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TOPONYMY IN MADAGASCAR
| The Princlpal Pharacterlstlcs of Malagasy tOponymy can be summed up s follows'

(1}  Relative simiplicity, due to its essentially descrintive cheracter, sinos

it is cleosely releted to physical geography and topography, and the small number of
‘names of foreign origin (Arsbic or European). On the other hand, in most of the
fcountry the low population density and the instability caused by local migrations

hes resulted in & paucity of numes and toponymic inconsistency, which gives rise to
‘some repetition end confusion.

‘ (2) Trenscription inte a writing system, virtually unchanged for over a century,
"which uses Roman letters and simple phonetically univocal spelling, The language
‘itself, belonging to the Malayo-Polynesian family, lends itself particularly to
;#omposite words and reveals a basic unity under the local variations and dialectis.

_ (3) Considsrable and rapid expansion of cartography based on medium-scale
(1:200,000) maps establishihg and facllitating the location of place names. As &
result, an index has been progressively and systematically compiled, largely by
_personnal of the Geographical Service. This work considerably facilitated officidl
feccgnition and publication of the namess.

_ (4) The problem of standardization of geographical nemes has been simplified and,
.in general, already been Satisfactorily resolved, The estgbliszhment of a national
- toponymy couwmittes, plans for which are now being prevared, will meke it possible to
glve the standardization due publicity and help to make it official,

Melagasy, which belongs to the Maelayo-Polynesian family of languages, is an
agglutinative language in which words are formsd by successive addition to a root

or simple word, with frequent consonant modifications or omission of unaccented final

gyllebles of the constituent words in the structural linke within the compogitse

‘word, This sometimes makes it difficult to break down composite words and can lead

to errors in transcription or translation; however, the rules governing word formation

are invariable and easy to remember after some practice. |
7 For example, the name Amborompotsy (the place where here are white birds or
. oxpeckers) can only be divided into: AN-VORO (NA4)-FOTSY.
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Various local dialects in fact reveal a close relationshipl/ beneath their
apparent differences and the grarmar and synmtax are virtuelly the same. 4s far as
‘geographical names are concerned, the differsnces relate principally to:

{a) Certain roots which give quite different nemes for the same cbject in
different regions;

(b}, - Final syllables which sometimes disappear in some coastal dialects (e.g-
"Lokana', a dug-out cance in Merina, beccmes "Leka" in Sakelava), or have their final
letter modified (e.g., "ka' cr "tra" can become "id" or "tri", "ke" cr tre");

(e) Replacement of scme letters (e.g. "d" by "1n), -

These variaticns have sometimes led to errors of interpretation on the pert of
early investigators, who tended to "merinize" rnames, thereby altering the meaning.
Mr. Molletg/ cites in particular: Manazary as becoming Mananjary, indeveranty (at
the line of lagoons) as beceming Lndeveranto (at the slave market).

4lso a mmber of locglities, generally in coastal areas long frequented by
Europeans, have been gallicized, althceugh their Malagasy form is casy bo reconstruct.
The best-known examples are: '

Fénérive (Fenoarive), Vohémar (Vohimaro), Temetave (Toamasina), Tananarive
(4ntananarivo), Nossi-Bé (Nosibe).

Lastly, ‘here are names of foreign origin, either Swahili (Majunga?), or iArabic
(all nomes of places such a3 markets sssocinted with days ¢f the weck), or, rarely,

Eurcpean (Fort-Dauphin, Foulpuinte, Sainte-Marie, Sainte-Luce, elc....)

- 1/ If allowence is made for certain diffsrences in promunciation or sound; this
recently prompted the Government te add two charactsrs te the official crthography
to represent the French svunds zn (%) znd o (¥) which do not exist in the Merina
dialect, from which the official written language has been derived. :

2/ In his "Paiit Guide de toponymie mclgache” (IRSM 1957), which is well documented
especially on words of "eoastel" origin and Irom which this paper has taken wany
examplesa.
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Some plece namgs and the names of tribes are of religious, legendaly or.
“historical origin {for example, the well=¥nown sequence Fenoarivo - Arivonimatmo
~ Miarinarivo - Fencarivo recalls the adventure of the thousand who assembled,
got drunk, gobered up and were rcunited. _

However, mcst names of places or regions arve of simple geographical origin,

indicating topographical form, structure of detsil: Ivuhibe (big mcuntain),
‘Bezavone (place of many mists), Betsiloka (place.of much fresh water),
‘Bongolave (lines of hills), Ambatomainty (at the black stons), sic., or refer

“t¢ flora or fauna: Amboramputsy (place wnere there are waite birds - oxpeckers),
Anslamangas {blue forest), ste., or to the presence or direetion of dwellings:
 Antansndave {at the long village), Awbohibao (at the new village), Ambohidempona
(at the village in the hollow), Ambohimahasos {at the village of heppiness), etc..

Because of the low population density over mueh of the countfy and the small
numbor of names relating to the historical or legendary past (except on the
- platesux), toponymy in many areas is still very limited and therefore repetitive
in its reference to accidents of topography or lcealities, with the attendant rigk. .
- of confusion. An attempt is generally made to remedy thils by adding adjectives
indicating the region or orientation, or somctimes using Roman serial numbers,

In thet respect much classifying and codifying remeins to be dones, sometimes
contrery tc customary usage, wiitlch has readily accepied combinsbtions oi' Malagasy
and Furopean terme such as: Mananora~Nord, Ambohimanga cdu Sud, Midongy-Ouest.

It seews difficult to remedy the present inconsigtensy in the naming of
. villages, which are often moved cr even disappear altogether as a result'qfhiocal»

population movemenis connected with economic instability and taboo customs.-
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In regard to writing, the most important factor is that, siace the
beginning of the nineteenth century, the Malagasy language — or more correctly
the dialect spoken by the Merlna, which quickly became the cfficial language.
of the Islani has been transcribed on a virtually standardized basis 1) into
Roman letters. The spelling adopted includes some original pronunciation features
which are easy to master with a little practice, but, above all, it offers the
great edventage of remaining vzrtuallj univocal phoﬁetlcally _

~ Glven a little care, this can fac111tate the transcription of names collected
orally'by the field staff responsible for preparlng maps, who are guided notably
by the "Wocabulary of the Commonmest Words and Frineipal Geographical Expressions
ir the Malagasy Language, with their French Eguivalents", compiled and brought
up to date several times by the Geographical Service in collasboration with
Malagasy language experts of the Government and the Malagasy Academy. Before
leaving their survey areas, the field teams also have to arrenge for the checking
by local Govermment officials of the spelling of names collected. The names are
. also compared with those obtained from other sources (geologists of the Mines
Department, surveyors of the Topographical Service, research workers of the ,
Madagascar Tnetitute of Scientific Research, gtc.); objections or divergencies
are referred to an authority on the Malagasy language. Administrative names are
transcribed in conformity with the Official Geographical Code prepared jointly
by the Ministry of the Interior and the Statistical Service.

Nevertheless, some rules &till remain %o be formulated or clarified, and
that will be the task of the future Malagasy Toponyry Commission, which will be
guided by the rules recommeni?d)by the Group of Experts of the United Nations
2

Egconomic and Social Souncil.

(1} With the exception of the recent modification by decree mentioned earlier.

(2} Especially Zconomic and Sccial Cowneil Resolution 814 (XXXI) of 27 April 1961,
which was the subject of an official reply addressed to the United Nations
Secretariat by the Malagasy Republic in late 1962.
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The main pbinté which will have-to be clarified can be summed up as .
follows: ' ' h

(1) Preservation of orlglnal reglonal forms of names of places or Small
'localltles (large ponulatlor centres will have to retain their present name).

'(2)_ bllmlnatlon of p0551b111tles of confusion between 1dentlcal names or
similar spel¢1nma and correction, if necessary, of empirically dev1sed names in usej
thus, Fenocarivo-Atsinanana will be written instead of Fénérive to distinguish it
from other localities with the seme name, and Amboditetezans instead of Amboditont.,

{3) Standardization of the use of the initial article I in manj place names
and establishment of rules for the use of the locative prefix An~-, Aw~, A-, or
its derivative forms.

| (4) Clarification, if necessary, of the collective names or extent of major
geographical entities. | |

{5} - Replacement of foreign by Malazasy nemes when there are no over-
riding reasons for retaining the former. Qualifications of orlentatlon - for
example, Nord, Est, Sud, Ouest - can easily be replaced by their Malagasy equlvalentSf

Midongy Atsimo would thus be written instead of Modongy du Sud, Fencarive Afoarivo
instead of Fenoarivo Centre, and Mananano Ambony instead of Haute Mananano., )

(6) Preparation of = comprehensive geographical dictionary or glossary.



