiro 2012). In contrast, families such as 
Papilionidae and Lycaenidae, although represented by 
fewer records, include visually conspicuous species—
either through the impressive wingspan and tail-like 

extensions of Heraclides thoas brasiliensis (Rothschild 
and Jordan, 1906), which inspired the name borboleta-
rabo-de-andorinha (swallowtail butterfly; Tyler et al. 
1994), or through the metallic blue coloration of some 
Lycaenidae, as in the borboleta-azulzinha-do-trevo (little 
clover blue butterfly), whose iridescence conveys 
symbolic associations of rarity and delicacy (Costa 
Neto 2002a; Figure 5). By comparison, Nymphalidae, 
the most diverse and conspicuous butterfly family in 
Brazil, concentrate the majority of morphology-based 
names due to their large body size, contrasting color 
patterns, and easily observable behaviors, making 
them especially salient to local perception and 
common naming. 

These examples, although drawn from families 
with fewer records, clearly illustrate the semantic 
richness of common butterfly names in Brazil. The 
multiple names attributed, particularly among the ten 
most frequently cited species, reflect not only 
distribution and visibility but also the role of 
morphological, behavioral, ecological, dietary, and 
symbolic categories in shaping local taxonomies. Such 
names represent a dynamic system of folk 
classification, functioning as ecological memory and 
cultural metaphor. The multiple names attributed, 
particularly among the ten most frequently cited 
species (Figure 6), reflect not only the wide 
geographic distribution and presence in different 
biomes, but also the morphological and behavioral 
salience of certain taxa for local communities. In this 

Figure 4 A Phoebis marcelina and B Phoebis argante. Photographs by Caique Dantas. 
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way, traditional knowledge is consolidated through 
visual analogies, cultural metaphors, and empirical 
observations, complementing and enriching the 
scientific understanding of Brazilian lepidopteran 
fauna. 

Semantic Associations of Common Names 
Semantic analysis of common butterfly names allowed 
their classification into five interpretative categories: 
morphological, behavioral, ecological, dietary, and 
symbolic. This categorization is based not only on 
descriptive meanings but also on ethnoentomological 
evidence that common nomenclature encodes 
ecological knowledge, symbolic associations, and 
cultural metaphors that link butterflies to broader 
worldviews (Costa Neto 2002a). common names can 
also be understood as cognitive shortcuts, functioning 
as simple and convenient ways of remembering folk 
categories of insects. In this sense, the most salient 
feature of each species, whether visual, behavioral, or 
ecological, becomes the primary basis for naming. 

The morphological category was the most 
representative among the records analyzed, 
encompassing common names that directly refer to 
coloration, shape, and wing patterns. Names such as 
borboleta-asa-de-vidro (glass wing butterfly), borboleta-azul 
(blue butterfly), borboleta-oitenta (eighty butterfly), 
borboleta-zebra (zebra butterfly), and borboleta-tigre (tiger 
butterfly) illustrate the tendency to identify species by 
striking visual features. Species with greenish-metallic 
or blue-green wings are often called borboleta-esmeralda 
(emerald butterfly), while those displaying colored 

stripes or spots are known as borboleta-asa-de-listras-
vermelhas (red striped wing butterfly). Among Pieridae, 
names such as borboleta-amarelinha (little yellow 
butterfly), borboleta-gema (yolk butterfly), and borboleta-
gema-de-ovo (egg-yolk butterfly) are frequent, all 
referring to the bright yellowish coloration typical of 
species like Phoebis argante and Phoebis marcelina. In 
these cases, morphology clearly emerges as the most 
salient attribute for folk classification. 

Common names with behavioral interpretations 
are associated with actions, postures, or sounds 
emitted by butterflies. The term crackling butterfly 
refers to the audible clicks produced by Hamadryas 
males during flight (Yack et al. 2001). These 
butterflies are also regionally known as clicking or 
clucking butterflies, all referring to the same species 
complex (Hamadryas spp.; Lenko and Papavero 1996); 
borboleta-maria-boba (silly mary butterfly) evokes the 
slow and hesitant flight pattern of certain Heliconius 
species; and borboleta-de-bando (flock butterfly) alludes 
to the gregarious behavior of Anteos menippe. These 
examples show that when morphology is less 
distinctive, behavior can become the defining element 
of local nomenclature. 

Although less frequent, ecological associations 
highlight the habitat or resources used by the species. 
Borboleta-capitão-do-mato (runaway captain butterfly), for 
example, refers to butterflies found in forest margins 
or secondary growth, while borboleta-do-maracujá 
(passion fruit butterfly) reflects the close ecological 
relationship between Heliconius and Passiflora L. 

 

Figure 5 A Urbanus sp., B Heraclides thoas brasiliensis, and C Hemiargus hanno hanno. Photographs by Caique Dantas. 
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(Passifloraceae) species, from which they acquire toxic 
compounds for chemical defense. Such names 
demonstrate that local communities do not merely 
observe form and movement but also integrate 
ecological interactions into their classification systems. 

Finally, names with symbolic or cultural meanings 
express subjective, religious, or mystical interpreta-
tions. Borboleta-bruxo-azul (blue wizard butterfly), 
commonly referring to Morpho achilles, suggests not 
only its vivid coloration but also an aura of 
enchantment and mystery. Borboleta-andromeda 
(andromeda butterfly) may reference mythological, 
celestial, or feminine figures, while names like borboleta
-alma-do-outro-mundo (soul from the other world 
butterfly) and borboleta-caixão-de-defunto (coffin 
butterfly) reflect beliefs associating butterflies with 
death, spirits, or omens. More enigmatic designations, 
such as borboleta-josé-maria (josé maria butterfly), 
indicate possible anthropomorphic or religious 
associations that remain unclear and would require 
further ethnographic research (Bentley and Rodrígues 
2001; Costa Neto 2005; Posey 1986). These symbolic 
names reveal how cultural imagination shapes 
common classification, transforming butterflies into 
metaphors for life, death, spirituality, and human 
experience (Balée 1994; Costa Neto 2002a). 

Together, these interpretive categories reveal an 
empirical system of classification shaped by attentive 
observation, direct interaction with the environment, 
and cultural elaboration (Berlin 1992; Costa Neto 
2002a). Far from being mere nicknames, common 
butterfly names embody practical ecological 
knowledge, symbolic meaning, and cognitive strategies 
for remembering and transmitting information. This 
underscores their dual role in both enriching scientific 
understanding of Brazilian lepidopteran fauna and 
reinforcing the importance of ethnoentomology in 
biocultural conservation. 

Importance for Ethnoentomology and 
Conservation 
Ethnoentomology, by investigating the interactions 
between humans and insects through traditional 
knowledge systems, represents a valuable tool for 
biodiversity conservation, particularly in megadiverse 
countries like Brazil. The common names attributed 
to butterflies are far from mere folkloric expressions; 
they reflect a structured body of empirical knowledge 
grounded in direct observation and everyday 
coexistence with these insects. Such knowledge 
provides relevant insights that complement and enrich 
conventional scientific approaches, especially 
regarding the ecology, behavior, and distribution of 

Figure 6 Butterfly species with the highest number of recorded common names. 
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species (Costa Neto 2002b). 

Ethnoentomological studies conducted in Bahia 
have shown that local communities develop their own 
classification systems for butterflies, which often 
correspond to formal taxonomic categories. These 
systems consider attributes such as coloration, flight 
patterns, and habitat types, allowing for precise 
species identification and offering deeper understand-
ing of their ecological interactions. In this sense, 
traditional knowledge proves to be a legitimate and 
practical source for characterizing regional 
lepidopteran fauna (Costa Neto 2002b). 

Integrating this traditional knowledge into 
conservation strategies becomes even more relevant 
considering the increasing threats faced by many 
butterfly species in Brazil. Although most endangered 
species are found within protected areas, many persist 
in unprotected landscapes, particularly in the Atlantic 
Forest and Cerrado biomes. In this context, the 
recognition of occurrence areas based on local 
knowledge can support the creation of new 
conservation units and guide more effective 
management actions. 

Moreover, by incorporating the empirical 
knowledge of traditional populations into 
environmental education programs, conservation 
efforts become more inclusive and culturally sensitive. 
This approach strengthens the link between biological 
and cultural diversity, contributing not only to species 
protection but also to the valorization of local 
identities and practices. 

Conclusion 
This study highlighted the remarkable diversity of 
common names attributed to butterflies in Brazil, 
revealing a vast repertoire of traditional knowledge 
anchored in morphological, behavioral, ecological, 
symbolic, and cultural attributes. The predominance 
of names based on wing coloration and patterns 
underscores the central role of empirical observation 
in common classification, while symbolic or mystical 
designations reflect the integration of these insects 
into the worldview and cosmology of local 
communities. 

The concentration of records in biomes such as 
the Caatinga and the Atlantic Forest, as well as in 
northeastern states, positions these regions not only 
as biodiversity hotspots but also as true centers of 
local ecological knowledge. This spatial pattern of 
common name usage suggests that cultural and 

environmental factors interact synergistically in the 
construction and intergenerational transmission of 
traditional knowledge. 

The findings reinforce the need to recognize the 
value of common knowledge as an intangible cultural 
heritage essential for planning conservation strategies 
and environmental education. Future research should 
expand the geographic scope to include other 
Brazilian biomes and deepen the analysis of the 
connections between common nomenclature and 
local ecological processes, particularly with regard to 
endangered species outside protected areas. 

By combining scientific evidence with the 
empirical knowledge of communities, this study 
strengthens ethnoentomology as an interdisciplinary 
approach capable of promoting biocultural 
conservation that is more inclusive, respectful of local 
traditions, and effective in simultaneously preserving 
Brazil’s biological and cultural diversity. 
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