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The function ofggeographicbnames is to identify geogra;hickentitiesi

end facilitate referenee to them, They are directly involved in communi-[iifd
cation and in information. collection and ordering, the tw1n themes of the -
1973 annual meeting of the Middle Atlantic D1v151on of the Association

of American Geographers.v

: The United Nations Gron of Experts on Geographical Names (GEGN)

o has on the agenda for its March 1973 meeting a suggestion that the US

ikBoard on Geographlc Names gazetteer series be converted 1nto ‘a United
Nations series, This’ could have far-reach;ng consequences, - The proposalgf
was put before the Group of Experts on 1 June 1972 at 1ts meeting 1mmed1ate1y
g ‘follow1ng the Second United ations Conference:on_Standardization of _‘
’: Geographlc Names, The proposal readvas followss: |
"We are at a stage where we need a challenging new d1rection

‘for,ourﬂadventure in expertlse. Aware of our growing abllity to 1dent1fy
- what is in the world's interest and to»relate more limited interests to it,
rI would like to throw out some ideas and suggest that between now andfthe'
next GEGN meetinghwe think aTout them andiwhatever supporting,or different‘
ideas are generated here or in correspondence,

| "Asking myself'what we are trying'to'aecomplishvﬁith our intensive
effort on romanizétion, i had to conclude that it is not an’end in“itSelf
but a means to an end‘which is maximum unifornitvbof nameshand most

successful cOmmunication”of‘ideas and information through theirvuse. If



“?uniformity in names is what we seek'we may find it ‘est not to start

.j'from the beginning.ﬁ E{ifa

"If in a developing country that writes in non-roman the 4’if =

' ‘linguistic and behavioral expertise that should habrought to bear on jf;dfmgf

: romanization for themselves and the roman writers is 1nadequate, we ;j?f“*yi"
‘;‘{‘ought not to blindly lgave the choice wholly theirs but td work with them, ‘
-‘l as has been done in notable cases.L Even after systems are adopted many, f’l
l;fperhaps most countries are not in a: position to romanize all the names
.‘that will be needed by people institutions,‘businesses and others in the

«.

7-_country who do or will communicate about places and matters related to place.

- "Even if single systems are adopted and used the names Will
k;differ unless the non-roman starting points are, uniform and the appliers

v;method are also uniform both of which are hard to achieve :

: "An obvious answer would ‘seem to be files of standard names
.'adequate for- the bulk of users readily available and kept up- to date by

5upplements and revisions.«"

"The BGN gazetteers cover the world and have been through success-\
: ‘ e o R
;ive revisions.r They contain about the number of names some 4 000 000,:i _-7

: that have been found- to satisfy most requirements except those associated
with large scale mapping.- In their preparation and revisions effort has

f been made to obtain the best local names and the most official names that 1f

could be had and co-operative arrangements of various kinds have been:jf;?‘

'r‘tried out Thejgazetteers have no function of supporting any books maps,;‘:

o atlases, or any other commercial product no political:objective:<in

.

‘fact no objective other than provxding the best possiblelnames‘to th

‘bmost paople most effectively and economically.“



Ty SovE

"Would you 11ke to consider conver51on okaGﬁ gaaetteers '
into UN or GEGN gazetteers malntalned by the BGN -and the countrles
}covered co-operatlvely, and monltored by a GEGN group for cenformance
to agreed-upon standards’" | | | |
Lets go back and read agaln the statement of objectlve, then Iook’.‘v
at why ve haven t reached 1t fully already, at how far we have come andV>
| at how this new prop?sal mLth help. Thestabedobjeétlve is. "maxlmum
‘ uniformlty of names and most successful communlcatlon of 1deas and

:.informatlon‘through,their use,"” In asse551ng the reasons why thls 1s stillr

.. a problem and the progress that has been made we need to review some of

: fthe record.
The Internatlonal Geographlcal Congress 1ast summer was the 22nd
-gln a’ serles that began in Amsterdam in 1871 That f1rst one called for :
ﬂpinternat1onal unlformlty 1n‘geograph1c~names and” the next few discussed
ffi;how it mlght be achleved but the effort was. premature.,d?"l S
I used ‘to say that those early efforts came to grief on the rock of
"’pronunc1atlon ,the attempt to flnd or. 1nvent unrform wr1t1ng that would
"evoke correct pronuncratlons from‘everyone whlch can now. be shown
f‘read11y to betimpossible. Whlle I stlll thlnk that was true I also thlnk'f:
1t is a great over31mp11f1cat10n._ Several other factors at work theni"v
: must st111 be reckoned with, | - 2 | .
There was 11tt1e knowledge and less understandlng ofbehavmor patterns
‘:-w1th reference to namrng and name-u31ng.‘ One element 1n the pattern is |
'res1stance to name‘changlng on’ the one hand and acceptance of contlnued
‘franame evolution on the other andg 6ne‘reason for‘change re51stance is

, practical. Names once establlshed in use are agreed-upon,symbols equated Sty



i'f.;cultures were. regarded as inferior.;

'”fifis below the conscious 1eve1.' This applies both to the mechanisms of

’ff73The names in wide international circulation were and -are only a ractio‘

'1‘5to their referents and have identification-communication values that

have immediately and may acquire onl

fnew or modified names do no

ot

In the late 19th century and the first quarter of thiS,: °nea

>5f¥slow1y.

":; Qcolonial powers had already provided what they considered practical

fzzsolutions of their administrative and commercial needs for_nameS'in the

g parts of the world they controlled. They put the names on maps and gave

'ff hem WOrld-wide currency‘ Non—correspondence with localr ames ‘o Eorms
: 7 1W‘v.u] ‘o -

This introduces the idea that in

o land every human group or subgroup uses names, but muchgofpthe use—behavior

1,f1anguage and to the perception of isolates from nature plus experience that

'fare agreed to be geographic entities and are named. Even professiona

fitoponymists have to go through much shedding of mental‘set to admi?‘

?3:Veither their own. behavior in this field orvthe'validity of’concepts

7,incompatib1e with their own mentally set on:s.y This bear impodtantl

ff'“international cooperation. Some of these things have only latelypbegun to

'ihappen or. be understood

For most countries in the early days there was no convenient source

n' Py

of names in mass already collected.' For many countriesithere still isn t.f

‘ng.of those in local use.» A recent field survey in New‘Brunswick=

fﬁCanadian PCGN found that the 1argest scale maps carriedjless than' half




‘:11 frquickening.,.v

o tiny 1: could not very well be anticipated that dealing 'with large

féﬁgfﬁold problem, that it would bring to light a\host of quite different

”i‘i,;problems and bring new motivations for collective b havi'r.

”“?i};corpus of names that had to be‘produced immediatelijould open up* whole

;the names that are in actual local use,

‘experience in Delaware. Mbdern descriptive linguistics'

"nnto be’ developed.1

Since basic information;and tools were lacking,

In the early days when‘the corpus o internationally;used names as

fﬁnumbers of ;oreign toponyms would not simply increase‘th sizeiof th[h

World War II changed a11 this spectacularlyv

,t;ﬂworld war I that was contested in a, limited area already mapped o larg

;[f}scale and with relatively fixed geographic names, Worl War II was'fought

::”all over the place 'ncluding “reas not mapped at'all‘and 'ith‘names not

fpfeven reduced to writing or never written»in roman letters‘

’f_fnew areas of toponymy"

;'Early;in'l943,“just‘30 yearskago, military operations‘on the;grbund

.fﬁin the information'were more and more exposed’ some of the'file wasfjunked




’1and the rest was’ reprocessed. At the same time the need to straighten
rfout names for the intelligencé program came rapidly to the fore and for.hf
a decade became the organizational focus of the prcgram, during which
ﬁtime hundreds of thousards of names annually were edited. i .
| In the post-war period the BGN reexamined in detail and updated its'ﬁ

'1policies and files on every area of the world. Since this was all comrlﬂfi

r?pressed into a few years the recognition of recurrence of toponymic h“{if”
liiiphenomena and related behavio ﬁ&as not. Just possible, it was practicallyfli
;“fiforced. During all this time geographers and descrlptive linguists were:id
»lsdoing team research and problem solving, developing and testing concepts‘;f

;Hiand procedures as they went along"Auf_v

A massive study of toponymic generics in the United States brought

l;to attention quite unexpected differences in- individually held ideas

’f s mo the meaning of geographic terms. This 1ed to formulation of some @

t*hypotheses about relevant behavior, its apparent ubiquity, and the

1ﬁsignificance of mental set..

While systcmetlcally treated files were being built in the WWII.andgnf

:ugfpost-war periods, ways had to be devised for users to handle names not
‘1yet treated by BGN One device used was issuance of directions for i
:jtreatment, area by area.« This helped but such directions never producedis
‘enough uniformity 1n names, and as the files grew the: emphasis shifted

l7;ifrom dependence upon directions and editing to enlargement of the files if}

"hand dissemination of the names 1n gazetteers, covering the world area

i ;by area. These were revised and greatly enlarged from time to time and fif

‘ given wide distribution not only in the United States but also abroad.: '

It was ev1dent thirty years ago that internacional cooperation is

‘J,:indispensable.‘ There are too many names for any one’ country to handle S




S in the 1940 s to get co%peratlon under way, lncluding in 1947 the first

;1:rGeograph1ca1 Names.; The Group was asked to spell ‘out’ the problems thai

”*'by‘itself-' it is the prerogative of‘nations to fix7theirhown nameS'ﬁj

‘and since many 1anguages and a varxety of wr1t1ng systems are involved

*‘only by cooperation can order be brought out of chaos. Steps were taken

”jBGN/PCGN consultat1on that brought agreement on a j01nt system for

1ﬂ romaniz1ng Ru551an and 1n 1949 the establlshment of a commiss1on on .

‘VStandardlzatlon by the T Internatlonal Congress of Onomastlc Sciences ﬁf
.j. (ICOS) In 1955 ICOS accepted two b351c prem1ses flrst - that whlle

funlform pronounc1atlon 1s not possible un1form writing is, and second -“hw
T B

4

dy~that 1nternat1ona1 standardlzatlon has to be based on internatlonal

: ;facceptance of natlonally standardxzed names. From that point a dlfferent

thyforum and arena was needed and the scene shifted to the Unlted Nat1ons;lef
‘ th. The f1rst step 1n the UN in 1958 was the draftlng, c1rcu1ation"b
and w1de approval of a program looklng toward greater unlformity 1n names.iﬁ

bifThe next, 1n 1960 was a meetﬁng of the f1rst UN Group of Experts o"

hliwould have to be solved in national standardizatlon programs and to makeih
ia recommendatlon on the holdrng of a: full scale conference; The'Conferenceﬁ
Ematerlallzeddln Geneva 1n'1967 It establlshed that a11 countrles share;'f
fymost of the" problemsdln natlonal standardlzatron and 1nternatzona1 accepted

ﬂraance.of natlonally standardlsz names that internatlonal cooperatlon is : h

: r}1ndispensab1e and that countries can oooperate even when they have f:ffruwf

L .

';:fd1fferences of view.e"

The most knotty of a11 problems dlscussed at Geneva wvas romanxzation

K N
S
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the transfer of names from other scripts into roman letters. Some
individual transfer systems have been agreed upon, including thef

difficult one for‘Arabic, for some others we are still seeking common

| |
ground. Some countries that use not only more than one language but also

more than one script present special problems, delicate ones if self-

1

conscious minorlties are involved. Semantic problems have had to be .

J.li,

dealt with from the beginning. There was even difficulty at Geneva

with terms for the two inter-script transfer processes - one between B

two alphabetic scripts, Which we have called transliteration and one

from or to a non-alphabetic script which we have called transcription.‘

Since conversion into roman letters is the really important one, we have

to a degree avoided the semantic problem by using the termvromanization,’
but the distinction is still important. Debate at Geneva did not produce
" any new definitions, but did force recognition that part of the problem
'lay,in categories?into wbich things did not fit well. Too manyfthingsfwere
not wholly this nor wholly that. For example, the status'of multiple
languages in various_countries is so heterogeneous that.the group was .
unable to devise new and better language categories for purposes of‘name_’
istandardization. Nor is the "transliteration" vs "transcription"; |
differentiation simply a Patter of letters vs. sounds. In letter for
letter "transliteration" ;e are of course very much mindfulvof the sounds
for which the letters are‘symbols; and in transcription we pick as'symbols

our letters that already equate to or approximate the,sounds being -

transferred.

For the letter for letter transliteration to’accomplish‘a faithful

‘transfer of sounds, or fo% precisely equivalent sound for sound




transcription to»be accomplished by”equating of symbols, it would

" be necessary thatjthe donor and receiver languages have enactly

the same sound stoéks, that they record in their writing all the

sound distinctions made in speech, and that they present one?to-one
correspondence between sound.and symbol, i.e. have only one symbol

for a sound and oneisound for a’symbol. If those things were so, then
the letter for letter transfer would be in fact a transfer of sounds and
the sound for sound{transfer we call "transcription would be in fact an:
' equatlng of symbols. Since languages don't have those attributes fully,
- in the transfer of systems it is necessar& to adoptaconventions,‘to.make'
Judgments, choices, conpromises.'~1n doing so advantage has been_tsken:
of the fact that while no two langusge sound»stocks fullyrcoincide,‘sll'
languages do have many sounds used or approximated in other languages,
that most languagesldo preserve in their wrltlng the1r prlncipal sound
distinctions even though they do not preserve them all, and that most
 languages have at least con51derable correspondence of sound and symbol

even if none has fully one-to-one correspondence. Since languages differ

greatly in the extent to which these things are true, every combination of

.

languages or writing systems involved in transfers presents at least some

special problems. i 3

Attitudes toward this problem are in one way complicated and in
another way are simplified by thelfact.that the written symbols not-oniyb‘
stand for sounds but also in combination constitute names that stand for

geographic entities, and are capable of recognition as such by eye,

“irrespective of the sounds. One tends to defend the written forms of




ﬁames to thch one has become accustomed, and to hesitate over a
system that produces sometkiug else. On the other hand, the importance
of eye recognition was impiicit in the international consensus that the -
writing can be standardiz;d if "mispronunciation" is accepted as indeéd
it must be.

National stahdardizers could not make pronunciation of geographic‘_
. names greciéélz uﬁiéorﬁ within their jurisdicti&h;eveﬂ if they tried, -
and ;nternational acceptor; could not reproduce the proﬁunéiations
__exactlz eVen if pro?ided with them in unambiguous writing, but each can |
makexapproximations. ’ |

‘ Convenfidhal names and ofherféanyﬁé;have longibeen pé:t of the
toponymic behavior pattern. They still aré. Howeﬁer, as the world
transportationally shrinks? knowledge and use of local names has gr0wn
§9d.sﬁread dramaticglly. ,&he‘UN Conference last May unanimously ufged
thgt thevphasing out of ex@qyms (non-local names) be speeded up gvérywﬁeré.

Over ‘a Peridd éf more than a decade, iq two full-scale cdnférencés
and six meetings of the Group of Experts, people involved in geographic
name standardization all over the world have not only arrived collectiﬁely '
at these understandings, but also in the ptrocess have come to know, ‘ |
respect, have confiéen;e in and like one another. They have repeatedly -
proved their,ébility to take an open-minded view of prdblems that have ‘y
‘sémetimes been eﬁbfionallykcharged;‘The Group of Experts is acquifing;
'é>¢apability greater than the sum of thevcapabilities of its indi&iduéi-
“members. . |

In this recital of re%sons why the ultimate objective is noﬁ

reached after a hundred yeérs, and of progress registered in the last 

three decades, I have hit only a few high spots relevant to the arguments

10




for a UN gazetteer!series‘— the need for names, the difficulty of

applying systems, the a#ailability of a tested gazetteer series and
of a grdqp capable of setting meaningful and practical standards for a .
converted series. There are many things yet toAdiscuss before the
Experts even accept the idea - content, form, credlts, financial

rsupport, what exonﬁms to *nclude, if any, and sé On. 'However, asblong '
as the basic conceﬁt is uaeful the Experts are capable of working out

the details and can deal fairly and efficiently with the UN gazetteer

proposal as one step 1n an ongoing program.



