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Identification, location, possession, belonging, division, and respect
for peoples’ cultures: many aspects to consider
for a toponymic ethical code

ANDREA CANTILE*

Abstract

Toponyms have the primary functions of identification and localization
eliminating any ambiguity in indicating a specific part of the Earth, and they have
the power to transform a space into a place. More precisely, place names start the
transformation of a space into a place, lived in and/or frequented by one or more
groups of people.

This transformation imbues the place with increasing meaning as knowledge
grows and experiences accumulate. In such places, individuals develop a sense of
belonging, establish emotional connections, and build what we call “identity”.

Although this term is sometimes overused today, there is no doubt that there
is a relationship between places and individuals in the formation of self-awareness,
personal history, distinctive traits, and a sense of belonging to both a social group and
the place itself.

However, the term “identity” can be problematic when it implies belonging
and possession. This can lead to extreme nostalgic feelings among native people,
sometimes resulting in the irrational glorification of the vaguely known past. It can
also lead to the spread of clichés that gratuitously attribute identity characteristics
to places and entire social groups based solely on banal preconceived stereotypes.
Additionally, the use of names linked to colonialism, slavery, or those that express
derogatory, belittling, contemptuous, dishonourable, offensive, injurious, defamatory,
or scurrilous adjectives can be harmful to the construction of peaceful coexistence
between people belonging to different groups or nationalities.

The multifaceted nature of toponyms therefore also takes on a particular moral
relevance. They can become agents of values and disvalues, precisely because they
express identification, location, possession, belonging, division, and respect for
people’s cultures.

All this underscores the need to consider the power of place names and to develop
a toponymic ethical code. This code should incorporate the recommendations of the
United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names, as well as the experiences
of countries that have already undertaken similar initiatives. The aim is to provide
public institutions that exercise onomaturgical functions with general principles,
based on respect for the environment, people and their cultures.

Keywords: toponymic ethics; dishonouring, offensive, injurious toponyms.

*Chair, UNGEGN-RHD (Italia).
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Background

This year’s symposium has a lengthy title, chosen precisely to highlight the
complexity of the toponymic phenomenon and its various social implications.
Scholars of the subject are well aware that place names, beyond their primary
function of identification and location, are also vehicles of values and disvalues. As
the Italian glottologist Graziadio Isaia Ascoli stated as early as 1895, they “reflect
political, religious, social, and economic events of every kind” (Ascoli I.G., 1895, pp.
101-102), and for this reason they are still studied today by linguists, geographers,
historians, sociologists, anthropologists, urban planners, landscape architects, and
cartographers.

Identification and location

It is widely known that identification and localization primarily respond to
the daily needs of social life, aiming to eliminate any form of ambiguity in the
identification of a part of the earth’s surface, and beyond, and in expressing the
position of places, people, and things within a broader spatial context.

Toponymy has thus assumed an irreplaceable function over time due to the
fact that it regulates the structuring of human space. Claude Lévi-Strauss, in fact,
compared toponyms to personal names as means of distinguishing individuals
within a group: “Lespace est une société de lieux dits, comme les personnes sont
des points de repére au sein du groupe” [Space is a society of named places, just
as people are points of reference within the group] (Lévi-Strauss, 1962, p. 222).

However, the identification of places, unlike that of people, is closely tied to
semantics, both because of human beings’ innate curiosity about the meanings
of words they don't know or that somehow pique their curiosity, and because of
the function these meanings play in strengthening the bond between people and
places themselves.

For much of the toponymic heritage, it is no longer possible to reconstruct
the original conceptual content because, as the German philosopher Gottfried
Wilhelm von Leibniz had already understood in the 18" century,

“Illud enim pro axiomate habeo [...] quoties vocabulum fluminis, montis, sylvae, gentis,
pagi, villae non intelligimus, intelligere debemus ab antiqua nos lingua secessisse”

[“Indeed, I consider it an axiom that [...] every time we do not understand the name of a
river, a mountain, a forest, a people, a village, a villa, we must understand that we have
distanced ourselves from the ancient language”] (Leibniz, 1710, vol. I, p. 1).

For these two essential reasons, the Ninth United Nations Conference on the
Standardization of Geographical Names, held in New York in 2007 (Resolution
no. 7, “Dissemination of information concerning the origin and meaning of
geographical names”), considered it appropriate to highlight their importance and
to recommend that:
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“[...] wherever possible, printed or web-based national gazetteers and databases should
include information on the origin and meaning of geographical names, based on popular
and/or scientific sources, along with the associated technical information” (UNGEGN,
IX/7, 2007).

Leibniz’s axiom, however, calls for avoiding the easy pitfalls of amateur
etymology and for approaching the field with the tools of the linguist and
historian of language to understand the divergences from the original idiom that
had generated a place name in times sometimes very distant. However, specific
knowledge in many other aspects of toponymic studies is also essential, with a
plurality of perspectives, necessary to shed light on the onomaturgical dynamics
of history and the reasons for the conflicts associated with them. This requires the
contribution of the expertise of the geographer, historian, sociologist, botanist, ...
precisely because they are an expression of the relationship between man and his
territory over time.

Identity, belonging, and possession

Geographical onomaturgy does not only respond to the needs of identification
and localization. As it is well known, toponymy has the power to transform a space
into a place, as a synthesis of territorialization processes (Turco A., 1988, pp. 79-
81). Or, better, we could say that the birth of a toponym marks the transformation
of a space into a place, inhabited and/or frequented by one or more human groups,
which becomes increasingly charged with meaning as experiences accumulate in
the same place.

We know that, over time, people who live permanently in a given area
learn to recognize its prominent characteristics; they give names to streets,
squares, and buildings and grow in familiarity with them; they strengthen the
links between the history of the place and personal, family, and group history.
In other words, a relationship is established between the place and the people
who inhabit or frequent it, generating feelings of security and protection, with
consequent comforting effects. The foundation of this phenomenon obviously
rests on the dichotomous relationship between the known and the unknown (or
lesser known) places.

In the words of Botolv Helleland, we can say that “Place names contribute to
the feeling of belonging to an area and to a social group within that particular area
[...] they open up for a broader and more intimate knowledge of places” (Helleland
B., 2012, p. 109).

We have a vast literature on the relationship that is established between people
and the places where they were born, or live or would like to live, but among the
many authors who have investigated this fascinating research topic, I think that the
most synthetic and effective formulation of the concept of “sense of belonging” is
due to the Latin poet Quintus Horatius Flaccus (1% century BC) who wrote: “Ille
terrarum mihi praeter omnis angulus ridet [...]” (Orazio, Le Odi, II, 6, 13-14),
which I would translate like this: That corner of the Earth smiles at me more than
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any other [...], contrary to what proposed Prof. John Conington, who translated
the word angulus as a “green recess”, “a remote, secluded or secret place”™.

In fact, Horace had given the metaphor of the angulus the meaning of a
known, safe place, a place of protection from external dangers, from which the
person establishes their familiarity with the space, develops a sense of belonging,
and that feeling of love for the material evironment, which Yi-Fu Tuan has defined
as topophilia and which is “More permanent and less easy to express [...] toward
a place because it is home, the locus of memories, and the means of gaining a
livelihood” (1990, p. 93). The person establishes an emotional relationship with
this angulus and, starting from it, constructs what we call “identity” (Conington
J., 1863).

Regarding this last word, although it is sometimes overused today, we
must certainly recognize the undoubted existence of an “affective” relationship
between the individual and a given place, in the construction of self-awareness,
of one’s own history, of one’s distinctive traits, of belonging to a social group and
the land that hosts it. However, some pitfalls lurk behind the term “identity”,
when it expresses belonging and possession. These pitfalls can be identified,
as a first approximation, in extreme forms of nostalgic feelings on the part of
native people, which sometimes result in an irrational exaltation of the past,
and a contrast between groups and individuals, caused by the spread of clichés,
gratuitously confused with identity traits based solely on banal preconceived
stereotypes.

The former, that is, nostalgic feelings, are typical of the “Senex laudator
temporis acti se puero” [a person who holds up the past as a golden age, when he
was a child], as the Latin poet Horace wrote (Orazio, Ars poetica, 173). Or, even
worse, they can be stimulated by recollections of a distant and often unknown
time, but sweetened by narratives that stimulate the desire to return to a vague and
indefinite time.

The sweetened image of times gone by, offered as a product that can easily be
disguised to suit the recipient’s expectations, becomes as desirable and comforting
as a retreat to an exotic and enchanting place: “If the past is a foreign country,
nostalgia has made it the foreign country with the healthiest tourist trade of all’
[...] Since ’people love nostalgia and firmly believe that’ what is old ’is necessarily
good’” (Lowenthal D., 1985, p. 4).

The main subliminal agents of nostalgia and topophilia, in these cases, are
testimonies of the past (from a significant archaeological find to an old wrought-
iron gate), but also the rhetorical constructions of novels, poems, songs, and,
unfortunately, the “sly reworkings” of historiography, the “embellishments with
invented details, in the narrative, against an overall truthful backdrop” (Bloch,
1998, p. 75), which sometimes contribute to constructing the “representation of
the world in which individuals and collective actors literally conquer’ their identity
status” (Turco, 2007).

! “what can match the green recess, / Whose honey not to Hybla yields, / Whose olives vie with
those that bless Venafrum’s fields?” (The Odes and Carmen Saeculare of Horace, John Conington
translation, London, 1863).
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However, while a direct relationship between place and identity is certainly
undeniable, it is also important to highlight the risk that can arise from an excessive
exaltation of such identities, as a prerequisite for the spread of new, uncompromising
orthodoxies, also in reaction to the homogenization and flattening of identities
resulting from the dynamics of globalization (Krogseth O., 2012, p. 162). These,
extended to the construction of ethnic or national identity profiles, could easily
degenerate into agents of social opposition, especially given the sharpening of
political contrast between people and the ease with which imitative phenomena
can now be generated in large parts of society by exploiting the communicative
potential of the media.

Another aspect, seemingly innocuous but not to be overlooked due to its subtle
negative implications, concerns the use of place names in adjectival phrases. These
are rarely used to express respect and admiration, and are often used ironically, if
not with outright contempt, spreading crude, offensive, and erroneous attributes
that can easily be exploited, again, by those with an interest in spreading divisive
messages.

Indeed, it is hardly necessary to mention the banalities associated with certain
clichés that label entire social groups, with extreme forms of generalization that
negatively characterize entire populations. An example of some of the stereotypes
that the world has for Italians, and Northern Italians have for Southern Italians
can be found at the following link https://www.quora.com/Is-it-true-that-the-
stereotypes-that-the-world-has-for-Italians-the-Northern-Italians-have-for-
Southern-Italians.

Similar stereotypes are widespread throughout the world, and every community
suffers their effects in some way, as is easy to see from the various websites that
illustrate the phenomenon, with seriously offensive attributes that perpetuate and
spread preconceptions and certainly do not help build harmony among peoples.

In reflecting on the identity-building potential expressed by a place name, it
is important to highlight how the exaggeration of distinctions between “Us” and
“Them’, the exaltation of certain identity traits, and the derogatory use of adjectival
phrases based on toponyms can constitute an explosive mix. This has already borne
disastrous fruit throughout human history and led to the development of a culture
of presumed superiority, as the birth of the “Forschungsgemeinschaf Deutsches
Ahnenerbe” [German Association for Research on Ancestral Heritage], founded
in 1935 by Heinrich Himmler, and the atrocious consequences that arose from
those insane theories are constant reminders.

A toponym, therefore, does not simply indicate a place to distinguish it from
another. It carries meanings and qualities associated with that place, but which can
change over time, just as language, culture, and traditions do.

Anyone who today wishes to draw on the toponymic evidence provided by
the Forma Urbis Romae and derive from it generalizations of identity linking
contemporary Italians to the ancient Romans would merely be laughable. It would
also be equally ridiculous to exploit toponymy to revive the glories of the Austro-
Hungarian, Persian, or Mongol empires, and so on. However, the contribution
that toponyms and their cultural significance can offer to peaceful resolutions of
territorial disputes is quite different.
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Unfortunately, we know that disputes do not always end peacefully thanks
to toponymy, but that this is often the source of conflict. History teaches us that
radical transformations of place names are the consequence of dramatic political
upheavals and changes.

The divisive potential that place names can express, as drivers of discord, is
also evident through the use of names linked to colonialism, slavery, and racism,
and when they are used with denigrating, belittling, contemptuous, dishonouring,
offensive, insulting, and defamatory adjectives that negatively accentuate the
distinction between “Us” and “Them”

On Earth today, there are still many cases of conflict directly or indirectly linked
to the use of place names. These are still tangible consequences, signs of ancient,
unresolved disagreements that continue to fuel disputes between social groups and
countries. Helen Kerfoots contribution to this volume offers a brief but significant
overview of the main conflicts still linked to the use of place names today.

Here, perhaps, it is enough to draw attention to the historical dimension of
this phenomenon, whose echoes still exist today as a tourist curiosity, but with a
profound didactic meaning, as in the case of the unique road signs in Valdichiana,
between Tuscany and Umbria, with the names of two medieval towers, called
“Beccati questo” [Take this] and “Beccati quest’altro” [Take this other one], which
recall the opposition and skirmishes between Siena and Perugia along the border
between their respective territories.

Ultimately, if the construction of social identity is also nourished by the
connection between people and places throughout history, producing that sense
of belonging, succinctly expressed by toponymy — which can also have positive
implications for the growth of an individual’s self-esteem - and if this connection
remains free from fanaticism and intolerance, the sense of possession can be
understood as an inverse relationship, without necessarily expressing an idea
of material sovereignty, as can be seen in regions now occupied by linguistic
minorities, peacefully coexisting with majorities.

The complexity of relationships and the international agreements
laboriously reached after bloody conflicts that resulted in death, mutilation, and
destruction have produced complex situations aimed at creating the conditions
for reconciliation, albeit not always simple, between social groups belonging to
different cultures and languages, even within the same state. It would be absurd
today to ignore such sacrifices and reduce the material possession of a place to
the sole form of the toponym that identifies it, as was instead the case at the dawn
of civilization. Emblematic in this regard is the episode narrated by the Greek
historian Agatharchides of Cnidus, who lived in Alexandria in the 2™ century BC,
regarding the contribution that a simple toponym gave in 366 BC to the peaceful
resolution of a territorial dispute between the Athenians and the Boeotians,
reporting that:

“Epaminondas, defending the rights of the Boeotians, suddenly took a
pomegranate, which he had kept hidden in his left hand, and, showing it, asked
the Athenians what they called it. And when they answered rhoan; he said: "But
we call it sidan’ That place has many of these plants, from which the name is
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derived. And so Epaminondas won the case” (Agatharchides, FGrHist 86, F 8:
159; Tufano S., 2023, p. 159).

The name of a pomegranate and the place where this fruit freely grew
succeeded, in this case, in preventing the disagreement from degenerating into
conflict due to the lack of agreements that could have regulated the rights of one
party or the other.

The need for a code of ethics with examples of good onomaturgical practices

Inlight of the complexity that the title of this symposium has sought to highlight,
it can be said that the need for a code of ethics for geographical onomaturgy is a
desirable tool for reducing conflict and building active citizenship.

This assumption clearly emerges from the commitment that the United Nations
Group of Experts on Geographical Names, since 1967, has made to:

- Highlight the strong potential for enrichment arising from the encounter of
different cultures and the non-divisive use of place names;

- Spread the need for inclusion and mutual respect, especially in multilingual areas;
- Stigmatize any form of conflict based on language, culture, age, gender, creed,
religious confession, or orientation, protecting toponymy both as part of the
cultural heritage of peoples and as a means for building a peaceful and sustainable
world.

However, the efforts made to date “to discourage offensive, inappropriate,
derogatory, discriminatory, and frivolous geographical names” (Gammeltoft P,
2021, p. 2) are still insufficient, partly due to the interests of those who derive
various benefits from divisive actions. Clear evidence of this, unfortunately, has
been the exploitative use of geographical names, on an almost global scale, which
has preyed on many unaware people during the recent COVID-19 pandemic.

In various parts of the world, but especially in the United States, the spread of
popular phrases — such as “Chinese Virus’, “Wuhan Flu”, “kung flu”, and “China
plague” — has led to waves of racial discrimination against Chinese or Asian people
in general, because they are considered potential agents of contagion, based solely
on their possession of certain physical traits. The danger of the spread of COVID-19
has reawakened, “in the Name of Hate” (Iman M.N., 2021), the quiescent
animalistic aggression, ready to reactivate at the first opportunity. Furthermore, as
Nick M. Iman herself clearly highlights, the improper use of geographical names
has contributed to making the management of the pandemic emergency even
more problematic, despite the fact that the World Health Organization (WHO)
had already released, in 2015, a document that firmly urged scientists, public
authorities and the media to adopt measures

“best practices for the naming of new human diseases, with the aim to minimize
unnecessary negative impact of disease names on trade, travel, tourism or
animal welfare, and avoid causing offence to any cultural, social, national,
regional, professional or ethnic groups” (World Health Organization, 2015).
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Furthermore, the erroneous association between the disease and the geographic
origin of the first person recognized as having it led to an irrational distrust of
all people in some way connected to the same geographic area, and an equally
irrational trust in all others, who could instead be potential vectors for spreading
the disease.

Despite this, some television news, websites, and newspapers have sometime
completely ignored the WHO recommendations and continued to use the same
erroneous terms, justifying their use with greater simplicity and communicative
effectiveness than the nomenclature adopted by scientists. However, the doubt
arises that the denial of such best practices could have been driven much more
simply by various interests, regardless of the potential negative social effects it
could have generated.

Given all this, the development of a toponymy code of ethics can play a
fundamental role in this direction, especially if accompanied by a list of best
practices, which consider precisely that toponyms are a means of expressing
identification, location, possession, belonging, division, and respect for peoples’
cultures.

Therefore, the purpose of such a code should be to disseminate the UN
recommendations in this regard and indicate procedures that can help institutions
exercising onomaturgical functions, at the three levels of public administration -
local, territorial, and national - align every decision regarding the adoption of new
toponyms and the possible modification of existing ones. This code can contribute
to the preservation and enrichment of the country’s cultural heritage, in a coherent
and plural manner, avoiding ambiguity, conflicts, and inappropriate changes to
pre-existing names, based on fundamental principles already translated into good
practices by some countries such as Canada, France, and Sweden.

A toponymy code of ethics should also aim to define roles and functions
in the production of geographical naming documents, to involve the scientific
community, cultural associations, and citizens in decision-making processes
related to place names, and to embrace the onomaturgical act not as a measure of
authority to be passively endured, but as the outcome of a participatory process,
through which the very sense of belonging can grow and strengthen.

For this reason, it is appropriate to increasingly broaden serious thoughts
regarding the multifaceted semantic value of toponyms, involving the scientific
community and institutions to work so that the contrasts generated by toponyms
can be eliminated and respect for peoples’ cultures can be affirmed to produce a
toponymy ethics with examples of good onomaturgical practices.

Academia, schools, and cultural associations can play a leading role in making
new generations understand the importance of peace and sustainability, in the
present and future of peoples, through shared and respectful toponymy:

- Accepting diversity and rejecting any adaptation to dominant cultural models;
- Rejecting any attempt at cultural domination;

- Recognizing differences as sources of cultural enrichment;

- Recovering a sense of place from ancient names.

The fundamental requirement for achieving these goals must primarily
take into account that every man and every woman is primarily a person, with
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the dignity of a human being. The underlying objective is therefore to broaden
and disseminate the concept highlighted in the epigraph quote of this volume
(Montesquieu, 1991, no. 350, p. 285), regardless of gender, skin colour, language,
religious belief, occupation, or membership in a particular social group. Only
when every man and woman recognizes this fundamental condition in themselves
and in all their fellow men and women will a universal ethic be truly shared, one in
which toponymy can also contribute to reducing conflicts between social groups
and between the peoples of the Earth.
Lars Huldén’s words certainly apply to toponymy:

“The name is a key to memories and experiences. To be familiar with the same
name is to know a little about each other. Names are social signals of solidarity.
The more names one shares with others, the stronger the solidarity with them is”
(Huldén L., 1994, p. 33, quoted by Helleland B., 2012, pp. 95-116).

Finally, I thank everyone for their kind attention, I extend my best wishes for
a fruitful symposium and a pleasant stay in Rome to all those who came for the
first time to the Eternal City, and I declare open the Fourth International Scientific
Symposium of the Romano-Hellenic Division of the United Nations Group of
Experts on Geographical Names.
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