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VENUS: WHAT’S IN A NAME?
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Abstract Every culture in the world has a name for Venus, the most visible planet in our night

sky. This paper explores the process of naming Venus surface features, past and future. Since 1978,
topographical features on our “twin” planet have been named after female entities. The approval of
proposed or internally chosen names is decided on every three years by the International Astronomical
Union’s Venus Nomenclature Working Group. The list of names is a record of societal attitudes to our
twin planet and to women on Earth as well as earthly notions of femininity. It predominantly includes
female goddesses, mythological figures and female first names (80 percent), whereas real women are in
the minority, with only 2.6 percent of these being of non-Western origin. The last year to include feature
named after a real woman was 2006, almost 20 years ago. However, our research reveals that around 1990,
in the lead up to the return of data from NASA’s Magellan mission, there was an open call for public
suggestions for names, with parameters. The following two Working Group sessions in 1991 and 1994
stand alone among fifty years of Venus nomenclature, as between 38-68 percent of the names approved
on IAU’s list in those two years are women who once walked the Earth, and they also represent the most
global spread of women in any naming period. In this paper, we shall analyse current systems of naming
Venus and propose some constructive alternative directions for the future.
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