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Abstract:

The student, while researching historical geography and the origins of city names
in the ancient, medieval, modern, and contemporary Near East, faces a silence
from the relevant sources that are unable to pinpoint the locations of some villages
and cities mentioned in historical texts. These texts provide us with cuneiform,
hieroglyphic, Aramaic, Mandaic, Greek, Roman, Latin, Syriac, Sasanian, Arabic and
other names of geographical locations in the context of a historical event or specific
occurrence. Behind the ambiguity surrounding the identification of these locations,
there lies numerous factors, perhaps the most significant of which is the change and
transformation of geographical names over time due to the cultural and linguistic
circumstances that the region underwent. Some geographical names are altered due to
various reasons, given the cultural and historical value of the geographical name, its
connection to heritage and documents and its association with intellectual properties.

The current research aims at shedding light on this phenomenon. In the past,
geographical names were changed by the invading forces and kingdoms that
occupied and colonized the land in order to assert their presence and dominance,
erase identity and to spread foreign cultural influences in the occupied areas and
thus paving the way for the removal of the prevailing civilizational identity and as
a means of breaking the morale of the local population. This policy was practiced
in ancient times by both the Assyrians in the regions of the Levant, Anatolia, Elam
and Egypt and was followed by Alexander the Great and Byzantine Constantine.
The same was done by the Ottomans in the Arab and Syriac homeland. After the fall
of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of the modern Turkish state, Atatiirk
replaced hundreds of Armenian, Syriac and Arabic names with Turkish names. Also,
Israel has done and continues to do the same in the villages and cities of occupied
Palestine in the present day.

As a result of the change in political circumstances in a country, such as the
transition from a certain political regime into another, nationalist, liberal and even
religious names have dominated those names.

Among the mistakes and flimsy justifications that municipal councils in Arab
cities unfortunately resort to for this change is the unrealistic and unscientific feeling
that a name or part of it is offensive to public taste. In reality, many of these claims
are hasty, fallacious and unjust as the formulation of many names is old and not in the
language of the current residents. Even if a name is of Arabic origin, it stems from
the environment and local specificity of the place, deeply rooted in people’s minds.
The prevalence of an element or characteristic, along with the economic or artisanal
features that are renowned for their representations and manifestations derived from
their plant, animal, or mineral origins, or from natural resources, or from the nature
of the land, its topography and geomorphology.

Keywords: name changing, cultural assimilation, Turkecize, Arabize, Modification.
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